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​Chapter One: The Cabby
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Heavy rain arrived at twilight, and the city lights dimmed as I walked up to the lobby windows. The Spells were in town, and the city grid was shifting into its chameleon mode to reduce blackouts and system failures. The barrier transparency rose six meters from floor to ceiling at the lobby end, and the rain swirled against it in water patterns so dense I could barely see the few people hurrying down the avenue below. Dark forms passed, their hats, coats, and rain shields almost like flotsam flowing by in the downpour.

Considering recent events outside in the city, I felt that it was better to gaze higher at the immense, blurred urban watercolor above the transparency. I could do without the new variety of human devils hidden somewhere in the details. Ideas of the rain's cleansing effect remained a pleasant fantasy. In reality, I knew the runoff would probably wash more stinking corpses out of the alleys and into the public areas.

The Spells and another evil spell existed out there; the Spells as an unusual warming weather pattern established over forty years, with torrential rains a couple of months before the end of the summer. Windstorms and sudden heat waves often followed, tapering into an Indian Summer in the fall. What I viewed as the evil spell wasn’t the weather but the sudden, recent crash-landing of law and order in the city.

In reflection, perhaps things had changed slowly over time as the Toronto city-state fragmented into a collection of vast neighborhoods, with the changes showing that the place had become too big to be contained by a single local SSU police system.

Despite growing decay and large crime-ridden areas, surprise was the response when a strange reorganization of organized crime took hold and turned the city into a security nightmare. It was crime morphed into a witch’s brew. The new ingredient in the pot was a new set of bad guys called Blues, with a hidden boss known on the streets as the Doctor.

Forces of corruption and chaos, too big for me to fight or realistically work with, existed. Even standing at a beautiful window, my back was to the wall. It was now a city of various gangs and security forces, and the hit on the economy was also a strike on individual players like me. Private investigators need cases. In the current scene, there would be no cases ... no paid hunts for missing persons because anyone missing would be presumed dead or part of an open police case.

No one sane would go out there on a hunt, and that was always necessary if a communication trail didn’t appear. Fishing around on the back streets would mean picking through shadows for a corpse and getting erased by one gang or another.

The security market did remain strong, as everyone wanted protection, but I didn’t want to work in a technical role or as a bodyguard or a hired cop. That wasn’t my style, not that kind of security. In a hostile environment, it meant making brutal mistakes in screening, and beating or killing people just to save some wealthy client’s ass. That kind of work suited thugs who preferred beating up on the common man. I had no plans on surviving as a dirty rent-a-cop.

My remaining options were to retire from my current line of work or attempt to find cases down south in the USA. Both were reasonable propositions.

Turning, I glanced past the huge drop chandeliers at the crowd and uniformed guards in the busier section of the lobby. More people were coming into a place already full past capacity. They were using the west lobby to search people. I knew the humiliating searches well. The rent-a-cops had eased up in my case, but it wasn’t an atmosphere of trust. There had been assassinations across the city, and the war on crime remained a losing proposition. The best way to stay alive was to trust no one; not a new theory for a guy like me. There was never a time when I fully trusted anyone other than my closest family and pets.

The city zone that held my old office and apartment had become a crime zone. Abandoning it put me in E-Towers in a new style of fortress. That was a matter of trust as well. I ditched the old digs because there was no sense gunning it out to hold a place where criminal snakes lurked in every shadowed corner. As soon as the good people take a pass on a neighborhood, it’s best to leave with them. Though there is an unless, and that would be unless you’re a vigilante and want to stay in there and kill some Blue goons. Some of my old friends were in there like the vigilantes, but not in hopeless neighborhoods. They were out on the edge of the inner core ... a wealthy little area tagged as The Fortress. People planned to keep it secure, from the highest levels at 135 stories to the lowest levels in the connectors to Underground Alley.

Thinking about security came to be a bad-omen thing because my thoughts hadn’t yet passed when a commotion got underway at the checkpoint. A new arrival set off a weapons alert. A big, shining-bald chunkster of a security guard started baton-whipping him so fast he had no time to draw it. It was messy, people gasped and fled. Blood flew in a big spatter from the black suspect’s broken nose and rained on another guard’s white shirt and face. The guard quickly took the young man down for a search. An SSU blue suit walked over to collect him, but refused to touch him because of the blood. He did touch the illegal gun the man had been carrying, taking it from the guard and studying the patterns on the barrel. It was an expensive weapon – bullets and beams capable. The sort of gun a hit man might use for an in-close assassination or in a situation of general mayhem. So that’s probably what he was ... a young black man cut loose from a gang and paid well to get inside E-Towers to nail a target.

