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PROLOGUE
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The old woman sat in her chair and picked at the dried blood beneath her fingernails. 

The physical strain of the last hour left her muscles sore and weak. Not terribly so, of course. Time had been kind to her in that regard. Even in her advanced years, the body still responded to her commands almost as well as in her youth. A well-timed lance of pain chose that moment to sear across a pulled muscle in her upper back.

The old woman winced and thought to herself, Almost as well.

In many ways, the exertion felt like a cleansing ritual, or perhaps a catharsis. Achieving an important goal through the work of one’s own hands was to be lauded, after all. The lingering heat of accumulated lactic acid and the pervasive lethargy of depleted glycogen stores rested on her thoughts like a warm blanket. Even her back pain felt familiar, and the familiar things reassured her. Her body’s reactions anchored her in the here and now, each sensation a gentle reassurance to her place in the universe. For that small gift alone she could endure the physical discomfort without complaint. Physical pain was always now. Now was the most important time, yet also the easiest to lose track of. Nobody lost track of it when they were in pain. Not even her.

The emotional weight, on the other hand, felt like a mountain atop her shoulders. She consoled herself with the necessity of it. She had examined and discarded all other options after lengthy and thorough consideration long before embarking upon this odyssey. There had been numerous opportunities to abort, adjust, or alter her plans up to this point. She chose not to change a thing. She knew the outcomes of any and all deviations from this specific path, and she rejected each as inadequate.

She accepted that this way might not be the only way, but it remained the best way. Or more accurately, the least bad way. Certainly the way holding the greatest chance of a positive outcome. It would hurt to do what must be done, but as long as she held to her plan, most of that hurt would be confined to a few people. She would be one of them, but she could handle that. Hurt held no more dread in her imagination than exhaustion. Both were terrible company, but either was better than no company at all.

She closed her eyes when she felt the first wave of anti-gravitons move the hairs on the back of her arms. Without inertial compensation, acceleration would crush her old bones into powder, so she did not mind this one moment of mild vertigo. It meant that the final leg of her journey had begun. The curtain was ready to rise on the last act of her great tragedy, and she felt ready.

Relaxed. 

Content.

The next phase of her plan would go right or wrong with no input from her. She harbored no doubts as to the accuracy of her calculations, which left nothing for her to do but ride out her trip and hope that the other players made the moves she predicted they would. She used to find these moments exciting. She could think, plan, calculate all she liked, but once the die was cast, anything could happen. That excitement no longer flared with the intensity it once did. Cursed by her own success, surprises became few and far between. The game grew stale, the players all too predictable.

Her mouth, already tight-lipped and drawn, stretched into a deep, deprecating frown with that wry thought. Were that truly the case, were her machinations really that infallible, her situation would not require such drastic action. If she wanted to, she could spend the next few hours of idle jump time indulging in the thousands of recriminations fighting for supremacy across her subconscious. She could examine each and every mistake made, opportunity missed, and indicator disregarded along the way. The old woman owned many of the errors responsible for her condition. Her intellect refused to sanction any obscuring illusions where that was concerned. In all the long years of her activity and subsequent captivity, there had been many such oversights. Yet the old woman knew better than to engage in useless self-flagellation. Of course the mistakes were obvious after one made them. One did not get to her age without figuring out the lie of hindsight. Hindsight is always so clear and authoritative, and clarity provided easy comfort for the weak-minded. If one wanted to learn and grow, then objective introspection was the far superior indulgence. Examine the mistakes. Analyze them. Locate the weakness in logic that birthed each error and excise it, so it does not poison future decisions. This was the path to progress. Not blame and punishment.

Still, she could not deny how tired of it all she had become. She could not help but feel all the things making her chosen path difficult. She remembered a time in her life where she would have done anything to not feel anymore. Despair had nearly been her end once. And after despair faded, rage took a turn at the wheel. To feel was to hurt, and she was oh-so-tired of hurting. Like everything else, the intensity ebbed with each passing day, month, year, decade. If one lived long enough, waiting became easy, patience a reflex.

She looked down at her hands. Smooth and dexterous, her fingers opened and closed a few times as if to relieve a stiffness she did not feel. She had many reflexes, she supposed. The weight of a well-made blade brought some old ones to life, reminded her of a happier time, and a terrible one. All she had to do was change her focus and the memory would shift from one incident to another at the speed of thought. Memories could be mercurial like that. Imperfect recordings connected across time and space as if neither mattered, yet bound to emotional anchors she had no conscious control over. Which memory connected to her hands now? Was it years ago, when she first slipped a knife into an enemy? Or was it an hour ago, when she slaughtered her captors? Two blades, two memories, separated by so many years and light-years, connected in this precise moment to the hands of a single person. She found it all so fascinating.

For now, she resolved herself to be content with her memories and her plans. There was nothing more for her to do now. Nothing but ride alone across the infinite expanse of space and time toward her destiny.

At long last, it was time to go home, and finish something someone else started.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Capital Gains listed in geosynchronous orbit six hundred and eighty miles above the shimmering lights of Uptown New Boston. At two and a half million tons loaded, Earth’s gravity would rip the vessel to pieces if the half-mile-long freighter drifted any closer to the dim blue haze of the thermosphere. A study in dirty gray and bleak black bulkheads, the largest gate-capable cargo ship in Mercatura’s impressive armada of freight haulers made up for its blunt aesthetics with a cargo capacity thirty percent greater than her largest competitors’ best offerings. Gate fees were expensive, and Capital Gains could move more cargo per gate transit than any other ship in service. Perhaps no real threat to OmniCorp or TransMat, Mercatura’s investment in such a magnificent beast of a vessel kept the plucky SuperCorp competitive with her larger brethren in this one arena.

Grigori Gagarin refused to sit in the captain’s chair, at least not while docking. He stood, legs wide and hands clasped behind his back, a cliche homage to a centuries-old naval officer’s aesthetic. The son of a son of many other sons of sailors, Grigori saw his current exalted position as a birthright. He imagined his ancestors watching him from the afterlife. How proud they must be to know that their scion commanded the largest shipping vessel humanity had ever created on its travels across the infinite vastness of the Milky Way. One hundred and eighty souls worked these decks. One-point-eight million tons of cargo filled these holds. Trillions of credits in merchandise, bound for every corner of Earth, lay safe under his watchful eye and six decades’ experience. No man in history had ever belonged anywhere more than Grigori Gagarin belonged on the bridge of this ship.

He let his eyes wander across the bridge, taking in the main screen for only an instant. He watched his crew with far more care and attention than he did the glowing blue dome of Earth filling the enormous, curved viewing screen. Screens like this were a mere affectation, anyway. Any spacer worth their boots could drive this ship via telemetry alone. Seeing where you were going was not nearly as important as knowing where you were going, and the computers and sensors took care of that. The main screen was a nice touch, and occasionally helpful for scanning and communicating with other ships. Grigori kept his attention directed to the people pushing buttons and turning wrenches across this floating metal leviathan. He trusted his bridge crew implicitly, even the newest addition currently sweating bullets onto the helm console and trying not to show it.

“We have the tower, sir,” said the helmsman. He sounded slightly fraught, though his voice was clear and strong.

“How is the carrier beam?” Grigori’s reply wore the brusqueness of repetition.

“Full green, sir. Signal fidelity and strength near perfect.”

“Attitude?”

“Nominal, sir,” said the helmsman.

Grigori frowned. “Nominal, Ensign? We do not do ‘nominal’ on my ship, son.”

The helmsman flinched. “Aye, sir. Adjusting attitude. Permission to bring axis zulu to one-five-eight, and uh...” The helmsman hunched over his terminal. Grigori felt, rather than saw, the furrowing of the young man’s brow as he agonized over his calculations. “...X-ray to minus zero-six-one?”

“What will that bring our beam angle to?”

“Eighty-eight-point-five, sir.”

“Eighty-eight-point-five is damn near perfect, Ensign. ‘Damn near perfect’ is how I run my ship. Copy?”

“Aye, sir. Programming thrusters. Alerting all hands now.”

Above the bridge terminals, yellow letters appeared and floated in space. “Maneuvering” flashed next to a timer counting down from ten seconds. When the glowing numbers reached zero, the deck shuddered beneath Grigori’s feet. He swayed only slightly as his beloved Capital Gains shifted its angle relative to the navigation tower so many miles below him. The ensign was a good helmsman, but new to this vessel. Smaller vessels were far less sensitive to gravitic stress than Capital Gains. The length and mass of this ship demanded a higher level of precision when docking if one expected the hull and superstructure to have a long and profitable life. She was large, she was impressive, but Grigori knew better than anyone that Capital Gains was not strong. A little extra time and effort spent setting the proper beam angle prevented long refit and maintenance cycles. Mercatura only made money when the ship was hauling cargo. Time spent in drydock fixing stress cracks was time, and more critically, profit, wasted.

“Maneuver complete, sir. Resending carrier beam.”

“As you were, helm.”

“Attitude is eighty-eight-point-five. Tower is green for interlock.”

“By all means then, helmsman. Give the word.” Allowing the youngster to issue the command was a gift. A subtle ‘attaboy’ Grigori knew would fuel the promising officer to greater efforts in the future. He liked this kid. With a little polish and some guidance, he would make a fine bridge officer one day.

The helmsman jabbed a button on his terminal and in a clear, strong voice intoned, “All hands, brace for interlock.”

A few seconds later, the deck twitched beneath Grigori’s feet. A firm but not ungentle tug that told the captain his ship was safely in the grip of New Boston’s main docking beam.

The helmsman confirmed what Grigori already knew. “Ship is docked, sir. Shuttle clearance and schedule on main screen.”

Grigori watched the numbers and words as they filled the large primary bridge monitor. It was going to take almost forty-eight hours to unload, restock, and secure all the customs and tax forms necessary for their outbound routes. The crew would be happy about that, even if Grigori was not. Two days of shore leave in Dockside usually meant decreased performance numbers for a week afterward. He wondered how many crewpeople would even be fit for duty when, and if, they returned. If he had his way, there would be no shore leave at this hellhole at all. Union rules prevented Grigori from giving any such order, though. He contented himself with strict adherence to Mercatura’s aggressive drug testing policies, and he vowed to put at least one person in the brig for a month as a lesson to the others.

Grigori reached down to tap a control on the armrest of the captain’s chair. He did not wait for anyone to answer, rather he spoke into the air once a soft chime indicated an open channel. “Quartermaster, you may release the crew for shore leave on the usual schedule. Remind them that we will be testing everyone upon their return to the ship. No spacer may set foot on these decks if they have any active drugs in their system, and discipline for offenders will be severe.”

A voice replied, “Aye, Captain. It’s in the brief already, but I’ll inform each spacer personally.”

“Exemplary, Lieutenant. Are you going ashore?”

The unseen quartermaster chuckled over the channel. “Gods, no, sir. I’d rather clean the drive coils with a handkerchief than visit Dockside. If I’m ever in the mood to pick up a VD while getting both robbed and shot, I expect there are cheaper ways to do it!”

Grigori laughed back. “I do not doubt it, Lieutenant. I have some meetings to attend Uptown. I’ll be out on the first shuttle. The XO will have the bridge while I’m gone.” He turned to the comms officer. “Lieutenant, relay that information to the duty officer and warrant officers, please.”

“Aye, sir.” The tall woman spun in her seat to poke at her station control panel. “XO has the bridge after first shuttle clear—”

Capital Gains lurched in place, a harsh jerk that temporarily overwhelmed inertial compensation. Grigori fell to the deck, the sound of expletives from his bridge crew in his ears. The ship heaved again, but this time Grigori had a solid grip on the captain’s chair. “Helm! What the hell is going on?”

The young ensign tried to hide his terror and failed. “The docking beam, sir! It’s... it’s modulating all over the scale!” A noise like an old man in pain reverberated across the deck plates and bulkheads. “Dockside has no idea why! But... they can’t stay attuned to our mass signature!”

“Kill the fucking connection, Ensign!” Grigori shouted while dragging himself into the captain’s chair.

“I can’t!” the helmsman shouted back. “Dockside has control! The beam is solid!”

Grigori slapped the controls on his armrest. “Engineering! I need compensatory antigrav!”

The voice snarling back through the speaker held a frustrated growl. “Already done, sir! We’d be in a thousand pieces already if not! That’s a docking beam, at least fifty times stronger than our primary gravitics!”

Grigori knew the engineer was right even as she spoke. That tower was strong enough to move his ship around like a toy. More horrible noises from the superstructure hit his ears like the shrieks of a wounded child. Alarms screamed from every corner of the bridge. Holograms danced above each terminal, flashing dire warnings in three-dimensional terror. He switched channels. “Dockside tower! He shouted. “This is Capital Gains. What the hell is going on down there?”

The voice that came back sounded as shrill and terrified as the crew. “Total malfunction, Capital Gains. The docking beam is modulating full amplitude and we cannot shut it down! You’re at full mass interlock and we can’t stop the graviton flow!”

“What the hell do you mean, ‘can’t shut it down?’ Kill it manually or you’re going to have two million tons of falling debris to deal with!”

“Capital Gains,” the voice was different. This person sounded colder and calmer than the situation warranted. “We have received the order to shunt. Bringing the cargo towers online now. We can hold you for another three minutes, but after that we have to move you.”

Grigori’s mouth went dry. The ship would not survive being shunted. “Dockside tower, this ship is not rated for a shunt. She will break up.” Grigori tried to keep his voice slow and calm. His bridge crew had not panicked yet, but he could feel it coming. He knew what the tower was going to say next, and his heart caught in his throat when the channel came to life with the reply.

“Understood, Capital Gains. Will shunt for SEV. Tugs en route now. Good luck, Capital Gains.”

Grigori inhaled sharply and bit down on an expletive. Twelve gravity beams were about to shove the largest cargo vessel in the galaxy out of its nice, comfortable position while the main docking beam tried to hold it in place. Everyone on the ground had already accepted and acknowledged what that meant for Capital Gains, and there was nothing left to do but ensure the wreckage did not cause any harm in orbit or below. In three minutes’ time, Grigori’s magnificent ship would be destroyed, and its remains shoved into what dockmasters called a ‘Safe Entry Vector.’ It really just meant that instead of pushing them back out to space where they might float safely while the tower fixed its problem, Dockside was going to aim his beautiful ship for the Pacific Ocean. It had to be that way, of course. The ship was going to snap like uncooked spaghetti when all those competing gravity beams played their game of tug-of-war with it. No one wanted two and a half million tons of debris clogging the main docking airspace, not even Grigori. This was the only way, and any captain worth the rank knew it. Grigori refused to slump, refused to sigh, refused to let the crushing despair show on his face. His crew needed him now, more than ever. He punched another channel open and spoke in his sternest command voice. “All hands, abandon ship. Repeat, all hands abandon ship.”

He stood, taking in the bridge crew. “Two minutes, people! Get to your escape pods!”

Abandon ship drills were commonplace on Capital Gains. Grigori’s crew reacted with the precision of endless repetition. The captain’s heart swelled with professional pride when he saw the young ensign correctly enter the proper codes and inputs to the helm console before standing and heading for the bridge escape pod. It showed a lot of courage and presence for one so young. Grigori had been prepared to surreptitiously do the task himself if the young man understandably forgot. Grigori made a note to put the boy up for a commendation and promotion. Then he looked to the rest of the evacuation. If the drills were any indicator, two minutes was twenty seconds longer than his crew needed to complete a full exit from Capital Gains. Fear must have lent a sense of urgency to their movements, because ninety seconds later Grigori Gagarin was watching the death of his beloved ship from the porthole of an escape pod.

The main docking beam warped light, creating a shimmering blue nimbus where it interacted with the mass horizon of the ship’s gravitics. What should have been a soft, shifting haze that wreathed the vessel in gentle shimmering waves blazed like an angry azure aurora. Thick white bolts of lightning lashed back and forth, darting from anywhere the vessel’s gravitics tried to counteract the excess graviton flow from the tower. The dancing arcs of pure energy twisted against each other, electric snakes writhing across the hull in a one-sided battle that left glowing orange trails of molten metal in their wake. The great ship twisted in a slow death roll while her outmatched navigation systems battled the overwhelming forces from the towers below. Gravitic generators, sized for navigation and acceleration, died silent deaths marked only by showers of orange sparks erupting from the hull when each at last gave up the fight. Without the interference of these devices, the freighter bowed along its long axis. Minor at first, the warping took on a wave-like cadence with each ungainly pirouette. After only five minutes of this grotesque death spiral, the structure failed. It began with explosions of blue-white lightning erupting across the length of the hull. Sparks flew, plumes of expanding gas jetted outward in multi-hued geysers before condensing into clouds of dense white vapor. The conning tower ripped free of the main hull and spewed green fire for two seconds before the gravity beam yanked it back to crash into the deteriorating hulk of the ship. The impact opened an enormous hole amidships, further weakening her spine. At that point, Capital Gains snapped into two halves, each spewing debris and condensed vapor into the maelstrom of force and energy binding them.

“The other towers have it now. Get ready for the push,” said his comms officer, betraying the obvious. “Oh, God, it’s going to be awful.”

Twelve docking towers, designed to funnel cargo shuttles safely to the Earth below, concentrated their power into one mighty heave. Though each was smaller than the main docking beam, their combined might proved greater. The spinning remains of Capital Gains heaved sharply in place before shattering into thousands of smaller pieces. The gas plumes and explosions went on for a full minute. The cascade of released energy reduced the once-mighty ship into ugly hunks of scorched and twisted metal while her captain watched, grim-faced and stoic. With the largest pieces still caught in the main gravity beam, the jagged chunks of freighter did not fly off into space. They began to collect and aggregate within the same field of manipulated gravitons that had torn the ship apart in the first place. Gravity waves from the other towers washed the contracting debris field in calibrated pulses, pushing the deadly cloud further from the malfunctioning tower while gathering and pointing the millions of tons of deadly metal in a safer direction. Over the course of the next two minutes, the scorched remains of Grigori’s mighty ship exited the defective tower’s influence and began the undignified trek toward Earth’s stratosphere. To Grigori’s eyes, the cloud of junk moved slowly, though he knew it had already accelerated to many thousands of miles per hour. The atmosphere would consume the smaller pieces in friction-fueled fire. The largest hunks, still recognizable as bits of his beloved ship, would fall safely into the ocean.

All too soon, it was over.

Rescue tugs collected the escape pods as soon as the airspace was clear of debris. He gave his report to the dockmaster over comms, then went to see to the condition of his crew. He did not bother to communicate with his superiors at Mercatura. He would be seeing them soon enough, and they already knew everything he did. The eighty-minute ride down to Dockside gave Grigori far too much time to think. His thoughts were dark, but not so much over the loss of his vessel. He was too old. He knew too much. He understood what had just occurred and what was going to happen as a result.

For himself, he did not worry. The loss of Capital Gains was not his fault, nor was there any action he could have taken to change the outcome. No version of these events could be adversely linked to the competence of his crew or his own leadership, and all the telemetry would support that. The crew was safe, no lives had been lost. Grigori imagined he would probably receive a medal and a promotion at the end of it all. This offered him little consolation, however. He thought of repercussions, of ramifications. This was not just another shipping accident. For the first time in six decades, the main tower at New Boston had malfunctioned, coincidentally killing the mightiest cargo vessel in human history. That tower was going to be shut down for God knows how long while investigators and insurance people determined exactly what had happened. Grigori did some mental calculations on the potential impacts to the Earth’s economy. The cargo towers could handle docking duties for smaller freighters, perhaps up to five hundred thousand tons. But the big ships would be stuck in very high orbit without a docking beam. Unloading and loading times might be quadrupled, costing billions in wasted credits. His mind returned to the sheer, stupid, magnificent coincidence that this random malfunction occurred when the largest vessel possible was docking, thus causing the maximum possible economic impact.

As the pieces of Capital Gains tumbled toward their inevitable doom, Grigori shuddered. 

He did not believe in coincidence.

––––––––
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CHAPTER TWO
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News of the sudden and catastrophic end of Capital Gains dominated information and entertainment networks in every corner of the galaxy. Across the empty void of both space and time, Anson relays buzzed with the sensational story, blasting the data through tiny wormholes to their counterparts light-years away. Even when cheating its way beyond light-speed lag, the news would take a total of ninety-six hours to reach humanity’s most distant outpost nestled in the small mining system of Illium.

The free ship Exit Wound did not need to wait so long. Already knifing through Earth’s home system at several million miles per hour, the sleek corvette received the word within minutes of the disaster. The news added a new flavor of tension to the already frazzled occupants. The captain, a craggy spacer named Fisher, relayed the information to his crew with stern warnings to keep focused on the mission at hand. With his people settled, Fisher leaned back in the captain’s chair and waited for the inevitable chirp of his comm. He did not have long to wait. An urgent beep from the armrest alerted him within thirty seconds of the announcement. He thumbed a control and barked, “Go for Fisher.”

The gravelly voice of his employer grunted five syllables. “Conference room. Now.” No one had ever accused Commandant Christopher Pike of having a surplus of courtesy, so Fisher did not take the rudeness to heart. If anything, Fisher agreed with Pike’s demeanor in this case.

He stood, turned to the comms officer, and said, “You have the con, Comms.”

“Aye, sir,” said the woman at the terminal. “The con is mine.”

Fisher grunted something vaguely affirmative and left the bridge. Exit Wound was fast and well armed, but small by warship standards. It took less than a minute for Fisher to find his way to the conference room. Pike was there already, seated at one end of the oval table and drumming his fingers against the surface in an irritated tattoo. The monocle over one eye buzzed slightly, and Pike’s deep tan features twitched in a tango of interlocking lines. His uniform somehow managed to be in impeccable condition, though the obvious tension in Pike’s brawny shoulders flattened what would have otherwise been perfect creases. Fisher’s decade and a half of employment with Pike’s Privateers gave him plenty of opportunities to observe his boss. He could not recall ever seeing the man this obviously out of sorts.

“Commandant,” Fisher said with a brisk salute.

“Sit,” Pike barked. “Rest of the team’ll be here in a goddamn minute.”

He was not wrong. The first to arrive were Roland and Lucia. Fisher tried not to judge, but he could not bring himself to relax around Roland Tankowicz. It went deeper than the cyborg’s intimidating size or vaguely off-putting appearance. Standing six inches shy of eight feet tall and overmuscled to the point of caricature were things Fisher could understand. Military cyborgs came in many configurations, and he had seen most of them. It was something about the man’s demeanor that made Fisher uncomfortable, not his appearance. Too many soldiers and spacers had walked his decks over the years. Fisher had seen all kinds and sorts of fighting men and women. Tankowicz did not fit any mold he could remember, and it bothered the captain to admit that. Fisher could not say if Tankowicz was a soldier trapped in the body of a machine, or a machine pretending to be a soldier. There should always be a line where the person ended, and the weapon began. That way when the time came and the enemies were defeated, a person might lay their weapons down and go back to peace. Fisher suddenly realized why Tankowicz made him nervous. This man could never lay his weapons down. He was the weapon, and always would be. Fisher shuddered and wondered how any man could stay sane under those conditions.

The big cyborg declined to sit. There were no chairs large or strong enough to support him. He moved to the side and stood against the wall with his face locked in an expression of blank apathy. Following Tankowicz, Lucia Ribiero made her entrance wearing black fatigues and a businesslike scowl. She found a seat without acknowledging anyone else in the room and flipped the magenta stripe of hair off her forehead. A foolish man might call her “pretty,” though Fisher could think of many other adjectives a wiser man ought to consider first. “Shrewd” was the one he liked to lean into. She could be at least as unsettling as Tankowicz, though for completely different reasons. She moved like a stalking cat, spoke like a corporate VP, and by all reports could outrun, outshoot, and outfight any person on this crew. Fisher had deep suspicions about that woman. Suspicions he was far too seasoned to express out loud.

Mindy and Manny arrived together, along with Catrina Caulfield. The tiny blond assassin was a known quantity to Fisher. Her voluptuous frame and ditzy charm provided camouflage for the ferocious killer beneath, and Fisher could understand that. To Fisher’s experienced eyes, Mindy presented few mysteries. She lived with deep rage at old hurts. Those old wounds made her mean and angry. So, in the ultimate act of simultaneous vengeance and rebellion, Mindy chose to monetize her anger by learning to kill. If anything, Fisher respected her the most. Heavily augmented and highly trained, Mindy’s personality flaws were easily overlooked considering her kill count. Fisher would have her on a fire team any day of the week. Too bad she lacked discipline in any discernible quantity.

Turning his attention to Manny, Fisher could not stifle a frown when the long-haired youth sat down with a huff. He was too young to be involved with this crew. If Fisher had his way, that boy would be shipped off to the Academy and made into a proper spacer. Too smart by half, the kid ran circles around professionals twice his age. Fisher did not like to pry, but this was a small ship and people liked to talk. The current rumor circulating the mess hall involved the boy’s potential origins as a spy for Venusian separatists. Fisher hoped that was not true. If so, the kid probably had a lot of nightmares to manage, and nobody his age should have to deal with that. Putting a smart kid like that together with a bunch of Dockside fixers felt like a waste of good talent.

Catrina sat next to Manny, of course. Fisher practically lived on spaceships, and every captain worth a scow knows you can’t put two young people close to each other in life-and-death situations and not have something happen between them. Even if one was a terrorist spy and the other a corporate project manager, hormones and emotions did not respect social boundaries. He wished them the best but kept his expectations low. These were just kids. They should not be dealing with this mess. It made Fisher angry and sad all at once.

Their DECO liaison arrived last. Sweaty, red-faced, and slightly out of breath, James Klebold shuffled into an empty chair with all the grace of a newborn colt. If only to ruffle the DECO man’s feathers, Pike started the brief with no pretext. His anger added volume and vehemence to the speaking voice of a man not big on polite conversation at the best of times.

“You all heard it by now. Somehow the main docking array at Dockside up and goddamn shit itself. In some kind of amazing goddamn coincidence, the strongest goddamn gravity beam we humans know how to make then proceeded to rip the biggest goddamn freighter in the whole fucking goddamn galaxy to pieces. That this is a fuck-up of monumental proportions I hope I do not have to explain. Y’all are probably thinking the exact same goddamn thing I am right now, so starting with the LT let’s just get on with it.” He fixed Lucia Ribiero with a fierce glare that immediately softened when her eyes met his with cool disdain. “Sorry, LT... I’m a bit on edge.”

“Me too, Commandant,” replied Lucia. “I do not believe for one second that tower malfunctioned. It’s too helpful a coincidence for OmniCorp.”

“Gateways is going to lose their shit,” Roland growled from his perch against the wall. “This is some kind of desperation play from OmniCorp.”

“That track with you, Cat?” Pike asked Catrina.

“Yes, Uncle Chris. Gateways probably already knows this was no accident. They’ll be prepping their response before revealing the truth, of course. They’ll need to control the narrative and protect the stock price at all costs.”

“What will they do?” Lucia asked.

“Well, since I am the project manager for this operation, they’ll contact me any minute now. The Dockside project managers will have point for this incident’s response, though. They are going to bring the docks under full corporate security, at the very least. I expect a military-scale occupation of all Gateways-controlled real estate and assets in Dockside.”

“That will be a complete disaster,” Roland groused. “The guilds and gangs won’t go for it. Dockside PD won’t go for it. Are they really that stupid? A shooting war in the middle of Dockside will not help the stock price.”

Catrina matched his tone. “What option do they have? OmniCorp just declared open war on Gateways. As you said, a real shooting war this time. What would you do if you were Gateways?”

Roland had no reply beyond, “Shit.”

Mindy raised her hand. “Uh... how does a real-live shooting war help OmniCorp, though?”

Lucia answered, “I’m not sure it does, but there may be things in play we don’t understand. They know we have the memory core from Prospectus. They don’t know we’ve cracked it. Maybe they’re just giving us something much more dire to work on, so we don’t find out what it is they are hiding.” She shook her head. “We haven’t even gone through the whole thing at this point, and we already have in our hands enough dirt on OmniCorp and the Prospectors to get charters revoked and executives thrown in prison. OmniCorp knows they are losing this game, so it looks like they are kicking the board over and starting another one.”

“A more urgent one,” Catrina added. “One no one can ignore.”

Roland snorted. “Come on. This is a delaying action only. Shortsighted. Gateways can beat OmniCorp, and all they’ll accomplish is sowing chaos while getting a lot of folks killed.”

Lucia shook her head again, harder this time. “OmniCorp thinks they can still win. I think I know why.”

“Do tell,” Pike drawled.

“Gateways is in on it, too.” Lucia let that hang.

Catrina’s face collapsed into a deep frown. “How do you figure that? This is a war. You can’t fake that.”

“You misunderstand. Gateways is not working with OmniCorp. But Gateways knows about whatever it is OmniCorp is caught up in. Gateways wants a piece of that action. That’s what’s been bugging me from the start about this whole fiasco. OmniCorp is flailing as a megacorp right now. They are inches from being downgraded from Mega to Super, and let’s be frank, they are months away from being carved up and sold off. Why the hell is Gateways fighting so hard when on paper they’ve already won?” Lucia slapped the tabletop for emphasis. “Something is going on that will shift the balance of corporate power, and Gateways is willing to descend into the mud with OmniCorp to get at it. It’s powerful enough that even on its last legs OmniCorp remains a threat.”

“What could possibly do that?” Manny wondered aloud. “It’s not that on-ramp tech. That would be profitable, sure, but not enough to goad Gateways into open war.”

“When we go through all the data in that core, I suspect we’ll find out. How far along are we?”

Manny answered, “About halfway through. The only interesting bits so far are Halstead’s manipulation of the executive caste on Prospectus and his specific dealings with OmniCorp. He’s playing a dangerous game.”

“And losing,” quipped Catrina. “Fleming is playing Halstead like a fiddle. It’s embarrassing. He’s getting whatever he wants out of Halstead for little more than pocket change and promises.”

“A fascinating goddamn conundrum, I’m sure,” drawled Pike. “But my immediate concerns revolve around what the hell is going to be waiting for us in thirteen hours when we try to dock. We gonna get ripped to shit by a gravity beam, or just ambushed on the street by OmniCorp goons?”

Fisher at last perked up. “Well, we don’t need the main docking beam, or any beam, really. We can just land Exit Wound in Quinzy.”

Pike nodded back. “An excellent point, skipper. I hate to be that guy, but I’d like to explore other options before forking over the goddamn king’s ransom I’ll get charged for landing a warship on corpo civilian turf.” He looked to Catrina. “Unless you tell me I can bill Gateways?”

Catrina sighed. “I’ll authorize it.”

“Okay,” Pike said. “That settles that issue then. We’ll just bring her down in Quinzy. Gateways and OmniCorp won’t want to piss off the shipbuilders when they are already deep into the shit with each other. So security at the shipyards oughtta be tight enough to get that far without us getting shot to shit. At that point I’ll escort Cat to the Gateways offices Uptown. OmniCorp is going to want to take a swing at all of us, so no civvies going any-goddamn-where without bodyguards, folks. Cat, I’ll take you myself because your mother and your aunt are going to rip my goddamn balls out through my neck if anything happens to you. That’s a freebie.”

“Thanks, Uncle Chris.”

Lucia rubbed her face with both hands, as if very tired. “We will stash Freeman and my dad in Dockside. Plenty of good safehouses there and we still control the turf. The memory core stays with us, for now.” That last part came as a statement, not a suggestion or question. “Catrina, will Gateways give us a problem with that?”

“Almost certainly,” she replied. “But they have no real claim to it, and your team is valuable to them, so they will be cagey at first. If this goes on too long, though...” She let that hang.

“I figured as much,” said Lucia. “Manny, how long until we’ve cloned the whole thing?”

He answered without hesitating. “Once we are somewhere with the right equipment, it will take about an hour. The biggest issue is finding another core with the right format and structure for this kind of data. Captain Fisher did not have any cybernetic memory cores big enough on board, and standard ones will have to be modified to accept Prospector tech. Otherwise we’d have done it already.”

“Okay,” said Lucia. “Let’s condition the battlefield a little before landing then. Mindy, you signal the Lodge and tell them that any hunter who attempts to collect a bounty on us will be killed with prejudice. Also remind them that failing to play nice with Dockside fixers means the Galaxy’s most fertile hunting ground will get extremely hostile extremely fast. Be blunt. If the Lodge wants to enjoy some extremely favorable conditions in the future, they may even decide to be helpful to us. Their call.” She turned to Manny and her father. “You two are to get that core cloned to something more secure. The original is the last remains of a decorated soldier, so we’ll turn it over to the UEDF for burial with honors when you are done. That will keep it out of anyone else’s hands as well as give Chapman the respect he deserves. I see no reason not to share intel with the UEDF once we are on the ground, so let them jump in the fight and earn all those tax dollars.”

Pike guffawed. “Not to mention giving the corpos a goddamn monster to fight.”

“Exactly,” said Lucia. “Let them tangle with the UEDF if they want it. Roland, will OmniCorp hit us as soon as we get off the ship, or will they wait?”

Roland thought about that for a second. “Quinzy is not our turf, so it’s a better spot to take a swing at us than inside Dockside.”

“Do we have friends in Quinzy?”

“We have non-enemies,” Roland replied. “Nobody who wouldn’t sell us out for a shot at greatness, I figure.” He shook his head. “I wouldn’t count on anyone out there to not stab us in the back, boss.”

Lucia nodded. “I’ll call in some favors and have the Fixers and Enforcers Guilds sweep Dockside for us, but it sounds like we need a plan to get from Quinzy to home turf in one piece.”

“Quinzy is not Dockside,” Roland pointed out, “Too much shooting will bring cops that actually give a shit. If OmniCorp tries to roll hard on us, we’ll all be buried in LEO forces before too long. It’s too risky and messy.”

Lucia agreed, “Even if OmniCorp could win a fight against all of us and the Quinzy branch of NBPD, they’ll just get buried in lawsuits and arrests later. Those shipbuilding companies won’t sit by and just let it play out.” She shifted in her seat, looking uncomfortable for just a moment. “What about mercs?” Lucia asked. “They don’t have to use their own people.”

Pike guffawed. “Hah! Mercs? Half of them’ll sing for a goddamn lighter sentence if and—let’s be real—when they get caught. The big guy is right. They can’t just hit us over the head with platoons of goons anywhere near those shipyards.”

“What will they do then?” Lucia’s face had taken on a pinched quality while millions of tiny machines in her brain assembled scenarios and probabilities. “If they can’t just drop a ton of firepower on us, what does that leave?”

“Assassins, contractors, lone wolves, and spies,” Mindy replied. “Small squads who can hit hard and move fast.”

Catrina nodded. “Exactly. James will agree with me on this. The corporate playbook for acquiring things is very basic. If you can afford it, buy it. If you can’t afford it, steal it. If you can’t buy it or steal it, degrade the owner’s position until it can be stolen or bought. We aren’t selling, obviously. So OmniCorp is going to try to steal it from us or wear us down to the point where they can.”

James nodded. “Ah, yes. Miss Caulfield is entirely correct. OmniCorp, and Gateways, too, will already be sowing the area with bribes and grand promises. You will have no friends you can trust once we hit the ground.”

“What about DECO?” Lucia asked. “Can we trust them?”

“Have you ever trusted DECO?” James replied. “DECO will go to great lengths to prevent a corporate war, obviously. But our resources are limited in this phase. I am authorized to provide intelligence and assistance, but DECO cannot get directly involved in a corporate matter.”

Pike waved a hand. “Spooks’d just fuck it up anyway.”

Lucia nodded, her head jerking up and down far too quickly to appear normal. “Okay. So we can expect some targeted bullshit in Quinzy, but nothing too insane?”

“Specialists, small squads of pros, maybe some uppity gangs take a swing,” Roland offered. “Bigger than that and we can expect help from the Quinzy branch of NBPD.”

“Perfect,” Lucia said, rubbing her palms together. “Here’s the plan...”
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CHAPTER THREE
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“Heads up, Mama Bear,” Roland growled into the open channel. “First contenders are stepping up.”

From his vantage point atop an assembly hangar, he could see the large cargo truck pull across the street well ahead of his team in their APC. “They’re blocking the street three blocks ahead of you. Four tangos in armor. I’m engaging now. Adjust your route and send the update to my HUD.”

“Only four?” Lucia’s voice came through his helmet speakers sounding tight and tense. “Feels like a feint.”

“Oh, it is,” Roland said as he started to jog along the rooftop. “They want you to get off the main street.”

Manny’s voice followed. “They’ve killed a section of the traffic grid a block over. I think that’s where they will try to funnel us.”

“Don’t go that way,” Roland suggested. The edge of his rooftop loomed. “Or just sit tight and I’ll clear the street ahead. If the main line is where they don’t want us, maybe we ought to stay there if we can.”

“Stopping feels dumb,” Lucia replied. “How quick can you do it?”

“Under one minute,” Roland said.

“Cocky,” Lucia said. “I like that in a man. Go play. We’ll stall.”

Roland leaped.

No person would ever call Roland Tankowicz agile. His bulky frame hurtled across the gap between buildings with all the grace of a hurled boulder. At nearly half a ton, the big cyborg half-expected to punch straight through the adjacent rooftop rather than landing atop it. These were shipbuilding hangars, however. Brutally strong and overbuilt, the steel roof panels accepted his impact with no more fuss than a loud boom. Roland found his footing within two strides and increased his speed. At the end of the second roof he leaped again, this time aiming for the intersection below and the four hapless armored fools still milling about.

He was not fortunate enough to hit any of them directly. His arrival in the intersection nevertheless scattered the opposition in four separate directions. Because the streets in Quinzy were designed to handle massive vehicles, Roland did not make the kind of crater he was accustomed to. The concrete composite surface accepted the impact without collapsing, but the thundering collision sent a complex web of radiating cracks darting outward from Roland’s boots. A black spiderweb bloomed for thirty feet in all directions, each line leading to the crouching monster at its center. The cargo truck bounced on its suspension and wobbled back and forth for a full two seconds before calming. Roland did not dawdle to watch it. He moved even as his feet found purchase on the freshly damaged surface of the street.

His right hand darted under his left armpit to retrieve his pistol while his left hand snaked outward to snare the closest armored opponent. Roland noted in passing that the armor was some obscure Erberhaus model probably meant for construction in inhospitable environments. Some mechanically-inclined individual had upcycled the chassis to include ballistic plating and a shoulder-mounted cannon of some sort. He hauled the flailing man upward and pressed the barrel of Durendal into the breastplate. The gun barked twice in rapid succession, driving two armor-piercing flechettes through the plate, the man beneath, and out the back in a spray of metal and thick black blood. Roland dropped the bleeding mess without a second glance and turned. His helmet sensors marked the remaining three foes with helpful reticles and scrolling data. All wore similar Erberhaus exoskeletons modified for combat. The work looked to be of decent quality too. An alarm screamed in his speakers, and his HUD highlighted a shoulder weapon on one of the attacking mercenaries.

With no time to spare, Roland dove for cover behind the cargo truck just as a 12.7-millimeter armor-piercing sabot traced a bright white streak through the space where he had been standing. His sensors made it quite clear that the shoulder cannons were powerful enough to punch through his skin and penetrate deeply at close range. A gruff “dammit” slipped past his lips unbidden.

“What’s going on?” he heard Lucia say.

Roland cursed himself for leaving the channel open. “Big-ass mass drivers on these things,” he grumbled by way of reply. “Managing it.”

He moved.

Darting out from behind the truck, Roland sprinted and fired at the same time. Hands and eyes worked in unison with the sensors in his helmet and the computers in his gun. Durendal bucked and spat fire, obscuring Roland’s moving body with dazzling muzzle flashes. Eight times he fired, never failing to find metal or meat with his armor-piercing projectiles. The armored enemies lurched and reeled as tungsten-tipped aluminum darts passed through their improvised protection and perforated the flesh beneath. At such close range, Durendal’s flechettes passed entirely through each foe with gruesome results before spalling off to lodge in the masonry of nearby buildings. One struck the street with a plume of white sparks that sent smoking pieces of itself spinning in every direction.

Roland did not bother to reload flechettes. He thumbed his weapon to fifty-caliber beads and surveyed the writhing bodies for signs of renewed aggression. None of the metal-clad forms appeared dead. Though based on how they twisted and groaned in agony, Roland suspected they wanted to be. His flechettes did not make large holes or create organ-pulping pressure waves out of necessity. Designed to penetrate hardened targets, the hypersonic needles left smaller wounds that spared the enemy from catastrophic destruction. Instead, Roland’s enemies bled in red torrents from long tunnels bored directly through their bodies, awake and aware until the sleep of hypovolemic shock overtook each in turn.

To Roland’s surprise, the armor prolonged the descent. His helmet scanners confirmed that it would be a bit before the life left most of his defeated foes. While the wounded humans slept, armor systems administered clotting agents and painkillers to the dying bodies inside. Roland reconsidered his previous assessment of the armor’s low quality. Complex life support systems were neither cheap nor common. For at least two of the men, this would be moot. The expanding lake of blood beneath each was already far too large for anything but a miracle to make a difference. A flashing blue warning in Roland’s HUD warned him that the armor was calling for help as well. Roland reminded himself for the hundredth time to have Manny install some ECM and jamming gear in his helmet. He had no idea how many friends these hitters had or how close by they might be. It was time to move. 

“Tangos are down,” he grunted into the open channel. “Nobody is dead. Yet. Want me to retrieve one for questioning?”

Lucia answered, “Might as well. Pick the healthiest one and clear the street.”

“Copy that,” said Roland.

He stepped up to the cargo truck and hooked his hands beneath the rear bumper. Grunting slightly, he raised the back half of the truck about eight inches off the ground and started to walk sideways. The vehicle groaned and creaked as it spun in a wide arc. The front tires protested with a light screech at each step. Yet it moved all the same, it's fifteen-ton mass no more than a minor inconvenience to Roland’s synthetic musculature. When most of the truck was out of the way, Roland dropped it. Something in the suspension broke with a horrific clanking sound, and the truck frame sagged almost to the level of the street.

Roland ignored this and scanned the fallen for someone likely to live. He found that one of his victims had taken hits through the abdomen and the thigh. Without medical care, the gut shot would be fatal in a few hours, but the armor had managed to get the bleeding under control. He reached down and rolled the wounded woman to her belly. One good pull ripped the back plate away from the exoskeleton and revealed the machinery beneath. Roland found the primary power cell and removed it. The woman moaned in semi-conscious agony and confusion, then lay still.

He heard the APC pull up before he saw it. The crunching of gravel beneath solid tires was unmistakable even as it approached his rear. He waited for the large black vehicle to stop before securing the unconscious woman with one hand. He brought her to the back door, which opened to reveal his team strapped into jump seats along each side of the armored vehicle. Perhaps more callous than the situation warranted, he tossed the armored form of his captive into the back. She struck the floor with a dull clang and groaned once more.

“I pulled the main power cell, so the armor is dead.” He looked at Manny. As a Venusian, Manny had more experience with power armor than any of them. “It’s decent-quality Erberhaus shit, so I left the life support backup alone.”

Manny nodded back. “Got it. I won’t pull her out until we get a real doctor set up.”

“Exactly,” said Roland. “She won’t last long outside of it right now.”

“Think there will be more ambushes?” Lucia asked.

Roland shrugged and stepped back from the door. “Hard to say. The armor was signaling for help. It might just be a standard thing, but I’m going to assume that somebody is already moving on us. Probably whoever they set up at the other ambush location.” He turned and added, “So we should move too. I’ll stay tight on you guys. I don’t think they’ll try to hit us again considering what I just did to their prepared force. They’ll probably want to collect their wounded though, so we need to get the hell out of here.”

Mindy scrunched her nose. “You really don’t think they’ll attack us again?”

Roland shook his head. “Not this crew, anyway. I just stomped four of them in twenty seconds. These guys are after a paycheck, not a coffin. They’ve already figured out that the money isn’t worth it.” Roland shrugged. “But who knows? People can be thick.”

“Copy,” Lucia said. “Let’s keep moving then.”

The rear door slid closed with a hiss and a clank, and the truck lurched forward once more. Roland curled a lip beneath his faceplate and jogged out in front. When his scanners completed a quick survey of his surroundings, he lengthened his stride into a ground-eating trot that put him well ahead of the truck. He briefly considered taking to the rooftops again, then decided against it. They were getting close to the edge of Quinzy and the end of her industrial-grade architecture. Roland did not care to guess which rooftops could support him jumping across and which could not.

Their chosen route took them across the southern edge of Newtown next, and Roland expected no trouble there. Newtown shared a border with Cambridge, and that meant Uptown police. Well-equipped and squeaky-clean Uptown police would not tolerate the level of violence it would take to bring Roland down without interceding. Just trying their luck in Quinzy was dangerous, and Roland suspected that to be the reason the attacking force had been so small and lightly armed.

Past Newtown, there was The Sprawl to navigate. Lucia had decided on a straight shot from Newtown through the thickest part of The Sprawl on the assumption that speed was more critical than stealth. The Sprawl itself held no special challenges beyond the rapidly dwindling presence of an effective police department. Nevertheless, Roland held deep misgivings about moving through Framinghammer turf. Since the loss of The Combine, the Framinghammers had grown desperate and opportunistic in their decline. If OmniCorp decided to make an ally out of a dying gang, they might just find the Framinghammers available for bargain rates. Roland could not believe the Framinghammers would ever be stupid enough to take a swing at his people, but these were desperate times. He hoped the proper warnings had found their way to the right ears on that issue. Dockside did not need a war with The Sprawl right now.

His apprehensions proved as prophetic as ever. As soon as their tiny convoy left the safety of Newtown’s aggressive and well-maintained traffic grid, Roland’s helmet scanners began to pick up signs of weapons and other sundry power supplies closing in on their position. He was pleased to note that nothing in his scans indicated the sort of equipment the Framinghammers liked to use. On the other hand, the lack of subtlety employed by the opposition irritated him. He thought of the ambush in Quinzy, and his frown deepened. These crews ran good gear but seemed weak on tactics. The attempts to stop his team stank of desperation, or at least of minimal preparation. Roland could not shake the feeling that OmniCorp may have simply hurled liquid cash into the aether, attracting whoever was nearby and willing to mount a hasty operation.

“Pinging multiple bogeys closing in, boss,” he said into the open channel. “My scanners can’t make out details, but I’ve got a couple of military-grade power supplies in the mix.”

Lucia sounded tense. “I really wish the city grid would let us put up a drone. Doesn’t sound like Framinghammers at least. ETA on our bogeys?”

Roland answered, “Four minutes if they just want to charge in, five if they want to set up something at least a little organized.”

“Options?”

Roland sighed. “Honestly, I think we are getting whatever crews were close enough to mobilize. No sense of cohesion or strategy out of them. Everything comes off as rushed and half-assed to me. I feel inclined to exploit that, if I’m being honest.”

“You want to punch right through?” Lucia’s voice rang flat.

“I don’t think these crews are properly prepped for me. In fact, I think OmniCorp probably lied about who they were really hitting.”

“So you want to punch right through.” There was no question in her response this time. “Let me just take a moment and try to recover from my surprise, here.” The pause was not long, nor the sarcasm missed. “Lucky for you, big guy, I agree. OmniCorp needed local muscle to get to us quickly, but nobody local to this system would have taken the job if they knew it was us they were really hitting. We might as well take this opportunity to send a message. Anybody else still skulking in the background may decide to skip this run once they understand the real risks involved.”

Roland had failed to consider that last part. “Good call. Get the word out that the job is not worth the money and OmniCorp will have to bring in their own resources. It’ll buy us time. Didn’t think of that.”

“Good thing I’m in charge then.” Lucia heaved a theatrical sigh. “Fine, then. Go. Play. Make a lot of noise too. Break something expensive while you’re at it.”

Behind the expressionless skull of his faceplate, Roland’s perennial frown rearranged itself into a cruel grin. “You know, I was in such a bad mood before this. You always know just what to say to me, you know that?”

“I love you too.”

Mindy’s voice broke into the channel. “Gross.”

Roland did not respond to that. To Lucia he said, “Okay, boss. I’m going hot and kinetic. This is going to get loud so pick up the pace once I get rolling. I plan on carving a bloody path all the way to the front door if I need to.” As an afterthought he added, “Oh, yeah. Somebody warn the Framinghammers to stay clear of me unless they want to be part of the body count.”

“I’ll do one better,” Lucia replied. “I’ll invoice them for clearing all these scab hitters out of their turf for them.”

“Christ, you’re mean,” Roland muttered. Then louder, “Okay. Hold on to your asses, folks. I’m gonna go get me some exercise.”

––––––––
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CHAPTER FOUR
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As far as plans went, Colter Hansen had made worse things work. In truth, jobs like this he usually skipped due to the sheer quantity of enormous red flags all over the posting. The money obviously precluded any misgivings about the poor intel, hostile environment, and ludicrously truncated timetable the client presented. The staggering sum offered was one of those selfsame red flags, clearly. However, the poster understood that in the amoral calculus of small mercenary bands, one simply compared the payout against how much manpower and materiel were likely to be lost on a given job. If the final sum was red, you skip the job. If the final sum was black, on the other hand...

He knew the client was OmniCorp, even though some trouble had been taken to obscure that reality. The merc boards were positively buzzing with scuttlebutt about weird OmniCorp jobs and a brewing conflict with Gateways. It made for steady and profitable work, and Hansen did not feel inclined to let these opportunities pass. Whatever their motivations, those Blueback idiots made damn sure that the rewards would cover the risk on this job. Hansen had signed the contracts with some misgivings, naturally. He was not a fool. However, as a professional, he knew how to get a job done, mysterious circumstances notwithstanding. Considering the money on the table and all the potential risks, Hansen held nothing back. An additional sad irony of the situation was that until this point, getting all thirty-five of his hitters dirtside without causing a ruckus had been the hardest part of the job by far. 

Dropping all his infantry cost more than he thought possible, considering the modest size of his crew. Nevertheless, every round of ammunition had to be accounted for, and every merc’s card had to be scanned and checked against known warrants. Each gun, knife, armor plate, and helmet passed through a laborious multi-point inspection at the docks. Even though his crew ended up lucky enough to get down a shaft before they shut the towers down, it still took most of a day to clear all that red tape. Hansen could not shake the feeling that local dock personnel were deliberately dragging this process out. His three armatures had to be stripped of heavy weapons before they received entrance visas, and that left his lone pair of Stahlkorpers and single AutoCat 4900 limited to some 20mm cannons acquired through the local black market. A black market, Hansen noted in passing, that seemed far too limited and distant for an area like this.

Between the actively unhelpful dockworkers and the outright hostility of the locals, Hansen suspected that the established players wanted nothing to do with his crew or their job here. This left him scrabbling for gear and intel, sourcing whatever he could find from independent contractors and small-time rackets based hundreds of miles away. Even the local street gangs had scoffed at all his payoff attempts. That bothered Hansen more than overzealous customs agents and unnecessary paperwork. Gangster greed should be as reliable as gravity in his experience, yet the broken dregs of a Combine street crew treated his bribe attempt like a big box of diseased blankets. This whole job smelled like shit front to back, but then again, that was probably the reason it paid so well.

Most of his initial misgivings evaporated when he got his first look at the targets. A single APC carrying two civilians and some bodyguards did not constitute the kind of threat the mysterious nature and enormous payout this job implied. At the time, Hansen could not decide if this should make him more or less nervous. He chalked the strangeness of it all up to the inscrutable nature of corporate machinations.

The cargo box of the rented delivery truck now serving as his mobile command center glowed blue and white with the light of a dozen small screens and floating holo displays. Each bright little rectangle and floating diagram displayed helmet scans from Hansen’s thirty-five mercenaries currently arrayed across the conflict zone. Hansen hunched over one of these terminals, checking the potential routes and ambush sites through squinted eyes. An involuntary flinch sent his room temperature coffee flying when the team tactical channel burst to life in his ear. 

“One-five to lead.”

“Go one-five,” Hansen replied, shaking spilled coffee off his hand. He keyed his visor to the tac feed to better follow along.

“Picked up some random comms chatter from Quinzy. Targets just engaged another force of unknown origin at the border.”

“Shit,” said Hansen. “Did somebody jump our claim?”

“Somebody tried,” came the reply. “Targets eliminated the OpFor.”

“Eliminated, one-five?”

“Some kind of armature, sir. Wiped out four grunts in armor. Targets are still on course.”

Hansen felt something in his gut clench. “You got opinions on this armature, one-five?”

“Sir, based on the chatter, this thing dropped that fire team in about thirty seconds. No one is sure exactly how, but the bogeys are abandoning the chase. Must have been hit real hard and real fast, sir.”

Hansen inhaled. His scout sounded tense, and he understood why. Dropping four guys in armor was not the most impressive feat he had ever seen a single armature manage. Yet the confluence of bad omens surrounding this gig began to feel like a real problem. “Anything else in that chatter, one-five?”

The following pause did not bode well. “Well, sir, the OpFor seemed confused about the armature. They say it looked like a really big guy in a skull mask. Was wearing street clothes, which is hard to make any sense of. Definitely a light chassis, but very anthro. It did not match any known make or model.”

Hansen thought about that. “Maybe a Kano then? Those can fit under clothes if you don’t armor them up too much. Lots of weird variants out there and they move like greased lightning too. A hotshot operator wearing a Kano could drop four grunts in basic armor.” He was not sure if he was trying to convince one-five or himself at this point.

“Agreed,” said one-five, sounding relieved. “I guess the bogeys have themselves some kind of ringer on their side. Corpo muscle maybe?”

“It certainly looks that way.” Hansen felt his jaw unclench as relief washed over his body. That had to be it, he figured. Kanos cost a mint, but Gateways had all the money they needed and was a likely antagonist on this run. It all fit. Hansen keyed the team channel open. “Listen up, grunts. Looks like the targets have themselves a ringer. Some kind of badass in what we believe is a hopped-up Shikomi Kano. It just dropped four goons in armor who tried to jump our claim. We have no intel on what he’s packing for weapons, but we know he’s fast as shit and not to be fucked with. Squad leaders, adjust your tactics accordingly.” He switched back to the tac channel. “Stay on those comm channels, one-five. Do we have a drone up?”

“Negative, sir. Traffic grid will not allow it. Bribes were ineffective too. We floated one just to see and it got cooked by a traffic tower in less than thirty seconds.”

“Shit,” Hansen mumbled. “Guess we do this the old-fashioned way then. You have eyes on the target?”

“Entering the zone now, sir. Field is free of friendlies and police. Ready to kill the grid on your signal.”

“Good. You let me know the second you get a fix on that ringer, you hear me?”

“Copy that, lead.”

Hansen sniffed and shook his head. That ringer had to be the catch. Considering the payout, he had to assume that this was some high-dollar ex-military bodyguard. His relief of the previous moment began to weaken as he explored the tactical ramifications of a professional bodyguard running a modded Shikomi Kano. Kanos were ludicrously expensive, yet Hansen knew firsthand that the things were worth every thin cred. In the hands of a skilled operator and decked out with bleeding-edge gear, the light armature was capable of incredible things. Hansen remembered a tour out in Ariadne where he worked alongside the infamous mercenary known only as Mack. With just a Kano and two autocannons, that single monster had destroyed a squad of Stahlkorpers and their drone support more or less by himself. He had heard that Mack was dead, though. He forced a cleansing breath out through his nose. Anyone but Mack his team could manage, hot rod armatures or not. For a split second he wondered what happened to the smoking-hot blond chick Mack used to run with, then put his mind back to the job at hand.

His thoughts were promptly interrupted by his scout’s voice blaring in his earpiece. “Targets in zone one, lead. Eyes on the ringer too.”

“Put visual on the tac channel, one-five.”

Hansen keyed his visor to the tactical feed and got his first look at the enemy through one-five’s visor. His heart lurched at what he saw. It might have been a man, if not for the bizarre proportions and the haunting silver faceplate. It walked down the empty street with a fluid grace no armature could match. One-five said the thing Hansen was thinking. “That’s not a Kano, lead. Scans match nothing in the database, and any attempt to dig into that thing’s gear hits a UEDF firewall like nothing I’ve ever seen.”

“Copy that, one-five.” He tried to keep the string of expletives from burbling forth. “Teams, anyone got an ID on that goon?”

The tac channel remained silent for several seconds. Finally a voice broke the tension. “Ah, lead? I think I recognize that thing.”

Hansen checked to see who spoke. “Grainger? What do you know?”

“That’s the hitter who iced Vlad the Impaler. The local fixer guy around here. He, uh.... I think he fucked up Sven Paulsen’s crew once too.”

Several bits of recent mercenary history assembled themselves into a narrative inside Hansen’s head, and his guts went into a frenzy. “Are you sure? Grainger? You better be sure about that.”

“I, uh... I was there, sir. On the Kalashnikov. I seen him.”

“Well, speak up, grunt. What do you know? Fast!”

“Shooting him just seems to piss him off, sir. He’s some kind of super-soldier reject. I don’t know much about what he can and can’t do, but a lot of guys who were there say he kicked the shit out of Grim Roper with his bare hands. I didn’t see that, though.”

“Shit.” This time the words escaped. “Fuck and shit.”

“I can take him,” said another voice. Hansen did not need to check the ID to know it was his lone AutoCat 4900 operator speaking. “He might be hot shit, but he’s not in my weight class, lead.”

“You’re betting your life on that, Skalg. Your rig is running hand-me-down twenty-mike and nothing else for guns. I’m ready to scrub this whole run at this point, but if you want to take a swing, I’ll let you.”

“I saw the post, lead. My share is worth the risk of taking on one weird lightweight. He’s not even packing a gun big enough to hurt me. Worst case scenario I disengage and bug out if things go bad.”

Hansen could not argue the logic of that. Only half his crew were Galops like himself, but Skalg was one of the oldest of old-school Galop hardcases. If the man wanted a shot, Hansen saw no reason to deny him one. “Okay, Skalg. Cramer and Velasquez, you guys back him up. The rest of us will hem in the truck and look for the prize. At the first sign of bullshit, Skalg, you bail. Copy?”

“Copy, lead. No one is trying to die out here.”

“No one ever is,” Hansen replied. He hoped sending the two Stahlkorpers to help was not a bad idea. Then he shook his head and rolled his eyes at his unnecessary trepidation. Three armatures versus one lightweight was not a fair fight, no matter what the other guy ran for hardware.

“Stacking up,” Skalg said into the team channel. “Rolling in fifteen seconds. Switching to tac channel.”

“Copy,” said Hansen. “Rooney and Cass, your teams are on that APC. As soon as Skalg moves, you move.”

“Copy,” said two voices in unison.

Hansen inhaled and held the breath. He checked his weapon, now looking woefully inadequate, and then exhaled. “On you, Skalg,” he said to no one in particular. Then he settled in to wait.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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“We got another dance partner,” Roland called out. He had stretched his lead over the APC to about a quarter mile to give them room to maneuver if things got violent. He slowed when his helmet scanners alerted him to movement four-hundred yards away. “Scanning something big. Looks like an armature, but I can’t tell. Some level of ECM in play, and my helmet scanners are shit at this range.”

Lucia’s reply came through his helmet sounding tense, but under control. “Framinghammers just keyed in, Roland. They say it’s about forty mercs with an AutoCat 4900 and a couple of Stahlkorpers. Our friends at the docks made sure they are running light on firepower but can’t say what they’ve scrounged up since landing.”

Roland grunted, half in acknowledgment and half in surprise. “Framinghammers are playing ball, huh?”

“They want no part of what’s coming,” Lucia said. “I made that very clear. They’re desperate and greedy, not suicidal.”

“So a five-thousand-pound mech and some secondhand labor chassis, huh?”

“What are you thinking, big guy?”

“Mindy, want some exercise?”

The chipper drawl of the assassin squeaked across the channel. “You asking a girl to dance, Ironsides? Right in front of Lucia?” she hissed. “Brave soul.”

