
  
    [image: Catalyst of Pain]
  


  
    
      CATALYST OF PAIN

      CYBER HUNTER ORIGINS BOOK 3

    

    
      
        D. B. GOODIN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: David Goodin Author]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

    

    
      
        Continue the Adventure

      

      
        A Favor

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also By D. B. Goodin

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by D. B. Goodin

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      This is a work of fiction; any references to persons living or dead are purely coincidental.

      

      For more information about the Cyber Hunter Origins series visit:

      www.cyberhunterorigins.com

      www.dbgoodinbooks.com

      www.davidgoodinauthor.com

      ISBN: 978-1-7350736-9-9 (Paperback)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New York, Upper West Side

        Two Weeks Ago

      

      

      Aiko Takahashi crouched as she surveyed her target for weaknesses. The chilly night air penetrated her exposed skin. Her training area was small, about the size of a large closet, and was outside on her uncle’s balcony. In the daylight hours, she would be treated to a view of the Hudson River. But now it was just the darkness. She reminded herself the icy breeze wasn’t an excuse to miss even a single training session. Soon her uncle would test her readiness for the advanced lessons to come. She tried not to think about what happened nearly five years ago. Coming home to your find her parents butchered like animals was traumatizing, but like so many things since that time, it was all a part of her. The training taught her to put those feelings away.

      “Are you ready?” a man’s voice asked.

      “Almost, Uncle,” Aiko said, and she severed the dummy’s head in one fluid motion with her practice sword.

      She looked at her uncle, but no word of encouragement was given, or even a hint of his approval. Aiko often gazed upon his unassuming medium build as a pillar of strength. She had witnessed him best men twice his size, and without a hint of sweat on his brow.

      “Why do you insist on training in the cold like this?” Hiroto asked.

      “I must be ready for any possibility if I am to be any use to you or our cause,” Aiko said.

      “Do you think you are fit for a real mission?”

      “More than ready.”

      “Then prove it.”

      Hiroto grabbed a staff from a nearby weapons rack, then assumed a relaxed but nimble position. Aiko noticed that his left foot was pointing straight, while his right foot was positioned forward, just as the ball of his right foot touched the ground. Aiko assumed the forward stance with which she was so familiar. Hiroto lunged with the staff, making a broad swing that left his left side open. Aiko spread her legs until they were parallel with the floor. She narrowly missed the blow. In one fluid motion, she was back on her feet and attacking her uncle’s left flank. He was too fast and blocked the move, but not before giving her knuckles a bruising.

      “Impressive. You have mastered the art of flexibility and speed, even without a weapon. But you still have a lot to learn.”

      Aiko tried to retrieve a Katana from the weapons rack, but got a knock to her chin with his staff. She knew her uncle was holding back; otherwise she would have no teeth.

      “Is that all you’ve got, little one?” Hiroto taunted.

      Aiko watched how her uncle wielded the staff to observe any weak points. As he approached, she crouched and tried to stay low while keeping her uncle close. She didn’t want him to hit her again, and Aiko told herself to mind her footwork and that her fists were weapons when she had none. She managed to stay out of striking range by moving her feet in the proper position. The idea was to tire him out or find any opening she could use to her advantage. Another close call. The staff was mere centimeters from her nose, but she avoided it.

      “Don’t want to try for the katana again? It’s calling you,” Hiroto said.

      He thrust and left just enough of an opportunity for her to grab onto the staff with both hands. She pulled hard and managed to knock her uncle off balance. He stumbled, but she followed it up with a kick to the ribs. Hiroto parried before she could make contact. Aiko threw more kicks as her uncle tried to land a thrust to her head. She grabbed the staff with both hands, then kicked Hiroto in his midsection. Hiroto cried out.

      “Enough! You have potential. But even a butterfly cannot extend its wings until it has endured a metamorphosis.”

      Aiko bowed, put away the staff, then followed her uncle into the penthouse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      
        
        New York City

        Autumn

      

      

      Darkness fell upon the city like a comfortable wet blanket as the thick clouds began to rupture. Central Park wasn’t as popular during the evenings this time of year, so Aiko enjoyed her runs through the park. She emerged onto Central Park West and crossed the busy intersection as the light changed. She took a moment to stop at the newsstand near the apartment she shared with her uncle. An older man she knew well studied the Daily Racing Forum. He never won, but he always played. He gave Aiko a look as she approached.

      “Aiko, how you doing this evening? I see you already got wet,” the man said, chuckling.