Back at the window, I watched some emergency vehicles scream by below. Ambulances and police, and that meant killings, but no fire. Possibly the man who had done some killing out there was the same one security just took down here. Key politicians, public officials, and police were facing assassination. A takeover bid of sorts; if you weren’t corrupt, they killed you. Yet that would still leave higher officials alive. Especially in the police, as the SSU police force had always been mostly corrupt. The Blues, as powerful new boys, were shifting into the center to control the others, though small wars would continue as various gangs, SSU, and security forces jockeyed for control of neighborhoods.

I’d taken a gut punch on the old office. I owned the place and took a loss on the evacuation. Buying the small place at E-Towers burned through the last of my cash. In the Towers, you bought. It was easier that way because a renter might not be around tomorrow to pay the rent.

My emergency stash, money offshore, I refused to touch. I could decide to split at any time, as it would surely be easy to sell the place. One glance down at the street barricade showed the reason for the value. With the lobby a floor up and no access from the fortified street front, it was attractive. Battlements existed outside the main tower on its 125-story stretch up into the rainy night, and the bays for arriving aircars were as impervious as the huge lobby windows behind me. The walls of this place were sleek. The windows could withstand beam fire, rocket attacks, and vehicle crashes. The secret to it was a super-hard transparent coating that formed a thick gloss over all. E-Towers glowed softly in the dark even when the lights were off. It featured the defenses to remain a safe residence in a dangerous city.

The huge news screen in the lobby was on with a fashionable female news anchor standing under a marquee overhang as the downpour fell like a backdrop at the end of the camera view. The deputy mayor had been gunned down, and I was watching those details when a call came in on my case line. I didn’t take the call; the lobby lacked privacy, and I didn’t use plug-ins to connect my brain to the phone. Enhancement was sexy until it got your brain hacked and fried. I needed to go up to my place on the 100th floor for security.

The call had a Pinnacle-City-in-the-Sky tag – the wealthiest potential clients around. The place wasn’t in the city, but it was nearby. It instantly shifted my interest away from the deputy mayor. I was excited. A possible case, and as far as the deputy mayor went, I wondered what his job entailed, if anything other than making media statements and collecting payoffs. Maybe his death meant someone with talent would replace him. Maybe, but more likely it created an opening for someone already chosen.

Emerging from the elevator, I went down the hall to my place and opened the triggered bolt lock. The biometric locks I’d already removed because there were too many devices on the market to crack them. The cat, Tigger, was already there by the door waiting. I liked this place, but it had an empty polished feel, like it was still new. If anything, it was too picture-perfect. The floor and furniture were antique hardwood, while the walls were white rock panels with a 3D swirl pattern. The padded seating was also white, and I sat on the chaise lounge and pulled a tablet from the cushion beside me. With it, I was able to mask a call to the outside. Technically, all calls went out encrypted, but spy agencies and gangsters could still record a call or its metadata. They couldn’t get into the mask I used, as it hid the call completely by turning it into noise. No key waited at the other end as it unraveled at the specified location.

I used voice-call-only, and it rang ten times before an answer. No one uses voice calls, but there is more security when no facial images are on the airwaves. It is hard to turn video into noise. 

Someone picked up but said nothing, perhaps surprised to see no video feed. “Jack Michaels returning your call,” I said.

The reply was a male voice I recognized. “We have to meet. I don’t want to talk on the phone.”

The person was Wes Cameron, one of the security chiefs at Pinnacle City in the Sky, which was a gargantuan and isolated place at the edge of the Toronto megacity. It was also free of the current wave of crime. The ultra-rich lived there and had little to do with this city. If he had a case, it would pay well, but in general, almost no cases came from there. The place had its own detectives on the inside, so the case would involve work down here somewhere.

“Do you want me to come there or meet you outside?”

“Outside, in the city. We need you for a job in your area, not here.”

“Okay. After you hang up, your phone will ring again. The beeps will decode to a GPS location and a time. We’ll meet there. I can’t meet clients here, as it is not secure. Heavy intruder detection is everywhere. You know what’s going on in the city.”

