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CHAPTER ONE
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When the sun had surrendered the last bit of crimson resistance to the encroaching twilight, the killer decided it was about time to get moving.

The air hung heavy, cool but not cold, the sky clear and deep purple. It was a Monday, and the evening crowds that choked the streets on a weekend ran far thinner with the prospect of tomorrow’s workday looming. The killer had chosen the transitional time of day, the time when the workers had shuffled home but the night folk had yet to emerge. It was an hour for dinners and recliners and the viewing of infotainment programs. Waiting for the sun to finish dipping below the horizon before starting was a deliberate choice. The indigo gloom of twilight was the perfect time to skulk about unnoticed. It was not so dark as to make his movements suspicious, while being sufficiently dim to keep his features inscrutable if he avoided bright lights. He hated this part. Approaching his prey always seemed the most difficult aspect of a job for him. This killer did not like sneaking around. He liked to be bold and get right into the fun bits. This had been his way for most of his career and it was how he preferred it. However, some tragic reversals in his fortunes had taught him that some attention and care paid to the stalk could prevent a job from going awry in a manner leading to grievous bodily harm or even worse, failure. No one had ever called him wise, though he was capable of retaining lessons learned if enough personal pain helped to set them. Thus, the shadowed figure moved with reluctant care down the dark sidewalk. 

Soft blue-white light from street lamps stretched to the pavement and splashed against the concrete like synthetic silver moonbeams. The killer avoided these, choosing to stay far to the left and shrink into the shadows of various buildings as he passed. This was Dockside, and he had no fear of street-level scanners or the random risk of a passing police drone. Despite the changes of late, Dockside still remained too lawless a stretch of turf for such things. There would be none of the technological marvels of a functioning Uptown constabulary to catch him out here.

Eyes, however, were a different matter. Eyes Dockside had in spades. The alleys and alcoves of the dirty streets were home to thousands of greedy informants. These were professional watchers, always lurking, always scanning. Of all the eyes he might encounter, opportunists’ eyes remained the worst by far. 

If he attracted the attention of such eyes, he could be marked as interesting. To be interesting was fatal in his business. If he came off as interesting, questions would be asked. Is he a victim? A score? A threat? A liability? Who might find the knowledge of him valuable? Could it be sold? The killer knew quite well how such eyes would view him, and he took great pains to appear uninteresting. This proved a far more complicated task than just being bland. He had to appear strong enough to not look like a victim while not coming off as a threat. He needed to look poor enough to avoid robbery while not looking so wretched as to be exploitable. He needed to avoid bright lights without giving the impression he was sneaking about. It was a dance, really. A delicate waltz where your partner was the whole neighborhood and the price of a misstep tended to be a gunshot to the face.

He wore a plain tan coat, long and closed at the front. Under the drab exterior, a subtle weave in the lining kept the prying eyes of scanners from getting a proper look at all the dangerously interesting things beneath. On his head sat a simple, narrow-brimmed hat that served well to keep his face in deep shadow when he inevitably found himself passing too close to a street lamp. His slacks were black, as were his shoes. Neither was cut in a particularly modern or fashionable style and strayed just to the nicer side of ‘shabby.’ The shoes were clean and in good repair, the jacket pressed and stain-free. The hat was just a hat, neither extravagant nor basic. He kept his hands in his coat pockets and walked with a long, ground-eating stride that spoke of purpose and destination.

If a pair of greedy Dockside eyes saw him now, they would see a mid-level warehouse manager scurrying home after a late night at the office. But it was all just urban camouflage and therein laid the true measure of his tradecraft. Nothing could be taken as seen where the killer was concerned.

Those pocketed hands kept his elbows covering the telltale imprints of the two pistols under that coat, the twin guns nestled under his armpits in a double shoulder holster. Keeping his hands in his pockets also meant he did not swing his arms as he walked. He had never mastered a convincing arm swing with his prosthetic limbs, and this was a convenient way to not have to try. The long coat also made it very hard to notice his legs as he passed. His gait did not appear noteworthy at all, as the swishing garment obscured the slightly off cadence of his artificial legs.

The hat served a similar purpose. The shadows it cast obscured the details of his face enough to keep his features indistinct. The lidless black facets where his eyes would have been (if he still had them) simply disappeared into the otherwise uninteresting field of shifting darkness beneath the brim.

The killer was a walking oxymoron. To any casual observer, he looked as bland and nondescript as a hundred thousand other Dockside denizens. Just another worker bee buzzing within the great hive of the New Boston economic landscape.

Thinking of Docksiders as bees sent his memory back to a bit of trivia from some long-forgotten old classroom holo. His school years had been brief and catastrophic, though a few good memories remained from those nearly forgotten times.

The holo had been one of those poorly assembled educational ones. It had been dull and bland and uninteresting, just like so many other materials presented in an attempt to steer the interests of a violent young man toward more productive pursuits. This holo stayed with him, and the budding sociopath had watched with glee as a single hungry Japanese hornet killed 10,000 honeybees in a solo raid. He distinctly remembered how seeing it happening made him feel. It had amused him to watch the oversized insect simply biting the brave hive defenders in half, one after another until not a single honeybee remained. Watching the enormous insect emerge from the morbid pile of slain enemies spoke to the killer on a level that he could not understand. He knew he liked the feeling, and he had never needed more than that to get by.

The killer now fancied himself in the role of that marauding insect. It pleased him to imagine himself a great predator among prey too weak to thwart him. He would be the hornet, newly arrived to kill and steal from the richest hive in the world.

All too soon, the door to his destination stood before him. One more barrier to clear and he would be off the street and away from the curious and opportunistic eyes of the Dockside night. He faced the unwelcoming white panel of metal and took a deep breath. Then he extracted his right hand from his coat pocket and pressed a cold mechanical finger to the access panel. The screen lit to a comforting green glow and politely indicated he should either present his access card or submit to a retinal scan.

Doffing his hat, the killer leaned his head toward the scanner and angled his right “eye” to be read. Despite a conspicuous lack of retinas, this process caused him little worry. Unless this building had state-of-the-art corporate or military scanners, his prosthesis would have no difficulty spoofing a reading that would satisfy the scan.

His confidence being well-placed, the door slid away without incident. He found no receptionist in the ground floor lobby, the poor little worker bee having left for the evening at least an hour earlier. The killer walked into the reception kiosk and reached out to the information terminal.  From a gray metal fingertip, a small interface jack extended, and he inserted it into the terminal’s maintenance port. Then he waited. Cracking the building security system took eighteen seconds. How his bionics managed such feats, he could not comprehend. Nor did he care. His employers had paid a king’s ransom for all his hardware and it was enough for him to know that it worked. 

The reception kiosk computer had very little in the way of security-level access. It was just high enough on the command priority list to tell him who was in the building and the alarm status, but not much else. It indicated the target’s presence with a helpful blinking message, and so the mysterious infiltrator elected to proceed as planned. A few clandestine cred transfers to the local police had ensured the irrelevance of security alerts to the completion of this operation, so he wasted no time or effort on worrying over alarms.

There were eleven people still in the building with his target on the top floor. More principled assassins would be vexed by this. Eleven pairs of eyes represented a lot of potential witnesses, and witnesses were problematic. This killer was not vexed in the slightest. He was delighted. He was about to begin the fun part, and eleven more people meant eleven times the fun. He smiled and unbuttoned his coat. Gray-black hands darted under the folds and emerged with guns both large and exotic. As the cold mechanical digits found their places on the grips, a subtle electrical connection burst to life. The lenses over his eye sockets ignited with targeting information and diagnostics on both his internal cybernetics and the weapons in his grip.

The killer was a gunman born and bred. He had held his first pistol at a mere seven years old. He not been without one since. His instructors and tutors over the years had always taught him to treat the weapon as an extension of his own hand. If he appreciated irony, it would have occurred to him that thanks to his employers, his guns actually were an extension of his hands now. He did not appreciate irony, so this was lost to him. What he did appreciate was that he had never been so connected to his tools and his vocation as he stood right now. Much of his past life existed as a foggy mess of incomplete impressions. His employers said this was a necessary part of his conversion, so he endured the confused fugue states and bizarre nightmares as a matter of course. The memories of his guns, however, remained clear and bright. His skills and instincts persisted when other parts of him could not, and it was only those moments when his guns pressed against his palms that he felt like a complete person. This did not bother him as much as it might bother others. He was a killer after all. His profession was all he had ever needed.

He addressed his AI out loud because his hands were full. “Nonna?”

Deep within his ear canal, a woman’s voice came through with toneless computerized inflection. “Ready.”

“Give me the Gunslinger in five.”

“Acknowledged.” 

The killer took an expectant breath and waited. He hated this bit, yet loved it at the same time.

Five seconds later, the killer’s senses exploded. A hundred wired connections running through his brain all crackled to life and began to manipulate the electrical bustle within it. Motor neurons accelerated into a frenzied state and the gaps of his synapses fairly buzzed with unrestrained action potentials. Other cybernetic implants recognized and counteracted the inevitable seizure activity this caused, and a sophisticated AI started to massage the resulting chaos onto a steady stream of high-speed neural commotion. After a brief sixty-millisecond calibration period, the system stabilized and a cocktail of assorted pharmaceuticals suffused his overclocked brain. The mix of anti-anxiety and mood-stabilizing drugs prevented him from having a psychotic break, and he soon experienced a kind of detached floating sensation. Everything he perceived stood out sharper, yet less clear at the same time. It was as if he existed only partially inside this world, while much of him viewed it from outside as well.

At six seconds, he felt like himself again. A faster, more alive, invulnerable, and unstoppable version of himself to be sure, but himself all the same. A feline grin peeled his lips back across his straight white teeth, and the killer took off like a cheetah for the stairwell.

At the second floor he encountered a man reassembling office terminals. It was a banal maintenance task and the worker in question could never have predicted that his menial job would result in so spectacular a demise. The first ceramic bead from the killer’s right-hand gun took him through the forehead and sprayed his brains against the wall behind his workstation. With his reflexes cranked well past any human threshold, the killer moved to the next victim before the last shards of bloody skull hit the floor. Bionic eyes relayed information in infrared, ultraviolet, and visible light spectrums simultaneously. Such a torrent of data would have been far too much for a human ocular nerve to transmit and more than a human brain could ever hope to parse out. The killer was not subject to such petty limitations. He was not handicapped by a pathetic human ocular nerve and his brain had bandwidth to spare at the moment. Examining all the sensor data, monitoring the various readouts in his HUD, and working two weapons simultaneously was as easy as walking and chewing gum for one such as him.

He coursed through the building like a homicidal hare. Two more late-workers fell to perfectly placed beads that entered the eye and exited out the back of the skull. Getting head shots had always been a fun challenge in the old days. Now, it was a matter of rote. The guns, his hands, his eyes, and his brain all acted as one. There was no disconnect, no distinction between where he pointed his focus and where the beads flew. If he could see it, he could hit it. His guns did not even have triggers to pull as the act of pulling a trigger would often spoil a normal shooter’s aim. He only thought about shooting and his victims fell dead. His arms absorbed and redirected recoil, eliminating another common cause of missed shots. It was no exaggeration to say that the killer had been built to shoot, and in this he was perfection itself.

Where no external challenge existed to satisfy him, the killer chose to manufacture one. Since speed was important on this job, he had already resolved himself to eliminating all witnesses with head shots in under twenty seconds. This presented a formidable task if he included transit times between rooms and floors. The doctors always badgered him for quality field testing, and this looked to be a very solid test of all his systems. His AI would need to plot the most efficient course possible while still accounting for numerous random factors. 

Four more worker bees died on the third floor, shot in passing as he sped to the stairwell with only the most cursory attention paid to the act of killing itself. The people on the fourth floor were likely just starting to react to the sounds of his shots. They would be confused at first due to the nearly silent nature of his weapons. Each discharge came with a soft hiss that, but for the supersonic crack of the projectiles themselves, would be hard to detect at any real distance. He knew how prey thought. The worker bees would be wondering what those weird popping sounds might be without being overly concerned by them.

A tired-looking woman met her end with a bead to the temple as the killer burst from the stairwell door. She stood standing for what appeared to be a long time, slack jawed and eyes unfocused as a plume of red mist expanded from the far side of her face. Another woman at the end of the hall dropped her DataPad, raising her hands to scream. As the white plastic device commenced its slow descent toward the carpet, a white-hot streak from his left-hand weapon entered her open mouth and took the top of her head off.

He killed the next one in passing, taking aim through an office door window. It was easy enough to let the fat man’s impressive heat signature guide the killshot home. He died not even knowing what had happened.

The eleventh to die was a young man. He entered the hallway from the last door at the far end. It would be a long pistol shot for most people, but the killer was not most people. The hapless youth stopped abruptly in the act of throwing his coat on and looked backward over his shoulder when a bead entered his head just under his right ear. It must have arced downward because the exit wound nearly decapitated the dead man. The killer did not care. His clock showed nineteen-point-seven-one seconds. While he had technically shot the last one in the neck, he decided that it still counted as a head shot and skidded to a very satisfied halt.

A quick check of his scanners told him the target was still in her office and did not appear to be disturbed by the chaos just outside it. The woman had to be half deaf not to be at least curious about the all the weird sounds outside her door. The killer did not waste any more thought on it, and instead he reloaded his guns and addressed his AI.

“Nonna?”

“Ready.”

“Give me baseline in five.”

“Acknowledged.”

Five seconds later, a crushing malaise and sluggishness washed over his body. Thirty seconds at super-speed had seemed like thirty minutes. In comparison, returning to the real world was like hopping off a space fighter to ride a bicycle. The familiar nausea and headache tried to rear their heads, but Nonna stayed ahead of them and the appropriate drugs were administered automatically. Seven seconds after that, he felt like himself again. A slower, less alive, more pedestrian version of himself, but himself all the same. He straightened with a shudder. Then he walked to the end of the hallway to finish the job.

––––––––
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Madame was feeling her age tonight. She kept finding herself looking out the window over the stretch of city where her office sat when she should have been working. Yet for some reason, she could not help but wonder about all the changes the town was going through. Being old enough to have seen many things change gave her enough perspective to accept that this latest bout of transition seemed no better or worse than any of the others before it. New Boston had ever been a place of transitions, both temporal and physical. Then her eyes wandered out and over the rooftops, and she smiled. 

Some things remained immutable constants.

The shining towers of New Boston’s jeweled crown were easy to see from nearly anywhere in the surrounding megalopolis. They raced like illuminated silver daggers up into the misty skyline to puncture the low-hanging clouds. Like the peaks of great metal mountains, the soaring edifices of Belham Tower and the Gateway Spire dominated the night sky and stood as defiant signposts declaring with ear-shattering volume that one now viewed the center of the richest district on Earth. Every facet of the borough designed, crafted, and presented for the express purpose of reminding a traveler that this is where the rich people lived. More specifically, this is where they belonged.

Likewise, the character of the other districts seemed set in stone as well. Her glance wandered over to her east where she could just barely make out the gray uniformity of The Sprawl. There, endless blocks of offices and factories stacked neatly into rows pressed against each other, humming and thrumming with subterranean vibrations as they belched interminable tons of consumer products for export to their attached warehouses. For every warehouse or auto-factory, a tall office building stood in silent watch. Inside these, thousands of business people in smart gray and brown suits would scurry about like bees looking to their various tasks in a steel and concrete hive. Accountants would account; salesmen would sell. Managers would manage and couriers would curry. The Sprawl clunked along like a machine filled with other machines: a matryoshka doll of people and equipment, each one nestled inside the next. It was a greedy thing as well, gobbling up resources and spitting out products like a hungry worm turning soil into compost. Where humanity began and the machine ended remained anyone’s guess, and drawing such distinctions was not conducive to productivity.

Dockside squatted to the west. The Sprawl was to Dockside as Uptown was to the Sprawl. Dockside existed a full step dirtier and darker than its industrial neighbor, but much like Uptown and The Sprawl, a delicate symbiosis existed between the two.

With so many of their interests intertwined, the border between Dockside and the Sprawl stayed a nebulous, poorly defined thing. A person traveling from the Popsi bottling facility to Farragut Shipping’s main dock would be absolutely certain when they stood in the one district and not the other, but that same person might struggle to define exactly where they had crossed over.

This muddy interstitial stretch of no-man's-land was slashed by cargo tram lines and called ‘The Approach’ by locals. The exact dimensions and edges were oft-debated topics among those who lived and worked inside it. The zone languished in obscurity, a land defined by its neighbors and yet excluded from them. A few bustling retail establishments and some decent restaurants wedged themselves between blocks of factories here, yet even such places as these lacked the defining grit of a true Dockside establishment. Confounding the identity crisis, any of these sites remained far too lowbrow to be at home in the Sprawl, either.

Madame Madeleine liked The Approach. It was a place of transitions filled to the brim with transitional people much like her. The zone defied definition as did the aging woman staring at it through a fourth-floor office window. Like her, The Approach lived its days a permanent outsider, forever ignored by its neighbors and underestimated by competitors. This appealed to the old woman’s sense of irony, as her entire career mirrored this perfectly.

The gentle chime of an intercom shocked Madeleine into movement. “Yes?” The reply came serene and patient, betraying none of her surprise. She had grown more prone to bouts of introspection these days. Getting old did not suit her.

The voice of her assistant came through the small speaker at her terminal. “The receipts are in, Madame. I’ve sent them to your DataPad.”

“Thank you, James. I’ll look them over before I leave. Don’t wait around though. Take off early and go have some fun.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” James sounded delighted. “I will!”

“Ah, to be young,” she chuckled. Youth was overrated in her opinion, yet she did not judge anyone for enjoying it. She pulled the charts up on her DataPad and started to thumb through the screens. There were many screens and many receipts, for Madeleine was rich in the kind of way that made the very concept of money fuzzy. The Madame knew money to be fickle, and there existed many things far more powerful than electronic sums saved in banking computers. She bet her life on that knowledge every single day.

Considered by those in the know to be the most powerful woman in New Boston who wielded no actual power, Madeleine delighted in her stabilizing role amongst the quasi-legal factions that crisscrossed the underside of New Boston’s thriving economy. Despite her obvious success and influence, she had been fastidious in avoiding any sort of collusion with either the legitimate governments or organized crime syndicates. She could have if she wanted to, but she did not want to. Madeleine craved dominance in a much subtler fashion. She turned the corners of her mouth in an old woman’s smile as the distant memories came flooding in. 

There existed a common saying among the New Boston criminal circles. It went, “Sex sells, and in New Boston, Madame Madeleine sets the price for it.”

This was not hyperbole. If a person purchased the time and attentions of a companion anywhere within the New Boston Megalopolis, one could be certain that The Madame was getting a piece of the action. This person could also rest assured that his price, conduct, and overall rating as a customer would be recorded and held either in his favor or against him depending on how things went. Good customers enjoyed better prices and enhanced services; bad customers suffered consequences that ranged from ‘subtle rebuke’ to ‘death of a horrific nature.’ Therein lay the genius of her operation: customers found themselves held to a standard, and in exchange services were also held to a standard. Once her ‘customer profile’ system took off, The Madame found herself spoiled for choice when it came to both clientele and contractors. Soon after that a franchising system grew, and the rest was New Boston history.

She kept her office modest though quite large by necessity. Supervising her empire required a staff of nearly a hundred middle managers and logistics personnel, and keeping them located in one place was essential to maintaining an orderly operation. The Madame courted order the way young women courted emotionally unavailable men. A youth spent surviving the horror of Big Woo slavers had burned into her a deep and fundamental need to exert control over her environment at all costs. She considered her composure the only good thing to come of that nightmare as her dedication to such strictures had made her wealthy and powerful. These were lessons well-learned, and she never deviated from them.

Seated at her desk perusing the week’s receipts, The Madame heaved a heavy sigh. Drooping lids tried to close over eyes heavy with age and a life hard lived. Her hair had turned gray, her body now stooped, and she was oh-so-goddamned tired all the time. Ruling over empires was a game for the young, and her aversion to gene therapy and plastic surgery was starting to feel like a petty affectation as the weight of time grew heavier every day. She refused to keep herself pretty though. Beauty was a thing to be exploited, not pursued. Madeleine had enough of that to last ten lifetimes. It was natural enough to profit from it, of course. Though for her own part, she considered herself done with the attentions of those who thought her beautiful. Her beauty had been a curse her whole life, and now happily rid of such nonsense she could focus on what really mattered. At least when people talked to her now she could safely assume they were not trying to get under her skirt.

Her attention, having again drifted away from the task at hand, returned to the reports in front of her. She did not like what she found in them. The marketplace for illicit goods and services wobbled in a precarious state, and this did not suit her need for control at all. The last batch of squabbling over Dockside had spilled into the other districts and destabilized all the markets to an unacceptable degree. The consequences for this were apparent in the volume and margin numbers reported by many of her franchisees.

Some good news accompanied all the bad. Her brothels in Dockside continued to turn a brisk profit. Better than ever before, now that the introduction of organized trade guilds for the various criminal gangs had put a few extra credits in the pockets of all that horny street muscle. Dockside had a lot of street-level hoods, which was typically a good thing for her. These rough men and women liked to have a good time when cash could be spared for it. An extended period of various criminal enterprises fighting over that territory had kept the cash tight. Tight fists did not go to whorehouses.

The Dwarf made things worse by being his usual greedy self and hoarding money under the pretext of financing the resistance. Madeleine would have bet a year’s pay that the disgusting little hairball had made profits coming and going on the whole sordid operation. It was ever his nature to seek personal gain in every situation, and the century-old prostitute knew a thing or two about the intractability of human nature. The man simply could not help himself where money was concerned.

Poor Rodney probably hated the new system of trade guilds. An uppity street-hood-turned-criminal-mastermind named Billy McGinty had managed to unravel the old system of rival gangs that had served The Dwarf so well. He even got The Dwarf to go along with it somehow. How he accomplished this, even the Madame could not say. Either way, the docks sat quiet once again and without the gang leaders hoarding the cash, creds were flowing very nicely among the enforcers, runners, pushers, and thieves of Dockside. Such folk stayed the perennial big customers for Madeleine, and when the money flowed at street level, her franchises in Dockside always did very well.

This was a fortuitous thing because the collapse of The Combine had the rest of her pleasure houses struggling to stay afloat. Not that they lost money; rather, her profit margins in Quinzy and the Sprawl had thinned to unacceptable levels. Southie, The Brook Line, and Woke Fields still broke even, but she considered this indistinguishable from a complete and utter failure. To The Madame, treading water might as well be drowning. She would need to see to the management of those franchises personally. As much as she wanted to expand into new territory, Cambridge, Summertown, and the Old Fen Way simply did not present viable locales for practicing the oldest profession on a franchise model. Certainly not as long as they stayed obsessed with image and fielded a police force with no sense of humor whatsoever.

Malldown made money still, at least. Yet this did not make her as happy as it should have. Malldown’s resilience to the economic downturn stood out as an anomaly, and The Madame did not trust anomalies. She nursed deep suspicions about what might be going on in Malldown, and those suspicions involved a very short and very greedy little dwarf from Dockside. She frowned, trying to decide if it was worth looking into or not. She was not sure she cared what Rodney was up to, as long as business kept booming. A thin finger tapped the desktop in a rapid tattoo while she considered calling in Tankowicz. It might be worthwhile to have him look into it. The Dwarf feared The fixer, and this might kill two birds with a single terrifying stone.

She tabled the matter to think on it some more before deciding. Tankowicz had grown rather expensive these days, and she remained unconvinced that Malldown presented a situation in which she cared to be involved. More to the point, the hour had grown late, and she was tired. Another sigh came unbidden as the old woman leaned back in her chair. A small, thin-lipped frown creased her lined face as she thought of Roland. She was old enough to remember when he was just another high-end hitter trying to hide out in Dockside during the wild days. She employed his services often enough over the last three decades and had observed his career with interest. It became harder and harder each day to see him as that angry and confused young man anymore. He had grown into something far more complex over the years.

The big man had been an important part of her rise, though he never realized it. One of the reasons so many working girls and rent boys flocked to her banner was her reputation for taking care of them. The pleasure business attracted a lot of dangerous customers after all. Tank’s unsubtle ministrations ensured that those who mistreated her workers suffered horrific consequences. This often proved a more complicated task than one might think. Many of her clients came from the rich and powerful segments of the population, and a lofty station made a proper chastisement tricky. A regular leg-breaker might be bought or intimidated if enough money changed hands, and when a rich man felt threatened, it usually did. The solution for how to rebuke a rich and influential person lived in employing someone singularly unimpressed with such things. Enter Tank Tankowicz. If that monster was ever intimidated by wealthy or politically connected people, Madeleine never heard about it. Once paid to make an example of a rough john, the example got made whether it was a lowly drug dealer or a billionaire industrialist. 

The reason for this was obvious: money and power meant nothing to Roland. The man dealt exclusively in the currencies of violence and death. Madeleine did not know where Roland had come from, but he was a far wealthier man than most when it came to those. When folks rich with credits had to settle accounts with Roland, they often found their wealth immaterial and their relevant balances deeply in the red. She understood the way of such things, probably better than the giant oaf did. Madeleine dealt in pleasure and fantasy, each vice powerful coin in its own right. Thus, she had always felt a special kinship to New Boston’s most famous fixer. It made no difference to her that he did not reciprocate. Both of them had in their own way discovered things more valuable than money, and the knowledge had made them powerful.

The old madame could not help but think it a shame he was now under better management. What she used to pay him was a pittance against the value of actual services rendered. The Madame loved herself a bargain, but wasted no energy on pining for the old days. 

Realizing she had lost track of the accounts yet again, she gave up on finishing the reports. She had never been the type to lose track of time woolgathering though it would be a lie to say that it had not been happening more often lately.

“Doddering old woman,” came a mumbled rebuke to herself. Then she pushed her chair away from her desk and stood. Knees and back immediately competed for the titles of ‘stiffest’ and ‘most painful,’ and she could not easily declare either to be the victor. Calling it a draw, she grabbed her coat and shuffled to the door. When it opened she was startled to see a familiar face standing at the threshold. At first taken aback and then annoyed, she scowled into those dark eyes and barked, “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Working,” came his clipped reply, and then Madame Madeleine died of a single gunshot wound to the forehead.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Kitty liked her job for the most part. 

On one hand, her co-workers were universally awful and the customers even worse, but on the other hand, the pay was good and the tips often better. She had to put up with a lot of crap, but it kept her off the docks and out of the warehouses. As with so many other aspects of her life, Kitty had learned to take the bad along with the good. This job had more good than bad, so she tried to appreciate it in a reasonable context.

Tonight presented an example of the ‘bad’ that had to be taken with the ‘good.’ Mondays always drew poor crowds and the barely quarter-full main bar was about as good as she could hope for. Kitty hated the Monday crew. Morose and sneering street hoods sat drinking cheap beer and engaging in what an optimistic person might refer to as ‘conversation.’ If Kitty told the blunt truth, these interactions amounted mostly to grunting and arguing over the tops of dirty beer glasses. Most of her regulars came here for two things: to curry favor with The Dwarf, and to stare lustily at Kitty. She could do nothing about their ambitions with her boss, but as long as they bought drinks they could look at her chest all they cared to. It was no skin off her nose what went on in a man’s head when he drank. If they got ideas about making fantasies into realities, Barney would set them straight like he always did. The burly doorman had three grown children of his own and he could be downright paternal whenever Kitty’s virtue came into question. 

Without exception they constituted a rough group, equal parts dirty and angry. Many chose this spot simply because Hideaway was the type of watering hole that did not care if your profession wandered deeply into the realm of the illegal. More to the point, this dive preferred it that way. More crime was planned and managed from this place than any other in Dockside, and the clientele stood as a cartoonish reflection of this obscure bit of trivia. Kitty did not mind that so much. With the bar packed full of rowdy thugs out to make a name for themselves, booze and money flowed with equal largess. A girl with a tight body and liberal sensibilities about showing it could make a good living working this kind of joint. She actually enjoyed those frenzied nights. She loved the loud, chaotic mess of it all. She liked the industrial-punk bands that came and played, and she liked the swaggering bravos flush with ill-gotten money who tried to impress her with exorbitant tips even more. 

Those were not usually Monday nights, however. It was a dull, quiet, tight-fisted crowd in house tonight, and Kitty had already given up on making any real money. Now she just wanted to go home. Even that small mercy seemed distant, since the end of her shift approached with a sort of malicious inverse-quantum plodding. The closer it got to last call, the more slowly time moved. With the sweet relief of closing time a mere hour away, it felt like the universe itself slogged from present to future through a sea of thick molasses.

She glanced at the clock above the door for the seventh time in three minutes and growled in the back of her throat when she saw it displaying the exact same time as her previous glance.

“Oh, don’t be all frowny like that,” came a country drawl from across the bar. Kitty uttered a silent curse and plastered a saccharine smile to her face before turning to address the owner of the voice.

“Just ready to go home, is all.” She kept her reply friendly and conversational. People tipped more when they thought it might help a friend. “What can I get ya?”

The voluptuous little blond woman seated at the bar smiled broadly, “Whiskey, neat.”

“Coming right up, Mindy.”

Mindy was a new player around Dockside. Kitty pegged her as an okay sort. She dressed like a hooker, but she would brand herself a hypocrite for judging that too harshly. Small, hugely endowed, blindingly blond, and possessing a chipper way about her that would have been amusing if it was not so intense, Mindy had made herself a regular on the nights Kitty worked. One did not need telepathy to understand the reason for that. 

At least she came off as likable enough, for a customer. Like most of her regulars, the little blond came here more to ogle Kitty than she did to enjoy the booze or music. It was nice to be ogled a little, so Kitty did not take offense. But Mindy also worked for Tank, and that made her something of a VIP in these parts. Normally this would be a good thing. Specifically, the sort of thing an enterprising gal like Kitty might work to her advantage, considering Mindy had obviously taken a special shine to her favorite bartender. 

Kitty would be lying if she said she had not considered working that angle. A fling with Mindy did not make for an unappetizing prospect. The little woman had the kind of figure that could put a teenage boy through puberty in forty seconds. To the boy’s everlasting chagrin, he would find Mindy did not fancy males in that way. Kitty liked boys just fine, though she found girls to be all kinds of fun, too. With her own striking figure, having extra dating options left the popular bartender with plenty of candidates when the mood to mingle came over her. She could have Mindy eating out of her hand any time she wanted to and this both thrilled and frightened her. 

It thrilled because the flirty little blond was a very dangerous woman and Kitty liked danger. Fooling around with the most successful assassin currently working was exactly the species of bad decision Kitty had a reputation for making. A quick glance at the patrons still in-house confirmed that half the people currently in Hideaway were dangerous to one degree or another. One more professional assassin ordering watered-down drinks did not constitute the kind of risk that ruined Kitty’s evening with dread. What made the pretty bartender nervous was the Tank problem.

Kitty turned to the row of bottles behind her and stretched out to grab a handle of expensive bourbon. In truth the bottle had only held expensive bourbon once, its current contents being of a more working-class variety. Most customers could not tell the quality stuff from the rotgut and were as happy with the illusion as the real thing. Kitty made sure to give a good long stretch as she reached, just enough to let her tiny shorts ride up and present her derriere in its optimum configuration. People tipped more when they got to leer at her, Mindy better than most.

After a brief pause to allow the woman a nice gawk, Kitty turned back to the bar and grabbed a snifter. Before she could pour the drink, her customer flashed a knowing smile and wink, placing her hand over the top of the glass.

“Nuh-uh, Kitty-cat. I know Rodney fills those with cheap shit. I can smell it, too.” Her nose crinkled, “I’d rather have the good stuff.”

“Right.” Kitty smiled back. She made it both apologetic and innocent. “Sorry, Mindy.”

“No harm done. It ain’t your fault Rodney is a cheap ass.”

Kitty returned to the liquor shelf and fished around for an actual container of top shelf bourbon. With her back to Mindy she allowed a small frown to mar her features. Mindy might be dangerous in an exciting way, but Tank was just plain terrifying. The hard-boiled Dockside bartender did not fear much of anything anymore, making the big fixer an outlier. She had learned to navigate the dirty streets and treacherous alleys of her home better than most. More than one mugger or would-be-rapist had suffered brutal injury for underestimating the punky pink-haired girl from Z-Block. Kitty rested easy knowing she could handle herself when things got rough. She took great pride in this fact most of the time. But nobody handled Tank, and this made her nervous. She had seen a few folks try themselves against the giant and the results still nauseated her when she thought about it.

Tank had been coming to Hideaway for business as long as Kitty could remember. He never bought a drink. He never made small talk. He never made eye contact with her or snuck lurid peeks at her ass like other men did. His giant body radiated cold violence the way Mindy’s radiated sexual heat. 

Kitty had seen men with ‘dead’ eyes before. The kind of people who had seen so much horror they could not summon enough leftover emotion to have a facial expression were a familiar sight in Dockside. Hideaway, being a place that attracted that type in droves, allowed her to observe and understand these folks. If a blank stare had represented Tank’s whole mystique, she would not have thought twice about the man. His aura of menace was so much more complex than that. His demeanor, so cold and gruff, had been forged by something different and her inability to place it gave her chills that Mindy shared by association.

Unfailingly polite, he always tipped well for his information. This was literally the entire sum of their interactions for the last seven years. She had tried to engage him, to feel him out. To date, success on this front had proven stubbornly elusive. No quantity of flirting, friendly banter, or gratuitous sexual overture could penetrate his icy countenance. She was the object of a thousand unrequited sexual fantasies every night, yet to the scariest man in town she might as well have been a potted plant. It was the sort of thing that could make a girl self-conscious. 

It did not come across as anger or acrimony when he rebuffed her or outright ignored her. It was as if he did not see her at all. She could not shake the feeling that Tank saw things as either threats or goals. Being neither, Kitty simply did not exist to the man. That had to be the worst part. He did not dislike her; he simply did not register her existence. Worse than this, Tank actually made her boss nervous. 

She had seen him tear this bar apart twice since she started working here. From her post behind the bar, she had watched him kill a dozen men with his bare hands. The local guys had a weird sort of respect for him, especially since the fight over in Quinzy a year prior. They all hated dealing with him of course, but she could tell they all loved having him around at the same time. Kitty just knew he was big, and scary, and more than a little mean.

“Lose a bottle back there, darlin?” Mindy’s voice broke into her reverie, startling her. “Or are you just trying to give me a good look at ya?”

Her vacant smile reattached, Kitty turned and brought the dusty bottle of Eagle Rare over to Mindy’s waiting glass. “Sorry. Long night, y’know?”

Feeling charitable, Kitty let a generous quantity of the tawny liquid splash into the faux-crystal tumbler. Mindy’s nose twitched and she smiled. “That’s the good stuff.”

“You can smell the difference?”

Mindy’s eyes danced with glee. “I have a very good nose. I can sniff out good hooch from bad hooch, or find a rotten apple in a bushel. I can also smell when somebody who started out calm and relaxed is suddenly very nervous.” Slender fingers flipped the glass to her lips, and Mindy downed the whiskey in a single pull. The tumbler skipped over the back of her hand to roll across her knuckles. Then it dropped toward the bar where it was caught deftly in Mindy’s other hand. “Ahhhhhhhh!” the little blond sighed with delight. Then she flipped her hair back to look at Kitty. “Why so twitchy all of a sudden? Is it me?”

Mindy almost sounded worried. Kitty had been so caught up in her thoughts of Tank she had almost forgotten that Mindy spent most of the time in dogged romantic pursuit of her. Though the words felt strange to say, Kitty turned to the most successful assassin in known space and said, “It’s not you Mindy. Sorry.” People who knew Mindy’s profession were usually afraid of her, so the mistake was understandable. Because she had time to kill, Kitty asked Mindy a bizarre question.

“What’s he like?”

Mindy frowned. “Who?”

“Tank.”

The frown deepened. “What do you mean? You don’t...” There was a question in the last bit, both confused and nervous. Kitty nearly laughed at the ridiculous implications.

“Oh God! No! Ugh, no! Just...” she shuddered. “No.”

This seemed to help Mindy relax. “What do you want to know? And why?”

Kitty rested her elbows on the bar, only incidentally giving Mindy a clear view of her cleavage. “He scares me.”

Mindy smiled at this display and shook her head. “Easy, girl. I was doing that trick when you were still in grade school.” Mindy pointed to her own prodigious chest. “I got ’em too.”

The bartender nodded, acknowledging the riposte and stood up again.

“Not that I don’t appreciate it...” Mindy added.

“A girl likes to know she’s appreciated,” Kitty replied. Sandstorms whipping across the Sahara were not as dry as her tone.

Mindy decided to answer the question before Kitty found someone else to talk to. “Roland is not as bad as you think he is.” She stopped, tilted her head and considered this for a moment. Then she tried again. "Okay. I'm sure he's as bad as you think he is. Maybe worse.” She shook her head, “Probably way worse. But my point is that he’s not evil or twisted or anything. The funny thing is that of all the people in here—” she gestured to the bar and its contingent of thugs and killers, “—you are probably the only one who has absolutely nothing to fear from him.”

“Really?” Kitty’s incredulity was writ large in her crinkled brow.

“You’ve seen him tear this place up, right?”

Kitty nodded. “Who hasn’t? He does it real regular-like.”

“So you at least have some idea of what he can do.”

Kitty nodded again. “He’s real damn tough.”

“Yeah, well you have no damn idea. He can do a lot more than bust heads. You heard about Quinzy?”

“Yeah. Supposedly he destroyed a giant cyborg thing with a hammer.” The roll of her eyes indicated exactly what she thought of that particular story.

“Ain’t no ‘supposedly’ about it. I was there.” Mindy waggled her empty glass and cast a lustful look at the bottle of bourbon still in Kitty’s hand. 

Pink eyebrows rose at this. “I assumed the guys were drunk or exaggerating. Probably both.” She poured another drink for Mindy. “Don’t chug this one,” she added.

Mindy raised the glass in salute and sipped demurely at its edge before continuing. “I can’t tell you why Roland is the way he is, or even what it is that he is.” She frowned, double checking to make sure the sentence made sense. Satisfied, she continued. “But I can tell you this for sure. Roland doesn’t hurt people without a reason. He doesn’t always need a terribly good reason, mind you. But he’s never gone after anyone who wasn’t at least asking for it.”

“How come he doesn’t talk to me? It’s weird.”

“That’s the really funny part, Kitty. He’s scared of you.”

This was more than Kitty was willing to buy. “That’s just crazy!”

“Nope. You’re his kryptonite. Roland can’t talk to pretty girls.”

Kitty was about to call Mindy out for pulling her leg, but something about that kind of made sense in a strange, perverse way. “So all the times I spent trying to get him to tip more or buy a drink you figure I just scared him off?”

“Yup.”

“Wait a damn minute. You’re pretty. He talks to you!”

“You think I’m pretty?” Mindy’s reply came off as strangely earnest.

Kitty ignored the question. “And that woman, Lucia. He seems fine with her.”

Thwarted, Mindy put on a pout to express her displeasure. “Roland doesn’t talk to me. He growls at me and calls me names. And Lucia?” The whiskey glass rose again to wet her whistle. “Lucia is something else entirely.” The glass descended, and Mindy’s tone grew serious. “Here’s the deal, Kitty. You don’t need to worry about Roland one way or the other. Because as far as he’s concerned there are only two kinds of women in the universe. The first and most important kind is Lucia. She gets a whole category to herself because he is a real basic thinker like that.”

“And the other type?”

Mindy tipped the glass a third time and drained it before responding with a scowl. “All the rest of us.”

Kitty could not suppress a smile. “That’s kind of sweet, actually.”

“He had to be taught not to kill everyone who irritates him, you know. Like actually instructed on how to not murder folks.”

“Okay,” Kitty backpedaled. “That’s less sweet.”

Mindy shook her head. “I’ll talk to him. He doesn’t know he’s scaring you, and he’ll probably feel awful for doing it.” Kitty suspected Roland’s discomfort would greatly amuse Mindy.

Then she gasped at the thought of a chastised Tank coming to see her. “No! Don’t do that. Oh God! That’ll make it worse!”

Mindy dismissed this with a wave of her hand. “Nah. He’s trying to do better, so he needs to hear this stuff. Lucia says it’s good for him. Besides, he’s actually a decent guy if you can get past all his grouchiness and scowling.”

“What’s she like?”

“The boss?” Mindy grinned. “Lucia is even scarier than Roland.”

Kitty scowled, “I was in here the first time she came in. She didn’t look that scary to me.”

“Was that the same night she gave Barney his limp?”

Kitty winced, remembering. “Oh yeah. I was hiding for that part, though.”

“That’s why she’s scary. You already underestimate her, and everyone who does that regrets it. Lucia is smarter than all of us, and she is real big on getting what she wants.” Mindy leaned in to speak without being overheard. “Remember how we kicked The Combine and The Brokerage out of Dockside?”

Kitty did remember. The two giant criminal enterprises had squabbled over Dockside until Roland broke both of them. So much had changed in a year that she hardly recognized her town. 

“That was mostly Lucia’s plan. She put everyone where they needed to be, and then swept them off the board.”

Kitty whistled, low and long. “She did all that?”

“Well, I helped too. Basically the boss sets things up so Roland and I can knock ‘em down.”

“Wow,” Kitty breathed, legitimately impressed.

“Yup. The boss is pretty hardcore. Hard to believe she used to be a fancy Uptown executive sort.”

“Really?” Kitty had forgotten to be bored. “What happened?”

“Long story. The short version is that somebody kidnapped her dad, and she hired Roland to help get him back. A bunch of folks got killed in the process and they’ve been together ever since.”

“How romantic.” Kitty harbored severe doubts about whether or not romance actually worked like that, but the story was good either way.