      “I’m fine, Raphael. I misjudged the rain. Got anything for me today?” Aiko said.

      The man gave Aiko a folded newspaper. “It’s the last one. I don’t know why a nice girl like you would want to know such things.”

      “Put it on my tab, and have a good one,” Aiko said as she put the newspaper on the inside of her jogging outfit, then ran into the night.

      Fat droplets of rain splattered on the sidewalk as Aiko ran. She picked up the pace and nearly ran into the head maître d' at Gia’s, an Italian restaurant that her uncle and she enjoyed. She turned right onto Broadway and ran as fast as she dared. The streets became slick from the newly formed shower. On non-rainy days, Aiko could almost outrun bicycles, but not tonight. As she tried slowing, she tripped. She saw the world as it inverted. The sidewalk rapidly approached. Strong arms raised her and helped her to her feet.

      “Slow down. You don’t want to eat the pavement again, do you?”

      Aiko followed the voice. She recognized the tall, ebony-skinned man.

      “Thanks for the save. I thought I was going to chip another tooth,” Aiko said.

      “What’s your hurry, anyway? Is someone chasing you?”

      “I guess I thought I could outrun the rain again!”

      Aiko gave Jerome an innocent smile.

      “Quit it, your charms may have worked when you were twelve, but that was a long time ago.”

      “You were so patient with me, you even let me play hide and seek in the lobby.”

      “Yeah, and you almost got me in trouble on more than one occasion,” Jerome said.

      The intensity of the rain increased. Large puddles formed on the sidewalk in front of her apartment building. The two hurried into the building.

      “Wait. I have something for you. Wait here,” Jerome said.

      He entered a side door that led to a storage area. Aiko stood in the lobby watching other residents run to parked cars, but they still got soaked.

      Jerome handed her an oversized envelope. She noticed it was from Georgetown.

      “I hope that’s good news,” Jerome said.

      “Let’s find out.” Aiko opened the envelope. A blue and gold folder appeared. She held her breath as she opened the folder. A single document was nestled in the folder.

      Dear Ms. Takahashi,

      It gives me great pleasure to inform you that the Committee of Admissions has voted to accept your early action application for admittance to Georgetown University. I’m happy to offer you a place in next fall’s class.

      Sincerely,

      George Chaffin

      Department of Undergraduate Admissions

      Aiko’s jaw went slack, then she covered it with her hand.

      “Is it . . . bad news?” Jerome asked.

      “No, I’ve been accepted,” Aiko said.

      “All of the studying has paid off. You should celebrate.”

      “I would, but I haven’t been able to find my uncle. It’s been a week.”

      “It’s not like your uncle to disappear.”

      Aiko did her best not to show her worry.

      “I’m sure he will call soon. It’s getting late. Goodnight, Jerome.”

      She made her way to the elevator, then pressed the PH button. Aiko stared at the acceptance letter in disbelief as the elevator groaned its way to the top.

      Aiko exited the penthouse level and made her way to her uncle’s apartment. She opened her jogging outfit and removed the soggy newspaper. Then she unfolded it, walked to the kitchen, and laid it out on the table. She took a water bottle from the refrigerator, then looked at the paper. “Unsolved Murders: Manhattan Late Edition.”

      Time to resume the hunt. The cops may have stopped looking for the killers, but… I won’t.

      Hunger pangs reminded her she was overdue for dinner.
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        * * *

      

      Later that evening, despite exercising more than usual, Aiko had excess energy. She couldn’t sleep knowing her uncle had been missing for more than a week. It was not like him to be out of touch this long. She paced about her uncle’s apartment like an expectant father. Aiko decided to take a closer look at her uncle’s office. Piles of paperwork were stacked neatly on the right side of the desk, and in the center was a translucent screen that came to life with activity as she approached. A login prompt appeared, and a virtual keyboard illuminated on the desk below.

      Wow, I had no idea Uncle was so high tech. But I’ve been training so hard. He could have a robotic butler for all I know.

      She typed in a few random passwords, such as birthdays, but nothing worked. She looked around the desk, searching for clues. She lifted the blotter on the desk and a small sticky note appeared that read: “Jane&Aiko2004.” She typed in the password, and moments later a desktop appeared with virtual files scattered about. She selected a folder named “recent activity.” She caught two folder names before the computer locked her out.

      Who are Tomiju and Misato?

      “Stop! You are not permitted to access those files,” a robotic voice said.

      Aiko scanned the room, looking for threats, but didn’t see any. The voice seemingly came from everywhere.

      Theatrical melodramatic shit is why I hate tech so much.