“Unfortunately, I do,” he said. Then he clicked off.

Flicking the wall screen on, I let the television news play. I fed Tigger and opened a double-shot whiskey snap glass. Rain poured in rivulets on the window as if I were underwater and not a hundred stories high. Looking around the place, I tried to envision a small security setup. My tools, from my tablet to a special badge and wrist screen, were all I would use here or anywhere. I had to get them inside and secure this place from building scans. I’d spent decades on portable technology and currently had it hidden in storage. It was my real office, and it used to travel with me. With a level of trust now formed here, it was time to sneak my stuff inside. 

A plan developed in my mind. The meeting with Wes Cameron would be first, and the pickup of my portables would be tied to it. To go out, I needed a weapon, and that meant talking to Woody Robblee, the SSU police captain stationed in this building.

The SSU station took up half of the fiftieth floor, so after dressing for the outdoors in a proper hat and a long waterproof coat, I took the elevator down and then the float tube to the waiting area. I didn’t wait long; the SSU door cop recognized me and raised the thick plastic barrier. I’d been searched, warned, and triple checked since moving to E-Towers, and the problem wasn’t really with the SSU police. It was with the private goons all over town that worked with the SSU and clients. They tended to take rough action on anyone who looked tough. They never took any chances with me; my being tall and formidable in appearance always put them on high alert. I had a habit of shading my eyes with my hat because people said my eyes were too piercing and drew heat.

Woody was in. He emerged from an office with four other burly cops. Their faces were mysterious like the rain and twilight outside, and they were talking about something ugly that was going down. I could tell by the low voices and serious tones.

Only Woody remained; the other guys left. I could see the weapons bulging under their coats and guessed they were headed to that scene involving the deputy mayor, or to the other incident I’d seen ambulances racing to.

I didn’t have to wait. Woody saw me and waved me over. I followed him into the office, and he motioned for me to take a chair.

I remained standing, noting that the leather on his face was wearing deeper lines. His usually clear and intense eyes were bloodshot.

He spoke first. “It’s not a nice evening to be going out. Maybe you should think about staying inside.”

“Not an option. I have a possible job.”

“Job. I thought you were retiring from the business?”

“I need a weapon. I’ll pay you for it.”

“A weapon. If you’re doing bodyguard work, your client will supply it.”

“It’s a case. Private work.”

Woody raised his thick eyebrows. Suspicion lit his eyes. “Did the client say what the job entails?”

“Haven’t met him yet. I need a weapon for standard protection. I’m not doing a run against gangs or Blues.”

“I can rent you a weapon, on condition.”

“What condition?”

“Information. If it’s someone trying to hire a hitman, I want the name.”

“I’ve never done that kind of work. No one would call me for that.”

“They might. There are many revenge deals going down. Just tip me to anything good you pick up. I need more eyes and ears out there on the street. No one talks to cops these days.”

“I can do that. If I hear about anything big, I’ll tip you. What do you have that’s a small carry weapon?”

Woody pulled the large bottom right door of his desk open and took out a gun. It was the weird Browning with the patterned barrel. The one they’d confiscated in the lobby.”

“Small world. I just saw that weapon seized in the lobby. I’ll take it.”

“We seized it, but a check shows it hasn’t been fired recently. It’s going to be expensive, and you have to check it in when you return. That’s the deal in here. Only cops can carry.”

He passed me the weapon, and I looked it over. An expensive piece. One of the best portables on the market, and customized. I had something better, though, or would once I picked it up.

“You could knock down walls with that thing, Jack. Use it for scare shots if you get tight out there. We don’t need any more corpses.”

The only way out with a weapon was through the barrier below the big lobby windows. It was safer too because only cops went out that way. I paused and looked at the dirty rain racing down the gutter beyond the heavy-traffic pylons. Woody probably had a tracker on the weapon. He’d know my location if he wanted it. He wouldn’t know who I was meeting or why. I had a ground car in the underground – a Ford LT. I chose a cab for the drive. They didn’t do pullovers here, so I pulled up my collar and walked half a block in the rain before a cab sped up. It was a fast ground car. I didn’t need an aircar for this destination.

The cabby was an older black man with a prosthetic right hand and a cap down over his forehead. He smiled in the mirror, and the force shield gave his teeth a gleam. He was big, and I didn’t like his eyes; they crawled over me like he was a mortician fitting me for a casket when all I was doing was giving him a location.