Mindy’s horrified reaction confirmed her suspicions. “Y’all do romance real different in Dockside, Kitty.”

“You don’t know the half of it, Mindy.”

The chime of her comm in her ear jolted Kitty to attention. Only Rodney used that comm channel, and that usually coincided with bad news.

“Is that blond trollop out there, lass?” The Dwarf’s brogue wore thin tonight, further proof that something was indeed amiss.

Mindy grumbled, “Tell the little shit I can hear him, Kitty.” She tapped her left ear. “They’re bionic.”

Kitty ignored Mindy. “Yeah, she’s here.”

“Send her into me office. Looks like the shite’s just hit the fookin’ fan again.”
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It remained a perennial mystery to Roland as to why any of these hoods thought things would go differently. 

For close to thirty years, he had been cracking heads in Dockside, keeping the gang wars to a minimum and ensuring that high-powered Uptown interests felt secure enough to leave the local economy alone. Business had been brisk of late, and while his origins and full capabilities stayed mysterious, everybody in town knew that he was very hard to kill. He was an infamous figure, both respected and feared by everyone who was anyone in the New Boston criminal rackets. That he had to once again hit the streets and put the boots to yet another new group of petty criminals wore on his temper in manner often dangerous to those who found themselves its target.

Nevertheless, there he stood, the hour well after midnight and Roland a looming shadow poorly lit by street lights in a dark alley. Completing the scene, a half dozen drug pushers were arranged in a fidgeting semi-circle before him. Each had a weapon drawn and six gaping barrels stared like unblinking black eyes at his own impassive face. Once again Roland faced down stupid men in a tired Raymond Chandler cliché.

The big man lacked the energy to complete all the requisite steps in this dance, so he skipped to the end. “Oh, you have got to be shitting me, guys.” He could not even muster enough malevolence to growl it. The whole scene was just too asinine. “Put those away before you get hurt. I have rules about idiots who pull guns on me.” 

It was possible to determine how long someone had been in town by the weapons they chose to use against Dockside’s most famous fixer. A quick perusal of the assorted small arms on display made it rather apparent that this group had arrived rather recently. There had been a lot of these lately, the recent shifts in the economic landscape giving the impression that Dockside was ripe for infiltration. Normally this did not bother Roland as it meant steady work for him. Nevertheless, playing this same game three nights a week had him seriously considering barber college.

One of the scruffy men stepped forward. It became obvious that this man was the group’s leader. He walked with a certain kind of unearned confidence in his posture, an exaggerated machismo that having been faked for so long had become an indelible part of his personality. Roland knew the type well. It was the manner of a person who had risen above his peers through bluff and bluster. It was counterfeit poise, easily adopted and just as easily shattered.

The leader spoke, confirming all of Roland’s suspicions. “Well hello there, Tank. We heard’a you! You're the big bad fixer out here, huh?” He looked over at his crew. All shifted nervously from foot to foot, sporting wary smiles and grumbling unconvincing chuckles. “Well I guess they got the ‘big’ part right! Shit!” Some more laughter from the pushers followed that. It was a common sequence. The leader’s affected confidence would bolster the rest of them. As long as the leader could keep faking it, the others would hold the line well enough. “You sure fill up the space all right!”

“I eat a good breakfast every day,” Roland returned affably. Calling Roland ‘big’ insulted the very nature of understatement. Standing seven and a half feet tall and tipping a livestock scale at almost a thousand pounds, Roland Tankowicz left ‘big’ far behind. Unbeknownst to this group of not-so-stalwart men-of-action, he was also the last surviving member of a top-secret military war-fighter enhancement project. This gang of thugs probably assumed they were dealing with a mutant, possibly some new kind of steroid-freak, or perhaps a heavily augmented human. None of which would have made him impervious to their weapons, and thus they felt up to the challenge of facing him. The Dockside hospitals and morgue did plenty of business catering to all the people suffering from similar misconceptions. This common tactical blunder revealed several important things about the gang.

“You guys are new in town, I can see that,” Roland continued. “Heard about the shake-up we’ve been going through?” He rubbed his hands together briskly. “Bet you see the chance to carve yourself a piece of the pie now that the big gangs are all pushed out, don’t you?”

“Something like that, yeah,” the leader replied. His face sagged in worn crags, his eyes hollow and red-rimmed. Roland recognized the signs of a drug dealer too fond of dipping into his own product. “No Combine, no Dwarf, no cops. Dockside seems like a nice place to settle down. That a problem, Tank?”

“Not really. Except you boys haven’t checked in with the guild yet, and you’ve been breaking some of our new Dockside rules. I’ve been hired to help you guys learn the ropes and to prevent the sort of misunderstandings that could result in fatalities. It’s just one of the many services I provide.”

“So you mean we gotta join your gang to play ball here?”

Roland stifled a sigh. Drug dealers had to be the dumbest of all the criminal classes in New Boston. “No. You don’t have to join anything. But you do have to register with the guild and follow the rules if you want to play in our sandbox. The rules keep things from getting out of hand, and they keep Uptown from looking too hard at what we have going on down here. Stick with the rules, and everybody gets to make money. Step out of line, and I send you packing.” 

The leader scowled, and a few of the guns wavered. “Now wait a minute—”

Roland interrupted him. “For instance, you have been selling blaze cut with firizene. Two people are dead and one is a vegetable because whatever back-alley dipshit you have doing the cut is a goddamn moron. In Dockside, the chemists’ guild takes product quality very seriously. If you register, they will make the services of competent chemists available to you for a nominal fee.”

“Nominal fee!” Now the leader was just plain indignant. “Just you wait a fucking—”

Roland’s voice smashed through his objections like a runaway truck. “Furthermore, you have been selling inside the residential zones. This is also off-limits. You will restrict your activities to the designated entertainment zones. If people want your product, they can find you there. The guild can set you up with a protected storefront when you register if you like. For a nominal fee, of course.”

The leader positively vibrated with rage at this point. Once he felt confident Roland had finished, he spoke through gritted teeth. “Listen, you fucking piece of shit. I did not come here to join a goddamn union, or get told what I can and can’t do. I got six guns here that say I can do whatever the fuck I want and putting a big-ass freak like you in the dirt is what I want to do right now. Your fucking guild have a rule for that, asshole?”

“Would you believe they do?” The big man smiled like a hyena. It was a wry, angry grin that made the pusher sick to his stomach. The set of Tank’s lantern jaw and the flare of his pug nose told the tale of a man who wanted what was coming. The giant fairly laughed at the leader’s affected menace and mocked him on top of it. “The rule for those stupid unfortunate idiots who want to try me on is this...” The big man stood straight and adjusted the lapels of his jacket before finishing the thought. “Go ahead and try.”

Too late, the leader began to realize this man courted violence, and likely thrived on it. To his everlasting chagrin, the aspiring drug lord found himself in a situation he simply did not have the tools to manage. His woefully underdeveloped repertoire of skills had only the one solution for such an impasse. Fully aware that the resolve of his gang was already shaky, the leader opened fire first. His hand-me-down Taurus PT-5 spat hypersonic ceramic beads from the barrel as fast as desperate fingers could pull the trigger. His boys followed suit, and the alley exploded with the thunder of gunfire and the lightning of muzzle flashes.

Smoke, fire, and sparks obscured all traces of the fixer, engulfing the massive man in a shroud of white and orange haze. The drug dealers were undisciplined shooters, their shots spraying wildly, and a disappointing proportion even missed the target entirely. This offended Roland as both a fixer and a marksman. Considering the short range and prodigious girth of the man they aimed to kill, missing should have been impossible.

As the fusillade washed harmlessly off his armored chest, Roland sighed. His body was a technological marvel built to wage war against exotic enemies on far away planets. Proof against virtually any man-portable weapons a street thug was likely to possess, Roland could withstand a thousand guns like these without flinching. He had always fancied himself a warrior, or more explicitly a soldier. Swatting these flies did not satisfy his need for battle. It was pest control at best and the thought of pulping these fools did not excite him in the least.

Thus, he waited. The ceramic rain of incoming projectiles soon fizzled into a sporadic drizzle. When it petered out to nothing, and he was confident that their weapons had run dry, the big man stepped forward to move clear of the smoke and let the crew of doomed criminals get a good look at their handiwork.

The guns had shredded the linen suit from his chest, leaving a wide expanse of lumpy matte-black muscle exposed. His pectorals, swollen and enormous, writhed under his thick dermal armor like live creatures as he tore the last smoldering scraps of his ruined jacket from his body. His shoulders, arms, and back bulged in a caricature of human anatomy. The muscles rolled beneath the ebony surface, overlarge and exaggerated, enhanced to an obscene degree.  Drug dealers made for poor biotechnologists and they lacked any ability to comprehend what they saw. Namely, they saw a fully techno-organic war machine built to fight entire armies on planets across the galaxy.  If they looked especially close, they might have recognized an angry and dangerous old soldier beneath the dull black sheen of that armored skin. The act of exerting control over their own bladders precluded them from looking closely, and they missed that key piece of information.

One thing they were able to comprehend was just how tragically they had screwed up. The entire gang inhaled sharply in a collective gasp of surprise and horror. Their barrage had done nothing at all to the inhuman giant. A hundred rounds of concentrated gunfire had accomplished the laudable goal of ruining his outfit and little else. The leader saw panic overcome his men, and felt it wash over himself as well. His mind, which had never been impressive even on its best day, tried to shut down as his experience and intellect failed to categorize the information being relayed by his bloodshot eyes.

“What the...” he stammered, even his words failing him in this moment.

The noise that came from the giant could not accurately be called ‘speaking.’ The growl rumbled forth full of a menace so pure it rendered the words themselves almost unintelligible. The threat in his voice struck like a physical blow. It both pressed and oppressed, a solid wall of malice that left absolutely no doubt at all as to his meaning and intentions.

“Okay, assholes. You made your choice. Now you will get the fuck out of my town. Immediately. If you ever show up here again, I will kill you without reason or warning. The rules here are simple and fair. You chose stupid, so you can go. You have one hour to clear Dockside. My people will be watching. Now leave!”

The gang froze. Roland loomed between them and their escape route, and as a whole they were too frightened to pass the giant with his still-smoking chest. They looked to their leader for guidance but found him frozen in terror, the same as they were.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, you guys.” The big man no longer sounded homicidal. He sounded exasperated. As if the existential dread they all felt was somehow unwarranted and not the result of witnessing something that should have been impossible. The big bald head shook ruefully, and he stepped aside, leaving enough room to pass with a wide berth. “Just go.”

Three of the dealers bolted immediately. They zoomed past Roland without a second look on feet made fleet by a combination of fear and relief. Two of the group remained still, waiting for guidance from their leader. The three leftover men stood frozen with terror, too shocked to deviate from a familiar pattern.

Roland raised an eyebrow. “Yes?”

The leader whispered, “What the hell are you?” It was a question magnificent for its stupidity. Even if he possessed the mental facility to understand the answer, the knowledge would do nothing to improve his situation.

“A very good reason to consider a career change,” the big man quipped. “Try barber college or something.”

Eyes blinked at the poor joke, as if they might take his suggestion literally.

Roland decided that he was never going to understand humor. He threw a perfunctory wave to the alley entrance.  “Just fucking go.”

The leader went. His flight was undignified and humiliating, yet he did not care. He put his head down and ran like he had never run from anything before. Dockside could keep its freaks and its rules. The Earth was a big place, and he would find another area to set up shop. Preferably a place where they did not have giant invulnerable enforcers to harass him.

Roland watched the last of the dealers run away like whipped dogs. Three decades of slapping thugs around made him nearly prescient about their behavior. At this point, he could predict their movements better than anyone. This pathetic group would not be back anytime soon. They were drug pushers in the old model, little more than opportunistic parasites. Roland had no love for the drug trade, neither did he personally care what chemicals people put in their own body on their own time and money. Drugs were simply part of life here and Dockside had rules about that sort of thing now. He appreciated this. It appealed to his sense of order.

It also appealed to his sense of justice, warped though it may be. Old-model pushers who liked to hook kids or harass honest folks were bad for the town and bad for business. Since that breed of criminal was no longer tolerated in Dockside, this crowd had to go. It had not always been that way, but times were changing and Dockside with them. Everything was changing if he thought about it. Even himself. There was a time not so long ago when Roland would have killed the whole crew on general principle. These days he was trying to be more evolved, and thus he satisfied himself with less homicidal conflict resolution techniques. He still felt nothing about it either way. Killing a gaggle of drug pushers was not something he was likely to ever get conflicted over. Nevertheless, he was at least attempting to better himself, for Lucia’s sake if not his own.

As if on cue, his comm chimed in his ear with Lucia’s personal code. 

“Go for Tank,” he responded.

“Meet me at Hideaway, Roland. Something big is going down. Rodney has Mindy all bent out of shape over it.”

“Do I have time to stop for a change of clothes?”

“For the love of...!” Her frustration did not sound feigned. “Have you ever even tried to duck?”

“Not my style.”

“Fine. Be there in an hour. I’ll pull Mindy and put her on overwatch.”

“Roger that, boss.”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Kitty did not know what had her boss so riled up, but she was happy when Rodney decided to close early. Already looking forward to getting home and out of her work clothes, the pink-haired woman rushed through the last of her bar clean-up duties. Even the most casual observer would notice her interests centered more upon leaving work and finding her way into a hot bath than they did getting the bar to any condition resembling ‘clean.’ Kitty was perfectly happy to settle on a finished product that could be described as ‘nominally sanitary.’ It was not as if her customers would notice or care either way. 

Her hopes of a clean getaway shattered like one of the bar’s cheap wine glasses when Kitty heard the first thuds of Tank’s knocking. She jumped at the sound, which interrupted her in the process of wiping the bar down with a muddy rag. Startled into irritation, she blew an angry sigh. Knocking on a door was not complicated, yet when Tank came by it always sounded like he was kicking the thing in.

Barney dropped his broom, harrumphed, and clumped over to the door to investigate. The towering bouncer was a great guy, but not bright in any classical sense of the word. There was no question as to who was banging away on that poor innocent portal. Who else would pound on a thick metal blast door so hard the wall vibrated like that? The answer was obvious. Yet true to his nature, Barney was going to check it first, anyway. Kitty whispered a silent prayer that Barney would just let the fixer in without incident. Tank hurt people who got in his way, and Barney was getting a little long in the tooth for that sort of interaction. She did not want to see the poor guy get thrashed by Tank or his little partner tonight.

A sound like distant thunder rumbled behind the door, another sure sign that Tank had arrived. The man had a voice tailor-made to horrify. It was a deep and gravelly bass rumble that could be felt in the chest when merely talking. When angry, Tank’s bellowing could shake the rafters. It was a distinctive sound, and it made her heart jump in a most unpleasant fashion.

The door slid open, and a giant stomped inside. Kitty’s breath caught in her chest, just as it always did when the fixer came in. His physical presence turned any room into a claustrophobic coffin. It felt inadequate to call him ‘big.’  Most folks considered Barney big, and Tank made him look like a child. Mook was enormous, but even Mook looked a little thin next to Tank. 

Roland’s gray wool flat cap nearly brushed the ceiling, and he had to navigate carefully around the red tube lights hanging there. His width forced him to turn at an angle as he passed through the door. His arms were thick, his back was wide, and his neck nearly nonexistent. A square bald head stuck out from the collar of a white dress shirt, tiny black eyes darting about underneath heavy brows. A mouth set in a perpetual frown grimaced under a flat pug nose, framed by an enormous slab of a jaw.

Taken as a whole, Tank was not an attractive individual. His appearance came across as misshapen. He was human, obviously. Yet Kitty found it impossible to shake the notion that he was also somehow very alien, too. She accepted this as unlikely. Despite all the shortcomings of her formal education, Kitty knew all about men and Tank was definitely one of those. 

Like so other many men she had known, the addition of a significant other had gone a long way to improving his appearance. Tank wore suits now, which represented quite a shift. Kitty had grown accustomed to seeing him in old army-surplus jackets and plain black or gray fatigues. Since meeting Lucia Ribiero, his wardrobe had improved by leaps and bounds. Tonight he wore a brown jacket and slacks, but no tie. Kitty wondered how he would even wear one with that non-neck of his. On any other man, the ensemble would have been a reasonably nice, if not a little boring, outfit. Though Kitty could not help but think Tank just looked like a gorilla had been stuffed into a suit and taught to walk upright. 

Behind the big fixer came the woman herself. Lucia Ribiero entered the bar dressed in blue pants, a black shirt, and a look of deep concentration. She wore her hair short and was fond of dyeing a single magenta stripe into the front of it. She had a pretty face, too. Intense brown eyes and flawless skin framed by features both classic and regal. While not as improbably proportioned as Mindy, Lucia’s body was compact, curvy, and athletic. More than that, her body seemed to vibrate with kinetic intensity. She moved like her joints were made of coiled springs and only self-control kept her from exploding into action at any given moment. Kitty had sufficient confidence to acknowledge she might be a touch jealous of Lucia in an otherwise benign sort of way. Men lusted for Kitty, which she understood. Men mostly feared Tank, and this also made perfect sense. Lucia, however, commanded respect on a level foreign to the young girl just getting by as a bartender. Kitty could only wish she knew how to do that.

What Kitty had gleaned from the goons and scum around the bar boiled down to ‘Ms. Ribiero’ being a nice enough lady but pure murder in a fight. Watching Barney limp slightly behind the pair supported this, but she also remembered what Mindy had said. Violence was not the only arena in which Lucia Ribiero excelled. Something about the woman’s poise and mystique told Kitty to watch herself around Lucia Ribiero. She trusted her instincts.

Tank walked over to the bar without addressing anyone, Lucia in tow. Kitty steeled herself for another tense interaction the only way she knew how. She pasted her trusty smile to her face and stuck her chest out. The tiniest hint of a smirk twitched the corner of Lucia’s mouth at this, and the bartender instantly regretted her choice. Trying to dazzle Tank with her ample charms had never been effective and doing it in front of Lucia suddenly felt very risky. She converted to a slouch immediately though she kept her expression as friendly as possible.

“Hey, Tank,” she said cheerfully. “Bar’s closed, but you want anything?”

In the seven years she had worked there, Tank had never once bought a drink. Kitty would have been too frightened to charge him for one if he tried.

“Tell your boss I’m here,” came the grumbled rejoinder.

Lucia rolled her eyes and dragged Tank back by his sleeve.  “Thank you, Kitty. What Roland here meant to say was: ‘Maybe some other time, thank you very much. Would you tell Rodney I have arrived, please?’” She patted the giant on his arm. “He’s still learning how to be a person.”

Something strange happened in that moment. Kitty had seen all kinds of fantastic and wonderful things in her short life. None of them shocked her more than what happened next. Roland Tankowicz, The Fixer, the scariest thing in all of Dockside, suddenly looked very sheepish. He glanced up and addressed Kitty directly with an awkward politeness that managed to be far more frightening than his usual gruff demeanor.

“Ah, crap. Sorry, Kitty. I wasn’t trying to be rude. I’m just caught up in work stuff. Your boss brings out the worst in me, sometimes.” 

Kitty blinked. She did not know how to respond, or if she was supposed to respond at all. That was more consecutive words than Roland had ever spoken to her before.

“Uhm...” she stammered. “It’s okay, really. He doesn’t exactly bring out the best in anyone. I’ll let him know you’re coming in so he can open the doors.”

“Thank you, Kitty.”

Lucia poked him sharply in the ribs.

“Oh, and you look lovely this evening.”

Kitty just stared. The sheer weirdness of this interaction now surpassed anything she had a reference for.

“Uh... Thanks?” It was the best the poor girl could manage under the circumstances. Then she looked up, realizing what must have happened to cause this bizarre conversation. “Mindy told you, huh?”

Lucia answered, “Mindy would never betray your confidence like that.” Then she winked. “Unless of course it meant she got to make Roland appear foolish. Then all bets are off.”

Kitty hung her head to hide her embarrassment. “Oh my God, I am so going to kill that little bitch. I’m really, really sorry, Tank.”

Lucia’s laugh was musical. “Don’t be too hard on her. She simply told Roland to stop scaring you.”

Roland added, “Apparently I have an intimidating presence.”

“You think?” Kitty could not handle any more surprises tonight. She certainly would never look at the big fixer the same way after this. Exactly how she would look at him in the future, she could not say. But it would be different that much was undeniable. She gave up thinking about it and shook her head in confusion. “Let me just tell the boss you’re here.”

She switched to her comm and relayed the information. Then she turned back to the bizarre duo at the bar. “Okay. Rodney says it’s all unlocked for you.”

“Like that would make any difference,” Roland rumbled with a menace so pure it made Kitty’s guts clench once again.

“He’s kidding,” Lucia said with a sigh as she shuffled Roland toward the door at the end of the bar. 

“No, I’m not,” the big man protested as they moved away.

The Dwarf’s drab office hunkered behind two doors at the end of the long bar. The first door led to a corridor. The corridor led to another door. Rodney claimed this kept the bar noise from disturbing him when he worked. Roland was not as easily fooled as that. The old soldier recognized a manufactured choke point when he saw one, and he correctly surmised the short hall only existed to funnel attackers into a neat file so they could be efficiently killed. The tactician in him approved of such things, mostly because Rodney’s fatal funnel had never slowed him down for an instant.

A big hand slapped the control panel for the first door and it slid to the side with a polite whoosh. The hallway beyond was barely wide enough for Roland to get through without turning sideways. The door at the far end had been left open, and the pair could see Rodney McDowell seated at his broad desk staring at a wall of terminal screens.

The big man clumped down to the office and shouldered his way inside with a crooked stumble. Lucia followed him, leaving enough distance for Roland to maneuver his bulk through the small door. At nine-hundred-and-forty pounds, Roland was not the sort of man one wanted to have stepping on the toes. When he had finally squeezed into the dim office, Lucia swept in with much less difficulty and far more grace.

Roland waited for Lucia to start the conversation because her conversational skills eclipsed his own by several orders of magnitude. He was neither stupid nor slow, but more than one person had commented on the rhetorical shortcomings of his brusque manner. Lucia achieved better results when tact was called for than he ever could.

Even by his standards, Lucia’s greeting was on the nose. “You know how much I love it when you send us cryptic messages, Rodney. Just cut to the chase and tell me what’s going on. How bad is this?”

Rodney ‘The Dwarf’ McDowell was a short, stocky, and hirsute man. Looking every bit like his moniker, he reveled in the character of an honest-to-goodness dwarf. His large bionic claw of a right arm shattered this image, and his penchant for obnoxious suits seemed incongruous as well. Nevertheless, his beard flowed from his face in bright white waves, and his thick brogue was so exaggerated it sounded more farcical than anything.

“Hard ta say, lass. Maybe it’s a bloomin’ catastrophe, maybe it’s just a fookin’ garden-variety mess. The consequences are gonna be far-reachin’ either way. I ken tell ye that for free.”

Lucia simply waited, not rising to the bait. When The silence stretched long enough to convince The Dwarf that Lucia’s mood did not support bantering, he stated the situation plainly.

“Somebody has murdered The Madame.”

For Roland, there was no need to specify which of the hundreds of madames plying their trade in New Boston he referred to. New Boston was home to many brothels and many pimps, but there existed only one Madame worth the implied capital M.

Lucia, on the other hand, required clarification. “I’m still new in town.” She looked up to Roland and then back to The Dwarf. “People get murdered in this town every day. Do either of you care to enlighten me on what that means for us?”

Roland answered. “It means the largest trade guild in New Boston just got decapitated.”

Rodney nodded. “Right after we got the other guilds set up, too. It does nae feel like any sort of coincidence to me.”

“I guess this is pretty bad, then.” Lucia made the assessment without inflection. Her eyes had taken on a distant, unfocused look while millions of tiny machines living in her brain began the process of assembling scenarios and outcomes. “Anyone in a position to take over for her? Is this a power play by a rival?”

“Nobody had an angle on Madeleine,” was Roland’s blunt response. “She had all the shops sewn up and under her wing more than twenty years ago. Her system kept everyone happy and kept the money flowing all around. She was very popular, actually.”

“I did nae much care for her,” Rodney quipped unhelpfully. “Greedy bitch.”

Roland ignored this. The Dwarf calling someone greedy hardly carried any weight. Roland filed it in the same category he might file financial advice from a hobo.  He addressed Lucia’s question instead. “I helped her a lot in the old days. She wanted a reputation as a leader who protected her flock all the way down to the streetwalkers. Making that happen was a good gig for me at the time.”

The Dwarf snorted a mean laugh. “And a fine job o’ that ye did, boyo.” He looked to Lucia and pointed at the big man. “I remember when some C-level executive from Cambridge Holdings got fried on blaze and carved up one o’ the girls over on Westline. Madeleine sics yer big bald boyfriend on the poor git.” The shaggy head shook, and his ice-blue eyes gleamed. “Tank here tracked him down to his own fookin’ mansion and broke his goddamn back.” Rodney pantomimed breaking something over his knee. “A hundred-and-ninety million credit income this bastard brings in, and the Uptown fooker still gets his vertebrae mushed by a Dockside fixer wearing a ratty jacket.” Rodney shook his head at the memory. “When word o’ that got around, Madeleine’s operation had no problems recruitin.’ Once he had repeated his tender ministrations to a few more o’ the high-falootin’ fookers—” his bionic claw waved dismissively, “—everyone else Uptown caught on to the new rules right quick, too.”

It was a sad consequence of her descent from a cushy corporate job in Uptown that Lucia no longer got surprised by these stories. Roland’s exploits during Dockside’s formative years were the stuff of legends among the hoods and thugs of their dingy district. She had heard so many of these tales at this point the sordid details of them no longer rattled her as much as they probably should. Maiming wealthy johns was about as benign a thing as Roland ever did. At least they had survived the ordeal. Probably survived, anyway.

Lucia switched gears. “How about enemies?”

The Dwarf’s reply was instantaneous. “Lots. Hundreds. Thousands even.”

“Including you,” Roland added.

“What of it, ye great big shite-stain? Madeleine was popular with the whores, sure. But she was piss-poor at makin’ and keepin’ friends. There wasn’t a man alive she wouldn’t fook over if she could make a copper penny doin’ it.” He shifted in his chair to lean forward. “But I’m bloody well committed to this arse-backward trade guild thing we got goin’ here. I’m the bloody president of the Dockside Trade Association, for fook’s sake! If I killed the crazy doxie, then I sure as hell picked a stupid fookin’ time to go about it!”

Lucia had to concur. Rodney was mean, selfish, greedy, lecherous and a host of other unsavory adjectives. However, her own experience with the man dictated that nowhere within this extensive catalog of personality flaws would one find ‘stupidity.’ Destabilizing the oldest and most successful trade guild in Dockside was just bad planning for someone who profited from that same business model.

She rubbed her face, suddenly weary. “Okay, then. We have thousands of suspects and no clear motive. Sounds like a real mystery. You want us to look into it?”

“No, lass. I invited you down here because I wanted to stare longingly into Roland’s bloody eyes.” His face scrunched into a deep scowl. “Of course I want ye to look into it! Aren’t ye supposed to be the fookin’ fixers around here?”

“You know our rates, then. I’ll invoice you weekly.”

“Yeah, I know your goddamn rates. Right fookin’ usurious, they are.” It looked, for the briefest of moments, like Rodney might add some sort of derogatory epithet to the end of that last observation. His mouth opened, and he inhaled as if to speak. Then his eyes caught hers, and he was reminded of the other times his temper had run him afoul of the pretty woman with the pink stripe in her hair. Lucia Ribiero’s penchant for kicking The Dwarf’s teeth in was now a bit of a cliché in Dockside. For the sake of both his pride and his orthodontia bills, he switched directions and grumbled, “Just sort it all out then. Ye can send the goddamn bills here.”

“Thank you,” Lucia said, a sweet smile on her face.

The angry little man felt an urgent need to get the last word in so he added, “I want to know who, and I want to know why, ye get me?”

“We’ll look into it, Rodney,” said Roland. “We will let you know what we find. Send all the information you have over to us.”

“Right. First ye might as well head over ta her office. The cops are there right now, maybe ye can squeeze ‘em for some fookin’ ideas before they pack up and forget all about us again.”
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CHAPTER SIX

[image: image]


Sam Parker had a bona fide bloodbath on his hands. Dockside’s youngest and newest detective did not appreciate a twelve-person massacre on his beat less than four weeks into the posting. But unlike his fellow policemen, Dockside was home for Sam. The crime was less a shock and more a disappointment when viewed from his jaded perspective. He considered himself lucky it took this long for something awful to happen, and he accepted his fate with depressed resignation.

Bright blue eyes scanned the grisly scene inside The Madame’s office with a scholar’s attention to detail. He soon fell into a familiar rhythm of noting and cataloging clues, connecting disparate observations into plausible sequences. He narrated his thoughts out loud, ostensibly to his partner for input. 

“Single gunshot the forehead. Looks like bead, probably eight-millimeter.”

His partner grunted in confusion. “Eight? You figure that big a gun?”

Parker sighed. Lonnie Pritchard represented everything that was wrong with Dockside cops. He was skinny, yet fat at the same time. Scrawny legs poked out from under a prodigious gut while his narrow sloping shoulders completed the look of a man who avoided exercise at all costs. His eyes were heavy and bloodshot, and his lips trembled when he spoke. Sam Parker may not have been a detective for very long, but he had grown up in Dockside and he could spot a man in the thrall of blaze addiction from a mile away. Parker hated cops like Pritchard, and the Dockside division of New Boston PD was infested with them. Detective Pritchard could be bought or sold for the price of a fix by any thug in town. Parker suspected it happened often enough to make him sick.  His thoughts turned sour. But then again, why should old Lonnie be any different from the rest of the Dockside cops? 

He dismissed his internal grumblings as unhelpful and answered the question. “Look at the splatter pattern. Beads heat up to like eleven-hundred degrees in flight, well past the Draper point.” As soon as he said it, Parker realized that Lonnie had no idea what the hell Draper point meant. “It’s the temperature where stuff starts to glow from heat, Lonnie.”

“Right,” Pritchard said, doing a poor job of feigning comprehension. “It’s why they glow and burn shit.”

Realizing this was as much comprehension as he was going to get from the man, Sam moved on. “Five-millimeter doesn’t push as much fluid, so you tend to get more burn damage on the exit wound and fragments. The bead stays on the front edge of the compression wave as it travels through the body.”

“Okay...”

“Eight-millimeter has sixty percent more cross-sectional area than five.” 

Lonnie did not bear the look of a man who understood why this mattered. 

“It pushes more fluid, Lonnie. Carries more energy but dumps it faster. The hydrostatic bubble exits before the burning bead does.” Parker pointed to the mess of brain and skull fragments still stuck to the carpet. “No burns on the splatter, but plenty inside the skull wound itself. Ergo, the bead stayed behind the bubble.”

“Wow.” Pritchard did not sound legitimately impressed. “They sure do learn you kids good at that fancy Uptown academy.”

Sam hated that tone. Guys like Pritchard were always so quick to dismiss the hours of study and rigorous physical training he had put himself through to get that scholarship. Law enforcement contracts were big business, and Synergy Enforcement Products only sent the most promising candidates to their state-of-the-art training facilities. Sam had earned his spot and the right to work for any precinct in New Boston. He surprised them all when he chose a rough post like Dockside. But this was his home, and he came here because he wanted to work this beat. This made Sam unique and put him in stark contrast to Pritchard and his ilk. Those were the cops abandoned here due to stupidity, laziness, or corruption too egregious to work any other post. Being both smart and honest did not help, as both traits remained unheard of in Dockside law enforcement. The rest of his division treated the young man like an invader.

Parker was angry, and he was young. He had no special immunity to the flaws of either youth or wrath, and he could occasionally succumb to a bout of childish pique. This proved to be one of those occasions.

He stood, enjoying how his height allowed him to loom over his partner. Square-jawed and bright-eyed, Sam was well aware of how he appeared to others and it would be a lie to say he did not enjoy the effect. Well over six feet tall, the rookie detective had significant width at the shoulder and a narrow waist. Simultaneously lean and muscular, his physique resembled that of a star athlete or an elite soldier. At the academy, his classmates had often accused him of employing gene therapy to achieve his impressive proportions. It was an understandable misconception for anyone who saw Sam with his shirt off. However, when the other cadets found out he hailed from a longshoreman’s family in Dockside, they were forced to concede that expensive augmentations were unlikely. Sam simply had good genetics and the kind of work ethic that would break a lesser man.

He allowed his physical presence to cow his partner, who did his level best to appear un-cowed. When he saw the tiny-yet-noticeable flinch from Pritchard, Sam relaxed and chided the older man. “Maybe if you studied harder and went to the gym once or twice you could go too.” Then he turned back to the crime scene. “But since that ain’t gonna happen, let’s just solve this case.”

Happy to not have Parker in his face anymore, Pritchard returned to his normal apathetic default. “Fuck it. Just call it in, write the damn report, and let’s be done with it. We both know no one is solving this shit.”

Parker counted to ten in his head, giving himself time to control his mounting frustration. “Not solving this? Do you even know who this is, Pritchard?”

“Some whore?”

“Holy shit, Lonnie. You have been working this beat for like, ten years. How do you not know who this is? Are you the worst cop ever, or what?”

Pritchard had enough pride to at least sound indignant. “Watch it kid, I still got seniority on you!”

“Yeah, and that seniority landed you on the worst beat in the whole megalopolis.” Sam’s tone made his feelings about Lonnie’s seniority quite clear. “This, Detective Pritchard, is Madame Madeleine. She ran every single brothel and hooker for a two-hundred-mile radius. If you’ve ever had your ashes hauled by a pro in this town, she had a piece of that action.” He cast a measured look to the human flotsam fate had cursed him with for a partner. “She has a record of it too, somewhere.”

This seemed to increase Pritchard’s interest. “What, ah, kind of record are we talking about, here?”

Sam smiled, well aware that he had the man’s full attention now. “Likes, dislikes, conduct, income level...” He paused and layered the next word with faux innocence. “...addictions.”

Pritchard tried and failed to appear nonchalant. “Really? Wow, that’s uh... interesting. Any idea where she might keep that kind of information?”

“Not a clue.”

The older detective now appeared far less dismissive of Sam’s excellent training and skills. “Do you uh... think that’s what this hit was about?”

“Nope.” Sam said it with finality. “Nothing stolen, nothing ransacked. Her DataPad is still here and still locked. The killer took out eleven other unrelated people on his way to her.” In a moment his anger with Lonnie faded and he fell back to thinking about the case. He frowned at the strangeness of it all. “It was excessive and unnecessary. Sloppy even.” He shook his head, knowing only one thing for certain. “This was no raid, Lonnie. Somebody is sending a message.”

“To who?”

“Hell if I know, Lonnie. I suppose somebody should call for a detective, huh?”

Pritchard responded with a vulgar hand gesture.

Before the pair could resume their repartee, a voice broke over their unit’s comm channel. “Detectives? We got a situation downstairs. Some big jerk is insisting on seeing the crime scene. Says he’s some kind of local investigator?”

Pritchard answered immediately. “Well, pick him up on an obstruction charge and book him for an overnight stay. Fucking locals.” He looked to Sam. “No offense,” he added as an afterthought.

Parker ignored him and spoke to the men downstairs. “This guy real big? Like, huge? Bald and grouchy?”

“That’s him, all right.”

Parker looked right at Pritchard as he chuckled into the channel. “I do not advise you attempt to arrest him, boys. Even if he lets you bring him in, he won’t sit in a cell for more than two hours. I’m on my way down to handle it.”

“You know this guy?” Pritchard asked. 

“Lonnie,” Sam could not hide his disappointment. “You have got to be the worst detective in all of recorded history. You ever heard of ‘The Fixer?’”

“Well, yeah I’ve heard of him. He’s the guy who...” his voice trailed off. “Aw shit. ‘The Fixer’ is downstairs, isn’t he?”

“Gee Lonnie, you look nervous. What’s wrong?”

The reason for Pritchard’s discomfort needed no explanation. Roland’s reputation with respect to dirty cops was a well-known quantity.

“Fuck you, Parker.”

Sam decided to let the man off the hook. “Relax. I grew up three doors down from the guy. I’ll handle him while you hide up here.” Sam was halfway to the door before Lonnie worked through that.

“Wait! You were his goddamn neighbor?”

“Worst. Detective. Ever.” Sam left his useless partner behind and headed downstairs. 

Despite his calm exterior, Sam’s heart thumped in his chest. He had not seen Roland in several years and they had never been very close. As a boy, he had seen Roland first clean up the Southeast residential sector and then move outward to crush the gang wars all over Dockside. Sam had idolized Roland for a long time, but as he matured he found it harder and harder to think of Roland as a hero. One by one, the growing boy watched as the gangs and the rackets swallowed his playmates and classmates. In time, he realized that Roland was a tourniquet that kept Dockside from dying, yet did nothing to heal the wound itself. That understanding drove young Sam Parker to become a cop. Dockside needed real police. Police from the community who served the community. For all the good he did, Tankowicz was a consequence, not a resource.

Gripped by insuppressible curiosity, Sam had once employed his police credentials to delve into the mystery of Roland Tankowicz. A few information requests for military records and any other files on the man had resulted in the tensest few days of his short life. Two hours after his first request filtered through the aether of Planetary Council records, United Earth Defense Force officials had descended upon him like stooping hawks. When they had wrung every bit of information from him that they could, the men in black suits left him with a series of stern warnings about Corporal Roland M. Tankowicz.

Parker walked away from those interviews with a crystal-clear idea of what the highest echelons of government and law enforcement expected of him. The old soldier was to be left alone and given the highest degree of deference and cooperation from the NBPD. Unless Roland waltzed down The Drag murdering women and children as he went, young Sam Parker should steer well clear of the man and his affairs. This did not bother him so much. Roland was definitely not a criminal, and Sam had nothing but respect for what he had accomplished.

In the lobby, he found a huge bald man glowering down at four nervous-looking uniformed cops. The uniforms shouted over each other in an indecipherable wall of conflicting threats and instructions, all of which the large man conspicuously ignored. Everybody was yelling except Roland, who seemed content to let his imposing presence do his talking for him. The oldest police officer stood directly in front, holding a hand up as if a doughy one-hundred-and-ninety-pound cop had a prayer of stopping the glowering giant. What little information Sam had managed to glean from those UEDF interviews informed him as to the sergeant’s actual chances of preventing Roland from doing anything. If what he had been told held true, Roland could walk upstairs anytime he wanted to and only protocol kept him from doing it.

“Guys! Guys!” Parker shouted over the din. “It’s fine. I’ll handle this. Go upstairs and help secure the scene. The lab boys are on their way. Let’s try to at least look like we know what we are doing this time.” 

The sergeant looked over to the youthful detective. “You sure?” He tried to glower at Roland, though compared to the big man’s palpable aura of calm, his expression only managed to come off as petulant.

“I’ve got this. Go on up.”

The uniforms stalked off toward the stairwell with a murmuring chorus of grumbled expletives.

Sam looked up at Roland and smiled his best cop smile. “Good morning, Mr. Tankowicz. I’m Detective Parker. How can NBPD help you?”

“Holy crap, Sam. You got huge,” Roland said by way of answer. “I mean, your dad was big, but you are just a monster now, aren’t you?”

Sam’s cheeks flushed with juvenile embarrassment.  Fortunately, his skin was dark enough to hide his reaction. “So you do recognize me? I wondered if you would.”

“You look exactly like your dad, Sam. It wasn’t hard. You’re a detective now? Nice. I remember you and Granovich’s daughter playing cops and robbers under my window. I guess you weren't just screwing around with that.”

“Yeah. Got a full ride to the academy, and that sort of fast-tracked my promotions.” This statement contained an element of fabrication. Because he did not want to sound like a braggart to Roland, he left out the parts about his scores and field performance ratings being the highest in his class. His multiple track and field records remained unmentioned as well. 

“And you picked Dockside for your post?” Roland’s question had an edge to it that Sam understood.

“I’m not dirty, Roland. This town just needs some good cops is all.” He met the big man’s gaze as evenly as he could for one so young. “I know what it is you do, Tank. Hell, I’ve benefited from it. Who knows what would have happened to me if you hadn’t kept the neighborhood clear? But it’s just...” Sam was suddenly at a loss for words, a rare occurrence for the new detective.

“I get it, kid. I’m not really the solution Dockside needs. But right now I’m all she’s got.”

Sam nodded. “I know it. That’s the reason I wanted to come back.”

“How’s that working out for you?”

“Terrible. This department sucks, and it’s going to keep sucking as long as Uptown refuses to clean it up. My partner is a drug addict, and my lieutenant is into the Dwarf for almost a hundred K. The uniforms won’t even get out of their cars unless they’re on fire. Do you know what the going rate for a patrolman’s bribe is these days?”

“About a grand a week,” Roland answered without inflection.

“Damn right! A lousy grand gets you your own personal dirty cop around here.” Sam held up his hands. “How am I supposed to work with that?” He let them fall with a defeated slap against his thighs. “Now somebody just dropped The Madame, and my stupid partner didn’t even know who she was.”

“That is bad. Don’t worry, though. I’ll sort it out,” Roland said.

“No, Tank.” Sam’s vehemence came as a surprise even to himself. “The PD has to solve this one. Madeleine’s black book goes up to some very high places. That means a lot of powerful eyes on this case. If I can get this one collared, people might actually notice us again.”

“You want a big win.” Roland raised an eyebrow.

“Exactly.”

Roland was unopposed to this, and he said as much. “No problem. It’s not like I care who gets the credit. But The Dwarf did hire me to sort this out, and that means I need to get sorting. Of course, it doesn’t mean we can’t work in polite cooperation, though. Consider me a consultant. You’ll find all my licenses are in order.”