“The ‘Cat is going to take my full attention, twerp. You can have the Stahlkorpers.”

Lucia interrupted. “Leaving forty mercenaries for the rest of us? Nice. I’m calling in some backup.”

“We always knew it might come to that,” Roland said. “Cut the check and let’s get to work.”

“I love it when you get authoritative,” Lucia said. “It’s adorable.”

Roland grumbled, “I’m not adorable,” but no one was paying attention. “Okay, Mindy, un-ass and get to my flank. When the kids come out to play, you get the little ones.”

“Understood,” she replied. “Stepping out now.”

Lucia added, “We have friendlies en route, ETA four minutes. We are taking the APC in their direction, but assume the bad guys will chase as soon as we move. I expect we’ll be no help to you until we get backed up.”

“Understood,” Roland replied. “I’m going hot as hell so the farther away you are, the better.”

“Good luck out there. See you at the office.”

Roland liked the confidence he heard from Lucia. For a long time, situations like this would spike her anxiety. The machines in her brain would respond by squashing her ability to feel fear when that happened, affecting Lucia’s ability to assess risk and make sound decisions. He detected neither the crippling panic of her anxiety disorder nor the mania of overactive cybernetics in her voice. She was trusting herself, trusting her team, to manage the impending violence. It felt like progress.

“On your left, Ironsides,” Mindy said. “Second-story rooftop, Pinkman building.”

“Copy that,” said Roland. “I have the big one just around the corner about a hundred yards ahead. No sign of the little guys, but there is some kind of jamming going on.”

“Yeah. My visor ain’t giving me shit either. But from up here I can just about see the ‘Cat.”

“Let me pull him out. See if the others come with him.”

“This is your dance, partner. You lead.”

Roland stretched into a brisk jog. He unslung Durendal from its holster and topped off the armor-piercing flechette reservoir. On something as big as a 4900, he doubted fifty-cal or explosive beads were going to do much. The flechettes would make holes, at least. Small holes were unlikely to do much real damage. Roland gave a mental shrug. He was a good shot, and small holes in the right places could bring any machine down.

At fifty yards from the intersection, Roland thumbed his pistol to explosive beads. With a derisive snort he sent a long full-auto string of fire into the alley his sensors identified as the enemy’s hiding place. Explosions erupted along the brown exteriors of the surrounding buildings, gouging beach-ball sized craters into the walls and sending concrete shrapnel across the sidewalk in streaks of smoking chunks.

The machine lurched into sight, emerging from the smoke and flame like a beast from some forgotten mythology. Though it began life as an AutoCat 4900 series medium armature, Roland noticed immediately that the thing bore little resemblance to the material-handling machine of its origin. The cockpit bubble had been replaced with a more angular and heavily reinforced version, with a cowl that swept back to protect the power cell housing. Every flat surface lay shrouded in overlapping armor plates, hiding the joints behind thick ceramic protection. Most distressing to Roland, the telltale shape of twenty-millimeter anti-material cannons jutted forward along each side of the cockpit.

Roland opened fire once more, washing the larger machine with the last of his explosive beads. He held no illusions that the barrage might do real damage, rather he merely hoped the resulting chaos would spoil the pilot’s ability to return fire. In this Roland enjoyed a small measure of success.

The cannons came to life with a horrible chatter and matching sprays of high-velocity ammunition. Most of the white-hot projectiles traced parallel smoking tracks along the street before jerking upward and raking across Roland’s abdomen. His HUD flashed warnings in urgent orange letters explaining that his skin was not rated for prolonged exposure to twenty-millimeter anti-material munitions. Roland did not need this explained, as he knew from bitter experience that multiple hits would quickly chew through his armor. He swerved to take his body out of the line of fire for just long enough to plant a foot and leap. Distressingly fast, the twin ropes of shrieking projectiles swung back to intercept Roland’s headlong flight. He took three direct hits to the chest at close range before his thousand-pound body struck the big machine like a runaway aerocar.

Roland caromed off the reinforced hide of the ‘Cat in a shower of sparks and metal chunks. Durendal spun from his hand to clatter against the street while he rolled to a stop ten feet away. The ‘Cat staggered back, actuators screaming in defiance while the internal gyros argued with the AI over the best way to avoid a fall. Roland rolled over to his pistol, scooped it up, and rose to his feet in one smooth motion. He thumbed the selector to flechettes and began peppering the machine with armor-piercing tungsten and aluminum needles. His helmet AI scanned for weaknesses as he advanced behind the fusillade, though nothing looked promising to Roland’s practiced eye.

All too soon, the ‘Cat’s stumbling ceased, and the machine turned to renew its assault. The two were so close Roland could see into the cockpit. He caught the eyes of a man inside, face horribly scarred, and teeth pressed together in a determined snarl. Roland leaped again, keeping himself between the two cannons to deny the enemy a clean shot. When they collided this time, Roland found himself fending off a large three-fingered claw with his empty hand. Strong as he was, Roland could never match the strength of a 4900. He did not try. He ignored the arm and its overpowered actuators and grabbed the fingers of the encroaching claw instead. Much smaller, much weaker, and far more manageable, the digits proved little more than a nuisance once Roland secured his grip. He tore the opposable finger of the claw free of its moorings and cast it aside. The ‘Cat’s other hand came around to club him away, and Roland ducked. He rose again in the wake of the blow, reached out, and seized one of the cannons. Roland twisted and pulled, tearing the cannon free of the improvised mounting bracket. Roland sent it spinning off into a dark alley.

The ‘Cat turned again, presenting its remaining cannon with a clean shot. Roland threw himself to the side in time to take only a glancing hit at point-blank range. Silver fluid erupted from his shoulder in a greasy spray, and his HUD shrieked alarms into his ears. Roland forced himself to ignore the damage. He brought Durendal around once more, peppering the cockpit with flechettes. Each penetrated deep into the armor, and one nearly bored through the clear plate over the pilot’s face. The thin metal dart lodged itself in the panel six inches from the snarling visage, suspended in clear polycarbonate and surrounded by white cracks.

The ‘Cat staggered backward out of reflex, and Roland waded forward once more. He dropped his empty pistol and used both hands to rip the other cannon away from the chassis before the pilot could recover. He smashed the weapon against the ground, and it exploded in his hands. Satisfied, Roland stood up straight and pointed to the man inside the machine. “Pack it in and you can live.”

The man inside looked confused. His twisted face squinted behind the fractured screen. “I’m four times your size, pal.” The machine advanced.

“And a quarter my speed.” Roland kicked a piece of ruined cannon toward the approaching ‘Cat. “I can rip you apart one piece at a time, if that’s what it takes.”

Roland saw the man inside look down at a screen for an instant. When their eyes met once more Roland shook his head. “If you’re looking for your buddies in the Stahlkorpers, you aren’t going to like what you find.”

He had not bothered to check on Mindy during his tussle. He knew it was unnecessary. Mindy was a very dependable battle buddy if you gave her room to move and took her leash off. His scanners told the tale of her fight as it progressed not more than a hundred yards further up the street. One form in silver and gray lay sprawled on the concrete missing most of an arm and leaking fluids both biological and mechanical into a creeping brown puddle. The other lurched back and forth, arms flailing like a madman while it tried to simultaneously shoot and punch the small blond woman. Mindy’s tiny body looked like a child’s compared to the cyborg, yet she cavorted around his clumsy blows with a grace so smooth she appeared to be dancing with the lumbering brute. Her dagger sliced dull orange arcs across the air, its white-hot cutting edge leaving a trail of thin smoke in the wake of each cut. Once, twice, three times Mindy drew orange swirls on the atmosphere with her black Sasori blade. The Stahlkorper fell to its knees, both arms removed at the elbow and gushing blood. When the body at last pitched forward, the head fell away as well. 

“See?” Roland said to the horrified man in the AutoCat. “Today is not gonna be your day.”

The AutoCat took a step back, and Roland could see the pilot’s lips working as he spoke to his team. Roland could not read lips, but the general thrust of the words required no special interpretation. At some point, a decision must have been reached, because the big machine surged forward with outstretched arms. While perhaps clumsy by Roland’s standards, the 4900 was not a slow machine. The charge covered the intervening space between the two fighters in a fraction of a second.

Roland stepped into the charge, avoiding the arms with a deft slip of his shoulders. His right arm snapped out in a black blur, driving his ham-sized fist directly into the cockpit’s cracked viewing panel. Under normal circumstances, Roland did not believe he could have punched through such a barrier. However, the chunky white cracks crisscrossing the surface and the deep hole drilled by his flechette left the panel in a much weakened state. The impact resonated with a dull crunch, and Roland’s fist sank into the cockpit up to his elbow.

It stopped an inch from the pilot’s nose, so Roland ground his heel into the street and shoved forward again. Grasping instead of punching this time, he forced his arm deeper inside the cockpit until his hand closed over the pilot’s head. He heard muffled screams and felt the machine lurching backward. Roland moved with it, forcing more of his arm through the jagged hole. Then, for lack of a better idea, Roland closed his hand and squeezed.

The bare human skull in his palm collapsed like a soft-boiled egg. Roland could not see the result, and he decided that was a good thing. When he felt his hand close into a tight fist, he knew that there would be nothing left of the pilot’s head, and so he ripped his hand free. A spray of gore followed his arm, red ribbons of blood and greasy chunks of brain and bone spilling through the hole in the cockpit to paint the front of the ‘Cat like a macabre Rorschach. The machine slumped without fanfare, and the street went quiet.

Roland examined his right arm and found that the jagged edges of the viewing pane had torn ugly gashes through his armored skin. Nothing too deep, he noted. The gore sloughing off his palm set his face in a grim frown beneath his helmet. He remembered a time in his life where violence at this level was the norm, and those memories did not warm him. Nevertheless, he acknowledged that a dead enemy was a dead enemy no matter the manner of execution. There was no such thing as a clean kill, but the part of him that recognized his own mental state felt glad that he could still feel disgust. He turned to check on Mindy once more and found her staring at him.

“What?” he grunted.

The blond head swung side to side in slow arcs. “I’m deciding if I’m more impressed or disgusted with what you just pulled.” She held up a finger and shuddered. “This might take a minute.”

“You just vivisected two guys with a knife. Why am I the weird one here?”

“That’s what I’m trying to sort out!”

Roland almost laughed at the parallel paths their thoughts had taken. Sometimes the sublime and the ridiculous lived in the same place. He wondered if either of them were truly sane, or what that even meant in this context. He keyed his team’s channel to life. “Heavy metal is scrapped, boss. Sitrep?”

The muffled sounds of gunfire filtered through his speakers when Lucia responded. “We’re taking fire, but Bettie just arrived with some hitters. We’re still outnumbered and outgunned here, though.”

“I’ve got your position. En route.”

Mindy cocked her head back and forth as if to loosen her neck. “Race ya?”

“Don’t bother,” Roland replied. “I’ll carry you. I can be there in ninety seconds.”

“I may swoon,” Mindy drawled with a flip of her hair.

“Shut up,” Roland grunted back. He turned his back to her and pointed to his shoulder. “Hop on.”

Mindy hopped onto his back like a kid getting a piggyback ride. She was too small to wrap her legs around his waist, but her grip on the helmet proved strong enough for Roland to actually feel it. It was easy to forget just how strong Mindy was beneath those improbable curves. He supposed that might be the whole point.

“Giddyap!” she squealed, driving a heel into Roland’s flank.

“Don’t push your luck,” he snarled back and took off. He did not need to accelerate as hard as he did. Yet Mindy annoyed him so letting her feel a little touch of panic felt like the right thing to do. His right boot dug into the street so hard it crushed the surface into a small crater. In two strides he was already doing sixty miles per hour.

“Wheeeeeee!” he heard Mindy yell. 

Roland swore under his breath and focused on the blinking icon in his HUD directing him to the APC. He took the most direct route, vaulting obstacles with prodigious leaps that scarred the concrete beneath his feet with each landing. Rounding a corner, he caught his first glimpse of the battle playing out across a wide intersection. The APC sat to one side of the street, its lone turret belching fire into two cargo trucks blocking its path. Muzzle flashes from every corner and alley flickered in the failing afternoon light. The flashes played across the dirty surfaces like distant heat lighting. Roland saw return fire from rooftops rake the entrenched mercenaries. A quick count confirmed Lucia’s tactical assessment. There were nearly twice as many mercs as enforcers from the guild. However Roland spotted “Bouncing” Bettie Braddock’s military training in the placement of her people and the discipline apparent in their shooting. The mercs could not move on the APC without suffering brutal casualties, but the enforcers lacked the firepower to dislodge the mercenaries.

Roland skidded to a halt more than a hundred yards from the action to let Mindy dismount. She dropped to the ground with her pistol in her hand and echoed Roland’s thoughts. “Stalemate, huh?”

“Get high and start culling them from the rear. I’ll step out in front and give them something to shoot at besides Bettie’s people.” He paused, once again remembering the old days when killing meant nothing to him. He also thought about the previous ambush and what that implied. He did not like what he had to do, but that never stopped him from doing it. “I want just one survivor, Mindy. Hopefully an officer.” His mouth twisted into an uncomfortable frown. He was glad Mindy could not see it. “The rest are going to have to be a message to anyone else interested in working for OmniCorp.” The words felt both strange and familiar at the same time. He did not want to be this thing, but he also knew that in this case, it was necessary. “Otherwise we will be dealing with multiple attacks every day.”

“Total war, Ironsides?” Mindy asked, raising an eyebrow. She answered her own question with a curt nod. “Probably for the best.”

“Keep Lucia away from this part, okay? She doesn’t need this to be on her, if you know what I mean.”

“I get it,” Mindy said. “You and I already know how to live with it. This way she don’t have to learn. I’ll be fast and clean, Roland. She’ll never even see it.”

“Thank you,” Roland said. And he meant it.
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CHAPTER SIX
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Mindy knifed through the alleys of The Sprawl an azure blur. She sped around the entrenched mercenaries in a wide arc, circling across alleys and rooftops well out of view. The expensive ECM suite in her armored blue bodysuit prevented a lucky scan from alerting the enemy to her presence, though without a drone in the air they would need line of sight to have a chance either way. Her breath came easy, her heart rate somewhat elevated but certainly not racing. The familiarity of the hunt comforted her. No matter how hard Lucia tried to domesticate the lithe assassin, Mindy remained a killer. The trade had chosen her and not the other way around, if she was being honest. It was the only thing at which she had ever excelled.

Mindy had not trained at a school, nor had she been apprenticed to a master. After leaving her spectacularly unsuccessful tour as a mercenary, she simply took the closest bounty job for the cash. She found the work fun and easy, so she took another. The rest was ancient history. The skills and techniques came naturally to her, as if she were born with all the necessary knowledge.

Even as her strides whisked her between buildings, she wasted no conscious thought on the specifics of what needed doing. She knew where her prey was. All she needed to do was approach from a direction they did not expect, and then kill them. Mindy never really understood why people like Lucia and Roland needed extensive plans for this sort of thing. Mindy trusted her intuition and tried to enjoy the moment. Talent and instinct took care of the rest.

From a block away, her ears had no trouble detecting a sudden increase in the intensity of the nearby battle. Roland must have engaged the enemy, the pitch of the roaring guns accelerated to a frenzied roar. There was always a bit of panic when he arrived at a firefight. Roland had been the way he was for too long to remember why he caused that reaction, but Mindy understood it. When a lone man stepped directly into the line of fire without a shred of mental energy wasted on cover or evasion, people found it disconcerting. Soldiers and gunmen survived battles by being cagey and conservative with risks. Every time Roland blithely stalked into a hail of incoming ordnance, it broke a paradigm so deeply rooted in the subconscious it may as well be religion. The effect was deeply unnerving, casting Roland in the mold of a monster, or worse, a machine. Even experienced soldiers tended to overreact in that scenario.

She cut a hard right to zip down a narrow alley. The rattling of gunfire grew louder in her augmented ears, and she could pick out the sounds of frantic shouting underneath the thunder. The bulky shape of a commercial recycler obscured a clear view of the alley’s exit, but Mindy’s bionic eyes already knew who and what lay beyond the opening.

She jumped.

Legs five times stronger than they looked propelled the tiny blond killer to the top of the recycler, where she took two long strides before leaping once more. She exited the alley at a height of almost fifteen feet, her body tumbling in a slow aerial cartwheel. With effort, Mindy scrunched her sense of time to its most dilated state, taxing a complex network of reflex-enhancing implants across her brain. She heard static and smelled copper, a sure sign that this little maneuver was going to cost her a headache later. Nevertheless, the tableau playing out below slowed to a torpid crawl. The front sight of her pistol coalesced before her eyes, and her finger worked the trigger without conscious thought.

Neon orange streaks lanced out from the muzzle of her gun to touch off showers of sparks across a man’s armored chest. She did not waste time checking to see if the hits penetrated, rather she moved the sights to another man in dull gray armor. Taking the shot while still airborne proved difficult, and holding enough focus to maintain her sense of slowed time grew more difficult with each passing millisecond. Two out of three beads hit the second man. One shattered the armor over his thigh, the other struck in the unprotected crease of his elbow. Blood plumed from the ruined joint, and the wounded man spun with a scream.

Mindy held on to the reflex pump as long as she could. The world still crawled across her vision at a snail’s pace when she felt her feet touch the ground. She kept a slight flex in her knees to absorb the impact and let her reinforced bones and muscles keep her upright. A normal woman could expect shattered ankles, but Mindy had not been normal for a very long time. Her pistol swung in a clipped arc, chattering a brisk tattoo while it spat fire and metal into any moving body her eyes could pick out.

Men shouted in equal parts confusion and terror at the sudden introduction of this whirling blond phantom. Mindy rode the wave of shock like a surfer, feeding the chaos with more furious gunfire. She bolted toward the street, passing directly between two clumps of armored men posted up at the alley mouth. They turned, rifle muzzles swinging in her direction. Mindy was reasonably certain they would not fire. Any misses from one side were guaranteed to wound allies on the other. No professional hitter would be so foolish as to engage a moving target at this range when friendlies were in the line of fire. It occurred to her in passing that she may not be dealing with a particularly professional troupe of mercenaries, and frightened people did stupid things with alarming frequency. Committed to the maneuver, Mindy put her head down and hoped her armor was up to the task of absorbing any wayward shots. 

Nobody fired at her, and the barking of gruff commands made it clear that her enemies possessed a modicum of tactical competence. The two groups shifted positions instead of taking wild potshots at her, moving one group into a clear shooting lane while the other slotted into a support role. The maneuver was quick, precise, and well executed. It was also far too slow to make a difference as Mindy had cleared the alley exit before they finished. She took a hard left, putting the wall of yet another ugly gray building between herself and the shooters in the alley. 

She spared a glance for the open area as she ran. Roland stood in the center of the intersection, his giant pistol rocked within the mass of one hand while spewing fire and destruction toward another alley. His bizarre proportions seemed even more alien from amid the haze of smoke and showers of white sparks wreathing his body. Waves of incoming fire sandblasted the shirt from his chest and shredded his pants into tatters. Small explosions and bright impacts erupted across his torso and helmet in a prolonged pyrotechnic display. It looked horrific, but Mindy had worked with Roland long enough to understand that the big cyborg was simply fulfilling his role. Every bead that struck him was a bead that did not go toward Mindy or the APC. Every panicked mercenary pumping aluminum and tungsten into Roland’s armored body was one less enemy for Mindy to deal with. This was Breach. Breach took hits so others did not have to. It might have been sad if not for how well Roland took to his role. His posture betrayed no fear or tension. The skull motif of his helmet offered no expression beyond bland indifference. Mindy could not see it, but she knew that somewhere across the street people were dying en masse, victims of his flawless marksmanship and overwhelming firepower. This was not a firefight. It was not a massacre either. It was just another Tuesday afternoon for Roland Tankowicz, and Mindy supposed that was the scariest thing about all of it.

Mindy had never mastered the art of killing cold. Old hurts fed a seething rage within her chest that demanded retribution for the wrongs she had suffered. Mindy suspected this may not be healthy, however it made her very good at her job, so she chose not to fight it. After putting enough distance and cover between herself and the shooters back in the alley, Mindy planted one foot and spun. She dropped the magazine from her pistol and reloaded, an absent gesture completed in a quarter-second. With a full weapon and a hungry heart, she posted up behind a lamp post and waited for her prey to emerge. 

It did not take long. The first head to poke out from the alley she left alone. She could have shot the man in his faceplate, but she did not know if her pistol would penetrate and she wanted more than one out in the open anyway. He took three cautious steps, rifle at high ready, while hugging the wall. After taking two steps in Mindy’s direction, another man emerged and repeated the process. When a third man stepped into view, Mindy moved again. 

She did not want to push her reflex modifications too hard this time. Despite access to the best biotechnologist in the galaxy, running her brain against the redline for too long still caused problems. She swung out from behind the lamppost in a low crouch, stroking the trigger of her pistol as fast as the mechanical limitations of the weapon would allow. The first man in the stack took eight beads to the chest. His armor took the first two without complaint, the next two penetrated the weave and shattered against the ceramic plate beyond. The plate failed on the sixth hit. Seven and eight fragmented while passing through, passing dozens of ceramic slivers deep into the flesh beyond. The man fell, screaming. Mindy did not believe the wounds to be fatal, but there was no question in her mind that this shooter no longer required her attention. 

Not that it mattered. She was sprinting once more. Her first victim had not even completed his trip to the sidewalk before Mindy fell upon the second. She served this one with another blistering fusillade from her pistol, scoring a dozen clean hits at point-blank range to his head and chest. Helmet and chest plates shattered, yet despite an explosion of furious howling and swearing, the man did not fall. Mindy suspected bionics to be the reason for this, but it changed nothing. She juked right, avoiding fire from the third man. Her left hand found the hilt of her sasori dagger at her hip, and she drew and activated the blade in one motion. In a fifth of a second the monomolecular edge heated to nearly fifty thousand degrees while oscillating at twenty thousand hertz. It passed through the rifle, the shoulder, and thoracic cavity of her victim with almost no resistance. The smell of boiling bodily fluids and cooking flesh assailed Mindy’s nostrils while ropey streams of arterial blood splattered her left arm with warm, sticky fluid. She did not care. She was still moving.

The third man fired his rifle again. The sensation of getting kicked in the guts penetrated Mindy’s killing focus and blasted a cough from her lungs. She knew the armor of her suit would hold, but that did not mean she enjoyed taking hits. Teeth bared, she dove for her tormentor with her forearms covering her exposed head. The two collided with a shared grunt of pain and surprise. Limbs tangled, they fell toward the pavement in a clawing and flailing brawl. Not concerned with executing fancy maneuvers, Mindy cycled her dagger like a sewing machine needle. The humming blade shredded the third shooter’s body with a dozen horrible stabs and slashes in under two seconds. He was dying before they hit the concrete, but Mindy shot him twice on the way up anyway. Her body moved on autopilot, and she had learned to trust these instincts. Even so, the part of her brain not committed to violence noted that pumping two beads into the oozing meat of the perforated man amounted to little more than a waste of good ammo.

Slaughtering the three men had taken less than six seconds, adding those to her previous two opponents made five casualties. There were at least five more shooters hiding in that alley, she knew. However none of the forms milling about in the shadows seemed in any hurry to peek out. She understood that and used the reprieve to seek cover and the chance to reload once more. Another tidal wave of raw sound from the other alley crashed through the intersection, telltale signs that Roland was amongst the enemy in earnest now. A smile began to turn the corners of her mouth upward. As long as Roland had her six, it was safe to turn her back on the others and focus on the alley. Mack was the only other person to give her that feeling, and she liked it. 

She found a rideshare kiosk to crouch behind and checked the alley while seating a fresh magazine into her pistol. She could see nothing interesting, as the walls, recycler, and shadows ruined her sightlines. Mindy had much more than her eyes to rely on, though. Her ears caught the sound of creaking armor, men whispering, and the shuffle of boots across pavement. Her smile broadened. The fear and uncertainty were kicking in, she could almost smell it. Right now a bunch of mercenaries were chattering furiously over comms about whether or not to continue this fight, and thanks to some very expensive auditory modifications, Mindy could hear one side of it. The chatter held no surprises. Casualties among the enemy were mounting and victory still eluded them. Pitched battles did not make for profitable operations. Mercenaries hated that.

Sure enough, after ten seconds, the timbre of sounds coming from the alley shifted. Commands were shouted, more boots scraped, and weapons clattered in the telltale cadence of a squad in full retreat. Roland’s voice boomed across the team channel, confirming what Mindy already suspected.

“Tangos are bugging out. Looks like they lost their taste for the scrap.”

“Copy, Breach,” Mindy replied. “My dance partners seem to have lost that loving feeling as well. Was it something I said?”

“How long until clear?” Lucia’s voice cut in.

“Give them another ninety seconds, boss,” said Roland. “I’d hate to interrupt their tactical withdrawal.”

“Copy,” said Lucia. “Everybody okay?”

Roland’s snort was derisive. “Ruined my clothes again, boss.”

“I’m good,” said Mindy. “Took a slug to the guts, but Flex Weave is worth every penny, I guess.”

“Okay,” said Lucia. “Roland, you are back on point. Bettie is heading to the Dockside border and says it’s clear sailing to the office from there. We have eleven more blocks to go ‘till then.”

“Fifty-fifty someone tries to hit us,” Mindy said. “I don’t think they’re done trying.”

“I’ll take the bet,” replied Roland. “Two teams wiped in under an hour. Anyone left still waiting is not going to bother.”

Mindy winced. That was a good point. She stood and shook her hair out. “Yeah, probably right, Ironsides. Want me to scout ahead?”

“Might as well,” said Roland. “Can’t hurt. Did you get a prisoner?”

“Sorry, Ironsides. Didn’t see a chance worth taking on that.”

Roland grunted. “Not worth dying over either way. We still have one in the truck.”

Mindy gestured to Roland’s wounded and bedraggled state. “You okay?”

Roland looked down at his hands and wrists, still oozing silver fluid. Then he turned and assessed his shoulder, equally injured. “Nothing deep. Auto repair says they’ll be closed up in forty-five minutes.”

“Better avoid Lucia until then.”

“Yup,” was his terse reply.

Mindy laughed. “You two are a real pair, you know that?” Then she holstered her pistol, cleaned her blade, and took off at a run. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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“The bastards have three days on us right now,” said Captain Miranda Sloane. “That is a very big lead at this point in the game.”

Alexander Fleming leaned back in his chair and stretched his arms out to the sides. His back cracked in a most satisfying manner, and he sighed with relief. As much fun as cruising the galaxy with Sloane had been, he would not miss Maid of Orleans or her military-grade bunks at all once they got back to Earth. To Sloane he replied, “It can’t be helped, Miranda. Besides, we’ve done a lot of groundwork to minimize the advantage they have on that front. Their return home will not be as much a reprieve as they probably think.”

They were in her cabin, which afforded the pair more space and privacy than anywhere else on the frigate. Fleming occupied the lone chair while Sloane lounged on her bunk. She had removed her uniform jacket and boots, a clear signal that she was off the clock. Fleming preferred “off-the-clock” Sloane to her other incarnation as one of the most feared warship captains currently working the spaceways. “Sloane of Arc” did not enjoy Fleming’s charm nearly as much as “Miranda” seemed to. “Miranda’s” company remained one of the high points of this entire sordid operation as far as Fleming was concerned. He would miss her when they parted company. He suspected she would not miss him, but he possessed enough self-esteem to weather that shame without too much emotional injury.

She turned a level gaze in his direction, her expression equal parts bored and incredulous. “Your efforts to disrupt Dockside, right? All those weird operations? I thought you said none had been particularly successful?”

“Individually, no. They were not. In aggregate, however, they have done exactly what they were supposed to do.”

“And that is?”

“Sow dissent, strain resources, erode confidence. Dockside is not like a navy, my dear Captain Sloane. There is no chain of command or central leadership to hold the pieces together. The whole system is a moving combination of organizations, driven into beneficial stasis by interlocking self-interest. It’s a strong bond, clearly. But it’s also brittle. If a critical mass of participants start to feel their interests are in danger...”

“The system collapses,” Sloane said. “Did you achieve that critical mass?”

“That’s the fun of it,” Fleming said with a shrug. “We won’t know until it starts to crumble. In many ways, we achieved substantial progress in weakening key connections, though nothing broke outright. For instance we were successful in disrupting the connection between Big Woo drug operations and Dockside dealers. Our counteroperation on that front created a cheaper alternative—”

“At the cost of quality,” Sloane interrupted. “The increase in overdose deaths is already making the news.”

“Yes, but addicts don’t really care about that, do they? And all that bad press actually helps us. Adds pressure to a police force that never really did anything, anyway. Now there is Uptown influence and unwelcome media scrutiny to deal with.”

“So you weakened the drug guilds and hamstrung their police cover at the same time?”

“I sure did. Our intel indicated that the reigning crime lord of Big Woo had a history with slavers and pipers, so we threw some of that his way as a distraction. That was a bit of a disaster, but he still took the bait and lost initiative on combating the competitor we set up across the megalopolis. I am particularly proud of that stroke. Our analysts suspect drug revenues from the Dockside rackets are down as much as twenty-five percent now. That is a strain they cannot ignore.”

“But what about all that Uptown scrutiny you just mentioned? Isn’t that bad for you?”

“It would be, if I did not have a positively massive stockpile of blackmail material in my back pocket. We’ve been running a targeted operation on Uptown politicians for more than a year now. It got dismantled by a rogue cop about two months ago, but it was never meant to last long, anyway. I am a bit irritated that we lost a good asset, but the payoff was worth it. When the Uptown politicians take action, it will be against our enemies, not us. I’ve ensured it.”

“And Gateways?”

Fleming laughed out loud. “Hah! Gateways is helping us, and they don’t even know it yet.”

“The docking tower incident?”

“Exactly. I’m not sure which god it is that deigned to show me favor, but I’ll sacrifice a goat to all of them for that stroke of luck. They look like incompetent buffoons right now, and their only defense is to move on the docks in force. We don’t have to force these fixers to come out and fight. Gateways is doing that for us.”

“How?”

“Miranda,” Fleming was happy to be discussing something he understood better than she did. The woman’s ironclad competence could be quite humbling, however it extended to naval matters only. “The Dockside rackets will not tolerate a corporate invasion. They make billions off of smuggling and spacers and corpo bigwigs who want to misbehave anonymously. The only way they can do that is if the docks are online and the security is comprised of local muscle.”

“And thanks to the incident at the main tower, right now the docks are not online, and soon to be choked with corpo muscle?”

“Exactly. Add a generous splash of political pressure from Uptown, garnish with decreased drug revenues, and serve it all up with no corrupt law enforcement to hide behind, and what do we get?”

“Absolute chaos,” she breathed. “Nobody’s interests are safe, so the system collapses.”

“And what happens to the fixers when nobody can rely on them to keep the peace?”

“They get left out in the cold.”

“Voila!” Fleming said it with a flourish. “So yes. They have a head start and they have the memory core. We can’t stop them from cracking it eventually, and we can’t stop them from hiding it or moving it. What we can do is make it so no one cares about what is on it.”

Sloane at last understood the genius of Fleming’s plan. “Because there is a full-on street war happening across the most commercially and economically critical region on Earth. The memory core and what it hides doesn’t matter anymore, because no one will be looking at anything except the coming economic devastation.”

“If you need to hide a mess,” Fleming intoned, “the best place is inside a bigger mess.”

“You corpo types are devious in a way I just don’t understand sometimes,” she said, shaking her head slowly. “It’s...” she struggled for the right word, “...alien.”

“I am going to receive that as a compliment,” Fleming said, beaming his most rakish smile in her direction.

“I think it might have been one,” replied Sloane. “I’m not sure, though.” She laid back on her bunk and rubbed her eyes. “So what happens when we catch up to them?”

“First, we attempt to negotiate.”

Sloane scoffed audibly. “Why bother?”

“Because that is always the best policy.” He waved a hand to forestall her interruption. “Yes, yes, I agree there is little chance of it working here, but the attempt is important. If nothing else, it is an opportunity to gather intelligence. Have they cracked the core yet? What do they know? What are their intentions? That sort of thing. How they negotiate will tell us things even if they don’t say them out loud.”

“And then?”

“We find the core and steal it back. Or, if they’ve cracked it, we steal what was on it back.” Fleming grew pensive, frown lines forming between his brows. “And I’m not embarrassed to say that I really want to know what’s on that thing. Not just because my own actions probably feature prominently in the stolen files.” He tapped his chin with a finger and ground his teeth. “Halstead is still hiding something from me. Something big. He hints at it when he needs help, but he won’t come out and say it. I’m not sure why he’s holding back. He’s never been clever enough to be cagey when he gets desperate.”

Sloane sniffed. “That’s easy. He doesn’t have access to whatever it is, but he thinks he can get it. It’s a stalling tactic.”

Fleming blinked. “What?”

Sloane sat back up and looked at Fleming like he was an idiot. “Halstead gives you whatever you want because he’s afraid of losing control of the Prospectors, right? The other Prospectors go along with his bullshit because he feeds them OmniCorp money.”

“Basically. He has pretensions to some kind of merger with OmniCorp that I don’t think he’s really thought out. But cash and equity do make his people very amenable.”

“So when things start to look bad for him, he dangles shiny things in front of you like Anson Gate on-ramp tech and those Protean androids?”

“As well as some cutting-edge comms tech and AI’s more sophisticated than anything on the market,” Fleming said with an impatient hand wave. “Enough to keep OmniCorp from collapsing outright for a few more quarters. The stock has already rebounded seven points on Prospector tech alone. Yes, we have a long way to go, but it’s a start. Whenever Halstead needs cash or political influence, he always comes up with something to trade for it. OmniCorp benefits each time.”

“But he hints at something else every now and then, huh? Something better. He never tells you what it is, nor does he go into great detail about it?”

“Never. It’s some revolutionary thing they are working on. He mentioned that distant mudball they have a facility on, once. The one no one could get to without their gate tech. That’s all he says about it, though.”

“Well, whatever it is he has there, Alex. He wants you to want it, but he can’t give it to you. Yet.”

“How do you figure that?”

“Because he’d have given it to you already if he could. You said so yourself. When he gets desperate—”

“And that happens often,” Fleming interjected.

“When he gets desperate, he always pulls you in with whatever he’s got laying around. The only difference between this thing and the other stuff is that he can’t get to it.”

Fleming let that percolate for a long time. “Well, I’ll be damned, Miranda. I think you might be on to something. We know that whatever it is, it’s very remote, and very valuable. Halstead has never been shy about the superiority of Prospector tech.” He waved a hand, excited. “Come to think of it, why is he struggling to maintain control over his management caste in the first place? Why does he need OmniCorp money at all?”

“That old man is using you, Alex. He needs OmniCorp to recover this tech because he has lost it... He just doesn’t want you to know that’s what he’s doing.”

Fleming blinked twice, then shrugged once more. “You know what? I’m not even mad about it. I was going to steal whatever it was anyway. But this theory adds a whole new wrinkle, doesn’t it?”

“But it fits the facts,” said Sloane. “I wouldn’t be surprised if Halstead’s people want his head because he lost this thing, whatever it is. He keeps them in line by insisting he is retrieving it.”

“And by giving them bags of OmniCorp money. He probably brags to his management team about how he is manipulating a megacorp to do it all,” Fleming said with a chuckle. “Bravo, Halstead. Bravo.”

“Which brings us to the memory core,” Sloane continued. “How much data do you think that old war-bot stole from them?”

“I mean, it’s Prospector tech and it housed the entire mind of an eighty-year-old man.”

“A man who literally invented their security protocols,” Sloane added.

Fleming nodded slowly. “Exactly. There is no reason to believe this memory core doesn’t have information about this mystery project of theirs.”

“So,” Sloane said, “maybe Halstead is less worried about the evidence of his crimes being inside that thing than he is about what will happen if OmniCorp or Gateways learn about the secret of that project. I know which one I would be losing sleep over in his place.”

“You beautiful tactical genius, you,” Fleming said with undisguised awe. “It really does fit all the facts, doesn’t it? All this time we thought Halstead was worried about his machinations getting exposed... but that’s not it at all.”

“I bet you a thousand credits the rest of the management team knows all about his dealings with you. It’s losing this mystery thing that really has him in trouble.”

“They probably approved of it all,” Fleming agreed.

“But he definitely doesn’t want anyone on our side to know that he lost whatever it is they were working on out there in the hinterlands. Imagine how big a deal it must be for the Prospectors to go this far. They have violated every one of their ethical tenets at this point. They are committing murder, building weapons, bribing corporations and governments...”

“What the hell have we stepped in, Miranda?” Fleming knew he should be more concerned, but he could not keep a hint of adolescent glee from coloring his words.

“A great big pile of interplanetary corpo bullshit.”

Fleming faked a frown. “Well, that is rather less appetizing than I had hoped, Miranda.”

“Don’t ask a spacer for poetry, Alex.”

“Lesson learned,” Fleming replied. “I guess the real question is what to do about Tankowicz and his people. At this point I can’t tell if it’s cleverness, toughness, or stupid luck that has kept them in the game this long.”

“All of the above,” Sloane said, her tone dry. “Whatever Tankowicz is, he’s tougher than he looks.”

“The armature is UEDF super-classified,” said Fleming. “The firewalls on his files are impenetrable.”

“Can’t you just bribe someone who knows about it for the data?”

Fleming’s puckish smile wilted. “Everybody who knows about his past is either dead or too afraid to talk.”

“Oh,” Sloane said. “One of those guys.”

“What guys?”

Sloane waved a hand in the air, as if this were common knowledge. “Every once in a while, a government or corp accidentally whips up some deadly horror that goes wrong. People get killed, politicians and execs get caught breaking the law, stuff like that. If it’s bad enough, everyone involved agrees to bury the project and never speak of it again. If enough time passes, it gets forgotten. If you move in military circles long enough, you meet some of those projects.”

“You think Tankowicz is one of those projects?”

“Why not? Weird cyborg armature using unknown tech? UEDF security so tight you can’t even bribe your way through it? A man with his capabilities living and working off the grid when he could be making millions as a merc or corporate muscle?” She propped herself up on one elbow. “Come on, Alex. This guy is staying under the radar on purpose, and the UEDF is letting him do it.”

“How often does this happen?”

Sloane snorted. “At least once a decade, somebody fucks up and creates a weapon they wish they hadn’t. You heard of Grim Roper?”

“Vaguely, yes.”

“He was one. A full-prosthesis cyborg that did not suffer total psychological collapse. Turns out the reason for that was because he was a psychotic asshole to begin with. His creators did not want that kind of press, so they cut him loose and told him to disappear. He went on to work for whoever could afford him out on the frontier. Roper was bad news and dangerous, Alex. Even I don’t know exactly who made him or where he came from. That’s how buried his secrets were. Of course, Tankowicz ended up kicking the crap out of him. That should tell you something.”

Fleming’s eyes narrowed. “Tell me something, Miranda. How many of these projects are still floating around out there?”

“I have no idea. I’ve run across a few in the last twenty years, that’s all.”

“Anything like Tankowicz?”

“Nothing like him. I’m aware of a Corpus Mundi ‘bot that sort of looks like him.”

“The Better Man project,” Fleming said. “Bit of a failure, to be honest. Good tech, but much too pricey for their role.”

Sloane continued. “And of course there’s Lancaster. That thing is still out there somewhere.”

“Who is Lancaster?”

“Not ‘who,’ but ‘what.’ Lancaster is another attempt at a full-prosthesis cyborg.”

“Like Roper then?”

“Sort of. It’s hard to explain. Lancaster is less like a cyborg in the way you are thinking and more like Chapman.”

“So Lancaster is really big?”

Sloane shook her head. “Lancaster is a tank. Almost literally. They mounted a human brain to an assault-class armature. It’s...” Sloane shuddered, something Alex had never seen before. “All the others they tried that with went insane or just shut down. Lancaster... didn’t. It’s fucking weird, Alex.”

“I bet.” Fleming thought about that for a moment. “Is Lancaster stable? Like, reliable, I mean?”

“Reliable? Sure. Stable? I guess it’s stable. It’s motivated by some very high maintenance costs, so it responds to money. If you pay Lancaster to attack, Lancaster attacks. It’s completely amoral too. No target is off the table.”

“I like it already. I want it.”

She shook her head. “You can’t seriously be considering...”

“Why not?” Fleming said. “Seriously? Why not? Tankowicz and his people have been chewing through everything we throw at them. If the UEDF is going to protect the secret of Roland Tankowicz while he kicks the crap out of our operatives, then why not bring another skeleton out of their closet? It’ll make the whole situation so politically volatile even the Planetary Council will sit it out.”

“Lancaster is seven tons of amoral mobile firepower, Alex. How will you even get a permit to drop it Earthside?”

“Does it look good in blue?”

Sloane let her head fall back on her pillow. “You’re going to hire it? Make a sentient assault-class armature into a Blueback security guard?”

“OmniCorp’s Security Division is always looking for quality operatives. We pay top dollar, too. We’ll call it a special asset and drum up some flimsy excuse for it to be in Dockside. OmniCorp has enough interests in the area to make something plausible.”

“You really do live in your own little world, don’t you?” Sloane sighed. “I can make the calls, but you should know. Once Lancaster takes the job, the merc boards are going to be buzzing with the news. It will not be a secret for more than a day or two.”

“Even better.” Fleming rubbed his hands together. “The more people who know, the better. That ought to clear the decks of any UEDF or Planetary Council problems. All that’s left is to turn Dockside into a proper warzone. You watch, Miranda. Those fixers will fall into line once the streets of their home start to run with blood. Gateways will have to do their own dirty work then. They’ll take the blame for invading Dockside while we go and find whatever it is Halstead is hiding from us.”

“This plan has a lot of failure points,” she remarked. “But I don’t hate it.” 
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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The streets of Dockside were not as Roland had left them.

They were not quiet, per se, however the word “muted” came to mind as he stepped onto The Drag. There should have been a solid stream of meandering workers moving to and from the docks for shift change. There should have been hawkers, hookers, and buskers dotting the sidewalks. There should have been light, noise, movement. Instead, the fading afternoon light revealed only the barest fraction of the frenetic energy Dockside was so famous for. Bulky enforcers with poorly-concealed weapons traded dark stares with uniformed corporate security personnel. Scared-looking police tried to keep either group from interacting too much, though even they seemed perplexed at how exactly they were supposed to manage that. The businesses were open, but customers looked to be in short supply. Roland felt the tension tingling through his armored skin, and he scowled beneath his helmet.

The APC was behind him still, though the group had not seen any threats since the skirmish in The Sprawl. He spoke into the team channel, “It’s real weird out here, guys. Button yourselves up.”

“How weird?” Lucia asked.

“Tense,” Roland replied. “Drag is stacked with corpo muscle. Not mercs, either. Gateways deployed one of their rapid response teams, I think.” He caught the eye of a man in crimson power armor and armed with an enormous rifle. His helmet scanners scrolled data about the equipment across his HUD, drawing a wince from Roland. “We got some real high-end hardware walking around. They brought out the big guns, literally and figuratively.”

Mindy added her voice to the conversation. “Cops look ready to shit their pants. I made it to the office and Parker and Pritchard are waiting for us. Parker ain’t happy, I can tell.”

“He never is,” Lucia sighed. “Let us catch up, team. We’ll deal with him as a group.”

Ten minutes later and the APC parked in front of their office. Roland and Mindy waited until it had pulled up before revealing themselves to the tall dark-skinned man waiting at their door. Though barely twenty-five years old, Sam Parker wore an air of exhaustion on his face usually reserved for very old men. Roland wondered just how bad things had gotten since they left for Prospectus just a few weeks prior. Next to Parker, Lonnie Pritchard slouched against the wall of the converted convenience store that served as their office. The gaunt detective looked lost in his oversized coat, and hollow red-rimmed eyes peeked out from under a dingy hat.

“Detectives Parker and Pritchard, good afternoon,” Lucia said upon exiting the APC. “It looks like a lot has happened since we left.”

Pritchard sneered. “A lot has happened since you arrived too, lady. Quinzy PD says we gotta arrest you on sight, and Sprawl cops want a word with you too.”

Lucia did not let Pritchard’s bad manners affect her tone. “Why on earth would they want that?”

“Don’t get cute,” Pritchard barked back. “There’s a lot of dead bodies between here and Quinzy, and a lot of suspicious traffic grid outages to go along with ‘em.”

Lucia’s face never lost its look of icy professionalism. “Happy to help with that, detectives. We will turn over all our telemetry from the ride back. You will see us engaged in very clear and unequivocal self-defense actions at two separate locations. What you will not see is the timely intervention of any New Boston police department assets on our behalf, or on the behalf of the law-abiding and tax-paying citizens of either precinct. How these departments failed to notice running gun battles is a mystery I simply do not have the resources to get into right now. Fortunately, we were happy to eliminate those bad actors at no charge to the New Boston Megalopolis.”

“You know damn well—”

Pritchard never got to finish. Lucia’s retort stopped him mid-sentence with icy resolve. “However, if somehow us defending ourselves gets misconstrued as a criminal action, then I suppose I will have to pursue my complaints against those departments quite vigorously.”

Parker held up his hand to end the mismatched battle of wits. “I’m sure your telemetry will show exactly what you say it will, Miss Ribiero. We are not entirely ignorant of your current situation. You need to understand that all the regional LEOs are on edge since the accident. You may find that the usual latitude you’ve enjoyed in this area to be somewhat restricted.” He let that hang with a knowing look for Lucia before continuing. “If you send over that data, I’ll make sure it finds its way up the chain to the right people.”

“Evidence from the Dockside precinct tends to get lost, Detective,” Lucia replied. “Times are tough, and accidents happen, right?”

“I’ll personally deliver the telemetry to the main office, Miss Ribiero. I’ll include Roland’s UEDF credentials to help ensure that the right eyes find it.”

The implications of UEDF involvement were not lost on any of them. Any attempt to dig into Roland’s career as a soldier ended with uncomfortable visits from government agents in black suits. Parker had met those men himself, once. He knew exactly how high Roland’s protection from prosecution went.

Lucia smiled. “I think that will work nicely, Detective. I appreciate your attention to this matter, and I’ll make sure the right people hear about it.”

“You really gonna let them walk, Parker?” Pritchard did not sound all that surprised.

Parker turned his gaze over to his partner. “You know damn well they got ambushed by mercs. We all know it. This is just Quinzy and Sprawl cops trying to look competent. You notice they didn’t send any of their own people here to make the arrests?”

Pritchard snorted. “Definitely noticed that.”

“Yeah,” said Parker. “You know why?”

Pritchard’s next snort sounded more like a laugh. “I got an inkling.”

“Good,” said Parker. “Because I was about to hand you my cuffs and let you give it a try.”

“Pretty sure the kid and the old man are the only ones who haven’t kicked my ass at this point. I know I got my moments, but I ain’t that dumb, kid.”

“Neither are they.” Parker looked back to the fixers. All had exited the APC at this point. “We’ll take your prisoner, though. For questioning.”

“What prisoner?” Lucia asked sweetly.

“The one still in the truck. The one leaking hydraulic fluid all over the inside of your ride.” He pointed to Manny’s shoes, stained with greenish goo. Then he pointed to the elder Ribiero’s shirt sleeves, identically stained.

“Right,” Lucia replied. “That one. Forgot about her.”

“Naturally,” said Parker. “It’s been a busy day for everyone.”

Lucia blew the strand of magenta hair off her forehead. “Mindy, be a dear and grab our captive for the detective, please?”

“Sure, boss,” said Mindy, and she hopped inside the APC. Emerging with the limp body of a woman under one arm, Mindy presented it to Parker like a prize fish. “Here ya go, copper!” The body groaned softly.

Parker looked at the proffered human through slitted eyes. “Thanks?” He took the woman in his own arms. “Pritchard, call us a medivac, please.” 

“Right,” Pritchard said and stepped away to make the call.

“What’s up with him,” Roland grunted.

Parker placed the woman on the sidewalk. “Pritchard? What do you mean?”

“He’s being oddly reasonable.”

Parker actually chuckled. “Lonnie got himself into a world of shit a month or two back, while you were offworld for some job. Deep shit. I bailed him out. Saved his ass, literally. He’s now on a very scary shit list with some very scary people. The only way he’s going to stay alive is to be a cop and put them all away. It’s made him very easy to work with lately.”

“Wonders never cease,” Roland muttered. “What’s the lay of the land, Parker?”

“It’s bad. Even before the accident we had a slew of attempts on the local rackets. There’s a rival drug lab in Quinzy, scab hitters robbed every gin mill and whorehouse on The Drag, and a huge blackmail ring was operating out of a strip club in The Sprawl. That’s the shit Lonnie got caught up in.” He waved a hand, “Long story. The thing is, I’ve been all over this shit and it all looks way too coincidental. Hell, even that corp that tried to strongarm Marty is part of it.”

“You think all of it is linked?” Lucia asked.

“I’m fairly sure of it. Nothing really stuck, but the combination of events hit every Dockside racket square in the wallet, and the blackmail ring has made it impossible to get any real help from Uptown.”

Lucia wiped her face with a hand. “You are right. That is way too much of a coincidence.”

Parker went on, “When the accident happened at the tower, I put it all together.”

Lucia nodded along with Parker’s points. “The area was destabilized, with no ability to intervene from government or law enforcement, and then a big ugly headline-grabbing accident. OmniCorp has cut Dockside off from money, political cover, and security. Gateways had no choice at that point but to assert themselves.”

“Exactly,” said Parker. “Gateways has officially given up on their hands-off approach. They pulled their best team from Enterprise and dropped them straight down one of the working shafts. No warning. No notice. Just two hundred high-dollar hitters showing up in the middle of the night with enough tech and ordnance to make Chris Pike blink. Dwarf’s crew wanted to make an example out of them, but some of the other fixers talked him out of it. So we are stuck with the following: Bettie is up to her ass in conflict management, The Dwarf is ready to go to war, and the other rackets and guilds are not far behind him. On top of all that, none of the money that makes this place work is flowing. We are a quarter-inch from a full-on shooting war right here in the middle of Dockside, Miss Ribiero.” He held up his thumb and forefinger, less than an inch apart. “This. Fucking. Close.”

“How’s the PD holding up?”

Parker dropped his hand and rolled his eyes. “Still useless. My captain is too afraid of either side to do anything except put uniforms out where they can be seen by news drones. When it gets ugly, you can expect about as much help as you got today.”

Lucia asked the more pressing question. “And you?”

Parker looked up, and Roland realized the man had probably not slept in three days. “I’m keeping things together... I guess. I have a lot of good will to burn with the folks who live and work here. I have most of the locals keeping their heads down and off the streets. But the gangs don’t like me, the other cops don’t like me, and Gateways doesn’t even think I exist. I feel fucking helpless, if you really want to know.”

Lucia placed a hand on his shoulder. “You are doing exactly the right thing. If you were on my team, I’d be telling you to manage the residents anyway. Keep them out of the line of fire. Protect them. That’s your job. We’ll handle Gateways and the gangs.”

“For the first time in my life, I’m happy to leave you to it,” Parker said. “Christ, I’m tired.”

Pritchard returned. “Medivac in thirty seconds.” He sneered down at the woman on the sidewalk. “She gonna make it?”

Parker answered, “Looks like. Her armor got her stabilized, and she’s not bleeding anymore. The real question is whether or not she’ll talk.”

“Or if she knows anything,” Lucia added. 

“Fucking mercs,” Pritchard lamented.

The arrival of the medivac unit precluded any further comment. The detectives left as soon as their prisoner was secured, leaving the fixers to pile into their office. Once inside, Roland dialed the windows opaque and closed the security shutters. “Okay, team, we’re secure. Doors are locked, shutters closed, and comms scrambling active. We can talk.” He looked down at his bedraggled state. “I’ll find some clothes while we’re at it.” He turned to his desk and dug a bag from one of the drawers. He sniffed it, nodded, and headed for the back room to change.

“Holy shit!” Mindy exclaimed, flopping into an overstuffed chair. She ran her hands through her hair and shook it out. “That was exciting!”

Lucia found the coffee machine and dialed up a pot, then she stalked over to her desk and sat. Her hands began tearing at the straps of her armor. “Yes, that was about what I expected.”

Roland emerged from the back in fatigues and a black shirt. “More or less,” he agreed as he found his own desk and its appropriately sized chair. He dropped his helmet on the surface with a thud and sat. “Manny, what would it take to get the scanners in this bucket upgraded?”

“Time and money,” said the younger man, settling down at his workstation to remove his own armor.

“Let me look at it,” said Connor Freeman.

As one the group looked up at the scientist.

“What?” he asked. “Did I say something wrong?”

Roland answered, “Three weeks ago, you were a dedicated pacifist who thought anything past strong language was an unacceptable form of violence. Now you want to help a techno-organic war machine improve its combat efficacy. You might say we’re all a touch surprised, I guess.”

Freeman nodded, a jerky, nervous flip of his chin. “Three weeks ago, the people who taught me to love pacifism made a concerted attempt to kill me after murdering an eighty-year-old woman. The only people trying to stop them and prevent a war that might take countless human lives happen to employ that same techno-organic war machine in need of help.” Something akin to a smile touched Freeman’s lips. “This is not difficult calculus, Roland.” He paused, then added, “I want to live. I want Halstead punished, and I want to see an end to this corporate conflict before more innocent lives are lost. I am not a soldier or a killer, but I can help in all the ways I know how.” He pointed to the helmet. “That is a forty-year-old piece of technology. No offense, but I’m pretty sure I can make it do tricks you have not even considered yet.”

Manny dropped his plate carrier to the floor and said, “I’d like to see that!”

“As would I,” said the elder Ribiero. He had found the lone couch and stretched out upon it. “I had nothing to do with the helmet design. It’s not my field, so I’ve never been able to do much with it over the years. If you like, Dr. Freeman, I’d love your input on Roland’s chassis as well. I’ve been upgrading the internals regularly, but working in a vacuum can be frustrating.”

“My pleasure, Dr. Ribiero,” Freeman replied. “I’m fascinated by what you accomplished with it. Groundbreaking stuff, I don’t mind saying it.”

“Focus, boys,” Lucia said over the rim of her coffee mug. “Wars and all that jazz, remember? Manny, do you know what it’s going to take to clone that memory core?”

“Yes, boss,” Manny said. He tapped at his desk terminal a few times. “Sending the parts list for what I need over to your comm now. Some of it’s pricey. Dr. Freeman will need to help too, because I have no idea how cloning will affect what’s inside.”

“It will clone fine,” Freeman said with a dismissive wave. “It’s just data. We just need a big core formatted for cybernetic interface.”

“Yeah, those are kind of hard to find down here,” Manny said. “Especially in this size.”

“Really?” Freeman sounded genuinely surprised. “I would not have thought that to be the case.”

“You ain’t on Prospectus anymore, Mr. Fancypants Doctorman,” Mindy drawled in her most egregious back-country inflection. She twirled a lock of hair around one finger while thrusting her prodigious chest forward. “We’re just primitive monkeys by comparison.”

“Cut it out,” Roland grunted at her. “He’s finally helping. Leave him alone.”

Mindy dropped the act. “You’re no fun.”

“Agreed,” Roland replied. “While the nerds are nerding, you and I get to calm the streets down a bit. You stick to the gangs and street muscle. Remind them that they need to be on their best behavior while we sort this out. I’ll lean on the guild bosses and other districts. Manny?”

“Yes?”

“We are going to need a literal shit-ton of scouting. I need to know who’s playing for who, who owns who, and where I can get leverage on all of them. Freeman can clone the drive without you. I need you on the street.”

Manny dipped his head. “My pleasure, Mr. Tankowicz.”

At last Roland remembered Lucia. He looked over and saw her smiling at him.

“What?” he tried not to sound irritated.

“You are very cute when you take charge, big guy.” She spread her hands. “What’s my role, then?”

If Roland could blush, he would have. “Sorry, Lucy. Didn’t mean to step over the chain of command.”

“Don’t be stupid. You are right about everything so far. I assume you were going to tell me to deal with Gateways?”

Roland nodded. “I was.”

“Good. Then you can be taught. I already have an appointment with Tom and John for tomorrow morning. You are expected as well.”

“But I need to—”

“Mindy can handle the guilds, Roland. You are not getting out of this. Wear the black suit.”

Mindy snickered. “Almost got to be in charge for a second there, huh?”

––––––––
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Roland had become accustomed to wearing suits. He would never enjoy them, naturally. They were impractical and flimsy things, pure form at the expense of function. Lucia sacrificed many precious hours of her existence explaining to him that in business, form is function. The suits tempered the impact of his bizarre proportions by hiding his musculature and approximating a less off-putting silhouette. It humanized the towering cyborg and took the edge off his looming presence in those situations where raw intimidation was counterproductive. Wearing a suit made him a better negotiator, even if he did not understand why. Roland accepted the logic of this explanation, however even after several years and several dozen expensive suits, he could not say he liked them.

They were seated in the usual conference room in Number One Gateways Plaza. It was one of the nicer rooms in an extremely nice corporate skyscraper nestled into an even nicer corporate campus in the middle of the nicest possible piece of Uptown real estate. Roland knew that they often used this conference room because it had chairs in his size. He sometimes wondered how many other giant cyborgs Gateways contracted with to necessitate such accommodations.

Lucia sat next to him in a suit that more or less matched his. Black, sleek, and fitted to perfection, Lucia’s suit flattened all the curves of her body into creased lines. She looked stern, cold, businesslike. Roland knew she owned plenty of suits that emphasized the athletic grace of her body. Yet this time she specifically wore one that did not. When it came to business, nothing Lucia did was ever accidental. She had insisted that he attend this meeting when he brought very little to the table from a tactical standpoint. She had dressed for a confrontation as well. She wanted to radiate strength. No, he amended the thought. She wants to radiate restrained strength. That was something Roland understood. Lucia wanted their Gateways liaisons to understand that the Fixers were exercising discretion, even though they did not have to.

Tom and John, both senior project managers for Gateways and their Dockside operations, entered the room as one. Roland immediately noticed how strained each man appeared. Tightly pressed lips, deep bags under the eyes, and an overall air of frantic exhaustion told the story of men who had not had meaningful rest in several days. They sat and placed identical DataPads on the dark mahogany tabletop, then each leaned back in their chairs and released simultaneous sighs. Tom rubbed a hand through his thinning hair before speaking.

“Roland, Lucia, good to see you both. Before we get into this whole ugly business, I just want you to know that John and I are working our asses off to keep things under control.”

John picked up the thread. “I don’t think we have to tell you guys that Gateways has always relied on your team to keep our Dockside operations insulated from the unique dynamics of Dockside culture. Our relationship has been cost effective in both financial and human capital, and we really wish things could have stayed the way they were.”

“And yet,” Lucia said, her voice not unfriendly but certainly stern, “there are two-hundred shock troops in Gateways uniforms stomping around The Drag. Do you have any idea how difficult it is going to be to prevent the gangs from attacking them?”

Tom nodded. “I understand—”

“I don’t think you do,” Lucia interrupted. “OmniCorp agitators have been systematically attacking Dockside revenue streams for months now. We’ve managed to keep a lid on it, of course. And we have prevented any outside interests from interfering with the docks while we were at it. Nevertheless, the activity has negatively affected revenues.” She held up a hand to forestall any interruptions. “Not your issue, I know. But the gangs are not having a great quarter, they feel attacked from every angle. They all understand that’s just the business sometimes, though. So long as they have tourists and functioning docks, none of that was going to be a big deal.”

“Then the accident happened,” John said with a nod.

“The sabotage,” Roland corrected him. “Blow smoke up someone else’s ass, guys. We are as deep into this shit as you are. Maybe deeper.”