“You a cop?” he said in an accusing tone of voice.

“No.”

“I’ll leave the force shield on anyway. Yesterday, one of those private guards came over the seat and clipped my ear while I was driving. It is too dangerous out here. I can’t even trust cops. With the Spells coming in, drone surveillance is down in many places. Those things don’t work well in the rain.”

“I don’t like them. They do work in the rain, but they’re expensive equipment. The SSU can’t afford to replace downed drones nor have the bad guys steal and refurbish them.”

“Shit, there’s a roadblock ahead.”

“Pull over and wait.”

The cabby pulled over. We were in a dark rubbish-lined lane, and the overhang of the lower shops caused the rain to pour like a strange waterfall on the south side. Dirty runoff poured over my shoes as I got out, and the cabby waited while I walked up toward the roadblock. I stopped out front of a clothing store; men’s suits, and the night gating was bent, and a section of the glass spider-webbed from blows. A red sports car was at the roadblock, and the men surrounding it were all private security goons.

I got back in the cab. “Turn around and find another route. They’re robbers wearing security garb. Write this lane off for the present.”

“Motherfuckers,” the cabby said. He batted his cap against the wheel. “I should drive up and shoot them.”

“Don’t. Save your ammo for when you really need it.”

The cabby wheeled the car around with superb skill and tore off on another route to the destination. “I’m trying to figure out how you fit,” he said, his edgy voice irritating me. “You aren’t a vigilante from the self-defense zones or a slacker from the martial-law areas either. Undercover cops have that brutal feel, and security goons and bodyguards practically announce themselves with trumpets. Street punks and the Blues are the same way.”

“I’m from every zone. Do you have much experience with the Blues?”

“The new gangsters. They’re easy to figure. The complex drugs they boost on are new and illegal, so they’re gangsters gaining a special edge. Some of them are more dangerous. I heard they all come in from Miami and other hellholes ... often older gangsters that were deteriorating on the old counterfeit Intel drugs before they got onto the blue pills. The pills change them in a big way; they look about half dead and mean. Whoever came up with those drugs needs hanging. The Blues let cabbies operate, but their kind of town isn’t my kind of town. The creepy thing about them is that they don’t seem alive in the way we are alive. It’s like they came up from the grave to take control. Control is their game, and they don’t push the blue pills on people because no one wants them. Everyone wants power in this city, but your average punk out there fears any drug that makes powerful physical and mental changes like that stuff. They’re so altered physically, they are practically mutants of some kind.”

I had no comment, and I spotted something on the floor at my feet. I picked it up furtively. A wallet. I flipped through it with one hand, then dropped it back to the floor. It was empty. I looked out the window at the flashing lights and the few people on the streets in the rain. We were at the edge of the Scarsdale Ringblock, an area with a surplus of liquor stores, sex shops, and sleazy bars with clutches of drug users and dealers out front. About fifty percent of them could be considered street people of indeterminate gender. The Blue gangsters didn’t even want this neighborhood. They didn’t patrol it. They delivered the drugs and collected their money, and that was about it.

The cab suddenly swerved as a leggy tranny hooker stumbled right in front of us. A shot winged the window as my cabby sped away. I saw the hooker fall in the gutter, not hit by the shot but bumped slightly by us as we went around her.

“They shooting at us or the sleazebag?” the cabby said as he glanced in the mirror.

I looked back. “I’m not sure. The shot came from the bar entrance. Keep driving.”

“I don’t recognize this address you gave me. I’ve never had a fare out there before. No one who can pay comes here either. If you hadn’t paid in advance credit I wouldn’t have believed it.”

“Believe it. You won’t miss it. It’s huge, and it is the only thing out that road.”

An ugly conglomerate of public housing formed a dark hulk under the steely cloud cover. I could see vague forms behind the many tinted windows and scarier forms in the dim courtyards. The cab headed downhill. Water ran over the road in spills. He slowed, worried about hitting a deep sinkhole or suddenly running into floodwaters. He turned in on Borden Road, and the grade leveled. Huge, overgrown vacant lots lined both sides of the road. Deep pits were dug in one lot, like they’d begun some sort of construction, then abandoned it. A distant building showed in outline. No lights were on, and the old factory structure had a haunted feel. Too out of the way and abandoned, and it spooked the cabby. He stopped without pulling over, as there was no traffic. 