“Yes.” Sam’s face took on a sly twist. “That hasn’t always been the case though, has it? Ms. Ribiero has done a lot to get your paperwork up to date, hasn’t she? I gotta say I had not figured you for the relationship type, Tank.”

“She is a very special lady, Sam.” Roland smiled back down, his own features looking sly. “That reminds me. Have you been around to see Elena Granovich since you got back in town?”

Sam winced. “Not yet.”

“You better. If she finds out you’ve been ducking her, she’ll probably just hire me to drag you over there, kicking and screaming if necessary. I might even do that one pro bono.”

Sam rubbed his face. “I’ll get over there soon. First things first, though. I can’t let you into the crime scene before the forensics team sweeps it. I’ll also need to get you formally under contract as a consultant. I suspect the LT is going to claim we can’t afford you though. He is not interested in doing real police work.”

“Rodney’s already paying me, so there will be no charge,” Roland barked. “See if he has a problem with that price.”

“And if he finds other objections?”

Roland sighed. “I’ll have Rodney give him a call. I know you don’t like that, Sam. Neither do I. But your LT is crooked and you said Rodney holds his markers. Until you magically clean up the PD, this is how things get done.”

“Welcome to Dockside, right?”

Roland nodded. “Let’s just solve one problem at a time, kid.”

“Right,” Sam agreed. Then the creeping boyish flush came over him again and he asked, “So, uh... you really think Elena wants to see me?”

Roland’s response was a knowing groan. “Oh kid, you are so doomed.”
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CHAPTER SEVEN

[image: image]


By the time sunrise had brightened the streets of his home, the burgeoning light caught Roland already sitting in his office. That is where Lucia found him as she stumbled through the clear door, steaming coffee clutched in her shaking hand.

She looked up at her partner and tried for a smile. Sadly for him, Lucia Ribiero did not smile before the first coffee of the day had been consumed. Roland thought her beautiful no matter what expression she wore, so it did not bother him in the least when she looked tired and grouchy. When failure became unavoidable, she abandoned the attempt and plopped down at her own desk next to his. “You didn’t come in last night. Was it that bad over there?”

“Cops made things complicated. I couldn’t get to the crime scene. From what I hear it was very bad. Twelve dead, including Madeleine.”

“Twelve?” Lucia wrinkled her nose in disgust. “That sounds sloppy as hell. Not a pro, then.”

“I was thinking the same.” 

Lucia detected a nagging uncertainty in his reply.

“And...?” she coaxed.

“Cops sent over the crime scene reports first thing this morning, and every victim took a single eight-millimeter bead to the head. No misses, no stray beads in the walls, nothing. All perfect hits taken at a run on moving targets.”

Lucia took a long pull from her coffee before replying. “Well. That sure doesn’t sound like an amateur to me.” Then her head cocked to the side, a pressing question suddenly materializing. “Wait! How the hell did you get the police reports?”

Roland grunted at his oversight. “Sorry, should have told you already. The new detective in town is a guy from down the street. Good kid. Smart. Honest. He put us on as consultants.”

“We are consulting for the Dockside cops, now?” She slouched into her chair and closed her bleary eyes. “This’ll be interesting. I hope they don’t choke on our rates.”

Roland remained silent, but Lucia Ribiero had mastered reading his normally taciturn body language. “Oh for crying out loud, Roland. You have us working pro bono again, don’t you?”

“Rodney is already paying us for this one. No need to be greedy.”

“It’s not greedy to charge customers for services rendered, Roland.” She heaved a big dramatic sigh. “For a guy that scares everybody so much, you sure are a pushover.”

He was spared further dressing down by the arrival of Manuel Richardson. The reformed Venusian separatist was still wearing his hair long though he had tied it back in a tight pony tail to keep it out of his face. Roland thought it looked sloppy while Manny claimed it made him look roguish. Either way, the lean scout looked far more awake and energetic than Lucia. He bounced into the office with an easy smile on his tanned face.

“Oh good,” Lucia groaned. “Here comes another morning person.” She gave her coffee a slurp loud enough to make a strong point about her opinions regarding early risers. 

“Good morning, Boss. Good morning, Mr. Tankowicz.” Manny seemed oblivious to Lucia’s bleary-eyed indignation. He dropped his coat on his chair revealing the smooth white synthetic mesh of his techno-organic left arm. While many people with prosthetics went out of their way to hide them, Manny seemed to enjoy displaying his. Constructed from exotic materials and employing much of the same technology that made Roland’s body so formidable, it was unique and the young scout took enormous pride in its capabilities. Lucia was glad he enjoyed it so much because taking a shot meant to kill her had been what cost him the original. Her own failure on that mission still gnawed at her.

With a wave to Lucia, Manny headed over to the supply closet where he kept his gear. “Mindy sent me a message last night. I didn’t read it because she writes like a child. We got a job?”

Roland spared her the chore of filling him in. “Somebody killed Madame Madeleine and eleven other people last night, Manny. We are working for Rodney and the cops on this one.”

“Is that very bad?”

With her coffee starting to kick in, Lucia warmed to the conversation. “She was queen of the hookers, Manny. Lots of enemies, lots of blackmail-worthy information in her possession. When it comes to having dirt on folks, she was top of the pile.”

From inside the closet, Roland and Lucia could hear the sounds of Manny rummaging about through the various bins overflowing with parts and tech. It made understanding his half-shouted reply very difficult. “Is this about blackmail, then?”

“Don’t know,” Roland grunted back. “Still sorting it out.”

“Okay. What do you need me to do?” Manny emerged with an armload of widgets and tools. He sat down at his desk and immediately began tinkering with his arm.

“Let’s wait for Mindy before we hand out assignments,” Lucia began. Her voice trailed off mid-thought when she saw the young man pulling pieces of his prosthesis off and laying them on the table with his remaining hand. “What are you doing? Dad is going to be pissed if you screw that thing up.”

“Dr. Ribiero is fine with this. I can remove, strip down, and reassemble it in under three minutes now.” Manuel might have beamed with pride for just a moment. “He says I have a lot of potential.”

Lucia rolled her eyes. “You are the son he always wanted, Manny.”

The arm was entirely off now, and had been separated into hand, forearm, and upper arm sections. Lucia hissed in mild shock at the sight of it all spread out on the desk. Manny caught the expression on her face and winked at her. Then, the unattached hand waggled its fingers in her direction.

Lucia squeaked with surprise and perhaps a little fright, too. “Oh crap, that’s creepy!”

Manny chuckled and looked back to his task. He left his disembodied hand drumming on the desktop just to unnerve Lucia.

Both Roland’s body and Manny’s arm had synthetic musculature and thus did not use motors or other mechanical actuators for movement. The parts had to be assembled one molecule at a time in a special gel tank and the result was a limb that moved and felt exactly like the organic original. Their own DNA provided the blueprint, so the new parts did not get rejected by either the body or the nervous system. The hosts systems simply recognized the new parts as its own. Normally, this made disassembly impossible. Because it was put together exactly like a normal arm, Roland could no more remove a limb than a regular person could. It appeared that this was a technological hurdle Manny and Lucia’s father had overcome. His curiosity piqued, Roland could not stop himself from asking, “How the hell can you do that?”

Manny did not look up. “I don’t need super-speed or heavy armor so my arm is much simpler than yours. Fortunately for me, it means I don’t use nanites like you do for nerve conduction.” He paused and added an aside, “Mostly because those little nanobots would probably give me permanent brain damage. Anyway, the doc built me synthetic nerves that matched my neurological capabilities, so all my physical connections can be dry and severable. No need for fluid transport media for me! Ligaments and tendons are detachable and self-securing, too.”

“Nice.” The feature legitimately impressed the big cyborg. “I guess the problem with being state-of-the-art is that nothing stays that way for long.”

“It’s been thirty years, Roland,” Lucia reminded him. “I’d say Dad’s probably had a few new ideas since building you.”

“What are you messing with, now?” Roland asked.

“Installing a bigger power source. The original was never sized for all the other stuff we’ve added to the arm.”

“Like goddamn tasers, jammers, scanners, and an EMP emitter?” Lucia chuckled.

“The EMP is the worst,” Manny said without looking up. “Kills the battery like nothing else.”

“I want an EMP emitter.” 

It was impossible to tell when Roland was joking. Lucia chose to believe he was not being serious, and she tossed a light-hearted barb back at him. “No, Roland. You aren’t mature enough.”

Mindy came through the door just then, saw Manny with his arm in pieces, and added her own perspective. “What is it with boys and their toys, anyway?”

Manny looked out of reflex and his eyes grew wide for a moment. A forgotten tool fell from limp fingers and Roland hissed in disappointment upon seeing the boy’s obvious discomfort. It was easy to understand what had him so flustered and Roland could be sympathetic to a degree. For the sake of everyone’s sanity, he really hoped Manny would outgrow it soon, though. 

Mindy was fond of dressing in a manner designed to distract her targets. Since her targets were mostly male, this was accomplished in the most obvious way imaginable. The little blond killer had purchased several augmentations that were purely cosmetic, and she was not shy about putting them out where they could do the most work. Manny, handicapped as he was by youth and heterosexuality, still had not mastered the art of subtle ogling. He had improved some, at least. His eyes immediately turned back down to his work, and he locked his face in an expression of fierce concentration. 

It could be said that Mindy was improving too, after a fashion. At Lucia’s insistence, the statuesque assassin had been dressing in a manner slightly more professional than her typical fare when at the office. This had not occurred without some resistance. Today she had adhered to the letter of Lucia’s instructions by wearing simple black slacks and a nondescript white dress shirt. Unfortunately for Manny, her preferred style was irrepressible even when thus constrained. The pants were far too tight for modesty, the shirt even tighter, and she seemed psychologically incapable of buttoning her blouse to a respectable height.

Lucia took all this in, covered her face with her hands, and slowly lowered her head down on the desk. Roland’s enhanced ears picked up the tiny defeated moan coming from behind her forearms.

“Why, oh why do I even try?”

“What?” Mindy’s question was all innocence. Feigned innocence, Roland observed. But innocence all the same. “I’m in work clothes!” she added with an affronted whine.

“Yes Mindy,” Manny said without raising his eyes from his work. “Instead of dressing like a cheap prostitute, you’ve managed to dress like an expensive one. Well done.”

“Children,” Lucia whined, her forehead still resting on the desk. “I am working with children.”

As far as morning meetings went, Roland had to admit that this was a fairly average showing. He decided to move things on to the matter at hand before Mindy and Manny started fighting and Lucia’s mood deteriorated even more. When Lucia was not happy, Roland was not happy. When Roland was not happy, people died.

He let his voice boom from deep within his chest. “All right, troops. Un-fuck yourselves and let’s get down to the job.” Mindy tossed him a scowl and went over to a comfortable chair in the corner. Mindy hated desks and thus did not have one. Manny looked up from his tinkering and Lucia finally raised her head. When he was sure he had their attention, Roland looked to Lucia and nodded. “All yours, Boss.”

“Thank you, dear,” Lucia rewarded him with a sweet smile. Lucia’s smiles were ninety percent of the reason Roland got out of bed in the morning, and thus a massacre was averted.

“Here’s what we know. Madeleine and some of her office workers were killed last night. Single shot to the head for everyone. Nothing stolen. What else, Roland?”

“According to our source in the PD, the building cameras were deactivated externally, and the alarms never went off.”

Lucia pointed to Manny. “That’s on you, Manny. We need to know how this guy got in and who deactivated the cameras.”

“On it, Boss.”

“Mindy?”

“Yeah, Boss?”

“We can’t figure out if this is a very sloppy amateur who just happens to have good aim, or if this was a seasoned pro with a good reason for killing everyone. I want your eyes on this. Find out who’s in town and who’s been hiring.”

“Sure thing, Boss.”

“I am going to work over Dockside PD.” The woman held her arms out to the sides to indicate something very large. “Roland has managed to secure a lucrative consulting gig with them for this.”

“Does he have us working for free again?” Mindy asked, eyes narrowed.

“No!” Roland nearly shouted it. “The Dwarf is paying our rates on this one. So sue me if I didn’t want to fleece the cops, too.”

Mindy chuckled. “For someone who everybody is so afraid of, he sure is a big ol’ pushover sometimes.”

“That’s what I said,” Lucia returned the laugh. “Either way,” she said to rescue him. “I’m sending the big pushover to start shaking down some of The Madame’s more obvious enemies while I lean on the good lieutenant. His department has too many bad apples. We can’t have beat cops selling info on what we are up to if we expect to get ahead of this.”

“Why isn’t Mr. Tankowicz doing the leaning?” Manny asked. “That’s sort of his thing, right?”

“It is in my wheelhouse,” Roland added.

“Usually,” Lucia agreed. “But I want this guy nervous enough to stay in the lines, not so terrified he flees town.”

“You better do it then,” said Mindy. “Ironsides here really only has one setting. Poor Kitty starts sweating just talking about Roland.”

Manny could not resist teasing her. “You’re just mad she doesn’t sweat when talking about you.”

“There’s more than one kind of sweat, Manny-boy.” She twisted slightly in her chair, leaning forward and straining the seams of her shirt. The posture left an awful lot of Mindy out where anyone could see it. “Is it warm in here?”

To his credit, Manny did not get caught this time. He kept his eyes on his arm, now mostly reassembled. “Probably just all that hot air in your head.”

Lucia put her head back down on her desk and whimpered, “I remember when I used to be the vice president of a real company.”

Roland decided to change the subject again. “I’m going to bring in McGinty. He has eyes and ears everywhere. He can probably point me toward the most likely candidates.”

Obviously relieved by a return to business, Lucia raised her head. “Good idea. And when you start talking to people, I want you to channel all of that ‘Tank Tankowicz’ charm that has made you so famous.”

“Really?” Incredulous, Roland held up his hands in confusion. “More often than not, this is the exact opposite of how you want me to operate.”

“Yes, I know. This time your leash is off. Make noise, shake the trees, push folks around. Above all, make sure people see you doing it. You get to be a screen for us working with the police. While everyone is fleeing before the terror of your ire, the rest of us will be working quietly behind the scenes.”

“I like that.” Roland could find no fault in the approach. “Anyone who wants us off the chase will come for me, while you guys work the back channels.”

Lucia added, “And no one will notice that we are working alongside the cops, hopefully.”

“When did you turn all sneaky, Boss?” Mindy asked, with more than a hint of awe.

“I’ve always been sneaky. You don’t get to the corner office by revealing your cards early, Mindy. When dealing with an enemy, you always show them one thing, before dropping something altogether different on them when they least expect it.”

“Doesn’t sound like business to me,” said Roland. “Sounds like war.”

Lucia stood and drained the last of her coffee. “They are the same thing, Corporal.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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The killer lay on a slab in a white room. Stripped, his bionic limbs stood out against the pale flesh of his torso. Smooth gray and black facets covered the lumpy mass of vaguely human anatomy, giving his body the look of a man wearing pants and sleeves of charcoal-colored spandex. He was unconscious, but the black lenses of his eyes still stared blankly at the ceiling. 

Several men in white plastic suits fussed around his quiet body, tinkering with his limbs and plugging a dizzying array of devices into and out of various ports. Machines sang in helpful beeps and the occasional buzz while a dozen different monitors scrolled with commentary informative only to those who understood the reams of coded data on display.

The killer lay in deathly repose, preternaturally quiet and still. He did not move. It barely looked like he was breathing, and the lean woman watching him through a clear glass panel knew that he was, in fact, barely breathing. She was short, small, and young-looking. Her hair was long and deep black, and she was wearing a black suit with black shoes. The tall man standing next to her might have been wondering what she looked like under that suit. She was a perplexing specimen in that way. She certainly appeared attractive enough, though it bothered him to realize he could not be sure if she was. She had an aura, a palpable feeling of cold about her he did not understand. It was not danger, that much he was sure of. He knew all about danger. She just seemed to suck the energy out of the air, to drain the emotion from those around her. He had observed this phenomenon on multiple occasions, and while he was personally unaffected by it others were not so lucky. It reduced productivity, and this was a problem.

The tall man stood like statue, patience being one of the only things prominent on his short list of virtues. The woman’s words came sharp as a whipcrack. “Stop fidgeting, Bob. We are almost done.”

“I don’t fidget, Lania.” He was not amused, and he made sure this was understood with a droll addendum. “But there’s only so much time I can spend staring at a corpse before I start to get bored.”

“He’s not dead. He’s shut down. Respiration is four, and his pulse is ten. We could keep him like this for centuries if we wanted to.”

Bob’s next inquiry was inscrutable, betraying neither approval nor disapproval. “But what’s the point? He didn’t take any hits in the last run. I’d say he aced that job. The telemetry looked excellent to me.”

“Yes, he did. But he also ran his ‘Gunslinger’ macro for almost thirty seconds. I really wish he would not do that so much. Now we have to run a full neural diagnostic series.”

“Is that really necessary for thirty seconds of boost?” 

Lania did not take her eyes off the thing on the slab. “Probably not. But just like any other high-performance machine, it is a good idea to strip it down after a hard run. We look for stress points, weaknesses in the systems, problems we could not anticipate.” She glanced down at the display of her DataPad. “It is always preferable to find a deficiency early, before it manifests as a catastrophic failure.”

Bob could not fault her logic on that. “I concur. What should I tell Mr. Inskip at today’s meeting?”

Lania addressed Bob’s reflection in the glass, translucent and pale. “Tell him the unit is operating at or above projections. Signal latency for integrated prosthetics was less than eight percent, and this was more than controllable with the current pharmaceutical implants. Total unit synchronization was...” she paused to swipe through some telemetry, “...eighty-nine percent.”

Bob frowned. “He won’t like that.”

Lania shrugged. “It’s within spec.”

“He still won’t like it.”

“Then he can come down here and try to calibrate a human brain to run two-hundred separate bleeding-edge cybernetic systems at eight times normal speed.” She turned to give him a baleful look. “Do you know how many seizures and mini-strokes were prevented during his little massacre?” She did not wait for the answer because it was obvious he did not know it. “Eleven seizures and four TIAs, Bob. In twenty-six seconds his brain tried to die fifteen times, and my systems stopped all fifteen of them while keeping him in the game. Eighty-nine percent sync is a goddamn miracle. If Arthur Inskip could do that without me, I wouldn’t be here. So you go up there and you tell him ‘eighty-nine percent,’ and you make it sound at least as impressive as Moses parting the goddamn Red Sea.” She jerked her chin at the man on the slab. “Because draining a stupid salt marsh would be a cakewalk compared to keeping that thing running.” She turned back to the glass with a searing glare.

Bob met the scowl with an indifferent nod. “Eighty-nine it is, then. Keep up the good work, Lania.” He turned from the silently fuming woman and left the observation room. He was shrewd enough to know it was always best to let her have the last word, anyway.

Lania Watanabe waited for the door to close behind Bob before letting go of the breath she was holding. Something about that man set her on edge. It was like all his emotions had been replaced with bland condescension and smugness. He had barely a third of her intelligence, yet he acted like she was the one who did not understand things. She had forgotten more about biotech since breakfast than he was ever likely to comprehend. She caught herself becoming agitated and forced another breath out. There was no point getting all worked up over an annoying project manager. Too many more pressing issues were before her. 

“Display on,” she barked to the empty room. The clear panel in front of her lit up with “loading display” in red block letters as the system responded to her spoken command. A few seconds later, an image of the killer illuminated the glass with all his various systems highlighted in helpful color-coded silhouette. Lania frowned absently at the data now that Bob was safely out of the room. She selected the legs with a single finger and the image zoomed in to show a very detailed cutaway of her project’s cybernetic lower limbs.

“Goddammit, Wally! Why are we still struggling with gait and stride?”

Her lead technician looked up from the slab and over to the observation window. He held up both hands in a motion of surrender. “Hell if I know. It’s not the prosthetics. Those are fine. He could run more than a hundred kilometers per hour if he cared to try. It’s got to be leftover feedback from the baseline organic template. He’s trying to make them work like his old legs, I think.”

When Wally said ‘organic template,’ she knew he was talking about the brain inside the thing on the slab. No one was comfortable with calling it a ‘brain,’ though. It was little more than a repository for the collected skills and instincts of what used to be a man. A lifetime of experience was not the sort of thing that could be programmed, so all their best prototypes started with a brain already equipped with the desired skills. The four pounds of pulsing gray matter under the killer’s armored skull served as the template upon which her creature was built and nothing more.

The unit (she hated to think of it as a man) was operating well, but his insistence on running the more exotic macros generated a large amount of extra work for her team. The organic template simply lacked the necessary bandwidth to run the prostheses at their full capacity. Installing a separate AI just to manage electrical activity across the brain had been her own personal stroke of genius and she had to admit it was working perfectly so far. Despite this success, Lania could not dismiss the concern that she was playing Russian roulette with catastrophic brain damage. She would be much more confident if only she had access to the complete data on Johnson’s ‘Better Man’ or Ribiero’s ‘Golem’ systems. 

Ribiero had beaten the signal latency issue by fabricating an entire neural network of nanomachines, then designing a body around them. With no signal latency between the chassis and the nervous system, a Golem ran at one-hundred percent synchronization right out of the box. Continuing to use the organic template worked fine in that case because the body felt identical to the original. Unfortunately for her, Ribiero was out of the game and his tech sequestered behind so many levels of clearance that even The Brokerage couldn’t dig it out.

Johnson’s fix had been to build a second nervous system to operate in parallel with the template. A Better Man would never achieve perfect synchronization, but with time the AI could learn enough from the template brain to run the armature by itself. At which point synchronization became irrelevant, as did the organic template. 

With Ribiero out of reach and Johnson’s brain a greasy smear on the side of a used limousine courtesy of Ribiero’s daughter, Lania had been forced to go back to the beginning and start over. She did not believe there was any point in crying over spilled milk or splattered brains, so she did not dwell on the unfairness of it all. Even incomplete, both the Tankowicz and Dawkins files were filled with fascinating research and helpful insights.

Ribiero was obviously the one they all wanted to replicate, so it was frustrating that his files were the most heavily redacted. Achieving full prosthesis on a stable organic neurological template was the holy grail of biotech. Ribiero’s Golems were the pinnacle of prosthetic integration, and three decades later her contemporaries were still trying in vain to duplicate his success. She supposed Johnson had come closer than anyone, yet for all his self-proclaimed genius his work had left much room for improvement.

“How much more do you think we can dial down the baseline template?” she asked the team inside the room. “If he keeps trying to walk on his old legs, we will never get him synchronized above ninety percent. It’s probably affecting other systems, as well.” She swiped to his arm diagnostics and ran the weapons telemetry to make sure. “Yup, he’s still shooting like a cowboy, too. This is just not good enough, Wally.”

“Turn it down more? You want a zombie, Lania? Because that’s how you get a zombie.” Wally was not a man long on social niceties. “We run this thing much lower and he’ll start to lose cognition and command priority over the other templates. Then we’re eroding all the skills that made him a good candidate in the first place. Be realistic, Lania. He’s got the original template and three other supplementals rattling around upstairs. Eighty-nine is fantastic under the circumstances. You know damn well that the more we let the main template run the chassis, the better he is at doing what he’s good at.”

“But his combat skills are well ahead of spec. I wonder what percentage of those we can lose before field metrics start to suffer. I’d really like to see him get the most out of those arms and legs, Wally. We designed this thing to run hot, and right now I’m not feeling a whole lot of that heat.”

This was her Galatea. The unit had started as a human male and still resembled one for the most part. His arms and legs had been replaced with the latest military prosthetics and his bones laced with reinforcing polymers not even available on the military markets yet. His spine was currently encased in an armored sheath and his skull wore armored plates beneath the skin. His mirrored black eye lenses were more sophisticated than a spy drone scanner.

He was strong yet light, fast and agile, modular and specialized, all in one convenient package. Every part of this thing she had made was tomorrow’s technology, state-of-the-art and bleeding-edge. In a marketplace awash with cyborgs, this was the absolute pinnacle of the craft. Falling short of perfection felt like failure when viewed in this light. Lania made a conscious effort to not grit her teeth. They were just so close.

“You’re the design lead, Lania. You make the call.”

“I’m looking for an opinion Wally. The legs and arms are your babies. Tell me what you think.” 

Wallace Sinclair was the best prosthetics tech Corpus Mundi had on their bench, and Lania was not above using that to push him. The meat and potatoes of the unit were his design and she was wise enough to let him be the expert on the hardware.

“My opinion? If I had financed an illegal biotech project with the purpose of producing the next generation of super killer, I’d be more worried about how good he was at killing than anything else. These guys want the baddest badass ever, Lania. I’m not sure we should be dialing down his decision-making and tactical instincts just to fix a wonky walk.”

She frowned and swiped over to his internals to look for similar issues. “I just wonder if this might be a sign of other problems. What else might be hurting synchronization that we haven’t noticed yet?” Personal comfort notwithstanding, she could not afford to pretend there was not a human brain buried under that skull. Most of the organs inside the thoracic cavity were human as well. All of these had been regrown and augmented through extensive gene therapy, naturally. Yet they were human, and for the most part, so was he. 

“You are right of course,” she said absently. “The prosthetics are fine. That eighty-nine percent number is killing me though. We should be able to get to ninety-five easily, we have more than enough bandwidth. It’s just not happening!”

Wally walked over to the window to look at his design lead. “You know damn well it’s that shitty baseline template. It had the right skill set, sure.” He twirled a finger around his temple in the universal sign for a crazy person. “But everything else about this one is way out of spec. Sure, compositing the baseline with other templates helps, but let’s be honest, Lania. No amount of rewiring was ever going to pull all the crazy out of that guy. Hell, there’s half a chance we added a bit more crazy into him.”

“You make a point,” she conceded. The team had borrowed helpful pieces of other templates to smooth out the gaps in his skillset and psychological deficiencies with some success. The unit had proven more stable with these supplemental templates installed at the very least. Yet despite the brain being refitted with an extensive set of additional electrical connections and biofeedback sensors, the baseline remained resistant to certain aspects of the prosthesis. “But we have eighty-nine percent of the crazy pulled out already, Wally. We can get the rest.” 

Perhaps there was a man’s brain inside her creation, but it was her brain now. With the flick of a finger she could make the thing on that slab happy, sad, scared, hungry, or horny. She could make time pass like the plodding of a snail or race by like a streaking comet. “We are so damn close!”

“Sure, but now is not the time to get reckless,” Wally admonished. “This is where things are the most fragile, too.” 

“Goddamn I’d kill for another Tankowicz or Wellington.” It was a rare show of petulance from the woman, and she regretted it instantly.

Wally did not seem to notice. “Yeah well, Fox and Johnson ruined that for everyone. No more soldiers in the talent pool. Thanks to their spectacular screw-ups, we lose out on access to a large group of hardened special operators.”

The incredible psychological strain the prosthetics and programming put on a human brain meant that neuropathy, psychopathy, and sociopathy were very real risks. These had been the bane of every similar project previously attempted. A successful organic template would need to come from an individual of remarkable self-discipline, intelligence, and emotional stability. Preferably a volunteer.

Lania shared his disappointment. “Combat really has a way of self-selecting the right kind of people doesn’t it? Dr. Ribiero’s notes referred to it as ‘survivorship bias.’ The old bastard probably thought the pun was clever.”

Wally nodded. “I’ve been putting limbs back on soldiers for a long time. The guys who get through a bunch of battles without going insane always made the best candidates. You can tell some of those freaks would march into hell just for a chance to spit in Satan’s eye.”

“Now we get criminals and psychopaths.” It was a perennial gripe with her, and a tired one. Johnson had been the one to suggest looking to the criminal class for replacement subjects. Research had shown that another way to prevent psychotic episodes in full-prosthesis cyborgs was to start with a template already predisposed toward antisocial behaviors. The more emotionally desensitized a template was, the less strain prosthesis put on the psyche. 

Wally, as he always did, tried to find the silver lining in it all. “Yeah, but that gave us Dawkins, at least. And this template isn’t so bad, either.”

Lania shuddered. Dawkins had been an amazing candidate, but a terrifying man all the same. The academic in her was very tempted to try reworking the Dawkins template, but she had wanted to start with a clean slate for her version.

“I guess we need to make this one work, then.” Lania shrugged. “Let’s just try to squeeze everything out of it that we can.”

“He’s not so bad.” Wally scratched his forehead. “Not a heavy drug user, great reflexes already, right type of personality and all that.” He ticked more items off on his fingers. “Professional killer, highly regarded for his skills. He came with a solid reputation for thoroughness and zeal for the work itself, too. We are talking about a hardened bastard with preternatural focus to his objectives. It’s all good stuff.” Left unmentioned was the subject’s selfish nature and high degree of indifference toward suffering in general.

“So why can’t he walk right?”

“I’m telling you, it’s him.” Wally knocked on the side of his head. “He still thinks he’s human.”

“Let’s hope he gets over that stupid notion soon, then.” Lania killed the panel display with a swipe of her hand. “You’re right, by the way. The numbers from the last run were excellent, so I should probably not borrow trouble. Leave the template’s command priority where it is and let’s boot him up for the next run. Let’s see if he can do subtle as well as he can do messy.”

––––––––
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CHAPTER NINE
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Billy McGinty looked terrible. His shaggy mop of red hair was even more askew than usual, and this was not a small thing to accomplish. His eyes were drooping and large blue bags sat puffy and swollen beneath them. Normally a conscientious dresser, his simple brown pants and white shirt looked as if he had been wearing them for two days. Roland learned his offhand observation was literal truth when he greeted the drug lord and community organizer at his Big Woo office.

Not being the sort to mince words, Roland went straight to the point. “Wow, Billy, you look like shit.”

Billy, on the other hand, belonged to that tiny portion of people in the galaxy who did not find Roland intimidating. His response was a perfect example of how little Roland’s brusque demeanor put him off. “I’ve been awake for forty hours, you big asshole. I’m supposed to look like shit. What’s your excuse?”

“Hard living?”

“That a joke?” Even Billy got confused when Roland tried his hand at humor.

“Was it funny?”

“Not really.”

Roland shrugged. “Not a joke, then.” With the pleasantries put of the way, Roland went right to the heart of the matter. “I assume you’ve heard about The Madame?”

“No, Roland. I’ve been awake for two days straight because of some other fucking catastrophe. Every working girl and boy out there is scrambling and panicked. Why? Because any second now a bunch of pimps are gonna pop out of manholes and start beating them with rubber hoses like the old days. Who do you think they run to when that happens?”

Roland understood perfectly. “The president of the Big Woo Trade Association, of course.”

“Damn right,” Billy groused. “Is Rodney having the same problem?”

“Yeah, he’s about as happy as you are about this.”

“Good. Serves him right. He paying you already?”

Roland nodded. “Cops have us on as consultants, too.”

Red eyebrows rose as Billy’s eyes widened. “Really? Dockside PD is trying to actually solve something for once?”

“They have a new detective on the Dockside beat. A good kid. Local boy who wants to make a change and all that. His LT is in hock to Rodney up past his balls, so he’s gotta play nice with us.”

“Will wonders never cease?” Billy sank back in his chair with a weary sigh. “Well I certainly ain’t gonna pay you, then.”

“Lucia will be heartbroken,” Roland deadpanned. “But I’m not here looking for a gig. I need leads, Billy.”

“Rodney didn’t have any leads for you?” Billy never missed a chance to point out how unreliable his Dockside counterpart could be. Roland did not begrudge him this. He agreed with Billy’s assessment. The Dwarf was unreliable. He was also unhelpful and unpleasant and several other adjectives that started with ‘un.’

“Hell, Billy. Rodney was one of my first suspects. He and Madeleine did not have a good relationship. I wouldn’t trust any lead he gave me. It would be just like him to use this to get me to lean on one of his competitors.”

“Hell of a community leader you Docksiders picked.” Billy seemed to compress even further, as if some magical property of his chair could protect him from the current debacle. 

“It was your idea, McGinty, remember?”

Billy winced without lifting his head or opening his eyes. “Don’t remind me. Ugh.”

“Leads?” Roland nudged.

“Right. God. Everyone who ever bought a whore? Half the New Boston Legislative Authority? Every corporate big-wig with a thing for leather-clad rent boys and hard drugs?” Billy waved a dismissive hand in the air, eyes still closed. “Help me narrow it down, at least!”

Roland shook his head. “Wrong angle, Billy. The hit was a massacre. It was loud and it was messy. Someone is sending a message. Who do you know who might have something to say to either the trade associations or to the prostitution rackets?”

The eyes finally opened, and McGinty at last sat up straight. “A message? That’s different. I figured this was going to be about all the dirt she had on everybody.”

Roland shifted, leaning in to make his point. “I doubt it. Her place wasn’t robbed. There was no attempt to break into her records either.”

“Well, that is interesting.” Billy was suddenly alert again. “That does narrow down the potential culprits a bit. I’d take a good hard look at The Widow, obviously. She’s been in hiding since The Combine got whacked, but she still has money and she still has hitters. This could be a turf thing. She might be making a statement about a big comeback. Definitely her style.”

“Damn,” Roland grumbled. “That would be bad timing for us.”

Billy had more ideas. “We got all The Madame’s lieutenants and managers who might be getting uppity.”

Roland dismissed this one. “Doubtful. She could always spot that sort of thing from miles away.”

“All right, it might not have anything to do with her at all. This could be a shot at anyone she associated with, or even an old vendetta. Lord, but she had a crap-ton of people who didn’t like her.” He looked up. “Come to think of it, I know a guy who had a lot to say about her and her operation. Took some old beef with her real personal.”

“You think it’s this guy?”

Billy shrugged. “Can’t say. He’s never shown the type of initiative that would lend itself to a big public hit, but he’s an asshole with a grudge and money to burn.”

“That’s exactly what we are looking for, Billy. Whoever did this was pissed.”

“Let’s go see the guy then,” said Billy, standing up.

“Right now?” Surprise colored Roland’s words. “He’s close?”

“I’ll ping for a car,” said Billy. “I assume you still fly as cargo?”

Roland paused before replying with a dejected frown. “Yeah. Better get something cargo rated. You’re paying the fuel surcharge, though.”

Billy laughed. “I forget how sensitive you are about your weight.” He fiddled with his comm to signal a car. “Let’s get to the roof. It’s a pretty quick ride.”

As they made their way to the rooftop landing pad, Roland inquired about their lead. “What’s the deal with this guy?”

Billy paused, a struggle for the right words twisting his face. “Weeeeeellll...” he began. “He’s a bit of a strange one. He made beaucoup money on patents that shall we say, came into conflict with Madeleine’s business model.”

Roland pondered what sort of patents might run one afoul of the infamous Madame.  This had him a loss for a long moment, then a small idea as to what Billy might be referring to crept into his head. “Does this guy make sex ‘bots?”

“Bingo,” Billy sang out. “He had a whole bunch of crazy sex machines he had designed. Weird shit for folks with, shall we say, exotic tastes? He was a good engineer, but a lousy businessman. When money got bad for him, Madeleine ended up buying the lion’s share of his patents for a song.  She may have allowed him to believe that he would be able to buy them back after his fortunes recovered, but ah...”

“Oh, the poor dumb bastard,” Roland said.

“Yeah. She totally re-branded them under her own umbrella. When she opened up her android-themed pleasure parlors and made a whole pile of creds?” Billy looked up as an aerocar approached. “Well, let’s just say he felt like he may have been taken advantage of. Here’s our ride, by the way.”

Roland stomped into the cargo section, and Billy followed him after telling the driver their destination. Once inside, Billy continued the briefing. “Yeah, so this guy has a few creds to rub together, and he’s been on a tear to get his patents back ever since. He’s tried suing but come on. Sue The Madame? Half the judges and lawyers in New Boston were on one of her client lists. I heard he tried hiring a corporate raider to steal the patents back, or erase them at least. That didn’t go well, either.”

“Sounds like a guy getting desperate,” Roland opined.

“Right?” Billy agreed, but he did not sound entirely convinced. “I wouldn’t normally peg him for murder, though.” Then he frowned, tired face warped by indecision. “But he’s positively batshit insane, so it’s hard to say, really.”

In a few moments, the aerocar set down at their destination and Roland lumbered out while Billy paid the fare.

“He lives here?” To call Roland’s tone ‘incredulous’ would do the word a disservice. They were at the very edge of Big Woo’s southern border. The buildings here were in marginally better condition than those further inside the zone, but this did not mean they were clean or even modern. Hundreds of wind turbines rose into the sky off to the south, and their atonal rhythmic humming was the only sound heard on the otherwise empty street.

“Here’s the spot,” Billy announced with a smile. He pointed to an oppressive gray slab of a building whose width ran nearly the length of the block. It rose more than ten stories high, with a facade both bland and featureless. Rows of windows, all dialed opaque, sat arrayed like soldiers in neat columns all the way to the top. “He owns the whole block, actually. But he works in this one.”

“Christ,” Roland grumbled. “Might as well go in.”

At the main door, Billy punched up the intercom. A voice, sounding both tired and bored simultaneously, answered the chime. “What?”

“Hey Schultz, it’s McGinty. Got someone here who wants to talk to you.”

Roland and Billy waited in tense silence for a response. It could be presumed the disembodied voice was using this time to run a scan of both of them.

When the speaker crackled to life again, the voice was not cordial. “You can fuck right off, McGinty. Your friend scans like a tractor.”

McGinty held up a hand to stop Roland from doing something destructive. “Someone killed The Madame last night, Schultz. The tractor is wondering if it might have been you. If we can’t convince him otherwise, he might just start doing tractor shit to your building.”

“Madeleine’s dead?” The voice from the speaker sounded hopeful.

“Yup,” Billy responded. “Now open up.”

“Just you, Billy. I don’t want that thing in my workshop.”

This time it was Roland who spoke. “Did your scan show what I’m made of?”

“It sure did, buddy,” came the disembodied voice.

“Good. Then we both know you don’t have anything in there that can hurt me. Unlock or don’t, but I’m coming in either way.”

The speaker remained silent, but the loud click of the door unlocking was all the answer they needed. Billy and Roland stepped into the lobby with only a small degree of apprehension. Neither knew what horrors the eccentric owner might have waiting for them, but both were fairly confident Roland could handle things if it came to that. The lobby did not live up to their fears. Like so many other lobbies, it was beige and boring. A receptionist’s kiosk stood lonely and unmanned at one end, flanked by two boring gray doors leading to the main workshop floor. Passing through these, the pair found themselves surrounded by a psychotic carnival of macabre machinery.

Long benches lined the wide open space, and workstations equipped with all manner of fabricator’s tools filled the center. An assortment of strange-looking devices littered every inch of every workspace. Fantastic plastic and metal contraptions festooned with silicone implements and faux-skin oddities lay on benches in various states of disassembly. Expressionless android faces and naked synthetic torsos were stacked in large roller bins. The lifeless faces stared at them in silent open-mouthed horror, their gaping eyes blank and pleading. Next to these, a machine that appeared to be molding monstrous phallic prostheses whirred and squelched in an obscene rhythm as it deposited the flopping flesh-tubes into an unassuming plastic crate.

“Jesus tap-dancing Christ on a sick goddamn cracker,” Billy whispered at the unvarnished horror of his surroundings. 

“Ditto,” Roland agreed.

From an office attached to the workshop, a man in a motorized wheelchair emerged. He had sandy hair and looked lean and healthy if not for his legs’ apparently non-functional status. Billy pushed his shock and horror far enough into the back of his mind to ask, “What the hell happened to you, Schultz?”

“My spine and pelvis were crushed. The pelvis has set but they are still regrowing my spine. What’s this about Madeleine being dead?”

“Nope. Nuh-uh. Not so fast,” Billy held out a hand. “How did your spine get so messed up?”

“Industrial accident,” was the cryptic reply. Schultz seemed in a rush to talk about anything else, but Billy could not let it go.

“This industry?” He swung his hands out in a wide arc, encompassing the workshop in all its horrific sexual splendor. “What the everlasting fuck, Schultz?”

The flustered man in the wheelchair looked to be losing patience with Billy. “Not every prototype is perfect, okay? Accidents happen.”

Realization hit Roland like a freight train, and he could not stop his next words from escaping. “Wait! What? You got paralyzed while testing out a sex ‘bot?” He did not want to keep talking about this. There were a thousand more important things he could talk about, but the old soldier knew for certain he would never sleep again if he left this place without getting the answers to his now-burning questions. “What kind of sex-bot is so powerful it can shatter your pelvis and break your spine? What does that even look like? What—? No. How—?” He lost his train of thought in that moment. Befuddled by the staggering stupidity of the situation, he could only shake his head and try his level best to wipe the look of horror and confusion from his face. “I don’t think I even want to know.”

“I may be curious,” Billy remarked.

Schultz seemed to appreciate neither Roland’s consternation nor Billy’s curiosity. “Listen, buddy. It’s none of your damn business how I got injured, all right? I make a whole variety of exotic designs here. These are precision-engineered for people with discerning tastes. A Luddite like you would never understand the beauty and genius of my work. Just because you can’t appreciate the higher level of carnal sophistication that my machines can offer—”

“You know, Schultz,” Billy interrupted. “It is functionally impossible to take you seriously while that machine keeps cranking out moose-dicks behind you.” He shuddered. “It’s going ‘whoosh, squish, flop, whoosh, squish, flop’ while you are over here trying to be all serious.” The redhead held up his hands in surrender. “I just can’t handle it.”

“Gah!” Schultz tossed McGinty a rude gesture. “Let’s go to my office, then.”

“I’m afraid of what we’ll find in there,” Roland mused. “And I’ve seen combat on twenty-two planets.”

“Hold my hand?” Billy asked with a whimper.

“Will you two cut the shit?” Schultz called over his shoulder as he rolled to the office door. “Fucking children.”