“We are not using that word,” Tom said. “If there is any inkling that this might be part of a corporate war the stock will tank even further, and the Planetary Council will start revoking charters.” He gave up with an exhausted toss of his hands. “But, sure, between us, I think it is safe to call it what it really is.”

Lucia’s smile held no warmth. “So let’s talk about what it really is, who is doing it, and what it’s really about. Because at some point, the gangs are going to get fed up and they will start dropping your people on the street.”

“With respect, Lucia, that reaction force is more than up to the challenge of some gangs. We don’t want a conflict either, and it would be best if the drug dealers and pimps did not test themselves against that particular group of operatives.”

“I’m sure they are very competent, John,” Lucia fired back. “We know they are well equipped too. I’m not saying that they cannot handle themselves, I’m saying that you will need about six times that number if you expect to suppress all the gangs in Dockside. Twelve hundred expensive, well-equipped shooters, and all the costly support staff and facilities to keep them running for a prolonged counter-insurgency against the densest population of augmented criminals in the galaxy.” She leaned back in her chair and smiled even wider. “But I suppose Gateways has the resources to do exactly that, if they want to. I completely understand the futility of street fighting between us. Especially since that is exactly what OmniCorp wants to happen.”

John smiled right back at her. “My favorite part of these meetings, Miss Ribiero, is listening to you break these things down so concisely. Gateways can, and will, drop twelve-hundred operators on the docks if we have to. Hell, we’ll drop two thousand just to be certain. It’s just money, after all. But you are correct to point out the real elephant in the room. OmniCorp is playing a very aggressive game with us lately.”

“So that’s the who and the what. Now let’s really talk about the why.”

“Obviously they are desperate,” John offered. “Their stock has been falling since the loss of Arthur Inskip and the discovery of their connection to the criminal organization known as The Brokerage.”

Roland’s harrumph made the table vibrate. “Come on, you guys. Cut the shit. Are you really going to sit there and talk to us like we weren’t the ones to dismantle The Brokerage? Like we don’t know exactly what Inskip was? This meeting is going to take all day if you don’t stop pretending we don’t know at least as much as you do.”

John’s veneer of corporate detachment wavered. “I know you were there, Roland. I know you are not stupid too. What do you want me to say?”

Lucia answered, “What is it the Prospectors have? Why is OmniCorp betting their entire existence on it? What is this thing that makes you willing to go toe-to-toe with OmniCorp?”

John looked ready to answer, but a sharp chopping motion from Lucia stopped the words in his throat. “If you tell me it’s that on-ramp tech MacGuffin, I’m going to have Roland throw this table through the wall, John.”

“It’s been weeks since I threw a table through a wall,” Roland said. “Feeling the itch.”

“Stop it,” John said. “You are not idiots, and we are not gangsters. Let’s take a breath and remember who we all are so this meeting can be productive.”

Tom nodded. “We can’t tell you what we believe OmniCorp is after. Whatever it is, our own superiors won’t tell us. It’s not our problem or our department. Yeah, yeah, the on-ramp technology is disruptive and compelling. But we already know about it, and it has limitations that frankly do not intimidate Gateways.”

John looked at Tom. “Careful...”

Tom rolled his eyes. “What’s the point? They know. They know we know. It’s not our job to battle OmniCorp, it’s our job to secure the docks.” He gestured to Roland and Lucia. “These two have done more to make us look good than anyone. They want to protect Dockside too. Fuck it. Lay the cards out and let’s just try to save our goddamn jobs here, John.”

John looked like he might explode for a second. Instead, he deflated into a dejected slump. “The on-ramp tech is highly situational, just like the gates themselves are. You can access endpoints only at specific times and places. Times and places that appear random to us, but not so much the Prospectors, I guess.”

“The on-ramps move?” Lucia asked.

“It would be more correct to say that they exist in different places at different times. The math necessary to predict when and where they become available is beyond any of us. The Prospectors can tell which gate an on-ramp will lead to and when one is likely to turn up, but there is no way to dictate any of it. We think. Maybe.”

Lucia’s eyes widened. “The on-ramps aren’t made, they just happen?”

John squinted. “Well, the opportunity to make one happens, but you still need to trigger it. Just like a gate.”

Roland grunted. “That makes the tech more or less useless then.”

“There are a few very compelling use cases that come to mind if the process can be refined,” Tom said. “But for the most part Gateways has been perfectly happy to let the Prospectors suss it out.”

“You were going to buy it once they did,” Lucia said.

“Or steal it,” Roland mumbled. Everyone ignored him.

“Absolutely,” John replied. “Cheaper to invest in the finished product than it is to develop it yourself.”

“We did not predict OmniCorp’s sudden interference, though,” Tom added. “While we remained professionally interested in the outcome, OmniCorp took a much more aggressive tack. We wondered why, but assumed their precarious stock position was the issue.”

“But?” Lucia waved an impatient hand at him.

“But then some of our own embedded intelligence assets realized the Prospectors were playing with something different. Something bigger.”

“And you don’t know what that is?” Roland said. Incredulity twisted his words into something ugly and sarcastic.

“We don’t,” said Tom, gesturing to himself and his partner. “I’m pretty sure our leadership does, though.”

Lucia switched gears. It was a tactic Roland had seen her use many times when she wanted to keep the other party from knowing what she was really after. “If we end the OmniCorp threat, do the docks go back to normal?”

John pursed his lips. “As far as you are concerned? Most likely. You are right to point out how expensive it will be to maintain the necessary level of security presence. Gateways can afford it, mind you. It’s probably less than five points of margin, if we are being honest. But why commit an army when it is so much cheaper to let you two maintain order down there? Every point of margin counts to the board, and five points is not an inconsiderable number to lose.”

Lucia rubbed her hands together. “Okay then. Here is what I propose. At some point in the next week, Roland and the rest of the team are going to degrade OmniCorp’s tactical and political positions to a significant degree.”

“How?” Tom asked.

Lucia dismissed the question with a perfunctory non-answer. “Trade secret.”

“Don’t ask questions you won’t like the answer to,” Roland admonished. “Saves on both stress and prison sentences.”

“Right,” said Tom. “Forget I asked. Carry on.”

Lucia smiled her sweetest negotiating smile. “OmniCorp is going to drastically increase overt hostilities when we begin our offensive. They will need the distraction because they will be getting heat from all sides. Before that storm hits, you need to double check and double down on whatever Uptown political influence you still have, because OmniCorp has spent the last six months collecting blackmail on most of the top players. If you expect help from the New Boston Legislative Authority, you may be in trouble.”

Tom grabbed his DataPad and began to tap the screen, his brow furrowed. “Go on,” he said at last.

“Planetary Council frowns on corporate warfare. You might try to overshoot the NBLA and go that route, but I don’t have to tell you about the risks of bringing the Council into this. Short of either side filing for an Active Corporate Hostilities Exemption, you should be able to exert pressure from the NBLA.”

John raised an eyebrow. “And as long as it’s your people doing all the dirty work, there should be no grounds for an ACHE.”

“Exactly,” Lucia said.

“What if the board wants the exemption?” Tom asked, eyes glued to his screen.

“Then on their heads be the consequences,” Roland rumbled. “Anyone who thinks turning my street into a battlefield is a good idea will have to deal with me.”

Lucia cooled the rising heat with a raised hand and a soothing tone. “I will leave the particulars of how to handle that to Gateways. The main takeaway is that while we are hitting OmniCorp, the terrain down in Dockside will be extremely treacherous. If your people try to get too involved, it only helps OmniCorp.”

Tom looked up from his DataPad. “There is no way we can pull the uniforms out of there, Lucia. Corporate would never allow it.”

“Just don’t add more then,” said Lucia. “And keep the ones you have tightly leashed. We will get the gangs to cede the docks for now, but you have to let them have The Drag and the outer ring. If you take away any ability for the crews to make money, then we lose control of them.”

John gave the thought a slow nod. “I think we can do that much. For a few days, at least. Maybe a week. How degraded do you expect OmniCorp to be by then?”

“With any luck?” Lucia replied. “They’ll be gone.”

“And how do you plan to eliminate a megacorp? Even a weakened one?”

“First, we plan to get a big chunk of their board arrested. Then we are going to find and steal this secret widget that everyone wants so badly. For the record, we are probably going to eliminate the Prospectors too. Better settle any business you have with them this week.”

“Just to be thorough,” Roland said. “We hate loose ends.”

“That,” said Tom through his teeth, “is a very ambitious plan, Lucia. I suppose this is where we discuss what Gateways is willing to pay for all of this?”

“Nope,” said Lucia.

Roland could not prevent a scowl from creasing his features. This was not like her. Negotiating ludicrous fees from desperate clients remained one of the great joys of Lucia’s existence. She was up to something, and the fact that she had not warned him ahead of time meant that she was changing the script mid-scene. He waited and watched, assuming that at some point he would have a role to play in this new plan. He hoped he did not miss his cue.

Lucia took on a stern air, folding her hands on the table and speaking very clearly. “Quite frankly, I have very deep suspicions about the nature of this company’s involvement in the whole fiasco. I did not come here to negotiate a contract, gentlemen. I came here as a courtesy to a valued client.” She leaned in even closer. “Roland and I are going to return Dockside to the semi-peaceful status quo because it is the right thing to do. People live and work there who have no idea what companies like Gateways and OmniCorp do above their heads. We are very sentimental about those people, which is good, because megacorps are not.” She leaned back now that she had the full attention of her audience. “If, at the conclusion of our investigation and operation, we find out that any of this nightmare could have been prevented by timely action on the part of Gateways, or worse, that Gateways was an active participant in any of the truly horrific things that have transpired up to this point...” Roland noted her pause for effect. “Well, in that case we will direct our displeasure, as well as the enormous piles of evidence in our possession, directly to the Planetary Council.”

“Threats, Lucia?” Tom asked when he was sure she had finished. His face remained impassive. “That is no way to treat a valued client.”

“I am choosing to believe that you really are in the dark about what is going on, Tom. You’ve always been straight with us, and so I came to you first. If you want to know why I feel compelled to threaten two different megacorps in the same breath, then ask your superiors about it. I’m serious, gentlemen. Good people are dying over this. And I think Gateways is part of the reason why. I work with criminals every day, and whether they carry a gun or a corporate identicator no longer makes any damn difference to me.”

“I appreciate your point, Lucia,” said John. “I really do. But there is a very big difference between corporate espionage and street crime. You can’t look at them through the same lens.”

At this point, Roland felt he understood Lucia’s goals for the meeting and decided this was his cue. He stood, startling the two corporate men. “Wanna bet? You see, boys... I only have the one lens. This is Dockside we are talking about. Have you forgotten that? As far as I am concerned, there is no fuzzy line, no creative perspective, no...” he twirled a finger while he searched for the right expression, “...no clever doublespeak to separate the crooks in suits from the crooks in boots. For almost forty years now, Dockside has stuck to one unbreakable tenet. You play by the rules, or you get fixed. Period. No exceptions.” He placed his hands on the table, eliciting an audible groan from the tired surface. “If I was either of you, I’d look real hard into what my bosses have been up to. Because if they’ve broken the rules, you will want to be very far from here when I come back.” 
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“That went well,” Lucia said when they were safely away from One Gateways Plaza. Not that any distance would ever truly be safe while they remained beneath the shining towers of New Boston’s most affluent district.

Roland never felt truly comfortable in Uptown. This had nothing to do with the suddenly conspicuous increase in visible security guards that accompanied his every step. Nor was it the prying eyes of a thousand building sensors and traffic scanners probing him from every angle. Roland did not fear the augmented guards, and the endless attempts to scan and identify the provenance of his body would get precisely nowhere, he knew. It was the gall of it all he found maddening. The inscrutable nature of his armored body and synthetic systems made well-heeled elites nervous and prejudicial. Many establishments would deny him access on the basis of his construction alone. Those that did tolerate his existence did so with reservations writ large on the faces of the security personnel situated so conveniently nearby. Behavior that would earn even the most beloved celebrity enthusiastic public censure did not raise an eyebrow as long as the target was a cyborg or a mutant. Were Roland a petty man he might point out that he was, in fact a much-decorated combat veteran. Politicians and celebrities loved to be seen supporting the sacrifices made by people like Roland. Such things had become cliche at this point. However, the way Uptown treated Roland confirmed his most cynical theories about the performative nature of corporate virtue signaling. Fortunately for himself and the denizens of Uptown, Roland Tankowicz had decided years ago to enjoy the humor in their hypocrisy rather than take offense.

The dour pair found a restaurant on the northern edge of Dockside to get some food. It was one of the few places they knew of where Roland could find a booth large enough to sit at while eating. Neither had wanted to wait until they got back to the office before eating. Their bionics and organic augmentations made for massive daily energy requirements, and the universe had enough problems without the added burden of surviving the mood swings of a hangry Lucia Ribiero. 

Three empty lunch plates sat stacked on the end of the table while Roland dug into a fourth. Lucia, for her part, was working through her second plate of french fries with an intensity that bordered upon frenzy. They made for a bizarre pair, the giant cyborg and the small woman tearing through five thousand calories of food with only barely-restrained furor. Nevertheless, this exact scene played out with some regularity in Dockside, so no one at the diner paid them any extra attention.

“What are you smirking at?” Lucia said, one eyebrow raised.

“I just really like these little trips to Uptown,” he replied, not bothering to hide his amusement.

“Why? Because making normal folks squirm is fun for you?”

“Think of it like this. Every business, corp, InfoNet celeb, or whatever in this shit town dumps tons of time and energy into looking like they are perfect little bastions of morality and good taste. For the most part, folks buy into it. The illusion gets packaged and sold every day. The public gobbles it up. But you and me? We know the truth. We know it’s an act. Hell, it’s just another product, really. When I walk around the street, or try to go into somebody’s office, the little bastards are forced into making a choice. They either stick to the script and treat me like a normal person, or they can give in to all those ugly prejudices they try to hide. The choice ought to be easy too.” Roland wagged a finger. “I mean, how hard is it to hold your nose, take your medicine, and pretend you aren’t a piece of shit for ten fucking minutes? That’s it.” He shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Yet every fucking time I come here, I get the same shit. They just can’t do it. They can’t even maintain the lie they spend so much energy projecting. Something about me is just so terrifying the bastards can’t help themselves. There had to be thirty scanners pinging me just walking up to the door of the building. People were crossing the street to avoid me, closing their shops as soon as the grid warned them I was walking around.”

“And this is funny?” Lucia seemed confused.

“It’s fucking hilarious.”

Lucia smiled at him from across the table. “I think I get it. You really are just an asshole.”

Roland grabbed the menu terminal and started to swipe through it. “They started it. You think they got that peach cobbler today? That was good stuff.” He put the menu down. “I’m a decorated veteran. You think they’d offer me a free dessert or something. By the way, you really switched the play back there. I was a bit surprised when you invited me to threaten our best customer.”

Lucia paused her chewing to acknowledge Roland’s comment. “Sorry about that. We were halfway through when I realized something important.”

“And that is?”

“Tom and John have a better chance of finding out what OmniCorp is after than any of us. I wanted to give them an incentive to look.”

“By threatening them?”

“They are already threatened. Gateways needs a scapegoat for that catastrophe with the Capital Gains. Those two are supposed to manage the docks. After the incident with the main tower, you better believe their jobs are on the chopping block. They need to make moves, or they are going to be unemployed soon, and they know it.”

“What will they do then?”

“That depends. If they want to come out looking like heroes to the board, they need to restabilize Dockside on the cheap. I just gave them that on a platter.”

Roland’s eyebrows rose. “That’s why you’re not charging!”

“Exactly. They think I’m mad and on a righteous rampage. If they are smart, they’ll lean into that to get us to fix the problem at no cost to Gateways.”

“The board will love that,” Roland was forced to concede.

“They sure will. I had to sell it, though. I had to act angry and righteous so they wouldn’t get suspicious about my sudden change of attitude. That’s why I got all belligerent and aggressive. Nice job picking up the shift, by the way.”

“Thanks. It was weird when you said you were not going to charge them,” Roland noted. “Very out of character. That’s when I realized we were heading in my direction.”

“The unnecessarily aggressive direction, yes,” she said with an approving wink. “So, anyway, I gave them a carrot to chase.” She clasped her hands over her heart and cast her eyes heavenward. “I may have just graciously handed them a way to save their jobs.”

Roland nodded, shoved another forkful of pasta into his mouth, and chewed. Then he asked, “But how does that help us?”

“Well,” said Lucia, dropping her act. “They are now motivated to see us succeed. That means they will legitimately do what they can to prevent more corpo security from being deployed. That was job one, and I am pretty confident we succeeded there. However...” She paused to eat a french fry. “I have a feeling that those two are as curious about the real story as we are. Tom is old-school. He’s as loyal to Gateways as they are to him.”

“Which means he trusts them all the way until his next paycheck and no further.”

“Exactly. He’s on the ropes, and he knows Gateways will fire him on a whim. This thing that has all the corps acting crazy is big and important...”

“The cagey fuck,” Roland grunted. “He wants leverage.”

“Or insurance,” Lucia said. “He’s been around too long not to at least look into it.”

“You think he’ll share it with us if he finds it?”

“Maybe,” Lucia said. “But it doesn’t really matter. He either volunteers the information or Manny steals it from him.” She shrugged and popped another fry into her mouth. “I’m fine with either.”

“That makes sense,” said Roland. “Stealing from Tom is going to be way easier for the kid than infiltrating Gateways corporate data stores.”

“Exactly. Now finish your food. We have another stop to make.”

Roland shoveled the final bits of food into his mouth and choked it down. “I’m done. Where are we off to?”

“We have to go see Sid.”

“Do you really need me for that?” Roland could not hide his discomfort.

“Yes, I do. I make her nervous, but she is legitimately terrified of you. Sid is way too cagey to throw in with OmniCorp, but somebody has been getting their saboteurs into New Boston and funding them. Sid cleans a lot of cash for a lot of bad actors.”

“She’ll never breach confidentiality,” Roland said as he stood. “That’s pretty much the end of her career as New Boston’s premier loan shark and money launderer.”

Lucia ushered him between the tables and out the door before answering. When they were safely on the street she answered, “Well, that’s half the reason you are going.”

Roland’s response carried more snap than he intended. “I’m not comfortable with that,” he said.

“Why? You have no problems terrifying corporate project managers or other gangsters. What is it about Sid that has you coming over all chivalrous? Is it because she looks like an underwear model?”

“It’s not that,” Roland stammered, suddenly lost for an answer that made sense. “Now that you say it out loud, it does make me sound stupid, though.” He pressed his lips together in a pensive frown. “It’s just that, with Sid, it just feels like a low blow. Like I’m targeting a soft spot. It’s one thing to threaten a drug dealer with an ass-kicking. But her...” He let it drop, completely lost. He looked down, hoping Lucia was not too angry with his sudden compassion for a coin-changer who coincidentally happened to look like a lingerie advertisement.

Lucia looped her arm around his and gave it a squeeze. “Relax. I’m not the jealous type. It’s just unlike you to hold an obvious cognitive disconnect like that. I mean, everybody does, but you almost never. You are reliably consistent.”

“I don’t like how it feels,” Roland blurted out.

Lucia nodded. “When you scare her?”

“Yes.” An epiphany struck. “To a gangster or whatever, I’m just the next big fish in an endless stream of other bigger fish. They are only scared of me when I’m after them, or if they think I might be. Sid is scared of me even when I’m not trying to be scary. I bet she’s scared of me when I’m not around.”

“You think she thinks about you that much?” Lucia said. “Maybe I should be jealous!”

Roland looked down and saw her expression. She looked like she might laugh at any second. “Maybe not, huh? Am I too into my own head about this?”

“No. You’re just wrong.”

Roland let that hang for a few seconds before giving in. “How?”

“You almost have it right. You intimidating her is a low blow. But not because she’s afraid of you specifically. It’s what you represent. Imagine growing up the way she did, having to scheme and manipulate the entire world just to keep what was hers, including her own body. Imagine the men who surrounded her in those formative years. I don’t even want to think about it myself. But Sid figured out how to get what she wanted out of them. And she got good at it. Rose to a position of wealth and power with the skills she learned growing up in a whorehouse or on the streets. Most of the time, she thinks she’s overcome it all, that she has beaten her demons.” Lucia shook her head and sucked air through her teeth. “Then here comes you. You are the ultimate abuser, Roland. Nine hundred pounds of unstoppable, uncontrollable male power fantasy with the personality of a sick rhinoceros. When little Sid closed her eyes at night and the monsters came, I’m sure some of them looked just like you. And why wouldn’t they? If you wanted everything she has, what’s to stop you from taking it? What could she do?” Lucia sounded like she did not want to say the next part, but she did anyway. “You take her right back to the days when she could not even dictate what happened to her own body, let alone her possessions, big guy.”

Roland thought about that for a moment before replying. “That makes a lot of sense, Lucy. I feel it too. So why do you want me to scare her? She’s always played straight with us before.”

“I don’t, really,” said Lucia. “I don’t need her scared. I do need her to tell the truth, which is a thing she has a hard time doing. You’re there to make her a bad liar, and to help frame the stakes in a way that she won’t try to manipulate. I mean, she’s already more comfortable around you than she used to be. I bet she won’t even take her clothes off this time.”

“That happened once!” Roland could not blush, a thing for which he was often grateful. “And she thought I was there to kill her or something.”

“Disappointed?”

“No. Why are you torturing me?”

“Fun, mostly. It’s been a long couple weeks, and honestly I really need a laugh.”

“And people think I’m a monster,” Roland groused.

“You are a monster, dear. An adorable one.” She stopped and pulled out her comm handheld, then swiped a finger across the screen a few times and put it away. “We are taking a car over there. I wrestled you into that suit, so we might as well take a limo for effect. It will probably help sell the stakes of this little operation to Sid.” She looked at Roland from the sides of her eyes. “But you do look good in a suit. Maybe I should ugly you up a bit before we get over there. Don’t want Sid to be overcome with lust at the sight of you.”

“Don’t get catty just because it’s easier to wrestle me out of a suit than into one,” Roland said, trying with all his might to sound suave. “This was your idea. If my overwhelming aura of masculinity turns out to be too much for Sid to resist, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

“Watch it, mister,” she replied, eyes bright with laughter. “Sid may be pretty, but I’m mean.”

“I do seem to have a thing for mean girls,” Roland said.

“It’s because you like danger,” replied Lucia. “And you are not real bright.”

Roland shrugged. “Maybe, but at least I’m bulletproof.”

“And it’s a damn good thing you are. Car’s here. Let’s go interrogate a money launderer.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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The president of Dockside’s Moneylender’s Guild held court in a four-story building decorated in an anachronistic style redolent of the eighteenth century. The decor was purely aesthetic, of course. Millions of untraceable credits were probably stored on-site, so the trappings of classic luxury served to conceal fortifications sufficient to resist a full-scale military assault. Manny had scouted Sid’s new base over the previous year, and Roland knew that there were things hidden behind the blue facade powerful enough to shred even his armored body. The expense of the surreptitious remodel had to have been enormous, and the conversation with Lucia about Sid’s emotional baggage chose this moment to return to his thoughts.

It made perfect sense. Once Sid had gotten wealthy enough, she built a fortress where she could feel safe, even from Roland Tankowicz. The cost had been entirely irrelevant at that point. Sid needed to feel secure and protect her success more than she needed to pinch pennies. Roland found that he did not like how that made him feel. He had never minded being the heavy, the big gun, the bruiser. Scaring unsavory folks into behaving was quite satisfying, if he was being honest. However, grabbing someone by their deepest insecurities and exploiting childhood trauma fell a little lower than he liked to go. 

It also occurred to Roland that Sid was not like other gangsters. She loaned money and she laundered money. Nothing else. She did not peddle drugs or extort people. She did not commit or contract murders either. Sure, her interest rates reflected the often desperate nature of her customers. Yet her collection methods were typically quite restrained compared to others in her trade. It occurred to Roland that his ability to apply moral filters to unsavory things might be limited by his bias toward physical violence. He made a mental note to think about that, because it seemed rather silly on its face.

The pair ascended the short stoop that led to the main door. Bereft of signage, the unassuming panel had been fitted with faux wood cladding assembled in the pattern of an old manual swing-hinge door. While quaint, Roland knew that beneath the white veneer a piece of exotic metal nearly eight inches thick prevented entry. Roland doubted he could force his way through that entrance, were he ever inclined to do so. It would never come to that. Thanks to Manny, Roland and Lucia knew the access codes to every criminal hideout in Dockside. He no longer needed to kick down doors, which was a shame. He really enjoyed that part of the job.

He reached out and touched the door panel with one thick finger. A face appeared in the screen, a smiling woman with red hair and tired-looking eyes. “Hello, Mr. Tankowicz, Miss Ribiero. Come on in. Sid is up in her office.”

The door retracted a few inches from the decorative frame and then slid to one side. The entire operation occurred over three seconds with very little noise beyond a quiet hum. Roland approved. Noiseless operation was a sign of proper maintenance. He doubted Sid let any of her defensive features go too long without service.

They stepped inside and exchanged polite greetings with the redhead at the reception desk. She offered coffee and showed them up to the fourth floor. The entirety of the building’s top level had been converted into Sid’s personal quarters and offices. They were ushered into what appeared to be a Victorian style sitting room and invited to sit or recline wherever they liked. Roland tried not to be impolite, though it was clear none of the furniture was going to support his weight. None of the soft chairs, couches, or divans were sized for him, a fact that dawned on their guide after a few awkward seconds. “I’m okay to stand,” he said when he saw the look of panic on the receptionist’s face. “I don’t actually get tired, so it’s all the same to me.”

Lucia rescued the poor woman by taking a seat in a comfortable chair. “I’d love one of those coffees, if that’s not too much trouble,” she said. 

The receptionist’s smile returned. “Oh, yes. My pleasure. Wait here.”

When she had gone, Roland snorted. “She didn’t ask what I wanted.”

“You don’t even like coffee.”

“Still nice to be asked.”

“You’re in a mood today,” she replied with a twinkle in her eye.

Roland shrugged. “I started the day with a corpo meeting, now I’m in another meeting. You can only make me go to so many meetings before I get grouchy.”

A door to their right opened, and a dark-haired woman stepped through. “I’m sure this will be more engaging than your trip Uptown, Roland,” said the woman as she crossed the floor to shake Lucia’s hand. “Hello, Lucia. It’s nice to see you.”

“You too, Sid,” Lucia replied, pumping the offered hand in an enthusiastic shake.

Sid stepped over to Roland and offered her hand. He attempted to shake it politely, but the ludicrous size disparity between their respective palms turned the gesture awkward. Sid laughed and retrieved her hand. “Well, we tried, right?”

“We did,” Roland agreed.

Sid turned and found a chair across from Lucia. She sat with a smooth, almost serpentine motion. Roland tried not to grind his teeth over the unnecessary theatrics. Sid’s vamping antics were as much a part of her personality as her ambitions, yet the performance always put him on edge. That she was beautiful by any objective standard was not in question. The proportions only superficially hidden by her fashionable casualwear conveyed a smoldering sexuality Roland lacked the vocabulary to describe. Dockside teemed with pretty girls, and usually he ignored them. Even Mindy, someone he worked with every day, looked like an expensive sex bot and was not shy about showing it. Roland had never found that sort of behavior compelling, and it bothered him that Sid thought he would. Lucia, on the other hand, had the natural grace and elegance of a panther combined with a ruthless intelligence that Roland found irresistible. Both Mindy and Lucia were each beautiful in their own way, yet neither made him uncomfortable. Sid was something else. Sid’s sex appeal felt like an altogether different thing. It had a maturity, an air of incidental nonchalance, an aura that transcended the tawdry. She was not even trying, and that seemed to make the whole effect even more disconcerting.

Roland acknowledged his inability to articulate his impressions on Sid the same way he acknowledged other things that confused him: he ignored it. When Sid finally settled into her seat and the coffee arrived, Lucia began her assault.

“Sorry to drop in unannounced,” she began.

Sid tittered and waved a dismissive hand. “It’s never really unannounced when you bring Roland, Lucia. Most scanners start screaming about him long before you get here. I always have time for you two.”

“We can be hard to miss,” Lucia conceded. “Especially with your people watching us.”

If the shot landed, Sid did not show it. “Well, after the incident at the docks, more than one set of prying eyes are keeping tabs on you two. I mean, you just left a meeting at Gateways Plaza. Lots of people are going to be concerned about that. Many may wonder whose interests you are serving in this matter.”

“Clearing that up is part of why we are here,” Lucia said, her voice comically sincere. “You see, Roland woke up this morning in simply the worst mood, and really nothing is helping it. I thought a quick trip to Uptown where he could threaten to dismember some corpos might perk him up a bit. Alas, I think it only made things worse.”

“I might have some things you could try...” Sid sipped her coffee with a sultry wink.

“Believe me, sister, I took them all for a spin. Nothing.” Lucia faked a theatrical sigh and gestured to the glowering behemoth standing to her left. “Just look at him. All morose and broody. I figure he’s just going to be a great big grump until we kick those corpo goons off The Drag and get the docks up and running again.”

“Well, we can’t have our best Fixer sulking his way through the day, can we?” Sid replied, aping Lucia’s theatrical tone.

“I’m starting to think you brought me along just to make fun of me,” Roland grumbled.

“See?” Lucia said to Sid. “Totally grumpy.”

“This is serious,” Sid agreed. “What can I do?”

“Well, it’d be great if we knew how all this strange competition for the guilds popped up in the last six months.”

Sid’s blasé facade wavered. “You know I have nothing to do with any of that, right?”

Roland saw it. The fear. The uncontrollable terror he brought to Sid hitting her hard enough that even decades of practice proved insufficient to hide it. The low blow had landed, and he felt sick.

“We know,” he answered, almost too quickly. “But they get paid, and they pay their people. The money gets cleaned somewhere before it trickles back up to the main players. You’re either doing it or have an idea how it’s getting done. We don’t give a shit either way. We are just looking for the intel.”

Sid locked her expression down, swallowing her unease with visible difficulty. “It’s not me. In fact, most of them are running completely dark, financially. That blackmail ring Parker busted, for instance. They used a strip club as a base and laundered the money through that. Except they never actually blackmailed anyone for cash. The word is that they were basically sewing up the Uptown legislative folks for some other big push. The prevailing impressions from the other guilds indicate that most of the New Boston Legislative Authority is compromised.” Her nose crinkled, and she shook her head. “We found that little enterprise way too late to prevent a lot of damage.” Sid shifted, crossing her legs and straightening her shirt. “That piper operation in Big Woo? We have no idea how they managed their flows. I suspected offworld, but just like McGinty found out, that place swallowed up spies like a black hole. We got nothing out of them even after McGinty took them apart. The trail went completely dark once he took over the building.”

“What about the new drug crews in Quinzy?” Lucia asked. “They managed to build a supply chain to rival McGinty’s in record time. That takes money.”

“Galop pirates. They aren’t even bothering to clean their cash. The money gets offworld unrecorded because they are pirates, and they don’t care if they get caught not paying taxes. They get around the docks by landing their knorrs at the shipyards. Then they spoof the manifests as ship parts. The big shipbuilders are either turning a blind eye or getting bribed all to hell. Henry has spies all over it, and it looks like plenty of both are in play.”

Roland scowled. “Galop pirates? All the way here? That’s unlike them.”

“Splinter groups from when Paulie got killed.” Sid seemed to wilt. “To think... I actually hired him and had him in my house once.”

“He was clever, and you were being worked by players bigger than you knew how to handle,” Roland said. “Not your fault.”

Lucia mused out loud, “All in all, that’s an awful lot of effort to avoid the normal money lines, isn’t it? The way the guilds are set up, it would be cheaper and easier just to use normal channels.”

Roland nodded. “That’s why we built the channels the way we did. Guilds make it easy for anyone to set up a shop and make some money. Fighting the system is never the path of least resistance, yet these fuckers are doing everything the hard way.”

Sid rolled her eyes. “We know why they are all bucking the rules, Roland. Some folks aren’t happy sharing, so they try to take over. This time, the party trying to take over is bigger than average.”

Lucia affected an air of nonchalance. “And how do you figure that?”

“Remember when that beverage supercorp tried to strongarm Marty out of the Wreck?”

“The NuBev thing,” said Roland. “And Marty declined by blowing up his own bar with an illegal military-grade minigun.” Roland chuckled, sounding like tank treads over gravel. “Man, that guy is a hoot, sometimes.”

“Well, NuBev likes to pay its illegal goons in untraceable hard creds. The two Marty eliminated? Guess who cleans their creds when they are in town?”

Lucia flicked the wayward magenta strip of hair off her forehead. “I suspect that is you?”

Sid leaned back in her seat and smiled. “Mix and Match were saving for retirement. They needed clean money for their investments, and those boys were well-paid.”

“Stop teasing us and out with it,” Roland grunted.

“Teasing you is about seventy percent of the fun I get when you are around,” she fired back. “But here’s the headline for all those men who like to skip the foreplay. NuBev’s untraceable hard creds are nowhere near as untraceable as they think. Sure, a banking AI can’t follow them, but hard creds move from hand to hand, not machine to machine.”

“You own all those hands,” Lucia finished for her. “And the first pair of hands to touch them were from OmniCorp.”

Sid aped a sad face. “You ruined my big reveal!”

Roland answered, “Sometimes she skips the foreplay, too.”

“Ain’t you the lucky guy, then,” Sid said with a haughty head shake. “If you two want to get to the top of this ladder, I know the rung that’s been moving the money. He’s a slippery character, and well protected too.”

“Give us a name,” Roland said.

“Alexander Fleming,” she replied with no hesitation. “And if my info is right, he’s been dogging you guys since the start. He’s been slinging dirty cash all over the metro to folks whose only job is to bother you two.”

“Tell us about Fleming,” Lucia commanded, her eyes slightly glazed. Roland recognized the signs of her bionic brain running amok.

“He’s pure corpo trash. A senior project manager that focuses on those spicy projects with, let’s call it, ‘extralegal elements.’ Corporate espionage, violent acquisitions, security and combat elements, that sort of thing. He’s the guy OmniCorp sends when there can be no failure and no witnesses. But it’s clear he doesn’t understand the streets at all. He plays with hard creds as if that’s all one needs to be mysterious. He has no respect for street muscle either. You can tell by the rates he pays and the jobs he sends out.”

“That’s why we got mercs instead of gangs when we landed,” Lucia said. “I wondered about that. He should have tried to bribe the Framinghammers. That was the stronger play.”

Sid shook her head. “This piece of work would never do that. Way too arrogant.”

“You know where he is right now?” Roland asked.

Sid smiled. “Last I heard, he was—” 

Lucia interrupted, her voice clipped and hard, “He’s on a privateer frigate called Maid of Orleans. Or he was, at least.”

Sid frowned again. “You are kind of creeping me out, Lucia.”

“It’s a thing she does,” Roland said. “Just go with it.”

Sid’s eyebrows climbed her forehead. “So you know this guy?”

“We’ve never met,” Lucia answered. “But he has been on our tail since we left for Prospectus. Looks like he has been conditioning the battlefield back here for a lot longer than that, though.”

“Bastard is smart,” Roland conceded through clenched teeth. “Can’t take that away from him.”

Roland fixed Sid with a level gaze meant to convey gravity. “Straight answer, Sid. How bad is it down here?”

Sid sighed. “The money is not flowing, Roland. The money is not flowing, and there are uniformed troops on the streets. You don’t really need my assessment to answer that. This place is going to explode sooner or later. I give it a week at most before the smaller operations, strapped for cash, get violent.”

“What about guild leadership?”

“We are keeping things clamped down for now. The smaller operations are waiting to see how us bigger players react. But we have deeper pockets and can afford to wait longer. If we have to bring in the enforcers to manage our own team...”

“It won’t come to that.” Roland did not bother to hide the growl in his voice. “Can you hold it down for another four or five days?”

“Probably. Maybe.”

Lucia lurched to her feet, jaw set. “Do it. Keep it together. We are dealing with this.”

“That’s kind of what everybody figured,” said Sid. “But hurry it up, will you? The clock is ticking.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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“Is that... it?” Fleming squinted into the dim light of the hangar.

“It can hear you,” said the crew chief, a squat woman with a crew cut and orange coveralls. “And yes, this is Lancaster. Care to introduce yourself, Jamie?”

A synthesized voice echoed across the empty space. “Good morning, Mr. Fleming.”

Fleming blinked. He did not know what he should have expected, but the voice was neither sinister nor robotic. He recovered quickly. Pasting a smile on his face he began to walk toward the intimidating machine. “Well, good morning, Lieutenant. And welcome to the OmniCorp family.”

When he was six feet away, he stopped and took a good look at Lancaster. The thing was nominally bipedal, although the flat bottoms of the wide feet hid a complex system of tracks and suspension. Fleming could see the toothed plates of the treads peeking out as well as half of one wheel hub. Digitigrade legs, like a bird’s, extended from the feet in thick armored columns. They met a central gimbal joint supporting a low, flat fuselage with a tapered front. The thing had no viewport, no windscreen, nothing to denote the presence of a human operator. Freshly painted in OmniCorp livery, the machine reflected light from every polished facet. Somewhere beneath the blue and white surface, Fleming imagined dozens of high-tech sensors washing their surroundings with broad swaths of the electromagnetic spectrum. Lancaster had neither possessed nor needed eyes in some decades. Knowing this did nothing to blunt the impact of just how alien the thing looked. It sat in a low squatting posture, the main body hunkered down between the legs. Fleming ascertained that in this position, Lancaster probably used the tracked drive to move around. If it stood to walk, Fleming suspected it would be twelve feet tall. For stability and stealth, Fleming figured it made more sense to stay low most of the time. A pair of short manipulator arms extended from the bottom of the fuselage, for the moment tucked out of the way. Only the three grasping digits could be seen clearly, but Fleming suspected those arms could extend a good distance when the machine stood up. 

The woman with the crew cut, watching Fleming’s eyes wander across the fearsome war machine, confirmed what he was thinking. “Lancaster stands up to shoot, but stoops most of the time to make less of a target. It’s also faster and more energy efficient for general movement to use the treads.”

Fleming tore his gaze from the intimidating thing to look at the woman. He raised one eyebrow. “Does it fly?”

She shook her head. “Gravitics are heavy and energy-hungry. They also require significant armor on anything that is not fast enough to be a difficult target.”

The machine spoke, startling Fleming. He immediately turned back to face Lancaster.

“It also was not an option when this armature was constructed fifty years ago. A retrofit would require a major rebuild of the whole thing. Too costly and too much risk for a minor increase in capability.”

A pair of weapon pods jutted out from each side of the fuselage. Fleming could not identify much of what he saw, though he found the size and variety of the various barrels and muzzles extending from the bulbous protrusions suitably intimidating.

The crew chief broke in with an abrupt lecture. “We may as well do the whole brief at this point. Mr. Fleming, this is Lieutenant Jamie Lancaster. People just call it ‘Lancaster’ or ‘Lieutenant.’ Currently, Lancaster’s main chassis is a heavily modified Vogt Model A7-M assault-class armature. Yes, that is an older model, but you can rest assured that all the parts that matter have been upgraded with some regularity. Current armaments include two twelve-point-seven-millimeter hypervelocity mass drivers capable of cycling three rounds per second—”

Fleming interrupted, “And the barrels don’t melt?”

“Liquid-helium cooled,” said Lancaster. “Chief Casey designed it herself.”

Fleming made a note to secure those designs for OmniCorp’s various weapons divisions. “Sorry, Chief, please continue.”

Casey went on, “The twelve-sevens are primarily for anti-armor, and at that rate of fire?” The woman shrugged, looking just a touch proud of herself. “Well, let’s just say that so far nothing short of the really big machines has lasted very long. For general area denial purposes, we also run two twenty-millimeter anti-material slug cannons, and four five-millimeter bead guns. That handles infantry and light armor. If you want to get real nasty? Jamie here hauls around six balefire guided missiles. So if your bad guys decide to bring tanks or something that flies, we have that handled too. Finally, because we had room to spare, I wedged in a forty-millimeter guided grenade launcher just for the indirect fire option.” She stopped to give Fleming a knowing look. “Normally we’d also run a Lighthammer plasma caster at a dozen megawatts, but not even mighty OmniCorp could get that through customs.”

Fleming sighed. “We are trying to achieve our objective without breaking any interplanetary arms treaties. There is no way to even fire a plasma caster anywhere on earth without a half-dozen government agencies knowing about it. Not to mention the potential for collateral damage.”

The chief shrugged. “I suppose. Using plasma in an oxygen-rich environment is always tricky, but Lancaster has a perfect safety record.”

Lancaster interjected, and Fleming could not tell if the thing was joking or not. “Except for that one time in the Charon Belt... but that was hardly my fault.”

The chief rolled her eyes. “Near-perfect safety record, then.”

Fleming cleared his throat and made a chopping motion with one hand. “No energy weapons, Chief. It’s out of my hands.”

“As you say, Mr. Fleming. Moving on. Lancaster’s surface armor for the fuselage is three-inch composite Lamellar. The legs and other areas are one-inch Lamellar. A direct hit from a Dylan Longbow might just scratch the paint, and anything less than significant anti-material ordnance may as well be a hail of tennis balls. Sat down like you see right now, Lancaster can achieve overland speeds of nearly one hundred and eighty kilometers per hour using the tracked locomotion system. Terrain permitting, of course. Stood up and walking, it can still manage almost sixty kph. But it’s not pretty to watch him do it, I’ll tell you that much.” She might have smiled; Fleming could not tell. “This Vogt A7 armature also employs a completely modern state-of-the-art scanning and ECM package capable of defeating most field-deployable guided munitions. Thanks to the very real human brain behind the stick, command and control systems for the armature are un-hackable.” She paused for effect. “It’s not hyperbole to say that Lieutenant Lancaster here is the most effective weapon system, ton for ton, in all of space and time, Mr. Fleming.”

“And I’m good-looking too,” said the disembodied voice.

Fleming’s eyebrows climbed his forehead. “So you do have jokes, Lieutenant?”

“I am a sentient war machine, Mr. Fleming. Without a sense of humor, I’d have gone insane years ago. Who knows? Maybe I did.”

“Well,” said Fleming, “you seem perfectly sane to me. What happened in the Charon Belt?”

“I was assisting my employer in contesting ownership of a lucrative mining station, and the discharge from my plasma caster may have accidentally set the atmosphere inside the station on fire.”

“You burned all the air in a mining station?”

“The air purification system must have failed over the course of the fighting. Who knows what kind of carbon and dust was floating around inside the place? Kicking off a few plasma bolts at fifteen thousand degrees caused rapid oxidation of many of the station’s atmospheric contaminants. The irony is that despite being visually impressive, the actual energy yield of the resulting explosion was fairly low. Nevertheless, it was a very impressive reaction. Very colorful. Quite pretty if I do say so myself. Fortunately for the enemy, all organic life was killed by the conflagration and thus spared death by asphyxiation.”

“Well,” said Fleming, eyes wide. “That seems like a very small mercy to me.”

“That’s what Chief Casey keeps saying too.”

The crew chief snorted. “I also said you seem sane, Jamie. That’s not the same as being sane.”

The machine did not respond to her barb. “Now, Mr. Fleming,” said Lancaster, “Chief Casey and I have a little side bet. Casey thinks you hired me and my crew to attack Gateways assets here on Earth, while I believe you want me to destroy Roland M. Tankowicz.”

Fleming’s jaw clenched. “Either you are very intuitive, or you have very good intelligence assets, Lieutenant. Which is it?”

“Yes.”

Fleming chortled. “Okay. Have it your way. You have won the bet, I might add.”

“Shit,” said the chief. “Shoulda known better than to second guess you.”

“Are you familiar with Tankowicz?” Fleming asked.

“How shall I put this?” Lancaster’s voice seemed to carry an air of the wistful. Fleming imagined a small smile hiding behind the expressionless facade. “Tankowicz and I share a timeline with Marcus Roper and a few others. I can’t really say much about it, but you can think of me as his estranged grandfather, technologically speaking. Tankowicz is what they made after failing to produce more of me.”

Fleming prodded. “They?”

“They.”

“Right. ‘They.’ Always up to no good, those ‘they’ guys, huh?”

“Simply the worst,” Lancaster agreed. “However, thanks to some events not at all unrelated to Tankowicz, I found myself released from ‘they’ a few decades back. In some ways you could say I owe him much.”

“Will that be an issue?”

“Of course not. I am neither sentimental nor do I have much of a sense of justice as humans define it. Tankowicz and I have never met, and the actions he took to free himself only inadvertently benefited me. If his death is what you desire, all you need do is pay my invoices in a timely fashion.”

Fleming nodded, smiling. “That should not be an issue.”

“I suspected as much. Now, I can assume you have been unsuccessful in dealing with Tankowicz up to this point, and I know why.”

“Do tell.”

“You do not know what he is, and you would not believe it if someone told you. Tankowicz, like me, is a nearly perfect soldier. You can’t handle him because you think he is a person. He is not. He is a sophisticated weapons system being operated by a determined and resourceful pilot. I know the type. He is faster than you think he is, stronger than you think he is, and better trained than you will ever really understand. He has been defeating his enemies for decades, and you are merely the latest contender to step up and try their luck.”

“But you can handle him?”

“Handle him? What a curious choice of words. No, I cannot handle him.”

Fleming found himself growing accustomed to the lack of a face or expressions. The tone of Lancaster’s reply conveyed a smug condescension the corporate man did not appreciate. “So what exactly am I paying you for, Lieutenant?”

“Certainly not handling. That is a very corporate way to express what you really need. It’s mushy and non-specific. And the attitude that drives you to use that word is why you need me.”

“You simply must explain then, Lieutenant. Because my tiny corporate brain is not following you.”

“My pleasure, Mr. Fleming. It is merely a communications issue between us. The short version is this. You have not been able to handle Tankowicz because you haven’t figured out the truth. You haven’t figured out that Tankowicz cannot be handled. He has to be destroyed completely, because he is not foolish or rash or prone to bouts of wild fancy. He pursues his goals with total commitment to success, and that means intelligent tactics combined with the kind of willpower you would not understand. Do you believe Tankowicz is sitting in his war room right now trying to figure out how to handle you? That is a mistake you cannot afford. If he decides you are the enemy, you need to understand that he will not stop attacking until he is three yards past dead, or you are.” The fuselage actually swayed side to side as if shaking its head. “Oh, Mr. Fleming, you do not handle that sort of opposition. You kill it.”

“I begin to understand you, Lieutenant. I concede my corporate phrasing failed to convey the desired outcome here.”

“Corporate doublespeak often struggles with clarity. You don’t need Tankowicz handled, Mr. Fleming. You need him destroyed. Because I promise you, Tankowicz has no desire to see you handled. If he finds out you are in his way, he will wipe you and the memory of you from the galaxy and then go have breakfast.”

Fleming’s face collapsed into a thoughtful map of lines. “I can’t argue much with that. The man’s resourcefulness has been rather surprising. We’ve tried to, ah, handle him several times at this point. No expense was spared on the assets employed either.”

“Really? Curious. Who have you sent?”

Fleming considered this. “Mostly androids at first. We have access to some very good stock, you see. You can probably imagine how that went. Tankowicz and his people did not find them all that impressive, even if we did! After that we hired an extremely effective assassin. Heavily modified and well trained. A former Balisong, actually. That did not go well either. We even managed to bribe Gethsemane’s deadliest knight into taking a swing. He missed.”

“Machines, a paid murderer, and one pompous fool in power armor?”

Fleming barked a harsh guffaw at the blank dismissal of his previous assets. “Well, when you put it like that it does seem rather inadequate. There was also a giant cyborg war bot twice your size, I might add. Full-prosthesis, just like you. But they ended up rather chummy in the end.”

“I was not aware of any others like me besides Roper.”

“Nobody was aware of it. It was very hush-hush.”

“When men create creatures they fear, they often keep it a secret. You’d think they’d learn...”

Fleming went on, “We’ve also spent considerable time and money degrading his strategic position in Dockside.”

If Lancaster could sigh, this would have been the time. Instead, the modulated voice affected a very convincing air of disappointment. “Which really just makes things worse, I suspect.”

“Really?” Fleming found himself warming to this strange combination of human and machine. “How so?”

“Dockside is both his anchor and his weak point. The responsibility he feels for that place is most of what keeps him sane. He will defend it aggressively.”

“I know. That’s why I did it. The intent is to make him reckless and split his focus.”

“And it will do exactly the opposite, for reasons I’ve already stated. This man has led troops in battle across the galaxy, Mister Fleming. He already knows better than to become reckless. And attacking his home will not split his focus, it will sharpen it.”

Fleming nodded. “I’m not too proud to admit that I don’t doubt your analysis for a second, Lieutenant. It’s not like we’ve had any success in managing Tankowicz up to this point.” He smiled in what he assumed was the direction of Lancaster’s scanners. “I am already convinced that you will make an incredible addition to our OmniCorp team, Lieutenant. Tell me, how is it you know so much about our Mr. Tankowicz?”

“I deduced he was the real target as soon as you contacted me. I studied him.”

“You are a very impressive, ah, individual, Lieutenant.”

“And my invoices will reflect that. Chief Casey has plans for this chassis that are neither simple nor inexpensive. OmniCorp’s sudden interest in my services could not have come at a better time.”

“I look forward to hearing all about it.”
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Dr. Ribiero stared into Connor Freeman’s trembling, bloodshot eyes. He saw fear and disgust there, as well as a sizable portion of shame. The room was dim, but not dark. The screens of three monitors lit their faces while a floating hologram of a woman’s head twirled in a slow circle above a desktop. The older man did not speak right away. He turned back to read the words on the main screen one more time, just to ensure he truly understood what he was looking at. When he spoke, his voice managed to be quiet and harsh in equal measure.

“Just how much of this did you know about, Dr. Freeman?”

The question failed to hide the implicit accusation, and Freeman shrank into his chair. Wilting under the scrutiny of the older scientist, Freeman stammered, “I... I knew of the project. I was aware of the goals and participants, but...”

“But what?”

“It was so classified... I never knew the methods. I couldn’t have known what they were doing. None of us outside of Halstead and...” Freeman’s voice trailed off. His frown, already a deep and expressive network of lines across his eyes, collapsed into something sad and broken. “It had to be the whole management team. That feels impossible, though.”

“What’s impossible?”

“That the whole management team participated in...” he gestured to the screen and the damning information, “...something like this. It’s antithetical to our very existence.”

Ribiero tried to remain calm in the face of Freeman’s irritating naivete. He leaned back in the stiff plastic office chair and closed his eyes for a moment. When he opened them once more, he forced himself to speak slowly. “You can’t see how your organization might lose sight of their lofty philosophical underpinnings when faced with an opportunity like this? The same organization that managed to convince you to help imprison a living human inside a twenty-foot-tall metal monster?”

Freeman winced, and the expression froze in place for several torturous seconds. Ribiero realized the man was about to start crying. Somehow Freeman held back his tears, but he could not keep the despair from his choked reply. “That is just not fair, Dr. Ribiero! I thought I was doing the right thing. What Chapman would have wanted us to do.” A tear at last emerged from the corner of one drooping eye and rolled unmolested down Freeman’s cheek. “Of course, now it’s easy to see how ridiculous that is. But when you are inside the system, molded by it, living it? It’s not so easy to see the manipulation. I trusted Halstead. I trusted the management team. It was much too easy to convince me that Chapman was already a killing machine, and making him a better one did not violate any of our principles. He volunteered.”

“Did he?”

Freeman’s face lost color. “They... they said he did. There were forms... Oh, no. What if they forged them? Or lied to him?”

Ribiero turned his eyes downward. “I have some experience there. People like Chapman, or Roland... Let’s just say that it’s not hard to appeal to their sense of duty and responsibility in these cases. They would not have had to forge anything. Just a few well-crafted bits of misinformation would be all it took.”

Freeman looked like he was going to be sick. “I hate them. I hate them so much.” 

“Yes,” Ribiero said. “But hating them is the easy part.” He waved his hand at the screen once more. “And apparently their moral flexibility can still surprise us all.” He abandoned his attack on Freeman’s ethical weaknesses. It was starting to feel too much like an awful combination of bullying and hypocrisy. “We need to tell Roland and Lucia about this.”

Freeman did not sound enthusiastic about that prospect. “What will they do?”

Ribiero spoke without thinking. “Well, if Roland is having a bad day, he may just hop a pogo plane to OmniCorp headquarters and murder everyone inside.”

Freeman gasped. “He wouldn’t!”

Ribiero wanted to be a better person, but he had already decided that Freeman needed to hear some harsh truths about the universe and Roland Tankowicz. He wiped at his face with the palm of one hand before speaking. “Dr. Freeman. You are extremely knowledgeable in our field, so I will not waste time dancing around what is and is not classified information. Roland was once a UEDF military asset, kept in line and controlled by a secret piece of software that let his masters control his body any time they wanted to. When I found out about that, I got very drunk and released Roland from that software. I am significantly more courageous and righteous when I am drunk, apparently. Anyway, do you know what happened next? And I mean within seconds of deleting that piece of code?” When Freemen said nothing Ribiero snarled, “Roland started killing. He opened his eyes, realized he was free, and stomped right to the exit. He killed somewhere in the neighborhood of fifty people just getting out of the facility holding him. Then, and this will really bake your noodle, he did not run off and make good on his escape. Oh, no. He proceeded directly to the command center where a leadership team not at all unlike yours sat. There was at least one three-star general in that building and several Corpus Mundi VPs. He killed half of them before UEDF command itself stepped in to put a stop to the madness with an entire armored division. Even then, the resolution had to be negotiated very carefully.” Ribiero rubbed his forehead, not sure if he was reaching Freeman. “Roland does not care about the laws of men or machines, you see. Evil people needed to be stopped, and so Roland went to stop them the only way he knew how. Roland kills, Dr. Freeman. Long before we put him into that armature, he was a fighter and a killer par excellence. All I did was make him even better at it. Sound familiar?”

Freeman had the sense to nod. “Yes. I suppose it does.”

“And it was me who took the leash off him. Trust me. I knew precisely what he was going to do, and I let it happen. So who exactly is to blame for those fifty or so dead people, Doctor?”

“That’s a trick question!”

“How so?” Ribiero asked, his tone sharp. “We both turned good men into killing machines, remember? Chapman, Roland, the others... they all do exactly what we made them to do. As their creators, we share the credit and responsibility for what they accomplish, good or bad. If anyone in these stories is a monster, it is you and I, Dr. Freeman.” Ribiero saw the shot hit home, and softened his next point. “Or we would be, except for one important distinction. Roland and Chapman were both good men. They did good things with the power we gave them. We are lucky that we chose our subjects so well. Other programs did not, and they produced the real monsters.”

“But you said he killed fifty people that day! Of his own free will!”

“Yes. He killed the guards who happily kept him in bondage. He killed the people who turned his brain off and used his body to commit horrible crimes. He killed the ones who deliberately arranged for good soldiers to end up in situations likely to destroy their bodies just so the talent pool would remain full. He killed a lot of horrible, disgusting, reprehensible people that day. And he has been killing the same kinds of people ever since. I don’t find that monstrous, Dr. Freeman.” Ribiero laughed without conveying any mirth. “Hah! Not anymore, at least. For a great many years I stayed away from Roland. We communicated infrequently, and I kept plenty of distance between his affairs and mine.”

“But then Corpus Mundi took you?”

“Yes. And Lucia fell in love with him. I can’t say I saw that coming.” He chuckled. “Pulled me right back into this game. I complained at first. I thought I could be done with my past. But you never really are, Dr. Freeman. Your past is never gone, and your sins are never truly forgiven. I have done things, things in the name of greater good, that would horrify you, young man. I’m still doing some of them too. Except now I don’t mind so much. You’ll understand soon enough.”

“If I survive.”

Ribiero scoffed. “Nobody gets to know that outcome, Doctor. That’s what makes how you play the game so important. If you died tomorrow, would you be able to say you did all you could to right the wrongs of your past?”

“I don’t know,” Freeman answered.

“Then figure it out,” said Ribiero. “Because nobody gets to decide how many tomorrows they have left. Roland could answer that question, and I think even I can at this point.”

Freeman stared down at his hands. “It’s easy for Roland. He’s not afraid of anything. I’m afraid of everything.”

“Roland is afraid of plenty. Just not the same things you are. He fears failure. He fears losing the people he loves. He fears not being good enough, or strong enough, or tough enough to protect everyone all the time.” Ribiero rolled his eyes. “It was all in his UEDF psych evaluation. The only difference between him and you is that his fears drive him to succeed, while yours paralyze you.”

Freeman snorted a harsh laugh. “That, plus a half-ton of bionic hardware.”

“Yes, but that’s all.”

“You really think Roland will go to OmniCorp headquarters?”

Ribiero exhaled through his nostrils and pursed his lips. “No. He’s not the same as in those days, I have to admit. He’s older, smarter. He listens to Lucia and that will keep him from doing anything too rash. He will want to, though. His anger runs very deep, and this—” another wave toward the viewing screen “—this will not help.”

“What are we going to do?” Freeman sounded small and scared.

“We are going to give this information to Roland and Lucia, and then we are going to help them put a stop to a corporate war.”

Freeman nodded. “Yes. I think I can do that. I don’t know what I believe in anymore, but Halstead needs to be stopped.” He paused. “Stopped and punished.”

Ribiero’s smile did not touch his eyes. “How does one punish the leader of an independent world, Doctor Freeman? What laws did he break? And now that we know that all of your leaders are complicit, who would be able to enforce those laws? You cannot arrest Halstead. All his crimes were committed on Prospectus with the approval of your management team. Even if we stop him, he will pay no price for his actions.”

Freeman did not look up. “It can’t be like that.”

“It is like that. What do you think we should do with him?”

“I know what you are driving at. You are talking about murder!”

“I’m talking about justice, and the safety of the galaxy. What do you propose?”

Freeman shook in his chair. “There has to be a way. He must have broken some interplanetary law! He could be imprisoned.”

Ribiero tilted his head. “Perhaps. Perhaps we could convince some world or another to lock him up for something. How long before OmniCorp or another interested party plucks him away?”

“Why would anyone do that?”

“Halstead is the leader of the Prospectors. He has access to new technologies that have not hit the markets yet. That is worth a lot.”

“Why are you doing this?” Freeman whispered. “Why are you making me go down this road?”

“Because it’s the road you chose. There is blood on your hands, Dr. Freeman. You and I both have much to atone for. You cannot begin to do that if you won’t accept the truth of the universe. A lot of people have died, and a lot more are going to die over this thing we have discovered. Right now we have the chance to keep that number small and contained. We can break the cycle of greed and murder, but we need to strike hard to do so. This is not some holovid show where good always prevails and evil always wears a black hat. Do you want to live the rest of your life a self-righteous man who let hundreds or even thousands die? Or do you want to be part of the ugly, violent, unpleasant solution?”

“That is a false dichotomy—”

“Spare me your lessons on Socratic debate, Dr. Freeman. If you think some other magical solution exists, you have less than a week to find it before there are people killing and dying right here on these streets. I, for one, have lived long enough to accept the real truth.”

“And that is?”

“The truth is that if we let Lucia and Roland do this their way, fewer people will die, most of them will be no loss to the universe, and the bad guys will not be able to repeat their mistakes. That may not be an idyllic enough outcome for you, but I am fine with it.”

“Perfect is the enemy of good,” Freemen whispered, almost to himself.

Ribiero nodded. “It most definitely is, Doctor.”

“I still want you to tell them,” said Freeman. “I don’t think I can do it.”

“That’s fine,” said Ribiero. “But I will need a drink first. Maybe three.”

“I think I’d like one as well,” said Freeman. 