“I’m not going down there,” he said. “It might be dangerous. I want to get out of this neighborhood before the rain gets worse. There are going to be major floods before morning. What in the hell is that place, anyway?”

“That’s the old Nestle Complex. It’s abandoned now.”

“You mean the people who make the Rush bars. Jeez, you can go talk to the ghosts in there on your own. What’s this about anyway - drug pickup?”

“It’s a deal, but not drugs. You got your pay. Wait back up the road a ways. I’ll be back for the return trip in about an hour.”

“Sure. You want to pay me to sit around and smoke, it’s fine by me. But it’s just you. You’re not bringing anyone ugly back with you, right?”

“That’s right. It’ll be just me heading back to the E-Towers.”

At night in fragmented Toronto, it was easy to pick up on ugly dreams from the ozone of thunderstorms, and then wake to be in another bad dream. The abandoned Nestle factory was the embodiment of nightmares and a good location to meet in private, as there were no lights and no local inhabitants. Something about the contaminated soil twisted the trees on the lot, and they arched over the path with broad, blighted leaves, offering some shelter from the driving rain. It poured through in random spots, and the air misted, but at least the stony path remained solid. It went slightly downhill, and a swollen stream sucked away the runoff. I could still smell the fragrance of ancient chocolate rising from the soil. The sound of the water rattling on leaves and pouring into the stream grew into a low roar in my ears. A rising miasma created a jungle feel. It was raining hard in the open clearing ahead, so I jogged it to a huge portion of smashed wall. The complex looked like a cracked concrete egg there with the wall crumbled away and the rest of the building open like a dark maw. Reinforced steel beams hung in the opening like broken teeth. The ceiling was nine meters high. I got out of the rain and stood there in the vast pile of rubble, and then I took a tiny signal orb out of my pocket and flashed the light. Its thin beam went up into the dark sky and through the clouds. I was maybe ten minutes early, so I repeated the signal once every few minutes for twenty, then waited.

Suddenly, there was no rain in an area of the clearing just outside the broken wall, and I heard the rush of an air engine. Brilliant lights came on as the craft landed. I stared in surprise. Jeeze, I’d expected an aircar, a fast type from Pinnacle City, but this thing was a cruiser. It had built-in stealth because, in the rain, I could barely hear or see it coming. The Browning under my coat suddenly felt like a peashooter. I’d brought it for protection, but could see I didn’t need it. Wes Cameron had arrived in a vehicle capable of fighting off a gangster army.

A wing door opened, and Wes emerged with two other men. They were heavily armed and wearing uniforms with the Pinnacle City logo. They had already tracked my location because they came right across the clearing toward me.

The small area of wasteland around us lit up as they halted.

I didn’t waste time with small talk. “You said you had a case, Wes. It must be something big to sail in with that bird.”

Wes Cameron’s face had picked up some crags and crevices, and his gray hair had thinned. His masculine looks and intelligent forehead worked well with his hair loss. Despite his age, he was still imposing and strong. Anyone meeting him understood why he was a top security man at that wealthy place. “The client is big. We don’t take chances coming into the city now either. We don’t leave the scum any way of getting in at Pinnacle City.”

“Yeah, like with a stolen fly vehicle. Those creeps are not around this location yet. That’s why I picked it.”

Wes handed me a tiny package. “This is a data dot. It outlines the case and the amount you’ll be paid. The client is an ultra-rich family, and their daughter was kidnapped. She’s a young teen. They want her back alive.”

“Damn, Wes. If she’s been taken and she’s in here in Blues territory, she’s likely already dead or has been sold off as a slave or something.”

“She isn’t dead, and she’s in the city. We received some deep-cover information. They’ve been keeping her alive somewhere, but there’s no ransom demand. At least not yet. Our source went silent, so now all we’ve got is the info that she’s here somewhere and alive.”

“What’s her name?”

“Marvel Sunbulian.”

“But she’s the heir to one of the biggest estates in the world. Why are you hiring me?”

“We’ve also hired others, but we can’t trust them with full information. You worked with us before, and this is your territory.”

“You mean it used to be.”

“Give it a try.”

“I can’t guarantee anything. I’ll start to work right away. If they don’t take her out of the city and if I find her ... well, at that point I may need backup or firepower. Especially if it is gangsters like the Blues, and that’s who it probably would be here.”