The interior of the crippled man’s office proved to be no more inviting than the workshop. Both men leered and flinched at the terrible quantity and variety of mechanical sex aids lying about in casual disarray. Billy turned to Roland and with a loud, exaggerated stage whisper said, “For the love of god, man! Don’t. Touch. Anything.”

“I want you to know that I’m choosing to ignore you, Billy,” said Schultz. “Now what is this about Madeleine?” 

“Dead,” Roland said, trying not to look at a model of some insane sex machine that appeared to have more appendages than any normal person had orifices in which to insert them.

Schultz saw his gaze and swept the model off the desk. He shoved it into a drawer and squeaked with far more alarm than was necessary, “That’s patented!” Then he closed the drawer and added, “And I didn’t kill the bitch.”

Roland shrugged. “But you and she were not on good terms?”

“She was a thieving whore, and she cost me billions. So yeah, you could say we didn’t get along.” Then he added, “But that does not mean I killed her. I’m not a fool. Her stupid android pleasure houses were solid income for me. I wanted my patents back, sure. But killing her meant that they would end up in probate. Have you ever attempted to get anything out of probate?”

“No,” Roland admitted.

“Well don’t ever try, it’s impossible.”

Billy pried a little harder. “But you could just steal them back, or maybe you wanted to take over the houses with her out of the way.”

Schultz turned back to McGinty with a look that clearly demonstrated his low opinion of those theories. “Can you just imagine that, McGinty? Me? Running a brothel?” He shuddered visibly. “I am an artist, a craftsman, a modern-day Pygmalion. Even if I wanted to, I do not have what it takes to run that kind of business. I wouldn’t want to, either.” He turned his gaze back to Roland. “So, do whatever you want. Look around, threaten me, whatever. I didn’t kill that thieving bitch. Even though her death makes me happy, it has now made it nearly certain I’ll never get those patents back. My only hope is that she is now rotting eternally in the deepest depths of whatever frozen hell larcenous whores believe in.”

“So,” Billy finally acquiesced. “You’re a deranged pervert, but you aren’t a murdering deranged pervert?”

“I am choosing to ignore you again.”

“All right, then.” Roland turned to leave the office. “I’ll buy your story for now, Schultz. I’ll be back if I have more questions for you, though.”

“See ya around, Schultz,” Billy said affably. “I mean, as long as this place hasn’t given me some new kind of cybernetic super-herpes, that is.”

Schultz did not respond because he had chosen to ignore Billy.  
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CHAPTER TEN
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With one tree fairly well shaken, Roland decided to make a day of it and go rattle another. He liked it when his assignments coincided with his skill set. The task of shaking down suspects was one of those things that always left him with a certain feeling of morbid satisfaction.

After leaving Big Woo, Roland pinged for a cargo transport and made his way all the way across town to The Old Fen Way. If one was inclined to eat exotic foods in lavish surroundings, or perhaps enamored of the kinds of liquor that came with five-figure price points, The Old Fen Way was the place to find such things. The hyper-rich elite of New Boston kept their homes in Cambridge, though they entertained themselves here.

Lucia had often noted that Roland was encumbered by a perverse sense of humor. It was so odd a thing that many who knew him claimed he had no sense of humor at all. This was not the case. The gruff old soldier found a great many things to be amusing, and was known to crack a smile or even loose a chuckle when presented with one. The Old Fen Way always brought a bit of mirth to the big man’s life. Or at least, a bizarre feeling of ironic non-malice that passed for mirth by his standards.

As soon as his feet touched the dazzlingly clean sidewalk, four street scanners rotated to orient on him. He made no attempt to move or be on his way. He knew very well what happened next. 

The first police drone arrived in less than ten seconds. This neither surprised nor bothered him. The hovering blue machine scanned him with equipment far more sensitive than any street scanner, then buzzed off when it had determined nothing was amiss. The ten-second time frame was impressive, but this was Uptown and the cops here consisted of elite veterans and high-scoring prospects. These Uptown law enforcement contracts were hotly contested items, and any corp that wanted to play in this space sent only their very best. The scan itself had taken about five seconds, and that was telling. These drones were capable of rapidly scanning multiple targets at once. Spending that long on one man was illustrative of exactly how many registered augmentations Roland possessed and the overall quantity of administrative red tape his top-secret equipment employed to stymie the municipal security grid.

At least a dozen building scanners were doing the same thing while all this was happening. Each business had their own scanner to prevent augmented thieves and other nefarious types from interfering with the important games of conspicuous consumption and one-upmanship played by their wealthy patrons. Roland imagined rooms filled with security professionals scowling in confusion at the readouts. His body represented a security guard’s worst nightmare: a heavily augmented military cyborg that they had no information on and no legal right to bar entrance to. Roland could walk up to any of these businesses and go right through the front door. He might be bearing any number of dangerous abilities hidden behind those high-level government firewalls. The tally was close to two-hundred individual augmentations, all registered and most hidden behind military exemptions and redacted top-secret clearance codes.

It was the sort of thing that gave rich people the fits, and Roland loved it. Nevertheless, there was work to be done, so his moment of schadenfreude would have to be brief. A dozen sweating security supervisors heaved great sighs of relief in unison as the giant started to walk away from their buildings and moved down the block.

He knew exactly where he was going and he might have had his car drop him off closer to the destination were he so inclined. Roland wanted to be seen, though. Every step he took brought him past another restaurant, bar, or storefront. Each scanner taking in the improbable configuration of his body increased the overall buzz percolating throughout the zone. Security forces often shared information, and he was certain that before he traveled a quarter mile the only thing anyone in town would be talking about was the giant plodding down the streets of The Old Fen Way.

Most establishments that catered to the extremely wealthy preferred their security forces to remain unseen until needed. Visible guards were tacky and such menial laborers could often ruin the carefully crafted ambiance of an establishment. Roland had found this predilection toward preserving an aesthetic did not override the concurrent need to protect themselves from untoward interactions with scary cyborgs of mysterious provenance. It was thus a simple matter to determine the approximate level of fear in his proximity. He started counting the men and women in black or gray suits he saw outside the businesses. As he suspected would occur, the numbers of visible security personnel increased as he went.

By the time he arrived in front of his goal, he was being carefully watched by no less than thirty different wary-eyed guards from several different angles. The building before him was a towering white hotel. The edifice was replete with white marble statuary and columns reminiscent of the ancient Greeks. An appropriately magnificent entrance dominated the frontage with large crystalline doors sitting atop wide granite steps. Guards flanked these glittering portals, and more found their way into strategic positions along the expanse of steps. This arrangement was not subtle and the configuration deliberate. The message was quite clear: men like Roland Tankowicz were not welcome here.

With a jaunty spring in his step, Roland hopped up the enormous flight without a passing glance for the squad of guards arrayed to stop him. On the landing, he presented himself to the door guards with a toothy grin devoid of sincerity or warmth.

The first of the guards was a man nearly as large as Roland. His charcoal suit barely constrained his hypermuscular physique, and Roland suspected the seams in its armpits were in imminent danger of rupturing. Roland did not need a scanner to guess that some gene therapy, pharmaceutical enhancements, or even hard body-mods were in play. A man did not achieve such proportions without a little technological assistance after all. If not for Lucia’s careful attention to the maintenance of his wardrobe, Roland would have the same sartorial issues as this guard. He could afford to be sympathetic were he so inclined. He was not, and thus he granted the man no surplus of courtesy. He paused in front to give the rest of the security team enough time to move into what they probably felt was a good position to take him down.

“Tell The Widow Roland Tankowicz is here to see her.”

The guard’s response was cool and professional, betraying no fear and delivered with the confidence of a man convinced of his superior tactical positioning. “I’m sorry, sir. You appear to have made an error. The hotel currently has no such guest. Is there somewhere else I can direct you?”

Roland kept his own tone polite, matching that of the guard. “Is there another Hotel Colonnade around here?”

“No, sir.”

Something in that response struck a chord with Roland. It was something old and familiar. Roland took another long look at the guard. His jaw was square, his hair cut brutally short. The posture was ramrod straight yet not at all tense. This man had seen the scans of Roland’s body, and yet he was not afraid. Roland had become accustomed to the arrogance of tough guys and crooks. Every young punk thought they were unbeatable until they got beaten. This man had a different kind of confidence. A confidence it took Roland a second to recognize.

“Been out long, soldier?”

A small smile crept onto the guard’s features. “Few years. You?”

“Long time now.”

“It’s like they tell you in boot. You’re never really out.” Polite banter notwithstanding, the guard had not altered his stance or posture.

“I don’t want to sound rude, so please just think of this as two old soldiers talking. I did not come here because I thought The Widow would be here. I came here because I know she is. You know it, too. I’m not going to kick my way through your guys and barge in, though.”

“I appreciate that, sir,” said the guard. Though his expression made it clear that Roland should consider this an invitation to try.

“Right,” Roland went on. “I just want you to call up and mention my name to her. If she still doesn’t want to talk to me, I’ll go. In that case, have someone relay to her that I will consider her reluctance an indication of her involvement in the matter I came to discuss.”

The guard remained cagey. “I can’t imagine that such a person, were she in fact on the premises, would want her position revealed one way or the other. The mere act of making such a call could be very telling to any potential enemies such a person may or may not have.”

Roland nodded. “Oh, I know. That’s why my people made sure she was here before I came out. Your firewalls are great but signal discipline was awful.” He looked back toward the men behind him. “Which one of these guys is Meyers?”

For the first time in their conversation, the lead guard flinched ever so slightly. Roland took that as a good sign and barreled ahead. “Yeah. Meyers has a big mouth and a gambling problem. He’s been selling her location to anyone with enough money to get his ass out of a sling with the loan sharks.”

Now the guard’s mouth was pressed in a tight thin line. Roland turned with an affable shrug. “I know a guy,” he offered by way of explanation. “Just make the call. I’ll wait here.”

Caught between an enormous rock and an extremely hard place, the guard was rescued by a chirp from his ear piece. A few tense grunts later, he looked back to Roland and said, “Okay. You can go in. Top floor.”

Roland gave the man an affable tip of the head. “Thank you.” Then he brushed past the guard and through the main doors. As he moved beyond the grim guard, Roland allowed himself to be impressed. Dedicated professional security could be a difficult thing to obtain. He was rather accustomed to the greed and incompetence of the average Dockside henchman. This was his normal. Thus, his occasional trips Uptown always left him with a grudging respect for those poor souls consigned to protecting the interests of uncaring plutocrats. He spared a moment of reflection for the abbreviated career of Meyers, and hoped the man’s period of unemployment was brief. 

More well-dressed security guards stalked the lavish lobby of The Colonnade. None were bothering to hide their scrutiny of the giant now stomping toward the front desk. A concierge greeted him before he made it that far. “Excuse me, sir. Your appointment is waiting in the penthouse. If you care to leave any weapons you are carrying at the front desk, we have a top-notch armorer who will see to it they are returned in perfect condition.”

“No need. I am not carrying any weapons.”

The concierge was that perfect blend of polite yet firm that only the best hospitality managers ever mastered. “Are you certain, sir? I do not mean to pry, but our security scanners are quite advanced and we could not help but notice that—”

Roland interrupted as gently as he knew how. Which is to say, not gently at all. “I said I’m not carrying any weapons. It might be more accurate to say that the weapons carry me, if that’s not being too coy.”

The concierge frowned into the screen of a DataPad. “I see, Mr. Tankowicz. Yes, it appears that our scanners are most confused by the nature of your, shall we say, construction? I apologize most emphatically for the misunderstanding. Please use the private elevator to the right and go right up.”

“Thank you,” Roland rumbled. Polite company not being his forte, the reply came with a hint of irritated malice. 

With another hurdle vaulted, Roland made his way to the elevator. The doors hissed closed and a polite voice informed him that he was headed to the penthouse. Precisely eight seconds later the doors slid open and Roland stepped out into one of the most ostentations hotel suites he had ever seen. Everything was white marble. Polished floors, walls, and ceilings gleamed as if freshly polished and the glaring sheen left no shadows in which the light could hide. Roland’s light-sensitive eyes were not a fan of all this glaring brightness. Before he had adjusted to it, a man in white livery bustled up to him and offered in a calm voice to take his jacket.

Roland dismissed the fussing toady with a scowl, then instantly regretted it. It was an unnecessary and undeserved bit of rudeness, and he could hear Lucia’s recriminations in his head. He was not in Dockside anymore and he would be wise to remember that.

A wide arched door swung inward from the marble foyer and revealed a spacious living room trimmed in red and gold fabrics. Several long couches in matching colors surrounded a low table piled high with finger foods and several expensive-looking bottles of what Roland presumed to be liquor. Three of the ubiquitous security guards were standing behind a couch where a woman sat. She was long and lean, every inch of her bearing radiating elegance. Her dressing gown was some sort of shimmering metallic pink, and her nails were manicured in excruciating detail. Lustrous black hair fell in gentle waves to her shoulders, shining and flawless. It framed a face so perfectly symmetrical as to appear laser-cut from some light-colored hardwood. The face was unlined and free of wrinkles, yet somehow it did not appear youthful. Roland knew this was because of the eyes. No amount of plastic surgery could take the weight of years away from a person’s eyes, and The Widow was closing in on the end of her first century of life.

“Why, Roland! How nice of you to come see me,” she purred. It was not a friendly sound. Cheetahs could purr as well as any housecat, and Roland made sure to keep this in the forefront of his mind. “Please, sit.” She gestured to the largest of the couches across from her. 

Roland gambled on its ability to support his weight and lowered himself carefully. When it did not collapse, he shifted to look at the woman across from him. “You did not make yourself too hard to find.”

“I did not want to run so very far away. I am currently rebuilding, as you know. The Colonnade is safe enough for such things. Especially since it does not appear that my enemies are all that interested in finishing me off.” She leaned forward to select a pastry from the table. “Their goal was to break The Combine, really. Which they did. If I avoid their interests and otherwise stay away from them, they appear quite content to leave me alone.”

“Right.” Roland had not come here to discuss the rise and fall of a crime syndicate. “You know why I’m here?”

“Oh, I think everyone knows why ‘The Fixer’ is out stomping around and scaring all the security forces by now, Roland.” She leaned back again, reclining like a hunting cat against wine-colored cushions. “Poor Henley is probably having fits about you getting past him with so little trouble.”

“Your guy out front?” Roland asked. “He was good. Hold onto that one.”

An artfully sculpted eyebrow rose. “From you that is high praise, indeed. Henley will be thrilled. Now, about this business with Madeleine. I hope you know I have nothing to do with it.”

Roland folded his hands on his lap to keep them from curling into fists. “There is a train of thought that has you making moves on her operation to strengthen your own.”

If Roland was worried this might anger The Widow, he was relieved to find no such consternation was apparent in her response to the accusation. “It’s true that business with Manson and The Brokerage has humbled my fortunes somewhat. Madeleine’s operation was well-run and very profitable. I might have even been tempted to move on her. It’s a fair assumption, to be certain. I’m not at all surprised Rodney thought of it.”

Roland had to smile at that last part. The Dwarf was beginning to get a real reputation outside of Dockside. “But you didn’t move on her?”

“No. It would have been a short-term strategy. I am trying to think about a much longer game. Jumping up too fast would just put me at odds with The Brokerage again, and even adding Madeleine’s strength to my own would not be sufficient for that sort of conflict. There’s a much subtler game afoot now, and I need to be more subtle about playing it. Starting another war so soon after the last simply will not get me where I want to be.”

“Who do you think did this, then? You think it’s The Brokerage again?”

“I can’t say. But it’s a strange move for anyone you and I know of. Madeleine was well-entrenched and strong. She was an institution unto herself. None of our usual playmates have much to gain from taking her down. Not to mention what this will do to the entertainment marketplace! I can save you several pairs of worn-out shoes by telling you that this is not some local gang or syndicate getting grand designs. Why The Brokerage would do this I can’t say, but it has their smell about it, even so.”

Roland could not decide if he believed her, but she was making a good point. While The Widow had always been vain and greedy to a fault, he had never observed her to be much of a risk-taker. Her defense remained thin, however. He could not bring himself to accept her apparent sincerity just yet. She was a woman in desperate straits and Roland had often observed how far out of character desperate people often behaved.

“I’ll keep looking around, then,” he said. “I may want to talk to you again about this. You know, for more of your unique insights.”

“Of course,” The Widow said with smile that was as unconvincing as any Roland had ever attempted. “I’ll tell Henley to let you in next time.”

“Thanks. I’ll be in touch.” 

Roland left the suite with many more questions than he had upon entering.

––––––––
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

[image: image]


From ten stories up, the city spread out beneath him like an interactive street map. The muffled sounds and muted odors of New Boston wafted upward, distance degrading their fidelity and twisting the impressions they made. From up here, Uptown hummed like any other happy bustling metropolis. Her lights and mirrored surfaces twinkled, jewels embellishing a crown sitting atop the regal head of Earth’s mightiest marketplace. Lights sparkled, music drifted lazily on the early autumn breeze, and the white noise of a thousand vehicles and a million voices rumbled like the roar of a distant river.

Through the mirrored black facets of his sensor arrays, the killer saw it all. A hundred individual reticles blinked across his optics, relaying pertinent information about the things that passed before the all-seeing suite of sensors living in the spaces where his eyes once sat. His ears, long since replaced with far more modern versions, took in all the noises at once, separated them, cataloged each into descending order of priority. Even his nose helped supply information on his surroundings. The wind itself bore a thousand little hints of what moved and worked in his area. There was the earthy tang of ionized air to tell him an aerocar had gone by a few minutes prior. He knew the deli on the bottom floor of the building he was currently perched upon was serving something heavy and German today, probably rotkohl. The breeze told him there would be rain before dawn, but that it would not last long.  

The sheer unrelenting quantity of information should have overwhelmed his brain, but all the extra wired connections snaking in and out of his gray matter soothed and coaxed the torrent of signals into a digestible stream of helpful data. It buffeted his nerves, a jangling, claustrophobic feeling. Over time the killer had become accustomed to it.

“Nonna.” His weapons rested in their holsters, so speaking to himself was not strictly necessary. For some reason, he still preferred to do things this way. 

“Ready.”

“Give me the Wraith in five.”

“Acknowledged.”

Five seconds later, his vision swam, and a wave of vertigo slugged him deep in the guts. The nausea doubled him over for a few seconds. It passed quickly, and the killer straightened himself. The blinking lights and bustling sounds of Uptown were now gone, and in their place a blue-tinged landscape of shapes and moving flashes of neon stretched out from horizon to horizon. With the visible light spectrum suppressed, the killer now viewed the dark streets of Uptown as a series of shapes created by sonar, lidar, and radar. The indistinct masses were then overlaid with electromagnetic data from the various electrical systems within range. No longer did the killer see a jeweled crown, but rather the bones, heart, and brain of the city itself. Colors became meaningless, what he saw was distance, density, shape, and form. He took it all in with millimeter accuracy and precision to the fourth decimal point. The very electrochemical activity of the world around him was there, neatly parsed by his sensors to reveal only that which Nonna deemed pertinent to his task. 

When a man on the street below made a call on his comm, that comm lit up in subtle orange and he could hear the conversation just by focusing on it. The wide cones of a street scanner’s field of view shone as oscillating blue spotlights. A number of these swaying blue fields swept the streets in broad arcs, searching for things not at all unlike the killer. He could see alarm panels, shrouded sensors, police drones, and all manner of things hidden to the naked eye. The killer had no eyes, naked or otherwise, and after seeing all the things visible light denied him, he did not miss them.

This had been the hardest part for the killer to master. Letting go of a lifetime’s worth of reliance upon visible light had not come without effort, but the results were spectacular. The killer did not see the city. He perceived it. When he looked at a building, he was not limited to the facades architects had deigned to show him. He saw the thickness of the walls, the density of the material, the streams of information flowing to and from it. When he eventually learned how to take this all in without vomiting uncontrollably, he found the Wraith macro allowed him to experience the world on a level no one else would ever understand. It would have been a lonely thought if the killer was inclined to either introspection or melancholy.

He was not.

When he was satisfied that his brain and body had adjusted to the Wraith, he began to run. His legs cycled faster and faster, accelerating the man along the rooftop until all too quickly there was no more rooftop to run across. Undaunted, those legs stretched out into a leap that hurled the inhuman figure across a hundred feet of gap. 

A group of property developers, well into their evening’s revelry, told bawdy jokes as they walked along the street in search of more distraction. High above their heads a silent figure flashed briefly in the reflected street light while sailing across the intersection to another rooftop. They did not notice this, as sound- and shock-absorbing footpads turned what should have been a noticeable crash upon impact into a noiseless thump. It took seven strides for the killer’s bionic legs to use up the energy of so long a flight, but the devices were programmed for exactly this sort of exercise and the killer employed no conscious thought doing it.

It was thus the killer made his way across Uptown’s rooftops, eventually arriving on the roof of his destination. Dr. Watanabe wanted him to exercise restraint and discretion this time, so he paused to assess before taking further action. He very much wanted to unsling his pistols and kill everyone in the Colonnade hotel, but he supposed that was not what she had meant by ‘discreet.’ Instead, he allowed his sensors to sweep the rooftop, letting the machines in his brain seek out relevant information to highlight. The Wraith AI was programmed for infiltration. It possessed enough sophistication to filter out mundane items like power cables and random comm signals. This spared the killers’ organic brain the task of deciphering which of the thousands of tiny electronic signals in his area were important and which could be ignored was why it existed in the first place. 

While nowhere near powerful enough to decrypt modern alarm systems, it had no trouble finding them and identifying their configurations. It quickly found the pressure sensors in front of the roof access doors, limning each in his HUD with a soft blue glow. The bioscanner over the door received the same treatment as well as the numerous infrared sensors. If anything warmer than ninety-six degrees or heavier than sixty pounds approached that door, the scanner would immediately begin looking for biological parameters matching an authorized user in the building’s database. Great pains had been taken to ensure the killer could not be found in any database, and he suspected the response from building security to his presence would be swift and brutal. 

Part of him wanted this to happen. Pitting the Gunslinger against an army of high-end security professionals sounded like a lot of fun to the killer. That would not be discreet, however, so he squashed the desire.

Setting his mind, and more specifically his AI, to the task of defeating the security system was simple enough. Once a plan was selected, the depthless black lenses of his eyes would light up with all the steps he needed to follow and guide him away from making any disastrous mistakes. 

The access door was a non-starter. Even with his internal bionics and coat spoofing his augmentations as normal human anatomy, the Wraith AI had already evaluated the probability of successfully fooling The Colonnade’s security as very low. This did not mean there were no holes in the stately building’s electronic armor. The obvious flaw lay in that the bulk of the security devices were focused on the roof access door, and not the roof itself. His prey’s arrogance dictated that she stay in the penthouse and that meant better options for servicing the target were available. 

Residing on the top floor and heavily defending the only roof access might deter a more mundane assassin, but no one would be foolish enough to call this killer mundane. He selected the first blinking option and followed the instructions without questioning them.

In a moment, his systems located the sleeping quarters through the roof surface and confirmed that the target lay quiet and unaware in her bed. On muffled feet, the killer strode over to the section of roof directly above the bed. His ability to see the entire EM spectrum showed the sleeping woman as a shifting infrared silhouette in a blue spiderweb of electronic devices.

His right hand reached across his body to draw the gun from under his left armpit. The smooth grip of the triggerless weapon molded to the specific contours of his mechanical hand. The instant his fingers encircled the grip, his brain established a link with the AI that controlled the gun. Confirming that the hand clutching it was the correct one, the weapon came to life with a small hum and a soft vibration. The killer watched the startup diagnostics scroll down his HUD and once satisfied with the condition of his favorite tool he began to select options.

The Wraith had already told him the rooftop was a half-inch layer of polycarbonate covered with an adiabatic membrane. Beneath that lay an eighteen-inch plenum where return air flowed to the three large air handling units on the roof. Under the plenum sat a layer of expanded foam insulation and under that a layer of decorative ceiling strata. The weapon and the Wraith commenced to communicate and calculate options, and two seconds later a recommendation winked to life in small yellow letters across his HUD. 

With a disappointed sigh, the killer reached under his coat and selected the requested projectile. It was a flechette, three inches long and eight millimeters in diameter. It looked like a very short and thick needle. The tip slanted to an aggressive point, and the dark gray hue gave away the material as tungsten carbide. The shaft was noticeably lighter in both color and mass. Mostly aluminum, a core of Inconel had been threaded through the axis to keep the dart rigid under even extreme heat and acceleration.

He placed the projectile into the charging chamber of his pistol manually, not bothering to swap a whole magazine for a single shot. He closed the bolt over it and locked the weapon into battery. Both the gun and the Wraith concurred that the appropriate loadout had been prepared, and his lenses indicated the proper place to stand and aim with helpful blinking reticles.

This sequence of events left him disgruntled and unsatisfied. This was no test of his skills, no great adventure. This was about as challenging and exciting as doing his taxes. The killer had not paid taxes in many years, but he assumed it to be an appropriate analogy. Paying taxes sounded about as boring and unengaging as this operation was shaping up to be, anyway. The whole process was just so drab and mechanical, and he craved action. For a moment he gave serious consideration to setting off an alarm just for the opportunity to fight the guards. As much as the resulting chaos might do to help his mood, tripping alarms in Uptown meant the speedy arrival of Uptown police. Trying to outrun a dragnet from the extremely well-financed Uptown departments sounded like the type of fun that got old very quickly. As impressive as the Wraith could be, eluding a few hundred police drones at once was probably asking too much of it.

Though an objectively petulant person, the killer accepted that the Wraith was the best tool for this job and that the plan it had recommended was the best one available. Once he killed the target, the alarms would go off anyway, and a wise assassin would be fleeing at maximum speed when that happened. He was not a wise man, but the Wraith made up for this deficiency and he could not fault it. He possessed enough self-awareness to accept his own limitations and sufficient selfishness to prevent them from turning fatal.

So, he stepped over to where his machines told him to step, and he aimed where his machines told him to aim. His personal power cell charged the gun to the level the Wraith told him was correct, and with a sad sigh he fired.

If the weapon had any recoil at all, it did not show. His arms, designed specifically for use with his tools, absorbed and directed the reaction force of firing without letting the muzzle twitch. There was no trigger pull to spoil his aim, and no flinch reaction either. His brain told the gun to shoot, and the gun complied. Even as the penetrator flechette left the barrel, he sent two beads after it for good measure. The penetrator passed through the roofing material easily, its hardened tip carving a tunnel through the layers as if they were made of soft cheese. The burning metal spike emerged from the ceiling of the penthouse main bedroom and drilled a hole though the woman sleeping there. The wound it made was tiny and would have been entirely survivable had it not bored its narrow path directly through her heart. The target’s eyes did not even get the opportunity to snap open in surprise, because the two following beads arrived mere milliseconds later and finished the job of pulping her thoracic cavity into a mess of ruined organs and bone fragments.

The killer might have been pleased with his work, but he was already moving. If the suite’s sensors did not detect her life signs for twenty seconds, an alarm would sound and security would swarm the penthouse. This did not frighten him so much, but knowing the police and their army of drones would follow soon after put some speed in his step. His powerful legs made a twenty-second head start more than adequate, hurling him across the rooftops at close to sixty miles per hour and covering the yawning gaps in wild leaps. When the alarms inevitably began their baleful howling, he was a third of a mile away. When Colonnade security finally secured the penthouse, he was already close to a mile from the scene of the crime.

When the police arrived, precisely four and a half minutes after his first shot had killed The Widow, he was nearly five miles away and gaining distance every second. Ten minutes later every inch of The Old Fen Way was blanketed in buzzing drones and crawling with steely-eyed police officers. There was no way anything in that zone could hope to escape the notice of the fully-arrayed might of the New Boston Police Uptown division. 

But the killer had long since left the zone, and thus he got away scot-free. Unsatisfied, unsated, and underwhelmed with the night’s work, his only comfort came as a single wry acknowledgment.

At least I was discreet.

His headlong flight, linear and unwavering, had him streaking like a black bullet across Uptown and into The Sprawl. The industrial zone melted beneath him, getting dingier and darker as his mechanical legs threw him from rooftop to rooftop. When his path crossed into Dockside, something peculiar occurred to him. The killer knew this place and these streets. He recognized the winding lanes of its alleys and the obnoxious neon glow of The Drag. The staccato patter of his bionic feet slowed to a jog. This would irritate his handlers, but he did not care. His path passed over the alley where Hideaway stood as a dark and uninviting edifice. The gray and ugly slab of a building squatted just off The Drag. A memory pulled at him, strong and unwanted. A pain, a loss. Something happened in this place that made him angry and sad all at once.

He could not remember all of it. The fuzzy veil of his amnesia parted for a moment and he could remember the interior of the bar and he could remember a fight. The harder he tried to recall that night, the faster it all went to black. It felt like a piece of his life had been excised and discarded, and it felt intentional. Not knowing what else to do, he lengthened his stride. To his own surprise, he did not turn north to the rendezvous when he should have. Rather, he kept moving to the southeast, drawn by some whispered echo of a memory. In a few blocks he found himself in a reasonably clean residential neighborhood, and in front of an apartment building that made him irrationally furious. Try as he may, he could not drag the details to the front of his mind. Who lived here? Why did he hate the man? Was it a man? It was. There. A detail. It was a man.

More details came, slowly and with great effort. It was a big man. Strong and hard. He could picture him now. Slab jaw and bald head, arms like tree trunks, black skin and eyes. The killer grew angrier as he remembered, and the things in his head began to fight him, to push him back toward the mission and his rendezvous point. He resisted them because this felt too important to abandon. The face in his mind at last received a name, and with it came a flood of remembered hurts and an insult so horrific it could never be forgiven. 

The fixer lived here.

With a jolt, the killer was ripped from his thoughts by a man’s voice calling from across the street. 

“Hey, who the hell are you?” It was lightly accented, something Eastern European, its owner gray and stooped with age. The killer knew this man. Not well, but he had seen him before, heard of him.

He was a friend of the fixer’s. 

This was his landlord and if the frenetic clanging of his incomplete memories could be trusted, a regular customer as well. Suddenly, a childlike and sullen rage erupted in his guts and sent his thoughts to violent action. Without thinking, a smoking pistol appeared in his hand and he shot the old man through the center of his forehead. The corpse in the street never got the chance to even blink, let alone cry out.

The killer smiled then, a thing he had almost forgotten how to do. Unlike his previous kill, this one had felt good. Then he sped off to his rendezvous and a good night’s sleep.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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Roland Tankowicz required very little sleep. He could stay awake for sixty hours before his cognition began to suffer, and if things required it, he could push himself to ninety-six hours before there was any real risk of serious issues. None of this was to say that he did not enjoy sleep, however. He liked sleep very much, especially now that he got to sleep next to Lucia. He was extremely enamored of that part, and interruptions to this often resulted in ill humor bordering upon overt violence. 

When his comm chimed at 0345, he awoke and answered within a half second. He had turned the chime down so low only he would be able to hear it, and thus Lucia drooled on undisturbed. He stood as gently as he could and walked out of the bedroom before answering.

“Go for Tank.”

“Roland, it’s Parker.”

“Well, I guess this means bad news, then.”

“Someone just hit The Widow. She’s dead.”

Roland’s guts twisted. “Goddammit. There goes my prime suspect. Same hitter?”

“I don’t know, to be honest. The hit was clean as hell. Completely different MO. If you want to get down here, I can let you get a look at the crime scene. You are kind of the expert on this gangland stuff.”

His response came with a groan. “That means I’m going to have to wake Lucia up. Great.”

Her voice wafted in from behind him. “I’m up already. What’s going on?”

He spoke as he turned. “Someone just hit The Wid—” He stopped talking, words dissolving on his tongue like sugar cubes. 

Lucia stood framed in the doorway wearing only the tiny shorts and thin tank top she had worn to bed. The lights were still off, and the scant illumination from the windows ran in pale blue streaks across the curves of her body. She was bleary-eyed with disheveled hair and a posture that conveyed only her confusion and exhaustion. It was that unavoidable vision of domestic complacency that no woman ever really wanted to be witnessed. Yet it was also the most beautiful thing Roland had ever seen. It was often bittersweet. Moments like this, with the purity and honesty of who and what she was arrayed before his eyes in routine circumstances, were when the old fears liked to come calling. 

It still bothered him that she somehow thought him worth slumming with. Their relationship defied all logic and made a bad joke out of reason. It was impossible to ignore the differences between them.  He was a killer and a machine. She was a beautiful and intelligent woman with a bright future.

Or she had been until he came along. The thought still stung him with a pang of shame.

She deserved so much more than what he could ever hope to give her. Knowing she loved him filled him with as much guilt as it did joy when this happened. It was as if he had stolen something magical away from a more deserving person, like a troll hoarding a treasure he had no right to. A small, childish part of him feared a knight in shining armor would come along to rescue her someday. He knew in the darkest part of his soul he would kill that knight, and this made him sad. The pure of heart only won in stories. In the real world it was the meanest bastard in the room who took the prize, and that bastard was usually him.

Most of the time she made it easy to forget that he was built to be a monster, but every once in a while, her presence would serve as a painful reminder. With her perfectly athletic body on display, traced in faithful relief by moonlight, this was one of those times. As was her way, she shattered his carefully constructed melancholy with a single blow. Flashing a knowing wink, she cocked a haughty hip at him, presenting the sweep of her buttocks at its most eye-catching angle. The sight was nothing short of spectacular, and his physical reaction was predictable and obvious.

“Eyes up, soldier. We’re on the clock.” 

Just like that, his funk evaporated, and Roland got back to himself again. In her own inscrutable way, Lucia always knew exactly what to say. Now he regretted his bout of self-pity for the childish pique it was. 

Life was not a fairy tale and indulging the drama of his own personal insecurities was pure foolishness. Lucia had one of the most powerful brains in the galaxy. If she decided a worn-out army surplus cyborg was the right man for her, then a wise old soldier would be well advised to shut up and take her word for it. She seemed convinced of this, so he enjoyed the view without guilt and got his damn fool head back in the game.

Parker had been talking the whole time, but Roland had missed most of it. “Sorry, Sam, missed that last bit.”

“I was saying,” the detective repeated, “that you might as well bring your whole squad. Mindy will have a lot of good insights. This looks like a real pro to me. That Venusian kid is your infiltration guy, right? I want his take as well.”

The young detective seemed very well read on Roland’s team. “You got a file on me, Sam?”

“Nah, I’m just a real good listener. See you down here.”

“Right,” Roland said and closed the connection. 

“The Widow, huh?” Lucia asked with raised eyebrows.

“Dead,” Roland confirmed. “Sam says it looks like a pro hit, too. Not a massacre like over at Madeleine’s place.”

“And done just a few hours after you went to see her, no less.” Her tone contained a question, though both the nature and answer of it seemed just outside her reach. She shook her head to clear it. “I’ll get dressed while you call Manny and Mindy, then.”

“Take your time,” Roland said, wearing an expression dangerously close to a leer.

“World’s largest teenage boy,” she sighed. “But I suppose that’s why I like you.” Though she projected frustration, Roland detected an extra wiggle in her walk as she turned to look for clothes.

“Wanna go steady?” he called to her back as she slipped back into the bedroom.

“We’ll see. Go put on a suit.”

“I hate suits,” he grumbled under his breath.

Resistance being futile, the big man stomped over to his closet and selected the next suit in line. He chose a gray one, and he elected to omit the tie because he just plain hated wearing ties. He dressed in two minutes flat, with all the seams and lines of the jacket and slacks arrayed in crisp military order.

Lucia took longer than he did, but she managed to emerge from the bathroom in less time than she might normally take. Her outfit was as practical and nondescript as his. Black pants, black shirt, a light jacket and sensible shoes combined to cast her in drab shades of professional blandness. Or it would have if she did not look and move like a dancer, at least. Some things just made no sense to Roland, fashion chief among them. It bothered him that Lucia made a burlap sack look good while he made a two-thousand credit suit look terrible. He had given up on ever figuring that out, so he did not invest any time or energy on it.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Let’s go,” she replied, still looking and sounding like she could use a few more hours sleep.

They pinged for a ride and managed to get Uptown in good time. The Colonnade fairly buzzed with activity and police drones swarmed the block like angry bees. Roland met Parker at the police cordon by a mobile forensics lab. The young detective looked bright and energetic, despite the pre-dawn hour.

“Roland! You’re here. Good! Forensics is wrapping up.”

Roland nodded. “Detective Parker, this is Lucia, Mindy, and Manny.” He indicated each in turn with a brusque sweep of his hand. Parker’s eyes lingered on Mindy for just a touch too long, but otherwise he acknowledged each with a polite nod.

“Pleased to meet you all,” he said. “Here’s the short version. Single eight-millimeter penetrator delivered through the rooftop, followed by two standard HVBs. Get this, all through the same hole in the roof.”

“Not a sniper then,” Mindy said.

When they all looked to her for explanation, she followed up. “Beads and flechettes have very different flight characteristics. They follow different arcs.”

Parker caught on and gave an emphatic nod. “Right! They won’t travel through the same hole unless you are at point blank range because that’s where the parabolas for both are almost flat. Good observation.”

“Thanks, Mister Policeman,” Mindy giggled. The detective very nearly blushed at this, delighting the sadistic assassin to no end.

Roland shut her down. “Knock it off, Mindy.” Then he turned to Parker. “Ignore her when she does that. Messing with boys is her favorite thing to do.”

“I get that,” the detective sighed. To Mindy he added, “You’re an interesting woman, Miss Carter. Your reputation precedes you. You can consider me impressed if you want.”

“Carter?” Manny gasped at Mindy. “Your last name is Carter?”

The look she gave Manny would have frozen a lake, and the icy timbre of her country drawl made the corners of Parker’s eyes twitch when she replied, “You may consider me impressed as well, Detective.”

“Told you he was good,” Roland said with a shrug. “You really do have a file on us, don’t you?” 

“Just doing my job, Tank.”

Lucia changed the subject before things got confrontational. “How did you snag an uptown case, Parker? I thought your beat was Dockside?”

“Two reasons, Ms. Ribiero. One, there’s a lot folks who think Roland might have done this, and I am the expert on Roland for the department.”

This elicited a string of raised eyebrows from the group. Detective Parker raised a hand to calm them. “But I managed to convince them that this is probably the same guy who hit Madeleine. That’s reason two.”

“The gun?” Roland asked.

“Yup. Eight-millimeter, powerful, flawless marksmanship. What I don’t get is why this time he decided to be such a pro where last time he went on a rampage.”

Lucia had a theory. “He did not want to fight the security or deal with the police. Over at Madeleine’s he had already beaten the security system, and he knew he had all the time he wanted. Over there he indulged himself. He enjoyed it.” She paused, glassy-eyed while a million little nanobots aligned hundreds of potential scenarios into plausible narratives. “He was having fun at Madeleine’s. But here he knew that his kind of fun would get him caught. Therefore this time he behaved.”

Parker nodded his head slowly. “That makes a bunch of very creepy sense, Ms. Ribiero.” He sighed. “So we are dealing with a high-end professional with a sick sense of fun. Great. We are still sorting out how he got to the roof. Cameras never saw him.”

“Get me to the roof,” Mindy ordered. “I’ll figure it out.”

“Follow me, then,” said Parker.

Under the withering glare of assorted Uptown detectives, the rookie investigator led his motley crew of consultants past the police checkpoints. Roland acknowledged the dirty looks of the well-dressed and well-heeled Uptown policemen with his customary glower. To Parker he opined, “We aren’t making you real popular up here, are we?”

“Fuck them.” Sam did not appear too concerned with the good graces of his Uptown brethren. “Cops have been ignoring Dockside for fifty years. Now they want to get bitchy because Dockside has no use for them? Hah.”

Roland suspected something else might have been amiss, too. He ventured a guess. “Sam, just exactly how high were your scores at the academy?”

Parker did not turn to look at Roland, so the big man did not get to see the smug twist of his lips. “High enough.”

“Right.” Roland shook his head and grimaced. “A couple of rich sons of senators got their asses kicked by a longshoreman’s kid from Dockside, didn’t they?”

“They had it coming.” The curt response gave clear indication that this was all Parker had to say on the matter.

“Keep that chip on your shoulder, kid,” said Mindy with more than a hint of appreciation. “It’s doing right by you.”

By this point, they had arrived at the lift and they all squeezed in. Roland’s presence made it a tight fit, but they managed. At the penthouse, Parker signed them past the officer guarding the crime scene and they split up. Mindy went to the roof with Lucia while Parker, Manny, and Roland moved to inspect the bedroom.

Once in the bedroom, Manny immediately doffed his satchel and began fiddling with small electronic devices retrieved from inside. Roland and Parker went to inspect the corpse on the bed.

“First, the penetrator entered high on the sternum,” Parker narrated. “It passed clean through the heart and spine, no deflection. It went on through the bed, the floor, the floor below, and the floor below that. That’s when it started to tumble. We finally found it lodged in a service closet sink. Aluminum-clad Inconel with tungsten carbide tip.”

Roland looked up at the hole in the ceiling. “Even for a penetrator, that is a whole lot of penetrating. We have to assume at eight-millimeter this is a custom projectile? Who even makes a penetrator like that in eight? The delivery system would be real damn clunky, too.”

“I’ve made some calls, and nobody makes a man-portable rig that can throw eight-millimeter this hard, Roland. Lots of mag rifles in eight-millimeter would make the shot through the ceiling, but we should have seen some spall or deflection by the time it cleared the bed. A couple novelty handguns can really wing those flechettes, too. I looked into those and the numbers don’t add up. Nothing commercially available can put a spike through this much hard material with so little deflection.”