Ribiero smiled. “My treat, Doctor.”
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Lucia liked to start each day with a meeting. This was a holdover from her days as a corporate VP, and she saw no reason not to continue that system. It was an opportunity to set the tone for the day and touch base on the status of any ongoing projects. Several years removed from her cushy office job, Lucia now found the morning meeting to be much more of a chore. The nature of her coworkers presented the most difficulty. No one on her team had ever worked a day job, and none of them respected the natural ebb and flow of a meeting. Manny usually tinkered with some random device. Mindy could be distracted by dust motes floating in a shaft of sunlight, so keeping her on task often proved a challenge. Roland could be the most infuriating. She knew for a fact that he could sit quietly and watch a target for days without issue. He could read a book or clean weapons for hours on end. In the field, his patience could only be described as infinite. However, getting him to sit for forty minutes in the office going over the day’s business seemed to tax his reserves like nothing else.

None of those issues presented themselves this morning. The team sat and paid rapt attention while her father, along with a disheveled Connor Freeman, presented the findings from the memory core.

“The memory core was both encrypted and fragmented,” Ribiero was saying. “So even when we completed unlocking large sections, the results came across as nonsensical or clearly incomplete. That is why it has taken some extra time to put it all together. Even so, Dr. Freeman and I have uncovered what we believe is the reason two megacorporations and an entire planet are engaged in this fracas.” Ribiero paused, took a breath, and continued. “It starts with something called Project HeLa.”

“The Norse goddess of death and the underworld?” Roland asked. “That’s dark.”

“It would be,” Ribiero replied. “If that were the Hela referred to. It’s not. It’s capital H, e, capital L, a’”

“Well, that’s so much clearer,” Mindy drawled, one leg draped over the armrest of her favorite chair.

“HeLa cells, specifically,” Ribiero went on. “Hundreds of years ago, doctors removed some cells from a woman named Henrietta Lacks. They were taken from a tumor, specifically. Those old researchers discovered that these cells could replicate infinitely, with no loss of viability from generation to generation.”

Lucia’s eyebrows rose. “They were immortal?”

“Yes,” said the elder Ribiero. “They proliferated extremely fast, and perfectly every time. They were the first human cells ever cloned. They helped develop the polio vaccine. It was a significant discovery at the time, and even then, it took more than sixty years to map the entire genome. Much good was accomplished, despite the fact that these cells were essentially stolen and developed without the consent of the patient. The mid-twentieth century was a strange time for scientific ethics.”

“I’m sure you’re going to get to the point, Doc,” Roland growled over the top of his comically large cafe mocha.

“Not that you’ll understand it,” Ribiero fired back. “What is important to know is that HeLa cells have been the building blocks of all our current genetic modification techniques. They are aggressive, they outcompete other cells, and they cannot die. As a vector for introducing persistent genetic alterations, they are invaluable.” He pointed to Roland. “Virtually none of your internal organs are the ones you were born with, Roland. Those that survived the blast on Venus—”

“Careful, Doc,” Roland warned. “Mixed company.”

“As if that matters anymore,” Ribiero said with an eye roll. “But we grew those organs for you, using your own DNA and the modern version of HeLa cells. Now your eyes can see in the dark, you can digest virtually any organic matter, and your biological heart will never suffer from congestive failure. The big question is why not simply use these cells to genetically engineer the perfect human body? Why can’t we just start growing super-beings from them?”

He stopped to check and see if everyone was following him. Satisfied, he went on, “It’s because these cells will outgrow and out-compete everything we put them in. They do not like to stay contained, and they do not play well with others. They have to be limited, segregated, and monitored. More so now than ever, because we try to grow them much faster. That need for speed is why eighty percent of the organs we modify with HeLa cells become cancerous messes. Another ten percent get rejected by the original body when the organs are implanted because the HeLa cells often create something no immune system can identify. Nobody sweats it too much because we have excellent antirejection tactics and growing organs in batches is easy.”

“Wait,” Manny said, eyes wide. “You mean the enhanced organ market is really just a giant wholesale crap shoot?”

Ribiero curled a lip. “Why do you think a designer organ costs more than most Docksiders make in ten years? Strict replacement organs are much easier and cheaper to produce. But what you get is a copy of the original, complete with decayed telomeres.”

“Huh?” Mindy grunted.

Ribiero replied, “If an eighty-year-old needs a new liver and has his current version cloned, what you get is a clone of an eighty-year-old liver.” 

Comprehension dawned across Mindy’s face. “And these HeLa cells are where the good shit comes from? Like, I got a heart to go with my bones and muscles, and that thing cost as much as the MyoFiber did. I made payments for four years on it, and I was making a lot of money at the time.”

The elder Ribiero acknowledged her observation with a pointed finger. “Precisely. When you ordered that enhanced heart from Corpus Mundi, you didn’t want a duplicate of your original. You wanted something that could drive your new body the way it was designed. Cloning your heart would be easy, but it would not do the job. To get what you ordered, they needed to grow something better than the original. So they started with a big batch of cells, tweaked them, and let them grow. Then they watched the whole lot, hoping for one healthy, mature organ that met the specs.” He stopped once more, suddenly having trouble finding his voice. “Ninety-five percent of the men and women in Roland’s research group died, and a large portion of that was because we could not grow the necessary organs for them in time. Even though we specially selected candidates with the best chance of success, there were too many organs to grow to a very specific design. Rejection rates were very high because we pushed the specs too far.”

“Have the Prospectors cracked that problem?” Lucia asked.

“No, but they got closer than anyone ever has. Dr. Freeman, do you care to explain?”

Freeman shifted in his chair, looking nervous. “Ah, certainly, Dr. Ribiero.” He addressed the group. “Some history first. The Prospectors were founded just after the discovery of the first Anson Gate phenomenon. A group of the planet’s leading scientific minds decided to leave earth on a mission of discovery.” Roland heard disdain in Freeman’s voice, but he recovered and continued. “The stationary gates had yet to be built, but the Prospectors knew how to build Gateships. They sold the patent to the group that became Gateways to fund this journey. They left, almost six years before the first stationary gate was built.” Freeman curled a lip, sounding bitter once more. “Just a happy group of altruists on a quest to set up a sanctuary for scientific discovery free from politics, economics, and war.”

Mindy snorted. “How’d that go?”

Freeman’s eyes darted to the voluptuous blond killer, and it looked like he might say something to her. Nothing came out. His eyes turned back to the group as a whole and he kept talking. “One of those great minds was a woman named Amelia Salamone. She was a genius in several fields and a woman of great philosophical sophistication.” His tone turned wistful. “We were lucky to have her. Her brilliance and ethical foundation brought the Prospectors to the height of academic and social achievement. Until about three years ago, that is.” Connor shifted again, suddenly looking very scared. “I remember when they told us she had died. It was a sad day for us all. But it was Amelia who figured out how to access the bridges between gates from outside the gate itself, and that should have been my first clue that something was wrong. I was a different man then. I believed what I was told. I believed a lot of stupid things in those days.”

“She’s not dead,” Lucia said. “She left?”

Freeman shook his head. “Not according to the data in the memory core.”

Lucia’s eyes took on a small squint. “They took her somewhere?”

Freeman nodded. “It, ah, it looks that way, yes. Or well, it would be more accurate to say they trapped her somewhere.”

Lucia’s squint intensified. “The random world where Gateways found that Prospector outpost? Is she there?”

“She was. Not anymore.”

“Well, where the hell is she, and why do we care?” Manny asked from his desk.

“No one knows,” Freeman replied. “And we care because she is what everyone is fighting over.”

“She is Project HeLa,” Lucia said, her voice flat. “She is immortal.” For ten long seconds, no one spoke. Then Lucia’s voice, small and distant, said something that surprised even Freeman. “Oh my God. Amelia Salamone is Emilie Sullivan, isn’t she?”

Freeman’s eyes widened. “How did you know that?”

“It’s the only scenario that makes any sense. We were taught that Sullivan died after bringing down the second global hegemony, of course. It made sense at the time too. But she didn’t, did she? She went into hiding? How many immortal women can there be floating around out there?”

“Well, just the one, it seems,” replied Freeman. “According to the stolen data, even the board did not know who she really was until recently.” He exhaled, a long, slow cleansing breath. “It seems that her discovery of on-ramp capabilities presented the management team with an opportunity they could not resist.”

“Oh, shit,” growled Roland. “What did those fuckers do?”

“They arranged for her to be trapped on that distant mudball,” the elder Ribiero said. “It was all a trap from the moment they learned her real identity.”

“Why?” Mindy asked, her face aghast. “What’s the point of doing that?”

“To study her,” Freeman answered. “Apparently she was not amenable to giving up her genetic secrets. Halstead’s communications indicate that she did not trust him, and that she had been growing antagonistic to Halstead’s handpicked management team.”

“Imagine my surprise,” Roland huffed. He took a slow, dramatic sip from his drink. “Not trusting Halstead, I mean. Such a nice old geezer.”

“Yes,” replied Freeman, “Shocking, I know. Anyway, I think she thought getting off Prospectus was the best thing for her at the time. But once she was safely away to the outpost with her research compound up and running, the management team followed with some mercenaries. They killed her staff, overran her outpost, and then imprisoned her for research purposes. They were stealing her biomass just like Henrietta Lacks all those centuries ago.”

“How is that even possible?” Manny asked. “These are pacifists! That is a pretty severe ethical U-turn.”

“I am no longer sure that was ever the case,” Freeman said. “Halstead has been in control of who makes the management team for years now. He has been populating it with like-minded dissidents. According to his own files, Halstead’s ultimate goal is to turn the Prospectors into their own megacorporation.”

“The board seemed pretty upset with him last time we saw them,” Mindy pointed out. “You sure they’re in on it?”

Freeman nodded. “If anything, they were probably angry at how much he had screwed it up. Your interference with Chapman exposed them all to a lot of trouble that Halstead assured them would not be an issue.”

Lucia said, “So now the Prospectors really need to double down. They are in as much trouble as OmniCorp at this point.”

“They are locked in a death spiral of mutually assured destruction,” Freeman agreed. “OmniCorp has them,  ah, by the balls? Is that how the idiom works?”

“Close enough,” Mindy chirped from her chair.

Freeman almost smiled at the tiny success. “All in all, they need to wrap this up and launch their corporation soon, or the Prospectors will cease to exist.”

“Owning the path to true organic immortality would really make that easy,” Roland said, his voice now angry. “That has to be the play.”

“So is she what OmniCorp wants?” Mindy asked. “Is that all?”

“No,” Freeman said. “Halstead has kept her existence a secret from OmniCorp. He needs their help, and he probably will reveal it at some point, but he can’t right now.”

“Why not?” Mindy’s confusion was apparent in her pinched expression.

“Because,” said the elder Ribiero. “They’ve lost track of her.”

Mindy threw her hands in the air. “They lost her?” 

Freeman picked up the thread once more. “Eighteen months ago, she disappeared. Escaped on a small jump ship equipped with on-ramp tech.”

Manny threw his own hands up in frustration, mirroring Mindy’s outburst. “So she could be anywhere then?”

“She’s coming here,” Lucia said, eyes glazed. “She needs to stop OmniCorp and the Prospectors. She’s never been established anywhere but Earth and Prospectus. She will have hidden assets here, and she probably knows she has allies in rival corporations.” Lucia’s eyes twitched, a strange and startling motion. “She has contacted Gateways already, I suspect. Probably when they found her outpost.”

Mindy scowled. “Man, it’s still creepy when you do that, boss.” Everyone ignored her.

Manny leaned back in his chair and sighed. “Well, now we know why Gateways is fighting so hard. They know Emilie Sullivan, the immortal hero of two of Earth’s craziest conflicts, is alive and willing to parlay.” He shook his head in wonder. “That is the kind of PR stunt anyone would love.”

“Not to mention,” Freeman added, “The chance to study the only truly immortal human to ever live.”

“She’s not immortal,” Ribiero pointed out. “She just ages very slowly.”

“The difference is academic, Don,” Roland said. “And to Manny’s point, the combination of potential research breakthroughs and PR gold is just too juicy not to fight over. A merger with the Prospectors and a bunch of market-breaking medical patents would save OmniCorp’s stock overnight. Hell, we’d all buy shares at that point.”

“So let me lay this out, because I’m a bit slow,” Mindy said with a big sigh. “Halstead has been sending pirates to raid his own people so he can convince them that they need outside help from OmniCorp. He’s been dealing with OmniCorp on the sly to what? Bribe the Management group over there?”

“Yes,” Freeman said. “That is correct. He sells Prospector tech to OmniCorp so he can maintain influence over the management team.”

“He also kidnapped some, let me get this right, immortal person?”

Freeman nodded. “A genetic mutation that causes her to produce too much telomerase prevents her from aging normally.”

Mindy waved a dismissive hand. “Sure. Whatever. OmniCorp doesn’t know about her, but they need Prospector tech to save their stock price. The immortal lady somehow contacted Gateways and is now on her way here to what? Negotiate?”

“According to the history books, she was, is, a genetically engineered tactical genius,” Roland said.

Freeman interrupted. “One of a few fully-lab-created genetic chimeras. She and her kind are why it’s still illegal to produce chimeroid humans anywhere in regulated space.”

“Legal status notwithstanding,” Roland barreled ahead. “She must have a plan. What do you think, boss?”

“Too many possible outcomes,” Lucia said. “I think you are right to assume she has a plan of some kind. But I don’t have enough data to figure out what it is or how sophisticated it might be. I never got into history, so I just don’t know her well enough. I am almost convinced she is running to Gateways, but beyond that, it’s hard to... triangulate? Whatever. It’s just too fuzzy to see. I can’t shake the feeling that her plans must go beyond Gateways in some way.”

“Wait,” said Roland. “If she disappeared eighteen months ago, where is she now?”

Lucia answered, “Tom and John told us that the on-ramps are intermittent. She only has a small jump ship.”

Freeman nodded in agreement. “Yes. It’s entirely possible that her trip here might take years.”

“She’ll get here soon,” Lucia said. “Probably here already. She knew how long she had and planned accordingly. We do not have much time to fix this, which I am sure she knows as well. I refuse to believe otherwise.”

“That fits what the history books say about her,” Roland said. “She didn’t make many mistakes.”

Lucia turned to fix Mindy with an intense stare. “Mindy?”

“Yes, boss?”

“You need to find her, fast.”

Mindy blinked. “You want me to go find a woman who is... how old?”

Freeman answered, “Three hundred nine.”

“I’m supposed to hunt down a three-hundred-and-nine-year-old genetically engineered genius that no one knows is alive?”

Manny snorted. “What? Are you worried the old crone might outrun you?”

“Joke all you want, Manny-boy. You’re helping me with this.”

“I’m still hacking my way through Gateways,” Manny replied.

Lucia interrupted. “You don’t need to anymore. We know what the deal is now. Also, if you want the easy path, just hit our project managers. They are digging into it too. I think we know more than they do right now, though.”

“Tom and John?” Manny waved a hand. “I sliced their comms yesterday. Tom is hitting a brick wall on the OmniCorp angle, and his boss is getting very annoyed with him. He’s gonna get fired soon.”

“People say I’m scary,” Mindy muttered. “At least I’m not up in everybody’s business.”

“Careful, Mindy. You want me to download all your private comms chatter and send it to the team?”

Mindy bared her teeth. “That’s a strange way to admit you’re ready to die, kid.”

“It’s all boring anyway,” Manny said with a wink. “Your life is lame.”

“Children!” Lucia barked. “You two. Go. Find Emilie Sullivan. Roland and I are going to bring the core to the UEDF. I expect that to cause a reaction from OmniCorp. Freeman, that means you need to hide.”

“Why?”

“Because once the UEDF cracks that core, they are going to have a lot of questions for you about Chapman and the Prospectors. Your life isn’t worth the price of a coffee at that point. OmniCorp is going to come for you hard.”

“Aren’t I safe here? In Dockside?” Freeman stammered.

Roland could not mask his irritation. “There are probably a hundred freelance hitters within a thousand yards of where you are sitting right now, man. Use your goddamn brain. All they need is something to distract the police and Gateways goons. How long before all those pissed off gangsters and drug addicts give them that distraction? I figure we have a few more days at most before things get kinetic.”

Freeman’s face went pale. “What do I do?”

Roland shrugged. “You wait. The best thing will be if UEDF wants to hold you.”

“They won’t get to,” Lucia said. “OmniCorp has enough of the Legislative Authority locked up with blackmail to block the UEDF for a good long while.”

“Shit,” Roland mumbled.

Lucia thought for a moment. “We’ll use DECO.”

“Jimmy does not want DECO involved in this,” Roland replied.

“He does not want DECO involved in corporate conflicts,” she fired back. “This becomes a UEDF matter once we turn the core over. If DECO gives Connor to the UEDF, NBLA can’t say a thing. It’s between DECO and the UEDF.”

Roland grunted his assent. “Goddamn politics. Good point. I’ll call Jimmy.”

“Do it on the way. We are getting to the closest UEDF office right now. If you have any way of communicating to your old Army buddies that we are coming in hot with valuable intel, this would be the time to do it.”

Roland stood, and his face looked like it might be smiling. “Trust me, boss. If I get within a hundred yards of a UEDF facility, you can go ahead and bet the house on getting a high-ranking official to respond.”

“You’re still that popular?”

“I killed a three-star general once.”
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James Klebold met Lucia and Roland on the street just outside an intimidating steel gate.

Roland had made no attempt to conceal himself from the hundreds of scanners probing at his insides. Roland could not say who might be monitoring the feeds, but he assumed an entire orchestra of alarms and alerts had to be ringing their way across the base. The location was suitably remote. The main UEDF staging facility for the northeast United States region fell well outside of Dockside, at the very edge of New Boston’s western border. Beyond, a smattering of unincorporated towns survived independently, almost every one an extension of some gargantuan production facility or political enclave. Without corporate law enforcement, these communities relied on the UEDF for protection from avaricious criminals and greedy corporations. Roland knew this base to be extremely well populated and well equipped. He chose it for exactly that reason, and Lucia had agreed with his logic.

Still, the giant gate, the towers armed with massive turrets, and the angry buzzing of drones overhead unsettled her.

“This place looks like something out of a war zone,” she hissed through clenched teeth. “There’s enough firepower on the gate alone to wipe out an armored division.”

“If I walk up to somewhere lightly defended, they may panic,” he had pointed out. “But NorthAm One has enough firepower to scrape me off the planet with both hands and a leg tied behind their back.”

“I wish you would find a better way to frame that, dear,” Lucia groused. “But your point is well taken. You definitely would not come here to pick a fight. Nobody would.”

James seemed far more comfortable than either of them. “As soon as you called me, I told them we were coming. There shouldn’t be any trouble. Your exit from UEDF service occurred almost forty years ago, Roland. No one here will know anything about it.”

“I find that hard to believe,” Roland said. “As soon as they scanned me, about fifty alarms probably started ringing. Somebody in there is going to have the clearance to look me up.”

“True,” said James. “There are four people inside who have that clearance, and at this point I am sure they’ve already been briefed. Just stay calm and respectful, and nothing will come of it.”

An aggressive buzz from the gate terminal startled all three of them. A voice followed. “You may enter through the personnel door. Inside, you will meet your escort. Be advised that failure to stay with your escort at all times will result in arrest and prosecution under UEDF code 13.1.1-E.”

James chortled into his hand and murmured to Roland and Lucia. “I am literally a spy. Charging me with espionage seems a little strange, don’t you think?”

“Don’t give them an excuse,” Lucia replied. She started toward a wide man-door built into the larger gate. “Everyone is going to be very tense.”

“I’ll fit right in then,” James said with a shrug.

The trio passed through the smaller opening, and Roland noted in passing that the main gate was almost three feet thick. Nothing short of orbital bombardment would ever breach it. Inside, he suspected he’d find missile and railgun batteries sufficient to prevent anything of the sort from happening. So close to the docks, he supposed orbital attack would be a serious consideration. The chaos caused by the accident with Capital Gains proved just how important the docks were to the global economy. This site was likely on high alert, and he reminded himself to be careful.

Once through to the other side, Roland saw two Silverback armatures in UEDF green and gold flanking a stern-faced woman with short red hair and eyes like polished steel. Roland’s eyes flashed down her spotless uniform and picked out key identifiers. On reflex, his spine stiffened and his shoulders flared. “Good morning, Colonel,” he said by way of greeting. His right arm twitched ever so slightly, and the woman’s eyes narrowed even more.

“No salute, Corporal?”

Roland kept most of the growl out of his voice. Most of it. “I’m not in the Army anymore. Nor am I inclined to salute anyone these days.”

“You’re never really out though, are you?” Her appraising gaze traveled up and down his body. She took in the sensible gray slacks, the neat dress shirt, the matching jacket Lucia made him wear. “At least you’ve kept yourself squared away. Based on the most recent data in your file, I half-expected to see you in worn fatigues and ratty duty jacket.”

Lucia snorted, breaking the tension. “He’s never been a snappy dresser, Colonel, ah... Corben, is it?”

“It is. A pleasure, ma’am.” She stuck out a hand and Lucia shook it.

Roland squinted at the two Silverbacks. “That Murphy I see over there?”

The Silverback to the colonel’s right shifted. The officer nodded. “Yes, Murphy is still with us, despite your best attempts to remove him from our roster.”

“That was hardly my best attempt,” Roland said, showing teeth. “But it was enough for him.”

The colonel stopped Roland with a raised hand. “Sergeant Murphy is here because you two have history, and because he is one of only four soldiers we have mounted to Silverback armatures. I assure you, we have no desire for you two to rehash that fiasco. He will be on his best behavior. Right, Sergeant?”

“Of course, sir,” said the man in the green armature. “Not the first fight I’ve lost. No hard feelings, Corporal.”

Roland dipped his chin in Murphy’s direction. “Mutual.”

“I’d totally do a rematch, though.”

Roland smiled. “Some other time.”

Murphy’s thick green hand came up to touch the brow of his helmet. “Agreed.”

“Is that the package?” Corben pointed to the bag in Roland’s hand.

“It is,” Roland said.

“Then let’s get to a secure location and discuss the handoff.”

She ushered her guests to a waiting transport, and Roland noted that the APC was configured for armatures. He and the two Silverbacks took a seat on the large harnessed bench along one wall while the normal-sized people settled into comfortable seats.

“Armored up for a trip across the base?” Roland asked. “Is that for our sake or yours?”

“It’s for everybody’s sake,” Corben replied. “The accident at the docks has this whole site at maximum threat response level.”

Roland grunted. “All for an accident, huh?”

Corben’s sneer could curdle milk. “Your file did not mention you were an idiot, so I assume you are being obtuse on purpose?”

“It’s a whole thing with him,” Lucia said.

James agreed, “He likes for people to think he’s stupid, so he can maintain the element of surprise.”

“You two suck,” Roland said, deadpan.

Corben’s lip twitched. “Right. That makes more sense. Obviously the incident with Capital Gains was no accident, but we can discuss it further when we are in a dark room.”

The rest of the ride proceeded without incident, and five minutes later they found themselves deep within the sub-basements of some austere military building more akin to a bunker than anything an architect might take pride in. Roland stood against the wall, like he usually did. This time he did so with the company of both Silverbacks. The reasons for this were no mystery. The Silverback was the only light armature in use that could match Roland’s physical capabilities, and the shoulder-mounted rail drivers on each ensured that any attempt at violence would be met with a robust rebuttal.

When all were seated, Roland dropped the bag with the memory core onto the table. Corben eyed the bundle as if it might contain anything from untold riches to utter garbage. She opened the bag with a surplus of caution, then removed the platter-sized metal disk. Holding it up, she looked to Roland. “What am I looking at here?”

Roland jerked his chin in the direction of his two cyborg companions. “These guys have clearance?”

“Yes,” Corben answered without hesitation.

Roland sniffed. “That is a cybernetic memory core, Colonel. It once resided in a unique full-prosthesis cyborg protecting the planet Prospectus.”

Corben nodded, then tapped on a screen set into the tabletop. After taking a moment to read, she cocked her head to the side. “Chapman?”

“All that remains of him, yes.”

“I’m going to assume that Prospector tech prevented full-prosthesis from turning him psycho?”

“That, and a commitment to his duty and wife.”

Corben’s lip twitched at that reply, but she did not speak to it. “And you are what? Returning his remains for honors?”

“We are.”

“Why all the hush-hush cloak and dagger shit then?” Corben did not sound disrespectful, though Roland could hear suspicion in her voice.

Roland did not answer, he merely waved a hand at James. The analyst cleared his throat. “Ahem. Well, that memory core contains evidence of collusion between OmniCorp and the Prospectors on several serious matters of interplanetary concern. Not the least of which is the murder of Chapman’s wife, the funding of frontier piracy, bribery of public officials, and the illegal rendition and captivity of one Amelia Salamone.” He paused for effect. “Amelia Salamone, we now know, is the alias of Emilie Sullivan.”

Corben did not react to that at first. She tapped at her screen again. When she looked up, her eyes had gone very narrow. “You have got to be shitting me, Klebold. That Emilie Sullivan?”

“It sounds farfetched, but the intelligence appears quite genuine.”

“I’d tell you that’s impossible, but...” she waved a hand in surrender, “...I suppose it’s merely improbable.”

“My thought exactly,” said the DECO man.

Corben closed her eyes and rubbed a palm across her forehead. “Just give me the quick version of how far up this shitshow reaches, will you?”

Lucia answered with a recap of all they knew up to this point. Roland noted that she left nothing out, and approved. This was not the time to play things close to the vest, and the UEDF would be highly motivated to stop OmniCorp from fomenting civil strife or a war with Gateways.

Corben listened patiently, and when Lucia was finished she leaned back in her chair. “The part that has me the most worried is all that blackmail leverage on a large chunk of the New Boston Legislative Authority. Normally I could easily kick both Gateways and OmniCorp out of the megalopolis on this intel alone. Get some charters revoked and all that. But without Legislative Authority support, UEDF power to intervene is quite limited.”

“We don’t need you to do much,” Lucia said. “OmniCorp will know we left the core with you, and they may even believe that their encryption will hold. Gateways thinks we are in the dark too. They don’t care about Freeman, and the core is not important enough to them to risk action against the UEDF.”

“If Sullivan has contacted them,” Corben said, “then they are already winning and don’t need to stir the pot.”

Lucia answered the unasked question. “They really just need to lock down Dockside to prevent any more destruction at the hands of OmniCorp.”

Corben banged a fist on the table and snarled. “Credit where it’s due. OmniCorp played that part very well. By forcing Gateways into a military posture, they’ve raised the stakes and the risk to a level no one is comfortable with.”

“Including us,” said Roland. 

“OmniCorp will want the core back while they think the incriminating data is still safely locked up.” 

Corben smiled through bared teeth. “Let them come try then.”

“I expect they will,” James chimed in. “And they cannot afford to be too subtle about it either.”

“You can’t think they’ll attack this base?” Corben sounded incredulous.

James let his shoulders rise and fall. “They blasted the largest freighter in the galaxy out of the sky already.”

“I guess we will have to stay vigilant then,” Corben said, shaking her head in disbelief.

Lucia voiced her own skepticism. “If anything, it will be a clandestine thing. Bribery, burglary, double agents. An assault would mean they are far more desperate than we think. As for protecting the memory core, that’s the first part of your help. The second is that we have a key witness that we cannot protect in Dockside. Not for much longer. We want you to hold him.”

“This Dr. Freeman, from the brief?”

“Yes. You’ll enjoy his company. Having a pacifist on a military base will make for some very interesting conversations.”

A small smile touched the corners of Corben’s mouth. “I bet. Is he a criminal?”

“Quite the opposite,” James said. “He is, at worst, an unwilling accomplice who took the first possible chance he had to escape and report what he knew.”

“He’s motivated to cooperate then?”

“Extremely.”

Corben nodded once more, this time emphatically. “I think I see where this is going. What will DECO be up to while I hold on to all these high-value assets?”

James folded his hands. “Well, once this becomes a UEDF concern...” he pointed to the memory core in front of the Colonel, “as it just did, DECO is authorized to take direct action. We will do the necessary investigations to connect the accident at the docks with OmniCorp, thus taking that matter out of the jurisdiction of the NBLA.”

“And drop it directly into the purview of the UEDF,” Corben finished the thought. “I like it. What about these two?” She pointed to Roland and Lucia.

“These are private citizens, Colonel. Neither UEDF nor DECO have any reason to bother them at all after they leave this base. Whatever it is they get up to, that will be for the NBLA to deal with.”

“Right.” Corben fixed Roland with a stern glare. “Just don’t get up to anything that puts you in my crosshairs then.” She looked back to James. “And whatever else DECO gets up to, try to collaborate with us, okay? This is no time for interdepartmental rivalries.”

“Naturally. And I assume we can count on the discretion of the UEDF as well?”

Corben dipped her head in response. “Naturally. We are famous for our discretion.”

“That’s settled then,” Roland said, pushing himself away from the wall. “We’ll leave you to your work, and arrange to have Freeman transported here.”

“Coordinate with Murphy,” Corben said. “He’ll handle the logistics.”

“Copy,” Roland said, hiding a silent wince at his reflex to military procedure. “We’ll leave the core with you then.”

Everyone stood, and Corben shook hands with everyone once more before dismissing the group into the care of Murphy and his partner. The sergeant loaded them into a transport and climbed inside with them. “I’ll give you a ride back, that way I can grab this Freeman guy. No need to drag this out when we have the equipment to do this now.”

“Agreed,” said Lucia as she strapped in. “I’ll call ahead and have the team prep Freeman for transport.”

Murphy tapped a metal finger against the brow of his helmet. “Appreciated, ma’am.”

The transport rose from the ground with a lurch, settled into a level posture a hundred feet above the ground, then twisted its nose toward Dockside. They rode in silence. The interior of the transport was loud, making conversation difficult, but at least the ride was short. Fifteen minutes later, and the transport circled lazily above The Drag. “Just need the grid to clear the street for us,” Murphy boomed above the engine noise. “Then we’ll set down. Looks like the Gateways teams are shitting their pants over it.”

“It’s tense down there,” Roland barked back. 

“Is the principal ready to move?” Murphy asked, the visor of his helmet angled out a large viewing port. “We’ll be sitting ducks out there. I want to touch and go in under one minute.”

“Should be doable,” Lucia shouted. “We are ready.”

“Good,” said Murphy. “Here we go.”

The transport dropped to the street at a rate that sent Roland’s stomach lurching. Lucia grabbed a handle, her knuckles and face both going white. “Coming in hot,” Roland pointed out.

“No shit,” Lucia replied through clenched teeth.

The landing itself did not feel too rough, to Roland’s surprise. The precipitous drop slowed at the last second to set them all on the street without so much as a jolt. The cargo pod opened at the rear, and Roland let Murphy be the first one out. The sergeant’s feet clanged to the street and he scanned left and right with sensors and shoulder-mounted railgun both. “Clear!” he shouted and waved a hand for Roland and Lucia to follow.

Roland went next, repeating Murphy’s left-to-right examination of the street. Finding nothing amiss, he held out a hand for Lucia. She ignored it to leap down on her own. As a pair they began to jog to the door of the office. The windows were shuttered, but Roland assumed Freeman was waiting to be escorted out to the transport. “I’ll get Freeman,” Roland said when they reached the door. “You stay inside.”

The Door opened at his approach, scanners confirming his identity even before he made contact. Freeman’s wide, terrified eyes greeted them. “Ready?” Lucia asked as she pushed inside.

Freeman shook his head, “No. Not really.”

“Well you’re going anyway,” Roland said. “Come on.” He placed a hand on Freeman’s back and guided him out onto the street. “Come on,” he urged. “Once you are in UEDF custody, nobody will be able to get to you.”

This seemed to steel Freeman’s resolve, and the scientist broke into an ungainly jog. Murphy met them at the back of the transport, ushering the stammering scientist over to one of the jump seats. “Strap in!” he barked.

“All yours, Sergeant,” Roland said to Murphy. “Good luck.”

“Roger that, Corporal,” Murphy replied. 

Roland saw the distant flash from where he stood. Just a tiny yet bright pop of orange and white fire from the top of a warehouse building a half-mile away. With his enhanced reflexes, the distance gave Roland just enough time to recognize the ribbon of smoke trailing a burning mote as it covered the distance in less than a half-second. He lunged forward, desperate arms reaching for an oblivious Connor Freeman just as the missile struck. The noise and fire of the explosion blocked out all sensory information, and within the burning thunderclap of wanton destruction Roland lost all sense of time and space.
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The jolt of impact brought Roland’s senses back with a rush. He felt a dull fire across his cheeks, and swore with reckless abandon when he discovered that one of his eyes was either missing or blinded. The other eye took in the carnage as he pushed himself upright. The UEDF transport was still there, but the cargo area vomited smoke in great black clouds. Orange flickers from within told the story of a fire beneath those billowing black plumes, somewhere deep inside the twisted metal of the craft. Roland took a step toward the wreckage and wobbled. He stopped to collect himself and let his inner ear adjust to being upright before moving again.

Through an aggressive ringing in his ears, Roland could make out the sound of Murphy shouting orders to uniformed Gateways security guards. He had to get closer to determine just what was being said, and when he understood he added his own voice to the din.

“Get back,” he shouted. “Get the fuck back!” He waved a big hand toward the closest red-clad guard. “Shooter is on the roof, maybe a klick that way!” He pointed to where he had seen the attack come from. “The LogiCorp building on Schuykill!”

The pinched features staring back at him from under a red helmet seemed confused. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Murphy, on the other hand, responded immediately, however he did not address the bewildered Gateways guard. “NorthAm One, be advised we have been engaged by hostile forces. Transport is down, principal unaccounted for. Tango engaged with guided munition from rooftop one klick north-northwest of our current position. Securing principal as we speak, will advise. Send backup.” 

With that, Murphy disappeared into the smoke and fire of the cargo section. The dense black clouds engulfed his bulky green form and he was gone, leaving Roland to deal with whatever remained outside. He found the Gateways guard still staring at him, and this angered the giant cyborg. “Secure the fucking perimeter, you jackass,” Roland bellowed. “They’re still out there!”

The man was slow to move, and Roland considered hitting him. Then he looked down and understood. The explosion had torn most of his clothes away, leaving his matte-black armored skin exposed. Gingerly, Roland put a hand to his damaged head and winced at the feedback. His ruined face coupled with an onyx mass of lumpy armored muscle made for a hideous and alien appearance, and the stupid ground-pounder did not know how to process it. Roland could sympathize, but this was not the time for slack-jawed gaping. He set his voice into a chest-rattling roar. “Go!”

The man went. With a huff he turned and ran, calling orders out to his people on the street. Sporadic gunfire erupted within seconds, and Roland braced himself for what came next. Murphy chose that moment to emerge from the burning transport, the limp body of Connor Freeman in his arms. Roland did not need a second glance to know the man was dead, and something in his chest tightened.

“Ironsides!” he heard Mindy call. He looked over one shoulder to find the little blond killer at his back. “Boss just called this in. I wasn’t far away.” She stopped, and her eyes narrowed. “You okay?”

“My face hurts,” he answered, sending a glance over to the office door. Lucia had not emerged, and for that he thanked any gods who cared to listen.

“Your face is gone, buddy,” Mindy replied, no hint of a joke in her voice. “Can you see?”

“One eye still works.”

Another burst of gunfire interrupted them. Murphy spoke. “Backup is fifteen minutes out. We gotta hold. I assume that little booboo hasn’t made you completely useless?”

“Just stay out of my way,” Roland replied. “Cover Freeman’s body or start doing first aid. If they know he’s dead they’ll bolt. Right now they are trying to confirm. I want them to stick around for a minute.”

“I’ll start the show,” Mindy said. “You armored types go see if you can help the Gateways goons.”

“My comm is fucked,” Roland said. “Stay clear of me out there because I won’t know what’s going on.”

Murphy’s reply was curt. “Nobody fucking does. I’ll go right, you go left.”

“Copy,” said Roland. Then he took off at a run.

Roland picked out a group of Gateways guards engaged in a firefight with enemies he could not see. The red-armored corporate fighters poured indiscriminate gunfire into the black maw of one of The Drag’s innumerable alleys. Two guards were down because no one had told them that a flimsy rideshare kiosk was not good cover, and Roland leaped over their bodies without a second thought. His landing put him at the entrance of the contested alley, and he bull-rushed into the shadows without pausing. If the enemy had any weapons capable of harming Roland, they would be using them already. They did not. A swarm of ceramic beads shattered across Roland’s chest and legs, throwing multi-hued sparks in every direction. Roland pressed forward through the barrage like a man walking into a blizzard, one arm thrown across his face to spare his head any more damage. His one good eye picked out targets quickly, and Roland threw himself into the fray with wild abandon.

Three men using a recycler for cover died when Roland’s boot sent the three-ton device tumbling over on top of them. Armor designed to thwart small arms fire crunched under the dead machine’s weight like eggshells. Another man went down to a backfist that nearly separated his head from his neck. Somewhere in the fracas a grenade was tossed at Roland’s feet, and the blast knocked the big cyborg against the concrete wall of the alleyway. Roland shoved himself back into the fight and found a person fumbling for another grenade. Roland killed him with a right hook so angry it sent bloody chunks of the body thirty feet into the air. The last man standing tried to flee, but a snarling monster caught him within three strides. Roland’s need for a live prisoner was greater than his desire to kill, though not by much. A black fist closed around the man’s rifle, and when it opened once more nothing remained save crumpled metal. Roland then repeated this maneuver with the shooter’s left knee. The subsequent screams of agony penetrated the fog of war and touched the part of Roland that was not a killing machine. Shame stung him in that moment, and Roland felt his jaw clench tight. He tossed the crippled man out of the alley and back onto The Drag. He saw Mindy scurry over and grab the writhing body by the back of his armor harness before disappearing out of sight.

Satisfied that Mindy had that situation well in hand, Roland looked back down the alley in the direction his prisoner had tried to flee. He decided to check it out, hoping to find more shooters at some kind of rally point. The alley exited onto a side street that ran parallel to The Drag. Roland saw nothing of interest, but his gut told him to head in the direction of the LogiCorp site where the missile came from. He stretched his stride into a run, cursing his damaged eye for making it difficult to pick out details that might be clues.

The street stretched out before him, far quieter than it had any right to be. Roland supposed the firefight one block over might have something to do with it, but his instincts gnawed at his subconscious. He ran faster, making his way to the LogiCorp building at breakneck speed. He despaired of ever finding the shooter with the missile launcher; too much time had passed. But he had no other leads and the scene might still yield either enemies or clues. His side street ended with an intersection. To his front, a row of warehouses blocked his path with the cross street extending to his right and left. Roland chose left, knowing that going right would bring him toward the docks. The enemy would not be in that direction. He took the turn at a dead run, nearly ripping the soles of his shoes off in the process. The slight stumble proved serendipitous, as the white-hot streak of a railgun projectile chose that moment to rip over his head. Roland threw himself to the ground, tumbling and rolling in a most ungainly fashion. The wall of a warehouse stopped his momentum with a jolt, and he found his feet instantly.

“Hold it!” an amplified voice boomed across the street.

Roland looked up to find a squad of people in blue armor posted up behind concrete barricades. He recognized the uniforms and cursed himself for an idiot as soon as his brain put the pieces together. The voice boomed again.

“This is an authorized OmniCorp asset development zone. You are trespassing! Remove yourself from these premises or you will be fired upon!”

Roland squinted his good eye. The bad eye was already improving, but he suspected it would be several more hours before he could see clearly with it. He saw no armatures, but a mounted Dylan Longbow had been attached to one of the concrete slabs. Behind the squad, he saw a building with most of the facade torn down. Construction crews scurried for cover, the panicked workers abandoned their tools to the ground and scrambled over debris like rodents fleeing a farmer.

Roland knew what this was. This was a chokepoint. This was where OmniCorp needed him to stop chasing. They were counting on Roland to not try to fight his way through a legitimate and legal operation. He thought of Connor Freeman’s dead body, John Chapman and his wife, and all the other despicable things OmniCorp had done in their desperation to survive. Roland made his decision in an instant and threw himself forward without a word.

He took out the longbow first. The powerful railgun was the only weapon that had a chance of bringing him down. He had taken hits from these weapons before, and knew that his armored skin offered only token protection. The crew failed to get even a single shot off before Roland crashed into the barrier. Blue-armored bodies scattered like tenpins before his headlong charge, and the Longbow sailed across the street to shatter against a wall. Small arms fire crackled and stung across Roland’s chest and back. Roland covered his damaged head with both arms and roared back at his tormentors.

“Cut the shit and I won’t kill you!”

The OmniCorp guards caught on quickly. The ineffective fire withered as the squad beat a tactical retreat. Were he not in such a terrible mood, Roland might have wondered about how easy it was to intimidate these professional shooters. He entertained no such ruminations, though. Deep in the throes of a righteous fury, Roland simply wanted to get to the LogiCorp building and find whatever it was that OmniCorp did not want him to see. He turned from the construction site to continue his journey.

He did not get three steps down the street before something struck him in the chest hard enough to send him to the pavement. For a moment he found it hard to breathe, then several more horrific impacts sent him writhing and crawling for the safety of cover. He took two more savage hits before flopping across one of OmniCorp’s concrete barriers. He did not know what had struck, nor could he tell how damaged he was. A familiar dull pressure in his chest and abdomen told Roland that something was triggering his pain suppression systems, and that never meant anything good.

A dull vibration beneath his buttocks brought Roland’s attention back to the crisis at hand. He rolled to his belly and peeked out from behind the concrete block with his one good eye. His face, already deep into a frustrated grimace, settled into a mask of deep scowling lines. Trudging down the street in his direction, he saw an old A7-M assault armature. Painted in bright blue and gleaming white, the sensor pod atop the fuselage swung in time with its weapons pods and their forest of gun barrels. Roland groaned and, for the second time in ten minutes, cursed himself for an idiot. His suspicions about the OmniCorp squad, the construction site, and the sudden appearance of a seven-ton war mech were confirmed with the words echoing across the street.

“Roland Tankowicz! This is Lieutenant Jamie Lancaster of OmniCorp Security! You have engaged in felonious assault of OmniCorp personnel, willful destruction of OmniCorp property, trespass upon private OmniCorp property, and several other crimes I’m too bored to go into. Surrender now, or I will be forced to fire on you!” The machine stopped approximately a hundred yards from Roland’s cement block and hunkered low on its haunches. “You have twenty seconds to comply!”

Roland almost laughed. He shouted over his cover, “Oh, fuck off. You’re going to fire on me no matter what I do!”

“Obviously,” was the dry retort. “But we have to go through the motions. I’m billing by the hour here.”

“OmniCorp must be desperate if they dragged you from the frontier!” Roland called from his cover. “You must be costing them a mint! At least you got fresh paint out of the deal.”

“Not going to lie. The price was right. They really hate you, you know.”

“I have a way with people. So what now?” Roland had no idea what to do besides stall for time. Even a cursory glance at the massive armature made it quite clear that neither fighting nor running were solid tactical choices. OmniCorp had set him up, led him here, and then sprung their trap. Roland had bull-rushed into this killbox with all the forethought of a rank amateur.

“Well, you probably already know that running will get you incinerated by one of my Balefire missiles. You’ll also go out of your way to not charge at my guns because, let’s be real, here. I brought plenty and most are big enough to cut you in half. Right now I’d say you are in the ‘stalling for time’ phase of your plan.”

“And?”

“I’m going to let you sort it out for another ten seconds or so. Then I’m probably going to rip through your barrier there with five or six grenades. After that it’ll either be the railguns or the cannons that get you. You are not fast enough to stop me, nor are you tough enough to survive.”

“So why give me ten seconds?”

“I’m charging by the hour, remember? Also, people like to see a show, right? You and I are the last of our kind, after all. Gotta make the moment count.”

“It’s not like losing Roper was a big tragedy,” Roland said affably. “But at least you aren’t a psycho.”

“I always hated Roper,” replied Lancaster. “By the way, all the comms are scrambled and everybody is busy fighting those mercenaries. Help is not coming for you.”

“Yeah, I figured as much,” Roland said. “How’s my time?”

“Just about up,” Lancaster replied.

Roland shifted into a crouch and exhaled a long, labored breath. “Let’s fucking dance then.”
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Retreat was suicide.

The calculus of Roland’s plight was not complicated. Lancaster’s weapons were certainly all AI-guided, and Roland assumed the human brain inside the machine had given them permission to fire as soon as the correct target registered. If Lancaster really did have Balefire missiles loaded, Roland estimated he’d be hit one full second after showing his back, by a weapon capable of bringing down armored vehicles. A cursory glance at his surroundings found no cover within a one-second sprint capable of stopping a Balefire missile. Roland weighed his chances at a charge, and he rejected that as equally stupid. Moving close would prevent a missile from reaching arming distance, but the arsenal of direct-fire weapons slung from the sides of the armature meant getting cut to ribbons on approach.

Roland did not have time to plan or think, so he improvised. Thick black fingers wedged themselves under the edge of the concrete barrier protecting his body while Roland gathered his legs beneath himself. With a roar, he extended those legs and ripped the eight-ton solid cement block from the street. His arms heaved in time, sending the entire barrier toward Lancaster in a tumbling arc.

Lancaster’s guns burst to life as soon as Roland’s body lit up his sensors. The hurtling concrete missile took the brunt of the fusillade. Roland sprinted behind it, taking glancing hits from twenty-millimeter rounds to his abdomen. He grunted with each impact, teeth clenched in concentration.

That his improvised projectile might actually strike Lancaster was too much to hope for. However, Roland’s secondary goal proved much more attainable. Lancaster scuttled to the side at the last possible instant, letting the barrier complete its transit by harmlessly crashing against the street. It tumbled and rolled for another fifteen yards before crumbling into chunks and settling in a dusty pile.

Neither cyborg paid any attention to it. Roland dove for Lancaster, sliding low and trying to get beneath the firing arc of the weapons pods. Multiple ropes of white and orange projectiles chased him, striping the street with smoldering black furrows where errant ordnance carved out trenches in long, swooping curves. When he was nearly under the big war machine, Roland planted a foot hard enough to crack the pavement and rocketed upward. His rising fist struck Lancaster right at the joint where the leg met the main chassis. Something crunched beneath his fist, and Lancaster lurched to the side. 

“Ouch!”

Lancaster’s verbalization sounded more glib than sincere. Roland doubted the chassis felt anything akin to pain, reducing the farcical exclamation to a taunt. A manipulator arm descended in a whistling blue streak, fingers grasping for Roland’s head. Roland resisted the urge to flinch away, knowing full well that doing so would bring Lancaster’s guns back into position. Instead, Roland caught the attacking limb in both hands and twisted with all his strength. Roland hoped that whatever files Lancaster had access to, they did not include his actual capabilities. Roland was stronger than he looked, and he needed Lancaster to be surprised. His luck held out. Lancaster’s reaction when the gripping claw and forearm sections tore free of their moorings in a shower of blue sparks felt genuine.

“Cut that out!” the big machine boomed, tearing the stump of its limb away. “Do you know what one of those costs?”

“Expense it,” Roland snarled back. He ducked the other grasping arm but missed his attempt to grab it. 

Lancaster heaved backward two lurching steps. Roland followed, staying inside the firing cones of the twin weapon pods. He struck again at Lancaster’s leg. His fist struck heavy armor plate and bounced off. His knuckles left gray furrows in the fresh blue paint without doing any real damage.

Lancaster seemed amused. “You are not going to punch me to death. You know that, right?”

“Everybody thinks that,” Roland said, pursuing his ungainly foe. “Until I do it.”

In a sudden change of tactics, Lancaster dropped low once more. This time, his descending mass crushed Roland into the street. “Hold still!” Lancaster ordered. “You’re just dragging this out!”

Roland answered by standing up. Lancaster’s seven tons of mass may as well have been seven ounces to the enraged cyborg, and the big blue war machine rose as quickly as it had dropped.

“Did you just fucking sit on me?”

Lancaster replied. “You wanted to be under me. Don’t blame me for your bad tactics.” The huge tracked feet shot downward, crunching the pavement and relieving Roland of his load.

Roland kicked out at the left one and felt something crunch under his boot. Lancaster’s body descended again, and again Roland was driven to the street.

“This is the dumbest fight ever!” Lancaster’s complaint failed to convey the sublime stupidity of the unfolding scene. “Just come out where I can shoot you. This is embarrassing for both of us!”

“I’m not the one trying to dry-hump his opponent to death,” Roland snapped. He shoved Lancaster upward once more, and once more he kicked hard at the machine’s leg. “You don’t like it? Drop the pods and I’ll come out from under you.”

“Not going to happen.”

Lancaster staggered to one side. Roland followed, but his subsequent blows found precious few targets that were not armored beyond his ability to harm them. A sound like a rock grinder ripped across their fight. Roland saw the tracks on Lancaster’s feet surge to life, hurling chunks of the street forward. The blue machine surged backward so fast Roland could not follow. As he hurled himself forward, desperate to keep himself in the safe zone under the guns, Roland saw his own death coming. Lancaster’s sudden switch to tracked movement made him too fast. Roland was only a half second behind his foe, and half a second was all Lancaster needed.

The first thing to hit Roland was a twenty-millimeter anti-material round. It did not penetrate, but it was merely the first of many. Multiple hits thrummed against Roland’s body in succession as he scrambled toward Lancaster once more. While the twenty-millimeter sandblasted the layers of armor from his torso, a tungsten spike hurled from one of Lancaster’s railguns ripped through his guts in an explosion of white light and silver fluid. Roland kept pumping his legs, desperate to reach the safety of Lancaster’s underbelly. Another spike struck his elbow, and only in passing did Roland acknowledge the loss of his left arm below the point of impact. He kept driving forward, all sense of time distorted by competing stress responses from his techno-organic body. He felt nothing. Pain was gone, completely shut off by his internal bionics to prevent distractions. He felt no fear. The machines in his brain, recognizing the severity of the situation, shunted all neurochemical activity to more productive systems. 

One of these reactions included dilating Roland’s impressions of time. He got to watch in slow motion as each hit from Lancaster’s guns ripped more of his body away. With a bizarre sort of languid indifference, Roland noted that Lancaster’s commitment to speed compromised marksmanship. The street beneath the treads crumbled and collapsed, forcing the main fuselage and weapons pods to adjust and compensate for each ungainly shudder. Not that it mattered. Roland was dying, and the slim hope for survival evaporated when one or another of Lancaster’s bevy of weapons sheared his right leg off below the knee.

Roland went down hard. His remaining hand gripped the street, and he used the leverage to fling his body away. He did not know what direction; he did not know how far. He needed cover. He needed to escape, or he was going to die. Another rope of twenty-millimeter ripped along his back, shredding his armor but not penetrating. Roland dragged himself toward the sidewalk, feeling the painless thudding of full-auto fire ripping his back to pieces with each yard gained.

Then the sensation stopped. Roland did not know why, and he did not care. He kept pulling. The cycle of grip, pull, grip, pull, filled his entire consciousness. His sense of time and place, skewed by injury and stress response, turned his pathetic flopping flight into what felt like hours. At last his hand struck something heavy and solid. Through the haze of tunnel vision, Roland saw one of the concrete barriers used to block the street. With a herculean effort, he dragged himself behind it.

Roland did not bother to assess his damage. Missing an arm, a leg, and much of his surface armor left him with very little nanite transfer media remaining. The greasy trail of silver fluid tracing his flight from Lancaster’s wrath presented him with a grim view of his survival prospects. As long as he had a good supply of resources and transfer media, he could heal most anything. This brought no comfort, because Roland could tell by the pool of liquid growing beneath him that there remained very little of that most precious resource left. A cough wracked his body, and Roland tasted blood. He spat, and a weak stream of gooey pink spittle oozed limply down his chin. He wondered which internal organ was bleeding, or if it even mattered. Roland could feel nothing in the moment. No despair, no fear, no frustration with his failure. A hint of sadness for Lucia clawed at the confines of his engineered stress responses, but even that felt distant. With nothing else to do, Roland turned to look back toward Lancaster, wondering what had bought him this temporary respite.

He found Sergeant Murphy streaking across the street and peppering Lancaster with gunfire. His shoulder-mounted cannon crackled and popped as it threw hyper-velocity flechettes into Lancaster’s flank. Huge scorch marks advertised the points where several direct hits failed to penetrate the armor. The big war machine replied with long bursts from several cannons, chasing the darting green cyborg around the battlefield with streaks of orange. Murphy stayed ahead of the incoming fire using serpentine movements so fast Roland assumed his armature AI was coordinating the evasion while Murphy focused on shooting. Part of Roland’s detached mind registered his approval of the Silverback armature’s AI. He could not keep his focus on any one aspect of the fight, though. The edges of his vision collapsed toward the center, and another round of coughing sent more foamy red drool seeping down his chin.

As his consciousness faded, Roland heard a sound he knew very well. A low hum beneath a keening wail marked the arrival of what he assumed to be an Avenger drone. Roland wanted to smile, but he could not make his face work.

The UEDF had arrived, and they brought firepower. The rolling hiss of missile launch was the last thing Roland heard before he passed out. 
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Lucia could not move. 

It had been a very long time since her anxiety had crippled her like this. She could not think, she could not breathe. Her vision swam, yet even as the image of her broken partner turned her stomach, she could not take her eyes off Roland’s still form. The horror of it was just too much. Lucia saw the jagged edges of Roland’s shattered bones jutting from the gray and black stumps of his severed limbs. The left half of his face had been stripped away, exposing the silver of his facial muscles and the dull gray of his techno-organic cheekbone. His left eye was little more than a puddle of soft ooze in the socket. This did not look like the man she knew and loved. It looked like a monster. A dead, defiled monster.

Donald Ribiero’s hands worked at a speed Lucia had never seen before. He did not speak, except to issue curt commands to Manny, whose tan skin blanched to a sickly white. The floor of the office was not the best place for emergency surgery, but it was the only place where the necessary tools could be found. The carpet would need to be changed. The familiar gray now lay permanently stained black with blood and the other fluids still leaking from Roland. Lucia did not understand how or why that thought chose to make itself known. So many more important things required her attention—why did the carpet matter? She could feel her mind fracturing. She felt the competing signals and chemicals move across her perceptions in a tense battle between her synthetic brain cells and the parts of her that still knew mortal terror. The waves of dread crested and receded in a punishing rhythm. Her machines were confused, and her body wanted to panic.

“To hell with it! Seal it!” hissed the elder Ribiero. “Use the plasma torch. The damage will be permanent, but we are going to have to regrow the whole thing either way. I have to get transport media into him right now!”

Manny pulled a common plasma torch from his bag and turned its white-hot flame against the stump of Roland’s leg. “It’s not working!” said the younger man.

“Go hotter!” Ribiero fired back.

Manny adjusted the torch until the flame burned too bright to look at. He applied it to Roland’s leg once more, and the room filled with a horrible, acrid stench. “It’s sealing!” Manny exclaimed. “But slowly.”

“Try not to breathe the fumes,” Dr. Ribiero admonished. “But stay with it until it’s not leaking any more. I’m starting the drip.” The old man reached up to tap a screen on a device sporting two large silver tanks.

Lucia could restrain herself no longer. “What’s going on? Is he going to be okay?”

“I really don’t know,” said her father, snarling through clenched teeth. “There is...” He forced his voice to soften. “I’m sorry, dear. There is a lot of internal damage and not a lot of material to fix it all. I’m trying to get the bleeding to stop, but I just don’t know if we are in time.”

Lucia tried to nod, tried to stay calm. Her father saw her face and his own deep lines grew deeper. “I’m sorry, Lucia. But try to be positive. He is very strong, and he loves you too much to give up. It’s been my experience that with Roland, and people like Roland, sometimes all you have to do is give them a fair chance and they’ll fight the rest of the way themselves.”

The truth of that should have calmed her. Roland was the strongest person she had ever met. She believed he could survive anything. Nevertheless, no thinking reasoning person could pretend that this time was not different. Lucia’s eyes worked perfectly well, and she saw the truth. Roland was not merely damaged. His body was ruined.

“Seal the arm!” the elder Ribiero said. “He’s still leaking.”

Manny moved his torch to the stump of Roland’s arm. With a crackle and hiss, the acrid stench returned. 

“Don’t breathe it in,” Ribiero warned again. “You don’t even want to know what’s in those fumes.” The old man tapped the screen a few more times and scowled. “Okay. Volume is rising. Respiration is six, pulse twenty-four. His organic heart is carrying him for now, and somehow he still has one good lung. I’m shutting the rest of the chassis down. Directing all resources to life support and organic reconstruction.”

Manny’s lip twitched. “Reconstruction? He can rebuild organics?”

“I’ll explain later,” Ribiero replied, face even tighter than before. “We need to watch him very close for cascade failures. This is a delicate time.”

“Dad?” Lucia could not think of a question to ask. She let the syllable hang unsupported.

“He is alive,” Ribiero answered. “Or more specifically, he is not dead. We do not have enough resources to heal his body and his chassis at the same time. He has suffered a lot of internal damage. Damage that will not heal quickly, I am afraid.”

“Will he... live?”

“I think so. He has a chance, at least. It is hard to explain, dear. But as long as we can prevent brain death, I think he will recover.”

Something in his tone, the cryptic answers, set Lucia’s mind racing. She understood. “What aren’t you telling me, Dad?”

The elder Ribiero shook his head. “There is a lot of technical mumbo jumbo I can’t really explain—”

She cut him off, eyes rimmed with red and voice curt. “You are lying. Why? What can’t you tell me?”

Her father stood, found a hand towel on one of the desks, and started wiping silver fluid from his hands. “Oh, Lucia, I could fill volumes with all the things I am too afraid or too ashamed to tell you. Roland is badly wounded, badly damaged. I have done what I can to save him. I intend to do more as soon as I can. Do you believe that much?”

The air, already fraught with desperate tension, seemed to thin even more. Lucia stared into her father’s face. She saw exhaustion, she saw fear, and she saw despair. Something in the set of those shoulders, the drooping of his eyes, his wan expression, niggled at her thoughts.

“I do believe that,” she said after a moment. “We’ll talk about it later, I guess.” She rubbed her face, surprised to find it not slick with tears. “What comes next?” When she looked up, she found all eyes on her.

“You tell us, boss,” said Manny. His voice was strangely quiet.

Lucia felt new terror. She was in charge. She had always been in charge, but she had also always had Roland. Roland to back her up. Roland to point out tactics. Roland to supply context. She tried to stop herself but failed. Her eyes darted downward to the very still, very mangled body of her rock. “I don’t know,” she said, voice cracking.

Her father looked at her with big pleading eyes. “Yes, you do, Lucy. Let it happen.”

She knew what he meant, and she tried. She slowed her breathing to a crawl. Long inhalation. Hold for several seconds, then release in a slow hiss. Repeat. It became a mantra. She knew everyone was waiting, but she did not let herself rush. She refused to panic. This was not the time for collapse. She remembered what she had learned, and heard Roland’s words in her head. 

Any action is better than no action.

She did not need to fix this right now. She just needed to take a step in the right direction. “What does he need?”

Her father answered, “Time, mostly. Physical material for growing back the missing pieces, too.”

“Do we have the materials?”

The elder Ribiero rapped the side of one of the tanks with one hand. “Barely, but yes.”

“How long before he is whole?”

“Weeks. As many as six, by my estimates. That is if...” he did not finish the thought.

Lucia did. “If he survives.”

A look of surprise and confusion danced across her father’s features, as if her observation made no sense. Something in his reply made Lucia suspicious. “Yes. Of course. We are barely ahead of the systems failures right now.” His voice grew stronger. “But we are ahead of them. As long as we keep it that way he should make it.”

“And can we stay ahead of them?”

“I... intend to.” His conviction held a strange note. Some sort of decision had been made that Lucia did not understand.

She chose not to press. “Good enough. Mindy?”

“Yes, boss?”

“Find this Sullivan woman and do it fast. Gloves off. No restrictions. I don’t care who you have to hurt, bribe, or kill. With Roland down, we just lost all the time we thought we had.” Mindy nodded and left without a word. “Does anyone have a read on the situation outside?”