“Don’t worry about backup. Find her. Contact me right away when you get even a rough location. What you’re being paid for is a location and her circumstances. Don’t make any rescue attempt against forces you can’t handle.”

Wes walked away; with their dark outfits, his men looked like alien shadows at the edge of the rain. The cruiser rose in the night with its lights off, and making no more noise than another rush of wind and rain. I remained standing in the wastes staring at the stony path running across the mud. The stream was rising, and the water would soon go over the banks and flood the area.

The factory location was more than a secure place to meet; my lockbox was hidden inside the building. Moving into the gloom, I used a thin beam of light and made it through the large area beyond the collapsed wall. I opened a stiff door and went down a wide, empty hallway. The sounds of leaking water and numerous strange creaks, cracks, and bangs came to my ears. Odors of stagnant water rose from the many pools inside the structure.

A narrow, weedy alley ran between the two main buildings, and I dashed across and through a battered door. The stairs took me to the basement. It was filling with muddy water pouring through a split in the foundation wall. I had to throw a plank across to reach the hidden alcove. I nearly slipped as I reached behind an old, decommissioned electrical box and grabbed the lockbox.

The plank flew away from my heel into the foamy water, and I got out the door without falling into the filth. With the box under my coat and arm, I made my way back and was about to cross to the main building when I heard a shout, then a long scream.

It echoed in the empty complex, and I wasn’t quite sure of the location, but it was a woman who screamed. A shot followed, and a thump, like a heavy projectile hitting a wall. It was above, so I moved in that direction to check it out. At least my feet did. My brain was screaming for me to move in the other direction and back to the cab. I remembered telling the cabby I wasn’t part of the vigilante crowd, so why was I acting that way?

Maybe the private detective in me always had to follow a lead.

I came out of a cobwebbed stairwell and cracked open a door. A spooky open area showed. Nothing but empty floor space and huge support posts up to metal beams securing the ceiling. Rain drummed on a metal frame high up. There was a light beyond a far pillar, and if it weren’t for it, I would not have been able to see anything.

I heard voices but couldn’t hear what they were saying, so I crept across the room from post to post. Finally, I had a view, a startling one as I could see some people standing by a pit. A big man was near the edge, supporting another man. At least he was for a moment before he tossed him over. I heard a splash as he hit the water down in the pit. There was a gasp and momentary silence. The man had been a dead weight, a murder victim most likely. Gangsters were now using this place as a disposal site. They’d just found it because there was no smell of death in the air from any previous dumps.

The big man’s profile caught the light as he turned. He was a Blue and a nasty one with a sunken and unshaven face partially hid by his upturned collar. His sinister eyes gleamed out of dark hollows. His gun glittered, a fast-reload sawed-off blaster. The sickly look of this guy was worse than that of others I’d seen. Blues always wore a diseased grey-blue cast. A dead look like the living dead, but a strong specimen of that ilk.

The other two guys weren’t Blues, but they were gangsters ... long dark coats, hats obscuring their faces. One of them pushed a woman forward, and she howled as the Blue caught her arm. She began to struggle; he butted her head with the gun. The other gangsters laughed, and I began testing my rented weapon. The cylinder adjustment was in bullet mode, rapid-fire, and it was a pulse trigger, meaning the longer the pull, the more the projectiles.

It had a kick, but I was ready for it as the cylinder made a quiet whirr and sent about fifteen bullet shots that ripped into the two gangsters. I aimed for the heads because they were probably wearing vests. The effect was instant and grotesque. Their skulls exploded, dark blood spurted up, and the bodies went down. The Blue swung his sawed-off and fired, but I was already behind a post and felt it shake from the force of the blast. The air distorted from the heat of the shot.

“Come out, or I’ll throw her in,” the Blue said.

“What makes you think I want her? Maybe I want you, and you’re in the open.”

He remained silent for a moment, but I heard his feet shuffling. He was moving away from the pit, dragging her with him. Another blast hit the pillar. The Blue was trying to keep me in hiding.

Regret entered my mind. Why was I squaring off with a professional killer? He’d hit the woman hard on the head. She might already be dead, and it was questionable as to her origin. Maybe she was in the same gang and had pulled a double cross.

My ears were everything. I needed to know what that guy was doing. The hammering rain and the creaking of the building filled my head. I could hear nothing of value, so I waited and used smarts. An experienced killer would go on offense, not defense, and this one thought he had me pinned down. He was sweating me, thinking I would panic, run, and shoot. That meant he’d put the woman down and was approaching.