“Custom weapons then,” Roland grunted. 

“Yup. And it’s not like a detective can just go asking underground arms dealers about it, either.”

“All right. I get it. I’ll look into it. What’s with the follow up shots? Victim was dead from the first.”

Parker wrinkled his nose. “Just being thorough, I think. A penetrator like that makes a tiny hole and doesn’t produce a wide wound channel. If you don’t perforate a major organ, the target might walk away with mild surgery.”

That seemed to satisfy the big man. “Makes sense. Not much left of the chest after the beads hit, that’s for sure.”

At that moment Mindy and Lucia returned. Mindy’s analysis was brief and authoritative. “He jumped.”

“Jumped?” Parker did not look convinced. “From where?”

“Across the street. He jumped from that tall blue building with all the lights on it. Landed on the roof. For some reason he did not want to move around a lot. Looks like he hit the deck, moved right to the spot he wanted and shot. Then he turned and jumped back.”

“How can you tell?” Roland asked.

“It’s what I would do,” Mindy said with a smile. Then she frowned. “Of course, I could never make that jump. He might have used a grav harness or something like that.”

Parker did not buy that. “A grav harness would be picked up by every scanner on the street. Can’t hide concentrated antigravitons. If the traffic grid sees a gravitic field not attached to a registered vehicle?” He snapped his fingers. “Cops get sent out to write you a ticket.  I’ll check the records, but my gut says he would not be so stupid.”

Lucia picked up the thread. “Manny, you into the security system yet?”

“Almost, Boss. This one is seriously complex!”

“When you’re in, check the pressure sensors near the roof access door. I don’t think they ever got set off, but if someone jumped from a hundred feet away, I’m betting they detected his landing.”

“But no one—” 

Parker started to argue but Mindy cut him off. “Best to just let the Boss sort this stuff out. Arguing just makes you look silly later.”

They looked to Manny, who finally had something to say. “Got it. I’m in. Checking.” A pause, a scowl, a snort of confusion. “Yeah, looks like something hit the roof all right. Hard to tell. The pressure sensor was never meant to read that sort of thing, but it’s a standard load cell and something pulled some resistance across it. Not enough to register as an alarm, but definitely bigger than a bird or some hail.”

“What could cause that?” Parker asked.

“Something heavy hitting the roof real hard nearby. These load cells use a strain gauge and any deformation changes their electrical properties. It’s how they know when they’ve been stepped on. Nobody stepped on this one, but something made it wobble hard enough to alter the waveform.”

Lucia stated the bare facts of the matter for all to hear. “This guy knew where to leap, where to land, where to stand, and where to shoot all without setting off the alarms. He jumped over a hundred feet and put three rounds through the same hole. Then he jumped back and got away before the cops showed up. Mindy?”

“Yeah, Boss?”

“Can you do any of that?”

“I can’t jump a hundred feet, and I don’t think my legs could take the impact of the landing even if I could. I might be able to make those shots with a PressPoint, but I’m not real confident there, either. I figure security and cops showed up in what, five minutes?”

“More or less,” Parker agreed.

“I don’t think that’s enough of a head start for me to outrun an Uptown dragnet.” She bobbed her head from side to side as if weighing the options. “Maybe. I’m pretty good. I’d go to a lot of trouble avoiding having to try, though.”

“There’s the rub,” Lucia said. “We have a killer who can do some fairly impossible things. Mindy is the best there is, and even she doesn’t think it’s doable. Nobody could do what this guy did.”

They all looked to Roland because the next part was obvious.

“No one except me,” Roland growled. “Jumping a hundred feet is no problem, and I could make those shots easily enough if I was wearing my helmet. I wouldn’t have any trouble handling the kind of weapon capable of blasting through four floors and a rooftop, either. Yeah, I could make that jump, make those shots, and run off exactly the way this guy did.”

“But you also light up every scanner on the street,” Parker added. “You’d have never gotten close, leaping rooftops or otherwise.”

“And he weighs a thousand pounds,” Lucia added. “The landing would have left serious damage up there. There is none. Whoever did this was a lot lighter than you, Roland.”

“So not Roland.” Parker wiped his face with a weary hand. “But some other top-secret cyborg super-killer?”

“Looks that way, Detective,” Roland agreed. “And you and I need to have a serious conversation about your files on me.”

Parker shook his head briskly, and his face took on a distant distracted air. “Where?” he asked no one. It took a moment for Roland to realize the man was speaking on his comm. “Oh, shit. All right. I’m on my way.”

He looked at Roland while the rest of the team stared blank-faced questions at him. “Yuri Granovich is dead, Roland. Looks like our guy got him.”
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They had covered the corpse with a sheet, at least. Sam Parker lifted the corner to examine the body, finding himself unsurprised by the carnage beneath it. The old man had a single entrance wound in the middle of his forehead, and the back of his skull had been removed by the exiting projectile. It was a gruesome and brutal death, delivered to a harmless old man in a quiet residential neighborhood. He lowered the sheet. There was nothing to see here that he could not piece together on his own. Lonnie Pritchard had materialized at his back and chose this moment to speak up.

“This look like our guy?”

“Yeah,” Parker sighed. “It’s our guy.”

“Next of kin is here. She’s pretty torqued up.”

Sam swallowed hard. He had been avoiding seeing Elena since he had gotten out of the academy. The thought of what may have changed between them frightened him in an adolescent way. He hoped she did not look at him differently, though he feared she must. Sam wanted her to see him the way they always were. Two kids growing up in a tough neighborhood, playing in dirty alleys and dreaming big dreams under a broken streetlight. He remembered stealing his first clumsy kiss from her, and how she had blushed and called him silly over the botched attempt. Her face when he left home for the academy was etched into his memory, too. Her delicate features locked by iron will into an expression poorly concealing how confused and hurt she was. She had been proud and angry and sad all at once. But they were just kids, then. Neither of them knew any better.

Now he had to tell her that her father was dead, murdered by a cyborg assassin for no reason anyone would ever comprehend. Pritchard coughed.

“Right. I’m going,” Parker said as he stood. “Secure this scene, and do it right. I am going to string this fucker up by his balls, and if you fuck up my case I will string you up with him.”

Lonnie’s eyes went dark and angry. “Don’t you take a tone with me, rookie. I outrank you, remember?”

Parker matched the look, and his glower was all the more convincing for the conviction in his voice. “You don’t outrank the dirt under that dead man’s boots, Pritchard.” Their eyes met, and Sam squinted into the red-rimmed pupils of his partner. “Goddammit, you’re blazing right now, I can tell! Outrank me? You’re a junkie and shit cop, Lonnie. But lucky for you I’m stuck carrying you on this one because I want this case solved more than I want to see you run the hell out of my department.” His gaze jerked away from Lonnie, but Sam was not finished berating the man. He passed Pritchard with a rough shove and grumbled a final point. “Never forget where I’m from, Pritchard. Pull rank on me again and I’ll show you how I dealt with shit like you before I became a cop.”

A single hand was all Parker had needed to send Pritchard stumbling back several steps and crashing onto his rump. The stupefying haze of a good blaze burn had lent the dirty cop a courage unshaken by the obvious physical discrepancies between the two men. The growing bruise on his chest and the cool feel of concrete under his rear end made it clear that Parker could break him like a twig any time he chose to. A pragmatic and healthy fear now cooled the flame of recklessness burning in his guts. 

The brawny detective stalked away without a backward glance at his rising partner. He snapped, “Now go do your job and try not fuck it up.”

A fuming Sam Parker pressed his way through the cordon and saw Roland Tankowicz first. If his own mood was not so black, he might have been more cognizant of the big man’s posture. The wide face sat in its prototypical impassive mask, but something in the stance and heft of the glowering fixer spoke to a deep and uncompromising animosity.

Their eyes met for a moment, and Roland spoke first.

“I do not like that man.”

“Pritchard? You and me both.”

“This our guy?”

“It’s our guy,” Parker said with a defeated nod of the head.

“Why Yuri? What the hell does he have to do with anything?”

The detective shrugged. “No idea. But it will have to wait. Where’s Elena?”

Roland jerked his chin over a shoulder. “Back with Lucia. She’s good at this stuff, but Elena needs you right now.”

“Me?”

“Oh, come on, kid. They say I’m obtuse?”

Sam Parker was one of the toughest men Dockside had ever produced. He was big and strong, smart and hard. He had cut his knuckles on neighborhood bullies and criminals alike and he brooked no disrespect from anyone. He would have happily fought a hundred cyborg murderers with his bare hands at this moment if it meant he did not have to face Elena Granovich. But he was no coward, so he straightened his shoulders and stepped past the wide body of Roland Tankowicz to confront the only thing he truly feared. 

Roland followed the young detective to where Elena stood with Lucia. Manny and Mindy were off gathering intelligence, leaving them alone for the moment. Elena was tall, much taller than Lucia. Her hair ran down her back, long and straight and pure gold. She was thin and graceful, with smooth skin and delicate, almost elfin features. Her eyes, normally bright blue and beautiful, were now puffy and red. Tears had run salty tracks down her high cheekbones her small button nose was florid from sniffling.

Sam’s heart caught in his throat at the sight of her. Her pain, her loss, her sadness hit him with a tsunami of guilt and shame. His job existed to stop this sort of tragedy from happening, and on his watch the first and only girl he had ever loved mourned her murdered father.

“Elena...” he started, but his voice faltered, the words impossible to find. She looked up from Lucia’s shoulder, saw the defeated and terrified young man, and a sob burst from within her chest. Fear froze the detective in place. He was certain she hated him, hated his failure, hated his weakness. He was that silly teenage boy again, clumsy and stupid and useless. 

Then the thin blond girl flew to his arms, clutching him tightly and bawling in great heaving gasps. Her arms felt like tiny steel cables, squeezing and crushing the breath from his chest and her cries pressed on him with the weight of an avalanche. She was smothering him, drowning him, and he did not know what else to do but crush her back. He clutched at her desperately and repeated, “I’m so sorry...” over and over again. Yet still she cried.

For long minutes they stood in the middle of the dirty street, just swaying in place while a daughter cried out her love for a dead father. Soon, the moment passed and the tall woman pushed back from Parker to look him in the face. “It is good to see you, Sam,” she said, wiping her eyes with her hand. Her voice had only barest hint of her father’s accent. 

“I’m going to get this guy,” he promised her. He knew in that moment that he did not care how or what methods had to be employed in this endeavor. “I’m going to get him.”

“I know,” she replied. “You had better, at least.”

Roland’s voice broke over their moment. “We will.”

Elena turned to smile at the big man. “Hi, Roland. I’m glad you will be here to help get this bastard.”

“For Yuri? Of course. You were just a baby then, but he was the first person to take a chance on me in this town. He was one of my very few friends, Elena. This guy is going down. Hard.”

A small smile, thin and weak, creased the woman’s face. “The two toughest guys in Dockside on the case? The fixer working with the police? It’s a new day in Dockside, isn’t it? Papa would be proud.” Another wave of sobs overtook her at this. Roland did not know what do in times like these, but it seemed Sam had the situation well in hand. He pulled Elena back into his arms and wrapped her tightly. This appeared to be exactly what she needed, because she dug her face into his neck and cried there quietly. There was a soft tug on Roland’s sleeve and he turned. Lucia stood there, the look on her face communicating in no uncertain terms that this was not his moment and he should leave them to it.

“Right,” he grunted. Then he moved toward the body under the sheet. He did not think he would find anything there that Sam had not already figured out. He needed somewhere to be, though. This seemed as good a place as any. Pritchard intercepted him. The sloppy detective stepped in Roland’s path and held up a trembling hand.

“Hold on, pal. You and I need to talk.”

In the history of human conflict, there existed many classic stories of great tactical blunders. Gallo’s trouncing at the hands of Hannibal, D’Albret’s stupidity at Agincourt, and the infamous Charge of the Light Brigade were etched in infamy for their foolishness. Lonnie Pritchard found himself in the company of these storied men of yore in the cold pre-dawn hours of this Dockside night. His palm made contact with Roland’s chest and something inside the big man snapped. 

Lucia gasped in terror when a huge right hand closed over most of the detective’s neck, enveloping the top half of his chest in the process. Pritchard’s feet left the pavement and he was swept upward with enough speed to crack his neck were it not locked in the iron grip of a giant cyborg. Roland put the man into the wall of a tenement building with far too much force. The impact tore a throaty wheeze from the man in his hand.

“Talk?” Roland growled it like an animal. “You and I need to talk?” His other hand struck the wall mere inches from Lonnie’s head, smashing into the masonry blocks up to his wrist. “What do you and I need to talk about, Pritchard? Dirty cops? Drug addicted assholes who pretend to serve and protect while they turn a blind eye to the misery around them?” Roland sent the detective to the ground with a dismissive sweep of his hand. Pritchard yelped in pain when his head bounced off the sidewalk.

“Roland!” Lucia’s voice had a hint of warning in it. “He’s not worth it.” Then she turned to the assorted police and bystanders attracted by the commotion. “Nothing to see here, folks. Better move along.” Docksiders were a canny and jaded lot. It was common knowledge that when the fixer was working, wise folk found somewhere else to be.

Oblivious to all of this, the big man stood in the shadow of the tenement building, chest heaving with a rage so pure and hot it felt like a reactor on overload. “No,” he said finally, never taking his eyes of the wheezing detective. “He’s not worth it. Not worth anything. Definitely not worth the thousand creds a week it costs to rent him, anyway. You want to talk, Pritchard? Go ahead. Talk.”

Lonnie looked up from the sidewalk, up at the shadowed bulk of the most feared man in Dockside. His last burn was wearing off and he could feel the chill in his fingers as the sweet focus of blaze began to bleed away. He was forgetting what he needed to tell this man, and that was bad. If he wanted more blaze, he needed to make good on his obligations.

“The kid!” he blurted. “You’re supposed to stay away from the kid!”

“What?” Roland snarled through a scowl. 

“Parker! They want you to leave him alone.”

“Who the fuck is ‘they?’”

“Shit,” Pritchard spat. He was not supposed to say that. If only he could focus. “Doesn’t matter. You gotta leave off if you don’t want things to go bad for him.”

It was Lucia who filled in the blanks. “Sounds like ‘they’ refers to the rest of the cops, Roland. I guess Dockside PD doesn’t appreciate having an honest officer in the ranks.”

The look of defeated terror on Pritchard’s face indicated that Lucia’s impressions were likely correct. Roland leaned over the downed man and stared as if lost in thought. Then, with a decision made, he looked back to his partner. “I really want to kill him, Lucia.”

“I can’t stop you. But it’s probably a bad call, big guy. Mind if I try something?”

“He just threatened the only good cop in Dockside. That kind of sets me off. If your idea doesn’t work, I’m probably going to kill him. Sorry.”

“I understand,” she said calmly. Then to Pritchard she asked, “You know who we are?”

Lonnie nodded, too afraid to talk.

“Do you know who The Dwarf is? And Billy McGinty?”

Another nod. 

“Good. Now listen carefully. I can have The Dwarf call in every marker he has with your department before the sun comes up. I can have Billy kill the supply of blaze that gets kicked back to you guys just as fast. If that isn’t enough, I can call Gateways and have them swamp the docks with security and private investigators any time I want to.” She knelt down to look the man in his bleary eyes. “Now, I could also let Roland tear you apart and send you back to your lieutenant in a very small box if that’s what tickles my fancy. This is how things used to work around here. I get it.”

With one hand she hauled the dazed detective to his feet and stood him up. Then she began adjusting his disheveled coat and straightening his rumpled shirt. “But things are different now, detective. So I want you to go back to ‘they’ and tell them that Detective Parker is off limits. Dockside has some new rules, you see. If the PD wants to be part of the community they can play by them like everyone else does. Because, you stupid flatfooted asshole, I can break your department with three comm calls any time I want to. As far as Dockside PD is concerned, I run this town, now. We clear?”

Lonnie was not sure if they were, but he nodded anyway. 

Lucia smiled. “Good. Now what is your job?”

“I gotta tell everyone to leave Parker alone or you will fuck up the whole department.”

“Do you believe it?”

Pritchard felt the sting of panic. “I think so?”

“You better,” Roland rumbled. “If you don’t like it her way, we can always try mine.”

“I believe you! I believe you!” Pritchard sounded sincere this time.

“Who runs Dockside?” Roland asked, finally sounding like he was enjoying himself.

“She does,” Lonnie said, pointing at the terrifying woman.

“And don’t you forget it,” added Lucia. “Now go.”

The detective turned and ran. It was a sloppy, ataxic, and staggering flight. Devoid of grace and dignity, the broken cop fled into the shadows a far different person than he had been mere moments before.

Lucia watched him go to make sure he was really gone, then turned to Roland. “See? My way works better.”

His reply was a question. “You run this town?”

“Don’t I?” she replied, all innocence.

“I thought we agreed you would not become an underworld power broker.”

“I thought we agreed you wouldn’t just kill people who pissed you off.” At this her expression changed. “What set you off just then, anyway? I know you hate dirty cops but that felt excessive, even by your standards.”

“When I first came here, there were two guys who took a chance on me. I was pretty messed up then. Still too much bad stuff in my head, you know?” His head sank, burying his face in ugly blue and black shadows. “Well, these two didn’t write me off as just another thug, they treated me like a regular person with a soul and everything. One was a cop. The only good cop in Dockside at the time. A goddamn anachronism is what he was. Anyway, someone killed him because he kept trying to solve crimes instead of participating in them. He died right in front of my apartment, not fifty feet from where Granovich is laying right now.”

Lucia nodded, understanding. “And the other one is under a sheet with half his head missing.” She wrapped her arm around his and pulled herself into him. “I guess old Lonnie really did not pick his moment very well, did he?”

“He did not.”

“You okay now?”

The big man straightened and rolled his shoulders. “Yeah. I’m all right. Let’s hope your little show worked, because we have work to do and battling the cops won’t make it any easier.”

––––––––
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The killer dreamed.

He was not supposed to dream. He was not even sure if his current state could be considered sleeping, so he remained unsure that this experience was technically a dream at all. It felt like a dream, and he lacked the philosophical and intellectual sophistication necessary to allow him to explore other possibilities. So as far as he was concerned, this was a dream.

In his dream, he was dead. Perhaps it was not really him, but the him he was in his dream was dead. Of this he felt certain. It was a weird thing to be dead. Again, his lack of imagination limited his chances of ever truly comprehending the situation. All the same, he knew he was dead and his spirit was floating away without a body and this felt strange. He could distinctly remember having a body, which was not surprising. Bodies were important, after all. However, if he focused on that memory, he found himself positive he could remember having several bodies. This was as messed up a thing as being dead was. No one could have more than one body, this he was certain of as well. But if he did in fact dream, anything could be true. Dreams were known to be weird like that.

One body had been lean and handsome with dark hair and dark eyes. This was his first body, his favorite. It was the body he had grown up with, the only body he remembered having as a child. It was his familiar, comfortable body. He had liked it very much. Then there was the other one, the bigger and stronger body. He had liked that one too. Maybe not as much as the original, but it was powerful in a way the first one could never be. Alas, both bodies were gone now, because the killer was dead and floating away on a swirling blue-black sea of vapor. Where his ethereal form flowed to he could not say, and this annoyed him. Was he going to heaven? That seemed unlikely; he did not even believe in heaven. Or did he? He could not recall if he believed or not, and trying to figure it out confused him even more. Nonna had believed in heaven, but he was far too educated to fall for such nonsense. Where had he gone to school again? Why did he not remember school? He remembered drab lectures on math and economics, but he could not actually picture the school in his mind. This also conflicted with his very vivid recollection of leaving school at thirteen. How could he have dropped out at thirteen yet still have a college education?

Confusion pressed against his disjointed consciousness, getting him lost in memories and impressions he could not reconcile. He was a contract killer, yet also an enforcer. He was both a criminal mastermind and a Galapagos mercenary at the same time. There were too many lives to remember in this dream. Whispers of a thousand experiences, contrasting memories both fantastical and impossible flashed across his dreaming eyes. Competing clips of personal insights the killer did not remember acquiring played for dominance in the theater of his imagination. Now fear began to poke at the edges of his dream, unraveling his unconscious mind and digging into his memory like a dog flinging sand at the beach. Deeper and deeper the fear penetrated, though the hole it made ultimately led nowhere. It was as if underneath all these different experiences lay nothing at all. Like his brain was a patchwork cloak of dim impressions draped over a wire frame mannequin. If you tore the cloak away, all you would find was the ugly and incomplete facsimile of a person.

The dream was becoming a nightmare. The disembodied mind of the killer began to flail against the blackness in seizures of impotent terror. He could not bear to think he might be a dead man buried inside a construct made of other people’s lives. The killer was not ready to be nothing more than the mannequin upon which a cloak had been placed. A thought came to him then, in the moment before his mind succumbed to the mounting panic and horror. It was something that someone had told him. An important thing, and he clutched at it like a drowning man grabbing a rope.

Dead men don’t dream. 

His brother had told him that. He trusted his brother. His brother was his closest friend, and his brother would always help him. He was dreaming, and that meant he could not be dead. 

He was not dead, he realized. 

Lost, to be sure. But he lived still and as long as he lived he could fight. Fighting he knew how do to. This thought pulled another memory to the front of his fractured thoughts. Though it hurt more than any other, this became the rope that saved a drowning man.

Nico could not dream. His brother was dead. Killed by that fixer in The Dwarf’s stupid bar.

Now the drowning man ascended, pulling himself hand over hand, dragging incomplete consciousness through the sea of false memories with one bloody fist after the other. The others were still there to try and shove him back down, wailing ghosts of other people struggling to assert themselves. His grip was too good to slip now, for he loved his brother more than anything else. Nonna had always told them to look after each other, that twins were special and blessed by God to be two bodies with the one soul. 

His clarity improved as he forced himself to relive the death. The memory of his horror sliced through the dream, tearing past the noise as only acute trauma could. Where every other memory simmered in a fuzzy and indistinct haze, this one was perceived in vivid color and excruciating detail. His weapon lay in his hand, black and heavy and cool to the touch. The grip was comfortable and familiar, and the motion of raising it practiced to the point of instinct. He pressed the gun forward to fire at the giant black monster, framing the barrel within the black mass of the fixer’s silhouette. He did not look through the sights; he never did at this range. He focused on the target and getting a good clean trigger pull like he had been taught. At this distance it was no different pointing your finger and all too easy a thing at that. At the exact moment he pressed the trigger, Nico’s flying body filled his field of vision. He had tried to halt the motion as it happened, tried to prevent the gun from going off. Even in his dream it was impossible. The familiar flash of light from the muzzle and the comforting shove of recoil driving the grip into his palm heralded the death of his brother.  

The deed was done and there was no stopping the bead once it had begun its journey. He had to watch the fiery orange projectile punch through his own brother’s chest and spray blood against the barroom as it exited his back in a crimson geyser. Then the still-bleeding corpse had struck him in the face and drove him to the floor with a bone-jarring crash.

The killer was surprised to find the other voices in his dream now silent. Then he really listened and realized this was wrong. They were not silent. They were drowned out by the sheer volume of emotion the memory of his brother’s death brought forth. The fog-filled blackness of his dream vibrated with a roar like a crashing river, the ephemeral blood pounding in his disembodied ears. Even in death his brother took care of him, keeping the other voices at bay for just a moment. It gave enough respite for the killer to have a single epiphany, so he made it a good one.

He was Chico Garibaldi, and he was getting the hell out of this nightmare.

He had no eyelids to flutter open, so the technician monitoring his down-cycle had no immediate indication the killer was awake. If that man had been paying attention to the telemetry, he would have had plenty of time to watch Chico’s nightmare play out across the assorted diagnostics. Maybe it would have been interesting enough for him to call for the doctor, or maybe he would have shrugged and continued on with the hard work of watching pornographic holovids on his DataPad. 

The question would remain forever unanswered because he had not been paying attention. Entranced by the gyrations of the people on his screen during Chico’s internal struggle, he had missed all those potential warning signs. The killer lay under a thin plastic sheet to keep dust off his optics, and watching an inert cyborg sleep on a slab under plastic wrap was simply not enough excitement to hold the attention of an underpaid lab tech.

The screeching of several electronic alarms quickly set the man’s attention back to his appointed task. His gaze went to the now moving thing on the slab and fear gripped his doughy frame with fingers of ice. The killer was rising from his resting place, and that was not supposed to happen.

The plastic sheet slid from Chico Garibaldi’s naked body and slipped to the floor without making a sound. Gray and black cybernetic legs swung to the side of the slab and Chico slid to his feet with the “click-clack” of metal toes against the pale tile. There was a stumble, a shift in his hips as the legs that had made him so fast and agile just the night before suddenly felt foreign and heavy. His recovery was almost instantaneous, and he was against the viewing glass a second later. He pressed his palms to the panel and sneered at the terrified lab tech inside, watching with glee as the stammering man punched frantic codes into his terminal.

Chico rested his forehead against the window, smiling a crooked smirk and letting the mirrored black facets of his eyes do the job of furthering the man’s panic. “Hello, little boy.” It was a taunt, cruel and malevolent. The lab tech mashed buttons harder and shouted into his comm, giving a clear indication that the effect was as intended. “Knock knock,” Chico sang as the elongated toes on his right foot curled and drove into the tiles beneath him. The ceramic squares cracked and buckled, allowing the digits to burrow deep and anchor his foot against the floor. Satisfied with his grip, Chico leaned back and drove his right fist into the polycarbonate observation screen.

He lacked sufficient mass to break the panel under normal conditions. Even with the fantastic strength of his arms, he would only hurl himself backward if he struck something much heavier than himself. The physics of augmented combat could be a tricky thing for the uninitiated. But his right foot was as planted as any oak tree, and this served to add the mass of the building to his own. Chico did not know why or how he knew to do this first. He had no recollection of where this knowledge had come from, but now aware of it he found it a welcome thing.

The clear panel yielded to Newton’s strictures with an explosion of white dust and pointed shrapnel. The lab tech tumbled from his stool and then to the floor as the naked black-eyed monster followed his punch with a leap that took him through the jagged opening. He landed astride the sobbing man, a metal foot to each side of his stammering face.

Chico shook his head in a show of disappointment. “You were supposed to say, ‘who’s there?’”

“Don’t kill me!” the technician blubbered, covering his head with his arms and keeping his eyes closed tightly. “Oh God! Don’t kill me!”

“Kids these days.” Chico clamped a gray-black hand over the technician’s face, and pulled the gasping man upward. “No manners at all!” He shoved the head into the featureless white expanse of the wall hard enough to buckle the thin panel. A muffled scream bled out from beneath his palm, and he tried to silence it with another rough shove into the wall. The scream turned to a gurgle, and this irritated Chico more than the scream had. Like a jackhammer, he slammed the technician’s skull into the wall rapid-fire, a dozen hits in less than three seconds. He did not stop until no skull remained to hold and the lifeless, nearly-decapitated body slipped from his grip to slide down the blood-spattered wall. It collected in a wet heap at his feet and Chico found himself panting like an animal despite feeling no exertion.

A voice boomed behind him in a clear, authoritative baritone. “Waterloo.”

Chico jerked at the sound. He knew that word. It was a word they had used to shut down his cybernetics when they acted up. Some part of him suspected it would not work this time, and true enough it did not. He spun, facing the source of the command and finding a tall man in a dark suit standing in the doorway.

“Sorry about the kid,” Chico smiled affably. “But he didn’t say ‘please.’”

The suited man leapt at Chico, very nearly surprising him. Chico caught him by the throat and lifted him from the floor. “You sure you wanna try that, pal?” 

The man in the suit said nothing, rather he drove a foot into Chico’s chest with far more force than the killer may have thought possible. The cyborg winced and threw the man away with enough strength to kill, but his enemy twisted in the air to land in a graceful crouch. Grimacing with pain, Chico charged. The man in the suit rose to meet him, and now the killer was beginning to nurse some suspicions of his own about this opponent.

Chico had never been much of a physical fighter. He was a triggerman to his core, and never felt truly dangerous without a gun in his hand. As he met his foe in the middle of the room, however, his hands and feet seemed to move of their own accord. He punched, kicked, slipped and parried like he had been born in the ring. Whether it was the fundamentals of good footwork or the intricate timing of a counter left-hook, Chico felt the rhythm and technique of it all come as naturally as breathing. He saw what his body was doing, and he knew his body was doing things it should not know how to do. Worse, it did not feel like he was the one doing it. There was an uncomfortable familiarity with it all, packaged with a strange detachment. It was the sort of transformative experience a highly developed philosophical mind would want to explore in great depth. 

No such minds were present, and true to his nature Chico was content to let the stranger in his head beat the crap out of the jerk in the suit. He was not sure what he was fighting, but it was stronger than any man he knew and nearly as fast as he was. The man in the suit was relentless and skilled, that much anyone could see.  Yet whoever was driving Chico’s body through this fight saw the flaws in his style very early on.

The suited man attacked constantly, employing powerful linear techniques. The footwork and positioning were consistently strategic, but lacking in both style and imagination. Without knowing why, Chico slipped into a more circular pattern, attacking at angles to the man in the suit’s straightforward assaults. His foe did not adjust in time, and in short order Chico had delivered two crushing overhand rights to his head, sending his foe staggering into the wall with enough force to buckle a panel. Those punches should have been fatal, yet the man in the suit rose unfazed. This was no ordinary enemy, and another disembodied impression from the killer’s subconscious warned him that every second spent battling this thing eroded Chico’s chances of escaping the laboratory.

Instead of following up on his advantage, Chico turned from the fight and ran. He heard alarms ringing all around him as he sped down the white hallways of his prison, searching his fractured memories for the location of his clothes and guns. It came easily, and he was tearing the door of a locker off its hinges less than twelve seconds later. Twenty-five seconds after that, he was dressed and wielding his pistols again. Feeling like himself for the first time since the death of his brother, he barked a command to his AI. 

“Nonna!”

“Ready.”

“Give me the Gunslinger in five!”

“Acknowledged.”

His flight from the laboratory that had created him took less than two minutes. Very few people tried to stop him, much to his dismay. Those who did died quickly courtesy of beads to the head, as did several others who merely had the misfortune of being between him and the exit. In the dim parts of his mind, and indicated in blinking alarms on his HUD, Chico noted several attempts by his creators to shut his body down via telemetry. Each time they tried, Nonna would block the command and close the breach in his security permanently. 

The hallways blurred into white tunnels as his legs carried him at highway speeds through a labyrinth of offices and laboratories. With each stride, the voices in his head grew quieter and more relaxed. They did not fade exactly. The memories and experiences that were not his own seemed content to align themselves alongside his, supporting his actions and reinforcing his instincts without subverting his will. The killer now understood why. His will was their will, was it not? All the things that had made up the killer were now part of Chico Garibaldi. 

Uncontested, his own memories came rushing back in great chunks as he ran. So many important things he had forgotten returned to crystalline focus while he hurtled through those corridors. Two of these were immediately moved to the top of his to-do list. He was going to find and kill anyone the fixer had ever loved, and he was going to win back his girl.

With a final blast of speed, Chico Garibaldi burst through the last door between himself and freedom and ran off cackling like a hyena into the pre-dawn gloom of the fading night.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Lucia needed to sleep in, so Roland convened them all at the office after lunchtime to assess the new situation. As they shuffled in and took their usual places, Roland noted that they all looked tired. No one had slept very much or very well in the last two days, and it was starting to show.

“You first, Mindy,” Roland said. “What do you have?”

“It looks like we have a cyborg assassin in play, Roland. There were no contracts on the boards for either Madeleine or The Widow. Certainly nothing on your landlord, either. This guy is fast and his aim is good enough to tell me we ain’t talking about a local boy with a PressPoint implant. He likes to move in quick, hit hard, and get out quick.”

“Know anyone like that?” 

Mindy scrunched her nose. “No one who could make the jump. A couple of folks Earthside right now could make those shots, but just getting to that rooftop would have been a tough nut to crack. Then jumping back? Just not likely.”

“Manny?” Roland indicated he should report next. 

“He is not a complicated infiltrator, Mr. Tankowicz. He did not bother overriding the security at Madeleine’s place. He accessed it briefly using an extremely sophisticated bit of software, sure. But he did not bother to penetrate past reception. He clearly had the tech to crack a security terminal and wipe his tracks clean, but he didn‘t. At The Colonnade, he simply exploited a minor blind spot. A spot that no one else could have gotten to and so it was not well defended.” Manny shook his head. “This guy takes the simplest and easiest path to the target, then leaves. If I had done either of those hits, no one would ever know I was there. In both cases this guy did not care if people knew it or not. I doubt it ever entered his mind.”

Lucia made the connections faster than any of them. “This is not a pro assassin. This is a regular killer hopped up with hard body-mods.” She paused to take a mighty swig from an oversized coffee cup. “He’s self-indulgent and impulsive. He likes to kill, so when he gets the chance to kill extra people he takes it. But he’s also not suicidal. When faced with the better security and cops at The Colonnade, he restrained himself.”

“But why Granovich?” Roland asked. “Where does an old landlord fit into all of this?”

“He doesn’t,” Lucia said slowly. “You do.”

Three pairs of eyes looked to the woman with the same question.

“What do all three victims have in common?” When no one answered, she rescued them. “They are all people Roland has helped. Former clients.”

“But I’ve worked for everyone in this town,” Roland protested. “It’d be hard to find a victim I haven’t done stuff for.”

Lucia nodded. “That’s why Granovich is important. Killing Madeleine or The Widow is easily explained with power politics or gangland squabbling. But this guy killed Yuri Granovich for no other reason than to piss you off, Roland. There is no other plausible explanation. What I can’t figure out is whether the first two were all business and Granovich personal, or if they were all personal.”

Roland was beginning to pick up the thread now. “The Widow.”

“Huh?” Lucia grunted.

“The Widow was a client, but I never liked her and she never liked me. Our relationship was strictly professional, and I haven’t dealt with her since the big hit at Belham Tower.”

“Right,” Lucia replied. “The Widow wasn’t about you. That part was business. What about Madeleine?”

“Pretty common knowledge that I was a big part of her rise. That one could be both business and personal.”

“Shit, this is getting complicated.”

Mindy piped up. “Lots of folks in my line of work mix business with personal matters all the time. Nothing beats getting paid by someone else to take out your own enemies. It sounds like our friend might be killing two birds with one stone.” Everybody winced at that and Mindy added a sheepish, “Sorry. Bad choice of words.”

Roland scowled his frustration. “Well, that’s some leads to follow up on, at least. This guy’s legs are going to be something special. Lucia, why don’t you grab your dad and start running down all the local body shops to see who’s been getting exotic work done? I’m going to hunt down this custom gun our boy seems so fond of.”

“Good call,” Lucia agreed. “Our killer is using a lot of very specialized tech. He must have a well-heeled backer footing the bills. Manny, that’s on you. I want you to start scouting all the big-money players spending a lot on biotech right now.”

Manny smiled. “Breaking into corporate records? That will be fun!”

“Don’t have too much fun,” she admonished. Then she looked at Mindy. “Mindy? You are going hunting. Madeleine may have had a lot of enemies, and The Widow had a bunch, too. I want to know which ones they had in common. Who would profit from both of their deaths?”

“On it, Boss.”

Lucia stood and chugged the last of her coffee. “All right, team. Our goal for the next forty-eight hours is to shrink our enormous suspect pool to a more manageable size. What we know: our bad guy has access to a high level of biotech, the money to deploy it, and enough motive to risk chopping the heads off major players. Our suspect is rich, angry, and well-connected at the very least. There is a real chance a personal grudge against Roland is in play as well. We are talking about a very specific group of people here. If we can isolate that group, pinpointing the killer gets a lot easier.”

“Good hunting, y’all,” said Mindy as she swept out of the office. She must have received a call just then because her hand went to her ear as she moved through the door. Lucia smiled when she heard the delighted squeal in her voice as she called out, “Hey there, Kitty-cat!” Perhaps Mindy was making some headway on that front, after all.

Good for her, Lucia thought to herself.

Manny followed behind Mindy, chuckling at the assassin’s obvious glee as he rummaged through his satchel for some electrical doodad.

When they had left, Roland looked to Lucia. “Is your dad going to play ball? He’s not really into our kind of work.”

“With a chance to sniff around the latest high-end biotech?” She blew the magenta stripe of hair off her forehead. “He’ll come along gladly. You see how he is about Manny’s arm.”

“True enough. Good luck out there. Oh, and be careful. If this guy hates me, then hurting you might be on his mind.” It went without saying that hurting Lucia would be the most acute action one could take against Roland. When a man was made entirely of armor, direct assault was rarely a good plan. This killer had already made it clear he was willing to hit softer targets, and the thought of this made Roland nervous.

At this point in their partnership, he understood that Lucia could take care of herself. He knew and trusted this. Yet the knowledge offered very little in the way of comfort. She was not impervious to gunfire, and the enemy was a skilled marksman who had been outside their window just last night. If they had not been investigating The Colonnade, they might have been there at the same time. The perverse irony of it was maddening. Roland and the killer had to have crossed paths last night, the killer fleeing and Roland on his way to the crime scene. How close to each other had they actually come?

“I’ll be careful,” said Lucia, interrupting his thoughts. “This guy likes to work at night and he likes to hit his targets at home. He wants to have all his ducks in a row before he takes his shot. I don’t see him risking public hits on moving targets. The best thing to do in this case is keep moving.”

This was a very astute tactical consideration, and Roland was struck by just how far she had come from her days as a beverage company vice president. Some of this growth was attributable to the millions of nanomachines that swam through her body and made up much of her existing brain mass. The clever little bots that managed the uncontrolled electrical activity in her brain were constantly learning and adapting to new stimulus.  As she spent more time in tactical situations, her synthetic cerebral architecture realigned to be better at the associated tasks. 

Ostensibly created by her father to prevent a bizarre mutation from destroying her brain, their genesis as military hardware asserted itself in several interesting ways. The dangerously high level of electrical activity of her brain should have resulted in permanent brain damage, but because this activity was controlled by the nanobots, Lucia now had the fastest reflexes Roland had ever seen. Her agility, proprioception, and coordination were off any measurable scale as well. As a side-effect, her physical capabilities were enhanced to accommodate this. She was not a superhuman athlete, but she was as fast and strong as a woman her size could ever hope to be without exceeding human genetic potential.

The amount of pure parallel-processing capability in her head allowed her to think, plan, consider, and evaluate numerous separate trains of thought simultaneously. Where other people might have excellent intuition, Lucia’s predictive ability bordered upon preternatural when enough data was present. It could still surprise the old soldier, however. When the small, pretty executive suddenly rambled off some extremely complex bit of tactical insight, or when she took the tiniest piece of information and employed it to resolve some giant inscrutable quandary, the marvel of it painted this delicate thing in a strange and inhuman light. It was a light he understood better than most, and it was not a shade that looked bad on her, so he did not concern himself with it. 

“You have that look on your face,” she said, nearly startling him. “That look you get when you are about to start brooding.”

She was not wrong. He was in fact about to start brooding. It was a touchy subject, but there was the ever-present risk of Lucia’s augmentations altering her personality to consider. The more action she saw, the more her machines tried to protect her from the emotional stress of it. She had shown some signs of maladaptive behaviors at one point, and her father had made several adjustments as a result. They found Lucia had a tendency to become reckless and detached if not carefully monitored, and the implications of a highly-skilled hyperkinetic fighter with no fear and limited empathy were not pleasant. 

He obfuscated, hoping to throw her off. “I’m not brooding. Just thinking to myself is all.”

“Yeah, that’s what they call brooding, Roland.” She heaved a big theatrical sigh. “What’s on your mind?”

“Just admiring your ability to correctly assess the tactical realties of a situation.”

She gave him a knowing nod. “You’re worried about me?” Lucia might be the only person in the galaxy who could actually read the non-committal twitches and scowls that Roland used for facial expressions. “The things in my head? I think they are dialed in pretty well right now. We haven’t had any heavy action since Venus, but I’m still fast and I still feel like me. I hate that I have to trade speed for empathy, but...” She let it hang. Even she did not like to talk about the other thing she had to accept if she wanted to maintain who she was. Her anxiety could be a crippling burden at times, and there had been a time when she would have done anything to be rid of it. Everyone knew her father’s machines could kill the fear and panic at any point. A simple firmware upgrade would do it, a mere shift in the command priority matrix. The temptation to just let it happen was forever buzzing in the back of her mind. The price would be the complete alteration of her brain chemistry, though. She was not ready to pay that cost yet. 

Since there was no point in lying to her, Roland answered with the least-specific truth he could manage. “I always worry about you. You are my favorite thing to worry about.”

“Awww,” she shook her head. “That’s a real compliment coming from you.” She stepped into wrap him up in a hug. It was a scene sublime for its farcical appearance. She could barely get her arms around his waist and he loomed over her by almost two feet. Yet as it so often went in these situations, it was the thought that counted. “I don’t think I’ve ever known anyone who likes to worry as much as you do.”

“Just be careful out there. You are right about the killer, of course. Stay out in the open, move a lot, keep in crowded areas. That should keep him off you if he has an idea to try anything.”

She nodded into his chest, still hugging. “You be careful too. I’ve put too much work into civilizing you to have it all ruined now.”

“Right,” he grumbled. “I’m just all kinds of civilized.”

She stepped back, eyes sparkling with laughter. “Your belt matches your shoes at the moment. I call that a stellar success, Roland.”

He shrugged, at last feeling the levity. “They used to teach gorillas sign language, Lucy. It doesn’t mean you want to invite them to dinner.” 

“Speaking of dinner. I’m starving. I’m going to pick up Dad and get lunch. You hungry?”