Manny spoke up. “UEDF secured the street and took Freeman—took his body. OmniCorp’s people took off when the Avengers showed up.”

Lucia rubbed at one eye. “OmniCorp legal will be all over the UEDF for this.” 

“Fat lot of good that will do,” Manny replied. “It’s the UEDF. It’s not like they can be sued.”

Lucia shook her head at his naivete. “That was a legit OmniCorp job site and we attacked it, Manny. They suckered us good. They can’t sue the UEDF, but they can absolutely make life hell for the command over it. Especially when they control the NBLA.”

“Oh,” Manny said, eyes drooping. “There goes our UEDF cover, huh?”

“Most of it, yes. Not to mention our key witness. The trick now will be securing that woman before OmniCorp can acquire her.” The act of thinking and planning settled Lucia’s thoughts. She could not say she was distracted, rather the task of formulating their next moves forced her internal machines to prioritize cognition over emotion. The fear remained, but she lacked the resources to fuel it. While familiar to her, this phenomenon often led to recklessness and amorality. She spared a quick look for Manny’s left arm. The smooth white of his prosthetic anchored her to the consequences of reckless and amoral decision-making. She promised not to make that mistake again.

The door chime interrupted the planning and made everyone jump. Manny stood and checked the monitor. “It’s Parker. What do I do?”

Lucia thought for a moment before answering. “Let him in. But just him. No Pritchard.”

Sam Parker entered the office, looked down at Roland’s mangled body and back to Lucia. “Is he going to be okay?”

“Maybe? Probably?” she replied. “We think so. He’s out of the fight, though. At least a month.”

“He can’t be down for a month,” Sam said. Then he waved a hand. “You know what I mean. This town won’t make it. If the UEDF wasn’t out there circling the block with goddamn Avengers, we’d already be in the middle of a street war. Gateways is blowing up our precinct comms and hurling lawyers at us like the cops were responsible. OmniCorp is kicking the shit out of the UEDF right now for engaging in action against a civilian operation. As if it wasn’t their goons who kicked the whole damn thing off in the first place! I don’t even know what the gangs are getting up to, but I can assume Rodney is thinking of all the ways he can make money or seize control over this.” Sam met Lucia’s red eyes with his own intense stare. “Lucia, we are losing control of this and I don’t even understand why. Talk to me!”

“Sam.” Lucia could feel the panic rising once more. She swallowed it, forced herself to stay in the moment. “Whatever you do, do not let Gateways land a full force. It’s what OmniCorp wants. Both corps are after something we think is in Dockside, or at least in New Boston. It’s worth enough to both parties to risk charters and lives over.”

“And it’s not your super-secret memory core from Prospectus?”

It was easy to forget just how good a detective Parker could be. Lucia reminded herself to guard her words. “That was just the appetizer, Sam. We didn’t know what they were really after until we cracked it. The memory core has enough evidence to hurt OmniCorp badly, but what it was hiding could make them the most powerful megacorp ever.”

“That explains Gateways’ animosity,” Parker said. “You going to tell me what it is we are looking for?”

“I can’t, Sam. You know that. Your department...”

“I know,” Parker snarled. “Fine. I’ll find it on my own. What are we doing about the streets right now, though? The only thing forcing everybody to behave is asleep on the floor right now.” He winced. “Sorry. Could have phrased that better. But I stand by my point.”

“We try to convince the UEDF to linger a bit. That will put a damper on everybody’s trigger fingers while we find the item in question.”

“And then what? Turn all the evidence over to the Planetary Council?”

Lucia felt something like a smile turn the corners of her mouth upward. “No. Nothing so simple as that.”
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Fleming drummed his fingers on the cool black surface of his desktop. To his surprise and chagrin, he found himself missing the hum and vibration of Sloane’s ship. The eerie silence of his Uptown office, once comforting, now felt odd. The floor seemed too solid, too lifeless compared to the background thrumming of the Maid of Orleans’ deck plates. If not for the insistent brightness, the absence of any sort of tactile feedback from his environment might drive him mad. It was like being inside a vault, or worse, a coffin. Sloane told him this would happen, and he hoped he would recover his “land legs” sooner rather than later. It was enough to drive a man mad.

His eyes flew back and forth across his terminal screen as he skimmed through the flood of angry messages still filtering into his inbox. The OmniCorp legal team had far too many questions they would not understand the answers to for his taste. After the sixth missive directing him to explain how his project had resulted in a firefight with the UEDF announced itself with a soft chime and all-caps text, Fleming stopped drumming his fingers and stabbed the call button at the bottom of the message.

A flashing red comm icon appeared in the air before his eyes, and after eight angry chimes, it morphed into the head and shoulders of a stern-looking woman in what had to be the official blue suit of lawyers everywhere. She did not bother with a greeting.

“Mr. Fleming!” began the floating hologram. “I see you have deigned to speak with me at last. How gracious.” Her eyes turned down, and Fleming assumed she was looking at notes. “I hope you are prepared for some very lengthy depositions and conduct reviews, because this is not the sort of incident that—”

His time aboard a warship had impressed upon Fleming the utility of a clearly designated command structure. The terse and dismissive tone of this lawyer irked him, as he could only imagine how Miranda Sloane might react to the naked disrespect. His interruption was equal parts curt and angry. “I do not give a flying rat’s ass how you choose to characterize this incident Miss—” he squinted at the screen “—Miss Fairchild.”

“Excuse me?”

“I said, I do not give a flying rat’s ass how you choose to characterize the incident. Mostly because, unless I am mistaken, you do not have the slightest idea as to what happened or why. You can’t, obviously. It’s all very far above the responsibilities of your position. So instead of pretending you get to dress me down for, anything, really, why don’t you just go ahead and file whatever legal paperwork is necessary to register our displeasure with the UEDF over their interference in a corporate matter.”

He let that settle, watching the expression on the lawyer’s face morph from cool disapproval to shock and then anger. “Excuse me?” she sputtered.

“You already said that,” Fleming remarked. “And I am definitely not in the mood to excuse you either way. This operation is authorized and ongoing. Your role is clearly defined, so I find myself annoyed to the point of frustrated that I am spending my morning sifting through your facile attempts at dressing me down, when we could both be using this time to do our jobs. Is there a reason you are bothering me with your issues, or is it just good old-fashioned incompetence?”

Fairchild’s eyes narrowed. “Your assets fired on UEDF personnel. Your operation is not authorized to expose this company to that kind of risk, Mr. Fleming. You have made an absolute mountain of work for my department, and you have overstepped your mandate by an enormous margin! The board is going to hear of this!”

“I already told them,” Fleming quipped. “They are not nearly as upset about it as you are, I might add. Do you know why?”

The lawyer’s iron features flickered between righteous indignation and confusion before she blurted out a terse, “Enlighten me.”

“Because it turns out that OmniCorp employs an entire department dedicated to navigating the legal complexities that sometimes pop up when important company operations are undertaken. Care to guess which department that is?”

Fairchild managed to exert control over her facial expression, though Fleming noted that this was not accomplished without visible effort. “I know exactly what my job is, Fleming. It’s your job that I’m wondering about right now. Whether or not it’s above my pay grade, as you say, is not the question. It’s whether or not you have any control over your assets. You think protecting this company is an easy job? Not with people like you out there, it’s not.”

Fleming smiled his most disarming smile. “If it were easy, how would you ever justify your ludicrous salary then?” He let the smile drop. “Do your job, and do not bother me again unless I am getting sued. Goodbye.” He killed the connection with an angry poke. He caught Fairchild mid-retort, and did not care. Legal hassles notwithstanding, tricking Tankowicz into a straight fight with Lancaster had worked out better than he could have hoped. The fight was brief and brutal, and the single biggest thorn in Fleming’s side now lay well and truly out of commission. The only remaining issue was the stolen memory core, now inconveniently in the hands of the UEDF. However, he did not actually think he needed it anymore. He checked his agenda for the day and smiled. His next appointment was in five minutes, and he expected the results to make the memory core entirely moot.

He spent the five-minute interval sifting through his remaining messages. Just as he punched “send” on the last bit of administrative nonsense in his overstuffed inbox, the terminal chirped to alert him that his appointment had arrived. He keyed his office door open and smiled as the middle-aged man beyond the threshold stepped inside.

“Thomas,” Fleming said, wearing an enormous smile. “Please come in and sit! Did Ricardo get you a coffee?”

“I’ve had enough for the day,” said the man as he plopped down across Fleming’s desk. “And considering the week I’m having, I think we should probably just get to the matter at hand.”

“I can respect that,” Fleming said with a respectful nod. “It’s been a busy few weeks over here at OmniCorp as well. I can only assume that Gateways is having all the same fun we are.”

“Oh, I think you know all about that, Mr. Fleming.”

“Alex, please.”

“Alex, then.” Thomas leaned back in the chair and fixed Fleming with a level gaze. “As you know, I’ve been the senior project manager for Dockside operations at Gateways for a decade now. Ten years of keeping things on time and under budget, when out of the blue some random crisis from across the galaxy screws up my perfect record. Now, one might think that a decade of exemplary service would buy a guy like me some leeway when unexpected problems arise.”

Fleming nodded again. “Well, in the world of megacorporations, leeway and loyalty are the first things to get sacrificed when things go wrong.”

“Exactly. I suspect I will be unemployed soon, and so I am taking the initiative and letting possible employers know that I am at least as loyal to Gateways as they are to me.”

“Which is to say, not at all?”

Thomas shook his head. “No. I’m extremely loyal so long as payroll is on time and in the right amount.”

Fleming held up his hands in surrender. “Ah. Yes, of course. You’re a professional above all else.”

“Exactly. And as a professional, my employer can always expect one hundred percent of my abilities and resources to be applied to any role I find myself in.”

The way Thomas leaned into the word “resources” brought a smile to Fleming’s face. “I suspect a man in your position, after so many years managing Dockside, must have significant human and data resources OmniCorp would find very valuable, yes?”

Thomas smiled. “Oh, I’m sure of it. I am probably the foremost expert on Dockside as a commercial and human resources environment in the world. My connections run very deep, and my database is very thorough. In fact, my research has been so productive that I am in possession of a piece of intelligence OmniCorp is in dire need of at this very moment.”

“Well, Thomas, that sounds very intriguing. I suppose I should ask the nature of your information next?”

“Only if you want to win. Gateways is way ahead of you on this one... and I know why.”

Fleming let his amiable facade slip just a bit. “Do you, now? What is it you know, Thomas?”

“I know what everybody is fighting over. I know why Gateways is not content to let OmniCorp wither and die.” Thomas leaned forward and met Fleming’s eyes with his own. “I know what the Prospectors haven’t told you yet.”

Fleming let that sit. He looked for signs of deception or desperation in the other man’s expression. He found neither. No bluff, no lie, no clever angles. Thomas brimmed with confidence. He knew he held something valuable, and he was willing to sell it. Fleming’s grin returned, sincere this time. He extended his hand. “Welcome to the OmniCorp family, Thomas. I think you are going to fit right in here.”

__________________________________________________

“Lieutenant!” Fleming called from across the hangar. “How are you doing?” His strides were long, and he walked with a jubilant bounce in each step. Chief Casey stood next to the giant war machine, fiddling with some indecipherable mess of assembly beneath a badly burned armor plate.

Lancaster’s answer matched Fleming’s tone with equal gusto. “I am doing well, Mr. Fleming. I do so enjoy a spirited contest. I was getting rather bored for a bit, but those UEDF guys really like to put on a show.”

Casey grunted from where she was making repairs. “An Avenger drone and Silverback is more than a show, Jamie.”

“I was in no real danger.”

With an ear-splitting crash, a large chunk of twisted metal fell from behind the dangling armor plate. Fleming jumped in surprise and Casey barked a guttural laugh. “No danger?” She gestured to the mangled heap of parts. “That’s all that’s left of your primary heat exchanger. Not secondary. Primary. You were ninety seconds from thermal runaway in your power control systems. You’d think someone packing Balefire missiles would be smart enough to fucking dodge them when they are coming the other direction.”

“You know perfectly well that was not a direct hit, Chief. And I am perfectly capable of maintaining combat efficacy with only the secondary heat exchanger. Besides, I knew that once the UEDF showed up, Mr. Fleming would make sure the conflict ended quickly.”

“We don’t like to run afoul of the Army,” Fleming said. “And they were, in fact, in the wrong on this one. They have been most apologetic.”

“See?” Lancaster said to the chief. “Nothing to worry about.”

Fleming observed the disgusted sneer on the chief’s face. He did not believe Lancaster’s reassurance had worked. Her next words confirmed that suspicion.

“Jamie, you can’t fight the UEDF on their own turf. You are tough, but nothing is that tough.”

Fleming decided to intervene. “It will not happen again. OmniCorp legal is making a truly excessive stink about this. The UEDF will stay clear of OmniCorp and Lancaster moving forward. As a matter of fact, I intend to leverage that situation in a most egregious manner.”

Casey sniffed. “Unless we get stuck doing something off-color in a place they still have jurisdiction over, you mean.” She stopped fiddling with spare parts long enough to blast Fleming with a look so threatening he actually shuddered. “That’s your job to manage, Mr. Fleming. As long as you keep us clear of the Planetary Council and the UEDF, there is nothing these local hoods can do to stop the lieutenant here.”

Fleming graced her with his best salesman’s smile. “Unless you decide to blow up a hospital or something, I can say with some confidence that the UEDF will leave you alone.”

“I was really hoping for more out of Breach,” Lancaster said. “I found him... underwhelming.”

“Will it survive?” Casey asked. She returned to her tinkering without waiting for the answer.

“Tankowicz?” Fleming asked. “No one knows. They are holed up in their little fortress on The Drag for now. Between Gateways, the police, and the gang enforcers, I can’t get much out of the area for intelligence. Not without a street war, anyway.”

“My scans indicated dozens of internal injuries,” Lancaster said. “Even for a Golem, the damage did not appear survivable. If he lives at all, he will be down for weeks or months. I’m quite sure of it.”

“More time than we will need,” Fleming said. “I just received some intelligence that virtually guarantees our success, both in this matter and as a corporation. You just need to keep the other vultures off our back for a few more days, Lieutenant. After that you can take your pay and go or consider staying on as an OmniCorp employee. I’d put you on my personal staff in a heartbeat.”

Fleming discovered Lancaster’s disembodied voice no longer bothered him. When the war machine replied, he did not waste any effort trying to find the speaker. “And do I get to be privy to this new intelligence? Or is it need-to-know?”

“Generally speaking, we have intelligence that a key asset of incalculable value has arrived in Dockside. It is something the Prospectors want me to believe they are still in possession of, but that’s just not the case. Gateways knows, and wants it badly enough to roll in the mud with us, as it were. This thing is still very much in play too. We simply need to locate and grab it before the other players do.”

“That sounds like it might be a bit more tricky than you are implying,” Lancaster replied. “This is a hostile environment for search and seizure work. Furthermore, I am not really equipped to find needles in haystacks.”

Fleming waved off the objections. “We know roughly where the key item is, and without Tankowicz to protect it, we will have it soon enough. Your job is to keep the gangs and Gateways busy. UEDF should be on the back foot, so you’ll have room to work without heavy opposition.” Fleming rubbed his palms together. “If I had known managing Tankowicz could be this easy, I’d have hired you months ago.”

“Gateways has access to significant resources,” Lancaster said. “And Chief Casey loves to point out that I am not invulnerable.”

“’Cause you’re not,” the chief called from where she was working.

Fleming held up his hands to stop the arguing. “None of us want an all-out war in Dockside. The plan is to put you in key locations as an OmniCorp security operative. Now that you have kicked the crap out of Tankowicz, none of our opponents can afford to ignore you.”

“I see,” said Lancaster. “Where I go, their eyes will follow?”

“And their resources,” Fleming added. “We have one key advantage, you see. They still think I don’t know about the asset.”

“So wherever you put me, Gateways will have to follow?”

“Precisely. They will want to keep me in the dark, so they will harass you. No one wants to show their cards, so they’ll keep the conflict active and busy, so I won’t notice them moving on the prize.”

Lancaster’s synthesized voice approximated a chuckle with unsettling fidelity. “I have played the red herring more than once in my career, Mr. Fleming. I know how to make myself very watchable.”

Chief Casey grunted from behind a toolbox. “You mean shootable when you say that.”

“With you on my team, I feel positively invulnerable, Chief,” Lancaster said.

The chief did not bother to look up. “Flattery doesn’t mean shit to me when I’m thirty hours into a rebuild because you can’t be bothered to duck.” She switched gears and peeked around the tool chest to skewer Fleming with a pointed look. “As long as nothing from UEDF shows up, I don’t think the gangs can hurt us. Gateways might try to bring in mercs with heavy weapons, though. Maybe not at first, but if this thing you are all after is really that valuable?” She shook her head and scowled. “Eventually no one is going to give a shit about the noise. They never do in the end.”

“It won’t come to that,” Fleming said. “If things get too hot, we can just let the gangs go to war and blame the damage on them.”

This seemed to mollify the chief. “That’s probably a good idea. So long as we aren’t sitting here blowing smoke up each other’s asses about whether or not this ends in a war.” She looked back down at the toolbox. “Because this stupid shit always ends up in a fucking war.”

Fleming disagreed as gently as he could. “You are not wrong, Chief Casey. But Gateways will play this soft, trust me. You can count on it.” He shrugged. “They have to. War is almost never good for business.” 

Lancaster interrupted. “Depends on the business, Mr. Fleming.”

Fleming acknowledged the truth of that with a thin smile. “Yes, I suppose I forgot who I was talking to for a second! If it comes to that, I am very glad you are on my side then.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY

[image: image]


Mindy started with the usual suspects.

Normally she could count on Mooch and Poco to at least point her in a helpful direction. For the cost of two fixes, those guys were always willing to part with something of value. With that pair of degenerates currently deceased, Mindy was denied an easy start to her task. Thankfully, her expense account enjoyed a very liberal policy toward bribes. A few hundred creds here, a few hundred more creds there, and soon enough some dim-witted gutter-dweller showed up with a possible lead. A strung-out Quinzy ship mechanic had been telling stories about a research vessel with frontier papers that had landed at an automated cradle. This alone was neither suspicious nor interesting. However, the mechanic noticed that the vessel landed with only one passenger on the manifest. Lurid tales about the ship followed, mostly accusations of drug or slave smuggling. Mindy figured this mechanic thought the information valuable enough to sell, because the usual info merchants did not have much to say about it. A tight-lipped addict was a thing rare enough to pique her professional curiosity.

So after spreading enough cash around to get the word out, Mindy found herself skulking through Dockside’s desolate back streets well away from the bright lights of The Drag. As with most rough towns, the further one got from the main street, the darker and dirtier Dockside became. Even a society of scumbags had its strata, and Mindy’s search took her into the lowest levels of base criminality Dockside had to offer.

She dressed for her part. With personal safety ever at the forefront of her thoughts, Mindy had armored up for this jaunt. Against her skin, a dark blue high-tech armored jumpsuit hugged her curves in a faithful embrace. The weave itself was supple, constructed from millions of carbon nanofibers stronger than steel. Perhaps not tough enough to stop hits from a mag rifle, it was proof against the vast majority of personal sidearms available on the market. The sort of guns Dockside locals were prone to carrying would not be an issue. Flexible armor meant that Mindy would feel hits, but her artificially dense bones and muscles did not mind. Bruising she could handle, and bruises were all she expected to endure. If the worst happened, and some punk stumbled upon a big enough gun to hurt her, systems hidden within the deceptively thin blue textile sat ready to brace injured limbs, apply pharmaceuticals, and staunch bleeding as needed. 

But walking down the narrow alleys and decrepit streets seven blocks from civilized folk in an outfit that would shame a stripper did not smack of sound tactics for any experienced urban hunter. Certainly not when you looked like Mindy. Her body was supposed to attract attention when she wanted it to. When she did not, it was a simple matter to drape street clothes over her armor and leave most people none the wiser.

She chose dungarees and a brown jacket for her camouflage. Both fell in that ambiguous zone between “cheap” and “nice” where one would be hard-pressed to discern the actual quality. This served to keep opportunistic thieves unmotivated without creating the appearance of exploitable poverty. Nevertheless, no ensemble could ever truly hide her more prominent features or mask her pretty face. At worst, she might be mistaken for a meandering prostitute unwilling to work with the established franchises. At best, she would be ignored.

Not that any of that mattered too much. Mindy feared no living thing on these streets. Taking basic precautions against misadventure just seemed like a good policy. She was neither clairvoyant nor bulletproof, and nobody was more than one clean gunshot away from death. Her thoughts turned dark.

Not even Roland.

More than fifteen years as a mercenary and assassin had stripped the tiny killer of any childish illusions regarding indestructibility. The image of Mack’s body floating through the vacuum of space still haunted her on those nights when she failed to drink herself to sleep. She suspected it always would. 

Roland’s current condition was simply the latest reminder of a universal truth best learned early. Everybody could be beaten, and everybody had to die someday. She would miss Roland if he died. Maybe not with the acute pain of Mack’s death, but she would be sad. Lucia loved that overmuscled grouch in a way Mindy envied. She did not think she could love anyone like Lucia loved Roland. It took an almost suicidal disregard for your own mental health to commit so much of yourself to someone else’s care. It sounded sweet and romantic on paper, but really just led to tears over a long enough time frame. Mindy did not spend her tears lightly. Mack had earned them, but had Roland? She could not say.

Her nose warned her of trouble before anything else. Firezene vapors wafted into her nostrils like hot steam from a plate of burned chili peppers and scorched plastic. Fresh and acrid, Mindy knew right away that someone had just pulled a hit. Firezene played hell with the nervous system, and typically made the junkie paranoid, reckless, and unpredictable. She sent her gaze left and right, her eyes gobbling data from the visible light, infrared, and ultraviolet bands of the electromagnetic spectrum all at once. She clicked her tongue, a sharp pop that bounced sound around the dark street. Her eyes, ears, and brain assembled all of the information into an overlay of shapes on top of the visible spectrum. Purple blobs glowed against the wall where two buildings touched each other. 

This echolocation trick was still new to Mindy. She lacked the sophisticated brain modifications necessary to build much more than a rough picture of who or what waited in that alcove, but good bionic eyes and upgrades courtesy of their in-house bio-technologist had given her enough resolution to draw reasonable conclusions. Mindy saw what she assumed was a group of addicts using the hidden gap for an ambush. With more than fifty feet between herself and the group, Mindy elected to keep moving. It looked like four people, all probably male. Nothing about them screamed danger to Mindy, but she knew better than to trust that. Addicts were dangerous, and firezene addicts especially so.

Springing the ambush rather than avoiding it meant taking some risks. Yet Mindy knew the steps to this dance better than anyone and she liked her odds. She expected to be jumped, as her deliberate lack of subtlety in searching for this mechanic meant a lot of folks knew she was carrying untraceable hard creds. Normally Mindy could walk down most streets in Dockside with impunity. Her reputation preceded her, as did her employer’s. This far from The Drag, so far from prying eyes and the attentions of more prominent gangs, the protection of reputation suffered some.

But that did not explain the shivering idiots waiting for her. Most Docksiders at least knew of her, even if they did not interact with her in any direct fashion. Furthermore, she wanted people to know she was coming to talk to this mechanic. She counted on her reputation to keep trouble down and success rates high. Yet, even as the distance between herself and the people in the alcove shrank, she could tell the fools were going to try something. The real question was why? How many short, curvy, blond women would be walking down the most dangerous streets of Dockside all alone? How desperate for a fix were these idiots?

Mindy thought of all the fights won and lost throughout her career. The assortment of soldiers, rival assassins, cyborgs, androids, and genetically engineered monsters in her rogue’s gallery would terrify any sane person. She had fought them all and she had won most of those fights. How a stringy strung-out schlub with a stolen pistol thought they were going to be the one to put her down defied all pretense toward logic. The sheer stupidity of what was about to occur raised new suspicions about the nature of her current task. It all stank of desperation to her.

She knew how Lucia would want her to handle this. Lucia would disarm and humiliate them all, leaving the group with a strong message to relay to others of their ilk. That would be the correct choice. The choice leading to the best chance of long-term success. Roland would threaten them, tell them to leave, and likely kill anyone too stupid to comply instantly. While not as evolved and strategic as Lucia’s tactics, Roland’s way reeked of utility as well. Manny would have never been here at all. He would have scouted and scammed his way to the info he needed, and then he would disappear without anyone realizing they had been tricked. Manny was very good, but his tactics were horribly boring.

Mindy had her own method of handling these situations. As she passed the alcove, one of the men inside stepped out and pointed a pistol at her. She assumed he was about to say something aggressive and demand all her money. Sometimes they made lewd comments first. She did not care. By the time the first sounds began to pass his lips, her right hand had already traversed the distance from her hip to his throat. A dull orange arc marked the path of her sasori blade’s white-hot edge, and the man’s head fell away from his body. Blood fountained from the stump of his neck, and the corpse took one step forward before collapsing in a heap.

The entire process, from gun draw to decapitation, took less than a half-second. The three remaining addicts stared, mouths agape, for another two seconds before they all screamed in unison. Not great tactical thinkers, it took another second for the trio to comprehend that the only way out of the alcove was past the psychotic blond and her magic sword. As a group, they surged backward until they were pressed against the gray concrete of the building wall. One sank to his knees and began to plead through panicked sobs. Another turned his face to the corner and covered his head with his hands. The final remaining fool reversed course and tried to sprint past Mindy when his back touched the wall. Mindy drove her left fist into his gut and felt the air leave his lungs in an explosion of bile and spit. He fell, gasping, at her feet. A rough shove with her boot sent the flopping sack of meat rolling back to share the alcove with his whimpering compatriots.

She scanned them all, noting with some irony that there was only one pistol to be found among the four of them. Without taking her eyes off the huddled survivors, she crouched to pick up the forgotten weapon. Extracting the gun from the lifeless fingers of the headless corpse, she stood to examine it. She exhaled through her nose and shook her head. “Well, ain’t this the strangest thing I ever saw?” She held the pistol up, and the survivors cowered. “This looks just like an Oakhurst Armory S8! She pretended to squint at the dangling pistol. “Oh my goodness! It is an S8! Name brand and not even a knock-off!” She blew a low whistle. “Imagine that! Four low-life sacks of shit wandering the streets packing a pretty handgun worth four-hundred creds, easy.” Mindy shrugged, and tucked the pistol into her belt, right next to her own gun. “Now maybe that ain’t a lot of money to some folk, but considering the stink of firezene coming off you lot, I’m guessing that four-hundred creds is more like a teeny-tiny fortune, ain’t it?” She got no reply, but she was not really expecting one. “Maybe I’m just too silly to figure it out, but I can’t help but think to myself, ‘Self, I think these fuckers might have been paid to kill me.’ Of course, that’s just plain stupid. I mean... nobody in the world would believe you guys were ever going to get the drop on little ol’ me. So I’m asking y’all to help me figure that out.”

She received no answer. The two healthy survivors stared back with wide, terrified eyes. The dead man had nothing to offer, and the man she had gut-slugged was still coughing and puking onto the sidewalk.

“Somebody needs to speak up, or I’m liable to get offended.” As if by magic, the dagger reappeared in her hand. At the sight of the black blade and its eerie glowing edge, one of the healthy men burst into tears and collapsed onto his face. The other looked like he might say something; strange choking sounds came from his mouth and his jaw worked as if he was trying to speak. “I hate firezene addicts,” Mindy groused to no one. “Always having panic attacks at the wrong time.” She stepped forward and grabbed the sobbing man by his throat. With no discernible effort, the tiny blond killer pulled him to his feet and slammed him against the wall. Her dagger hovered before the man’s eyes, humming softly and giving off palpable heat. All the country charm in her voice disappeared, leaving nothing but a cold, husky growl. “If you don’t help me, I will kill you all,” she said. “I really do not care either way.”

“They said to scare you off!”

It was the other man, the one she had punched, who found his voice. Mindy dropped her prisoner to face the speaker. “Who?”

“Some Bluebacks! They gave us the gun and told us to scare you off or...”

“Kill me?” Mindy finished the thought. Things were not adding up. “How the fuck did anyone think you shit-heels were going to scare me off or kill me? You couldn’t scare a hummingbird and you couldn’t even kill time without getting ripped first.”

“They said we could keep the gun and get two thousand creds if we did it!” Why the man thought this explained anything, Mindy could not say. “Please don’t kill us!”

“Where were you going to collect this money?” Mindy asked. “How were you supposed to contact these Bluebacks?”

The man stared back, eyes blank. 

Mindy could not believe it. “You stupid son of a bitch. You were never getting paid. They figured I’d just kill the lot of you.” Realization struck like a hammer. “You assholes are a distraction. Shit!”

Mindy turned and ran, leaving the three survivors to ponder their luck, both good and bad, by themselves in the dark.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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Mindy pushed her bionic limbs and enhanced lungs to their limit, hurtling through alleys with reckless speed. Her thoughts cycled as fast as her feet. Those addicts had cost her less than two minutes. Time easily made up by her headlong flight, she hoped. The stolen S8 at her waist jogged her memory as it slapped at her hip. It was a common security issue pistol, popular for its reasonable cost and decent power. It probably came from one of OmniCorp’s hired goons. Tricking those tweaking idiots and loaning the group one of their own service weapons felt like a mistake to Mindy.  Scared people make mistakes. People in a rush make mistakes. This told her that the Bluebacks who hired the junkies must not be far ahead of her. They were all chasing the same prey, all scrambling for any little advantage.

She skidded to a halt, pulling up with a jolt at the door of her destination. She saw clear signs of forced entry right away. The metal rectangle had been pried open far enough to leave a gap at least eighteen inches wide. The access panel strobed in angry red and orange, though there were no friendly security forces or LEOs to receive an alarm signal in this neighborhood. Mindy forced herself to slow down before entering. Doorways were dangerous. They forced enemies into narrow formations and framed them for easy shots. She flashed the shadowed interior with a scan from her eyes and clicked her tongue three times. The vestibule was clear, though she could not see much beyond it. For a moment she thought about Manny’s boring infiltration tricks and Roland’s heavily armored body. With a brisk internal shrug, Mindy leaped through the opening.

She landed in a crouch, her pistol in one hand. The vestibule lay shrouded in patches of darkness, with only the light from the street slicing through the shadows. It was more than enough for Mindy’s eyes, and she exploded into motion after only the briefest pause. She bolted for the stairwell, not trusting the lift at the end of the hall. She burst into the third-floor hallway seconds later and started shooting.

Mindy considered that Lucia was probably going to read her the riot act for her tactics. Mindy’s seven-millimeter slug-thrower snapped four times, sending lances of white light in streaks across the corridor. Each struck a blue-clad person in the center of their back. Murdering professional security people was not the sort of tactic Lucia approved of, but at the moment Mindy simply did not know what else to do. Her shots sent the trio of guards sprawling and shouting. The knot of blue opened up, revealing a disheveled man slumped on the carpet, a curled ball of battered flesh weeping in the middle of the hall. Mindy could not stop to check on him, though. The armored guards were recovering, though one could only wail and gasp with pain. Not everyone had installed the back plates in their armor harness, it seemed.

The other two rolled and spun, respectively. Each brought a pistol to bear on the blond assassin. As one they fired, and the narrow confines of the third-floor hall made missing unlikely. Yet miss they did. Mindy spun, presenting the narrowest cross-section possible to the incoming fire. She turned a cartwheel, drawing her dagger in flight and landing between the two guards. Her hand darted first left, then right. Each flick of her wrist removed the gun hands of her foes at the forearm. The weapons and appendages dropped to the floor accompanied by piercing shrieks of pain and terror from the dying men. Mindy did not care for the noise, so she struck each once more. Their armor barely slowed the blade as it penetrated each chest and pinioned the heart inside. Mindy turned to check the last guard, finding that one dead from the shot to his back. She grunted terse approval to herself and brought her attention back to the semi-conscious man.

His identicator confirmed that this was the mechanic with the information she desired. She could not question him here, though. Unless something very strange was afoot, more OmniCorp guards would be on the way. If these are really Blueback security guards at all, she amended. Mindy doubted that very much. Security guards did not bribe junkies into murder, and they did not beat up witnesses. OmniCorp was likely putting mercs in uniforms in order to stay in the good graces of the local union. Mindy scooped the mechanic up and draped him over her shoulder. He was not tall, but her diminutive stature made the entire scene appear farcical. She looked like a hunter trying to lug a bear carcass down from the mountain all by herself. With one hand she keyed her comm to Manny’s code.

“Hey, Lefty,” she called while carting her burden back to the stairs.

Manny answered as he usually did. “What did you do this time?”

“I got a lead on the super old lady. I need a place to interview a guy.”

“You mean torture?”

“That’s really his call, if you think about it.”

“Just bring him to the office then.”

Mindy kicked the stairwell door open and passed back through the vestibule. “Don’t wanna. This guy is in high demand. OmniCorp almost beat me to him. I had to do a hot extraction.”

There was a long pause. Long enough for Mindy to make it to the street. Finally, Manny asked, “Mindy, how many OmniCorp guards did you kill?”

“None, I’m pretty sure.” She began to trot back toward The Drag, eyes scanning for threats. “Felt like mercs to me.”

Another pause. “Okay, how many people that you don’t think are OmniCorp guards did you kill?”

“Three, plus a junkie they hired to ambush me on the way.”

“Lucia is going to be pissed.”

“She has other things to be mad about right now. Find me a quiet place and meet me there, will ya?”

“Jesus. I’m in the grid right now and there are some suspicious vehicles tracking your way already. You’re going to have to evade.”

“I’m carrying an unconscious guy, Manny. I’m not really in an evading mood.”

“Fine,” Manny said. Mindy could hear him talking through clenched teeth. “I’m going to mess with their vehicles then. The grid hates it when I do that, though.”

“Try not to cause any accidents.”

“Thanks. Very helpful. Head east, turn onto Harper, then follow that to the cross street. There’s a ride kiosk that is listed as out of service, but it will let you in anyway. I set it to recognize your identicator. Wait for me there.”

Mindy took off at a trot in the indicated direction. She replied with the full force of her country charm. “Thank you, Manny.”

“Don’t mention it. Ever.”

The kid’s skills really did impress, though Mindy tried not to say so where he could hear it. She focused on following Manny’s directions and moving with as much speed as her unwieldy cargo allowed. At one point the man began to stir, and she put him down. After a few stern words that were more akin to threats, he rose on wobbly feet and followed her to the kiosk.

As Manny indicated, it let them in as soon as it located her identicator. The thin door slid closed behind them, and Mindy instructed her captive to sit on the floor. The kiosk stood barely ten feet square, leaving the pair to stare sullenly at each other in the dim interior.

The mechanic looked like he might speak. His eyes rose to meet Mindy’s and his lips parted. A sharp look from Mindy silenced him, and she held a finger to her lips. 

Outside, Mindy heard the sound of quality boots slapping against concrete. She pointed to the mechanic wearing a fierce glare and waved a finger before pressing it to her lips once more. The man nodded and wrapped his arms around his knees. Mindy smelled fear in his sweat, though she had no compassion to spare. The boots shuffled by their hiding spot without pausing. Mindy’s ears easily picked up the clipped phrases and curt commands of what had to be four men as they stomped by the kiosk. Without conscious thought, her thigh muscles tightened, preparing to hurl herself at the door if necessary. She knew she could kill them all, but she had four kills to explain to Lucia already. Any more than five in a day and Lucia started using words like “unprofessional,” and “psychopath,” and “massacre.” Lectures from Lucia did not bother Mindy so much. However, those words were often followed by docked pay and lengthy arguments with Sam Parker. Mindy hated both with a passion. So she held her breath and waited.

The squad moved on without stopping or even pausing. Mindy strained her ears as the steps and words grew ever fainter, until even she could barely hear them over the background noise of the street. An audible sigh of relief from the mechanic sounded like a dying gravity engine to Mindy’s sensitive ears. She fired an angry scowl back at him, and the man shrank further into the corner. Just at that moment, the door to the kiosk clicked. Mindy whirled, dagger in hand and humming, to face it.

“Settle down,” she heard Manny say. “It’s just me.”

Mindy snapped the dagger off and returned the weapon to its sheath on her right thigh. The kiosk door slid open, and Manny stepped inside. His tan features twisted into an annoyed frown.

Mindy returned the dirty look. “You almost got yourself killed there, ya know.”

“I knew you’d be jumpy. That’s why I announced myself.”

A sudden thought hit Mindy. “Hey! How come I didn’t hear you getting close?”

Manny smiled and pointed to his shoes. “Acoustic padding. On concrete this stuff takes a normal footstep from twenty-five decibels to just about zero.”

“Very cute. Still almost got you stabbed. Make a noise next time.”

“I did. I jiggled the door and told you it was me.”

Mindy wanted to fire something quippy back, but the kid was right. She pointed to the cowering mechanic. “Here’s our guy. I haven’t asked him anything yet.”

Manny approached the man and crouched down in front of him. “You okay?”

Mindy answered, “The fake Bluebacks beat the shit out of him. Probably looking for the same thing we are.”

Manny addressed the mechanic. “Is that how it went?”

The man nodded, eyes red rimmed and teeth chattering.

“You need medical help?”

The man spoke. “I... uh... I think I’m okay. Are you cops or something?”

Mindy guffawed. “What the hell?”

Manny answered, “We are definitely ‘or something.’ The good news is that we do not want or need to hurt you. We do have questions. And we need answers to those questions. We can’t afford to leave here without those answers.”

The mechanic’s breathing sped up. Manny held up his hands. “We have money. We are happy to buy the answers. Mindy does not have great people skills, so maybe you got the wrong impression?”

“You’re not going to hurt me?” It was as if the man feared to hope.

“Answer the questions,” Mindy replied. “You’ll be fine.”

Manny pinched the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. “Just ignore her for now, okay? We need to know about that research vessel you docked recently. The one with only one passenger.” He held up a cred vault. “I have a thousand creds here. You tell me everything, you keep the vault.”

“Leave anything out...” Mindy let the thought hang, incomplete.

“What do you want to know?”

“Who was the passenger?”

The mechanic stammered his answer. “An older woman. All alone. Strange lady... it was like, I dunno. Like she could read your mind. Knew what you were going to say and do before you did it, kinda.”

“That tracks,” Mindy said. “Another weirdo chick to deal with.”

“Says the weirdest chick I know,” Manny retorted. To the mechanic he asked, “What about the ship? Anything strange?”

“Other than the lack of crew? It was an older model, but full of crazy tech. Normally that class of ship needs at least a crew of five. But this one had automated stuff that should not be automated. And...” His voice trailed off.

“Out with it,” Manny barked.

“Okay. I do the de-comm stuff when a ship lands, right? I shut down systems, do the routine cleaning and maintenance.”

Mindy gestured for the man to hurry up. “Okay? And?”

“Shit. There was blood everywhere in some spots. It had been cleaned up, sure. But there are places that we have to scrub at the molecular level. Finding some blood isn’t all that weird when you look as close as we gotta. People cut themselves, get bloody noses, whatever. But fuck me if there weren’t places in that ship that looked like a slaughterhouse on the scope when I screened ‘em.”

“That’s curious,” Manny said. “What about the old lady? What can you tell me about her?”

“Tall, fit. Super smart. Said her name was Eleanor, but I pegged that for a lie. Asked where she could find a cheap room that wasn’t in a drug den and I sent her to Dockside.”

“Where?” Mindy asked.

“I suggested the Shore Leave. You know, over on State Street?”

“I know it,” Manny said. “Do you think she took your advice?”

The mechanic shrugged. “How the hell would I know?”

Mindy sniffed. “Did you give this info to the Bluebacks?”

“I never got the chance. They started beating the shit out of me first. Then you showed up.”

“Lucky you,” said Manny. “Or lucky us. You need to go find a place to hide, my friend. You need to get the hell out of Dockside.” He handed the cred vault to the man. “Take this money and go straight to Big Woo. I’ve called for an aerocar. It will be here in ten minutes. It’s already paid for. Get in that car and it will take you to Umas. I will let the gangs there know you are coming. Do not go home. Do not go anywhere but Umas in Big Woo or you will die. Someone will meet you.”

“What about my stuff? My job?”

Mindy rolled her eyes. “You want to live? Do as the kid says. Otherwise you’ll be dead in two hours.”

Tears filled the mechanic’s eyes. “What the hell is going on?”

Manny stood, hand with the vault still extended. “Something bigger than you need to know about. Big enough that the people involved would kill you on general principle. Get to Umas. You’ll be safe with our people there.”

The mechanic reached out and took the vault, fingers trembling. “The car is on its way?”

“T-minus eight minutes,” Manny replied. “It will land right outside, and as soon as you get in the grid will lose track of it. It’s safe.”

“Okay,” said the man. “I guess I’ll just sit tight and wait for the car then.”
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The Shore Leave Hotel was one of the nicer hotels in Dockside. Manny was forced to concede that as far as cheap rooms not located in drug dens went, the Shore Leave was a solid choice. Far too seasoned to simply walk in and ask about enigmatic old women from parts unknown, Manny and Mindy observed the brown ten-story edifice from across the street.

“How you thinking of doing this, Manny-boy?” Mindy asked.

“I’m considering options.” The fingers on his prosthetic left arm twitched and danced across his glowing DataPad screen. “Slicing into the records is easy, but I don’t think anyone inside is using helpful descriptors. I’ve got a lot of spacers in the ledger, but at least forty guests are signed in with spoofed credentials.”

“Can’t you unspoof ‘em?”

“That’s what I’m working on. The door scanner is not terrific quality, though. I mean, there are a couple of guys inside who definitely spoofed their biometrics, probably hiding illegal biotech. Other than that, it’s all kind of nebulous.”

“Any women?”

Manny looked at Mindy as if she were a particularly stupid child. “About half, Mindy. Much like the entire planet.”

“I mean suspicious women, duh.”

“Again, roughly half.”

“So half of one half is one quarter. That at least narrows the target pool.”

“To fifteen people,” Manny replied. “That’s still a big pool, and we don’t even know for sure if the target is in there at all.”

“Can you narrow by age?”

“Not with that crappy door scanner. Plus, the target is over three-hundred. I don’t think she’ll scan normally. I’m checking how they paid, for now.” His fingers swiped back and forth. “Well, there’s something. One of them paid with a vault. Let me see if the creds are traceable.” More swipes, more frowns. Then a quiet, “Huh?”

“What?” Mindy sounded irritated.

“I can’t seem to trace the credits. Their custody chain has no links.”

“You mean they’ve never been used to buy stuff?”

“That’s what it looks like. They must be counterfeit.”

Mindy shook her head. “You know damn well there ain’t an establishment in this town that can’t spot bad creds, Manny. It’s pretty much the only bit of tech these crooks will spend real money on.”

Manny agreed with her assessment. “Exactly. The gangs will let a mass murderer with a dozen illegal mods do whatever they want to, but if you try to pass a single bad cred they’ll murder you where you stand. I mean... if these really are fake creds then they are the highest quality I’ve ever seen. If I didn’t know it was impossible, I’d say they were real. The only thing wrong with them is that they’ve never been used. Ever. For anything!”

Manny’s screen suddenly went dark. “What the hell?” He tapped at it with a forefinger. “Seriously?”

The screen blinked back to life. Red letters appeared. “Hello, Mr. Richardson.”

Mindy’s eyes went wide. “Ah, Manny? What the chocolate-frosted fuck is happening right now?”

Manny shook his head. “It’s not possible! This pad can’t be sliced!”

The letter’s changed to read, “Cross the street. Turn south. Walk one block and sit at the table with the red flower.”

Manny showed the screen to Mindy. “I don’t do this tactical stuff. What do you think?”

Mindy smiled. “I think we do as it says. Best lead we’ve got.”

“Easy for you to say,” he mumbled. “You’re wearing body armor.”

“If they wanted us dead, they could have done it by now,” Mindy pointed out. “They clearly know where we are and who we are.”

“How is that comforting?”

“Cuz you’re not dead?”

Manny sighed. “You lead.”

They followed the instructions on the screen, which led them to a coffee shop just a few doors down. As expected, they found an outdoor dining area with some tired-looking tables and chairs set up beneath a tattered awning. On one table rested a single red flower Manny could not identify. He looked to Mindy. He found the assassin slowly looking around. He correctly assumed she was scanning everything and everyone in range of her bionics. She returned her gaze to Manny and nodded once.

“Seven people are inside the shop. Twenty-one on the street. No obvious weapons in range, but those are easy to conceal from my stuff. It’s probably safe to sit.”

“Probably?”

Mindy flashed her teeth. “Probably is better than average for Dockside, kid.”

“Oh, okay. So I probably won’t be murdered. Awesome.” He pulled out a chair and plopped himself down. He held up both hands in surrender. “Here we go, I guess.” He saw Mindy standing by the table with one hand resting on her hip where Manny knew the grip of her pistol was close. “You gonna sit?”

“Hell no!” Mindy said with a laugh. “I’m not crazy!”

Manny flashed a rude gesture her way. “I’m going to haunt you every day of your life if I die doing this.”

“Eyes up,” Mindy said. “Incoming.”

Manny followed her gaze to the door of the shop. A woman stepped into the light. Manny instantly knew something was not right with her. The skin of her face was thin and pure white. Small lines extended from the corners of her eyes, which flashed electric blue in the afternoon sun. Wisps of hair peaked out from beneath a dark blue head wrap, the strands a yellow so pale as to be nearly white. She wore a gray coat that hung to her knees, wrapping her body in formless folds. Most people would not be able to tell much about the woman, but Manny’s years as an urban scout taught him to see what others did not. She was older than she looked, first of all. She was physically fit, though he saw no signs of augmentation or biotech in her gait or posture. His mouth went dry.

The woman approached the table with a small smile and extended her hand to Mindy. Mindy stared at it as if it might contain a live snake.

The small smile stretched into an expression of legitimate mirth. “Come, Miss Carter. I won’t hurt you. Honestly, I’m not sure I could if I wanted to.”

Manny found his voice, ending the bizarre standoff. “Mindy has no manners, Ma’am. She was raised by mercenaries.” He stood and extended his own hand. “I am Manuel Richardson, which I’m pretty sure you knew already.”

The woman turned and took the proffered hand in a firm grip. “Well, yes. I know of you, at least. I suppose you know who I am too?”

“Knowing and believing are two different things, I think,” he replied. “Do we, ah... sit?”

“Please,” said the woman. “You can sit, Miss Carter. I’m ten times your age, unaugmented, and unarmed. You have nothing to fear from me, I promise.”

“Eleven,” Manny said. Then he blushed. “Sorry. Rude of me.”

The woman patted him on the hand. “Oh, when you get to my age you aren’t sensitive about that sort of thing. It’s a point of pride, really.”

At last Mindy sat. “So you’re the immortal Prospector lady that has caused all this trouble?”

Manny groaned.

The woman answered, “Yes, but I suppose a little more discretion might be advisable while we are out in the open like this.”

“And why are we out in the open?” Mindy asked.

“So you would not feel like it was an ambush. You and Manuel would not have followed my instructions if they told you to slink down some dark alley.”

“So what are we doing then?” Mindy still sounded suspicious.

“You are getting a good look at me. Checking my bona fides and deciding if I am for real. Once you come to the proper conclusions, we can go somewhere safer to talk. Please hurry, though. I suspect we have another fifteen minutes at most before your presence starts to degrade our safety factor.”

“What does that mean?”

Manny answered for her. “People know who we are. People know what we are after. Once the informants start to tell people that we are at a cafe with a stranger...”

“Shit,” Mindy said.

“Indeed,” said the woman.

“She scans clean,” Mindy said to Manny.

“Agreed,” Manny replied. “Whether or not she’s lying, she’s certainly no threat to us right now. We can move her.”

“Where?” Mindy asked.

“Might as well be your office,” said the woman. “Once I’m there, I’ll be stuck. The secret will be out, and the shooting will start soon after.”

“And that is a good thing?” Manny did not understand.

“Yes,” said the woman. “They will be shooting at you and me, not the citizenry or police. We can enter the endgame with minimal collateral damage. We can restabilize the markets and retake control of Dockside. OmniCorp and Gateways are overreacting because they do not know what is going on or where to find me. Once they have the information, they will focus.”

“You talk funny,” Mindy said.

“I get that a lot,” the woman replied. “I have a strange brain.”

“Call it in, Mindy,” Manny said. He started to fiddle with the inside of his left forearm. “I’m going to kill telecom for a one block radius for about three minutes. It’s the best I can do.”

Mindy was already sending the message from her handheld. “Done. Nuke the phones, kid.”

Manny clenched his left hand into a fist, and then released it. Nothing visible or audible happened, but muffled expletives from around the cafe confirmed the temporary loss of comms signal.

“Let’s go.” Manny said. “Do you have any... uh... stuff?” Almost too late he added, “Miss Sullivan?”

“I travel light,” said the woman. “And you might as well call me Emilie.”

Mindy stepped out onto the sidewalk and spun in a slow circle. “No bogeys on scans. But I can’t see into the alleys or through heavy stuff. Everybody on your toes.” To the woman she asked, “You any good in a fight?”

Emilie snorted. “I killed a chimeroid assassin with a knife when I was nine years old. I have forgotten more ways to kill than you know exist.” She laughed. “And I don’t forget much!”

Mindy actually smiled. “I don’t even know what a chimeroid is, lady. But nine is a damn early start. I was fifteen when I killed my first geek.”

Emilie met her on the sidewalk. “Nothing wrong with being a late bloomer, dear.”

Manny led the way, with Emilie behind him and Mindy bringing up the rear.

Manny called back to Mindy. “What are the chances we make it all the way back without getting jumped?”

Emilie answered, “Twenty percent, give or take.”

“How you figure?” Mindy asked.

“We were out there long enough for people to see us. OmniCorp is actively pursuing you, which is not a secret. Someone will be selling this info. There is a twenty percent chance your comms blackout bought us enough delay to get to your office. In any case, the initial responses will be limited to word of mouth. Someone hoping to curry favor with OmniCorp is going to try and stop us.”

“Should we ping for a car?” Manny asked as they walked.

“No,” Emilie said. “A car can be hacked, or a driver bribed.”

“Agreed,” said Mindy. “Can’t fight from inside a car either. She said local hoods are the most likely problem. I can handle local hoods.”

“My thoughts exactly,” said Emilie. “I might ask to borrow your extra sidearm, though. Don’t worry. I am an excellent marksman.”

“How did you know I had an extra?”

Emilie shook her head. “Don’t ask questions you would not understand the answers to, dear. We do not have time.”

Mindy handed the stolen S8 to Emilie. “I don’t have any extra slugs for it. Whatever is in the magazine is it. Sorry.”

“Oh, it will be plenty.” The way the old woman said it made Mindy slightly nervous. It was not so much her confidence, but rather the air of resignation. It seemed as if the woman already knew exactly how the next few moments would unfold.

Mindy sighed when she figured it out. “Christ. It’s like talking to the boss all over again.”

“We need to cut across to The Drag,” Manny said. “I’m going to use Crocker. It’s the widest of the connectors.”

“If we are going to get hit, that is where they will try,” said Emilie.

“I’ll go first,” Mindy said. “You armed, Manny?”

“With charm, wit, and intelligence,” he answered. When he saw the storm clouds form in Mindy’s expression, he patted his satchel. “And my shotgun.”

“Might as well sling that thing, kid. We’re going in.”

Manny opened the bag and removed the stumpy Tavor scattergun. He pulled the sling over his head and let the weapon hang by his left hip. Emilie’s eyes widened. “Chemical propellant? How anachronistic!”

Manny did not bother to hide his pride. “It doesn’t look like a weapon to modern scanners, so you’d be amazed how many places I can take it. Also, chemical propellant allows for custom payloads that would end up ruined by electromagnetic acceleration.”

“What a fiendish little man, you are, Mr. Richardson! Very clever.”

“You should see him fix a toaster,” Mindy drawled. “We’re here, folks. Game faces.”

Crocker Street barely qualified as a street in practice. Just wide enough for two ground transports to pass each other, it functioned as a local shortcut between The Drag and State Street. Drug dealers and non-guild prostitutes liked to hawk their wares along the sidewalks, as vehicles using Crocker had to move slowly and stop often. The afternoon was not a terribly busy time on Crocker, yet Manny’s heart sank at the sight of dozens of rough-looking characters posted up in alcoves and loitering on stoops or near rideshare kiosks.

“Ready to run the gauntlet, grandma?” Mindy asked.

“Oh, hush, child. I’ve seen worse.”

Manny could only stammer. “This is... worse than I thought.”

Emilie patted him on the shoulder. “It will be more than halfway down before we have issues. Look for addicts and drug dealers in nicer than average clothes or good shoes. Those will be the attackers. They will let us pass and try to take us from behind. I suggest Mindy goes first, to identify likely attackers and engage them. We will bring up the rear. Keep your shotgun where folks can see it too.”

“She talks like Lucia and Roland had a baby,” Mindy commented. “It’s creepy and gross.” Then she shrugged. “But she’s also dead right. I’ll go see who’s waiting ahead and if they got bad intentions. If I find something hinky, you’ll know from all the screaming.”

Mindy winked and started walking down Crocker Street. Manny watched her go. “How long should we wait?”

“Thirty seconds,” said Emilie. It did not sound like a suggestion.

And so they waited. Exactly thirty seconds later, Emilie started to walk. Manny lurched forward to keep up with her. He made a concerted effort not to grip his shotgun too tightly. While his left hand could not perspire, it possessed more than enough strength to damage the weapon if he did not pay attention. His eyes moved from one side of the street to the other. He tried to avoid looking too closely at any of the people they passed.

“Don’t avoid eye contact,” whispered Emilie. “Let them see you. Let them see the gun. Convince them that not only are you willing to use it, but that you want to.”

“But I don’t want to,” he whispered back.

“If they realize that, you’re doomed.”

“I hate this so much.” But he adjusted his grip on the weapon and lifted his head to meet the looks of all the people watching him with what he sincerely hoped was the confidence of a seasoned warrior. He had no idea how to actually do that, so he pictured Roland’s irritated glower in his mind. It must have worked, because most people looked away as soon as their eyes met. Those who held the contact for more than a second or two surprised him with their reactions. He saw curiosity in many. He saw greed in most. But then he realized that to a person they all looked afraid. The realization nearly shattered his confident facade when he understood it. These people were afraid of him.

As if she could read his mind, Emilie spoke. “You didn’t know, did you? That they fear you? The word is out there, and they know who you are.”

“I’m nobody,” he answered. “I’m a tinkerer and skulker, y’know? I’m no killer like the others.”

“You are Manuel Richardson. The former Red Hat and famous urban scout. You work for Roland Tankowicz. The Fixer. Your partner is Mindy Carter, the deadliest assassin in the galaxy. You killed Arthur Inskip. You defeated several knights of the militant orders of Gethsemane. You broke the Red Hats. To the eyes and ears of the street, young man, you are a terrifying person. And right now you are strolling down the street with a shotgun in one hand and the most valuable thing in the galaxy in the other.” Something like a chuckle escaped the old woman’s throat, but one marred by a deep sadness all the same. “The hard part is not finding out that the world is scared of you. The hard part comes when you realize they are right to fear you.”

“I’m just a scared kid,” he replied.

“They don’t need to know that.”

“How do you know all that stuff about me?”

“You’re famous. I’ve been here for ten days and spent most of that time researching the situation on the ground.” Then she added, “Dating Chris Pike’s niece doesn’t hurt either.”

A commotion from ahead of them interrupted the conversation. Drug dealers and whores scattered at the sound of screaming and the staccato pops of unrestrained gunfire. Manny brought his shotgun up, though he could not see any targets through the scurrying clumps of people. Emilie placed a hand over his. “No need. She has this.”

In seconds the tumult faded, and the street cleared of people. Moving closer, Manny could at last see what had happened. Mindy stood over the crumpled bodies of six people. None appeared dead, though each lay very still. The blond assassin waved the pair forward. “It’s clear,” she called. When they were close enough to talk, Mindy said, “Grandma was right. I spotted the nice boots on this one—” she tapped a body with the toe of her boot. It grunted and moaned “—and sure enough he was the only one with a gun.” She pointed to the scattered remains of what had once been a pistol, now sheared into shrapnel by what Manny assumed to be the Sasori blade. “I left them alive in case we had questions.” She sniffed. “Even if we don’t, I’m already gonna get my ass chewed for killing too many people today as is. Decided not to push my luck.”

Emilie pointed to one body. “That one will die without an ambulance.” She smiled. “If you care.”

“Really?” said Mindy. “Must have broke the neck. Didn’t think I hit him that hard. I can call it in.” She pulled her handheld and swiped across the screen a few times. “There. Help is on the way.”

“With help comes cops,” Manny said. “Better move on.”

“Yup,” said Mindy. “If it’s the usual shit Dockside cops, they are likely to sell us to OmniCorp themselves. If it’s good cops, then I’m gonna have to get lectured by Parker. Either way, I’m not in the mood.”

“It’s another six blocks to the office,” Manny said. “Let’s move fast.”

They started walking again, their pace noticeably faster now.

“It will be safer once we are on The Drag,” Emilie pointed out. “No one is going to try anything with all the corporate security and police presence there.”

“Never thought I’d be relieved to see either,” Manny said. “But I’ll take it.”
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[image: image]


Lucia met them at the office. 

Roland had been placed on a tarp and moved to one side where the equipment keeping him alive would not be in the way. Manny, Lucia, and Emilie Sullivan swept through the door in a clump, and Lucia closed and locked it behind them. Mindy immediately took up a position next to the door where she could keep an eye on the scanners. Manny brought the older woman to the stuffed chair Mindy usually occupied. She sat with a contented sigh.

Once settled, Lucia got right to business. “Emilie Sullivan, I presume?”

“In the flesh,” said the other woman. “And in no small part thanks to your people.”

Lucia glanced at Mindy and Manny. “Mindy, you are covered in blood. How many?”

“Only four,” replied the blond killer. “Three mercs dressed as Bluebacks and a junkie who tried to shoot me in the face.”

Lucia nodded approval. “About average then. OmniCorp will clean up their own mess, but Sam will have questions about the junkie. Do you have a story for him?”

“He tried to shoot me in the face. My eyes recorded the whole thing. If Sam wants to charge me, I’ll walk clean as a daisy.”

“Download the video just in case.” Lucia paused. “You sure that video makes you look like the victim?”

“Boss, I never look like a victim. But it’s good enough to beat a charge.”

“Good enough.” Lucia turned back to Emilie. “I apologize for the excitement. Things are very tense around here.”

Emilie met her eyes. “How is he?”

It took a moment for Lucia to figure out what the woman meant. “Roland? He’s hurt. Out of commission for a while.”

Emilie turned to look at Roland. “You must know how exciting this is for me. I am a student of many fields and disciplines, and the Golem project is a work of singular genius. Now I am looking at the last Golem. Breach. Very tough. Very resilient. A credit to your father’s vision.”

Lucia’s tone turned cold. “He is the only man I’ve ever loved.”

“Of course. I’m sorry for how that must have sounded. I have followed his work as closely as I could from so far away. Your father, I mean. What I meant to say is that Roland’s body is capable of absorbing an incredible amount of trauma, and his mind is strong enough to endure the recovery. He is a good man. The galaxy needs him. All of you, really.”

“Good or not, he’s the one I picked.”

“May I?” Emilie gestured to the screen strapped to the canisters and carts holding Roland’s life support machines. “I am familiar with the technology.”

Lucia’s face did not betray confidence, but after a moment she murmured, “Sure.”

Emilie stepped up to the monitor and frowned into the screen. A thin finger stretched out and started to swipe back and forth. Her frown grew deeper, tiny unnoticed wrinkles deepened into dark lines. “Hmmm,” she hummed as she swiped.