I crouched, and then I tossed the lockbox to my left. There was a roar as a blast hit it, sending it flying. Diving out the other way, I rolled and fired a horizontal line of bullets, and I got him. I saw him tumble back in the gloom, but just barely. Then I pulled out my small glow light and tossed it in his direction. He wasn’t dead, and he was rising fast. I could see the torn front of his coat and knew a vest or body suit had saved him. This time I aimed for the head, and he fired a blast that hit the ceiling just as his skull became a flying liquid smear. He thumped into the mud. He was down for good.

Dust and cobwebs showered down from above, and I flashed a light around and spotted the lockbox where it had landed. It was dented but intact. Moving back over by the pit, I found the woman and shone the light on her. She was young and slim, maybe twenty-four, with short copper hair and beautiful. Someone had ordered her hit, or she wouldn’t be here. She was also alive with nothing more than a bump on her head and maybe some bruises from the manhandling. I cradled her head in my hands and rubbed her cheeks. After a few seconds, she woke and groaned. A moment later, she remembered where she was and made a startled leap to her feet.

I grabbed her. “Calm down. You aren’t going into the pit. The others are dead.”

She saw the bodies and the blood and gasped. I lifted the light to show her my face. “I’m not one of them. I don’t know what your story is, but we’re getting out of here.”

“You’re not one of them. I can see that. They kidnapped me and brought me here. They killed two of my brothers. That’s my neighbor they threw in the pit.”

“What’s it about?”

“Blues and gangsters; they took over the small complex where we lived in the Free Zone. They were turning it into one of their dens. Some residents and my brothers decided to fight them.”

“Your brothers were vigilantes.”

“Yes, they became that. But it was also our property.”

“I’d be one too if I wanted to die quickly. You can’t fight them that way. Those kinds of criminals, you stay off their radar, hit them when they don’t expect it, and get out of sight again. You can’t win a straight-out war with them. Too many people are dying because they don’t use proper guerrilla tactics.”

“You got somewhere to go, mister?”

“Michaels is the name. Jack Michaels. I got a cab waiting outside of here. Let’s get to it and figure things out from there.”

“Lauren Farrington. That’s my name. If you have a place to stay, I can pay you. I have money in a special account.”

“For now, let’s get out of here.”

I searched the bodies. A set of car keys, no IDs, and about a thousand in cash credits. Tearing away a clean section of a dead Blue’s raincoat, I used it to wrap the guns. That package I passed to Lauren.

“Carry these,” I said.

“What are you going to do with them?”

“Either use them or sell them.”

I made some adjustments to the Browning, switching it from bullets to a fine kill-beam mode, and then we made our way out. Lauren didn’t know where they’d left their vehicle, and I couldn’t find it, so we headed for the cab. Water was already running over the stony path. The uphill walk was a hard slog against slashing rain. The cab was still there, and the vacant lots on either side of it were fast becoming ponds. As we approached, the roof light came on, and the cabby got out.

“You said you were coming alone. Who’s she?”

“She got lost down there.” I saw his eyes go to the lockbox under my arm, then flick over to the package she had in her hand. He saw the barrel of the sawed-off protruding from the cloth and raised an eyebrow.”

“Okay,” he said. “I’ll put the lady in the front.”

He walked around the cab, opened the door, and motioned for her to come up and get in. Lauren walked up, but she didn’t get a chance to get in. The cabby suddenly raised his prosthetic hand and expanded the fingers as he seized her head. She choked out spittle as he pulled her to him, and at that moment, his face changed to an evil grin. “I can tear her head right off with this hand. I want that lockbox you’re carrying, and the package of weapons. Step up and put them in the back seat, then back off.”

My face showed genuine surprise at the power of the bizarre hand attachment. “Hey. Don’t kill her. I’ll do as you say.” He twisted her head some, and she grimaced as I walked up. I opened the door and tossed the lockbox inside. He pointed to the package she’d dropped. I moved like I was going to pick it up, but I didn’t. I did a fast draw of the Browning and hit him between the eyes with a fine kill beam. The shot must’ve hit nerves because his whole face twitched into an ugly mask. A small spurt of blood arced, his claw retracted away from Lauren’s head, and he thumped to the soggy ground.