He shook his head. “No. I’m off to see Marty. He knows every exotic arms collector in the area. This guy is all about speed and stealth, so I suspect I’m not looking for a giant mag-rifle. It should be a fairly simple process with that in mind. A handgun that can drive a flechette hard enough to punch through four floors of The Colonnade is going to be a very rare piece of hardware.”

“Makes sense. Don’t spend all night with Marty, Roland. I know what happens when you two old war-horses get to drinking and bullshitting.”

Roland saluted smartly. “Strictly business, Boss. I promise.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Like many other bartenders, Kitty slept late. Most days it would be considered passing strange to see her rise before one in the afternoon. Fortunately, working at Hideaway brought in just enough money to pay for her own apartment. Thus, she was spared the irritation of her nocturnal habits running her afoul of a roommate.

Naturally, the first thing she did when the jangling of her comm tore her from the sweet embrace of gentle Morpheus was to curse vehemently and check the time. This would determine the precise direction in which to aim her irritation. If the hour fell before one, she would direct her wrath at the unsuspecting caller. If it was after, she would turn her annoyance inward for the crime of oversleeping. The soft glow of her wall clock informed her that it was precisely twelve fifty-one, and this left the bleary-eyed woman in a quandary. The call arrived close enough to her customary wake-up time that she could not, in all fairness, be irritated at anyone. Thus, she was irritated without a proper scapegoat, a situation that only compounded said irritation. Kitty was not a morning person.

Another impatient chime from her comm reminded her that she still had not answered. The device, she knew, would continue to make the annoying noise until dealt with. A single arm snaked out from under her blankets and flopped around her bed table. Jewelry, some cred chits, and a box of tissues clattered and crashed to the floor as questing fingers searched without grace for the tiny earpiece. When they finally touched it, her pink-haired head popped out from the blankets. Affixing the tiny widget to her ear, the groggy woman hit the connection button and silenced the persistent chiming.

“Hello?”

The voice in her ear was thin and raspy. Like a man who had just crossed a desert and was in desperate need of water. “Kitty?”

“Who is this?” She sat up and cast around the room for her handheld to see whose code it showed. She had no idea where it was, and the voice in her ear was not going to give her the chance to look.

“Oh, man, Kitty. It’s so good to hear your voice again.”

“Who the hell is this?” The repeated question sounded less curious than it did angry at this point. More than one regular bar patron had morphed into full-blown stalker over the course of her career, and calls like this one were often the first sign of a problem. “I’m not fucking around here! If you are some kind of sicko I swear I’ll have Mook tear your goddamn arms off!”

“Mook?” The voice sounded distant, like the name had jogged an old memory. “Is Mook okay?”

“What?” 

“Is Mook okay? He looked pretty busted up last time I saw him. Poor guy.”

Kitty’s irritation began to melt into confusion. “Busted up? Buddy, I don’t know who you are, but nobody ‘busts up’ Mook.”

“I saw it, Kitty. It was Tank. Put the poor fucker right through the wall. Never seen anyone handle Mook like that before.”

“Tank? You mean... that was like, two years ago—” she stopped herself mid-sentence. “—Wait. Who the hell are you?”

“Two years, huh. I guess that’s why you don’t remember me, baby.”

“I am not your baby, asshole. I’m hanging up now, don’t call me—”

“Wait! Don’t hang up!” There was something earnest in the plea, and against her better judgment Kitty stopped her hand before it hit the connection stud. 

“It’s me, Kitty. Chico! I know I been gone a while, but I’m back now.”

A slug of pure ice hit Kitty in the guts. Irritation, confusion, and curiosity fled like small prey before the heavy unrelenting dread now pressing against her skull.

“Chico?” It was a whisper, a tiny and weak plea for mercy. 

But the voice was merciless. “I was pretty fucked up, you know? Some Uptown folks put me right again. I’m better now! I’m back! We can be together now, baby!”

“Chico,” Kitty breathed. “I can’t... We broke up Chico! We were no good together. Don’t you remember?” In her own mind, Kitty thought of all the different ways in which her brief dalliance with Chico Garibaldi had been ‘no good.’ She could have started with the most obvious problem, namely that Chico was a professional murderer. Of course, in Dockside his career was neither strange nor frowned upon as a profession. Less obvious was the sadistic glee Chico took in hurting people. If his targets had been the only ones to experience this aspect of his personality, it would have been one thing. But since he had delighted in indulging this fetish on Kitty as well, she had been disinclined to overlook it. Worse than his penchant for physical domination had been his deep, almost atavistic need to control and possess her. He had made every waking moment of her life a hell of competing pain and anxiety, and his behavior tortured her sleep with nightmares of where his attentions might ultimately lead.

As frightened as she had been of Chico, the Dockside bar scene raised very few victims. When she had put up with enough, a quick word into The Dwarf’s ear helped end her tragic romance in a way that allowed her to feel safe. Chico had always been an asshole, but never a suicidal asshole.

“I know I was a rotten boyfriend,” Chico replied. The dismissive tone, unapologetic and transparently insincere, sent Kitty’s teeth together with a click. Chico did not notice because Chico never noticed anything that was not specifically relevant to his personal whims. “But I’m better now. They fixed a lot of things in my head. I’m tougher and stronger. I’m gonna be a real big deal from now on.”

He said this like it was all that needed saying. Like every bit of hurt and terror she had experienced at his hands could be dismissed as if it had not happened. Only the arrogance of a true sociopath could believe that the reason she had left him had anything to do with his social status. 

She had been frightened when she first realized who had called, but now something hot and angry burned away the cold knot of fear.

“You listen to me, Chico.” Her voice was a husky, throaty growl powered by near equal portions of terror and rage. Her next words proved that for the moment, she was a touch more furious than fearful. “You stay the hell away from me. You stay way the hell away from me or so help me God...”

“Aw baby,” Chico wheedled. “Don’t be like that...”

“Like what?” She nearly shouted it. “I don’t want to see you, get it? I don’t want to be with you. I don’t want you around me. If I see you anywhere near me, I’ll tell Rodney and he’ll have Barney beat the shit out of you. Again.” Chico was a hell of a gunfighter, but when Barney had caught him without his pistols in hand, the subsequent fight had been a laughably one-sided affair.

“Now, come on, Kitty. You know that’s not how it works with us. You’re just mad is all. I get it. I can be a real jerk sometimes. But I told you, I’m better now. It’s gonna be different this time, you’ll see.”

The hopelessness of it all started to eat through Kitty’s angry emotional armor. She might as well be talking to a wall. A narcissistic and homicidal wall that no quantity of words or emotion would ever breach. Chico was back and he was not going to take ‘no’ for an answer. He never did. She wanted to cry, but she could not bring herself to allow Chico to see her weak. Instead she barked out the first three words that came to her head. 

“Fuck you, Chico.”

“Hey!” His voice had a growl in it, a familiar rumble of sadistic pique. “There ain’t no call to be talking to me like that! Just because you can’t—”

Kitty broke the connection with a cry and hurled the earpiece across the room. The next ten minutes were spent quietly sobbing into her pillow. It was not in her nature to cry like that, though she indulged herself just this once. Since ten minutes of self-pity was about all any Dockside girl on her own could spare, she then wiped her eyes and sat up with a sniffle. With that out of the way, the terrified girl then invested precisely sixty seconds in consideration of whom to call first. A decision made, Kitty went to retrieve her earpiece and find her handheld.

Unsurprisingly, when she finally extracted the device from its hiding place beneath some dirty laundry, there were several messages from an unknown code waiting for her. No special detective training was required to determine that these all came from Chico. She read the first few, but stopped when they devolved into alternating bouts of psychotic ranting and pathetic pleading. These set her anxiety off again, each increasingly unhinged missive reminding her of how unstable he could be. The tone and grammatical deterioration of his messages brought into stark relief just how wildly his moods could fluctuate and how cruel he liked to be when angry. She almost deleted them, but stopped herself when she realized they may be helpful later.

Forcing a calm cleansing breath in and out, Kitty punched in a code.

After two chimes a chipper voice, dripping with rustic charm and unrestrained glee answered. “Hey there, Kitty-cat! What’s got you buzzing my comm so early in the day?”

“Mindy?” She tried to keep her voice clear and strong, but fear is an insidious thing and a tiny tremble broke her facade. “Mindy, I think I need help.”

Both the glee and the rustic charm vanished in an instant, and it was a professional assassin who replied. “What’s going on?”

“It’s a long story. Can I meet you somewhere?”

“First of all, did you call me because you don’t have a lot of girlfriends and need a shoulder to cry on? Or did you call me because you need my skills, specifically? I only ask because that leads directly to the second question: is it safe for you to move? I can come to you if being out in the open is a risk.”

Kitty had not thought of that. “I uh, I think it’s safe to move. God, I hope it is. My ex is back in town and he’s kind of a stalker.”

“When you say ‘stalker,’ do you mean he’s the guy who likes to send you flowers every day and recite bad poetry at your favorite restaurant? Or are we talking about the kind of guy who will follow you around and sneak into your apartment to watch you sleep and then maybe steal your underwear?”

Kitty took a big breath. “I mean he’s the kind of guy who used to hit me a lot and thinks that somehow this means we were meant to be together forever.”

“Oh.” Mindy paused. “That kind of stalker. All right, I’m on my way. Stay put. I’ll be there in twenty minutes. In the meantime, pack some stuff. Enough for a couple days at least.”

“Okay. See you in twenty minutes, then.”

Kitty killed the connection and stifled another bout of crying. Crying would not keep Chico from bashing his way in and beating the crap out of her in a twisted attempt to demonstrate that he owned her body and soul. Crying was a waste of time, water, and salt. She set herself to the task of stuffing clothing and toiletries into an old and rarely-used gym bag. When she was satisfied she had sufficient supplies to last a few days of couch-surfing, she sealed the bag and moved to her bed table. Her fingers touched the handle and paused. Opening this drawer would be a committed step and she was acutely uncomfortable with the ramifications. 

She pulled, and the thin drawer slid open to reveal some loose jewelry, a bottle of ibuprofen, and a small black pistol. The gun felt cold and alien in her palm as she gingerly wrapped her fingers around the grip. She had not held it in her hand for a long time, and she was surprised at how heavy it seemed. Kitty was not supposed to have a gun, of course. A few youthful indiscretions had ventured into felony territory and forever branded her as a prohibited person. This was Dockside, however, and it had been a simple thing for Barney to acquire it for her after the last time Chico Garibaldi had needed to be convinced to go away. 

For a moment she just looked at it, taking in the graceful sweep of the contoured grip where it merged into the angular frame. A single delicate finger traced a line along the short three-inch barrel affixed to a deftly machined power cell housing and firing chamber. Turning it over and hefting the gun, Kitty tried to make sense of it and how it had become her bedside companion. It was a small model, designed for easy carrying. It fired five-millimeter hyper-velocity beads with enough power to kill a man but less than the bigger guns she had seen on Barney’s hip. She had only ever discharged it twice, both times with Barney when he attempted teach her how to use it safely. The noise, the recoil, the flash of heat and light, all of it frightened her. Once Chico had been run off, the pistol had been consigned to her bed table and mostly forgotten.  

It was not forgotten anymore, and this set her pretty face into a defeated frown. The gun was everything she hated and feared about Dockside. Its very existence was testimony to how terrible the world could be to anyone. Its home in her own bed table was an indictment on how awful the world had been to her, specifically. Things like guns should not exist, and she definitely should not have need of one. Yet there it sat in her palm like one and a half pounds of ugly reality, not caring a whit about what should and should not be. Kitty hated the ugly thing, but she also needed it. Another girl might despair at such a thought, but she was a Docksider, and despair was not something she had time for.

Guns are for the way things are, she thought. Not for how they should be.

Shoving her hand deeper into the drawer, Kitty retrieved a simple holster and in a minute the gun sat securely at her hip, just as Barney had showed her. Lots of street muscle liked to just shove a gun under their belts and swagger around like old-fashioned outlaws, but Barney had made it very clear that this was stupid and a great way to drop an expensive tool. Kitty could not afford to be stupid, so the weapon rode securely in a spot that allowed for an easy draw.

The door chimed just then, and Kitty’s heart thrummed at the sound. It might be Chico, or it might be Mindy. Her apartment was nowhere near modern enough for her to have an intercom or a door scanner, so for an instant she simply stood confused as to what she needed to do. Her comm buzzed with a new message just then, and a sigh of relief came unbidden to the young bartender when she saw it.

“It’s Mindy. Street is clear. Meet me out front.”

Rudely yanking the gym bag from the floor, Kitty ran out the door and down the stairs. The small blond stood waiting in front of the lobby and Kitty thought she looked odd. It took Kitty a moment to realize what seemed different about her, and the absurdity of the observation momentarily drove her fear from the front of her mind. Mindy was dressed in a very pedestrian manner. The assassin wore normal pants (perhaps a bit too tight), a shirt that fit her enormous chest (as well as any could hope to), and a light jacket. There was nothing remarkable about the outfit at all, except for how bizarre it was to see Mindy not putting all her assets out where they could be seen. She wore her face differently as well, Kitty noticed. Kitty had grown accustomed to Mindy’s irrepressible, almost ditzy charm. The vapid smile and the sparkling blue eyes were not in their usual configurations. Kitty saw a darker, far more frightening version of the pretty little blond who spent most weekends trying to get into her pants.

Oh my God, Kitty thought as her brain pieced the totality of her situation together in frightening new ways. Much of what she knew about Mindy was second-hand from the other customers at Hideaway, and while not ignorant of Mindy’s career, neither had she ever given it much thought. Her face froze in a bland smile, belying the silent scream echoing inside her head. This is not some horny drunk bimbo with a gun, and it never was. This is the most successful assassin and man-hunter ever. She kills people, for shit’s sake!

In that moment it occurred to Kitty that she was not merely calling in a favor from a regular customer, and this was not grizzled old Barney trying to make a problem go away for her. She had just enlisted the deadliest woman in space in her quest to get rid of Chico Garibaldi. She was in way over her head.

“I’m really sorry to bother you with this, Mindy. I didn’t know who else to call.”

“Don’t worry about it, Kitty. I know how these things go. Let’s get you off the street.” Even Mindy’s tone was different. It was clipped, businesslike, terrifying. “Then we’ll see what we can do about your ex-boyfriend."
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Marty Mudd ran the best gin mill in all of Dockside. 

Many people might point out that this title was not a prestigious one, but Marty took it very seriously. He stocked the best beer around, and even had some choice liquors available for discerning customers. There were absolutely no discerning customers in all of Dockside, but the bottles sure looked nice on the shelf behind the bar, so they stayed.

Being two o’clock in the afternoon on a weekday, Marty was not exactly awash in clientele when Roland came through the front door. This was not to say that the bar was empty, as the Dockside economy thrived on shift work. Shift work made for strange schedules, so a few worn faces doing yeoman’s work towards acquiring a proper drunk could be found at any time of day. It was a thin crowd all the same, and the gnarled old bartender was happy to see another customer come in on an otherwise slow afternoon.

“When a man comes in here at this time of day, it usually means one of two things,” Marty drawled. “Either the woman has kicked you out, or you got your ass fired.”

“I’m self-employed, Marty.”

“Bullshit. You been working for Lucia for a while now. You’re just too dumb to realize it, is all. But since I can see you ain’t maimed, I can assume Ms. Ribiero hasn’t kicked you to the curb, either.”

“Yet.”

“Yet,” Marty agreed. “And I lost a bet on that. Who’d a thunk a classy lady like her would stick with you so long? Especially when a perfect guy like me is just hanging around all single and shit.”

Roland stepped up to the bar and leaned his elbows on the stained faux-wood surface. “You’re not her type, old man.”

Marty grabbed a mug and began to fill it with a nice Czech pilsner. It was one of Roland’s favorites and he kept plenty on hand. He slid the beer across the bar to Roland and winked.  “I’m everybody’s type, haven’t you heard?”

“Right.” Roland sighed and took a swig. “You think Brian can handle the bar for a couple of hours? I need your help with something.”

Craggy gray eyebrows rose. “My help? I’m only good at a couple of things, pal. You need beer poured or a woman wooed?”

“I need help finding a gun.”

“I’ve seen your storage locker, Tank. I don’t think you need any more guns.”

“This one is special.”

Marty’s eyes turned starry and distant. “All guns are special, Roland. All of them.”

“Eight-millimeter, probably a handgun. It takes both beads and flechettes. Maybe slugs, too, for all I know.”

“That ain’t so hard to find,” Marty said it with a scowl. “Colt Dragoons are eight-millimeter and they take beads and slugs.”

“But not flechettes,” Roland corrected. “This thing threw a custom penetrator through four floors of a building, with minimal deflection.”

Marty scoffed hard at this. “Ain’t a handgun, then.” He said it with finality. “Power cell would be too small, too much heat for the frame too. It’d burn the hand of whoever was using it. Let’s not even discuss the goddamn recoil.”

“I could handle it,” Roland replied with a knowing look. “Or someone like me could, anyway.”

Finally, the man understood. “Ah. I see.” He cocked his chin over his shoulder and shouted, “Brian! You’re in charge. I gotta head out and do a thing!”

A tousle-haired teenager‘s head poked up from behind the bar. “Okay, Marty. It’s slow in here, anyway,” he called back with a wave. “See you in a bit, then.”

With the logistics of pub management handled, Marty then turned to Roland with a shooing motion. “Let’s go.”

As they exited the bar, Roland began to fiddle with his comm to ping a car. Marty stopped him. “We can take my truck. You’ll fit in the back and that way there won’t be any transponder trace of where we went.”

Roland scowled, which was hard to notice because his default facial expression could hardly be called sunny. “Your ride doesn’t have a transponder? How do you not get pulled over?”

“Oh, it has a transponder. It’s just the damned squirreliest thing. It forgets where it’s been, and often sends wildly inaccurate location data.”

“You are going to cause a crash with one of those things, Mudd. Why do you even have a wild-goose transponder? You run a bar.”

“Maybe I’m the kinda guy who doesn’t like folks knowing where he goes and where he’s been. I’ve seen what your little Venusian kid can do. Traffic net is too weak for my taste.”

“How did you get so paranoid?”

Marty gave Roland an incredulous stare. “You were on Venus for three weeks, and it messed you up pretty good. I was there three years, Corporal. By the time I came back, I had learned a lot about what kind of surveillance goes on above our heads. I don’t trust no one with nothing. Least of all my private information.”

Roland had to concede that. “You’re not wrong.”

“I rarely am. Come on.”

Marty’s ground transport was a medium-sized commercial truck. It had six wheels and a big boxy freight pod on the back. Marty gestured to the cargo bay doors. “In there, big fella. I use this thing to haul kegs of beer, so she’ll take your weight no problem.”

Roland stepped nimbly onto the tailgate and swung inside. “Where we going?”

Marty slid into the cab and opened a small window to the cargo area so they could talk. “I figure this gun is one of two things.” The truck lurched forward with the whine of electric motors. “It’s either a regular piece like a Dragoon or a Bulldog that somebody hopped up, or it’s a one-off like your Durendal. There’s about ten or fifteen guys around here who could convert a regular hand-cannon into something like what you are describing. But they don’t get the kind of clientele that could handle anything like that.”

Roland began to understand and grunted through the window. “Right. McGinty’s guy could definitely make a piece like this, but we’d already know about it if he had. You are absolutely onto something, Marty. If a guy has bionics good enough to handle a gun like that, he can probably afford a better class of weapon. We’ve already figured him to be either rich on his own or at least well-funded.”

“Exactly,” Marty said. “Why get an underworld gunsmith to hop up a piece when you can afford to have it built to order? Doesn’t make sense. Building exotic handguns ain’t exactly cheap, but compared to high-end hard-body mods, it’s chump change.”

“I guess we aren’t heading out to see one of your gun-nut pals, are we?”

“Nah. As much as I love high-cred ordnance, this sounds like a one-off. Nobody I know is going to be into that.”

Roland remained silent, waiting for Marty to explain. The crunch of solid rubber tires and the wail of electric motors went on for several long seconds before Marty realized Roland was waiting for him to elaborate.

“Anyway, I figure we can go talk to a pal of mine who has been able to locate specialized equipment in the past.” Marty quickly added, “Nothing I’ve ever needed him for, mind you. He’s just a guy who knows how to find things.”

“Got it. You know I don’t judge either way.”

The truck lurched to a halt a few minutes later and Marty opened the doors for his passenger. Alighting on the street, Roland took a moment to orient himself. They were parked against a curb several blocks off from The Drag. Roland recognized it as an area frequented by the lowest levels of Dockside street trash, and this designation held some merit. Dockside excelled at attracting hoods, thugs, footpads, highwaymen, con men, pickpockets, and all other known species of opportunistic lowlife. It was an integral part of the district’s charm and allure. However, like all demographics even the Dockside population had its strata. This block was where Dockside liked to stash the proportion of its constituents that never really developed past their base desires and most egregious mental deficiencies.

The street itself gave depressing testimony to the nature of its inhabitants. Even with the sun shining, the shadowed alcoves of building vestibules were dotted with the greedy yellow pinpricks of avaricious eyes more commonly associated with the nighttime hours. The cracked pavement was a minefield of garbage and refuse, most of it the remains of a brisk evening’s larceny. Those items with cash value or useful properties had been stripped, and the rest discarded without a second thought. Great piles and clumps of knock-off handbags, empty wallets, and the stripped corpses of ground cars lay abandoned to the elements. They would stay where they had been dropped until the sheer magnitude of the mess came to the eventual attention of city workers. Graffiti-covered walls assaulted the eyes with obnoxious images scrawled on top of each other and giant obscene slogans done in colors no human eye was interested in seeing combined.

Roland grumbled to Marty in low, dangerous tones. “It’d be best not to let me hang out here for too long. I’m not the kind of guy who is going to tell anyone how to live, but sooner or later I’m going to see something that I can’t ignore down here. Can’t promise I’ll behave myself when I do.” This was what Roland considered to be ‘fair warning.’ It was not a lie. He had lived in Dockside long enough to accept that lots of very unsavory people shared these streets, and that it was not his job to right all the wrongs of the world. Trying to prevent people from behaving like criminals was like trying to stop a tidal wave by punching it: the part of the wave you actually hit might stop, but there would always be a billion tons of water that went right around you. Roland’s nature was to punch the wave anyway, so Docksiders had learned to make sure that he did not see the worst of their depravities. Most folks figured out early on that while Roland rarely went looking for trouble, he did not exactly go out of his way to avoid it, either.  

Marty nodded in agreement. “I know what you mean, Tank. This neighborhood makes my trigger-finger itch, too. My guy might have what you need, so just remember the end-game and try not to kill anyone, all right?”

“Remind me to come back and give this street some personal attention after I finish this job.”

“My pleasure,” Marty replied with vigor. “He’s just through here. I gotta warn you though, he can be real intense.”

“Can’t be as bad as McGinty’s lead,” Roland still did not know what to make of Schultz, the mad sex-bot inventor.

Marty did not sound convinced. “We’ll see.”

Much like Schultz, Marty’s friend had a robust suite of security scanners at his door. Like Schultz, these scanners told the man inside that none of his security was going to present an obstacle to Roland. Marty ushered Roland across a small lobby and into a dirty back office. Here waited a small man who could have been as young as fifty or as old as ninety; it was hard to say. He was thin, with long dirty fingers and a narrow face. His hairline had begun to recede, but a shock of sandy stubble still held the line somewhere near the top of his head. His eyes were dark and heavy-lidded, drooping slightly to give him the aspect of a man who did not get enough sleep.

“Roland,” Marty began, “this is Roy. He’s the guy I’ve been telling you about.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Roy.” Roland approached social niceties in the manner he had been instructed while still in the military. “My name is Roland Tankowicz.” Roland extended his hand.

Roy ignored the hand and scowled up at the looming cyborg. “I know who the fuck you are. How many government lists am I going to be on now that my scanners just pinged all that top-secret bullshit under your skin?”

Marty sneered. “As if your scanners are connected to anything that can be searched. I bet the city grid thinks this place is an ice cream stand or something.”

“Not the point, Mudd. This guy is a walking, talking, signal flare to all the big-brother drones and mind-control satellites in the area. Now I gotta scrub all the airwaves on the block so they can’t use them to lock on to me.”

Roland scowled. None of that made any sense. Roy blathered on.

“Once those spy drones lock onto you, they can read your freakin’ alpha waves, Mudd. Then, they are going to follow you everywhere and record your goddamn thoughts! It’s a good thing I’m blanketing this whole building with interference at all times, or they’d be scrambling your gray matter already. But once they lose track of this guy,” he pointed to a bemused Roland, “they’re going to come looking.”

Roland looked to Marty, as it was becoming quite clear to him that Roy was completely insane. Marty shrugged and drove the conversation in a more productive direction.

“We’re looking for a gun, Roy. Completely custom and one-off. Exotic as all hell.”

This seemed to distract the jittery man from what Roland presumed would be a lengthy and incoherently paranoid rant.

“What’s so exotic about it?”

Roland picked up the thread. “It would probably be for a cyborg. A sidearm that takes both flechettes and beads in eight-millimeter. Extremely high power, though. It sent a custom penetrator through four floors of a hotel without tumbling or spalling.”

Roy frowned. “The power cell would have to be huge. How small is the thing?”

Roland shrugged. “Concealable on someone normal-sized.”

“Not possible,” Roy replied instantly. “That would need big heat sinks and a big power pack. Sure, it could be whipped up, but that won’t shrink it enough to fit under a jacket...” In that instant, a strange look came over the crazy gun-runner. “...unless...”

“Unless what?” Marty barked when the man stayed silent for too long.

Roy yanked a desk drawer open and pulled an old DataPad out. He powered it up and began swiping through screens with a frenetic, almost desperate tempo.

“Okay,” he mumbled, ignoring Marty. “So this guy who I buy stuff from got a crazy order a few months back. He’s a fabricator, but he works in real exotic materials. Anyway, he got an order for what looked an awful lot like a bead pistol frame, but the client wanted it made out of some weird-ass shit. Aha!”

He spun the DataPad around and slid it across his desk so Marty and Roland could look at it.

“What am I looking at Roy?”

“It’s a handgun frame, Marty. I couldn’t figure it out either. It has no place for a trigger, not enough room for a decent power cell, yet it’s built with enough mass and heat sinks for a gun three times that size. Inductors are not in a great line to convert recoil, but they’re freakin’ huge for a handgun.”

Marty scowled. “It’s a frame for a gun with no trigger, and no power cell?”

Roland added his impressions to that. “A gun that can handle a huge amount of energy and heat, and would weigh too much for a regular person to use with one hand.”

“It made no sense to me when I first heard about it,” said Roy. “But you two just told me how it works. This thing doesn’t need a trigger because the fucker is gonna fire it with his mind. It doesn’t need a power cell because the guy carrying it probably has as big a cell as you could ever want inside his body somewhere. Ergonomics are meaningless because the hand that holds this thing doesn’t need ‘em, and a bionic arm compensates for recoil automatically.” The thin man seemed quite pleased with himself. “This isn’t a gun, guys. This is just part of a gun. The rest of it is in the arm of the guy slinging it.”

“Somebody built this gun for a specific cyborg?” Marty seemed to be struggling with that.

Roland was quicker on the uptake. “No. Somebody made a cyborg for the gun.” He looked back to Roy. “I need everything you have on this.”

Roy looked aghast. “You trying to bring Big Brother down on me? No way. I’ve said too much already. Your makers can probably extract this information directly from your brain!”

“Roy,” Marty spoke the name in a cool and soothing tone. “Whoever ordered this part has already killed The Madame, The Widow, and a landlord from the southeast. It ain’t government. I’m thinking this is some sort of shadow organization bent on controlling the shipping trades, probably to get better access to the drug markets. You know, so they can steal our alpha waves.”

As a sentence, virtually none of those words made anything that could even loosely be considered sense. Surprising no one, it still had the desired effect on Roy.

“Oh. My. God.” Roy breathed the words slowly, face twisted in the kind of delighted panic that only a true paranoiac could experience. It was the euphoria of discovering a new, even more outlandish conspiracy theory than the current crop of lunacy circulating the deep and unexplored corners of the InfoNet. “That makes perfect sense! How did we not see it?”

Marty kept the ball rolling. “We gotta stop them, Roy. You gotta let me and Roland here take this conspiracy down before they get to the highest levels of government.”

“Jesus, Marty, this is HUGE!” Roy leaned back and gasped for a minute, then started loading information onto a memory stick. “I have to tell the dark ‘net about this!” He pulled the memory stick and tossed it across the desk. “Here’s all I’ve got.”

Just then, Roland’s comm chimed and Mindy’s voice came through even as he answered.

“Roland!” The little blond sounded frantic. “You gotta get over to the office, now!”

Then the line went dead.
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
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Mindy’s pistol barked and spewed fire toward the darting figure as it disappeared into an alley. She used the moment of respite to turn to Kitty. The pink-haired bartender was lying on the street looking terrified but otherwise unhurt.

“Get inside!” The instruction was growled through gritted teeth as Mindy returned her attention to their assailant. The figure re-emerged from the alley forty feet above their heads, leaping in a graceful arc from a fire-escape. His own weapon crackled and sent Mindy streaking for cover. She maintained a withering fusillade to hold the stranger at a distance and to cover Kitty’s escape. When her weapon finally clicked open on an empty chamber, the blond rolled to her feet and reloaded in the same quarter second.

The enemy had hit the ground across the street and was already sending more fire her way. He used two pistols, one in each hand, and this drew a frown from the assassin. 

Akimbo-style shooting was just stupid. Unless one had extensive augmentations, adding a second weapon to your offense did not double your effectiveness. Quite the opposite, shooting two guns only served to make you less accurate with either. 

There was nothing wrong with this guy’s accuracy, Mindy established this fact as soon as his first shots arced her way. Her augmented reflexes saved her life from the truly prodigious quantity of gunfire, but only barely and not without the help of her armored jumpsuit. Most of the incoming hail of beads missed, but two struck her in the upper back as she leapt to the side. The impacts felt like hammer blows, each large bead smashing into the armor of her suit with enough force to mash her innards. The armor kept the beads from penetrating and heavily reinforced bones and muscles prevented the kinetic energy dump from causing severe injury. Surprise and shock sent her crashing to the concrete and the burning pain in her spine promised many days of recovery.

She rolled back to her feet and returned fire without pause, but her target had already moved. His speed was incredible, and her shots all fell behind the hurtling man as he made a beeline for the office door and the trembling girl behind it. Mindy moved to intercept with all her own considerable speed, and if the distance had not been to her advantage, she would not have made it. As it was she managed to collide with the man before he reached the door and tied his arms up with her own to keep the guns from coming to bear on her. The pair thrashed and careened into the alley alongside the office in an explosive tangle of flailing limbs.

Her first close look at the thing she fought took her aback. He had no eyes, just shiny black lenses over his eye sockets. His head had been shaved, but scruffy black stubble ringing his skull told her it had been a few days ago. His was an angry face, not un-handsome but mean-looking with a cruel sneer permanently affixed to his lips. She threw a fist at that face, but it missed and this vexed her greatly.

As her fist sailed past his head, the man’s return blow was already well on its way. Still gripping his left-hand pistol, a gray-black hand traced a blistering arc inside her guard and a thunderclap of pain sent flashes of light across the little blond’s vision. The heavy pistol in his grip opened a jagged cut across Mindy’s forehead and sent a river of blood into her right eye. Ever the professional, the assassin took the hit with a grunt of pain and began cycling her pistol at point-blank range into the thing she faced. 

The blank-eyed man folded his arms over his torso and simply let the barrage ricochet off his limbs. With his sleeves thoroughly destroyed by thirty rounds of five-millimeter hyper-velocity beads, the man’s arms were plainly visible as dark gray prosthetics. Mindy did not get the chance to reflect upon this, because the gaping barrels of his bizarre pistols consumed both her field of vision and her thoughts in the next instant. She dropped low just as the blistering report from the strange-looking weapons signaled her impending doom.

Since running away was an invitation to get shot in the back, she dove forward. The beads hissed over her head as she wrapped the man in a tackle that used all the superhuman might of her enhanced bones and muscles. Mindy had more than five times the strength of a strong man, and she put all of this into the simple task of driving the cyborg to the ground. She felt a staggering impact to her back and shoulder as some part of the man resisted her. It was as if his toes could grip the street itself, because it was simply not possible for him to weigh as much as it suddenly felt like he did. 

Another impact detonated against her spine and drove her to her knees, and at this point Mindy knew she was in deep trouble. She yanked sideways, hoping lateral force might work where linear efforts had been fruitless. This was successful in shifting the cyborg and breaking his balance. Her victory was brief and two subsequent hammer blows broke her grip and sent her spinning to the street. 

Back on her feet before the cyborg corrected his own balance, Mindy sent a kick at his knee, further staggering the mysterious enemy. She did not bother reloading her pistol in the quarter second of break this gave her, but rather she renewed her physical assault in the hopes she could keep him occupied until help arrived. She would have given anything to be wielding her Sasori dagger, but having failed to anticipate a close-quarters brawl with a cyborg today, the terrifying weapon remained inert and useless at her apartment.

For some reason, despite the blistering speed and reflexes the cyborg had already demonstrated, recovering his balance looked disproportionately slow. No regular person would have been able to perceive this, but at three times human reaction time, Mindy could tell that something about his legs was not quite as well-calibrated as the rest of him. Exploiting the delay, Mindy landed her next blow unopposed. It was a powerful straight right hand to the body, and to her eternal relief she felt flesh and bone beneath her fist and not metal or polymer. The flesh and bone were hyper-dense, not unlike her own, but this did not prevent her punch from forcing a blast of air from the man and sending him wheeling backward. She pursued to press her advantage, and had to veer off when the barrel of his left-hand pistol loomed large in her view. No one could be that fast, she lamented. Yet the evidence to the contrary could not be ignored. Dodging his next shot cost her precious time, and her subsequent overhand left only grazed his temple. 

There was a thermonuclear explosion of pain in Mindy’s side at that moment, and the blond killer realized in an instant she had been shot at point blank range by one of those big pistols. Fire spread from her ribs to her chest as a second bead followed. The breath fled from her lungs. Her legs turned to jelly. All Mindy’s strength evaporated and she slumped toneless to the street. 

Her arm flailed against the asphalt, rolling her away from more incoming gunfire. She did not get far before a bionic foot caught her in the ribs and lifted her body from the street to crash in a heap against the jagged edge of the curb. 

The blond assassin ground her teeth with rage and dragged at a light post with her hands to right herself. It took too long, and another foot sent her back to the deck and rolling like a tumbleweed into the garbage-lined space between two buildings. She could not breathe, she could hardly think through the pain, and her limbs declined to answer any of her urgent mental commands in a timely manner.

It never entered Mindy’s mind that she might die here. It never entered Mindy’s mind that she might die, ever.  Though in the instant that she saw the black-eyed man with his metal limbs and his large pistols standing over her twitching body, it occurred to the assassin that she was not exactly sure how she was going to survive this misadventure. It was not something she feared. For her, getting beaten by this asshole was more infuriating than anything else.

“Good armor,” the enemy said through a sneer. With a flourish the left-hand gun disappeared into a shoulder holster. Then he selected something from under his tattered coat and loaded it into his right-hand pistol. “But I got something right here that will get through it.” Satisfied with the loadout, he turned back to the writhing woman. Mindy was certain she had some broken ribs, and the pain circulating throughout her body indicated some other things may be broken as well.

The killer hesitated, and a look washed across his face that Mindy knew well. Their fight had torn most of the shirt and jacket away from her upper body, revealing the blue armored jumpsuit she wore under her clothes. The high-tech garment was already providing compression for her injured bones and administering painkillers and stimulants to get her back into the fight. This would take time though, and it did not appear that she had much of that to work with. By design, the suit was extremely form-fitting, and it left the considerable physical charms of the blond apparent despite covering them. Mindy noticed the cyborg hesitate, and she had enough experience to know why. 

There is more than one way to win a fight. The thought was wry and bitter, but she understood precisely what was going on behind those featureless black lenses. Now she exploited it. 

Mindy writhed in a manner meant to look as if she was squirming away and surreptitiously lowered her zipper to reveal as much of her chest as a man cared to see. The alley focused the light from the fading afternoon sun into a narrow beam that illuminated her body with a warm and revealing yellow luster. She was beautiful and helpless, and this seemed to please the cyborg. A moan leaked past her lips, a quiet and languid thing that sounded as if in she was in great pain. Though it was also one of those moans that devoid of context, a man might misinterpret as something else entirely.

This had the desired effect as the cyborg hesitated even more and his black blank eyes moved up and down her body where it lay in the street. Mindy’s lungs burned with every breath, and each movement sent electric fire up and down her right side. There was no way she could fight this guy, that she understood. But she had already called for help and all she really needed to do was keep his attention until it arrived. Keeping a man’s attention was something she knew how to do. Another serpentine twist served to move her away from him while also turning her buttocks toward the looming killer. 

It was the perfect combination of fear, weakness, pain, and raw sex appeal to set off the kind of person who liked to think of sex as a game of power and domination. Chico Garibaldi was just such a man, and this was exactly the sort of thing to set his lust ablaze. Flush from a fight, coming down from the heady exhilaration of the Gunslinger macro, and now watching a half-naked woman built like a porn star writhe in pain before him was about as good as life got for Chico. He figured he had plenty of time, so why not take a few minutes to enjoy this? His pistol forgotten, he clicked over to the crawling woman on metal feet. He crouched next to her and rolled her roughly to her back, enjoying her gasp of pain and the sight of a large breast as it slid free of the armored suit that had protected her from his beads.

“Damn, you are one seriously hot piece of ass, aren’t you?” He grabbed her by the throat, feeling a heated surge in his nethers as she gasped and clutched at his arm. An awful chuckle followed, a cruel and angry sound that promised pain and humiliation. Then he shoved her roughly back to the street. With savage strength, he placed the still-warm muzzle of his pistol against her forehead and forced her skull down until it pressed against the concrete. His other hand left her throat to grab the exposed breast and squeeze it hard enough to get a yelp from the woman. “Bitch gets all hopped up on body-mods and forgets her place, eh? Forgets what it’s like to fuck with a real man.”

He kneaded the captured breast, squeezing and twisting with far too much force. Mindy gritted her teeth and let out several gasps of pain. She wanted so badly to lash out, but keeping the act going was critical. This guy liked to hurt people, women especially. She would let him have that. Pain was something that she was very familiar with and a little more of it was not going to make her lose sight of victory. She was almost ready to make her move, anyway. 

Her suit was busy killing most of the pain from her injuries, and she could not even really feel the clumsy ministrations of her captor as he worked her nipple with cold metal fingers. Nevertheless, she whimpered, she hissed, she put a blank look of helpless terror on her face, and she waited for her moment. She felt time dilate as the stimulants coursing through her veins sharpened her focus and energized her muscles. A straight fight was out of the question, but her moment was coming. All she needed to do was keep this horny sadist thinking with his dick until then. It was not a difficult thing to accomplish.

With a jerk, the armored suit was yanked from her shoulders, exposing her from the waist up. The leer on her captor’s face widened at the sight of exposed flesh and the pressure from his gun barrel increased as his libido rose in response to the improved view.

“Well, you’re fucking with a real man now. When I’m done with you, you ain’t never gonna want nothing else.” His hands went back to her zipper and began to try to tug it down further. “All you women are the same. You all just waiting for a man to show you what you really need.” More tugging. He was trying to force the suit down off her hips, but it was so tight this was proving difficult. Mindy tensed, feigning terror while preparing to explode into action.

She could feel his frustration rising. His teeth ground together, his grunts were morphing into growls, and the gun against her head pushed harder and harder, biting deeply into the skin and smearing the blood from her forehead around in greasy streaks. Her suit was form-fitting by design and getting out of it was a process even when she wanted out of it. The clumsy attempts from a wannabe rapist had little chance of accomplishing anything other than bruising the woman inside the garment. His determined quest was eating up a lot of time, however, so she let him keep trying. Unfortunately, Chico was not the sort of man who dealt with frustration well and the force and violence of his ministrations increased exponentially with each passing second of sexual frustration. Soon Mindy was getting battered against the cold concrete of the alley like a snake captured by a terrier. 

Then her bionic ears picked up the sound she had been waiting for, and she breathed a silent internal sigh of relief. Her moment had arrived, and she exploded into action.

Mindy did not believe her reflexes, enhanced as they were, were better than his. She had seen enough of what this man could do to dismiss any thought of matching her speed against his. But his attention was now fully engaged with the act of getting her out of her clothes. She was half-naked after all, and hers was a body that commanded the heterosexual male gaze even when clothed. 

With a feral snarl, Mindy slapped the pistol away from her head and heaved upwards. Her foe grunted in surprise and confusion, momentarily thrown off balance. As she suspected, his legs did not correct for this as fast as they might have, and her own reflexes were thus sufficient to seize initiative. Every muscle in her body came to life, and pain danced up and down her nerves like a thousand drug-addled kids in the worlds loudest mosh pit. Her eyes squinted shut as fresh waves of agony washed over her, and one tiny open palm shot outward and shoved the cyborg’s chest with all the force she could generate. Her ribs shrieked, something in her shoulder tore, and a savage warrior’s cry burst from her lungs as she did her level best to shatter every bone in his torso.

She could not know with any accuracy how much the man weighed, but Mindy was certain it could not be more than a few hundred pounds at most. This did not constitute anywhere near enough mass to resist the kind of force she applied. Without his feet gripping the ground, the cyborg left the street and soared through the air like a cannonball. Mindy did not see how far he flew or how he landed because the sudden reintroduction of new pain and the competing cocktail of pharmaceuticals in her bloodstream rendered her temporarily unconscious. The last thing she saw before passing out was the body of her assailant tumbling out of the alley in an ungainly cartwheeling parabola. For an instant, just before her vision faded to black, she thought she saw a giant black silhouette framed in the alley entrance.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Chico’s internal bionics were already righting him as he flew. In a third of a second, he would land on his feet and be back into the alley to finish what he started and then some. Some bitches never caught on, and Chico considered himself just the man to teach them. It was like a calling or something.