      “I need to find my uncle, you infernal machine,” Aiko said.

      “I’m not just a machine. For your information, I’m one of the most advanced artificial intelligences around. And my name is Kaen, so please address me properly and with respect.”

      “All right, Kaen. I’m worried about my uncle, your master. Care to spill his location?”

      “That information is privileged, and I am not at liberty to give it out to strangers.

      “I’m not a stranger; I’m family.”

      “Even so, you’re not on the authorized user list.”

      Aiko rubbed her head. While she knew her uncle was a skilled combatant and could take care of himself, she had a bad feeling.

      “Computer?”

      “Why are you still here?” Kaen asked.

      “I belong here. Tell me: What is your purpose?” Aiko said.

      “I’m here to serve all members of the Abiko family.”

      “Does that include Jane Abiko?”

      When the computer didn’t respond, Aiko added, “Jane is Hiroto’s sister.”

      “Then she would be protected,” the computer added.

      “Well, I’m Jane’s daughter.”

      “Please put on a pair of AR glasses so I can verify.”

      It took some searching, but Aiko was able to find a pair. A series of prompts guided her through several verification steps.

      “Very well. I accept you as a blood relative of Hiroto Abiko. How can I help you this evening, Aiko?”

      “Why don’t you just tell me where my uncle is?”

      Kaen gave Aiko access to his personal log files. Aiko got an address on the Upper West Side. It was good enough for her to start looking and just a short train ride from her uncle’s penthouse. She grabbed her hoodie and Katana and headed for the door.

      “Aiko, may I make a suggestion?” Kaen said.

      “Fine, what is it?”

      “Download me to your visor, and I will guide you to Hiroto’s last known location. I may also help you with other support if needed.”

      “I don’t enjoy wearing technology, so I will pass. I have the address, and that’s all I need for now.”

      “What seventeen year old doesn’t have a phone?” the AI asked.

      “Uncle got me a smartphone, and it’s still in the box. I hate technology,” Aiko said as she headed for the door.

      “There are advantages to using an advanced AI.”

      “Such as?”

      “I can monitor police bands and hack into security cameras or offer assistance with other skills. For example, there is a ninety-six percent chance you will encounter a locked door. I can help you pick the lock.”

      Aiko considered for a moment, then decided she could use a helping hand.

      The police could have used an AI when they investigated my parents’ murder. Even with the best and brightest detectives, there is too much crime in this city!

      “Okay, fine. Step me through the process.”

      Aiko fiddled with the visor while in the elevator. She liked the idea of a smart companion but hated the look and bulkiness of the visor. She made a mental note to see if less bulky options were available. According to her uncle’s files, he was on the Upper West Side, and with any luck she would be there within an hour.

      “I suggest you be extra cautious tonight. I’ve been hearing reports of unsettling news near your destination,” the AI warned.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Just some reports of civil unrest. It could be a peaceful protest, but I urge caution.”
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        * * *

      

      Two hours later, Aiko was picking the lock of a rusty-looking metal door at the bottom of a flight of stairs near 91st Street and Broadway. The AI was more useful than she’d thought. It had not only reminded her to take lock picks but included detailed information on whom she was likely to find in the underground. Aiko reviewed all dossier information that Hiroto had files on. Doc Chop wasn’t a man to be taken lightly. The AI showed her clips of video from a popular reality streaming site called Amateur Sleuths. Aiko’s breath caught as she saw a man in doctor’s scrubs torture and rape victims in a filthy chamber. One such operation involved opening a man’s head while the patient was awake. She didn’t know why he wasn’t screaming, but the image was haunting. She told herself she would be ready for anything that crazy doctor would throw at her.

      “I detect facial recognition cameras in the area. I recommend wearing your mask until you are in the underground,” Kaen said.

      Aiko put on her ninja mask. She looked the part in her all-black outfit. If the doctor was half as bad as her uncle’s reports, she needed as much of an advantage as she could get.

      She started to pick the lock. She got four out of five pins in place when she heard footsteps. A group of five were descending the stairs.

      “According to my sensors, this group is heavily armed. Exercise extreme caution,” Kaen said.

      She did her best to keep her increasing heart rate under control. Aiko focused on her breathing until it slowed. She dreaded hurting anyone, but she would to save her uncle.

      Aiko drew her Katana and assumed the middle posture of the Chudan-no-kame stance. The blade glimmered in the low light as she positioned it in an upward position.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        New York, Upper West Side

        30 minutes earlier

      

      

      The cyborg known as Treeka reflected on the craziness of her life these past few weeks as she stared out the window of the sedan. It seemed like only yesterday she had awakened as a cyborg and was reunited with her baby sister. A pang of regret washed over her—Meeka.