“What?” Lucia asked. “What is the matter?”

“Oh, nothing really. As I said, I’m familiar with your father’s work. But I failed to appreciate just how much of a visionary he is. Roland is truly unique. The integration of synthetic and organic neurology is so complex it’s almost bespoke. It’s not even science anymore. It’s art. It’s practically hand-crafted. No wonder Lania could never match it.” Emilie stopped and shook her head. “I’m doing it again, I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude.”

“We need to talk about OmniCorp,” Lucia said, her tone frosty.

“Of course. You are right.” Emilie turned away from the screen, though Lucia saw her eyes linger for an extra half-second. “Where shall I begin?”

“At the beginning,” Lucia suggested.

“That is a very long time ago.” Emilie smiled, eyes suddenly bright and happy. Absorbing the chilly reception in the faces of her audience robbed her expression of any joy as quickly as it had manifested. She sat back down. “I’ll go fast then. I think you all know about my mutation already, yes? Obviously, this makes my DNA very valuable. From the day I was created, people have wanted to unlock the secret of my extended lifespan. Because I did not want to live my life as a test subject, or see my gift sold exclusively to the rich and powerful, I have prevented anyone but myself from conducting such research. The human race will get the fountain of youth as soon as I can ensure that it goes to everyone who wants it, not just those who can afford it.” She rolled her eyes. “As you can imagine, this philosophical position did not make me popular.”

“Funny how that goes,” Mindy said from her vantage point by the door.

Emilie smiled at Mindy. “It was the same thing three centuries ago. After orchestrating the fall of the second global hegemony, I faked my death and went into hiding. Hiding was not so hard, but it made my research just about impossible to conduct. When I finally got the chance to leave Earth altogether, obviously it was in my best interest to take it. I never intended to stay with the Prospectors for that much time. But the work we were doing was important, and I lingered just a touch longer than was prudent.” She chuckled. “Hah! Hiding my situation on Earth was difficult, but hiding it in a commune of geniuses is its own special challenge. Halstead discovered my secret, and somehow I missed it. Normally I’m very good at knowing what people are thinking, but he tricked me. I’ve always struggled with true sociopaths, as I have too much empathy to properly mirror them.” The sea of blank, confused faces staring back at her seemed to startle the old woman. She shook her head like a cat with dust on its nose. “Yes, well, more on that later, I suppose. Anyway, when I left to work on interstitial gate access, he pounced. Slaughtered my research team, locked me up on that distant world and replaced my team with professional mercenaries to keep me there.”

“How did you get free?” Manny asked.

“Well, when I felt the time was right, I killed my captors and escaped.”

“What?” Lucia could not believe it. “You just up and killed a team of mercenaries?”

“Forty-one of them,” Emilie replied.

Manny’s eyes grew wide. “The mechanic said there was blood residue all over the ship.”

“Yes, well, the last four were manning the only gate-capable ship we had access to. That got messier than I would have liked. I’m not as fast or strong as I was a century ago, but experience is still a big advantage.”

“Holy shit,” Manny whispered.

“So why did you come here?” Lucia asked. “You are a chimera, yes? You are supposed to be a tactical genius. You picked here for a reason.”

“Several, actually.”

Lucia did not reply. She waited.

“First, I have resources on Earth. Old accounts, supply caches, things like that. I participated in two revolutions, after all. I know the importance of keeping resources handy.”

“Your credits!” Manny almost shouted it. “They aren’t counterfeit—they’ve just really never been used before!”

Emilie rewarded him with a smile. “Yes, Manuel. Credits were first issued in 2260. I still have several million originals. The only issue is that it is hard to spend originals without clever boys like you getting suspicious.”

“Your plan?” Lucia prompted.

“Right. I need resources. For what, you might ask? For yet another revolution, of course. I let Gateways find out about me just so they would engage with OmniCorp. And it worked. Gateways knows about me now, and I hope none of us are foolish enough to believe OmniCorp won’t figure it out. It’s a miracle Halstead was able to keep the secret this long as is. They will not give up the hunt for me, and neither company cares who gets hurt in the process.”

“You’re here to fight,” Lucia said. “When there is nowhere to run, and nowhere left to hide, you fight.”

“Exactly,” said Emilie. “The real power in the galaxy is not the planetary councils. It’s the megacorporations. I tried to retire from toppling hegemonies, but—” her narrow shoulders rose and fell “—sometimes the only way out of trouble is to go right through it.”

Lucia accepted the truth of that without comment. “So you came back for your money and guns, but that’s not enough. What else?”

“Well, dear, money and guns don’t do much without an army to wield them, right?”

“You have people here?” Lucia asked. “Some kind of secret society?”

“Nothing so dramatic as all that.”

Lucia’s eyes started to glaze. After a few seconds she spoke, her voice dull and monotone. “You’re here for Roland, aren’t you?”

Emilie’s eyes sparkled. “No, child. But close. I’m here for all of you.”

“Oh, fuck me sideways,” Mindy moaned. “I don’t wanna join a revolution. Why is it no matter where we go, we’re always starting revolutions? Just once I’d like to get through a gig with all y’all and not fuck up the local government!”

Emilie addressed the complaint, her tone dry. “I will pay you forty million credits to help me.”

“I'm in,” said Mindy without hesitation. “Let’s go fuck up a government.”

Emilie turned to Manny and Lucia. “That offer goes to all of you, I might add. I have far more money than anyone realizes. Compound interest over three centuries is a hell of a thing.”

“That’s the real reason you alerted Gateways,” Lucia said. “You knew they would hire us. How deep into this are you?”

Emilie shrugged. “Touché, Lucia. You are very good at this.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Lucia shook her head. “Roland is out of action for months—” Her voice caught in her throat. “If he even survives. Right now we don’t have the time or the manpower to take on two megacorporations at once.”

“You let me handle the time and the manpower problems, Lucia.” Emilie stared directly into Lucia’s eyes, her own gaze inquisitive. “I know that fear lives underneath what all those little machines are doing to you. It’s a fear I know better than anyone. Trust me. Trust that I know what to do.”

“That is a very big ask, Miss Sullivan. Can you buy us time? Can you get Roland back in the fight? What exactly is it that I am trusting here?”

“I’m asking you to trust that I know you. Your gift. Your pain. I know what you are thinking before you think it, because that is my gift. All the plans you are trying to sort out, the ones that all end in failure? I know them all too. I’ve had decades to be ready for this day. And I am ready. I just need you to be ready too.”

“I’ve known you twenty minutes and I’m not even sure I like you, let alone trust you.”

Emilie shook her head. “That’s a lie.”

Lucia’s face went dark. “What do you mean, a lie?”

“You lied to me just then. You clearly like me just fine.”

The corner of Lucia’s mouth twitched, and she cocked her head ever so slightly to one side. “Well, it was half a lie, then. I still don’t trust you.”

“You will, soon enough.”

“I trust forty million creds,” Mindy said. “That’s what I like to call ‘fuck you’ money!”

Lucia ignored her. “So what’s the plan then?”

Emilie paused to take a breath. “Well, the Planetary Council technically runs things, but we all understand that the megacorporations are what make life on Earth function. Gateways, OmniCorp, Corpus Mundi, Praxis, and Synergy are the biggest players, although Quan-Thai, Shikomi, and a few others are right at the top with them. It’s a matrix of interconnected markets and shared risk profiles not unlike the system Dockside employs for the gangs and whatnot. They are not friendly with each other, but it would probably dismay you all to know just how much they all collude when certain interests are in play. Obviously, OmniCorp and Gateways are in a tiff over my DNA, but the others do not know about it. I assume your plan was to have Freeman testify on the data in Chapman’s memory core to implicate OmniCorp and the Prospectors together?”

“That’s about it,” Lucia said with a curt nod. “Will be a lot harder to do without Freeman, though.”

“Well, I am a Prospector,” Emilie pointed out. “And I know far more about Halstead’s work than Freeman did.”

“So that’s back on the table?”

“In a manner, yes. That will get OmniCorp on the back foot. But we need to sweep Gateways and the others off the board too. For that I intend to borrow Manuel. I’d rather not out myself doing this, you see. Praxis and Corpus Mundi will never leave me alone if they learn my real identity.”

“What do I have to do?” Manny asked.

“I need you to deliver something to the Gateways main office, is all.”

Manny’s lips pressed into a thin line. “I guess you aren’t talking about leaving it at the receptionist’s desk?”

“I am not. You will place a small device inside the president’s office, preferably near his terminal or on his handheld.”

Manny shook his head. “Impossible. There is no way any spy tech or malicious code is going to get into that office undetected. I’m sorry, Miss Sullivan. The layers of scanning and firewalls are ludicrous. Just getting into the office will be tricky enough, but I can make that happen. Trying to drop off a bug, on the other hand? It will never work. They’ll scan it, burn it, and trace it back in a matter of minutes.”

Emilie smiled. “All you have to do is get inside. My bug is not like other bugs, I promise you. It will do what needs doing.”

Lucia interrupted, “Assuming your magic bug makes it up to the most data-secure location on earth and does its thing, then what?”

Emilie turned back to Lucia. “Once that part is done, I expect a fairly robust response from both sides.”

“What kind of response?” Lucia asked, although she suspected she knew the answer.

“A violent one.”

Lucia nodded slowly. “I expected as much. Whatever it is you are going to do to Gateways, it’s going to kick off the shooting war, isn’t it? Isn’t that exactly what we are trying to avoid?”

Emilie’s reply came slowly, as if she were making it up as she went. “When people used to fight forest wildfires, one of the tactics they used was to burn an area of forest in a controlled manner, so when the main fire got to that spot it would have no fuel and could not spread.”

Mindy looked aghast. “They would really start a fire to stop a fire?”

“Exactly. It was called a backburn, and it actually worked to keep the larger fire contained.”

“You want to light a backburn on this corporate war,” Lucia stated. “You’re going to kick off the shooting war early, and you are going to keep it confined to Dockside.”

Emilie’s eyes never wavered. “New Boston. But otherwise yes.”

“Why here? Why would we ever go along with this? Why does there have to be a war at all?” Lucia asked the questions rapid-fire, each more strident than the one before.

Emilie’s answers matched her tone. “Because we can win here. Because you are the ones in position to win it. And let’s not pretend that the war hasn’t already begun. This fight cannot be stopped. Halstead’s arrogance and OmniCorp’s greed lit the match, and Gateways could not resist fanning the flame. The available technology is getting too good for me to stay hidden either way. Sooner or later, some scanner will get good enough to read my gifts and that will be the end of my exile forever. The war will be on when that happens, and we will have lost the chance to control it.” For a moment it looked like the woman might cry. “As soon as someone learns the secrets of my DNA, a new hegemony will follow, I promise you. It will be the immortal elites ruling over the rest of the people. There is no other outcome, Lucia. Think about it long enough, and you will come to the same conclusion.” Emilie’s voice fell to a whisper. “I have to make it free for everyone before they find me. I have to level the field. Help me do this, please.”

“Why us?”

“If not you, then who? Between those two corporations, even the Planetary Council and UEDF have their hands tied at the moment. How many have been killed already? How many more indiscriminate paramilitary operations will OmniCorp and Gateways fund in their search for my secrets? Nobody at that level cares about John Chapman or his poor wife. Nobody cares about my murdered research team, or Connor Freeman, or the hundreds of other corpses left in the wake of their insatiable lust for power. They certainly do not care about the working people of Dockside.” Emilie threw up her hands in frustration. “This is ridiculous! Let your brain do what it is made to do, Lucia. Consider everything that has happened up to this point, and then calculate where it is all going. I know you are at least as good at that as I am.” Her glare froze the air between the two women, each locked into the other’s intensity with invisible bands of pure will. Lucia’s eyes twitched, and her jaw clenched. After a long ten seconds, Emilie’s expression softened. The smile returned to her face, but smaller and sadder now. “The fire has already started, Lucia. If we don’t light a backburn here and now, the whole galaxy will burn.”

Finally Lucia’s jaw relaxed, and her eyes refocused. Her lip twitched once as if she might argue, but nothing came out. When the tension became unbearable, she simply said, “Fine, then. Let’s kick it off right here while we still can. If Roland were awake and in fighting shape, I’d be a lot happier about it, though.”

“As would I,” Emilie said. “The introduction of Lancaster is a problem I was not prepared for.”

“Lancaster?” Manny asked.

“The machine that hurt Roland,” Emilie answered. “It’s a full-prosthesis cyborg from a long time ago.”

Lucia winced. “Like Roper?”

“Much more powerful, much less crazy,” Emilie replied.

“Lovely,” Lucia said. “We need to manage that.”

“I have ideas,” Emilie said. “First I’d like to have a very long chat with your father. There are some gaps in my knowledge, that once filled, may provide us with avenues we haven’t thought of yet.”

“Well,” said Lucia. “He will be here tonight to check on Roland. He’s been taking the night shift so Manny can work during the day. Those two are the only ones who know how to work the machines.”

“I can work them too. Perhaps not as well as your father, but I am a long-time student of his designs. I’d like to speak to him alone, if I could.”

Lucia thought about this for a moment. She searched Emilie’s face for signs of subterfuge, though she could not say what that might look like on a three-hundred-year-old super genius. Her bionic brain, usually very helpful in these situations, offered nothing. She needed more data. Finally she gave up. “Since it’s too dangerous to move you around, you might as well stay here and wait for him then. We’ll set you up with a cot in the storage room. Bettie from the Enforcers Guild will be guarding the street. Roland’s life support is alarmed, and this office is monitored at all times. I don’t care how many of Halstead’s frontier bumpkins you killed, you do not want to know what will happen if you cross Bettie Braddock.”

“Or me,” Mindy added.

“Or me,” finished Lucia. “Are we clear?”

“Of course,” said Emilie. “I am merely one old woman, remember?” She looked over to Manny, now seated at his desk. “What’s the matter, Manuel, no threat from you?”

Manny’s answer was cool enough to chill the bones. “Nah. When I want to hurt someone, the last thing I’ll do is warn them beforehand.” Then he brightened. “Besides, if anything, someone should protect Emilie from your old man, boss.”

Lucia rolled her eyes. To Emilie she said, “Just don’t let him start drinking. He fancies himself a real ladies’ man when he’s had a few.”

Emilie shook her head. “I think I can handle one aging scientist, Lucia.”

“That’s what they all say,” said Lucia.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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For thirty minutes after relieving Manny for the night, Donald Ribiero sat on a chair next to Roland’s body and cried.

His eyes darted between the monitor screen and the motionless form of the dying giant. Even through the blurring of tears, the waving lines and fluttering numbers told a tale only he would understand, a tale he had heard more than a hundred times before. Donald Ribiero was watching yet another wounded soldier die. He did not have the heart to tell Lucia, or anyone really, about Roland’s true condition. He might have attributed this lack of honesty to weakness, the softness of an old man’s heart driving him to tell white lies. But that was not it.

There was always hope, of course. He had not lied about that part. Roland’s strength and resilience were key reasons he had been one of a tiny percentage of subjects to survive the conversion process in the first place. It took a unique person to live through that kind of trauma. The hundreds of brave men and women who did not make it to the final stages of conversion were a testament to Roland’s will. Roland had survived everything an indignant universe had ever thrown at him. Even as he failed to save Roland, the tired old man clung to the hope that his friend would survive his wounds.

But Roland would not survive. The screen told its story in inarguable lines and streams of damning numbers. Roland’s organs were cascading into failure. His bionics would not heal in time to pick up the slack. There were shards of shrapnel and slivers of ordnance puncturing most of his organics. Infections were setting in, gaining momentum faster than his internal systems could fight them off. Donald could keep Roland topped off with raw materials and drag this out for a long time, but a critical threshold had already been crossed. Now it was just a question of time.

Time, and perhaps will.

In the hollow darkness of the empty office, an old man let his mind go backward in time. Drifting forty years into the past, Donald Ribiero relived all the horrible choices he had ever made. The decision to sell his soul to the military for the sake of his daughter had been easy. He needed military funding and facilities to fix her brain so she would not die a vegetable. Like any good father he did not hesitate to do what had to be done. Then the test subjects came rolling in, horribly wounded people, their mutilated bodies millimeters from death. There were no moral compunctions about using them, either. If he were successful, their lives would be saved and their bodies restored. It was easy to justify his actions when he told himself he was saving their lives too.

When they just kept dying, however, the doubts crept in. His never-ending failures leading to dead men and women over and over again, gnawing at his resolve. Then there were budgets to fight over, military interference to hide from, and corrupt corporate overlords to outmaneuver. With each sleepless night, he drank more, cared less, and kept working for Lucia’s sake. Time crawled by, his descent into despair marked by each passing year of lying, hiding, and working in the dark.

Ribiero tore himself from the bad memories long enough to look at Roland’s face. The waxy sheen of the armored skin could almost be ignored when Roland was scowling, or roaring, or even cracking wise in the face of an enemy. But when the mighty cyborg warrior lay so goddamn still, it just looked like an android’s face. He saw no life there. No humanity. Nothing. His oldest friend was nowhere to be found.

Gone.

Or going, at least.

So of course Donald Ribiero knew exactly what he was going to do. He had decided to do it two hours ago. He knew it was wrong. He knew he was wrong to do it like this. Yet here he was, staring down the same road he started walking the day he applied for the UEDF grant, making the same choice that had made his life so difficult for four interminable decades. The cycle disgusted him. Forty years later and nothing had changed, not even himself. He was still working in the dark, with his back to the wall, and lying.

He stood, jaw tight and hands shaking. On stiff legs he turned and shuffled over to a cart by Lucia’s desk. From a disorganized mess of tools, scanners, hoses, wires, and other technological debris, he pulled a silver canister the size of a coffee cup. Trembling, he held it up to his eyes. There were no markings on it, nothing to indicate what the contents of that container were capable of. As with the Golems so long ago, the old doctor did not know if what he was about to do would bring good or evil to the world. He hoped for good, he feared the evil.

Hope won.

He brought his prize back to the canisters hooked up to Roland’s body and sat back down in his chair.

He was doing the right thing. A good thing. He swore to himself that he was doing this right and good thing for the correct reasons. He told himself that all the lies had been necessary. He told himself that only he could bear the burden of what he was about to do. Of what I already did. He promised himself that he was doing this for the sake of Dockside, and the galaxy as a whole. He tried with all his might to believe he was not a weak, selfish old man who tinkered with other people’s lives because he lacked the strength to let go of the people he loved.

This was good.

This was right.

So why was he crying?

He wanted a drink so much he could taste it. He wanted to let alcohol wash the doubt and self-loathing down his throat with the fire of strong spirits. Strong spirits for a weak mind, his wife had always warned him. He never drank to excess while she was alive, and he refused to be drunk for this part. Perhaps later.

He slid the canister into a slot on the top of one of the larger tanks. It connected with a click, and the rim flared to life in a glowing blue ring. The monitor screen blinked, and then switched to a dosing menu. Donald slid the slider all the way to the right, indicating a full dose. Then he swiped back to another screen, inspected the list of contents and orders. He was stalling, he knew. The contents of that canister were well known to him and nothing on that screen would be a surprise. Snarling, he swiped back to the dosing menu and stabbed a button marked “administer.”

He leaned back in the chair, tears streaming down his cheeks.

“Was that so hard, Doctor?”

Ribiero should have been surprised, but he found himself devoid of any strong emotions. “Ah yes. Emilie Sullivan, I presume? Lucia said you would be here. Manny said you were asleep in the back room.” He sighed, “How long have you been watching me?”

Emilie stepped deeper into the room, letting the glow from the machines touch her pale hair and skin like neon moonlight. “Long enough, Dr. Ribiero.”

Ribiero nodded. “And how much do you know?”

“Everything. And more than that. Do you believe me?”

“I’ve read your history. I believe you. Knowing is one thing, but do you understand?”

“What you have done? Or why you did it?”

Ribiero waved a hand without looking up. “Both. Either.”

“Yes, to both. I checked the monitors when they brought me in. I saw his condition and deduced your contingency plan.”

“Too clever for my own good, as usual. Am I awful for doing this?”

Emilie moved over to Lucia’s desk and sat on it. She shook her head at the Doctor. “You are sad. Tired. Hurting.”

“Not the question I asked.”

“I do not believe you are awful, Donald Ribiero. Would you like to know why?”

“Oh dear God, I have been waiting forty years for someone to tell me!”

“As you can guess, I know a great many things, Doctor. I have lived longer than anyone, and I have mastered fields of study that no one else has invented yet. I can see patterns in complex systems, read emotions in the lines of the face. I learn everything and forget nothing. I’m pretty damn smart, is what I’m saying. So bear with me while I wax a touch philosophical here.”

“By all means,” Ribiero said. “I’m in a pretty philosophical place at the moment.”

“Perfect. No laughing at my cliche metaphors, though. Agreed?”

“No promises.”

“Fine.” Her eyes sparkled in the dim space. “Here I go. Your actions up to this point are simply pieces of the greater mosaic.” She paused, a small smirk curling her lip. “Call each choice a quantum of entropy. Just one tiny nudge in a great, dendritic, thermodynamic mess.”

“An appeal to my insignificance? That’s just what I needed. Thank you so much for making me feel small and stupid at the same time. How exactly does that help?”

Emilie’s head shook, a rueful side-to-side oscillation both frustrated and sad. “I forget sometimes. Other people can’t see it all at once. How can I put it? I’ll just skip to the end.” She chewed her bottom lip for a moment. Then she leaned forward and waved her hands in an all-encompassing gesture. “I know how this story ends, Donald. I see the whole of it playing out in the moves people make, and the ones they don’t make. You think you struggled your way to this decision, that you only made it at this very moment, and that the consequences may in fact be dire. Donald, if it makes you feel better, trust an old soothsayer when she says it was always going to be like this. The pieces started moving toward this moment long before you even knew there was a game being played. I was there, and I moved some of them.”

“Oh, no. Not the ‘fate versus free will’ argument? Not from a scientist! I made choices. Probabilistic philosophical silliness notwithstanding, I am responsible for my part in all this. Worse, I have not been honest about those choices. Not to the people affected by them.”

“Don’t be petulant, Doctor. You’re too old to sell it and I’m way too old to buy it. It’s not about fate. It’s thermodynamics. Entropy. Causality. There are a finite number of outcomes to every choice a person makes. What I’m telling you is that other choices contributed to trapping you here. Your choices were not made in a vacuum. If you want to lash yourself over something, stick with all the lies. Those were quite unnecessary, and lying did not change the circumstances or outcomes one bit.”

“Who taught you how to talk to people? You are not a comfort.”

“A man raised by mobsters and genetically altered to be angry and violent every moment of his life.”

“It shows.”

Emilie nodded. “Yes. I know. Believe it or not, I am positively filled to the brim with empathy. At the genetic level, I mean. Three centuries of being hunted and two revolutions later? Let’s just say I’ve learned to ignore other people’s feelings when the hard truths are necessary. And one could certainly argue that some of your choices, and the lies you chose to tell, were not well thought out.”

“Brutal understatement. Again, thank you.”

She tilted her head in a mock bow. “You’re welcome. But you’ve never made a choice you thought was the wrong one. Not even this one.”

“I’d wonder how you could possibly know that, but considering who I am talking to—” He let it lie. “The choices never feel wrong at the time. Until this one, at least. I wonder what’s changed?”

“You got old. You failed too many times, and now you can only see the failures.”

Ribiero rubbed his face with one clammy palm. “That, my dear, is far too close to the truth for comfort.”

Emilie pursed her lips and bobbed her head. “Yes, well, I think this is one of those times where you are not supposed to be very comfortable.”

“Perfect. Then I’m at least doing that part right.”

“What will you tell them?” She gestured to Roland’s body. “Will you wait for them to find out first?”

“It will be rather obvious, I suspect.” His soft laugh carried no warmth. “If it works the way it is supposed to.”

“It will.” When Ribiero’s eyes snapped up to meet hers, she held up her hands. “Applied biotechnology was my ninth PhD, Dr. Ribiero. I have sixteen now, if we’re counting. Three-hundred years is a very long time to go to school.” She winked. “I tutored Lania Watanabe, you know. Brilliant woman, but I saw her drive outstrip her judgment.”

Ribiero’s brows rose. “You stopped teaching her?”

Emilie’s voice turned soft and sad. “I saw the path she was going to take even before she did. I could not stop her, but I chose not to participate in her downward spiral.”

“So she left the Prospectors?”

“Yes. With her ears full of pretty promises from Corpus Mundi and OmniCorp.”

“A waste of a magnificent mind,” muttered Ribiero.

“Agreed. Now, I’m not exactly at your level in the particulars of synthetic neurology.” She pointed to the smaller canister and its pulsing rim. “But I know what it is you are attempting. From what I saw I must agree that all your data is in order.” She leaned back and exhaled a long, slow breath. “It will work, in one fashion or another. How will you explain it to them?”

“I don’t know.”

“You are thinking of lying some more.”

“Is that a question?”

“An observation.” She tapped her head with a finger. “Empath, remember? I was born with six times the mirror neurons of a regular person. I remember everything. I have been watching human interactions for three centuries. I’m as close to an actual mind-reader as this universe has ever gotten.” She wagged the finger at Ribiero. “You could get away with it, you know. There are perhaps four people in the whole galaxy who understand your work well enough to comment on it. Two of them are in this room. If you wanted to spin a story to cover what you have done, no one will be able to prove you are telling a lie.”

“Except you.”

“And you.”

“Ouch.”

Emilie shifted gears. “So why didn’t you tell them? Your daughter at the very least could have known. Why haven’t you told her what you’ve done to her?”

Ribiero answered quickly, as if he had been waiting for the question. “Because she might not have wanted it. She might have said no. And then...”

“And then you would have lost her?”

“I can’t lose her.”

“Donald, you and I both know that you may lose her anyway. You don’t know what will happen in the future. To either of them now.”

Ribiero nodded without looking up. “I know. Of course I know that. But...”

“But you will be gone by the time the consequences manifest.”

“Exactly. Selfish and pitiful of me.”

“Love makes fools of all of us, Dr. Ribiero. And hope makes us reckless.” Her voice softened to the point her words were almost inaudible. “It has been two hundred and thirty-one years since John Sullivan died. It still hurts every day. Todd—” the old woman seemed to struggle saying the name “—Todd died just a few years after that. That one hurts even more. Believe me, I know exactly why you did what you did. I understand it. I don’t blame you for being weak. If being strong means not caring, then I’d rather be weak too.”

“Will you stay with them? You could, you know.”

“That is so very tempting, Doctor. But one of the things I have learned to let go of is the need to hold on to the ones I love. Everyone will pass someday. Even the stars die. I’ve made my peace with it. I try to cherish the moments and years I get, and accept the beginnings, middles, and ends as they come.”

Ribiero sniffed and wiped his eyes. “I am not so enlightened as you, madam. I fear my weakness has condemned them both. But I hope that it hasn’t.”

“I miss that.”

“What?”

“The ability to wage hope in the face of fear.”

“You don’t hope anymore?”

Emilie’s eyes brightened. “I was raised by the greatest fighter to ever live. Do you know what he would say in answer to that question?”

“Well, I built the most dangerous cyborg in the galaxy, so I might guess.”

“And what is your guess?”

“Roland would say that hope is not a plan.”

Emilie actually laughed at that. “John would have liked your Roland, I think. I do not invest in hope, Dr. Ribiero. I was taught to make plans instead.”

Ribiero’s brows furrowed. The way she said ‘plans’ struck a chord. He dug through everything he knew about Emilie Sullivan, and then his eyes went wide. “Wait a goddamn minute. You knew what I was doing. You could have stopped me.” He pointed to the canister administering its mysterious components to his dying friend. “Did you know I was going to do that? Is that part of the plan?”

Emilie stood and brushed invisible lint from the front of her pants. “I have always enjoyed working with smart people, Dr. Ribiero.” As if by magic, she produced a whiskey bottle from under her coat. “I think it’s time you and I have a drink.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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The diner should have been much more crowded considering the early afternoon hour. The hordes of uniformed security personnel stalking up and down The Drag were putting a damper on foot traffic in Dockside. Even three blocks away from the main strip, the assorted businesses of Dockside felt the oppressive chill of the impending conflict. Manny had also taken the liberty of paying off the owner for a private lunch, which left him alone in the restaurant with only one other person. Manny’s lunch companion squirmed in the seat across from him, poking at a plate of food with his fork and wearing a facial expression made entirely of competing anxieties.

“What does this... situation... have to with me?” asked Jean Marceau. “I’m just an intelligence guy now. When you told me you wanted to see me, I was kind of worried that...” The voice trailed off, and Jean’s eyes returned to his food. “Well, you know.”

Now that he was looking for it, Manny started to see what Emilie had shown him in the alley. Even if he could not see why, many Docksiders feared him. It felt strange. Manny still thought of himself as a scared runaway from Venus, not a dangerous interplanetary fixer. He wondered what people really saw when they looked at him, because clearly it was different from what he saw in himself. Knowing that only increased his discomfort. He tried to placate the terrified man in the other seat. “Jean, if I took it personally every time someone tried to kill me, my dance card would be very full these days. If you were so scared, why did you even show up?”

Jean shrugged without looking up. “I figured if you wanted me dead, you’ve had plenty of chances to make that happen. So it had to be something else.” He paused, sniffed, then finally looked up. “Also, Henry said I had to.”

“I may have told Henry to tell you that,” Manny said. “And I don’t want to kill you. I need your help.”

“What can I possibly help you with?”

There it was again, that look Manny never noticed before. Fear, respect, even awe filled Jean’s eyes. How long had people been giving him that look? How had he never noticed it? Manny felt like a fraud.

“I need to slip something into the president’s office at One Gateways Plaza.”

Jean stopped poking at his food. “What? That’s impossible.”

“It’s not impossible, just difficult.”

“Then why don’t you do it?”

“There is absolutely no way in hell Gateways is letting me get anywhere near that office,” Manny said. “I am a known quantity to them, and getting access to that room would be tough for anyone.” He shook his head and laughed. “If they have any kind of file on me, I’d expect them to shoot me before I get within a half mile of that building. Hell, I’ll lose respect for them if they don’t try.”

“But not me?”

“Exactly,” Manny said. “You are, and don’t take this personally, a nobody. Nobodies make the best infiltrators.” Manny stabbed a bit of his own lunch and shoved it into his mouth. After swallowing, he continued. “According to most folks, you are also a hell of a con man. That’s not the same thing as being a good scout, but con men know how to talk their way into things and places they have no business being near. I know what you did over in Quinzy. That was top work. You also scammed your way from here to Galapagos with no money and no comm. You scammed your way through a ten-day cruise with a pirate crew, and then scammed yourself all the way back here to a cushy gig with Henry. You should be dead a hundred times over. Instead you are sitting here with a guy you tried to kill once eating bulgogi.” Manny put his fork down. “I think you are just the guy for this job.”

“I don’t think I want this job,” Jean said in a small voice.

“I don’t think that matters,” Manny replied. “You are part of the machine here, Jean. This machine takes care of you now. The machine will not survive the shit that is about to happen if we don’t fix it.”

“What if I refuse?”

Manny did not let his voice waver. “I’m sure there’s some other planet you can run cons on.”

“Right,” Jean said. “I assumed it was something like that.”

“Nobody is happy about this,” Manny said. “I’d rather not be waltzing through corporate palaces myself. Just like you, I got caught up in something just a bit bigger than I’m used to.”

“Literally my life story,” Jean said into his plate. “Is there any plan at all, or am I supposed to make it up?”

“I have a contact who can get you to the top floor. How you get into the office is going to be on you. She can help, though.”

“She?”

“The contact. She’s a senior project manager.”

“Your girlfriend? Pike’s niece?”

Manny stopped chewing. “You are very well informed, Jean.”

“I’m Henry’s spymaster. It’s my thing.”

“Yes, Catrina is the contact, and she is taking an enormous risk in helping us. Be careful with her.”

“Of course,” said Jean. “I can guess what will happen if I’m not.” He did not sound scared, rather the weight of resignation squashed the words into a series of small sighs. “When do we start?”

“Right now,” Manny said. “She’s waiting for you.”

“Of course,” Jean said, possibly even more resigned to his fate than before. “Let’s just get this over with then.”

One hour later, Jean met Catrina in the lobby of Number One Gateways Plaza. She smiled warmly, gave his hand a firm corporate shake, and brought him up to her office. Once inside, she locked the door and let the bland expression of her face fall. “You ready?” she asked.

“No,” said Jean. “But that has never really mattered before, so why should this be any different?”

“Okay. Well, first things first, you need to act like you’ve been wearing a suit your whole life. Right now I’m not really buying the act.”

Jean looked down at his tan slacks and light blue shirt. He fumbled with the lapels of his jacket. Nothing looked out of place to his eye, but then again, he rarely wore suits. “What am I doing wrong?”

“It’s too neat, too pressed, and you are wearing it exactly as if you were dressed by someone else.” Catrina walked up and tugged on his tie. It was thin and well suited to the square, un-lapelled shirt collar that was currently in fashion. “This is too straight. It’s after lunch and nobody’s tie stays straight all day. Unbutton the jacket too. I know they stay buttoned up to the chest in the holos, but in the real world people only button them for big meetings and fancy lunches. You are in the trenches, not on parade.” She stepped back to get a look at him and nodded. “Better,” she acknowledged with an aggressive bob of her head. “Now we are going to the top floor. Your cover is that you are a business development asset for Pike’s Privateers. You are here to meet with me and some of the other senior project managers. At some point, you need to find a way into that office. The president isn’t even in the building, so security should not be too tight.”

“What kind of ‘not-too-tight’ security are we looking at?”

“Door scanners, security androids, human security guards, an administrator, and an alphanumerical passcode.”

“Is that all?” Jean groused aloud. “Not too tight, huh?” He wanted to cry but held it back. He attacked the problem one piece at a time. “First we have to get by those scanners.”

“Your suit,” she said, gesturing in Jean’s general direction. “It will spoof the biometrics of someone authorized to be up there. I stole the info from the personnel database. You have an identicator too.”

“What about facial recognition?”

“We replaced the donor’s face with yours in the database.”

Jean acknowledged that with a curt nod. “Good. That just leaves androids and humans to deal with then.” Jean thought for a moment. “The androids won’t care any more than the rest of the security system does unless I do something that triggers a response. The big issue will be the human guards and that final administrator.” He chewed his lip and thought. All good cons relied on misdirection of some kind, and clearing a zone of security personnel was usually easier than it looked. One simply gave them a reason to go somewhere else. “Can we pull the security forces away from the door? Maybe fake a minor threat? Something important enough to require a response, but not so dire they evacuate the building.”

“Like what?”

Jean thought for a moment. “A disgruntled or intoxicated employee up there would be perfect. Someone to make a scene but not cause a panic. If the president is not even in the office, they have no reason to hang around it if they get a more urgent call.”

Catrina’s eyebrows rose, and she graced Jean with a respectful tilt of her head. “Yes. I think I can do something like that. Let me make a call.” She stomped over to her desk and swiped at her terminal for a few minutes. Then, after a satisfied nod of her head, she looked up to Jean. “Okay. When you are ready, the security team will get pulled from that hall to the other side of the building for about fifteen minutes. The admin and that last locked door is up to you.”

“Do we at least know the code?”

“The administrator does, so you’ll want to get him to open the door somehow.”

Jean had run too many cons to let that sit unopposed. “There is no way of knowing if that is even possible, Catrina. Talking people into saying things they don’t want to say is one thing, tricking a suspicious guard into opening the door they are protecting is quite another. We need to plan around this before we even go up there.” Part of Jean hoped that this would scuttle the whole operation so he could leave. As was always the case, he enjoyed no such luck.

“We have a contingency,” Catrina replied. She held out one hand, palm up. She held what appeared to be a normal cred chit, although Jean assumed it to be nothing so mundane. Catrina confirmed this suspicion with her next words. “This is one of Manny’s magical widgets. Just get close to the keypad and it will do the rest. If it looks like the admin is not going to budge, get close to the door and press the red square. The door will open, but there’s a strong chance it’ll set off every alarm up there too. If you have to use it, place the bug and run fast for the exits.”

“So the contingency plan is for me to slug the guy and then brute-force slice the door lock?”

Catrina had the good manners to appear sheepish. “Yes?”

“So it’s either talk my way in or run a foot race against the security teams?”

“Which is why we need a con artist,” Catrina said. “I can only help you so much. You will have to convince the very human, very suspicious administrator guarding that office that you have a reason to be in there.”

“Any helpful thoughts?”

“The president does not see anyone without an appointment, and we couldn’t fake you one in time. Even so, the president won’t even be in the office, and the admin will know that.”

Jean scrunched his brows. “That is not helpful.”

“I don’t have much else to give you. Sorry.”

Jean inhaled. This was risky to the point of stupid, but when had that ever stopped him? He spent thirty seconds exploring his angles and decided on a script. Not his best work, but he conceded that he had gone far with weaker material in his career. He rubbed his face with one palm and said, “All right. Let’s do this.”

The lift ride to the top floor took only twenty seconds, but Jean thought he had been in that metal box for hours when the doors finally slid open. The lobby beyond spread out before him in waves of tasteful beige and soft white light. He cleared the elevator lobby with no protests from the two scanning arches checking him for nefarious implements. Neither the helpful cred chit nor the mysterious bugging device in his jacket pockets elicited the slightest chirp as he passed under the scanners. Jean hoped that his spoofed biometrics would compensate for his elevated stress levels. Otherwise he would still look very suspicious to the security system. Gateways could afford very sophisticated security AI. Even if a person was authorized to be on this level, the system may decide that his agitated state presented a threat and deny him access to sensitive areas.

He watched faces as he moved down a long hallway. The people he passed made no eye contact, each lost in the flickering screens of handhelds and DataPads. The eerie quiet set Jean’s guts to roiling. He expected the noise and bustle of a busy office. He found the top floor to be demure and reserved in a way he could not reconcile with his preconceived notions. He likened it to the polite hush of a funeral parlor. He supposed that up here in the rarefied air of corporate royalty, it must be poor manners to make noise where an all-powerful executive might hear. It made no sense to Jean, but then again, he was no corporate drone scurrying at the feat of a godlike C-level executive.

He adjusted his posture to copy that of scared peons around him. He pulled out his comm handheld and mimicked the glassy-eyed stare he saw on the other faces. Catrina had been right about the suit too. These workers left their jackets open and ties askew. Some left the tie out altogether. He was inside the magic now, inside the illusion of megacorporate uniformity. He needed to remember that.

He followed hovering holographic signs down another hall until he saw the entrance to the presidential suite. Two yellow security androids flanked the door. Their smooth blank faces turned to track Jean’s approach. Jean bit down on his lip and keyed his comm to Catrina’s code without breaking stride. When he was ten feet from the androids, their heads jerked upright, and they immediately stomped in Jean’s direction. Jean held his breath and tried to look confused and not terrified at their approach.

The androids passed by on either side of Jean without acknowledging his existence. Jean felt the slight breeze of their passing on his face and exhaled as slowly as he could. When he was four feet from the door, it opened, and two human security guards poured out. They made brief eye contact with Jean, and then, like the androids, passed him on either side with determined strides. Catrina’s distraction seemed to have had the desired effect. Now all Jean had to do was get rid of the gargoyle protecting the final door.

He passed through the door to the president’s suite without incident. Jean did not know what it cost to get him a suit that beat this level of security, but he knew he wanted to keep it. He saw a kiosk with a round desk and several screens inside a very comfortable-looking waiting area. An older man seated at the desk looked up and met Jean with an expression both confused and disapproving. Jean did not let the man speak. He looked over his shoulder at the hallway behind him and pointed. “What the hell was that all about?”

This seemed to interrupt whatever thoughts the administrator intended to voice. “What? Oh. Yes. There was an incident. I believe one of our project managers was assaulted.” He shook his head like a cat with a sneeze. “And ah—who are you?”

“Joe Marcus. I’m the director of business development for Pike’s Privateers.” He smiled as he strolled up to the desk. “Well, the corporate end of things, at least. Let me tell you, I am not the kind of guy who gets into the other side of that business, if you know what I mean!” An identicator clattered to what Jean suspected was a real wood desktop. “I have an appointment.”

The admin picked up the identicator and scowled at it. “No, you definitely don’t.”

Jean let his face show shock and dismay. “Sure I do!” He pulled out his handheld and swiped through some screens. “A Miss Caulfield set it up a month ago. I came all the way from Enterprise for this, and let me tell you what a shitshow that is with the docks offline!” 

The admin handed the identicator back. “Well, clearly there has been a misunderstanding, Mr. Marcus. The president is not in the office today. So even if you had an appointment, it is most certainly canceled now.”

“Shit,” Jean muttered. He slipped his identicator back into a pocket. He lost his jocular tone and switched to a low grumble. “Is this one of those things where you decide that I’m not allowed in and then you bullshit me?”

“Excuse me?” said the admin, aghast.

“You heard me. Just because I’m from the frontier and hooked up with a merc group, you think you can fuck with me? Is that it?”

“I do not think I like your tone, Mr. Marcus!”

Jean tried to sound like every ruthless mercenary commander he had ever met. “I don’t think I like spending nine days on a ferry to come here because your security forces lost an entire docking array and scuttled the biggest freighter in the fucking galaxy. Chris Pike does not like it when his people are fucked with. Fucking with Chris Pike’s people is fucking with Chris Pike himself.” Jean straightened. “You open that goddamn door right now, and get me to my appointment, or you can expect to explain to your petty little corpo god in there why Pike’s Privateers are no longer interested in Gateways contracts.” He leaned back in. “And don’t think I didn’t notice all those Blueback tin soldiers crawling around your turf like ants, buddy. You, my friend, are in a world of hurt. You need us bad.”

His shot must have landed, because the admin’s voice took on a tremble. “The president is not even in his office right now!”

“I’ll tell you what, you limp little corpo, you show me an empty office, and I’ll leave with no hard feelings. But I’m betting you won’t. I’m betting your president is inside there right now. Half-drunk on scotch and getting his soft little pecker stroked by a five-figure whore.”

“I’m calling security!”

“They’re busy.”

This was an old technique. Terrify the mark while also giving them an easy opportunity to get rid of you. All the man had to do was open the door and let Jean have a look inside. It cost this man nothing to prove that Jean was wrong. Simple win. No risk.

It worked.

The administrator, red-faced and sputtering, slapped the screen of his terminal. “Go in and see for yourself, Mr. Marcus. And I look forward to hearing your effusive apology right before I have security throw you out!”

“Fine by me,” Jean said as he walked toward the now open door. “You coming?” He hoped the admin would be content to sit, though it really made no difference.

The man stood up and stalked up to the president’s office behind Jean. Jean stepped through the entrance, paused, and gave a low whistle at the opulence on display beyond the threshold. “Nice digs, huh?”

“Satisfied?” huffed the administrator.

Jean walked up to the enormous ornate mahogany desk in the center of the room. He ran a hand along the carved edges, a slow, expressive gesture that let his fingers run over the intricate designs adorning the surface. If his hand lingered for an extra half-second on the lip closest to the gigantic terminal screen, nobody would have noticed it. Jean straightened, turned to the fuming administrator, and shook his head. Chuckling, he replied, “I guess I am. Thank you for your time.”

“And my apology?”

Jean thought about what a Galop pirate or seasoned mercenary might think of that. “Don’t push your luck,” he said. Then he turned on his heel and left the office with as much feigned indignance as he could muster.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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At precisely 01:45 in the morning, the small electronic device so dexterously placed in the president’s office by one Jean Marceau woke up.

The AI living inside came to life with the quiet leap of a few electrons across a smattering of P/N junctions. The staggering array of anti-electronic countermeasures protecting the veritable platinum mine of corporate data did not respond to this awakening, for the tiny nudge of current was so infinitesimal, the background energies of the atmosphere itself dwarfed it. Once ignited, however, a series of monomolecular crystalline sheets began exchanging exotic particles, kicking off a chain reaction of subatomic decay following a pattern so specific as to appear manufactured. Not electrical in nature, the increase in energy output once again went unnoticed by the sophisticated suite of AI guardians watching the silent office. The decay released energy in carefully calibrated wavelengths, washing everything within ten feet of the little machine in overlapping fields of gentle radiation.

Virtually everything touched by this sphere of imperceptible radiation ignored it. Weak, diffuse, non-ionizing, and completely uninteresting, the little burst of power may as well have been a light breeze across the electromagnetic spectrum. Inside the president’s terminal, however, those soft nudges of energy brushed against the memory core, moving a few electrons and subtly changing the configuration of the delicate matrix within. Nothing that any protective AI or anti-slicing protocol might care about, naturally. The change, so tiny and applied in such a novel fashion, touched only one small piece of a greater structure. One little sliver of code with a very important job shifted a few zeros into ones deep within that silent terminal, and not a single person place or thing even noticed.

Nevertheless, the effect proved profound. A single protocol designed to fragment the terminal’s information into an unrecognizable jumble of electronic noise lived in that space. Unless plied with the correct quantum-encrypted cipher, nothing on this world or any other could make the data secured within that terminal readable. A simple creature, the guardian could not be tricked or hacked into reassembling the data without that cipher, an enormous string of numerological noise that changed every ninety seconds. Gateways protected this single point of access to all its data with the most powerful anti-theft protocol ever developed, and its success lay in the simplicity of the system. Their guardian rebuffed the attacks of a hundred electronic thieves and spies every day, and it remained undefeated because no other route to the riches within existed. A thousand AIs might guess that cipher if given a hundred years to try. But the computing power necessary to accomplish a brute-force break in any reasonable timeframe remained greater than the entire computing power present on Earth.

At least, that was the case before Emilie Sullivan arrived.

Once the hidden device found the guardian, the millions of stacked crystalline sheets inside began to consume themselves at quantum speeds. Each round of subatomic decay breeding more and more exotic combinations in billions of iterations every nanosecond. At four-hundred milliseconds, the guardian received the proper cipher and opened the doors to the treasure beyond. At five-hundred milliseconds, the data within that terminal reassembled itself. At nine-hundred and fifty milliseconds, every bit of data ever collected by Gateways Incorporated leaped across the electronic aether of the galactic InfoNet to land in a research vessel’s data core forty-seven miles away, itself comfortably nestled in a very secure Quinzy shipyard hangar.

Then, at one-and-a-half seconds, the entire database of Gateways Incorporated deleted itself.

When two seconds had passed, the small device hidden under the lip of that ornate wooden desk disappeared with a soft hiss and a cloud of silver dust. The only thing left behind to mark its passing was a small piece of a single control module. The little piece of hardware fell to the floor where it waited patiently to be found.

It did not wait long.

Peripheral and backup systems detected the loss of data within microseconds. Alarms sounded even as the silver dust drifted downward. Angry red lights erupted across a hundred terminals before the final motes disappeared into the rich nap of the carpet. Every door in One Gateways Plaza locked, and every security android and human guard sprang to life like ants in a kicked anthill. Comms chimed, executives tumbled from their beds, and backups hidden in deep bunkers hummed and crackled into action within their dark caverns. The databases and internal networks rebooted to the previous backups within ten seconds, setting a new company record for catastrophic data recovery.

But the crisis was not over just yet. Every level of Gateways security activated as one. Multidisciplinary teams across every department scrambled to assemble their incident reports and update the crisis task boards with the relevant tickets. Accounting, human resources, telecom and data, project management, and even housekeeping personnel scurried like startled rats through their endless checklists. It became a competition to see who could complete their protocols the fastest, or the cleanest, or with the best data. Tickets switched from red to yellow to green across a grotesque spiderweb of workflow charts lighting up every screen and DataPad sporting the Gateways red and gold logo. Supervisors, still disheveled with interrupted sleep, shouted exhortations and recriminations with equal gusto across halls, message boards, and comms alike. To the untrained eye it looked like chaos. To the seasoned executive, it looked like a well-oiled machine.

The slowest moving people in the entire company all belonged to the elite Corporate Espionage Reaction Team. They moved slowly and methodically through the reports and offices. Men and women in white coveralls and masks poked at terminals and waved bizarre scanning technology across every surface and terminal in that tower. They looked like termites milling through a mound, questing for something no one else could see. It took the highly trained people of the CERT sixteen minutes to find the only piece of evidence left behind by the nefarious little widget responsible for the chaos. The minuscule chip stuck in the rug was secured with tweezers, sealed in an electromagnetically shielded evidence bag, and brought to the CERT facility on the eighteenth floor. A team of hardware scientists and professional investigators discovered a serial number nestled within the fragment almost immediately. A search of all known products in all known databases returned the information most of the assembled men and women had already guessed. They put their findings in a memo and sent it to the executive suite without hesitation. One hour and twenty-four minutes from the moment Gateways Incorporated lost all their data, the company was back to normal and in possession of a suspect.

The resulting memo hit the DataPads and comms of the C-level executives like a bolt of lightning. An emergency meeting was convened, and either in person or via holo, the entire board of directors met to discuss the damning report. Despite the impressive volume of information shoved into dozens of appendices, the executives of Gateways really only cared about the summary at the beginning. By the time roll had been taken and a quorum declared, most of them had those pivotal first paragraphs memorized:

“...The breach was made possible when the terminal encryption protocol accepted the correct cipher from an unknown source. The cipher employed has been confirmed to be the correct cipher for the interval in question. However, the cipher was not stolen beforehand. The protection protocol for brute force attempts allows only sixteen attempts per second before locking out the device attempting access. If more than sixty failed attempts are made in any ten seconds from any source, the system itself locks down and changes the cipher. Furthermore, the cipher changes every ninety seconds regardless of external factors. This protocol makes brute force hacking of this terminal functionally impossible, as it is estimated that the fastest computer available running a military-grade slicing AI would need, on average, three hundred and ninety years to correctly guess the cipher even once. However, it was determined that the terminal accepted 154,698,563,156 attempts without triggering any of the defensive measures. The most logical reason for this is that the breaching technology somehow disabled these defenses and allowed unlimited attempts. More disturbing than this, is that the speed required to accomplish this feat within the time it was achieved is simply not possible using any currently understood technology. It is paramount to the safety of all Gateways digital assets that the techniques and technologies employed in this breach be discovered and appropriate countermeasures developed.

CERT personnel recovered a fragment of a control module from the president’s office. The device was clearly designed to destroy itself upon completion but was unsuccessful for reasons unknown at this time. Investigation of the evidence revealed that it is a Fintel model 4582-SSQ-39D quantum processor capable of managing 1.5 million teraflops. These are uncommon and expensive modules, used by only a handful of companies. However, both the manufacturer and virtually all of the clients are divisions of, or companies owned by, OmniCorp.

Further investigations discovered that recently, Thomas Liegenfelter, employee number 12548635, extracted critical corporate intelligence pertaining to initiative HELA from his terminal to a personal device forty-eight hours prior to this incident. As a senior project manager, Liegenfelter’s corporate comm is monitored. Liegenfelter has visited OmniCorp local offices in New Boston twice since then, where it is believed he met with Alexander Fleming (File #HELA-01-08). At 1450 local time yesterday, a “Joseph Marcus” gained access to the president’s office via forged identicator credentials. The administrator on duty reports that he claimed to be associated with Pike’s Privateers and bullied his way inside. This is when CERT believes the device was planted. Senior Project Manager Catrina Caulfield (employee number 6589961) was assaulted by person or persons unknown concurrent to the infiltration. CERT suspects her connection to Pike’s Privateers and the distraction caused by her attack was exploited to affect the ruse.

At this time CERT is convinced that this was a concerted, direct, and unambiguous attack on Gateways Incorporated by OmniCorp and their agents in an attempt to achieve success at the expense of Gateways in the matter of Project HeLa...”

The memo went on for another eight thousand words, but no one at the C-level read much further. The words “concerted, direct, and unambiguous” were not chosen by CERT for their prosaic effect. These were legal terms, defining a very clear case for Gateways’ inevitable response. As inconvenient and embarrassing as getting their entire database stolen was, no one at the meeting was all that unhappy about it. As one VP pointed out, this is what they had needed all along.

At 04:25 that same morning, the executive board of Gateways Incorporated voted to go to war.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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Lucia’s comm woke her just after the sun rose. Considering how late her nights had been, she did not greet this interruption of her precious sleep with grace or dignity. She grabbed her handheld, looked at the screen, and loosed a string of profanity so long, verbose, and eloquent that she even impressed herself.

“What the hell, Sam?” she barked into the device, still lying in bed.

“Gateways just filed for an Active Corporate Hostilities Exemption. Apparently OmniCorp just attacked their database.”

Lucia blinked three times while her brain worked through that information. She realized that the widget Manny and Jean snuck into that office had sparked a much bigger reaction than even she had thought possible. “An ACHE? Already?”

Sam’s voice went cold. “What do you mean already?”

Lucia had the wherewithal to fib her answer. “They’ve been spoiling for a fight for months now. I just didn’t think they’d take it to this level this fast.”

“Well, they did. We’ve got shooting in the streets, Lucia. Gateways just dumped another hundred or so goons on the towers and they’ve been pushing outward onto The Drag. They’ve had two shootouts with Rodney’s crews already.”

“How bad?”

“Nothing major, Gateways is at least focusing on OmniCorp. But OmniCorp has agitators embedded in the gangs and on the streets. Gateways is hunting them with extreme prejudice. The fighting is on, Lucia.”

She knew this was coming. She knew this was necessary. Nevertheless, the icy lump of terror in her guts grew a touch larger and colder all the same. She heard the same existential dread in Sam Parker’s voice that she felt in her chest. He did not know how to manage this, and he did not think he could. “Okay, Sam. We have to contain this to The Drag. You have to get the people off those streets. Close the businesses, close the services. Shut down the commuter trams and the traffic grid. If those two corps want to have a war, they can do it on foot and away from the residential zones. I’m going to see Rodney and try to control him.”

“Can he be controlled?” Sam did not sound certain.

“I’ll take care of it.” She hated to lie to Parker, but it was necessary. She hoped he would understand someday. She hoped she could forgive herself. 

“If you say so. Shutting down Dockside is going to take every bit of clout I have with Synergy. Synergy will file the paperwork for a shutdown, and I can probably get a few dozen cops to patrol with me and put out fires. But my captain is pulling pretty much the entire force back and holing up in the precinct stations. He says if the corpos want to shoot it out, let ‘em.”

Lucia sat up and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. “That tracks. You need to keep yourself and your people safe out there. Stick to the residential areas. The ACHE doesn’t protect either corporation from liability over civilian casualties or infrastructure, so they’ll play nice in those neighborhoods.” She started to fumble for some clothes. “How much of Dockside is made up of OmniCorp assets?” She picked up a pair of slacks, frowned at them, and went looking for some fatigues, instead. “I know Gateways owns everything around the docks.”

“OmniCorp is developing that section where Roland tangled with Lancaster. Maybe six blocks of warehouse and shipping real estate. That’s about it. I figure that’s where the fighting will be concentrated.”

Lucia slid into a pair of black fatigues and grabbed a long-sleeved shirt. “Sounds right.” It was another lie. Lucia already knew where the real operation was going to be, and she needed to get there fast. It was better that Sam did not try to help. The people of Dockside needed their best cop to do what cops do, not have him die in a secret war none of them even knew about. “Roland is not going to be in this fight, Sam. Be careful out there.”

“I know. He’s going to be fine, Lucia. I’m sure of it.”

Lucia swallowed the lump in her throat. “He’s too grumpy to die, right?” She was trying to make a joke, but even to her own ears it just sounded like a desperate woman trying much too hard to convince herself. “I gotta go, Sam. I’m heading to The Drag now. You get the people off the street before first shift, or there will be a lot of dead innocents to clean up.”

“Already on it,” said Sam. “Good luck out there.”

Lucia killed the connection and sat on the edge of her bed. For a full three minutes, she just sat there taking deep breaths. Her heart pounded in her chest harder than she could ever remember. The familiar old threat of a panic attack tiptoed at the edge of her consciousness, probing her mental defenses with waves of apprehension. Roland was dying, she could see it in her father’s lies and feel it in her bones. Dockside was under attack by an overwhelming force. Gateways was no longer a reliable ally. She was all alone in the middle of a war she could not win, and she felt that isolation so deep and powerful she wanted to cry.

She let the feelings come. She did not fight them. She let her mind play with them and turn them over and over. The tiny machines in her brain reacted, like they always did. The fear and sadness did not pass, so much as the waves lost intensity. Her heart rate and breathing slowed, and her thoughts lost some of their frantic energy. She was trained for this. She was good at this. In every way that mattered, Lucia Ribiero was built for this. She exhaled in a long breath, savoring each second until there was no more air in her lungs or tension in her neck.

Then she stood, flipped the magenta stripe of hair off her forehead, and grabbed her gun belt. She exited the apartment she shared with Roland onto a street just now greeting the light of day. Things were quiet still. The long red beams of sunlight carved crimson slashes across the dark concrete and turned opaque windows into bloody blotches. The grisly red smears marred the endless facades of four-story apartment buildings running to her left and right. The air was cool and touched her nose with the dry burn of ozone. The fear was not gone. It squirmed in her guts and buzzed in the back of her mind like a swarm of trapped hornets. Yet it was all manageable, now. The panic had passed, leaving only the barest remnants of terror to mark its trip across her psyche. Shadows, really. Lucia was not afraid of shadows.

She dialed an aerocar to make better time. Parker must have already petitioned for the lockdown because the only car that answered was a gypsy hack with no driver. Lucia held great misgivings about riding in a car not connected to the traffic grid, however circumstances offered her no other choice. The ride took five minutes, and she alighted onto The Drag without incident. The street did not look the same to her. Sullen hitters from various gangs hung out in dirty clumps wherever a rideshare kiosk or alleyway provided cover. People in red armor, some powered and some mundane, stomped along the sidewalks in coordinated patrols. The docking towers loomed over it all, dark and quiet. Lucia shuddered. The Drag was always so full of life and color and movement. Whatever this place was now, it was not the same Drag she knew.

The door to the office opened at her approach, and she swept inside. She found Mindy and Manny waiting for her, and her father seated by Roland's supine form in the corner. He looked bone-weary and haggard. She suspected she knew why. “How is he?” she asked.

“The same,” said her father. “No worse, not much better. We are in a holding pattern with organ failure right now.”

Something he said made her eye twitch. Or rather, it was the way he said it that set her off. He was lying again. She could feel it, but she did not know what the lie was meant to accomplish. If Roland were going to die, he could just say that. The thought made her heart sink in her chest, but she was neither immature nor stupid. Lying about his condition would not change the outcome. Was he coddling her? That had never really been his style. Lucia knew she needed to sit him down and make him come clean, but there was just no time for that right now. She caught a small nod from Emilie Sullivan, seated just next to her father, and wondered what that meant.

“Okay,” Lucia said. She tried not to sound angry or bitter, and hoped she succeeded. “I assume you all heard the news?”

Mindy, draped across her stuffed chair, drawled, “I don’t get up this early for nothin’ short of total war, boss.”

Lucia walked to her desk and sat in her own chair. She flipped her terminal on and started swiping through screens. “Okay. So whatever it is you wanted from Gateways, Emilie, I assume you have it? The war is on.”

“Yes, Lucia,” said the old woman. “I have given Gateways everything they need to go to war with OmniCorp. I noticed that you have already arranged for a civilian lockdown through your police friend. That is good. Gateways will attack OmniCorp here in Dockside, but that will be a feint—”

“They’re coming here,” Lucia interjected. “They want you and need to get you before OmniCorp does.”

“Precisely,” said Emilie. “The only variable is whether or not OmniCorp knows you have me as well.”

“Odds?” Lucia asked.

“You tell me,” Emilie replied with a small smile.

“I do not appreciate your glibness over this, Emilie.”

The woman had the good sense to look abashed. “I’m sorry. Truly. I’ve seen this play out so many times it’s easy to forget how high the stakes are for some. I just wanted to hear your assessment before I gave my own.”