It was a hell of a hit he had just taken, yet even the softer parts of his body were built for toughness. Nothing was broken, though pain would be his closest companion for a while yet. That much was obvious. He could manage pain. After he had his fun with that smoking hot blond he would return for Kitty. Kitty was pretty pissed at him, but she was a good girl and she would come around. They loved each other after all. 

Nothing can stand in the way of true love, right?

His sensors warned him of the thing behind him before he landed. All thoughts of fun times with the chesty blond disappeared as one hundred percent of his attention and systems were subsequently saddled with the task of avoiding a gruesome death at the hands of what he now understood to be a nine-hundred-and-forty-pound military-class light cyborg.

His graceful landing abandoned, Chico’s AI twisted his body into an ungainly flopping roll just as an onyx fist the size of a Christmas ham whipped through the air where his chest would have been. The black-eyed cyborg clattered and rolled across the pavement until his toes found purchase and arrested his headlong tumbling. Without any discernable pause, his left hand drew his holstered pistol and he dumped a full magazine into his armored foe. The giant filling his optical gunsights made no move to dodge or even acknowledge the danger. It was charging at speeds even Chico’s AI found improbable.

Something in Chico’s subconscious told him not to bother. To move instead of shoot, to charge his right-hand pistol to maximum and use the penetrator he had loaded into it instead. It screamed at him to put all the power he could into the penetrator and not burn his cells on beads. 

He ignored this feeling and sent a dozen beads into the fixer at less than twenty feet of range. The fusillade washed over the giant in a shower of orange sparks and the staccato cracks of shattering ceramic. Roland burst through the fragments and flames, dashing through the accumulated smoke and sending the clouds spinning off into the air like the bow wave of a freighter. 

He observed the dip in the fixer’s left shoulder and a corresponding elevation of his right. Why he noticed this and why he should care was not obvious to him until another strong urge came over him and he dropped backwards.

The fist sailed over his head so fast the air cracked like a whip. It missed Chico by less than two inches and he decided then and there to start listening to these urges. The doctors had put things in his brain; he understood that. What they were and more importantly who they were he did not know. What he was figuring out was that at least one of them knew how to fight hand-to-hand better than he had ever learned to. When another strong desire to roll to his stomach and leap to his right materialized, he indulged it without question. 

A size-twenty-one boot shattered the pavement where he had been just the briefest instant before. The street collapsed and a crater six feet in diameter formed around the fighters, causing them both to pause and re-establish their balance. Newly enlightened, Chico elected to heed the earlier advice from one of the ghosts in his head and had Nonna start charging the right-hand pistol to maximum. Whoever that voice was seemed convinced that Roland’s hide was going to be very hard to penetrate.

It would take a full minute to charge every capacitor in the gun, and Chico now put all his attention into the task of staying alive for that period. For fighters with highly augmented reflexes, sixty seconds could stretch out to an eternity. 

Dockside legends were replete with stories of those who tried their luck against the fixer in a straight scrap. These stories almost never included the attacker surviving the attempt, neither did most of the tales have the fight lasting as long as a full minute. Both his AI and his chorus of phantoms agreed that a stand-up brawl with this thing was a losing proposition, but at least one of them was more than happy to try it, anyway. Nonna had collected some data on the man now, and the analysis included several positive outcomes. While the chances of beating Tank with fists were slim, it did not appear impossible to dance with the fearsome cyborg for a minute and live. One minute was all he needed.

Chico leapt again. His prosthetics flung him like a grasshopper into the air to sail over Tank’s head. With a light step and bounce, he alighted behind the giant. Roland spun to meet him, but Chico was faster and his powerful legs drove once, twice, three times into Tank’s right knee. With his toes dug into the street, his kicks managed to sway the big man, though he did not go down. Another leap and Chico was far outside the arc of Tank’s return blow, a savage left hook that would have decapitated the black-eyed killer had it made contact.

He darted in again, slipping a straight left and thundering another kick directly into the big man’s guts. Then he followed it with a savage elbow to the chin. Something in Chico’s head laughed to see the big bald head whip to the side and a cut open across Tank’s slab of a jaw. Spinning mid-flight, Chico braced a foot on the wide platform of Roland’s chest and back-flipped away. He cleared the danger zone easily and landed in a graceful crouch.

To his surprise, Roland did not follow. The giant stayed where he was and just watched Chico, a strange expression on his face. It was not the frown of someone frustrated or afraid. It was a look of calculation, a bemused scowl dressed in a mask of homicidal fury. Chico did not know that look, but somewhere in his brain recognition was there. 

Tank was analyzing him.

Since his only goal was to stall, Chico welcomed the pause and sought to extend it. “Don’t recognize me, do ya asshole?” Chico laughed. “Good. I ain’t the same guy I was the last time you saw me.”

“You are Chico Garibaldi. Or at least you were, once.”

Chico frowned. “What gave me away?” 

Tank shrugged his boulder-sized shoulders. “You are a prince among assholes, Chico. You are a sadistic prick who thinks he’s a big deal. You shoot like a cowboy and prefer to pick fights with people who can’t fight back. I could spot you at a thousand yards.”

“I’m fighting you, aren’t I?”

“No. You’re stalling. As soon as I figure out why I’ll kill you.”

“As if you could.” Chico flexed his bionic arms. “You ain’t put a hand on me yet!”

“Yet.”

Chico had to admit that there was a certain confidence in the syllable that made himself and his choir of ghosts just a touch nervous. It seemed that everyone in his head had dealt with Roland Tankowicz at some point and carried the emotional scars to show for it. A few impressions, quiet yet urgent, passed through the veil of Chico’s consciousness. They warned him not to underestimate Tank’s ability to sort out a winning strategy. 

Make him chase you. It came out of nowhere, urgent and optimistic. Hit and run. Don’t let him see the gun until the last second.

It seemed like good advice, and so he took it. Chico charged, accelerating to his maximum speed with just three strides. Even Tank looked surprised at just how quickly he covered the distance between them. A string of strikes came next, patterns of kicks and punches sewn into a tapestry of pugilistic elegance. Chico did not know where the combinations came from, or why he executed them the way he did. He was content to let whichever voice in his head was the fighter take the controls for this part. If Chico was prone to melodrama, he might have thought it magical. He darted, he wheeled, he spun and struck like a many-headed hydra. Tank seemed helpless to get a shot in. His big hands were too slow. Nonna analyzed and predicted his every move with time to spare.  Somebody in Chico’s brain, a person every bit the fighter Roland was, directed the killer’s defense accordingly. 

The results were impressive. The strikes landed more often than they missed. Dodging the fixer’s ripostes was child’s play. The killer that had once been Chico Garibaldi ran roughshod over one of the most dangerous men in the galaxy, and he made it look easy. 

Everything he did bore the comforting mantle of familiarity. Chico fought Roland like he had done it all before. In that moment, Chico Garibaldi slipped away and someone else entirely remembered what it was to fight hand-to-hand with Roland Tankowicz. The thing in Chico’s head could sense his revenge was nigh, and this filled him with a sublime joy. 

Chico was not gone for all this. Quite the contrary, he was present for these moments and loving each of them. What felt strange and oddly comforting was that he was not alone. A multitude of impressions and memories swam though his subconscious mind, but a single purpose and goal drove all of them. The overwhelming consensus was that in the next five seconds he was going to shoot this big bastard in the head, have his way with that blond bimbo, then go win back the love of his life.

Then things started to go awry. Roland stopped trying to hit him, and while most people would consider this a positive development, something about that fact unnerved Chico. Both fighters were moving so fast that Chico almost missed registering that the big man now angled away from him. Roland switched to circular footwork, blocking more and swinging less. The shift was subtle, and inside his mind Chico heard a voice that was not his own say: clever. 

Roland was disengaging, as if trying to create distance. This made no sense because Roland was the bigger and far stronger fighter. Chico knew, or the voice in his head that was a good fighter did, that distance favored the faster fighter. Roland should be trying to keep the brawl close and tight. To tie up Chico’s limbs and limit his movement. This would take away the speed factor and let Roland’s vast strength carry the fight. An urge came then, strong and uncompromising. 

SHOOT HIM! SHOOT HIM NOW!

Chico’s right hand whipped up and forward. He did not know exactly why it was so important to prevent Tank from doing whatever it was he was doing, but at this point his trust in his borrowed instincts was implicit. He centered the big bald head in his gun sight but hesitated for another half-second to let the capacitors charge fully. This turned out to be a mistake.

Roland was swinging his fist like a mallet. Not at Chico, but at Chico’s feet. Because the blow was not coming directly for him, Nonna had failed to mark the threat his subconscious ally had recognized. Tank’s fist crumpled the street like a smart bomb and sent the black-eyed cyborg lurching into the shallow crater now blossoming beneath his feet. As he fell, a shadow blanketed Chico and too late he saw the looming shape of a rapidly descending Roland Tankowicz.

On instinct, and at the moment Chico did not know whose instinct it was, he fired upward into the incoming darkness. At maximum charge, his pistol muzzle erupted into a retina-searing explosion of white light. A thunderbolt of compressed air and the hypersonic boom of a metal dart hurled at thirty-five times the speed of sound split the atmosphere while a corona of superheated gas sublimated into pure plasma between the two mighty war machines.

The penetrator flechette struck Roland in his right pectoral. At a range of less than six feet, the spike delivered two million joules of energy to an area with a cross-section of three microns. Armored skin that had resisted a dizzying array of munitions both small and large parted like a beaded curtain. The tungsten-tipped spike bored a smoking channel through the dense layers of techno-organic muscle and blasted a hole into the hardened armored carapace that protected his internal organics.

And then it kept going.

It knifed through Roland’s right lung and kept enough velocity to punch through the carapace at his back as well. At this point it had bled much of its energy and began to tumble. The slowing projectile burst limply from Roland’s back, leaving a ragged wound and trailing a spray of blood and silver nanite transport fluid. Roland did not notice. The giant cyborg was already falling. He landed astride Chico in the depression and despite his grievous wound, he managed to grab his scrambling foe as it tried to escape. 

Chico was so concerned with regaining his feet and fleeing the crater before being crushed that he almost did not notice the iron grip seizing his right arm. He jerked to a halt when Roland pulled him back. The yank spun him to find the wounded Tankowicz holding him fast and lurching to his feet. 

“Just fucking die!” Chico screamed and bashed at the massive ebony mitt, but it did not move. He saw the face of his captor, a grim, gray mien marred by the small smile turning the corners of his cruel mouth. He bled red blood and wept viscous silver fluid from the circular hole in his chest. Chico’s sensors and Nonna both agreed that Tank had sustained severe injury, but something in his posture and the furious strength of the fist crushing Chico’s arm told the tale of a warrior with plenty of fight left in him. Chico swung harder, bashing over and over again at Roland’s wrist. Each overhand smash was punctuated with the shrill, almost panicked cry of, “Die, die, die, die, die, die!”

Roland staggered up to his feet and yanked Chico from the ground, dangling his prey by the captured limb. To his relief, Chico noticed that Roland’s right arm appeared unresponsive, which was probably why it was not pulping him to death already. Chico kicked, he swatted, he thrashed, but even his bionic might was no match for the inhuman strength of the monster holding him. “Why won’t you just DIE!?” He screamed it into Roland’s face spitting saliva and hatred at the same time.

“Because, Chico,” growled the fixer, “I’m stalling, too.”

Something like a fireball exploded in Chico’s abdomen just then. A massive electrical overload radiated from the pain in his stomach, expanding outward in fiery tendrils to burn his whole body with electric agony. Muscles both organic and mechanical locked into bizarre and painful contortions and the flapping hems of his clothing caught fire. It dragged a hollow scream of anguish from the dangling killer, an all too human wail overlapped with angry electronic squeals. White static overwhelmed his vision and his AI abandoned him to a reboot cycle. Somehow he held onto consciousness, yet this proved to be no blessing. His convulsions nearly wrenched him free of his captor. In response, the pressure from Tank’s grip quadrupled.

What had felt akin to a vise-like manacle grew into the crushing pressure of a hydraulic press. Overwhelmed by the forces arrayed against it, the captured wrist crumpled and tore away from the arm with a crunch and a blinding blue electrical arc. Feedback from Chico’s traumatized prosthetics scraped along his augmented nerves like a thousand fingers on blackboards and he tasted iron in his mouth when his teeth clamped down on his own tongue. He fell, and the initial shock of his amputation passed like the retreating water of a tsunami. Only then did the plummeting Chico experience the dull pain of getting slugged in the gut. Glancing down, his rebooting eyes fixated on the fuzzy figure of a woman in black armor cocking a fist. He remembered her as Tank’s girlfriend, and her black armored gauntlets he recognized as some sort of electrical weapon. 

Then she hit him again and the universe blinked out of existence.
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CHAPTER TWENTY
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Roland kicked the limp form of Chico Garibaldi where it lay upon the shattered pavement. Then, in a rare display of weakness, he sank to his knees.

“Roland!” Lucia cried, rushing to his side.

“No!” he growled in response. He pointed to Chico. “Watch him! If he moves, hit him again, as hard as you can. Do not let his cybernetics re-start!!”

“But you’re bleeding! You’re bleeding blood!” She had seen him lose nanite gel before, but his own blood, never.

“I’ll mend.” He sounded raspy, with a wet gurgle when he spoke that set Lucia’s heart racing.  “If he wakes up we’re screwed. Where’s Mindy?”

“Manny has her,” Lucia replied. She scanned Chico with wary eyes between concerned glances at Roland. “You sure you’ll be okay?” 

Roland never lied to her, but in this case he did his best to make the truth less bleak. “I’ve been shot through the right lung. It’s okay, I can go for a long time on one lung.” If he bled to death internally, the number of lungs in his possession would be irrelevant. He left that part out. As long as his nanobots could close the holes before his lung filled with blood, he would recover. If they did not, he would die. Without his helmet feeding him diagnostics, he could not be sure which would be the case. He added, “Call your Dad, please.”

Lucia gave him a look that communicated very clearly that she knew he was leaving things out. But her hand went to ear to make the call. Before she could finish the conversation, a large air transport whooshed over their heads and descended onto The Drag. It was wide and squat, wearing multiple gravitic engines indicating something that could lift a lot of weight. Roland recognized it at a glance and hissed. “Troop transport.”

Lucia’s hand went to the pistol on her right hip while Roland struggled to his feet. “Stay cool,” he advised. “We are in no condition for a fight.”

“Right,” she huffed. Lips pressed into a tight line. “Got it.” 

The bay doors of the transport opened, and a ramp descended. From here a squad of heavily armed and armored troops clomped onto the street and set up a loose perimeter around the crater and its three inhabitants. Once done, a figure emerged from the transport and walked briskly down the ramp. He was tall and broad, dark-haired with a sharp widow’s peak. His black suit fit perfectly and looked like it had been pressed recently. Long strides took him to the edge of the depression and he squinted down at Chico with a cold glare. After a brief pause he addressed Roland. “Good afternoon, Mr. Tankowicz. My name is Bob, and I see you have managed to subdue our wayward operative. I would like to thank you for that and apologize for any inconvenience he may have caused.”

“Inconvenience?” Lucia’s voice dripped scorn. “He just tried to kill us!”

Roland forced some of the strength back into his voice. “Unless I’m mistaken, he has murdered fourteen people, including a very good friend of mine. We are well beyond ‘inconvenience,’ Bob.”

Bob did not appear the least bit concerned with any of their grievances. “Yes. He has been extremely unstable lately. Nevertheless, I am here to retrieve him. You can rest assured that he will not be an issue for you again.”

Roland growled his retort. “Retrieve him? I don’t think so. The police will be retrieving him momentarily. You can take it up with them.”

“You misunderstand me, Mr. Tankowicz. I was not making a request. I am quite aware of who you are and what you can do, Breach.”

The word ‘Breach’ narrowed Roland’s eyes and made Lucia flinch ever so slightly. ‘Breach’ is what he had been called as part of Project: Golem. It was a callsign that hearkened to his time as a government slave. ‘Breach’ was not a name many people knew to call Roland, and those who did used it with great care. Bob continued. “I also know that you are in no condition to stop me.” He gestured to the armed men surrounding them. “All my men are loaded with flechettes, Breach. Perhaps their weapons are not so powerful as Mr. Garibaldi’s—” he smiled a wholly unfriendly smile, “—but I brought quite a few of them. Even if they cannot pierce your hide, Ms. Ribiero’s armor will not be so difficult to puncture. Furthermore, your right arm is quite non-functional and unless my scans are in error you are bleeding to death rather quickly. If you do not receive the attentions of Dr. Ribiero soon, you will die.”

Lucia’s face went pale at this, but Roland remained stoic to a fault.

“You can’t just walk in here and—”

“Take him and go,” interrupted Lucia.

Roland turned to her, confused and hurt. “What?”

Lucia did not meet his eyes. Instead she looked at Bob. “You take him and your thugs and get the hell out of here.”

“Lucia...” Roland began, but she cut him off with a look. The look was pleading, and angry, and scared all at once. The sight of it had a profound effect on Roland and he swallowed his rage enough to grab Chico by the arm and rudely toss him over to the tall man in the impeccable suit.

“Fuck it. Go, then.”

Bob inclined his head slightly, “Thank you again, Mr. Tankowicz.” He reached down and grabbed Chico with one arm and loosely slung him over a shoulder. The weight of a grown man and his prosthetics did not seem to present any difficulty for the man in the suit. “Saddle up, troops!” he barked to his men. “We are leaving.”

The assembled troopers fell back in smart formation and assembled into a defensive perimeter around the suited man. Then as one the entire troop shuffled back to the transport. By the time the craft was airborne again, Roland had slumped back down to one knee. Lucia tugged his arm in a fruitless attempt to get him standing again.

“Stand up!” she shrieked into his ear. The panic in her voice was transparent. “Get the hell up, Roland! If you pass out I can’t lift you!”

But Roland was having a hard time hearing her. His vision swam, and the fire in his chest was steadily increasing. To keep him combat effective in battle, Roland’s systems made him incapable of feeling acute pain. Severe damage that was not quickly addressed, however, would cause pain that was allowed to escalate until the injury was managed. This encouraged dedicated soldiers like Roland to seek medical assistance before tearing himself apart over the course of a battle. The tiny machines in his body were already knitting his skin and muscle back together, but his lung was not so easily repaired. It was obvious there was too much organic damage to deal with. This meant that a mere minute or so after receiving a perforated lung the big cyborg languished in the throes of very real agony.

If he had been trying to keep the severity of his wound a secret from Lucia, the paper-thin charade ended when a rumbling cough sprayed frothy red blood from his lips and marked the crumbling asphalt at his feet with white-flecked crimson splatters.

“Damn it,” he whispered quietly.

Lucia was more emphatic. “Holy shit!” She tugged harder. “Come on! Please!”

Roland half shuffled, half dragged himself from his crater and began the ponderous and lumbering sojourn to the office door. Each step moved him closer to unconsciousness, and if not for a dozen different systems working together to keep his brain from shutting down, he would have collapsed long before making it. The anesthesia of unconsciousness would have been a mercy, but his chassis had been designed to take hits and keep fighting. Even without a coherent brain to issue commands the machines in his body cycled his legs in a reliable left-right rhythm that eventually brought him to his destination.

Once inside, he crumpled into a heap on the floor, then rolled to his back with an enormous sigh. Immediately he regretted this. Blood filled the back of his throat and caused a burst of coughing that wracked his body with spasms of pain from his ruined lung.

Lucia tugged on his good arm and he sat upright, spewing more foamy blood from his mouth in thick red rivulets.

“Roland!” Lucia was near to a full-on panic attack now. Roland could tell even with his perceptions fuzzy. He burned with the immediate need to calm her down, to reassure her somehow. His dimming faculties lacked the clarity to come up with anything convincing, so he settled for a thin smile and a gurgling platitude.

“Hey. I’m all right. Just a scratch. It’ll be okay.”

She grabbed him by the head, each hand on one side, and turned him to look her in the eyes. “No, you are not okay! Dad will be here soon. You stay awake or I’ll... I’ll...” She couldn’t think of anything suitably dire, and just keeping herself from hyperventilating was more than enough work for her. So, she let it drop. The stupidity of commanding a wounded man to stay awake and not die was entirely lost on her, and at that particular instant the edict made perfect sense in her head. She checked her comm for a location ping on her father and swore when it showed his position still several minutes distant. Lucia had no real comprehension of how bad Roland’s injuries might be. She did not know how the damage correlated to his frame’s ability to keep him alive. There was so much about his body she did not and could not understand. Anyone else would have been dead already. Adding to her confusion, she had seen Roland withstand explosives, ten-story falls, armor piercing flechettes, and all other manner of weapons before. She had never seen him get shot all the way through the body, though. Every hurt he had received, even the bad ones, had failed to get past the armor to his internal organics. For the first time ever, Lucia was watching the man she loved bleed. 

Part of her had always taken great comfort in his indestructibility. Thanks to his construction, she never truly had to fear for his safety or health. Fear had ruled her universe for most of her life, and this one little bit of comfort had always been there to root her. No matter what else in her life went wrong, Roland would always be there to grunt in a disapproving manner and make grouchy comments. 

He was indestructible.

This made him permanent.

Unfailing. Dependable. Reliable. Constant.

Now Lucia wondered if she had placed an unfair burden upon him. She loved the man inside that machine, and all men were mortal.

Deeply rooted anxieties about mortality fueled the fevered certainty she was watching Roland die. Lucia fought those fears with a courage she did not truly feel. She fought them with all the data she had about the big cyborg soldier. Her mind searched for and re-lived her father’s lectures on Roland’s back-up systems, his self-repair capabilities, his multiple layers of redundancies. None of those discussions had covered what to do if Roland got shot through the chest though. The panic continued, ever-present and ever-building. She knew her breathing was too quick and shallow. Cognitively, she understood her superhuman brain was focusing too much on all the ways this might end poorly. Most critically, the terrified woman knew the fear and panic would take over soon and convert her into a useless sobbing wreck. 

Roland does not need a bawling damsel right now. She clung to the only thing stronger than her fear. He needs a partner who can handle her shit like a pro. She heard Roland’s gruff manner in her internal recrimination. Un-fuck yourself soldier and get in the goddamn fight!

Her teeth clamped down on the inside of her cheek to focus herself. The pain was sharp and the metallic taste of blood brought her attention away from all the holistic patterns of potential doom that her brain seemed intent upon exploring. Then she began to breathe slowly and with intent.

Inhale for four seconds, exhale for four seconds. Deep and easy, no cheating. 

The process slowed her heartbeat and kept her mind from going in unproductive directions. When she felt calm enough, she looked back to her partner.

“Dad’s close, Roland. Hang in there. Anything I should tell him when he gets here?”

Roland shifted slightly and inhaled. “Right lung is shot through. Filling with fluid. Systems are closing the holes and shutting down the bleeding. I’ve aspirated a lot of blood, though. Going to need a new lung, I think.” He coughed again and frowned. “Feels like a refractory bladder is torn, too. Can’t tell without my helmet.”

“All right. That all sounds survivable, at least.” She said it to Roland, though they both knew she was trying to reassure herself.

“I’ve had worse.” This, at least, was not a lie.

“If you die on me, Corporal, you better believe I’ll show you ‘worse.’”

“Copy that,” he whispered. Speaking louder was too painful.

Lucia was spared having to back up her open-ended threat when the door opened and Manny staggered in with Mindy’s arm draped over his shoulders and the bedraggled assassin stumbling beside him. The blond killer looked in no better shape than Roland. Her battered blue jumpsuit hung from her body covered with ugly black scorch marks. The broken zipper left the front open in a wide V running all the way to her waist. Her chest, the envy of most women and the cause of many sleepless nights for men, was a mass of mottled red and purple bruises that made Lucia gasp to see it. The swollen imprints of a hand were easy to pick out, and the implications of those telltale marks sickened her. Mindy’s eyes were open at least, and she was participating in her own rescue as much as she could. Manny swept the top of Lucia’s desk clear with a callous swipe of an arm and laid the tiny woman atop it. She collapsed back onto the surface with a grunt and a sigh, then reached up to pat Manny’s face. “My hero,” she mumbled, a touch of her characteristic charm in the weak joke. 

The long-haired youth ignored her and began to peel her out of the damaged armor. “Hey now,” she teased through teeth clenched in pain. “I ain’t that kind of girl...”

“You won’t be any kind of girl if I don’t get that broken rib away from your organs, you idiot.” The edge in Manny’s voice was scalpel-sharp. “Your stupid jumpsuit automatically compressed it, and now it’s poking your lung.” Soon he had her stripped to the waist, and for once the young Venusian had no eyes at all for her secondary sexual characteristics. With deft hands that looked well-practiced, he palpated and pressed at the angry red welts in Mindy’s side until a quiet yet undeniably audible popping sound sent Mindy’s eyes open wide. A pained gasp erupted from the little woman, and her back arched in uncontrollable reflex.

“There,” Manny said with authority. “Breathing should be a lot easier now.”

Mindy’s eyes fluttered, and the regular rise and fall of her chest seemed much less strained than it had a moment prior. A slow smile creased her face, and a hand came up to gently brush her damaged ribs. She winced at the pressure, but already her eyes were clearing as the intense pain subsided. “Wow, kid. You come with a real eclectic skill set! You can come play doctor with me any time you want!”

“Just try not to move. I’ll find some bracing tape.”

“Could I uh, borrow your jacket there, Lancelot?” Mindy was still laying back on the desk, a single eyebrow arched in wry humor.

“Oh, right.” Manny stammered. He shrugged his jacket off his shoulders and placed it over Mindy’s exposed breasts. “Sorry.” 

Mindy arranged the jacket to avoid rubbing against the more damaged areas and closed her eyes. “Thanks. A girl sure could get used to all this pampering.”

A weak, hissing grumble came from Roland, and everybody turned to look. It took a moment for the team to realize that this was not a sign of anything dire, but rather a wet and bloody chuckle.

“Kid... finally... got... to... see... them.”

Then the big cyborg lost his hold on consciousness and slumped back to the carpet. It took both Lucia and Manny to get him upright again and keep him from choking on his own blood, but they succeeded just as Donald Ribiero came through the door pushing a cart loaded with strange-looking equipment. Having already assessed the carnage in the street and now witnessing the state of his greatest professional creation, the older man heaved a mighty sigh.

A father first, though, his concern was mostly for his daughter. “Lucy?” he began. “Are you all right?”

“I wasn’t here for the fighting,” she fibbed. “Roland has a busted lung, though. Something about a torn bladder too. He’s been bleeding a lot and his right arm isn’t working. He said his systems were working on it but he just lost consciousness.”

“Well,” the Doctor sounded very authoritative, and this helped Lucia relax some. “That’s not very good now, is it?” He shrugged and began to pull equipment from the cart. “To be completely honest, as bad as this is he’s had a lot worse and survived. I think we can get him through this one too.” He paused a moment then added, “But you had better wait outside. The police are right behind me and I don’t think we want them seeing this part.”

Lucia nodded. She suspected her father was lying to protect her emotional state. She wanted to stay by her man’s side, but she figured she would just be in the way. Besides, if her father wanted to spare her the gory details of what came next, it was likely something she did not care to witness. She stood and went to the door, pausing to put a hand on her father’s back as he assembled his tools. “Take care of him, Dad.”

“I will, dear. Trust me. Now go.” He turned to call over his shoulder. “Manuel? I’ll need your help with this.”

Lucia left the office to the sounds of her father giving cryptic instructions to the young man. Her heart was in her throat, her hands were shaking, and she wanted nothing more than to bawl her eyes out. But that was not how you got things done in Dockside, so she put her game face on and went to greet the horde of police transports now descending onto the drag.

Time to start fixing this mess.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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Bob dumped the inert body of Chico onto the familiar slab with a callous flip of his arm. The inert cyborg thumped to the surface with a sickening thud. Lania frowned slightly. The unit weighed almost two-hundred and fifty pounds, all told. Bob had just tossed that dead weight with all the perceived effort of a man flicking a piece of kindling into a campfire. Why a project manager would have strength augmentations Lania could not say, but nothing about working on this project made any sense, so she let the matter drop.

She gave the unit’s condition a brief visual assessment and scowled at the damage. “Where did you find him?” 

Bob did not take his eyes off the supine cyborg. “He attacked two women in Dockside in broad daylight. The Golem intervened.”

Lania’s eyes widened. “He fought Tankowicz?”

“To a stalemate. Wounded him badly. The weapon’s performance was admirable.”

“Admirable?” Lania almost shouted it, incredulity writ large on her astonished features. “Admirable? Hah! Just surviving a straight fight with any Golem would have been ‘admirable.’ But a match-up with Breach?” She looked at the man in the suit as if he was a new and special kind of idiot. “Have you seen that thing’s metrics, Bob? Stalemating Breach is a goddamn career-defining accomplishment!”

“Mr. Inskip will be most pleased,” agreed Bob.

“I need to see the data on this!” Lania no longer cared a whit for Bob’s lukewarm reaction to her excitement. “Be useful and go get Wally and his team in here.”

Bob inclined his head just enough to appear polite and left the room. Too excited to wait for the team, Lania started plugging into the unit herself. Bob left her to her work and moved up to his office.

When he arrived in the spartan cube he used for a workspace, he marched directly to his desk and fired up his terminal. Quickly tapping out a code, the screen warmed to life and “ping” flashed in calming blue block letters while a secure connection was established. On the third flash, the wizened features of an old man appeared. Bob saw a face both spare and thin, with wispy white hair and narrow piercing eyes. Officially, Arthur Inskip was two-hundred-and-sixteen years old, but Bob knew the actual number to be altogether different. 

Bob did not care about Inskip’s age, and he delivered his report. “I have recovered the unit, Mr. Inskip. It had engaged the Golem with mixed success.  It survived and remains mostly intact.”

“I heard,” the old man said. His voice was reedy and raspy. “I understand the unit performed quite well?”

“Well in excess of expectations, sir. The Golem suffered extensive damage while our unit will be fully operational in a few hours.”

“That is impressive.” The old man’s flinty eyes sparkled. “But what about the instability in our little project? How did we lose control of him?”

“Unknown. Dr. Watanabe is working on that now. I expect answers in a few hours.”

“Excellent. She is quite brilliant, Robert. You should not be so short with her.”

“My job is to manage this project. The doctor will lose focus if not kept to task. Her desire for absolutes compromises the ability of her team to achieve project goals.”

“Perfectionists are hard to work with, it’s true,” the old man chuckled.

“Perfect is the enemy of ‘good,’ sir.”

“I suppose it is.” Inskip switched gears suddenly. “Tell me, Bob. Why did you not engage the Golem?” The man on the screen leaned forward. “You say he sustained heavy damage fighting our little Chico, I assume he was compromised and weakened. It sounds like you had an excellent opportunity to remove a thorn in our side, and you chose not to take it. I’ve always had complete faith in your strategic wisdom, Bob, yet I am at a loss on this one. Why did you let him go?”

Bob’s answer was authoritative, betraying no shame. “The police were close behind us. While in the past they have been a non-entity in Dockside, our intelligence indicates they are engaging in increased scrutiny of the district. Also, the Ribiero woman was present and the Venusian separatist was nearby. While not as formidable as Breach, those two would be a distraction. Even compromised The Golem would require my full attention. Assuming otherwise would be stupid.”

Inskip pressed harder. “You had enough manpower and time to try it, though. The assassin was down, the Golem damaged, and the Ribiero woman would not have been able to hurt you under the best of conditions. Increased presence or not, the Dockside police could have been managed.” Inskip leaned into the camera. “Tell me Robert, were you scared?”

Bob did not rise to the obvious bait. “You know I was not, sir. As I’ve said. My job is to manage this project, not extract vengeance on behalf of The Brokerage. You are correct in that my chances of success at that point were still rather favorable. They were not, however, overwhelmingly so. Entangling myself with the police could set the project back by months or even years. The risk was greater than the reward, Mr. Inskip. If you actually wanted me to engage the Golem, you would have made that more explicit in your expectations. I will complete this assignment to the best of my ability, and further destabilizing an already precarious situation is not the best way to accomplish that goal. Quite simply, sir, the whole scene seemed far too unstable to risk the attempt. Though I did consider it.”

The old man sat back, a satisfied smile nestled into the other wrinkles of his face. “Excellent response, Bob. You are a credit to your profession. I concur with your assessment even if I am disappointed at the lost opportunity. The Brokerage would like nothing more than to acquire the Breach armature, but you are right to point out that the risk this time was too great.”

Bob nodded. He had known all of this already. The old man often saw fit to test him like this, and it did not bother him at all. “Thank you, sir. I am glad you concur with my assessment. I’ll follow up with Dr. Watanabe shortly and brief you again when I know more.”

“Excellent, Robert. I look forward to it. Keep up the good work.” The face in the screen disappeared, and the tall man and his black suit rose to go see just what could be done to rectify the project’s recent upheavals.

Four levels below him, Lania labored over her creation in a quest to determine exactly what had gone wrong with the thing on the slab. She started by cutting away his clothes, and this exposed some of the damage her creation had taken in the fight. She was just finishing up all the connections necessary to download the information when Sinclair and the support team scurried into the room babbling like hyperactive children.

“Did he really take on Breach?” Wally asked, the same look of excited elation on his face that Lania could not wipe from her own.

“That’s what Bob said,” she said through a wide grin. “Stalemated him and wounded him. Bob says badly.”

“Hot damn!” Wally crowed.

“I’m pulling the data now, you start on the damage assessment.”

The small woman retreated to the observation room, newly repaired from the unit’s escape. Not everything had been fixed. A blood-stained hole in the panel still marked the place where the hapless lab tech had met his end. It made for a disturbing bit of color in the otherwise clean white space, but a little brain matter smeared on a wall could not keep the driven woman from her life’s work. She powered up the interactive window and waited, restless fingers drumming an impatient tattoo on the sill while the information was decrypted and displayed.

Chico Garibaldi’s two nights of freedom had been quite the adventure. While the fight with Breach had been everything she hoped it would be and more, her happiness was tempered by the rest of what she saw in the data. She took most of two hours getting through it all and parsing out the relevant bits. Though she remained pleased with the results, it was a much soberer Lania Watanabe who finally looked up and through the glass to the rest of the team.

Wally and his crew had already removed most of the damaged areas of the arms and were exchanging them for new pieces. The unit taking damage was a foregone conclusion, and the design accounted for this with extreme modularity. While none of the numerous bead strikes had penetrated the surface armor of the limbs, the armor itself had sustained significant deformation. The destroyed wrist and missing hand were already well on their way to being replaced, and a pair of technicians were putting the final touches on calibrating the new parts. What had entered the room bedraggled and battle-scarred was now looking as bright and clean as the day it had first rolled out of the lab.

Lania watched the hardware team do their work, saying nothing while she thought about what she had seen in the unit’s records. Wally’s crew moved like a well-oiled machine. If she squinted, Lania saw them as a racing pod’s pit crew executing complex tasks at blinding speed with no loss of precision. They did not speak because talking was unnecessary. Everyone knew their role and how to complete their tasks without being told what to do. It was impressive to behold.

Eventually, Wally looked up to see the woman watching them work, and he grinned at her. “What’s the data look like, Doc?” he asked.

“Well,” she sighed. “There is good news, and there is bad news.”

The man’s bright expression dimmed and he left the slab to approach the window. “What’s the bad news?”

“Obsessive off-mission behaviors, intense psycho-sexual ideation, poor impulse control, and primary template instability.”

“All that, huh.” Wally seemed to weigh this for a time. “How bad?”

“Stalked his ex-girlfriend, tried to rape a woman on the street in broad daylight, stuff like that.”

“Holy Jesus! That’s not right! What happened to the implants? The guy should have the sex drive of a potted plant with all the stuff we pump into his brain.”

“It’s not really about the sex, Wally. It’s about power and the ability to hurt and control women. The primary template is achieving sexual arousal in a way the AI did not perceive as a problem.”

Sinclair finished the thought for her. “Because his need to hurt and control people is part of what makes the bastard so good at killing. Damn.”

“Exactly. We are back to the debate over dialing down the very thing that makes him an effective weapon.” Her fist struck her palm with a loud slap. “I knew something wasn’t quite right. Synchronization was off from the start. I mean, being a sick bastard was part of what made him a good operative, but we misjudged just how sick a bastard he was.”

“Or at least the specific type of sick bastard,” Wally amended. “How did he break his chains, though?” He shook his head. “We had like, five fail-safes in place for exactly this kind of problem.”

“Well.” She looked at the man through the top of her eyes. “That’s sort of part of the good news.”

A groan escaped the biotechnician’s lips. “Am I going to love or hate this?”

“You tell me. The fail-safes work by shutting the organic template down and moving the AI into a command role, right?”

Wally nodded. 

“And when we call a Waterloo, his AI maps the current brain activity, mirrors it, and then writes its own code over that.”

“It slides a duplicate command matrix over the existing one.” He made an impatient ‘get-on-with-it’ gesture with his hand. “I get it. It’s the old ‘Better Man’ protocol.”

“Yeah, but the damn thing mirrored the wrong template, Wally. It’s calibrated to this ‘Chico Garibaldi’ creep. When Bob called a Waterloo?” The smile that turned her mouth beamed irrepressible pride. “The Roger Dawkins template was in the matrix. And I mean deep in. Dawkins alpha waves were all over the primary at the time. It caused more than enough deviation from Garibaldi to make the substitute command matrix useless.”

Wally did not speak for a long moment. His jaw flexed wordlessly as his keen professional mind worked through what her words implied. When he at last spoke, his voice was full of wonder and awe. “The override was talking to the wrong guy. Ho-lee shit, Doc!”

“It gets better. During his fight with the Golem, both the Dawkins and Haraldson templates slotted into primary at different times.”

“He shunted internally? No calibration?” Wally was beginning to giggle. “That’s fantastic! But how?”

“If I had to guess? I’d say his little nightmare the other night produced a psychotic episode.”

“He disassociated?” Wally looked confused. “But he can’t disassociate. There is enough haloperidol in his system to kill an elephant.”

“Not all the time, Wally. Only if his stress levels elevate. Haldol is nasty stuff, and there is only so much tardive dyskinesia the system can compensate for.”

“And he was dreaming,” the man realized. “His stress never really escalated because neural activity is suppressed while he’s on the slab.”

Lania nodded. “Exactly. He had a quiet little nightmare, and when he disassociated...”

Wally slapped his forehead. “The stronger templates were able to slot in.”

“His AI noticed the trick, and since Nonna is programmed to protect the unit from hacking or manipulation, we can now guess what happened when Bob called the Waterloo.”

“The AI slotted a new template in.” Wally finished. “Shit.”

“No,” Lani corrected him. “The AI allowed a new template to slot in. The shift was organic. Dawkins wanted to drive and Chico let him.”

“This,” the man breathed heavily. “This is ground-breaking stuff, Lania. How was synchronization?”

Lania swiped through diagnostic screens, searching for the answer. “It crept above ninety-two and peaked at ninety-six percent several times. Let’s see.” The woman quickly correlated time stamps to the recorded activities. “He attempted to rape a woman before the fight with Breach, and he was highly synchronized for that. I can only presume that the behavior was consistent with the Dawkins, Haraldson and Garibaldi templates. Given her history, I’d have thought the Laura Schneider template would be more resistant to a sexual assault.” She frowned, “But I must admit the template was clearly indifferent to it. Weird.”

“She was one cold-hearted woman, Lania. I don’t think much of anything would have fired her up.”

“I suppose. Then during his actual fight with Tankowicz he stayed between ninety-two and ninety-six. He was nearly perfectly synchronized the whole time, even with templates slotting in and out.”

“That’s easy,” said Wally. “All the templates hate that guy.”

“It was magnificent, Wally.” She made sure she was looking into his eyes. “Speed, proprioception, tactics, strategy. All on point. He put a flechette right through Breach. Scans show a punctured lung and massive internal bleeding. He might be dead right now. Can you imagine it?”

“To be the ones who killed the last Golem.” It came out as a wistful sigh. “We are going to be so freakin’ rich.”

“Breach is not dead.” Bob’s voice interrupted, startling both of them. The pair turned to look at the tall man and his implacable black suit. How he had entered the room without being noticed was a mystery. “He made it back to his office under his own power and Donald Ribiero was seen entering a few minutes later. It is likely that Ribiero will be able to stabilize the injury and repair the Golem before he dies from internal bleeding.”

“But still,” Lania’s tone was frosty. “That’s closer than anyone else has ever gotten to finishing him.”

“Also untrue,” Bob replied. “Several of his operations with the Expeditionary Force resulted in injuries as severe as these and some even worse. Mr. Inskip is extremely satisfied with this performance, but cautions you to not characterize it as too great a victory.”

Safely on the other side of the window, Wally snorted his response to this admonition. “Don’t rain on our parade, Bob. This is the breakthrough we’ve been waiting for.”

“A breakthrough that occurred only through pure happenstance and despite gross oversights on the part of your team.” Icy blue eyes transfixed the now-squirming technician. “You nearly lost a multi-billion-credit unit because you let him have a dream, Mr. Sinclair. People died, valuable facilities sustained extensive damage, and a significant amount of my time and energy was required to retrieve what you misplaced.” Those condescending eyes turned to Lania. “The unexpected success of the unit in combat have mitigated your failure in the eyes of Mr. Inskip, but do not forget that it was still a failure. You got lucky, and luck is an unreliable ally. I expect far more vigilance and greater attention to detail out of both of you or you can expect unpleasant repercussions. Am I understood?”