Lauren shook her head and then ran her fingers through her wet hair like she was trying to clean bugs out of it. We were standing in the rain facing each other. She glared at me, but even her glare was pretty.

“I saw you adjust that gun before we came up. You knew he was going to do that, and you didn’t warn me.”

“I knew he’d try something, but didn’t expect that. He is no ordinary cabby. He just happened to be waiting when I came out, and he was sloppy. He left his last victim’s empty wallet on the floor in the back seat. The guy either was sent to hit me or works the buildings in that part of town. Picks up customers with some valuables and offs them.”

I walked over to the body and did another adjustment on the Browning. 

“What are you doing?” she said.

“I’m operating. That prosthetic hand is something new and valuable. I bet he stole it somewhere. I’m taking it.”

Lauren grimaced. She got in the car. A minute later, I got in too, but with the prosthetic neatly cut out and wrapped in a piece of the guy’s coat. She ducked away in disgust as I tossed it into the back seat. Then I started the car and raced away up into the Scarsdale Ringblock area. 
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​Chapter Two: Cupid’s Grotto
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Near the top of the hill, the neighborhood lights turned the rainy mist into nauseating yellow haze. I was approaching the area of seedy public housing we passed on the way in. A dilapidated strip of abandoned stores was off to the left. Some of the stores had windows smashed, and others were boarded up. It was a completely dead stretch. I pulled in and around back. One garage was open, a fallen metal slide door in the mud beside it. It looked about right, so I drove inside and put on the cab roof light. Nothing showed but some ancient trash and tires, and a door into one of the closed shops. A faded sign revealed it as a former BodySHOCK health store.

“Why are you stopping here?” Lauren said, her voice nervous like she still didn’t quite trust me.

“In case you didn’t notice, I just killed that cabby.”

“He deserved it.”

“Yes, but I paid the fare and have to do something about it.” That something was to open the lockbox. Opening the car door, I eased away from the steering wheel and put the seat back. With the lockbox on my lap, I spun the code to open it. I carefully placed the contents on the dashboard. Three items – a badge, a small tablet, and a gun.

Lauren watched me warily.

“So you’re a cop. What good is that stuff? Anyone can buy an obsolete tablet. You already have a better gun than that one. The way you do business, you should keep the badge hidden.”

“There’s a reason for it.”

The badge began to glow when I touched it. Picking up the tablet, I powered it on, and it lit up at my thumbprint. I opened a special program and started by reading the cab's meter number.

“What are you doing?”

Rather than reply immediately, I finished the operation, then put the contents back in the lockbox and closed it. She waited patiently for about fifteen minutes while I worked and said no more. 

“I’m not a cop. I’m a private investigator. The badge is much more than a badge. I simply disguise it that way. I use it to send out a special form of off-spectrum signals. The tablet has custom software and only looks like an antique. The gun is also much more than it looks. I had to erase the fare transaction and change this cab's grid number. The meter I took offline. When they find that body, I don’t want it traced to me. The gangsters don’t matter. Probably the smell will lead to their bodies being found, but the SSU police won’t investigate in any deep way.”

“If you did all that, and that easily, maybe you should rob banks for a living.”

“It wasn’t easy. The program I used took years to develop. I didn’t get the fare money back. I changed the data so it looks like someone using a fake ID paid for it. There is one more thing I have to do.”

“Hey. You just shut off my eyewear. I’m disconnected.”

“That’s right. I also deleted your history. You’re offline. At least until you get something more secure than that system. You can dispose of the contacts here.”

“I paid thousands for it.”

“Yes, and those thugs were so stupid they forgot to remove it. You were recording your own death.”

“They didn’t see it because it’s supposed to be invisible. At least it was to them. They scanned me when they grabbed me.”

“The SSU and spy agencies can access all of that stuff as well as head plug-ins. The tablet I use is something special, not like eyewear. It gets around them all. I sent the SSU the clip of that Blue tossing your neighbor into the pit. The rest I took out.”

“Damn. You behave like a thug, but you’re trickier than most of them.”

“Don’t underestimate the thugs out there. They are smart, too.”

I turned in my seat and studied her. Her eyes were hazel, and she trusted me – far too much now. I could see that. “You wouldn’t still be with me if you didn’t check out. You’ve been so deep in virtual worlds for the last few years that no one in the real world knows you anymore. That’s why you’re so slim, too. You rarely
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