“I say OmniCorp takes a swing at us here, concurrent to Gateways doing the same.”

“About what I thought too,” said Emilie. “OmniCorp will try first, though.”

“Why?” Manny asked.

“Because Gateways has to defend the docks above all else,” said Emilie.  “All OmniCorp has to do is put Lancaster in a position to strike them and Gateways will have to respond, leaving OmniCorp free to strike here.”

“We can’t take Lancaster,” Mindy called from her chair. “If that thing comes strolling down the lane, what are we supposed to do?”

Emilie answered, “Lancaster will be busy tying up as much of the Gateways force as possible.”

“And it will work too,” Lucia added. “Gateways can’t afford to let Lancaster run amok at the docks or anywhere near them. That’s much too dangerous to their long-term financial health.”

Mindy nodded. “Gotta keep the cargo moving if you want folks to pay gate fees, huh? I guess leaving the enemy’s best weapon walking around your cash cow is a bad call then.”

“Yes,” said Lucia. “The sooner Lancaster is off the board, the better it will be for Gateways. They can afford to be patient when it comes to Emilie.”

“So OmniCorp will use Lancaster to pull Gateways assets out of position, and then attack us here to get to the old lady?” Mindy looked at Emilie. “No offense.”

Emilie waved her off. “None taken. I’m very old.”

Lucia sounded like she was trying to find a silver lining in their situation. “I guess the good news is that we will have warning. Once Lancaster gets into it with Gateways, we can expect to have company.”

Manny pulled his Tavor scattergun from a drawer and laid it across the top of his desk. “Normally I’d say to expect something subtle.” The group stopped to look at him, eyes curious. Manny met the gazes and shrugged. “I grew up on this sort of thing. The best tactic would be to pull us out of the office with some sort of ruse, then take Miss Sullivan out in the open where they have room to maneuver.”

“So we don’t ever leave the office?” Mindy sounded incredulous. “That’s not a long-term plan, Manny-boy.”

Manny went on as if she had not spoken. “Another tactic might be to do a hard breach. Blast the door off and come in hard and fast. That’s riskier, though. Might kill the target.” He fumbled absently with his gun while he talked, eyes down and focused on the weapon. “They may even try negotiating with us first. Expect bribery, threats, blackmail. It won’t matter because they will be using that as a distraction for a breach, anyway.”

“We have one advantage, though.” Lucia said. “We know that both players want the same thing and are willing to fight over it. And we are going to let them fight it out too.”

Everyone looked at her. All except Emilie wore expressions of confusion. Emilie, for her part, was beaming. “Exactly my thought, Lucia. The enemy of my enemy is my ally, even when they are the enemy too.”

Mindy did not sound convinced. “You’re just going to let them shoot up The Drag?”

“It’s not like we can stop them,” Lucia replied. “What we can do is contain the damage here. For that, we will need The Dwarf to mobilize all the guilds.”

“Why will he help us?” Mindy asked. “He’s super pissy these days already.”

Lucia pointed at the little blond. “Because we are not asking. Mindy, dear?”

“Yes, boss?”

“Your job is to convince Rodney to do as he is told, and I do not care how you do it.” Lucia’s eyes narrowed. “Do you understand? Either Rodney plays ball with us on this...”

Mindy showed perfect white teeth in a feral smile. “Or his replacement will. Got it, boss.”

“Go now, before the streets get any hotter,” Lucia said. “Get back as fast as you can.”

“Give me one hour,” Mindy said, surging to her feet. “All I’ll need.” The blond killer left without another word, and everyone in the room noticed the joyful bounce in her steps.

“Psycho,” muttered Manny.

“But she’s our psycho,” Lucia replied. “The rest of us need to set up for a siege. Gateways and OmniCorp are both watching this office, I’m sure. They’ve seen Mindy leave, and they know Roland is hurt. That’s our two heaviest hitters off the table.”

Dr. Ribiero spoke up, voice thready. “But won’t that entice our enemies to strike sooner?”

Lucia shook her head. “No, Dad. There is a ton of Gateways muscle within a hundred yards of our door. If OmniCorp moves, Gateways will engage, and they have the numbers right now. If Gateways decides to try and take us now, OmniCorp will deploy Lancaster, who will sweep the decks with them. Total impasse. Gateways won’t move until they have enough manpower on the ground to manage Lancaster, and OmniCorp won’t move until Gateways thins out their coverage.”

“They’re playing it cagey,” Manny said. “Nobody is going to move until they feel they have a definitive upper hand.”

“Including us,” Lucia said.

If she had something else to say, it was interrupted by the door chime. Manny, Lucia, and Emilie all looked at each other with confused expressions. After a moment, Manny grabbed his scattergun and moved to the door. Lucia pushed back from her desk and rested one hand on the butt of her CZ-105 flechette pistol. “Who is it?” she asked Manny.

“I don’t know,” Manny replied. “Scans are partially blocked by his clothes, so I can’t get a fix on his identicator. I’m going to boost the scanner signal slowly until I get through the weave. Stall him.” He tapped at the door monitor panel a few times, and a face appeared on a screen next to the door. It was the face of a man wearing a charming smile. “Audio is on,” Manny said.

“Can I help you?” Lucia called to the face on the screen.

“I’m pretty sure you can,” said the man at their door. “My name is Alexander Fleming, and I think we have a lot to talk about.”
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“No,” Lucia said to the man on the screen. “I don’t think we do.”

“Can I come in?” Fleming asked. He looked from left to right as if checking for enemies. “The street is full of those ugly red goons, and I am not exactly popular with them right now. I don’t think it will take them long to figure out I’m a valid target.”

Lucia’s reply bore no sympathy. “Interesting point, Mister Fleming. I’m searching very hard for a reason not to just tell them exactly who it is at my door this morning. Imagine their surprise.”

Fleming did not flinch. “I really hope you are smarter than that, Miss Ribiero. I think we both know why I’m confident enough to venture out into such hostile territory.”

“You mean your pet tank?” Lucia fired back. “I don’t think you are ready to try your luck this close to the docks. There are an awful lot of Gateways shooters out there.”

Fleming shrugged. “It’d be a real mess, I’m sure. I’m no military strategist so I can’t say one way or the other how it would go. None of you would survive either way.” His smile increased in both width and warmth. “I’m here to parlay, Miss Ribiero. I want to negotiate with both you and your guest. This really does not have to be a war. Look,” he stepped back and took a turn in front of the door scanner. “I am alone and unarmed.”

Manny blurted out, “I’ve got him scanned now. It’s really Fleming. He’s not unarmed though, and he’s hiding a bunch of scanning tech under what he thinks is good stealth-weave.”

Fleming must have heard him. “Well, I’m mostly unarmed. I’ll ditch the gun. I’m a terrible shot in any case.” He removed a bead pistol from under his jacket and dropped it. “As for my other devices? They connect me to Lancaster. Ensures my safety and all that. If anything happens to me, Lancaster will be here in five minutes.”

“You’re not getting inside,” Lucia said. “And if we see Lancaster we will engage and destroy that thing.”

“Oh, Lucia,” Fleming sighed. “I know you are mad. I get it. And I’m truly sorry about Roland. I hope he pulls through. But don’t be silly. The closest thing that can truly hurt Lancaster is hours away.”

Lucia’s teeth ground together, and she had to force a reply through them. “Go away before I kill you, Fleming. I’m all done with corpo bullshit and greasy project managers. This is not a game to me. At this point you are an enemy combatant and if you are still outside my door in three seconds, I will put a flechette right between your eyes.”

Fleming’s congenial facade wilted into a scowl. “I had hoped you would be more reasonable, Miss Ribiero.” He reached down, presumably to retrieve his pistol, and turned away.

When he was gone, Lucia looked over to Emilie. “What do you suppose that was about?”

Emilie frowned ever so slightly. “I think he wanted to scout us. He was looking for something.”

Lucia shook her head. “He had to know he’d never get inside, though.”

“Precisely,” said Emilie. “But he needed to get up to the door for some reason.”

“He scanned the office aggressively,” Manny said. “We are not particularly well shielded in here. The problem is that I can’t imagine he found anything interesting, though. He already knew we were in here, and there is nothing else he’d be interested in.”

“He was looking for me,” Emilie said. “Making sure I was actually inside before committing. They will move very soon. Minutes, I think.”

“That’s too early!” Lucia could not keep the fear from her voice. “We need at least two more hours to prep. And besides, Gateways is still all over the street.”

Emilie sounded very serious. “For the moment, yes. But I do not believe we are going to get the time we need, dear. We need to prepare to defend this office.”

Lucia inhaled and let the breath out with a long string of colorful expletives. When she had finished, she ran a hand through her hair and stood up. “Fine. Fuck it. We fight. Manny, call Bettie and tell her we need her. Then ping Mindy and let her know we are about to be hit. I hope she manages to get Rodney squared away ahead of schedule.”

“On it,” Manny said. He sounded strong, but his face had lost some of its signature color. His fingers started to dance across his terminal screen.

“You can shoot, right?” Lucia said it to Emilie.

“Oh yes,” said the old woman. “I can shoot.”

Lucia tossed her a five-millimeter bead pistol and several magazines. “Good. You stay with me. Dad?”

“Yes, dear?”

“Go hide in the back room.”

“I will not!”

Lucia did not bother to argue. “Then grab a gun from Roland’s desk and point it at the door.”

Her father stood and walked over to Roland’s desk. After rummaging through one of the drawers his hand emerged with a large pistol. He hefted it with a frown, then shrugged and grabbed some extra magazines. “This will have to do,” he said. “Now what?”

“Now we wait,” Lucia replied. “And hope that we can hold out long enough for the cavalry to arrive.”

“Who’s the cavalry?” Dr. Ribiero asked. “Or do I not want to know?” He moved back to the corner where Roland lay. He posted himself up against a cabinet for cover but stayed right next to the unconscious cyborg.

“There is no cavalry,” Manny said. He stared into the screen of his DataPad. “We’re just bringing all the players onto the same board to fight amongst themselves.”

“Sooner than I wanted to,” Lucia groused. “But why should today go any better than the last few days?”

“Lancaster just attacked Demeter!” Manny called out, startling the group. “The news just hit the police channels.”

“He’s hitting one of the docks directly.” Lucia chewed on that. “Ballsy move. Are they so desperate they’d risk pushing the UEDF to jump in again so soon?”

Manny shook his head. “Demeter is one of the towers that has no military contracts, boss.”

“Hence they picked it,” Lucia agreed through clenched teeth. The stress of the situation made clear thinking difficult. She forced a calming breath out through her nose. “Either way, Gateways will have to respond, and because it’s Lancaster they’ll have to roll hard.”

“Also keeps the fight close by,” Emilie pointed out. “Perhaps a mile and a half, right?”

“About that,” Lucia said. “Manny, how’s the street?”

“Emptying, boss,” Manny said, squinting into his terminal screen. “Gateways troops are moving north toward the docks. Looks like they are barely leaving a skeleton crew behind to watch us.”

“The docks are always the priority. They know that Gateways will send everyone, and they already have an exemption for military action,” Lucia said. “It’s definitely about to get warm in here.”

The sound of gunfire followed her quip. Sharp staccato cracks muffled by the walls sounded dull and dim to Lucia’s ears. She could make out different weapons by the pitch of each report. Large beads cracked like bullwhips, and ultra-high-speed flechettes snapped and hissed. Manny put the external feed from their door scanner on the door screen, though there was little to see. Flashes from unseen muzzles, the occasional red-armored form running across the field of view, and stray ricochets hurling chunks of the street told the tale of a brutal firefight just out of sight.

“Can you slice us a drone?” Lucia asked Manny. “From the traffic grid?”

“No drones are up,” he replied. “The whole district has been blacked out.”

“Fuck,” Lucia hissed. “The NBLA is looking the other way.”

Something struck the door hard enough to make it rattle in its frame. Dr. Ribiero jumped in fear, and Lucia ground her teeth even harder. The screen went black.

“Blueback in power armor,” Manny said. “Looks like the Gateways guards are down already.” The door jumped again. “Door is not going to hold.”

“I have him,” Lucia said, taking her pistol in a two-hand grip and squinting down the sights. “Nobody start shooting until it drops.”

Another horrible crash shook the door and its frame. Then a third. On the fourth, the door bent inward, and the glide tracks ripped free from the wall. “Steady,” Lucia said to her team.

The fifth blow knocked the door clear of the frame. It crashed to the floor and revealed the shape of a man in blue power armor. He might have tried to say something. Perhaps shout commands or issue orders of some sort to his team. He never got the chance. Lucia’s eye found the gap between his helmet and gorget and locked onto the thin blue stripe of the man’s collar beyond. Her pistol snapped into line, and she touched off three flechettes. The tungsten-tipped aluminum needles lanced across the office and knifed into the tiny gap beneath the helmet. In the scant microseconds it took the darts to hit, subtle changes in target location spoiled the perfection of Lucia’s aim. She expected this, and that is why she fired three times. The flechettes all glanced off the hard shell of the thick gorget, but their tumbling fragments continued through the miniscule crevice. In random fashion, the shards ripped through the armor’s cloth underlayer like tiny scalpels through tissue paper and shredded the unprotected neck of the man inside.

The armored man was still trying to speak when the projectiles knifed through his throat, shredding his trachea and slicing into his spine. He gurgled, spewed streams of blood from both his mouth and neck, and slumped. The armor did not permit him to fall, so the squad of attackers behind the dead man did not realize at first what had just occurred. There followed an awful silence, lasting three full seconds, while everyone except Lucia tried to comprehend the situation. The armored corpse stood like a macabre statue, gurgling and pouring blood down the azure expanse of its chest plate. The grisly monument’s prodigious bulk obstructed the doorway and helpfully blocked both access and shooting lanes. Lucia allowed herself to smile.

“He’s out!” somebody shouted. “Grodsky’s out! He’s blocking the fucking door!”

“Move him!” another voice shouted.

Hands on blue gloves gripped at armored pauldrons from behind. They yanked and pulled while shouting orders and expletives with equal gusto. The armor and man combined must have weighed quite a bit, because the corpse of Grodsky moved very little for all the noise. Just to be sure, Lucia lifted her pistol and fired again. She was rewarded with a scream when her flechette destroyed one of the tugging hands. “I’m hit!” someone shouted, voice wracked with pain. “They blew my goddamn hand off!”

Emilie chuckled from behind Roland’s desk. “This is going better than I expected, to be honest.”

“Don’t get too cocky,” Lucia replied. “This is just the beginning.”

The shouting from outside intensified. Manny spoke up. “They’re arguing about whether or not to toss a grenade in here.”

“Not with me inside,” Emilie said. “Not a chance. If anything they’ll try a stun grenade or something non-lethal.”

“Let them try it,” Lucia said.

“Gonna be smoke,” Manny said. “They need to move that body without getting shot. Smoke will give the most cover.”

Sure enough, within ten seconds a dull gray cylinder rolled between the legs of the dead man into the middle of the office. Lucia was moving even as the first metallic clinking sound hit her ears. She scooped the grenade up in one hand and sent it skittering back the way it came. She moved so fast the eye could barely follow her, and her aim was perfect. The grenade clattered into the street before spewing huge clouds of purple smoke harmlessly into the crisp morning air.

“How’s backup looking?” Lucia asked over one shoulder as she vaulted back into position behind her desk.

Manny answered, “Bettie is still at least eighteen minutes out. Mindy is still quiet. She must be in Rodney’s office.”

“Can we last twenty minutes?” Dr. Ribiero asked.

Lucia found his tone strange. She expected more fear. Her father was no coward, but he was not a warrior either. He sounded more resigned than scared. She wondered if her internal machines were overcompensating and warping her perceptions. Considering the stress she was under, it was possible her risk assessment and empathy were completely skewed. She answered her father’s question. “Do we have a choice?”

“There’s always a choice,” her father said. “Some more palatable than others.”

Lucia did not get the chance to question her father’s cryptic reply. The armored corpse lurched.

Lucia gasped in surprise at the sudden movement, and her eyes widened when the thing took one wobbling half-step forward. On instinct her fingers stroked the trigger of her CZ-105 and sent eight flechettes into the shaking mechanical marionette trying so hard to get out of its own way. She looked for creases where her shots might hit meat, though she already knew the flesh inside was dead. Her brain, normally so fast and clever, needed three-quarters of a second to catch up with this bizarre development.

“It’s on remote!” Manny shouted. “They’re moving the armor by remote!”

Manny’s proclamation snapped her cognitive faculties back to their normal rhythm. Her reply came sharp with the edge of authority. “EMP, Manny!” Lucia shouted back at the man.

Manny dropped his shotgun to the desk and started tapping at the inside of his left wrist. Then he pointed his arm at the wobbling armor and clenched the hand into a fist. There was no sound or light, but the armored body stopped trying to move and went ramrod straight with a wail of dying actuators. Smoke poured from the creases between plates and a wisp of flame guttered from its back. The air filled with the horrible stench of burning flesh and plastic.

“Got it!” Manny yelled back, as if this were not obvious.

Lucia started to breathe a sigh of relief when, to her horror, the thing fell. Like a tree, the armor toppled forward and crashed onto the carpet with a powerful thud. Shouts and the sounds of booted feet beyond the now very open, very unobstructed doorway hit Lucia’s ears like the roar of an inescapable flood. She raised her pistol and waited for a target to show itself. Her earlier marksmanship must have been noticed, because no brave soul seemed ready to lead the charge inside.

They all waited, breath held, and palms wet on the grips of their weapons. Finally, after what felt like hours, a gruff voice shattered the thickening silence.

“Might as well come out! If we have to go in there none of you will live through it. You don’t have a chance!”

Lucia shouted her answer back. “Did your pal in the armor feel that way?”

The voice replied with a distressing quantity of confidence. “I brought a lot of pals.”

Lucia ground her teeth. The man was right to be confident. The situation, while not perfect, was well under his control and everyone knew it. They were outnumbered and outgunned. The enemy had all the advantages, and no matter how many versions of what came next her bionic brain tried to parse, there were only a few scenarios where they lived to see the sunset. In all of them, someone came to help. She hated that feeling. No matter what she did, she could not win this. Someone else had to step in if she wanted to survive and save her town. Lucia Ribiero was an executive, a strategist, a fighter. And now she needed to be rescued. Lucia felt trapped and vulnerable in a way she could hardly remember.

This had to be the worst feeling in the world.

Then she thought of Roland, so quiet and still. She heard his voice in her head, and it made her sad and happy at the same time.

You can’t always dictate the outcome of a fight, but you can usually influence it.

And in that maddening, ox-simple way of his, Roland was right. The outcome itself was out of her control. But that did not mean she had no way to make the outcomes she liked more probable. Bettie was coming with hitters, and while Dockside enforcers were not the most professional bunch, none were to be taken lightly. This was not over. She could win this.

Lucia did the only thing she could to affect the outcome in this case. She stalled for time. “Send them in then. I have lots of ammo.” She tried to sound cocky the way Roland always did in these situations. The line between macho bullshit and actual confidence remained a fuzzy thing to her sensibilities.

“You think this is a standoff?” The man outside shouted back. “Like maybe you got some kind of power here? The only reason you ain’t dead already is that old lady. If she gets iced, we lose a fat bonus. That’s it. That fucking bonus is worth about ten more seconds. After that, we’re coming in hard.”

“Manny?” Lucia hissed.

“Bettie is still thirteen minutes out.” Manny shouldered his shotgun. “That’s a long time, boss.”

“I’ll go,” Emilie said. “There’s no point in getting you all killed. We can find another way.”

“They’ll never let you out,” Lucia said. “You’ll be kept alive and experimented on forever!”

“I’ll escape. Eventually.” Emilie stood. “I’m going. You can come rescue me if you want.”

“Five seconds!” the voice from outside shouted.

Lucia wanted to scream. “No. We can hold! The war won’t end if OmniCorp gets you!”

“There is no choice. At least not for now.”

The voice from outside sounded angry. “Time’s up! Send her out or we’re coming in! Now!”

Then they heard another sound. A voice like a rock saw ripping through granite, so low and malevolent it seemed to rob the air of its very heat, rumbled three angry syllables from the corner of the office.

“Let them come.”

––––––––
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

[image: image]


Losing Grodsky in the initial breach colored Captain Starkey’s mood with a patina of irritation thick enough to be seen with the naked eye. It was not merely about losing a good trooper either. Timing and coordination made these sorts of missions both successful and profitable, and the coordination was now well and truly fucked. The timing he could still work with, though. He had chosen not to move until intel confirmed that the assassin was gone and Gateways assets were occupied with Lancaster. With this in mind, the initial assault plan aimed to maximize their material and manpower advantages in such a way that the target could be retrieved without injury while also engendering minimal collateral damage. Without Grodsky to soak up damage, this became an altogether different challenge.

Grodsky was meant to hold a beachhead inside the door so his contact team could engage with less-lethal ordnance. The opposition force was small, mostly unaugmented, and lightly armed. According to all Starkey’s intel on the group, they also tended to be very reasonable people. The sight of a man in full power armor should have switched the tempo of action to little more than a hostage negotiation. Instead, somehow, those assholes had dropped almost seven hundred pounds of expensive steel and tech with a goddamn pistol.

Starkey was no idiot. Grenades had been the logical next step. Getting his tech team to move the armor was no big deal, either. Nevertheless, nothing had worked so far, and Starkey could not help but note that the mission clock was ticking. He could feel the air thicken as the window for success closed on his team. If he did not grab the old hag and bolt soon, he expected to be neck deep in red armor and local muscle. He fancied his platoon the equal of any out there, though he was of the opinion that smart commanders avoided pitched battles. He used the time spent arguing with the woman inside to reposition his team. He gave the order to go in hot, risking killing the target. The client may gripe, but that particular risk could no longer be avoided. His team were all pros, and there remained a good chance they could breach and clear the zone without killing her. If not, they would still get paid something for delivering the body.

While arguing with the enemy, a few quick hand signals to his team moved Miller and Shinkowicz into the primary slot. They wore the heaviest armor and were the most seasoned. The other ten members of the breaching squad stacked up in order of armor rating, with the medic at the back in case the target took hits. When his visor tagged each with a green icon indicating readiness, he confirmed their positions visually before taking his own place at the back of the stack. His backup two squads fell into support positions behind kiosks and in alleys to either side of the door. Each squad leader’s icon pinged green in Starkey’s HUD when they at last settled. The whole maneuver took no longer than the ten seconds’ grace he offered the idiots inside. This was not a coincidence. Starkey approved of their precision with a nearly silent grunt of affirmation. If things somehow got really ugly, Starkey trusted his platoon to do the right things without being told.

Satisfied, he barked his final ultimatum to the people inside and clicked over to the team channel to give the breaching order. The words caught in his throat, sounds dying on his lips when something terrible erupted from beyond the shadows hiding the interior of the building. He saw the great bald head, the burning black eyes, and the alien proportions of something he did not think possible part the obscuring darkness like curtains and roar a horrible battle cry. The sound defied description, a bellow both inhuman and monstrous washed over the crouching mercenaries like an icy wind. The universe paused, as if to take a breath in the wake of that challenge.

And then the killing began.

Shinkowicz took the first blow. A left hand snaked out and grabbed him by the helmet. The helmet crumpled like a beer can, and three hundred pounds of hardened mercenary died where he stood without ever making a sound. The monster launched the corpse over the two stacks of shooters and moved on without a word. As Shinkowicz flew over Starkey’s head, Miller’s panicked shriek ripped across the air and comms with equal volume. His weapon barked twice to no avail before a shattered sternum sent him down with a pained groan.

Starkey threw himself backward, screaming retreat orders into the channel with all the grace and presence of a child trapped in a nightmare. “Fall back! Fall back!” The cry was shrill, undisciplined, and brimming with terror. Starkey could think of nothing else to say in the face of such blunt impossibility. Of course, the captain knew precisely what he was looking at. Starkey had seen the intel on every potential opponent he might encounter in this operation. He had read every file and report as a good commander should. More importantly, Starkey had put his ear to the ground and listened to the local chatter. This creature was more than a file, more than some old military asset. This was a legend written into the very folklore of Dockside.

This was The Fixer. 

Starkey knew what was happening but could not understand it. His brain refused to accept the evidence of his eyes and ears because of all the terrible contingencies he had been prepared for, this was one others had assured him was impossible. Starkey had no answer for the presence of The Fixer, and his people were going to die for it.

The rattling of a dozen guns on full auto hit Starkey’s ears even as he scrambled backward. Their weapons would be useless, but he spun to bring his own rifle in line all the same. He nearly choked when he saw the monster smash Kravitz into the sidewalk hard enough to flatten her armor. She never made a sound. Death came so quickly the veteran of nine campaigns probably did not understand it was over. Cavendish died when a right hand the color of brushed silver took his head from his shoulders in a fountain of blood. The breaching squad scattered in every direction, spewing frenzied gunfire in their wake. Beads and slugs shattered against armored skin in showers of orange sparks and smoking fragments. The windows of the office devolved into mosaics of white spiderweb cracks, and the walls shed chunks of concrete in dusty gray plumes. Within this maelstrom of carnage the thing rose to its full height and wailed once more. Starkey thought he heard pain beneath the rage in that cry, but the noise was so strange and unearthly he could not say for sure.

From within the thunder and lightning of concentrated gun fire, it emerged at a gallop. The monster chased Starkey’s fleeing troops with enormous strides, snagging two more hapless men just as they made it to the street. With a hunch of those giant shoulders, the beast smashed the two soldiers into each other like cymbals. The wet slap of crushed flesh mixed with the crunch of shattered bones and echoed across the battlefield. Both men went limp, and the giant tossed them aside.

Starkey scrambled to a navigation relay on the edge of the street and hunkered down behind its dense green bulk. Large enough to hide his whole body and strong enough to take some punishment, the captain used the cover to assess and regroup. It took a full second for Starkey to determine the only possible outcome of continued hostilities. There was nothing left to do but to try to save as many of his people as he could. He opened the team channel and overrode all the other microphones. “Everybody get clear! We cannot compete with target! Repeat! Cannot compete! Scramble! Now!”

He ventured a peek around the big green box protecting him. He saw The Fixer sprint into one of the alleyways bracketing the target entrance and hoped that whoever had posted up in there had left already. That hope died when a man in blue armor flew from the alley at what had to be a hundred miles per hour. Starkey’s eyes stayed glued to the doomed soldier until it struck the side of a building across the street with a wet crunch. Despite the fear and sadness, a thought crossed Starkey’s mind in that moment.

Something about this fight did not match the intelligence Fleming had given him. First of all, Roland Tankowicz was supposed to be dead, or at least dying. Starkey had watched the fight with Lancaster, and there was no coming back from that kind of damage. Yet the stubborn nature of objective reality would not be denied in this case. Tankowicz was not only alive but appeared to be in perfect condition.

Second, according to all available information, Tankowicz was brutally efficient in combat. Legendarily so. But there was nothing efficient about what the beast was doing to Starkey’s platoon. The fury and rage on display reeked of insanity more than anything else. As if to prove the point, the monster emerged from the alley with another blue body clutched in his right hand. Blood flowed freely from the twitching form, painting the azure plates of armor purple with sheets of red ichor. Blasting forth another horrible bellow, Tankowicz hurled the body at a rideshare kiosk where three more shooters hid. The flimsy shelter collapsed at the impact, and the giant monster leaped at the toppled rubble to finish with fists the job his missile had started. Starkey realized that Tankowicz was not content with merely fighting his people. He was massacring them.

“Scramble!” he screamed again. This was a nightmare. He switched to the OmniCorp Security and Operations channel and broadcast his plea to every Blueback in range. “Mayday! Mayday! Mayday! We are overrun! He’s ripping us to shreds! We need back up and evac now!”

“Repo One, this is Control. What is your situation?”

“Tankowicz is alive and killing us all! We need priority assist or we are gone in less than ninety seconds! Heavy weapons and armor, Control!”

The voice on the other end did not reply right away. Starkey was about to shout again when the speaker in his helmet burst into life. “Repo One, did you say Tankowicz?”

“Hard copy, Control. Tankowicz is here.”

“Stand by, Repo One.”

“What do you mean stand by? We’re getting killed! I need priority assist! Now!”

There was no reply. Starkey’s stomach turned. He checked the channel and found exactly what he feared. The channel was closed, and his credentials no longer let him access OmniCorp comms. He wanted to scream. He wanted to cry. He chose neither. He opened up his platoon’s channel. “We’re burned, team. The fuckers burned us. No help is coming. All survivors scramble to rally point zeta. Ditch the blues and switch to your backup identicators.” He paused, wondering if any of them would make it. “Good luck, everyone. Starkey out.”

He was the captain, and he knew what he had to do.

Starkey rose from behind the relay and shouldered his slug rifle. The reticle on his visor located Tankowicz within seconds. The behemoth emerged from an alley fifty yards away, shoulders hunched and face twisted into a rictus of rage and pain. He wore black shorts and nothing else. The briefs blended in with most of his body except the left arm from the elbow down. That was a dull silver color, and it matched his right leg as well as an enormous blotch across his abdomen. Starkey did not know or care what that meant.

“You asshole!” He shouted across the intervening distance. “Yeah! You!”

The monster stopped and jerked its head in Starkey’s direction. The ghosts of warring emotions passed over the brutish features for most of a second before the heavy brow lowered. Starkey saw anger, sadness, confusion all at once. He was no expert on the man, but clearly something was very wrong with Tankowicz.

He raised his weapon and fired. The rifled slug shattered across the big cyborg’s chest in a shower of sparks.

“Come on, you fucker! I’m right here!” Summoning reserves of impotent courage, the captain stepped toward his enemy. As Starkey moved closer, he noticed that the body of his foe bore silver pockmarks across the chest and shoulders as well. They looked like healing gunshot wounds, except that instead of dried blood and pink flesh, these holes had been filled with silver. Not that any of it mattered anymore. Starkey fired again and again, the rifle in his hands bouncing and jumping with each pull of the trigger. He aimed for the face, remembering that Tankowicz had less armor there than anywhere else. His second slug struck the thing just above the left eye. The big bald head snapped back, revealing a horrific gash where the slug had ripped into the skin. Starkey knew better than to hope for more than superficial damage, yet the tiny sign of vulnerability proved very satisfying. They were only fifty feet apart when Starkey witnessed the weeping tear close, the edges knitting themselves together in seconds while he watched.

He fired more, faster now. At this range it was child’s play to pepper the thing’s head with slugs. Tankowicz threw a black forearm over his face and kept coming. Screaming defiance, Starkey rode the trigger with reckless abandon. When they were only ten feet apart, his weapon clicked softly, the bolt slamming closed over an empty chamber. Starkey dropped the rifle and drew his pistol with a smooth, practiced motion. Tankowicz was so close now, his hideous body blocked any view of the street beyond and the flight of his team. Captain Starkey called out into the team channel for one last time. “It’s been an honor working with you all.”

He pulled the trigger, but nothing happened. This was no surprise. The man had eyes and could see that a massive fist enveloped his hand and pistol both. He felt no pain at first. Between adrenaline and focus, he realized he possessed very few sensations at all. He knew his hand was crushed. He could see blood pouring from between the silver fingers. He could hear the ragged breathing of Tankowicz, smell the strange acrid tang of the silver fluid running down that horrible face, hear the blood rushing in his ears. But he felt no pain, saw nothing but the face of his death two feet from his own.

“Fuck you,” Starkey said into the distant black eyes of his killer. Then louder, “Fuck you!”

“No,” Tankowicz growled. The sound was more than just angry. It was mean, filled with malice, like he was desperate to punish someone. “Fuck YOU.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY
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Roland could not think.

He tried to chase his thoughts and pin them down, force them to align into coherence. Success proved elusive. He knew who he was. He knew where he was. He remembered everything. Yet he could not order his thoughts into anything structured. Icy phantom fingers squeezed his chest, and he wondered if it was even possible for him to have a heart attack. Terror came in waves, a horrible non-specific dread he could neither understand nor articulate. He did not know why he was afraid or even what he was afraid of. He just knew fear and hated it. He hated it so much it made him angry. He soon discovered he had no more control over his anger than he did his fear.

It’s okay to be angry, he heard his own voice inside his head and hardly recognized it. There are enemies to kill.

Swept up in this emotional tidal wave, Roland hurled himself at the troops in blue armor outside his door. Outside the office where Lucia was. Where Manny was. Where his people were hiding. The thoughts started to align.

They want to kill my family. Roland had never once embraced the term family when he considered his team. Being stripped of all his emotional armor left his impressions raw and unfiltered. There was no denying it anymore. It was obvious, and he was stupid for pretending otherwise. They were his family. He loved them. Especially Lucia. The men in blue were trying to hurt his family, and so the men in blue had to die.

And Roland killed them. The ones that scattered he let scatter. The ones he caught he killed. The last one, the officer, gave Roland pause. The man died defiant, firing useless slug after useless slug into Roland’s indestructible hide without giving one inch of ground. Roland chased his feelings about that, hunted down the threads of cognition, forced them to yield their secrets in a way his fractured psyche could understand.

He bought time to save his people. His people. He cared about them, and he died so they could get away. He’s a soldier. I am a soldier.

Roland dropped the corpse of the officer and fell to his knees. He clutched at his own head with both hands and roared again. He felt too much. Felt too wild and strong. He was not supposed to be like this. The machines were supposed to prevent this.

I am dangerous. I can’t lose control. I will hurt. I will kill. Stay in control.

There was the fear. It hit him like a freighter, and the source was so obvious a child could have explained it. Roland was a monster. A killer. An amoral murder-bot just like all the others. All these years. Four decades of hiding and running and he was still nothing more than the thing he hated and feared the most. He escaped nothing. Outgrew nothing. Lived for nothing. 

A despair Roland barely remembered swelled within his mind. Hundreds, perhaps thousands of people had died by his hands, and every hour he spent trying to atone for that was a lie. A sick fiction, an act performed by a madman good for only the one purpose. What right did he have to expect happiness? To expect love? He was born for war and built for it. He was unworthy to receive anything but the violence he was so good at. Roland wanted to smash and kill and destroy more than anything else in the world. He wanted more enemies, more violence, more noise and blood, if only to satisfy the demon in his head enough for it to take a nap.

“Roland!”

It was Lucia’s voice. His guts heaved when he detected the edge of fear in it. He tried to speak, to find words. He could only choke, clenching his fists so tight the bones of his fingers groaned audibly.

“Roland?” She was closer now.

He refused to look up. She could not see him like this. She could not know about this part of him. Still kneeling, he fell forward, hands over his head and huffing like an angry bull. He knew he needed words. To speak. To calm her so she would not fear him. Because if she was afraid of him then there was no point living anymore. He had done so many things wrong. Not this. Never this.

He felt her hand touch the top of his shoulder and he shuddered at the warmth. He still could not speak, and it was all he could do not to flinch away.

“It’s okay, Roland.”

It was not okay. Roland could not remember ever feeling this out of control before. He did not trust his body or his mind to do anything but kill.

Lucia’s other hand found his other shoulder. Then both moved to his hands, still covering his head. She pried gently at them, not forcing anything. Merely suggesting.

Roland found his voice. “No!” It came out harsh and angry, and his self-loathing surged.

Lucia did not give up. Her hands pulled with just a touch more force. “You scared, big guy?”

Roland did not trust himself to answer. Lucia did not seem to mind. “I bet you are. Oh, what did that old man do to you?” One of Roland’s hands finally shifted to reveal one side of his face. Lucia smiled to see it. “You need to know that it’s okay, Roland. You’ve been through incredible trauma. You are allowed to feel things. You are allowed to feel them strongly.”

Roland did not agree. “I... I can’t. You know that.”

“Yes,” Lucia said, her eyes bright. “Mighty Breach is too dangerous to have feelings. Too powerful to trust with real emotions. Mighty Breach must stand ready to fight all the bad guys of the universe and never have a single thing of his own. Not even his own emotions.” She pulled at his other hand, revealing the rest of his face at last. “Does that sound as stupid to you as it does to me? I don’t believe any of it and you shouldn’t either. And by the way, I don’t think you’re dangerous at all. But you are sad. And angry. And you like to put the weight of the whole world on your shoulders every day so you don’t have to think about it.”

“I’m scared.” It was much easier to say than he thought it would be. His voice grew stronger. “I’m scared, Lucia. I keep thinking I’m over it all, but... something is broken,” he pointed to his head. “Up here.”

“Not broken. Different.”

“What happened to me?” Roland asked. He shifted, rolling to sit on the street and staring at his right hand. It was still hard to breathe, but he felt the rage waning. “I was dying. I knew I was. The machines shut down all the major emotions to keep me fighting, but now it’s like they’re not working. Look.”

Roland held up his right hand, dull silver catching the morning sun. It was trembling. He had never trembled before.

Lucia took the hand in both of hers and placed it against her cheek. “There is nothing wrong with that hand, Roland.”

For reasons he did not understand, the chaos in Roland’s head lost its intensity. The rage and fear trickled away in subtle pulses punctuated by tiny shudders running down the muscles of his back. “Ah, shit,” he rumbled. “I feel so strange. Since I woke up, I can’t think or control my thoughts. I... I got out of control. I was so scared it made me angry, and I... I couldn’t stop it.”

Lucia leaned forward and kissed him on the forehead. “Let’s go talk to my father about that. I think he will have some answers for that, as well as your new color scheme.” 

Roland looked at his arm again. “Huh. That is new.”

“Can you stand?”

“Yeah,” Roland said. “I feel great, physically.” He rose to his feet, wearing a bemused frown. “My head is not right, Lucy. Not like I remember it, at least.”

“Get inside,” Lucia said. “We’ll get you some pants and some answers, in that order.”

Inside the office, six curious eyes greeted Roland. Lucia did not wait for questions. “Manny, grab Roland a change of clothes. Emilie, I’ll be with you in a second.” She turned to pin her father with a pointed stare. “You. Talk.”

The elder Ribiero was still seated in the corner where Roland had been kept. He acknowledged the order with curt nod and a huge sigh. “He was going to die. I could not let that happen.”

Lucia sounded like she was holding back a lot of anger. “What did you do?”

“What I always do. I made choices with dire consequences for other people.”

“One more cryptic riddle for an answer and I am going to lose my temper, Dad.”

Ribiero met his daughter’s anger with his own. “I upgraded his hardware. Do you want to see the specs?” He did not bother waiting for her to answer. “His internal organs were shot. Cascade failures had already begun. I had to find a way to repair the organs faster than they could fall apart. That is impossible. We can grow new ones for him over a few months, but he did not have that kind of time. But of course, I already know how to fix an organ faster than it can kill itself, don’t I?”

Lucia answered, her voice small, “My brain.”

“Exactly. Your brain repairs itself as fast as the seizures damage them. It happens so fast you don’t even know when you are having one.”

“You put the machines from my brain in Roland’s whole body?”

“The machines for your brain were originally developed for bodies like Roland’s, Lucy. That was the whole point of my cooperation with the UEDF.”

“But you always said that the ones in my brain were unique to me. Made for me and would only work on me because of my mutation.”

“And that was true. If I simply tried to configure the machines for a normal brain, they would likely kill the host in a matter of hours. But it has been many years since I built the first batch, and I know Roland’s neurological architecture very well because I built it. While setting up and installing ought to be a long and dangerous process requiring constant recalibration, it was easy with Roland because I helped build the host. Hell, most of the existing architecture is synthetic anyway. A condition that also helped to make the repair process orders of magnitude more rapid in him than it ever was in you. Still, more time to prepare would have been... ah... better.”

Lucia’s eyes narrowed. “What are you not telling us? I know you’ve been hiding something. I know you lie to me. I’ve always assumed that you had your reasons, but we’re out of time and I need to know. Don’t make me pull it out of you. Just say it.”

Dr. Ribiero looked over to Emilie’s unreadable expression.

Roland grunted, sounding almost normal. “Just out with it so we can deal with it.”

“The system does not so much ‘heal’ the tissue. It repairs it, and ah... replaces damaged cells with improved versions. Synthetic versions, as it were. Analogs, like Roland’s nerves and muscles and bones. They never stop, and any time a tissue or cell fails, they replace it with a better version in an ongoing evolutionary process. It reversed the damage to your brain by rebuilding the affected areas. But it is and has been an ongoing process. You still have seizures, Lucy. Your brain is still dying, all I did is teach it to rebuild itself stronger. With machines.”

“Dad,” Lucia spoke very quietly. “How much of me have these things... replaced?”

“About fifty percent of your brain, and perhaps ten percent of your other tissue.”

“Half my brain?” Lucia’s voice had taken on a tense edge. “I knew there was some plastic up there... but half my brain cells aren’t even organic?” She ran a hand through her hair. “I mean... okay. So your machines are replacing my organic parts with synthetic parts. Is this happening all the time?”

“Yes. Out of necessity. Your mutation will kill you if your body cannot be made to handle it. You don’t know this, but it has already damaged most of your nerves beyond repair. Without the nanobots you’d have been dead a long time now. How do you think you got so strong? How do you think your joints don’t get ruined when you flit about at a million miles per hour? When was the last time you had an injury last more than a few days?”

“How long?”

“What?”

“How long until I am an android?”

Dr. Ribiero’s face went red. “Never. You will never be an android. I have thirty years of data to prove that. Your mind will always be your own. It will change over time, but it will never not be you.”

“But will it be human?” Lucia asked, angry. “Will I be a human being anymore? Will I even be alive?”

“Oh, Lucy. You will be whatever you want to be.” He looked to her left, at the mottled frame of Roland Tankowicz. “And so will he now. That’s the point. Both of you are creatures with potential far greater than the bodies you were born into. You will have new bodies. Better ones.” 

Emilie spoke next, cutting through the tension. “OmniCorp and Gateways think I am the key to immortality. I’m not. And I’ve known that for a long time. It’s you two who hold the key.”

“I’d have liked the chance to decide for myself whether or not I wanted this,” Lucia replied, frost on her words.

“I know,” Emilie said. “But what would your answer have been if asked?”

Roland answered before Lucia could. “I know what mine would have been. I made the choice once before, and I’d probably do it again.”

Lucia threw her hands in the air. “What if I don’t want this? I don’t even know what it is!”

Emilie shrugged. “Then deactivate the nanomachines. Your father won’t do it, but I know how. You will spend the next six to ten years in and out of comas until you die. The comas will be a blessing, at least. That way you won’t have to try and live with the brain damage.”

“I really don’t like you, lady,” Lucia snarled. 

“I speak only truth. You’re angry because you think your father took an important choice away from you. I am here to tell you that he took nothing because the choice remains yours. You can accept his gift and live forever as a synthetic lifeform, or you can die.” She looked to Roland. “The same goes for you. I know how to reverse what Dr. Ribiero has done. In your case, it will be instantly fatal, of course.”

“I’m good,” Roland replied. “And if you’re good, Lucy, I’ve already said I’d be happy to be immortal with you.”

“Even if I’m synthetic?”

“Hey,” Roland said with a shrug. “I’ve been ninety percent synthetic for almost forty damn years. It’s not so bad. But that does remind me. Doc?”

“Yes, Roland?”

“What the hell happened when I woke up? I feel okay right now, but I was pretty crazy for a minute. That’s never happened before.”

“You have totally new hardware and firmware as of yesterday. New neurological architecture is forming literally as we speak, and at a rate that is, quite frankly, a touch reckless. If you were not already configured for this sort of thing, I expect it would have killed you. In any case, it takes years to calibrate feedback loops for extreme stress response. I had to wake you up earlier than I wanted to because we needed you to well, you know.”

“And I did. Not my best work, but I guess it was good enough.” Roland winced at the memory. “These things self-adjust, right?”

“Yes. But it will not happen overnight. Expect to be moody for a bit.”

“What’s with the color?” Roland held up his silver hand and pointed to the blotches of silver across his abdomen. 

The elder Ribiero smiled. “Black armor never suited you. Black is for the bad guys. As the damage heals, your base color will shift to something much more appropriate for Dockside’s knight in shining armor. Another couple hours at most, I think.”

Roland nodded. “So I’m back in the fight?”

“And better than ever. Dr. Freeman gave me some very good ideas before we lost him.”

“And?” Roland made a ‘get on with it’ gesture.

“Your reflexes and speed should be much improved. They were already best in class, but there is extra bandwidth in the new neural matrix that is growing. You will be able to access more musculoskeletal force production as well.”

“I’m even stronger?”

“About forty-five percent stronger right now, and you can expect to improve on that over the next few years. As much as another fifty additional percent total. After that you will need new bones if you want to increase any more. Frankly I don’t see the point in it, though. Your damage recovery is easily ten times faster than it was a week ago. That was the biggest and most important improvement. Your healing and regeneration will still be limited by the availability of raw materials, of course. I can’t exactly conjure matter from energy... yet. Speaking of energy, the nanomachines will repair your ShipCel now as well. It should last a few millennia if you can still find a charger to fit it in a thousand years.”

“What about me?” Lucia asked. To Roland’s ears, it sounded like she might be coming to terms with the situation, but not quickly.

“Well, over the next fifty years or so, you will slowly become more like Roland. Not to the extent of his size or strength, and you won’t grow armored skin unless you want me to tell the ‘bots to do that. Either way, your bone and muscle and organ mass will convert to better synthetic versions. As this happens, the systems will integrate with greater synergy. You will be strong like no other person, Lucia. You will be able to breathe strange air, survive underwater, withstand blistering heat or deep cold. You will be strong, fast, and durable. But most of all, you will be smart, wise, and kind. But that part has nothing to do with me and my machines.” His eyes turned downward. “Please forgive me for keeping the truth from you. I was afraid you would say no. Forgive an old man, and know that I would not give this kind of power to just anyone. It had to be you.”

“I want to be mad at you,” Lucia admitted. “I am mad at you. You should have told me. Let me be the one to choose.” Her expression softened. “But I can’t pretend I would not have done the same thing in your place. I’m afraid of what you did to me, Dad. I’m scared of what I might turn into. But I’m very glad you saved Roland’s life, and that means hating you for saving mine is kind of unfair.”

Dr. Ribiero smiled at his daughter. “Thank you for that. Really.”

Lucia wanted to say more, but her comm chimed from her pocket. She whipped a finger to her earpiece and blurted out, “Go.” A few seconds later, she swore. “Fuck. Okay, Bettie. We are on it.”

Lucia rubbed her face with both hands and exhaled. “Okay. Big emotional moment is over. Gateways and OmniCorp are done fucking up Demeter, and the fight is rolling this way. Bettie has close to a hundred enforcers hitting The Drag right now, and Rodney has called up every favor he is owed. The cops are sitting this one out, the NBLA is looking the other way, and the UEDF has their hands tied. It really has come down to just us.”

“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Roland said.

“The plan hasn’t changed. We need every player here on The Drag at once. Except that without the UEDF involved, Lancaster is now a serious obstacle,” Lucia said. “Ideas?”

“I got one,” Roland said, a childish twinkle in his beady black eyes.

“Not that again,” Lucia said with a rueful shake of her head. “I thought we were done with that!”
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Alexander Fleming did not panic.

It was not his style to panic. In truth, nothing about the situation warranted panic, really. The missed opportunity on The Drag was no one’s fault, so getting bent out of shape like a comic book villain made no sense. Somehow Tankowicz was back in action. He could deal with that. Well, Lancaster could, anyway.

The largest issue in play was Gateways suddenly shifting to open hostilities. Nobody knew what had happened at One Gateways Plaza to warrant such a strong reaction, but open warfare definitely favored Gateways and their swollen coffers. Ordering Lancaster to attack a Docking array had been a bold move. Bold enough that he expected to have a very long and uncomfortable meeting with the board about it. However, Gateways had declared war first, and that made the docks a viable target. Choosing Demeter ensured that no military assets would be affected, keeping the UEDF safely locked behind legal technicalities. So far, Gateways had been unable to deploy anything capable of managing Lancaster, so Fleming held the upper hand still. He could not expect this to last, of course. He figured he had twenty-four hours at most before Gateways dropped something with enough firepower to challenge Lancaster. His spies reported that the closest viable Gateways asset with that kind of capabilities was a pair of Atlas assault armatures stationed on the moon. There was a Vogt Bastion-class Ordnance Delivery Platform in central Asia that could be on-site in nine hours, but deploying an ODP that size in an urban conflict would clearly violate the ACHE and virtually guaranteed a robust response from the UEDF. It would be the Atlases, and those would not arrive for a full day.

He had time.

But what to do?

He missed Miranda in these moments. He had come to rely on her tactical insights, but she had returned to her ship to prepare for an escape if that became necessary. He looked down to the terminal screen on his desk and pulled up the tac feeds from Dockside. Lancaster’s telemetry showed the cyborg marauding through a squad of Gateways troops in power armor. The diagnostics from the armature indicated that nothing had taxed the cyborg yet, and the map showed that Lancaster had cleared a three-block perimeter almost singlehandedly.

The other OmniCorp teams enjoyed mixed levels of success. Gateways could afford the best troops and gear, and it showed. No slouches themselves, Fleming’s handpicked mercenaries in OmniCorp livery gave as good as they got. If not for Lancaster, this battle would be a stalemate. With Roland back in the mix, it might end up a stalemate still. A stalemate favored Gateways, and that was untenable to Fleming. He needed to retrieve that old woman and withdraw before that could happen. He made a decision and opened a channel to Lancaster.

“Lancaster.”

“Yes, Alex?”

“I need you to switch targets. Tankowicz is up and fighting. You need to put him back to sleep before he turns the tide.”

“I saw that. He’s not himself, though. Whatever they did to stitch him back together did not go well.”

Fleming had missed that. “What do you mean?”

“Tankowicz is a skilled tactician and fighter. Even when I surprised him, he innovated new tactics on the fly to improve his chances. What happened during the raid was not the work of a skilled tactician. He’s off the rails.”

“Huh,” was Fleming’s eloquent reply. “Is that a problem?”

“No. It makes my job easier, honestly. Where is he now?”

“Can’t tell. Traffic grid is still frying any drones we send up and the UEDF is denying us orbital and sub-orbital airspace. We only have ground feeds, and those are very much unreliable at the moment.”

“Last known?”

“His office on The Drag. Intel is... eleven minutes old.”

“Close enough,” Lancaster said. “Moving that way. I expect to be heavily engaged, though. If you can peel some of these ants off me, I’ll move faster.”

“Sending additional pest control now, Lancaster.”

“Thank you. Lancaster out.”

Fleming committed the last of his reserves to assisting Lancaster. He knew it was a risk, but now was not the time for half-measures. The upper hand remained his, and if Miranda had taught him one thing, it was to strike while the iron was hot. After a moment’s thought, he flicked an icon on his screen. The face of Miranda Sloane filled his view, and she looked irritated.

“What is it? I’m busy!”

“Let’s just go ahead and prep that failsafe, shall we? Things are looking dicey down here.”

Sloane nodded, and perhaps even smiled. “Music to my ears, Alex. Maid of Orleans will be prepped and ready if it comes to that.”

“You sound like you’d prefer it.”

“Hey, if you have to go scorched earth, I stand to make a lot more money. Risk does not bother me nearly as much as it does you.”

Fleming had to concede that. “You’re right about that much.”

_________________________________________________

Down on The Drag, the arrival of additional OmniCorp forces shifted the action dramatically. Lancaster felt the pressure from Gateways troops fall off within minutes. Instead of having to clear each intersection with painstaking care to avoid clever traps and the risk of heavier weapons, the machine could now move between points with only token harassment from roving bands of commandos. Scans and intel both confirmed that three full platoons of heavily-armed Bluebacks in APCs were in the process of hammering the Gateways flanks, and this pulled troops away from the center where Lancaster had been pummeling the tower.

Lancaster stepped out from behind a chunk of collapsed wall and swept the path southward with weapons and scanners both. A small missile streaked from an alley across the intersection to greet the maneuver. Lancaster’s defenses cooked it mid-flight with a microwave burst that fused the guidance and detonator systems into useless slag. The projectile shattered with an impotent clunk against a smooth armored panel, leaving an ugly smudge in the paint. Lancaster returned the favor with a string of forty-millimeter grenades. The alley disappeared in a series of explosions that hurled concrete and steel debris out onto the street. Once clear of rubble, Lancaster hunkered down and switched to tracked locomotion to cross the intersection. Just to be thorough, the cyborg hosed what remained of the offending alley with beads and twenty-millimeter cannons both, shredding any remaining hostiles with a thousand rounds of high-velocity destruction.

Satisfied, Lancaster turned a hard right and tore off for The Drag at near flank speed. Time was of the essence, as mission success revolved around eliminating Tankowicz before he could do too much damage to OmniCorp fighters. Gateways resistance fell off sharply once Lancaster got clear of the towers. One more heavy-weapons squad tried its luck with a few RPGs just as Lancaster switched onto The Drag, and died in a hail of beads and flechettes for their trouble.

Chief Casey cut into Lancaster’s thoughts with clipped syllables. “Clear of competition to the target, Jamie. A few bugs to stomp but nothing in your class.”

“Thanks, Chief,” Lancaster replied. “Any sign of Tankowicz? He should be easy to scan, but I can’t seem to find him.”

“You probably need to get closer. You’re in an urban canyon with no drones or satellites. LOS is spotty for everyone.”

“You are probably right. ETA is ninety seconds at current speed.”

“You be careful, Jamie. I don’t like this at all.”

“Tankowicz is not a threat to me, Chief. But I appreciate the concern.”

“I just don’t like it. He should be down or dead.”

“If I could shrug, I would,” replied Lancaster. “It’s hard to know what is going on with something like him.”

“That’s the truth,” said Casey. “Just watch your ass.”

“I always do.”

A quarter mile from the office, Lancaster ground to a halt. Sensors beamed all manner of radiation in tight cones across the buildings and streets. The scans found nothing except the corpses of Gateways troops and OmniCorp mercenaries laying wherever they had fallen. Lancaster locked its treads and rose up to walk. “This place is empty, Chief.”

“They must have bugged out when the extraction team failed,” said Casey. “Shit, they could be anywhere.”

Lancaster spun in a slow circle, scanning with even tighter precision this time. “Tankowicz won’t go far. He wants a fight. They are going to ambush me when they think they have the advantage.”

“What advantage could they possibly have?” Casey sounded concerned.

“If I knew that, Chief, I’d probably not be standing in the middle of an empty street waiting to get shot.”

A new voice entered the conversation, much to the consternation of Lancaster and Casey. “Umm, well... the good news is that you aren’t going to get shot.”

“Who is this?” Lancaster asked. The cyborg started a diagnostic on both its communication equipment and the security protocols protecting it.

“I’m Manny. I’ve been instructed to tell you to, ah... please understand these are not my words... but you need to ‘get the fuck out of my town.’”

Lancaster stalled for time while isolating and pinpointing the origins of the signal. “And why, pray tell, is Tankowicz having you tell me this? Why can’t he tell me himself?”

“Because you are going to have my location in like, sixteen seconds or so. It’s okay to know where I am. He doesn’t want you to know where he is.”

“I will kill you, you know,” Lancaster said it without malice.

“Not from where you are right now, you can’t,” replied the mysterious Manny. “That’s sort of the point.”

Lancaster’s diagnostic located the rogue signal invading his comm net and pinpointed the origin. A large building several blocks away sported a powerful comms array capable of punching through Lancaster’s firewalls. “Well, now that I can see you, I’m about to send a Balefire missile right to your comm location.”

“Do it.” The voice did not sound worried. “You’ll have to arc it over some of those buildings to the east, and that will pretty much give the UEDF all the excuse they need to jump in. Did you know they have two Avengers circling New Boston right now?”

Lancaster confirmed the stranger’s claim with a quick scan of the local airspace. “You are very clever, Manny.” Its treads unlocked with a clang and whirr, and Lancaster hurtled to the east at full speed. “But I’ll be right there in fifty seconds, though. Is that enough time, you think?”

“Plenty,” said the voice. The channel went quiet once more.

“Jamie,” Chief Casey said, tense. “We’re being yanked around. You get the fuck back here right now.”

“Oh, I don’t think so, Chief. This just got interesting!”

“Remember you said that later when I’m putting you back together.”

Lancaster tore down The Drag at breakneck speed. There was no telling exactly what might be found at the source of that signal, yet clearly it had something to do with Tankowicz. Lancaster expected some viable targets of opportunity in any case. The smug hacker had been right about one thing. Sending a Balefire missile over the skyline was exactly the sort of reckless action that would violate the ACHE order they were all operating under. But a straight shot into a known hostile target should be fine, legally speaking.

Three blocks further south and Lancaster threw itself into a hard left turn and screeched to a halt. From an intersection, the cyborg had a clear line of sight to a ten-story building a half-mile distant. From this angle, a missile could travel straight line of sight all the way to the fourth floor.

“Gotcha,” Lancaster said to no one in particular. Spewing fire and smoke, two missiles jumped from their cradles and screamed across the gray landscape. Both struck as one, consuming one whole level of the offending edifice in fire and destruction. The fireball blasted the windows from all four sides of the building and climbed upward in torpid billows of black smoke and burning debris.

“Congratulations,” Manny said, once again pirating Lancaster’s personal comms signal. “You just blew up a hospital. Sending your metrics to the UEDF now. Have a nice day.”

Lancaster did not experience fear. However beneath seven tons of machinery and armor a very human brain found itself confused and rather concerned. After reasserting control of the comms, Lancaster keyed into Casey’s code. “Chief, tell me that was not a hospital.”

“Negative, Jamie. It was an empty office build—” The pause stretched for almost four seconds. “Jamie?”

“Yes, Chief?”

“That little shit seems to have... uh... spoofed the address. Even fooled the traffic grid. Who the hell is this guy?”

“Never mind that. I just blew up a hospital, didn’t I?”

“Yes, Jaime. The whole world just watched you pump two black-market missiles into a critical care facility for no damn reason whatsoever.”

“Crap. Was it occupied?”

“No. Thank God. Local PD emptied this whole district hours ago.”

Lancaster spun in place and started back toward the Docks. “How fucked are we?”

“UEDF is not pleased. We’ve been ordered to stand down and surrender.”

“I don’t really want to do that, Chief.”

“They’re not asking politely. Two Avengers are en route as we speak. You have maybe two minutes to either find a hole to hide in or figure out how to shoot them down if you don’t want to be a brain in a jar at some military prison.”

“I do not, in fact, want that.” Lancaster scanned the street ahead, looking for cover. “Call Fleming, Chief. I’m going to drop those Avengers, but I’ll need rapid evac or they’ll just send more. Clear the channel for the next few minutes or they’ll see me. Going silent now.”

Lancaster found an alley only slightly wider than itself. Backing in as deep as space permitted, Lancaster hunkered down as low as it could and deactivated most of its major systems. Right on time, the telltale stink of chemical thrust and gravitics appeared on short range scans. The first Avenger swung low across The Drag in a serpentine search pattern. Forty feet from tip to tip, the blunt triangular hunter-killer drone hovered and spun while scanning every crevice for the target. It was only a matter of time before getting discovered, but Lancaster waited until both foes were visible on passive scans before moving. To keep the element of surprise, Lancaster employed optical targeting and manual triangulation to aim the missiles. There would be only one chance to get this right.

At the last possible second, the cyborg surged from the alley and fired two of its four remaining missiles. They barely had time to arm themselves, the range was so close. Still, the pilots and AI of the drones juked as soon as the launch thrusters registered on infrared. Neither missile struck clean, though both exploded within meters of their intended targets. The drones spun and climbed for safer altitudes, their own targeting systems finding and locking on to their earthbound antagonist.

Lancaster followed his first salvo with the last two missiles in the magazine. One drone, caught circling back to strafe, took a direct hit that tore half of the fuselage away in a plume of fire. The Avenger spun once in place, gravitic engines struggling to cope with the sudden loss of half the vessel, before heeling over and dropping like a stone to the street below. The following explosion engulfed both sides of the street and covered Lancaster in smoke and flame. The second Avenger dodged the incoming missile and fired into the conflagration with a pair of powerful autocannons.