      I’m sorry, sister, but I have failed you.

      The vehicle swayed as Dahlia drove; she had to swerve to avoid hitting people. The luxury sedan was crammed with an assassin crew, which included Nigel, Blanka, Vedrana, and Eva. The sight on the street was madness. People were being dragged from cars and out of their apartments. She recognized many outfits that belonged to the attackers and patients of the asylum. They terrorized bystanders on the street with their enhanced cybernetics, courtesy of Doc Chop. Some lifted cars or threw heavy objects at moving vehicles.

      “Where are we going?” Dahlia shouted.

      “Turn to your right,” Treeka said.

      Dahlia was driving too fast to make the turn. The vehicle smashed into a parked car. The side passenger airbags deployed and hit Vedrana, which started a domino effect causing Treeka to hit her head.

      “You have sustained a concussion,” Eliza, her AI, said. “Preliminary scans confirm the damage is not permanent.”

      “Pull over,” Nigel said.

      Dahlia crammed the vehicle into a spot between two parked cars. The vehicle was partially blocking the street, but Treeka was able to exit.

      “Is anyone injured?” Dahlia asked.

      “I don’t think so,” Nigel said.

      “You’re bleeding,” Eva said, pointing to Treeka.

      “Minor damage. Come, we’re close,” the cyborg said.

      The six people exited the vehicle onto 91st Street. Several brownstones on both sides of the street had their front doors opened. Screams and gunshots rang out, and frightening sounds came from everywhere. Farther down the street, a group of men with shaved heads leaped from the bed of a truck and started beating people with baseball bats. Dahlia opened the trunk of the vehicle. Several pistols, shotguns, blades, and fist weapons were visible.

      “Take them all,” Dahlia said, strapping an automatic machine gun over her midsection. Vedrana took out two swords in scabbards. She positioned them across her back. Eva checked the magazines on a gun, put them back in the twin holsters, then pocketed two pairs of brass knuckles. Dahlia stuffed several throwing knives into the inside of her trench coat. Everyone except for Nigel took a weapon.

      “Nigel, are you not going to take a weapon?” Treeka asked.

      “I don’t know how to fight, let alone use a weapon. I have the best tool I know how to use in my backpack,” he said, showing his laptop.

      “Do you know how to slice meat with a knife? Or swing at a baseball with a bat?” Dahlia asked Nigel.

      He nodded. Before he could protest, she shoved a dagger into his hands. “Then you can use a weapon,” Dahlia continued.

      “The doctor has a lot of technology in his lair. But the computers look old and out of date,” Treeka said.

      “I can hack anything. I can also fashion any kind of interface I need,” Nigel said.

      He reached into his backpack and pulled out a board with holes and wires dangling from it. It looked like he had taken apart a radio and hooked it to the board.

      “Shall we?” Dahlia asked.

      “This way,” Treeka said as she strode toward the corner of 91st Street and Broadway.

      She led the group down a staircase but stopped when she saw a teenaged ninja girl trying to pick the lock. The intruder unsheathed a sword and positioned it at a slight upward angle toward Treeka.

      She has training, Treeka thought.

      “Who are you?” Dahlia asked.

      The girl was a stony, unwavering mask of resolve.

      “We, too, seek the doctor,” Dahlia said.

      She sheathed her sword but remained in a defensive posture. Treeka recognized the dragon stance.

      “Maybe we can help each other,” Nigel said.

      The female ninja gave Nigel a cold stare. She narrowed her eyes, then resumed her lock picking. Moments later, a clicking noise, then the door opened.

      “Just stay out of my way,” the girl said.

      “Hey, since we share the same goal, I suggest we team up. We all stand a better chance that way,” Treeka said.

      The ninja narrowed her eyes. “Why should I trust any of you?”

      “We are not asking for trust. We have to earn yours. We’re just asking for a little cooperation,” Dahlia said.

      The girl seemed to consider her options for a long moment.

      “Fine, I will help you find the doctor, but I have a condition,” the girl said.

      “Name it,” Treeka said.

      “You all agree to help me free my uncle.”

      “I promise to help,” Treeka said.

      “You have our commitment as well,” Dahlia said.

      Treeka followed the teenaged ninja. Dahlia, Vedrana, and Eva kept close. Nigel took the rear flank and shut the door behind his merry band of badass female
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