With Lancaster obscured by the crash, the tungsten-tipped projectiles sliced indiscriminate arcs through the conflagration. Within the maelstrom the cyborg took several hits that scored deep into its armored flanks. Lancaster burst forth, trailing wisps of yellow flame from its surface to return fire. 12.7-millimeter flechettes tore into the drone like incandescent needles, stippling the black machine with a dozen ragged holes. The Avenger heaved to the right, its own guns blazing. Lancaster soaked up another dozen direct hits while scrambling to stay underneath it. The Drone started to gain height, and Lancaster knew it wanted to get enough range to fire its own payload of Balefire missiles and end the fight. All four mass drivers and all Lancaster’s twenty-millimeter guns roared as one, a great flood of ordnance visible as streams of white-hot metal. The blinding torrents of fire raked across the ascending drone from bow to stern, ripping a wide trough along the central axis and nearly slicing the thing in half.

The Avenger exploded, shattering every window on the street and sending shrapnel in all directions. Somewhere within the chaos a gravitic engine lost containment and ruptured, hurling blue-white arcs of agitated electrons across the street to detonate nearly any device with an unshielded power source. Parked transports cooked off like fiery popcorn kernels. Navigation relays devolved into smoking pyres. Rideshare kiosks burst into flame along each sidewalk.

What remained of the drone plummeted back to earth and landed directly atop Lancaster. None of the pieces were large enough to cause great harm to the enormous cyborg, but Lancaster’s armor suffered greatly for the impacts. In seconds, Lancaster clawed its way free of the burning remains and stopped to assess the damage.

“Avengers are down,” he said to Chief Casey. “I need to get underground fast, though. There was some slight collateral damage.”

Casey’s voice sounded more tense and shrill than usual. “Jamie, you just blew up two UEDF drones and destroyed The Drag. That’s not collateral damage! That’s a war crime!”

Lancaster started to move north and back toward the docks. “Yes, that did not go according to plan at all now, did it? How fucked are we at this point?”

“Hard to say,” Casey replied. “More so than the last time you asked, for sure. Get back to the OmniCorp sites as fast as you can, and we’ll get you underground. UEDF assets are still a ways out now that you iced those Avengers. Fleming is going to be pissed.”

Lancaster picked up speed, maneuvering around huge piles of burning debris and the smoldering corpses of aerocars. Passing the crash site of the first Avenger meant stomping through the flaming wreckage, as the crashed drone blocked the entire street. Rising up to walk across the treacherous terrain, Lancaster’s scanners noticed something just beyond the obstacle. Obscured by oily black smoke and shimmering with the distortion of superheated air, a dark shadow stood in the middle of the street.

“Casey,” Lancaster called into the channel. “We have a problem.”

“What?”

“Tankowicz is here.”
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“Lancaster is hurt,” Manny said into the team channel. “Internals are all fine, but the armor is in bad shape.”

“I’d hoped for more,” came Lucia’s answer. “But the UEDF just called us. Guess who’s now getting paid to bring this bastard down?”

“How?” Roland asked.

“Well, Corporal, it seems you are the only UEDF-cleared asset in range to respond to this threat. Congratulations, you’ve been reactivated. You’re a soldier again.” She paused, and Roland could hear the sardonic twist in her addendum. “Well, a contractor, really. Higher pay this time.”

He forced his breathing to slow. It felt strange to be this anxious before a fight. He had not felt combat stress in so long he did not realize how distracting it could be. He thanked Don Ribiero for the fact that his palms could not sweat, because he needed to keep his grip both physically and mentally if this was going to work.

He shifted slightly, twisting his hands around the haft of his hammer. Digging the ridiculous weapon out of storage had been an exercise in sublime irony. McGinty’s armorer, a deranged weaponsmith named Tommy Guns, made the six-hundred-pound maul for Roland when he found himself in contention with a modified AutoCat 8900. The reason for this was simple. Roland could deliver more kinetic energy more reliably against a hardened target with a big hammer than any reasonably-sized gun could. It felt stupid to take on a twenty-fifth-century fighting machine with a stone-age implement, but physics was physics. Lancaster’s armor was capable of soaking up all kinds of ordnance, but it was not designed to withstand blunt-force trauma on the level Roland could bring it. If he could avoid the guns long enough, it was merely a matter of hitting the enemy over and over again until it died. There were no high-tech countermeasures, no clever tricks, no weaknesses to exploit in this tactic. All Roland had to do was get in close, punch the clock, and swing.

He hefted the thing, trying to get a feel for the balance. This in itself was stupid. It was a hammer. The balance was terrible by design. At two-thirds of his own bodyweight and all that mass at one end, the hammer swung Roland almost as much as Roland swung the hammer. 

And yet...

The damn thing felt agile in his hands. Roland had not had time to become familiar with his new abilities, but it was impossible not to recognize the increase in his strength. The hammer might have been a feather, for all he noticed the mass of it. It went beyond raw muscle, though. Coordination, proprioception, reflexes, it all came together to make the awkward tool in his fists feel like a toy. He bounced lightly on the balls of his feet, turning the hammer back and forth between hands, and for the first time in forty years Roland felt light.

“You okay, Roland?” Lucia asked in his ear. “Your telemetry is a bit... strange.”

“Lotta new shit going on under the hood, boss,” Roland replied. “Feels weird. I’m good. But weird.” Roland’s helmet scanners lit up the form of Lancaster approaching through the flaming corpse of the downed Avenger. “Either way, it’s go time, kids,” Roland growled. “Let’s set this fucker off, shall we?”

“All the pieces are on the board,” Lucia called back. “Happy hunting, everybody.”

Another feeling came over Roland in that instant. Lancaster’s body coalesced into view through the fire and smoke, and the sight of the massive war machine sent a shiver through Roland’s body that he had not felt in decades. Beneath the silver skull of his faceplate, lips peeled back to reveal white teeth in a twisted grin. The fear had changed something in Roland, set off some sort of primal reaction in his brain chemistry. It brought to mind old memories of a big tough Midwestern farm boy stepping out onto the canvas floor of a locked cage. Crowds cheering. Lights flashing. A foe as nasty and tough as he was standing thirty feet away and thinking all the same chaotic things he was. Roland remembered being that young man, and for the first time in decades he felt all those things that had drawn him to the cage to begin with.

Fear.

Anger.

Anticipation.

Satisfaction.

A breath like the bark of a silverback gorilla escaped Roland’s lungs and he almost laughed out loud. Roland was fond of telling people he was built for fighting, but Donald Ribiero had always corrected him on that. 

Roland was born to fight.

Lancaster rose up on its legs and stepped into the wreckage. Roland heard its voice boom out, “We don’t have to do this. If you run, I won’t chase.”

“That boat has sailed, Lancaster. We both know that OmniCorp can’t afford to stop without that woman.” Roland let the head of his maul drop to the street. “You just blew up a hospital and shot down two UEDF drones. As of two minutes ago, UEDF has deputized my team to bring you in.”

“You can’t beat me.” Lancaster emerged from the fire. The pristine blue paint was all but gone, leaving the towering machine with nothing but scorched black surfaces to show for it. “You will die if you try.”

“Everybody dies, Lancaster. Even you.”

“You first,” Lancaster said. All Lancaster’s weapons fired as one.

And missed.

Even Roland could not believe how fast he moved. He saw the autocannons index their barrels before the first flechettes flew, and his body acted of its own accord. He leaned hard to his left, cycled his legs like frenetic pistons, and sprinted in a looping arc to Lancaster’s right side. The hammer wanted to drag him over with its inertia, but Roland drove his feet into the street so hard they broke through the surface and dug deep into the aggregate beneath. In a quarter second the target loomed large in his view. Hips and shoulders rotated, and the hammer head came around at almost two hundred miles per hour.

Four million joules.

His helmet reticle calculated the impact energy as four million joules. All the kinetic energy of a kilogram of dynamite, compressed into an area less than thirty square inches. If Roland’s feet had not sunk more than a foot into the ground, he would have been thrown fifty feet. The noise registered as more than a hundred and eighty decibels. The few surviving windows on the street gave up and shattered, shedding their mangled panels in great white flakes that exploded against the sidewalk. Lancaster took the hit to its flank, and a thick armor plate crumpled into a twisted mess.

The recoil ran down the haft of the hammer in visible waves that punished Roland’s palms and sent shivers all the way up his arms. The head fell away from where it had struck, and Roland used the momentum to roll clear of any return strikes. Lancaster staggered away as well, lurching like a drunk chicken while internal gyros struggled to redistribute the energy and find balance. Roland hauled the hammer overhead and charged again. At the last instant, he dug his feet into the road once more and brought the sharp side down across what passed for Lancaster’s brow. With less of a running start, this blow failed to achieve the staggering impact of the previous. However the target area carried less armor. A section of scorched plate covering a suite of sensors shattered with a deafening clunk and spun off in all directions as ruined pieces.

Between the seconds, Roland saw Lancaster’s right-side weapons pod rotate to align with his chest. Again, his reflexes neatly aligned all the information he needed to avoid getting shot and sent Roland into a deft spin taking him outside of the cone of fire. The twenty-millimeter cannons roared, the string of orange chasing Roland in a broad circle. The hammer was hurting his maneuverability, so Roland threw it. It was not something he had ever practiced, but it was as if his muscles already knew what to do. He released the haft at the end of his spin and sent the weapon directly into the incoming fire. Several rounds struck the flying weapon, but their minuscule mass offered no resistance to six hundred pounds of depleted uranium and tungsten. The hammer struck the weapons pod directly in the center. The massive head smashed and twisted the barrels of Lancaster’s guns into scrap, sending pieces of ordnance skyward. The hammer stuck in place, embedded two feet into the smoldering pod with only the gray Inconel haft sticking out like a harpoon from a whale.

Roland charged a third time, staying to the right of Lancaster and avoiding the remaining weapons pod. Lancaster leaped backward, spinning to place Roland within the field of fire. The guns blazed again, and this time a 12.7mm flechette took Roland high on the chest, boring a hole through his armored skin and exiting from his back in a spray of silver fluid. Roland felt the hit and knew it was bad. He stumbled and fell, though his retained velocity meant that he rolled like a tumbleweed for most of fifty yards. He found his feet just as another flechette creased his back in a glancing strike, then a string of twenty-millimeter followed it. Leaking silver fluid from a dozen places, Roland bunched his legs underneath himself and jumped. His flight took him into an alley and out of the line of fire for a moment. He struck the street hard, rolled twice, and stood.

His helmet blared annoying alarms and scrolled damage reports along his HUD. Roland could not read them because he was experiencing something else he had almost forgotten about.

Pain.

Normally he only felt pain in an abstract manner. If something was really broken, his systems might allow him to feel the negative effects if only to disincentivize further damaging expensive government property. The wound in his chest burned with a fire he only barely remembered. Not since Venus. Not since the explosion. He gasped and grunted through clenched teeth while taking the briefest moment to sort out his condition. Then he saw something that surprised him even more than his speed.

His wounds were healing.

Not in the slow, steady, and reliable way he remembered. The edges of the hole shrank as he watched. His HUD displayed the usual diagnostic progress bar for his various self-repair protocols, and the flashing green lines fairly flew across his vision. Roland could not believe it. He would be whole in ninety seconds. The silver streaks marking his previous wounds covered nearly his entire torso at this point, and new blooms of the fresh color stretched further across his body with each passing second. After four seconds, he realized the pain was fading too.

“Holy shit, Doc.” He said it to no one in particular, but the channel was still open.

The elder Ribiero answered anyway. “That is, ah... better than I expected honestly. A very aggressive response from the new hardware.”

“I feel invincible,” Roland said, elation making even the dour old soldier sound giddy.

“Based on what I’m seeing in your telemetry, I think you might be,” said Ribiero.

“Finish this, baby,” Lucia said, hunger in her voice. “Momma wants to get to bed early tonight.”

“Damn right. Daddy’s in a mood too,” Roland replied.

“You two are so gross,” Mindy said.

Then Roland did something he had not done in decades. He inhaled a huge lungful of air, held it, and laughed. Great howling guffaws left his lips unrestrained and without a care. It was the largest, most boisterous, purest laugh he had ever managed since the day he died on Venus. He punched a fist into his palm and snorted like a bull.

“This is gonna be fun.”
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Chief Casey’s shout betrayed more fear than Lancaster was accustomed to hearing from her.

“Jamie, what the hell is happening?”

“Whatever juice they gave Tankowicz, it’s cranked all the way up or something. Scanners are having a lot of trouble finding him too. Some sort of stealth field, I think. It’s okay, I put him down. Again. The guy hit me with a hammer. Can you believe that? A hammer? Really?”

“Is he dead, Jamie?”

“No. Hurt badly, though. Tenacious little bastard.”

“If you can finish him off in the next minute or so, Fleming will probably forgive us for pissing off the UEDF. Can you manage that?”

“Yes. I’m out of missiles and down to half my weapons, but it looks like twelve-seven goes right through him at close range.”

“So go put a few through him, then.”

“Best idea you’ve had all day, Chief.”

Lancaster stepped over to the alley, aligning the fuselage so the surviving weapons pod had a clear shot into the shadows. Tankowicz was not there. Lancaster swept the area with active and passive scans both, finding nothing. “I think he bolted, Chief. No sign of him.”

“I thought you said that you hurt him badly?”

“I’m sure I did. He’s tough, though. Even so, I don’t think he got far.”

“Clock is ticking. Bluebacks are holding the Gateways forces back, but it’s not going well.”

“I’ll look for another forty sec—”

Something heavy struck Lancaster from above, driving the main body downward. Lancaster could not feel anything other than pressure through its armor, but the mass of this new threat could mean only one thing. Lancaster surged upward, hoping to dislodge Tankowicz and send the man flying. It did not work. Tankowicz had to be hanging on to something, though Lancaster could not imagine what part of the otherwise smooth carapace that might be. A surge of data from the destroyed weapons pod provided the answer.

He was ripping that damn hammer free.

“Oh no you don’t!” Lancaster called, spinning in place like a carnival ride. The erstwhile passenger went flying, bounced off the side of a building and landed back in the street where the downed Avenger still burned. The hammer crashed head down less than four feet from where Tankowicz hit the pavement. Lancaster stopped spinning and presented the undamaged side to where Roland had landed.

All the weapons in his remaining arsenal roared to life, ripping across the street in a white-hot lance. Somehow Tankowicz dodged the salvo, disappearing behind the dense black smoke still pouring from the crashed drone. Lancaster did not bother with scanning, and simply swung its gun barrels to follow the darting shape beyond the smoke. Beads and flechettes collided with pieces of debris in a million tiny explosions and a blizzard of shrapnel. Lancaster continued to fire into the smoke, raking the guns back and forth. There would be no dodging or evading the resulting carnage. Unless Tankowicz could fly, something was going to connect.

Something did connect, however Jamie Lancaster did not know it would be the hammer again. The entire chassis shook when the weapon drove into Lancaster’s left leg. How Tankowicz had gotten around to the side, how Tankowicz had avoided getting shredded by the barrage, or how Tankowicz could move at all after the hits he had taken were all mysteries for which that Lancaster had no solutions.

Something inside the struck leg broke, all the same. The giant war machine stumbled and nearly fell over. Internal gyros and a clever AI kept Lancaster upright, but that came as small comfort when the hammer fell again. This time, it was the exposed sensor array that died beneath the blunt head of that stupid anachronistic hunk of metal. Lancaster reached out with a manipulator arm to snag the handle and prevent a follow-up strike, and lost the arm for the effort when Tankowicz seized it with a free hand and ripped it free of its moorings. This made no sense. Tankowicz was not supposed to be this strong.

“Jamie, get out of there!” Casey’s voice was shrill with panic. “He’s ripping you apart!”

Lancaster did not need that information. “I’m trying, Chief.”

Lancaster sacrificed the other manipulator to buy time. It deflected an incoming strike but did not survive the act. The left leg could not support much weight, nor did it respond to commands in any reliable fashion, so Lancaster sat down and unlocked the treads. Relieved that these, at least, still functioned, Lancaster hit full reverse. Throwing gravel and chunks of the street in its wake, the big machine flew backward and away from the hammer-wielding demon. Guns chattered and roared once more, raking across Tankowicz and throwing the man to the ground. But Tankowicz bounced up as if unscathed, and Lancaster could see the holes filling with silver even as they formed.

Tankowicz did not even bother to evade anymore. He charged through the fire, taking direct hits that ripped into his armor and forced him to stagger. But Lancaster already knew that it would not be enough. There was not enough distance between them, and clearly the guns were not going to put the thing down in time.

The hammer struck again. The left leg finally died in a cascade of blue sparks and the wail of ruptured machinery. Lancaster stopped, unable to flee with only one working track. Turning the second weapons pod on Tankowicz felt useless, but there was nothing else to try. 

The hammer sheared it cleanly from the fuselage, dropping the entire assembly to the street with a crash. From point-blank range, even Lancaster’s optical sensors could see that the cyborg’s skin had turned completely silver. No traces of the black remained, nor were there any external signs that Tankowicz had taken any damage at all.

Tankowicz brought the hammer down one more time, bashing the right leg into twisted slag and silencing the armature for good. Only with Lancaster completely immobilized did the beating stop. Tankowicz leaned on the hammer like a workman catching a breath. “You still in there, Lieutenant?”

Lancaster answered, “I’m not dead. Yet.”

“You wanna live?”

“I’d prefer that, yes.”

“You are going to be arrested and incarcerated by the UEDF.”

“Certainly feels inevitable at this point.”

Tankowicz grunted. “You will testify against Alexander Fleming and OmniCorp in whatever capacity they ask you to.”

“That’s hardly professional.”

Tankowicz lifted the hammer overhead. “You’re right. Let’s do it the other way then.”

“No, no!” Lancaster called out. “I suppose I can make an exception in this case!”

“Thought so.” The hammer lowered once more. “You’ll be fine. We both know that the UEDF won’t incarcerate you for long.”

Lancaster concurred, “They’ll probably unmount my brain for a few years, but I suspect it won’t be too long before they put me into some other armature and force me to earn my parole in some suitably violent fashion.”

“I suggest whatever deal you cut does not include ever coming back to my town. You will not survive.”

“Your terms are acceptable. And surprisingly reasonable.”

“I have bigger fish to fry today, and I just don’t have it in me to kill the last of our kind. I’ve done a lot of that already, and frankly it’s starting to make me sick. UEDF is sending a recovery team. You sit tight and wait. Don’t go anywhere.”

“Oh, you are so very funny,” Lancaster replied, the tone dry as a cracker.

“I’m a real comedian,” replied Tankowicz.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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“The ACHE has been rescinded,” Manny said into the team channel. “Cease and desist order from the Council just hit all the news channels. Gateways is pulling out, but it looks like OmniCorp is still committed to pushing down The Drag.”

Roland stepped off Lancaster’s crippled chassis. “They think they can grab Sullivan before the UEDF smokes them all? That’s stupid. This place will be crawling with troops and heavy weapons in less than an hour.”

“It has to be Fleming,” Lucia answered the unspoken question. “I bet he’s making a last grab for her because he thinks if he escapes with the prize, he can sell it somewhere else. There’s no way he’s willingly going down for all this.”

“Shit,” Roland spat. “These Bluebacks are all his personal mercs, I bet. That explains their uncharacteristic commitment to a losing action.” He looked around. “The Drag is pretty fucked up. How many mercs are we looking at?”

“A few hundred. Some power armor and a few light armatures,” said Lucia.

“With no Gateways backup,” added Manny. “I think this just got way too hot for them.”

“Well, we always knew this was a possibility,” Roland said. “The plan hasn’t changed. Is everyone ready?”

“Absolutely.”

Roland dropped his hammer and retrieved Durendal. He checked the big pistol for damage and made sure the magazine was fully loaded. Satisfied, he barked, “Then let’s go defend our turf.”

The blue-clad mercenaries attacked from the north, moving down The Drag in tight groups. Each squad covered the one before it with interlocking fields of fire, and the sheer number of them kept the whole mass moving at a brisk pace. Several teams fanned to either flank, taking advantage of alleys and side streets to approach from the sides.

“They are trying to envelop,” Roland said to the team. “Can you follow them, Manny?”

“I’m into the traffic grid, so I can see them when they pass scanners. They’ve started taking them out, though. Going blind fast.”

“Send me the location of the biggest group. I’ll try to force them back to the middle. Lucia, why don’t you have some of Bettie’s people start sheep-dogging the flankers.”

“My thoughts exactly,” said Lucia. “Mindy, take Manny and go find Fleming.”

Mindy’s reply was curt. “Roger that, Boss.”

“Is Sullivan on the channel?”

“I am.”

“Stay with Lucia. Lucia, you think you can get her further south?”

Lucia did not sound happy with that idea. “If I was OmniCorp, I’d have a trap set somewhere in that direction.”

“You think they have the resources, locally?”

“Maybe? Hard to say.”

A different voice broke into the channel, one Roland knew very well. “Don’t sweat it, Roland. I got some of the boys here, and we’ll run interference from the south end.”

“McGinty! You decided to drop in and help out?”

“I figure if we’re slapping around a few megacorps, I should probably glom onto the reputation boost that’ll get us. Reinhardt and McClintock will sweep toward the office and clear the way. We’ll meet with the Boss Lady and her principal and move ‘em all down toward The Wreck. Marty will be pissed, but at least we know that place is loaded with guns.”

Lucia chimed in, “That sounds much better to me.”

“Do it,” Roland grunted. He began to jog north. “I’m going to mix it up with the Bluebacks now. We only need to hold on until the UEDF shows up. I think that’s maybe forty-five minutes at most.”

“Plenty o’ time to make our fookin’ point,” said yet another voice. “Now get yer metal arse into the shite, ye’ fookin’ great big arsehole! I’m payin’ ye to teach these corpo shitestains not ta fook with us. Not run yer mouth at ‘em.”

“On my way, Rodney,” Roland said, picking up speed. 

“I’m loanin’ ya Mook. I guess the arsehole blew up the hospital his sainted mum usually stays at and he’s not real fookin’ pleased about it. Just keep an eye on his wee temper, will ye?’ He ken get a tetch out of hand, if ye ken my meaning.”

Roland had heard the rumors about Mook. “Understood. Thanks for the assist.”

“Contact in one block, Mr. Tankowicz,” Manny said. “They are waiting for you.”

“How polite,” Roland growled back. 

He took the first hits as soon as he entered the intersection. Heavy beads and some armor-piercing flechettes bounced off Roland’s chest with tiny white starbursts. Roland’s helmet scanners, much improved by some timely tinkering from Freeman, picked out three squads of heavy troopers hiding behind virtually every piece of available cover. Roland did not stop moving. He broke into a sprint, driving directly for a knot of people in heavy armor firing large rifles from behind a recycler. They scattered at his approach, falling back while pouring steady fire into the advancing cyborg in tight controlled bursts.

Roland shrugged all of it off, even the larger anti-material munitions. Return fire form his own weapon kept the enemy in full retreat, and by the time he reached the recycler, there were no more foes hiding behind it. Roland dug his hands into the sides of the six-ton machine and ripped it from the sidewalk. With two hopping steps, he settled his weight beneath the dense green mass and heaved. The machine arced through the air, traveling more than sixty feet to smash into the knot of fleeing mercenaries. The impact crushed limbs and shattered bones, leaving the three men screaming and writhing on the street, two of them still pinned by the massive object.

Roland spun, absorbing more gunfire from three sides. He felt what had to be a twenty-millimeter cannon slice across his torso from gut to chest. Normally twenty-millimeter was as much as his armor could take, and never in quantity. Out of instinct Roland looked down to assess the damage while he bolted for the source of the fire. His new silver skin showed no signs of being struck. Furthermore, the damage from Lancaster had disappeared as well. His skin lay smooth and unblemished, as if freshly applied.

“Shit,” Roland mumbled to himself.

But he was upon another group of OmniCorp mercenaries and needed to direct his attention to the matter at hand. Smashing through the front door of a freight company office, Roland found himself surrounded by four troopers in power armor. Now the twenty-millimeter cannon made more sense to Roland. Too heavy to be man-portable without assistance, the large cannon leveled at Roland’s head could be easily wielded by a man in power armor.

The cannon roared, muzzle flashes filling the foyer with chaotic thunder and lightning. Roland ducked and dove, clearing the distance in one leap. He slammed into the shooter hard enough to dislodge the rifle and send it flying. Roland and the armored man tumbled to the floor where Roland put two armor-piercing flechettes into the expressionless red helmet. The second shot proved unnecessary, but Roland was moving so fast even he could hardly keep up with himself. He wondered once more if this was how Lucia felt. He had always respected how much effort and training she put into managing her mutation and augmentations, but he had never understood it until now. The universe was different at these speeds. Cause and effect were easier to see, and there was endless time between the seconds to think about what to do next. His body moved on instinct, but his brain was so fast he did not need it to. Reflex, a favorite ally for a very long time, was now the enemy of good tactics. It would take a lot of practice to get used to this.

Roland rolled to his feet and found the enemy’s dropped cannon with one hand. He scooped it up, flipped the selector switch to full auto, and poured fire into the other armored troops still trying to understand what had just happened.

Roland forced himself to slow down. To pick his shots and think about what to do next while the weapon bounced in his hands. It felt like each slug took an eternity to leave the barrel, and Roland spent the extra time forming plans and fixing his aim. He shot each armored man three times in the head without a single miss, then spun and jumped back into the street before the bodies hit the floor.

The street had devolved into chaos. Blue-clad troops poured fire from everywhere into clumps of Dockside enforcers charging the intersection. Roland swore out loud. The hitters were all solid in a fight, but few had military experience. He took an eighth-second to find Bettie’s channel on comms. He knew he was at the right one when he heard the woman’s gruff bellowing.

“Find some fucking cover, you braindead maggots! Are you trying to die?”

“Bettie!” Roland shouted. “Where do you need me?”

“Go back up Mook,” the woman responded without hesitation. “He’s gone berserk, and none of us can get near him. He’s gonna go down without help, though. He’s ripping the shit out of corpos at your zero-three-five, call it one hundred yards.”

“Copy,” Roland replied. Bettie’s rigid professionalism came as a soothing balm to Roland’s deteriorating state of mind. Combat stress was taking some getting used to, but the sound of a seasoned battlefield commander awoke old memories and instincts.

Roland bolted across the intersection in the direction Bettie indicated. He found Mook easily, following the trail of horrifically mangled bodies. Around the back of a popular vape parlor, Roland finally caught sight of Mook.

The big gray-skinned mutant was in the process of savaging a group of OmniCorp mercenaries trapped in the alley behind the shop. Mook was covered in bleeding gunshot wounds, though to Roland it did not appear any of them bothered Mook. Rodney’s chief enforcer held a mercenary in full power armor over his slab of a head in two hands. Before Roland’s astonished eyes, the monstrous mutant brought it down against the street hard enough to shatter both armor and concrete. Unsatisfied, Mook lifted the twisted corpse overhead once more, roaring like an enraged gorilla before smashing the twitching mass of metal and gore against the street a second time.

Roland decided the best thing he could do was absorb some of the incoming fire still poking holes in the big mutant’s thick hide. He jumped toward the surviving shooters, placing his body between Mook and the guns. Beads and flechettes bounced harmlessly from his armor, and Roland realized he was still holding the twenty-millimeter cannon.

He rode the trigger, hosing the alley with rounds designed to penetrate light armor and disable vehicles. Neither the improvised cover nor the blue armored plates of the OmniCorp troops offered much resistance. When the bolt at last closed over an empty chamber, there was nothing left of the fire team but bloody pieces.

Roland turned, only to find Mook’s snarling visage an inch from his own. Recognizing the threat, Roland caught Mook by the wrists just in time to avoid being tackled. He had to dig his heels into the street to halt the giant’s momentum and found it took an inordinate amount of strength to just hold Mook in place. Mook’s mouth opened wide and emitted a cry so feral and inhuman it took Roland by surprise.

He knew the rumors. He had heard the stories. But Mook was just so nice it was hard to take them seriously. Roland took them seriously now, and somewhere deep inside his own worst insecurities, Roland understood. He barely knew Mook. He was not sure he even liked Mook. The combination of his own re-awakened emotional range and this dark reminder of what might have been hit Roland like a boot to the guts. A wave of panic seized Roland by the throat, and he gasped in surprise. He wanted to smash Mook in the face just to make the fear stop. He could kill it. Make it go away with a single blow. He was strong enough.

But that was not strength. That was weakness. 

Whatever it was that made Mook like this, the poor kid lived with it every day. The part of Roland that could still reason saw that Mook’s psychological burden was clearly larger than his own insecurities. Yet despite living with a rampaging monster inside his head, Mook still managed to be the nicest guy in Dockside most of the time. That was real strength. 

Mook was the strong one.

Something about this train of thought cooled Roland’s terror and left it little more than a simmering anxiety in the back of his head. To lose yourself to the killing machine within was a nightmare Roland had lived through once already, and he decided in that one horrible moment that he would die before he let Mook fall under the same curse.

“Mook!” Roland shouted. “Mook! Relax! It’s okay! Relax!”

Mook’s strength beggared belief for something purely organic. Roland felt muscles like granite strain against his own techno-organic might, and for a moment he wondered if he could hold Mook for very long without having to injure him. That question answered itself when Roland noticed all the holes in Mook’s body were closing before his eyes. Filing that bit of intel away for future reflection, Roland focused on controlling the enormous body trying very hard to kill him. Roland slipped around to Mook’s back and pinned his arms against his sides. “Hold on, pal. You’re going to be all right.” Mook roared again and threw himself backward. Both men went down, but Roland kept his grip. They rolled across the street while Mook thrashed. “It’s okay!” Roland kept saying. “You’re okay! Relax!”

After a minute of this, Mook began to tire. His breathing became ragged, the roars decayed into whimpers, the whimpers devolved into sobs. Roland kept trying to reassure Mook, though he didn’t know if Mook even understood his words. Finally Mook’s body shuddered and stopped fighting. Roland held on for a few more seconds before releasing the big mutant. Mook slumped, huge breaths heaving his chest up and down and bloody tears streaking the gray expanse of his face. “You okay?” Roland asked when he saw the giant’s eyes flutter open and focus.

Mook looked around, then up at Roland. “What’d I do?”

Roland realized for the first time that Mook could not be much older than Manny. He tried to answer in a benign manner. “You took on a whole squad of professional mercenaries by yourself and unarmed. You won, by the way.”

“Did I hurt anyone?” 

The question was stupid, but Roland understood what Mook was really asking. He did not sugarcoat the answer. “Yes. But they were all bad.”

Mook’s head sagged. “I hate it, you know?” His voice was barely audible. “When I get like that, I mean. You won’t tell anyone?”

Roland understood the sentiment. “Our secret. Not for nothing, kid. But I think a bunch of people saw it.”

“Oh, no.”

“Mook,” Roland said, standing up. “The fight is still on. If you’ve had enough, I get it. Stay back here and I’ll take care of it. But honestly? We need all the help we can get.”

“I might... you know. Go off again.”

Roland shook his head. “No. I don’t think you will.”

“How do you know?”

“I know because I used to be you. You lose your shit because you are afraid. Your amygdala dumps all those stress hormones and your frontal cortex shuts down. I can fix that right here and now.”

“What?” Mook sounded confused.

“You flip out because you are scared. Pro tip, kid. You have nothing to be afraid of. Near as I can tell, you are as tough as me in all the ways that count. I promise you... there is nothing out there you need to be afraid of. As long as you don’t pretend that you have all the answers or that the thing in your head doesn’t exist, you’ll be able to control it.”

“But I am scared!”

“Of what?”

Mook did not answer for a few seconds. “Pain. I don’t like to get hurt.”

“Are you in pain now?”

Mook thought about that, and then his thick gray lips split in a big smile. “Nope.”

“Exactly,” Roland said. “You were shot three dozen times, and you don’t feel a thing. It’s all in your head.”

“Huh.” Mook said. Then he stood. “Uh... thanks Roland. I’ll be okay now, I think. But just in case...?”

Roland understood the unasked question and answered with a reassuring nod. “Just stick close. If you lose it again, I won’t let you hurt anyone who doesn’t deserve it.”

“Okay then. Let’s go end this. I’m starving.”

––––––––
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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Alexander Fleming had given up on trying to comprehend impossibilities.

As soon as Lancaster’s tac feed went dead, Fleming started moving. He pulled his backup files from his terminal, and then burned his company drive with a nasty bit of software he had purchased from a rogue slicer on Thorgrimm. If OmniCorp still wanted to complete Project HeLa, then they would need to go through Fleming. He sent a coded message to Dr. Halstead on Prospectus, inviting the greedy scientist to incorporate as a new entity with Fleming and Sloane as the principals. He would get rich selling prospector tech on the open market. He might never get that immortality formula, but as a second-place prize this would do. He fired off one more quick message to Sloane and he left his office.

He took nothing except the stolen project files. Not even his comm. He had new versions of everything waiting, and Sloane had made it very clear that the only way to bug out safely was to burn every part of Alexander Fleming’s identity and start fresh with a new one. In truth, he felt great about that part. Spending time zooming about the cosmos with Miranda had opened his eyes to all the incredible adventures and opportunities one could find in the ever-expanding sphere of human influence. Earth and its megacorporations were an anachronism. A boring one, to boot. He saw the future, and in the future the line between business entity and government ceased to exist. The Prospectors may hold to a lot of silly philosophical ideals, but their arrogance and brilliance made them the perfect tools to effect that change.

There were no aerocars serving the area, as the UEDF and NBLA had closed all airspace due to the fighting. As Fleming suspected he was currently wanted for what amounted to war crimes, he did not bother pinging. It was almost forty-five miles to Quinzy and the orbital shuttle he needed to get to Sloane’s ship, and Fleming prepared himself for the risky task of taking ground transportation. Arrangements had already been made for just such an eventuality, and an especially equipped vehicle waited for him in the lower levels of the building. His route would be circuitous by necessity, and spending that much time with a wild goose transponder invited trouble from the traffic grid. But the grid was in disarray, and law enforcement seemed rather busy at the moment. The odds of getting singled out and stopped seemed low, and Fleming boarded the car without fear.

Little more than a single-seat cabin with six wheels, his ride whooshed out of the building’s garage without incident. Fleming settled in for the ride, pulling a bag from under the seat and spilling the contents into his lap. A new comm, a new identicator, a small bead pistol, and some hard cred chits tumbled across his thighs. Fleming grabbed the items and began to tuck them into his jacket pockets. Then he leaned back to enjoy the ride, which his handheld indicated would take most of an hour. He grew bored almost immediately and pulled out the comm once more. A quick scan of the various tac feeds told him that the UEDF would have the situation in Dockside well in hand around that time, making his escape even easier. Having no access to his corporate accounts felt strange, though he assumed his personal message inbox currently overflowed with angry communiques from OmniCorp legal as well as more than one irate board member. It was probably better this way.

Instead, he pinged Sloane’s comm. The captain replied on the first chime.

“You are on your way?”

“In the car now. We have to loop to the north, but I should be there in less than an hour.”

“The shuttle is ready, and we are booked for a gate in six days. That means thirty-six hours layover at Enterprise.”

Fleming nodded. “Not too bad really. I guess pushing for an earlier gate would generate unwanted scrutiny?”

“Pike runs security at Enterprise, Alex. It’s a miracle we got one that fast.”

“Of course,” he agreed. “You think we’ll have any trouble getting there? Pike’s ship is still up there.”

He could hear Sloane’s derision in her voice. “Not if they are smart. Maid will chew that little thing into scrap in any straight fight. If they want to try something under jump drive, we will leave their pieces floating through the asteroid belt.”

“Perfect,” Fleming said. “I think we are going to salvage something rather interesting from all this mess.”

“I prefer this,” Sloane said. “I’ve never been a corporate officer before.”

“You’ll hate it,” Fleming said with a laugh.

“But I’ll be rich,” Sloane fired back.

“Very, if things go well.”

“Make them go well then.”

Fleming laughed again. The apprehension and disappointment of the last few hours melted to reveal the energy and optimism that always came with a new project or venture. “Understood, ma’am. I’ll be at the shuttle in forty minutes and be on board in eighty.”

“I’ll see you then,” Sloane said. “Sloane out.”

Fleming closed the channel and smiled. A few more weeks sharing Sloane’s cabin did not bother him in the slightest. He flipped through his new comm for the next twenty minutes, getting familiar with his new identity and linking all his secret accounts. Another twenty minutes passed without incident, and Fleming looked up to assess his progress. It occurred to Fleming that he did not know what the Quinzy streets actually looked like. However, he expected them to be much wider to accommodate the movement of ship parts. The streets passing his window were not wide. In fact, they were rather narrow. He pulled the route up on his handheld once more and frowned. The screen told him he was only a few minutes from his destination. He checked the window once more. He saw dirty buildings and litter-filled sidewalks devoid of people. He saw graffiti and squalor. He did not see shipyards.

Something in the pit of Fleming’s stomach went ice cold and heavy. He punched up his identicator’s location to check where he was and swore out loud.

He was in Dockside.

In that instant, Fleming almost told the car to stop and let him out. He paused, wondering exactly why that felt like a good idea. He was in the heart of enemy turf somehow. Even as he considered his next move, the comm chimed from his lap. Fleming looked down but did not recognize the code. A message flashed across the screen of his handheld. The letters read, “Answer the call.”

Fingers shaking, Fleming touched the stud of his earpiece and said. “Hello?”

“Hello, Mr. Fleming,” a cheerful voice replied. “You are probably wondering exactly what is going on right now.”

Fleming could only agree. “I am.”

“Well, you see, when you decided to build yourself a bug-out package, you used one of your many sketchy contacts to set it up. Of course, you never told that guy who it was you might be running from.”

The voice paused, as if expecting Fleming to comprehend. He did not. “And?”

“And your guy came to the best forger in all of New Boston to get what you needed. Even I am impressed with the work. I bet you paid a mint.”

Fleming had, but he was not sure how that was relevant. “I’m not sure I’m following you, Mr., uh...?”

“Richardson,” said the voice.

“Shit,” Fleming whispered.

“Yes. I can imagine what you must be feeling. Your contact bought that new identity for you right here in Dockside. It took the forger a bit to recognize what was going on, but she was very forthcoming once she knew the score. I’ve gone ahead and forwarded all the data to the UEDF, because they are going to want to know where all your assets are.”

Fleming switched to negotiation mode. “Come on, Richardson. You’re making a mistake.”

“I don’t think I am.”

“I can make you rich. I can make your whole team rich.”

Richardson sounded amused. “I don’t think you understand just how much we charge for our services, Mr. Fleming. After Lancaster shot down those Avengers, the UEDF made a very compelling offer.”

“I’ll double it.”

“You can’t,” said the voice. “I’ve locked all your accounts.”

Fleming bit down on a scream. “Kid. You are fucking up big time. Be fucking reasonable for once.”

“You sound upset.” The car stopped, and the door slid open. “Let’s finish this chat in person.”

Fleming looked out the open door. A dark alley greeted him, its gray walls a motley array of competing gang tags. Barely eight feet wide, very little light filtered in from above, leaving the crags and alcoves of the buildings buried in deep shadows. He considered just staying in the car, then decided against it. Whatever was about to happen, being recalcitrant would not improve his odds of survival. He slid his legs out and stood. Turning first left then right, Fleming tried to get some kind of bearing on his location. A loud pop and a burning pain in his hand forced him to drop his comm to the street. The device crackled and smoked for another three seconds before going silent. Fleming shook his burned hand and whispered another expletive.

“Where are you?” he called out to the empty alley. 

“Right here,” said a voice from behind.

Fleming spun, his hand darting for his pocket and the pistol there. He did not draw, though. He observed.

A man emerged from an alcove, and Fleming recognized Manuel Richardson. He looked older than Fleming thought he would. While still a young man, Richardson’s eyes had the look of someone who had seen far too much for his years. A woman emerged next to Richardson. Short brown hair sporting a single magenta stripe told Fleming that this was the infamous Lucia Ribiero. She was dressed for a fight, wearing some kind of heavy gauntlets and a pistol on her right hip. His hands closed around the gun in his pocket. With the car obstructing their view of him below the chest, Fleming saw his chance. With the right timing, he could drop both of them and still get to Quinzy. He was no shooter, but the range was close, and he had cover from the car. He smiled his most disarming smile.

“Well, we meet face to face at last, huh?”

“You are under arrest,” Lucia said. 

“I guess so, but do I really have to be?”

Lucia smiled back, just as disarming. “Definitely. The question is, do you come quietly and cooperate? Or do you make a mess of things like you have been?”

Fleming faked a wince. “Well, yes, this has not really gone to plan at all for me, has it? Can’t win them all.” He leaned on the car, placing his elbow on the roof and maintaining his amiable tone. “But if I remember correctly, you’ve spent plenty of time in the boardroom, Lucia. You know how these things work. If anything, I’ve accelerated OmniCorp’s demise at this point. I’ve actually helped you. Doesn’t that buy me some kind of leeway?”

“You are directly responsible for the deaths of a great many people, Alex,” said Lucia. “Being so bad at your job that you broke your own employer is not the bargaining chip you clearly think it is.” A pair of DentiKuffs appeared in her hand and she stepped toward the car. “Now turn around and put your hands behind your back. I’ve never arrested anyone before, so don’t test me, okay? I’d hate to have to shoot you.”

Fleming shook his head. “I’d really rather not. We can make a deal.”

Lucia took another step, putting her right against the back of the car. “Don’t make me ask again. Turn around.”

Fleming did not like the position. Richardson was still ten feet away, but Ribiero was close enough to touch. With no options left, he drew. The entire process felt foreign and awkward, as Fleming had never actually drawn a gun on anyone before. The heat sink caught on his pocket and the barrel snagged it again on the way out. He thrust the weapon forward toward Lucia, but she was not there. Something grabbed him by the wrist and spun him in a half circle. He saw the armored elbow coming, but his reflexes were woefully behind the action. Fleming’s world exploded in a flash of light and a thunderclap of pain. His knees buckled, and the sidewalk rose up to meet him. He barely got his hands out in time to prevent his face from bouncing off the concrete. He tried to bring his gun around and found that he was not holding a gun. Through the haze of a concussion, he saw his own empty hand stretched out as if to shoot.

“Shit,” he wheezed and tried to stand. He heard something that sounded like laughter, and it angered him. Galvanized, he rose to his feet, swaying precariously and looking around like a trapped animal. His eyes refused to focus, but he made out the forms of his tormentors while they continued to mock him. In a moment of clarity, he realized he should try to get away. His attempt to do so made things worse. Fleming spun and took a big step toward the alley exit. Too fast. His vision swam once more and something in his guts roiled with the sensory overload. His second step failed utterly when the universe chose that moment to tilt hard to the left. He tried to compensate for the sudden change in orientation, and only then did he understand that whatever that bitch had done to him had ruined his sense of equilibrium. He hit the street again and yelped in pain.

“You should stay down,” he heard Lucia say. “That’s a nasty concussion you got there.”

Fleming replied by violently vomiting all over the street.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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Roland looked out across the wasteland that was Dockside’s crown jewel. 

The Drag glowed with the light of a hundred small fires, many spewing the thick, oily smoke of burning electronics. The traffic grid was down for blocks, and a police cordon kept even the fire-suppression teams from entering the perimeter of the war zone. The afternoon sun struggled to pierce the black billows trapped between the buildings, keeping the entire street in a state of morbid flickering gloom. Roland thought of the first time he had ever walked The Drag. Almost four decades prior, the young soldier had strolled from his apartment to the south, up The Drag, just to find Hideaway and have his first showdown with The Dwarf. He remembered the noise, the lights, the bustle and flow of the packed sidewalks. For a young man struggling to define his own nature, being awash in the brutal honesty of human interactions had felt like an anchor. The return of his full emotional range colored this memory with new layers and depth. Dockside rooted him in a human experience he would never know again. And now the greed and apathy of two megacorporations had left his anchor in flames.

The sounds of guns still interrupted the crackle of fire and the shouts of UEDF troops. Pockets of OmniCorp mercenaries, hiding from their inevitable arrest and incarceration, still chose to engage the UEDF rather than take their chances with the legal system. Most would have extensive criminal histories or be freebooters from Galapagos bearing forged charters. It was stupid, of course. Once the UEDF decided to clear a zone, there was no hiding from them. Fighting only made the situation worse for the holdouts. But then again, if they were good at risk-reward analysis, they would not be illegal mercenaries taking blood money from criminals seven-hundred and fifty light-years from home. Roland had no pity to spare for them.

Lucia stood to his side, taking in the same view he did. She saw his face and took his hand in hers. “Tough to watch?”

“Shouldn’t be. But yeah. Feels different. Hurts go deeper, emotions connecting to memories harder than I’m used to.” He pointed to his head with his free hand. “I guess I got used to how much of my head the machines were managing. It feels nice to have some of it back, but also...”

“Annoying? Distracting? Painful?” Lucia laughed softly. “Welcome to my nightmare, big guy.”

“It’s not so bad,” he said. “But it’s definitely different. It hurts to see The Drag like this.”

“It will all be back to normal in a few weeks. We did it. We stopped them.”

Roland did not look away from the carnage. “But what is a few weeks, really?”

“Oh,” Lucia breathed. “So that’s what this is about?”

“I guess it is.”

“If what my dad said is true, we will be around to see this place die for good someday.”

“This, and every other person, place, or thing we care about.”

“Oh my,” she said, giving his hand a squeeze. “We are maudlin today.”

“Tell me it doesn’t bother you.”

“Oh, it does. But what Emilie said is right, even if she has all the sensitivity of a bulldozer about it. We either die now or go on forever. I’m not done with life, Roland. Not yet. Who knows how many centuries I’ll need before I get bored with it all.”

“I mean, you’re obviously right, but I’m struggling a little. I always knew my body would last a long time. But I figured an enemy would get me eventually. I never really thought about ‘forever’ in the real sense. But what I just did?” Roland shook his head, still staring into the flames. “Lucia, Lancaster shot me full of holes again. They just... closed. It’s been two hours and I’m totally fine. Hell, I was totally fine after twenty minutes. I saw the barrel of an autocannon move before the shot came, I must have run close to a hundred miles per hour too. It’s all... it’s all different now. I don’t know if I can be killed anymore. And Don says you will be the same in a few decades. What will we be then? I’ve never actually believed I wasn’t human. I toyed with the idea, but something about the ninety pounds of organic goo still inside me kept me from ever really separating myself from humanity. But hell, I’m probably ninety-five percent synthetic right now. All those ruined organs, Don fixed them with the bots so I could go out and fight again. They didn’t heal, they got rebuilt. There’s not a lot of me left inside there, and it’s fucking weird.”

“I know,” said Lucia. “I feel it too. We’re becoming something else, and I’m scared that whatever that ends up being won’t be me. But I see it this way. Most of your body is synthetic, and you are still the you I know and love. Most of my brain is synthetic—am I still the me you know and love?”

“Absolutely.”

“So I think that we have a pretty good shot at going into forever with our souls intact.”

“And better company than I have a right to expect.”

Lucia laughed. “Charmer. Nice one.”

“I assume Fleming is in custody?”

Lucia nodded. “UEDF picked him up from us an hour ago. They seized that frigate too.”

“You figure OmniCorp will survive?”

Lucia thought about that before answering. “The board is going to dissolve to make it look like they had nothing to do with this fiasco. Fingers will be pointing, and alibis will be thick on the ground. The company itself will fracture. Any divisions still profitable will move on or get swallowed up by another corp.”

“And Gateways?”

“Well, it seems that Emilie’s little widget, the one that stole all those files? Yeah. Somehow it lead back to OmniCorp.”

“She framed OmniCorp for that?”

“Looks that way. Gateways used that data breach to file for the ACHE. As the filer of record, they will be liable for all the civilian damages caused by actions undertaken during the ACHE period.”

Roland grunted a laugh. “I bet Gateways thought they had gotten a real windfall when the bug led back to OmniCorp. Now they’ll have to pay to rebuild Dockside over it?”

“Basically. OmniCorp should cover half, but since they are likely to dissolve, the whole mess will fall on Gateways. There is a reason why nobody wants to file for one of those in an urban environment.”

Roland could not stop chuckling. “Yeah, I can imagine it’s no big deal on some backwater rock with nothing around, but fighting it out in town?” Roland shook his head. “And people say I don’t appreciate irony.”

“One thing still bothers me,” Lucia continued. “Sabotaging the docks was a very stupid play, but nobody knows exactly who did it.”

“I’d have to say OmniCorp,” Roland said. “It destabilized us all. Weakened us.”

Lucia shook her head. “They didn’t need to, though. Their operations had already done that. What happened to Capital Gains really just made things worse and put more eyes on what was going on down here. It hurt both companies, not just us.”

Roland pondered that for a moment, and his own mind started to reassemble the data in new ways. “You think Emilie did it?”

“I suspect it.”

Roland let that marinate in his mind. “No deaths or injuries, no damage to infrastructure, no lasting consequences other than one very bad quarter for the economy. All while shutting down travel directly to Dockside, putting Gateways on a heightened sense of alert, and focusing the attention of the entire galaxy on this one conflict. Huh... That is one very clever woman.”

Lucia agreed, “She crushed OmniCorp, and gave Gateways a slap across the mouth they will be nursing for years.”

“Where is she now?” Roland asked.

“At the Wreck with McGinty and his goons. Marty is probably trying to charm her as we speak.”

Roland thought about that and found himself entirely unsurprised. “I’d hate to miss seeing that.” He turned away from the depressing spectacle of his burning home. “Parker can find us there when he is ready to grill us.” 

“I could use a drink,” said Lucia. 

The walk to The Smoking Wreck was not long, and in a few moments, they stepped into the familiar surroundings of Roland’s favorite bar. Though it had been completely destroyed a few months back, Marty Mudd had spared none of the insurance money in returning the place to its former glory. The Wreck was easily the nicest bar in all of Dockside, which is to say it was kind of a dump, but otherwise clean and well stocked. Seated at the bar, Roland saw Billy McGinty and Emilie Sullivan sipping cocktails while Mindy, Manny, and Don Ribiero chatted at a table nearby. “Wild” Bill McClintock leaned his lanky frame against the bar to their left, his long duster thrown open to reveal the nickel-plated frames of his twin Colt Dragoons. His signature cheroot clamped between his teeth and orange bionic eyes glowing slightly combined to create a bizarre aesthetic that Roland found overwrought and cliche. Next to McClintock, a man nearly the same size as Roland with dark skin and perfect hair stood. He wore a gray suit tailored to perfection. Reinhardt nodded to Roland when they entered, then squinted at the new silver color covering his exposed torso.

Marty Mudd, eyes twinkling behind his bushy eyebrows yelled, “Hey, asshole! This is a classy joint! No shirt, no shoes, no service!”

“Give me your jacket, Reinhardt,” Roland said. “I’m thirsty and I’m not leaving without a drink.”

Reinhardt shrugged out of his jacket and tossed it over. “Far be it from me to get between a man and Marty’s good beer.”

Roland pulled himself into the garment, only barely fitting his mass into the sleeves. “Happy?”

Marty replied with a chuckle. “Yeah. You look like an idiot. That always makes me happy. Here.” Marty held out a mug of something straw-colored and foamy. “Bottoms up.” For Lucia he placed a glass of red wine on the bar. “Here you go, Lucia, this is a good French Bordeaux. Special occasions only.”

Roland grabbed the offered mug and Lucia picked up the glass. He noticed a mischievous twinkle in Emilie Sullivan’s eyes. “Lady, we got questions for you.”

Emilie sipped her cocktail. “I bet you do. I can’t promise to answer all of them, but feel free to ask anything you like.”

“Did you sabotage the docking array?”

All other conversations stopped. Emilie put her drink down. “Do you think I did?”

“I suspect it.”

“And if I did?”

Roland did not know how to answer that. “I guess it doesn’t really matter, does it? No one got hurt except Gateways and the economy, right?”

Mindy gasped. “You did that?” The look on her face oscillated between horror and glee at the thought of it.

“If I did, I’d never admit it,” Emilie replied. “But it sure was convenient how that accident changed the entire nature of the conflict, isn’t it?” She picked up her drink and took a sip. “Got the UEDF on high alert and involved the Planetary Council. Put the whole thing well above the heads of all those compromised NBLA people too.” She winked. “Serendipity, really.”

“Right,” Roland sighed. “I guess that leaves only one loose end. Halstead.”

“Oh, Roland. You don’t really believe I’d leave a loose end like that, do you?”

“I really don’t. You gonna share what part of your dastardly plan he’ll fall victim to then?”

“His own, actually. He needed OmniCorp money to appease the management team on Prospectus. That’s all gone now. Once the full extent of his transgressions circulates—and it will—the management team will oust him and extradite him to Earth.”

Lucia scowled. “That’s not the whole story, Emilie. Halstead will get scooped up by some corp that wants his secrets. He’ll have great lawyers and more than enough plausible deniability to skate. Try again.”

Emilie’s smile never even flickered. “Well, Lucia, it’s a long way from Prospectus to Earth. Lots of stops along the way and bureaucratic hassles too. All sorts of bad things can happen during that time. Halstead made a lot of enemies, you know. I’d be surprised if someone didn’t put a hunter on him.”

On cue, Mindy’s comm chirped. The little blond killer picked it up to frown at the screen, then rolled her eyes and shook her head. “Nice, lady.” Then she took the handheld and stuffed it into her pocket. “What? She said to all the eyes fixed on her. “Just had a lucrative side gig pop up, is all.”

Roland guffawed. “I guess that answers that question. What is your next step, then? Where does the immortal Emilie Sullivan go from here?”

“Wherever she wants. I have no desire to be hounded by Corpus Mundi or whoever else thinks my DNA is an exploitable resource. I intend to continue my research somewhere very remote and very quiet.”

Billy McGinty finally piped up. “I may know a place. There is a block on the very southern edge of Big Woo with a ton of old factory and research buildings that no one is using anymore. Big Woo is unincorporated, remote, and very, very private.”

“Just watch out for Schultz,” Roland added. “He’s... different.”

“I’ll look into it,” said Emilie. “But for now, I need to disappear for a bit until the dust settles. Gateways is not done trying for me.”

“I’ll get you scrubbed from all the records,” Manny said. “Plenty of chaos over the last thirty-six hours for me to hide your trail in. You will not be noticed.”

“Thank you, Manuel. It will be hard enough managing the NBLA and UEDF now that they know I’m not really dead. Having you sweep my tracks will make things much easier.” Emilie finished her drink. “I know most of you are still pretty confused about everything that has just happened. Even if I explained it all, you would still have questions. All I can say is that my perspective is unique, and that everything that we did, we did because it was necessary. There are only so many ways to influence the outcome of a conflict, and tipping the right dominoes in the right order requires a kind of thinking that makes little sense in the short term of a human lifespan.” She turned on the stool to take in all the faces. “What you all did was important and necessary. What I did, have done, and have yet to do is important and necessary. The first cogs in this wheel started turning years ago. I tried several times along the way to steer the events away from violence. I failed. But trust me when I say that for all the violence, death, and misery of the last few months, it was a lot less than it could have been. You did that. You prevented a million separate catastrophes, even if you do not know it or understand how.”

“Sometimes the only way to prevent a lot of misery is to cause a little misery,” Lucia said.

Roland added, “Si vis pacem, para bellum.”

Emilie’s eyes glistened in response. “If you would have peace, prepare for war. John Sullivan would say that often. But why do you think that applies here, Roland?”

“Because it’s not about the fighting. It’s about maintaining your defenses and watching for problems before they get too big. It was a warning to the Roman senate that peace is fragile. Vegetius is saying that a timely and judicious approach to violence will save more lives than ignoring it will.”

“You really are just like him,” Emilie said. “I have no higher praise for a human than that.”

“Good thing I’m not human,” Roland said.

Emilie shook her head. “Oh, you’re human, Roland. Just a different kind of human. Like me or Lucia. Humanity is pretty broadly defined these days.”

“Huh,” McGinty said. “All this time I thought Roland was mostly spare parts and grouchiness. Who’d a thunk he was human?”

“Feels like a stretch,” Marty fired back. “Humans have a sense of humor.”

Roland drained the last of his beer and slid the bug back across the bar. “I have a sense of humor, Marty. Why else would I hang out with a walking joke like you?”

“Because you’re an alcoholic?”

“Biomechanically impossible,” Dr. Ribiero said from his table. “But as good a guess as any.”

“And you, Roland?” Emilie asked. “What will you do next?”

Roland found the answer easily. “We put this place back together. The guilds did their jobs, and we now know the system works even under extreme stress. There is a ton of work to be done un-fucking all the things OmniCorp messed with, though. Relationships are strained, and there’s always some new crew or gangster who thinks they can exploit a tragedy. We hit the streets hard, line up the guilds one more time, and lock down this town so it can open for business again.”

“I see,” said Emilie. “Just the simple matter of taking all the damaged pieces and fixing them?”

“For a price,” said Lucia over the lip of her wine glass. “Always for a price. Gateways is going to get hit for the damage the fighting caused. Seeing as we are much cheaper than maintaining a full security team, I expect them to fall all over themselves getting us back on the job. They’ll probably hire us to find you too.”

“Should I be worried?” Emilie did not sound worried.

“We don’t do that kind of work,” Lucia replied.

Emilie raised her glass in salute. “Naturally.”

All discussion ended when the door opened once more. Framed in the doorway stood the tall silhouette of Detective Sergeant Sam Parker. “Hey, Sam! Marty called. “Have a seat and a drink!”

“I’m on the clock, Marty.” His eyes went to Roland, and his face twisted in confusion. “New paintjob?”

“Long story,” Roland replied.

“Will it be included in your official statement?”

“Probably not.”

Sam nodded, looking tired. “What are the chances I’m going to get an official statement from you at all?”

Roland quaffed his second beer in ten minutes and signaled for a third. “Shrinking by the second.”

“Might as well clock out, pretty man,” Mindy called from her seat. “This story has a three-drink minimum anyway.”

Sam looked like he might protest, then his shoulders sagged, and he seemed to age a decade in front of their eyes. Then he reached a finger to his ear, pressed the comm stud there and spoke to the air. “Dispatch? Parker.” There was a pause. “Tell the LT I’m clocking out for the day.” Another pause. “I’m serious. I’ve been on for sixteen hours already. If he doesn’t like it, he can talk to my union rep or my sponsor at Synergy. Parker out.” He pulled the earpiece from his ear and dropped it into his pocket. He stepped into the bar and plopped down on a stool. “Three double Glenlivets, Marty. All in a row.”

“Line up a fourth,” said the elder Ribiero. “I like this youngster’s style!”

“Kid,” Marty said, his face a mask of paternal concern. “You are way too young to be drinking like an old man. You wanna end up like him?” He pointed to Donald.

“I just need to hear this story,” Parker replied, signaling for his drinks with one hand. “And I’m too tired to argue about it.”

Emilie Sullivan patted Parker on the shoulder. “Well then, young man, you start drinking, I’ll start talking.”

Roland settled in to listen to the story, even though he had lived most of it. The evening devolved into each member of the group trying to shock the young detective with the twists and turns of their intertwining narratives. Roland had never considered the interactions between cause and effect and how lives entangled over the course of a lifetime. Maybe it was the new things growing in his brain that changed his perspective, but he began to understand how Emilie must see the universe. There would be only so many lives that crossed his, each one moving in and out of the tiny piece of subjective reality that was his personal universe at their own pace. He controlled none of it but influenced all of it. 

His eyes fell on Lucia, and he saw her looking at him with the same expression he knew must be all over his own face. She smiled, no words passing between them as none were necessary. He would have forever with her, and suddenly that did not seem like long enough.
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