“I understand that you’re a dick,” Wally said with a hand gesture unambiguous in its meaning.

Lania was more restrained. “I hear you, Bob, but this is how science works. You learn as much from mistakes as you do from successes. If Mr. Inskip is happy, you should be too.”

“I am ecstatic, Dr. Watanabe. I assure you.” 

There was absolutely nothing in the man’s tone, posture, or expression that corroborated this statement. Lania dismissed it with an eye roll. “Good. Now go be ecstatic somewhere else. The scientists have work to do.”

––––––––
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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“Is he going to be okay?” Lucia asked for the eighth time.

Roland was still unconscious though he and Mindy had been moved back to his apartment at this point. The wounded assassin was sleeping on Roland’s couch, and Roland was reclining in his oversized easy chair. If Lucia looked only at his face, she could pretend he was taking a peaceful nap and not mortally wounded. Her gaze wandered to the exposed patch of silver taking up much of his right pectoral and shuddered. The armored dermal mesh had been peeled back to expose the silver-white strands of techno-organic muscle fiber beneath. It was grotesque and ghastly, like looking at the autopsy of an alien that resembled humanity just enough to be unsettling. The neatly bored hole left by the flechette remained. As a necessity her father had halted the internal repair protocols from closing it. The older man had fed a thin black tube into the wound and was viewing the damage with a tiny camera.

“My answer is the same as three minutes ago, dear.” It sounded like her father’s patience was frayed, and she supposed she might bear some of the fault for that. “I am confident he will make a full recovery.”

“You’re sure? I’ve never seen him bleed actual blood before. His organics will be fine?”

Donald nodded. “He was in very real danger of lethal exsanguination for a few minutes back there, but thankfully that risk has passed. The bleeding has stopped, and as long as we get his organic fluids back up to the appropriate levels he will self-repair in time even if I do nothing.”

“But what about the lung?”

“The organic parts will need to either heal naturally or be regrown, obviously. But I have the refractory bladder back up and running, so the organic lung is largely superfluous at this point.”

“How many lungs does he have?” Manny asked. 

“He has both organic lungs, well, one left now. But most of his actual respiratory needs get handled by a series of baffled bladders that extract oxygen and other helpful chemicals from the atmosphere. You could drop him on any planet with oxygen in its atmosphere and he would be able to breathe it even if there are other more toxic gasses present.” The old doctor added with a smile, “He can breathe underwater, too.”

Manny nodded. “Wow. I guess losing a lung wasn’t that big a deal?” 

Lucia wasn’t sure how much she was enjoying the clinical detachment of Manny’s tone, but she wanted to know the answer herself. She let it slide.

Her father did not look up from his work to answer. “It’s a big deal in that his organic systems still get oxygenated blood from the lungs. But it’s not a big deal because his lungs are genetically enhanced to an absurd degree. When you also consider how little organic mass he actually has, you will find that a single lung is more than adequate.” He anticipated Manny’s next question. “We could have engineered the lungs out entirely, of course. But the military loves their redundancy. If Roland’s chassis becomes too damaged to provide him with air, his regular lungs will keep his organics alive even if as the bionics fail.”

Manny chimed in, “And if the organic lungs fail, the bionic lungs will keep him alive.”

“Precisely,” the Doctor agreed. Then he turned to Lucia with a tired paternal smile. “Roland, my dear, is very hard to kill. We did that on purpose, you know.”

“What about sepsis?” Lucia asked. “Does he need antibiotics? I know the tech parts can’t get infections, but with all that internal bleeding...”

“Lucy?”

“Yes, Dad?”

“Have you ever had an infection?”

“Well, no.” She caught on instantly. “Oh. Right. He has the same little robots in him as I do. Sorry.”

Manny gave Lucia a reassuring pat on the back. “It’s okay, Boss. You’re a little wound up. We get it.”

“Thanks, Manny. I am rather frazzled at the moment.” She looked back to her father. “How long will he be out?” She hated to think of anything other than Roland’s comfort and recovery right now, but there were cyborg killers that hated him running the streets. She did not trust that character in the suit to control the thing that had just caused so much injury and damage. A Roland on his feet could handle most anything. That same Roland asleep in his chair was an altogether different situation.

The old man replied with an apologetic frown. “Hard to say, really. He has all the same biological enhancements you do, dear. His lung will heal a lot faster than a normal person might expect, but it’s a serious wound and that means lots of time to mend. I replaced the damaged bladder and I’ll seal the carapace by hand before I let his repair systems close the hole. That should speed things up quite a bit. I expect the muscle and dermal mesh self-repair sequence will only take a few hours. Eighteen at most, I should think. I would bet a considerable sum he is awake and whining for a beer by this time tomorrow.”

Lucia’s face brightened to hear this. However, her father was not finished. “He will be in great pain, Lucy. This is exactly the sort of injury we designed his body to remind him of constantly.” He chuckled at old memories. “We had to do it that way. These special forces men and women are an insanely single-minded lot. We found out that people of that stripe will tear their own bodies apart if you don’t prompt them to address the damage from time to time.” He looked at the sleeping giant for a moment, then patted the figure on a massive shoulder. “Some of them will do it, anyway.”

“That definitely sounds like our Roland,” she sighed. “I won’t lie, Dad. If that really was Chico Garibaldi then we have a big problem on our hands. Somebody went to a lot of trouble to turn a guy who hates Roland’s guts into a powerful cyborg. We could really use you on this one.”

Donald Ribiero rubbed his face with a palm still stained with Roland’s blood. “I guess I knew that was coming. You know I don’t approve of all of this,” he waved his hands to encompass the unconscious cyborg, the sleeping woman, and the CZ-105 flechette pistol on Lucia’s hip. “My work has caused a lot misery and death over the years, and I very much want to atone for that, not add more to the tally.”

“But Dad—”

“I’m not finished. Roland is not my greatest creation, Lucia. You are. You are the only thing I’ve ever done right.” He gave his head a rueful shake. “And I sacrificed the lives of a great many good people to save you.” He pointed to Roland. “That should have been the last of them. Four good soldiers died, and he ended up a mindless engine of destruction until I came to my senses. His reward? A life of solitude filled with a guilt that isn’t even rightfully his. It’s mine, obviously. But he carries it anyway because that’s what he does. He picks up loads for people not strong enough to carry them on their own.” He was smiling, but the smile was far away, sad and detached. “Just one more thing for me to atone for I suppose.” 

The old scientist sank into a nearby chair with a grunt. “I thought it was all past me. Once I freed him things could just go back and be good again. You would be safe, and all I had to do was monitor your augmentations to prevent relapses and keep you from finding out they were even there. Of course, the universe will not suffer an old fool to hope. I got myself kidnapped and you found the only person who could help. For years I lived with the fear you would find out about him, about what I had done to save you. I was... ashamed of him, what he represented.” The sad smile stretched, genuine humor sneaking into the expression. “You know, I thought he would frighten you. Although in hindsight I can’t figure out why that would be the case.”  

A pause and an irritated grunt followed. “Is there any whisky in this dump?”

Lucia put her head into her hands. “Oh, no. Here we go.” 

“I’ll get some,” Manny said, eager to be doing anything other than listening to this conversation.

The doctor nodded his thanks and continued. “I must say I was surprised you two got along as well as you did. And don’t think I don’t know damn well that this relationship you’re in was your idea and not his. Romance is not Roland’s style.”

“I hadn’t noticed,” she replied, as dry as a cracker.

Her father did not seem to notice the sarcastic aside. “I want to be angry with you. I want to tell you that this is foolishness, and that running around with a gun on your hip fighting pirates and terrorists is breaking an old man’s heart. But I can’t, can I? I don’t have the right. Many people have died and suffered so I could keep your mutation from rendering you a vegetable or worse. The selfish scientist wanted his daughter to live, and he bought her life with Roland’s sanity and the lives of everyone they made him kill. I bought it, but they paid for it! What a bargain, right?” His mouth twisted into a wry sneer. “But I don’t own you, though. I can’t. What you do with that life is out of my hands.”

“That’s not how it works, Dad...”

“Yes, it is! Do you know what’s worse than all of that? Yes, I wanted to hoard your existence. I was selfish. But neither have I done anything to atone for the pain saving you caused. Why should I? You have been doing that for me. For thirty years Roland carried my guilt, and for the last three you have been paying my debts.”

Lucia’s face scrunched, and she sounded both confused and irritated. “What the hell does that mean?”

“I pay attention, Lucia. You and Roland helped that McGinty character take over in Big Woo, and now what used to be a refugee camp is becoming a place that can actually be lived in. You and Roland took down that Vladivostok fellow and piracy has dropped by thirty-five percent in the frontier systems. You ended the gang wars in Dockside, and now violent crime is half what it was before. For the love of all the gods, Lucy! You flew to Venus and broke the most ruthless terrorist organization in the solar system!” 

Manny returned with a glass of brown liquid and the bottle. He handed both to the Doctor and left without a word. The elder Ribiero downed half the glass in one long pull. “Yes. One by one, the pair of you have been buying back each death that should have been on my ledger.” The rest of the glass soon disappeared as well. “And I’ve been letting you do it. Hah! As if I could stop either one of you from doing anything.”

With a clink and a gurgle, the whisky glass was refilled. Lucia snatched the bottle from her father and a knowing smile creased his features. “So now you want me to join the fight, eh? As if there is any answer I can give other than ‘yes.’” 

He sipped instead of chugged this time. This gave Lucia a chance to finally speak. “I know how you feel about it, Dad. You risked everything to save me, and I’m not sorry you did. When the time came, you risked it all again to save Roland. I’m real glad you did that, too. You made the only choices you knew how to make, and what happened after was not your fault. You took yourself out of the career you loved for three decades over it, I really think your penance is up.”

“I made a terrible weapon—” he started, but this time it was Lucia who shut it down.

“You saved a soldier’s life! He was a bag of failing organs strapped to a hospital bed! A young man with the body of a giant and dreams of being a hero, reduced to ninety-pounds of dying flesh and bones. You saved him and made him that hero.”

“Don’t make it sound more noble than it was. I needed research subjects for the nanomachines that cured you. I thought of nothing but keeping you alive and healthy. Hell, I didn’t even learn his goddamn name at first.”

“Bullshit. Sure, maybe at first it was like that, but you are totally incapable of being callous, Dad. You used to tell me stories about him when the headaches kept me awake at night, remember?” She smiled at the memory and swigged mightily from the bottle in her hand. “You put a lot of effort into those yarns, Dad. I mean, I was pretty sure he was fictional until I actually met the guy.” She wiped her mouth on the back of her hand and winked at her father. “The man lives up to the hype, that’s for sure.”

“I suppose you are right about that. But if I had not worked with the program...”

“I’d be a vegetable, Roland would be dead, Big Woo would be in ruins, yadda yadda yadda.” She drank again from the whisky bottle. Donald’s glass was empty, so she refilled that, too. “You forget how many separate strings I can process at once, Dad. I can tell you exactly what happens in a world where you didn’t build Roland.” She leaned forward to transfix her father with an earnest frown. “There is no version of that thread where things aren’t worse than they are now.” She put the bottle down on a coffee table. “Shit. I forgot how hard it is to get drunk with these damn machines always scrubbing my blood.”

“Totally intentional, I might add.” With the effects of decent scotch beginning to assert themselves, the old man could not resist a chuckle. “Every father dreams of a daughter who can’t get drunk or stoned.”

She pulled at the whisky again, this time just for effect. “Joke’s on you. I still managed.” Lowering the bottle, she pressed on. “I don’t want to put you in a position where you have to make weapons again. I know you don’t want to get involved in fixer business, either. But this Garibaldi cyborg was something new. We need an expert, and you are still the best.” She topped off his glass one more time. “Besides, I know you’ve been training Manny, and that you helped Mindy with feedback from her neural implants. You miss it, Dad. We can all tell that you miss biotech. All we are asking is for you to consult on this one.”

“You are right, of course.” He drank deeply, then looked from his half-empty glass to the now-empty whisky bottle with a fierce scowl. “About everything, really.” 

Lucia had to smile at his consternation. For all his cultured manners, when Donald Ribiero decided it was time to have a drink, there would be no half-measures. Each flagging glass was a problem, and every empty bottle a catastrophe. 

“Obviously I’ll help, Lucy.” The old man’s voice had taken on a bit of a slur. “It’s time for me to start paying off my own goddamn debts. I’m just a little prone to being grouchy and maudlin about that nonsense.” Lucia could perceive a touch of a sway in her father’s posture as he raised the glass to his lips a final time and shook out the remaining dregs. “Now tell me about this Garibaldi bastard. I’ll sort out whatever second-string dime-store biotech they’ve sewn him up with. Then you and the corporal here can go punch his ticket.  The gangly fucker shot up my masterpiece, didn’t he?”

“I thought I was your masterpiece.” Lucia feigned a girlish pout.

“Truthfully? The credit for you should go to your mother. You look far more like her than you do me. She was the bossy one, too.”

“I’m not bossy. I merely have a commanding presence.”

“See if you can command another bottle of scotch, then. I’m in a mood to get drunk.”

––––––––
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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Roland woke up the next afternoon. 

Waking up after severe damage or even the occasional bout of unconsciousness was not an unfamiliar sensation and he knew better than to try moving right away. He was connected to several machines via hoses and wires as was typical for these situations. Flailing about when so constrained felt like a bad idea. Gingerly, he checked the monitor attached to one such device for a status report. He learned his chassis was nearly one hundred percent repaired, which heartened him. He was also acutely aware, thanks to the fierce burning pain in his chest, that the real danger had little to do with a few small holes in his armor.

The display confirmed that his right lung was out of commission and would remain so for some time. The entrance and exit wounds had been closed and the bleeding stopped, but trauma to organic tissue was not something that could be repaired with spare parts and a wrench. He would have to heal the old-fashioned way, and that meant pain. Roland had a strange relationship with pain. Before being converted into a cyborg, he had lived a life of rigorous physical activity. First as a farmer’s son and then as a dedicated weightlifter and semi-professional fighter. Then followed his time with the United Earth Defense force and a stint in the Special Operations Group.

Long before being converted to his current state, Roland had been a man who could handle pain in varieties and quantities that would sicken and break most people. However, he had to admit his current body’s ability to regulate pain was a welcome improvement, and it would be a lie to say Roland had not grown accustomed to it. The fresh, sharp, and hot agony of his punctured lung was an unwelcome throwback to the days when he had to muscle though his injuries without the help of a few billion credits’ worth of biotech. He did not miss those days.

“Shit.” It was an expressive complaint, delivered under his breath and with a generous portion of irritation. The monitor agreed with this assessment. Namely that while he was more or less fighting fit, a wise man could not ask too much of his body if he expected to heal with any speed. The pain, it appeared, would be non-negotiable either way.

“You ain't kidding, Ironsides.”

Roland turned his head to the other side to see Mindy stretched out on a cot on the other side of his living room. She looked more pale than usual, and she seemed slow and reluctant to move much.

“How bad you get it?” 

“Took some eight-mike to the ribs at point-blank. Suit held up, but the ribs didn’t. They’re mostly osteoplast so the doc put them back together this morning. Got pistol whipped in the head and kicked around a bit, too. I’m only breathing because he realized there was something else he wanted to do with my body before he put a round through it.”

Roland remembered the bruised handprints on Mindy’s breasts and a hot rage suffused his guts with a deeply homicidal fury. He growled from a place low in his chest, unable to control himself. “What did he do to you?”

The little blond closed her eyes and dismissed his anger with a callous wave of her hand. “Look at you coming over all chivalrous now. Don’t you worry about me, Ironsides.” She pointed to her chest, still proud and impressive under a thin blue tee shirt. “The girls did exactly the job I bought them to do, and I’ve taken worse hurts than this over less. He may have stolen second base but we threw him out at third, if you catch my meaning.” Her eyes went cold and hard. “Besides, I’m no delicate maiden. If I thought letting him go all the way home would give me a shot at killing him? Well, let’s just say there ain’t nothing a piece of shit like him can do to me that I can’t fix with a hot bath.”

Roland nodded, and his reply conveyed nothing but the respect of a peer. “You’re one hard woman, Mindy.”

“A girl can get that way after a while,” she agreed.

“Roger that. The fucker had some speed on him when he came flying out of that alley, by the way. You’re pretty damn tough for a runt.”

This earned him a smile. “Yeah, well, that was the last of what I had to give. I figured you could take it from there.”

Roland gestured to the devices attached to him. “Not sure I did much better. Lucia dropped him in the end.”

Mindy let the smile fade. “What the hell was he, Roland? He was way faster than me, strong as hell, and he popped you with a through-and-through. Now, being faster than me ain’t impossible. You are, the boss is, a couple of guys I know from Pike’s crew are spun-up all to hell, too. His limbs were all full-prosthetic, so being strong comes as no surprise either. But when was the last time you got drilled through the chest like that?”

“I hear you. The pistols are new tech. I was following a lead on that when you called. But the speed surprised the hell out of me. I couldn’t keep up with him either. I didn’t get any video, but I think he is at least as fast as Lucia. Maybe faster.”

“I’m always recording. The doc pulled the feed from my eyes and ears to look into it.”

“Don’s helping out?” This drew a pause and a grunt from the big man. “We try to keep work away from him. I’m glad to have him on the case, either way.” 

“The boss convinced him. He is hilarious when he’s drunk.”

“You should have seen him in his younger days. He once took a swing at a project manager who insisted that he leave the bar and come back to the lab after hours. Don doesn’t drink often, but when he is in the mood? Let’s just say that it’s best to just let whatever is going to happen, happen.”

Mindy sighed. “Sounds like my kind of guy. I’ll have to start drinking with him. Now who the hell is this Chico guy to you, anyway?”

“He is one half of the famous Garibaldi Brothers.”

When Mindy did not immediately show signs of recognition, Roland explained. “They are twins. Well, they were twins. Triggermen, not registered with the Lodge. They worked the New Boston scene for a couple years and got a reputation for extreme prejudice and a damn-near-perfect success rate. They liked hopped-up SpyderCo rigs in five-millimeter. As much as I hated the jerks, I have to admit the bastards could shoot.”

“Scabs,” Mindy said. “They’re always the worst. Most scabs don’t join up because even our minimal standards for behavior are too cumbersome for them.”

“Yeah,” Roland agreed. “That sounds like the Garibaldis, all right. ‘Minimal’ standards were probably several levels above what their behavior was ever likely to get to. They really did not give a shit who the target was or how much collateral damage they caused. Rodney loved ‘em.”

Mindy’s backwater accent ratcheted up several notches. “Well dip me in vinegar and call me a pickle! I am simply shocked at that revelation, Roland.”

“I bet. Anyway, when Lucia and I went over to Hideaway that first night we ended up in a brawl with Rodney’s crew.”

“Again, I am shocked.”

“Lucia started it. The important part of the story is that I killed his twin brother in that fight. Technically, I guess Chico killed his own brother. I just arranged for Nico’s body to be between me and Chico when he shot at me. Whatever. I’m starting to think he took it personally.”

“Imagine that.” Mindy sat up with only a tiny wince. “That explains why he is shooting people like Granovich, but it doesn’t explain how he is suddenly sporting a few million in hard body-mods, though.”

“I have a theory on that. I’ll need to run it by Lucia’s brain to see what she thinks. She’s better at picking out patterns.”

“What are you figuring?”

“Think about the hits. First was The Madame. Madeleine ran the most successful guild in all of New Boston. She was bulletproof because she had so much dangerous information on all the players that no one dared touch her.”

“But someone did,” Mindy added.

“Someone she didn’t have dirt on.”

Mindy nodded her comprehension. “So that rules out anyone from New Boston or even Earth.”

“Right. Then there was The Widow.”

“The last of the Combine Bosses,” Mindy said.

“You got it. The last piece of the old syndicate, and someone who still had enough money, influence, and power to eventually retake control.”

“So our enemy is foreign and doesn’t want the guilds or the crime bosses to run this town.”

“Now we get to Chico.”

“What about him?”

“I refuse to believe it’s a coincidence when a guy who is faster than me shows up on my turf, shoots up my clients and friends, and just happens to have a unique weapon that can pierce my hide. There might be all of ten people in existence with reflexes better than mine, Mindy. Furthermore, there is no reason at all to spend money making a handgun that can take me out. It’s all just too goddamn impractical to not be deliberate.”

“You suppose whoever this is has a real specific dislike for you on top of their other issues?” Her head shook. “That doesn’t really help, though. Lots of folks hate you.”

“It’s a gift.” Roland ticked the points off on thick fingers. “We know our bad guy is obscenely rich, from off-world, wants to de-stabilize the New Boston rackets, and hates me.” He turned to wink at the assassin. “Do we know anyone like that?” It was a leading question, and Roland waited for Mindy to work it out.

“The Brokerage!” she finally exclaimed. “You really think it’s them?”

“It fits.” Roland wanted to shrug, but the pain in his chest kept him from doing so. “They have the money and the influence to swing whole corporations like blunt objects. And a dirtbag like Chico is the perfect operative for this. He already knows the players and the terrain. Plus, he has no scruples and an ax to grind. Bastard hates me as much as The Brokerage probably does, too. If you wanted to fuck up this town and had to deal with me in the process, a souped-up Chico would be just the guy to send.”

“Load him up on crazy bionics, give him a gun that can shoot through anything, and set him loose?” Mindy raised her eyebrows. “It’s so damn crazy it just might work.”

“It almost did.” 

Roland and Mindy looked to the entryway at the sound of Lucia’s voice. Blowing the magenta stripe of hair away from her face, she swept into the room with her arms full of food and supplies. “You guys feeling better?”

Roland answered first. “I’m ready to get back to work, according to this thing.” He jerked a thumb at the monitor next to his chair. “Lung is still useless but I don’t really need it as long as the refractory is working.”

“How is your pain?”

“Worse than a hangnail, not as bad as a stubbed toe.”

Lucia rolled her eyes. “Wow. You managed to be highly specific and completely unhelpful at the same time. Well done.”

This time Roland did shrug, and a pain sharp but tolerable lanced through his chest. Lucia placed her bundles down on the coffee table in a loose pile. “Dad says if you start that lung bleeding again he will have to drill another hole in your chest to fix it. Go easy, please?”

“Roger that, Boss.”

“Mindy?” Lucia looked over to the blond. “How are you feeling?”

The assassin grinned. “Better than a wet mop, worse than a warm blanket.”

Lucia rewarded Mindy with a frown. “I think liked it better when you two didn’t get along. Since you are both recovered enough to have a sense of humor, I suppose we can get down to business, then.” She sifted through the pile of goods. “Mindy, you might like to know that Kitty is fine. She will be staying here as well until we sort out this Chico Garibaldi situation.”

“Great. It’s going to get real cozy in here,” Roland griped.

“I’m good with that,” Mindy replied with a leer.

“This is not a sorority house slumber party. There is a good chance her ex-boyfriend is coming back, and we can’t afford to get caught with our pants down.” Her gaze bored into Mindy’s eyes and she added, “Literally or figuratively.”

“Spoilsport,” the little blond whined.

Roland began to disconnect the devices tying him to his chair. “Better get set up for a siege. I take it you don’t trust our good friend ‘Bob’ to keep his dog on a leash, then.”

“Roland, I don’t think he even wants to.”

“You wanna hear my theory?”

“Does your theory include The Brokerage setting up Chico with a lot of biotech so he can destabilize the criminal power structure?”

“Goddammit.”

Mindy’s laughter was contagious. “He thought he was so freakin’ smart, too!”

“Dad has been picking through Mindy’s video feed and examining Chico’s busted hand. It’s Corpus Mundi tech, and Manny has been running down all their holdings. When the networks bounced off conglomerates with charters in unregistered star systems or behind impenetrable trade agreements, we started to figure it out.”

“Do we have a base of operations for them?” Roland found himself in the grips of a very urgent need to do extensive property damage.

“No. Even Manny can’t get through the encryptions. But we have some leads.”

“What about his bionics?” Mindy asked. “What the hell is he running?”

“He was fast, Lucy,” Roland cautioned. “Like, you fast. Faster than me, anyway. We need to know how to shut him down, and soon.”

Lucia stopped rifling through the pile and looked up. “That is even more interesting,” she said. “The hand itself is latest generation military hardware. It’s exotic stuff but nothing revolutionary. Now get this: the controls architecture was some new kind of synthetic nerve fiber. Dad doesn’t think it’s reverse-engineered Golem tech, but it looks to him like someone has been trying to duplicate his work. We don’t know for sure, but it’s entirely possible they have overcome some of the speed restrictions of that technology.”

A few semesters of engineering school and a lifetime as a cyborg had made Roland very conversant in the limitations of bionic limbs. He wondered aloud, “Can a military prosthetic even be calibrated to human nerve conduction at those speeds? Solenoids and actuators are faster than muscle contraction, obviously. It’s never the hardware that slows us down.” He tapped his forehead for Mindy’s edification. “It’s the wetware. The feedback loop to action potential in the brain can only go so fast. There is a mathematical limit to how quickly the reactions can occur. Boost it too hard, electrical potential backs up behind the choke point, and boom!” He pantomimed an explosion at his temple. “Now you’ve got brain damage and degraded performance. At about 500% speed, the electrochemical activity is occurring faster than the calcium ions in a neuron can be replaced. If you’ve avoided a psychotic episode up to this point, good for you. Now you get to enjoy a bunch of seizures.”

Lucia picked up the lecture. “That’s why you never see anyone running much faster than three, sometimes four times normal. Even at three times, you used to get migraines, right Mindy?”

The blond head nodded. “‘Til the Doc fixed me up, anyway.”

“He’s good at that. Take me for instance. I’m a mutant,” Lucia said. “My brain handles action potentials in parallel, not in series. If I wanted, my father thinks I could safely go to seven or eight times normal speed without taxing my frontal cortex at all.” She added, “Ironically, because my feedback loop was too fast, this caused an endless string of seizures when I was a kid. They had to pump me so full of anticonvulsants that I couldn’t even feed myself. I almost ended up a vegetable. I still have a ton of neurological damage from my childhood to this day. Dad ended up replacing whole parts of my brain with his nanobots. There are huge chunks of my childhood I can’t even remember.”

“I always assumed you were so fast because the Doc just made really good gear. But that ain’t it, huh?”

“Nope,” Lucia said with a wry grin, “I’m not augmented to be fast at all, I was born fast. But the mutation was killing me. I’m augmented to survive how fast I am all on my own.”

“Don’t take this the wrong way, Boss, but that’s creepy as hell.”

“I’m over it. I’m unique, though. Dad’s never tried my machines on a normal brain, because he’s pretty sure it would kill the host.” Her gaze shifted over to the big cyborg. “Mindy’s video clearly showed Chico’s reflexes acting above the industry’s accepted hard limit. Somehow his frontal cortex is processing information faster than five times the normal rate without frying itself.”

“I guess it was only a matter of time before somebody figured out how do to it,” Roland grumbled.

“That’s exactly what Dad said.”

“Do we have a countermeasure?”

“Not yet. Not unless you consider me to be one.”

Roland scowled. “What?”

“I can go that fast, Roland. One firmware update and I’ll be able to outrun him. His body appears unarmored, so as long as I can hit him, I can kill him.”

The big bald head shook emphatically. “Hell no. You’ll rip your own joints apart. Worse, you won’t care because your risk-aversion and empathy will be gone, too. This is not a video game. We can’t just treat you like a piece of hardware to be turned up and down as we see fit, Lucia. This is your mental and physical health you want to fuck around with. We’ll find another way.”

“It doesn’t thrill me either, big guy. But it’s an option we have if we find ourselves against the wall.”

Roland turned from her and stalked off to his bedroom to find some clothes. Over his shoulder he growled, “Let’s stay the hell away from the wall, then.”

Lucia heaved a heavy sigh as he disappeared through the door. Mindy threw an arm over her shoulder and whispered, “It’s so cute when men act all protective and authoritative like that.”

“Oh yeah. He’s all kinds of adorable,” Lucia replied.

“I assume you will do whatever the hell you think you need to do anyway, right?”

“Obviously,” Lucia confirmed. “He knows it, too.”

“He’s a nice boy, Boss. I say you keep him.”

“I must admit, he does open the hell out of a pickle jar.”

“A fine quality in any man,” Mindy agreed with solemn conviction.

“Oh for fuck’s sake you two!” A voice like gravel being crushed under tank treads rumbled from the other room. “I can hear you, you know.”

“Good,” said both women in unison.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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“Chico Garibaldi? Really?” Sam Parker was not sure he believed what he was hearing. “Chico Garibaldi just stomped a mudhole in you guys because he is obsessed with The Dwarf’s bartender?”

Roland, now dressed and looking far more presentable, sat in his kitchen sipping on an enormous cafe mocha. Lucia sat beside him guzzling her equally voluminous coffee. Mindy had left with Kitty to secure some more clothes and necessities for her stay. 

Lucia shook her head in response to the detective’s incredulous tone. “Well, yeah it sounds stupid when you come right out and say it like that. But Chico is not the main event here. He’s a pawn. This whole thing has ‘Brokerage’ written all over it.”

She gave a quick briefing to the young detective, outlining what they knew and their suspicions while showing him the captured hand and Chico’s mutilated pistol.

“That explains the new pressure from my department, too,” Parker said when she had finished. “A police force that actually works is about the last thing The Brokerage wants right now.” The young detective pinched the bridge of his nose between a thumb and forefinger and winced as if in deep existential pain. “And that leads to my next item. Guess who paid off his entire debt to The Dwarf last night?” A wry shake of the head signaled both disbelief and disgust. 

“Ha!” Roland barked. “I think we can all guess how your LT got a hundred grand so damn fast.” 

“Hey, I’m the detective here, Tank. I’ll do the deducing.” The joke fell flat, Sam sounded too tired to sell it. “It sure as hell tracks all right. Good for us for being so damn clever.” 

Lucia’s exasperation was plain to hear. “The Brokerage wants the pressure back on, so now they own your department. Great.”

Parker nodded. “Looks that way.”

“With our leverage on your LT gone, where does that leave you, Sam?” 

“Let’s be real clear, I am not going to get anywhere if a heavy load like The Brokerage is leaning on my department.” He leveled an even gaze at the pair of fixers. “I will need leverage of my own.”

“Maybe a good project for Mindy?” Lucia posed it as a question. “She is very good at ensuring compliance in ways money cannot compete with.”

“I can’t hear that,” Parker warned.

“Just thinking out loud, detective.”

“Then let’s make it a point to think about having her visit Pritchard, too.” The detective mumbled this part just loud enough to be heard. “He’s on me like a barnacle these days.” His face wore a convincing expression of bland innocence as he spoke.

Roland’s lips curled into a mean smile. “Table that for now Lucy, but I gotta say I don’t hate the idea.” Then he switched to a less controversial topic. “I have a lead on the gun and we know the hand is a Corpus Mundi product. I think you should look into that, Sam. Gun-runners won’t talk to you, and Corpus Mundi is not going to be real helpful to me. We have a history. Big corp like that will have to play nice with the cops though. Obstruction charges are real bad for the stock price.”

“You have a history with everybody,” Sam sighed. “I recognize your handiwork with that secret CM facility mess a few years back. It’s no wonder they hate you."

“No idea what you are talking about,” Roland deadpanned.

“Your methods are pretty easy to spot, Tank. When a whole Uptown building gets overrun and destroyed by a bunch of trigger-happy mercenaries, it’s not hard to guess who they were really shooting at. You cost them a lot of money and political capital that night.”

Roland refused to budge. “You must have me confused with somebody else.”

“Right. I must.”

Lucia put them back on track. “I suggest you pull some scary-sounding warrants for any suspicious CM facilities in the area. You won’t get the right one, but you’ll be shaking the tree. Perhaps something helpful will fall out.”

Parker nodded. “It shouldn’t be too hard. Their facilities are all in Uptown and The Sprawl, and those police departments are way less corrupt than my coworkers here in Dockside. All that legwork will keep me in areas Pritchard can’t fuck up.”

The big bald head ducked in agreement. “We have Mindy watching Kitty, but Chico is way off the rails. Lucia doesn’t think this mysterious ‘Bob’ guy is going to rein him in, either. Is Elena safe?”

The sides of Parker’s neck took a slight flush at her name, and his voice jumped up half an octave. “Uhm. Yeah, yes. She’s, ah, under police protection for now.”

“I don’t think Dockside PD is truly the best group of people to be...”

Lucia shut Roland up with a slap to the back of his head. “No one should be this dense, Roland. Sam is the police protection.”

Sam’s neck turned an even brighter and more obvious shade of fuchsia. “She’s in a secure location, and I am managing her security personally.”

Roland still looked as if he thought this was a bad idea. Lucia walked him to a realization he had no chance of getting to on his own. “They’re shacked up, Roland.”

“Oh.” Beady black eyes widened. “That took longer than I expected.”

Parker had the appearance of a man who would prefer a grisly death over continuing this line of discussion.  “The important thing is that she’s safe for now. What makes me nervous is a squad of armed goons landing on The Drag after you tore the street up fighting Chico. Our friend ‘Bob’ has all my ‘what-the-hell’ alarms ringing at the moment. Who the fuck is he? Who is he working for?”

Lucia spread her hands to the side, palms up. “If we are right about this being a Brokerage thing? Then the smart money says he’s one of theirs. They want the Docks very badly.”

Roland growled. “There are too many dogs in our yard these days. It’s just a few murders and a single rogue psycho for the moment, but that fight on The Drag is going to raise a lot of the wrong eyebrows. If Gateways gets it in their heads to jump in, the whole damn thing is going to go straight to hell.”

“We really don’t need another squad of armed goons stomping around,” Lucia concurred. “I’ll call Tom at their office and inform them that we are aware of the situation and handling it.”

“We need to push these Brokerage guys back, and hard.” 

“So we hit them where we always do. Where it hurts the most,” Lucia said.

Parker looked confused. “Where’s that?”

The fixers spoke in unison. “The wallet.”

Lucia fleshed it out. “Sam, go pull those warrants and start making life hell for Corpus Mundi. Roland will find out who made that pistol and who bought it. I’ll take Manny and go hunt down our new friend, Bob.”

“You got a lead?” Parker asked.

“The transport they used. Spoofing registrations for military hardware can’t be easy. Manny will find it. The Brokerage has probably buried who owns it, but someone does own it and it definitely needs a garage.”

Roland had to agree it was a good angle. “Nice. Manny might not find our bad guys, but he sure as hell can find that troop transport. Let’s get cracking. I think we have a couple of days at least before Chico pops up.”

Sam raised an eyebrow at this statement, and Roland explained. “It’s obvious something is wrong with whatever they did to him and they won’t risk letting him out again until they find it. Let’s use this break as well as we can.”

With that, the group split up, each to the task that best suited them. Parker left to pull a few dozen warrants, and Roland clomped out to intimidate a few dozen criminals. 

Lucia called Manuel and fifteen minutes later the young Venusian infiltrator rang the door chime. As was his way, the bright-eyed and eager scout pursued his tasks with an irrepressible energy only the young and foolish could muster. 

“What’s the plan, Boss?”

“I need you to find an unregistered military-style troop carrier.”

A broad smile split his deep tan features. “I thought you had something difficult for me.”

“I think it’s owned by The Brokerage.”

“That’s more like it.” The smile drooped, but only by a small degree.

He sat down at the kitchen table and opened his DataPad. In short order the youth had access to the city traffic grid, and he pulled the records from their fight with Chico. Lucia hated how easily he broke into municipal systems. It made her anxious and paranoid.

Manny did not notice her discomfort. He was a man in his element and enjoying himself. “Okay, Boss. The transponder was spoofed, no surprise there. It’s pinging as a produce hauler to match the weight and other dimensions. The hauler registration goes to a distribution company from The Sprawl, and ownership of that company spins off into the mists of Brokerage witchcraft.” Though an excellent scout and infiltrator, deciphering corporate entanglements fell well outside his skill set.

Abandoning that thread, he switched to a more promising one. “That’s vapor. Forget about it. The transport matches the specs for a Warthog. Good solid tech. Still a bunch of those in use by the UEDF, but a lot available as military surplus, too. Clever.”

Lucia frowned. “Lots of military surplus gets sold at auction, right? Crap.”

“Yeah, makes it real hard to figure out who bought what. A couple of hard cred deposits, one silent bidder, and poof!” He pantomimed a puff of smoke. “Another troop ship disappears into obscurity.”

“Where did it go after leaving The Drag?”

Manny swiped through some screens and pursed his lips. “It’s scrambled once they leave the area. They started going due south, but that doesn’t really mean anything.”

“Goddammit!” Lucia almost shouted it. “Is there anything we can get from it?”

“Think like a scout, boss,” Manny replied with a smirk. “I can’t really tell where they flew off to, but I sure as hell can figure out quite a few places they didn’t or couldn’t go.” He pointed to his screen where a map of New Boston lit up the display. “They did not go to Uptown. I dare you to fly a troop transport through there with a spoofed ID and a scrambled transponder. You’d be shot down in minutes. So that’s out.” He jabbed a finger to the areas south of Uptown and east of Dockside. “Quinzy? With all the shipyards? Great place to hide a troop ship, but just like Uptown you are not going to go far without your telemetry in order. Too many military contractors with stuff there.” He waggled a finger to the west. “Big Woo? Totally safe to fly over. They couldn’t scan you if they wanted to. And let’s be honest, they don’t want to. You could fly a burning fleet carrier over those poor bastards and they wouldn’t even look up.” He waved a finger at the screen for a second. “But it isn’t Big Woo, either. Big Woo is Billy’s turf, no way to hide once you land there. Billy knows everything that goes on in The Woo.”

Lucia’s brain was beginning to churn. Every piece of information Manny gave her fleshed out the possibilities. A landscape of disparate theories condensed into discrete strings of causality. It was like a field of grass where each blade represented one potential answer. Still, there were too many gaps in her understanding. The millions of potential scenarios stretched before her with no way to separate the likely from the implausible. 

Now Manny smiled. He understood how her mind worked and he knew how to help it. “They arrived quickly, right? Just a few minutes after the fight started?”

Lucia was catching on. “And with a name like ‘Warthog’ I’m betting it’s not fast.”

“Exactly. Therefore, we can assume they are not based too far away from Dockside.”

Now, with more information to work with, her brain started organizing dozens of permutations to match the data. She mumbled as she thought. “Somewhere close by, not well scanned or patrolled, that could also hide a big transport. Can’t be too heavily populated, but with available tech and resources for a small fighting force and possibly a research facility.”

There were still too many possible answers. The field of grass morphed into a forest of wide branching trees. Each built upon a central trunk of plausibility but devolving into a weave of interlocking fractals. She was missing something. Manny nudged her train of thought. “Produce hauler, Boss.”

The forest of possibilities collapsed into a single tree. It had many branches, but it was alone. 

“The Ag zones!” she cried.

“That’s what I’m thinking,” he agreed. “Wide open areas with no people. Big hangars full of large transports. Very little in the way of law enforcement. A bunch of huge automated factory farms protected by private security forces in the middle of nowhere.”

Her mumbling continued. “They can’t fly north or east without getting nailed, but south and west are safe enough. Who owns the zones south and west of here?”

“Give me a second.” Tan fingers flew across the DataPad. “Got it. There are four leased zones to the south and west of Dockside that are within the range of what a Warthog can manage in fifteen minutes or less.”

Lucia squinted at the list. Each name was a branch on her tree, and each branch had branches of its own. A thousand parameters were evaluated in a dizzying string of holistic interactions. Connections were made, and the most probable traits coalesced in her thoughts. She dismissed the unlikely candidates one by one, and he tree lost limbs with each rejected possibility.

Flicking her finger across the names on Manny’s screen, she called out the deficiencies in each. “Too small, too poor, too narrowly focused.” 

She settled a thin finger on the last name on the list. The finger tapped, and the woman considered. Then she grinned.

Timber!  

“Here we go, Manny. This one is juuuuuust right.”

The tree fell. 

Manny did not follow her reasoning. “OmniCorp? You sure, Boss? That’s one high-profile accusation. How do you figure?”

“OmniCorp spreads its holdings across multiple vertical markets, all in supply chain management. They have large mining operations, plenty of agriculture, hydrocarbon assets, and a huge portfolio of retail suppliers and wholesalers. It’s why they are called ‘OmniCorp.’”

“They are the company that sells everything,” Manny agreed.

“Exactly. If our bad guy is The Brokerage, it’s safe to say they need lots of different things. They need military hardware, a large security force, R&D supplies and personnel, vehicles. Plus the infrastructure to take over a huge smuggling operation if they win.”

“OmniCorp.” Manny sounded surer of it now.

“Best guess, anyway,” she said with a shrug. “But I like it.”

“That Ag zone is four hundred square miles, Boss. What are we looking for?”

“A hangar, obviously. But they’ll all have one. We need a big facility to hide the R&D and security forces.”

“Lots of those, too,” Manny sighed.

“Can you break into their records and find out the lowest producing facilities in that zone? If the square footage is being used for their Chico project, then it can’t be churning out or moving as much product as the others.”

“I can try,” he said and cracked his knuckles. 

It took two hours to find the production numbers buried in a tax form. No mean computer skills proved necessary to accomplish the task. Lucia laughed at the one tiny oversight that made the information they needed readily accessible in public records. One facility, located fifty miles south and a bit west of Dockside, produced barely a third of what similar farms did. It stood out as a glaring and obvious discrepancy. 

Lucia laughed at the error in judgment. “Typical corporate accounting. Even when they are covering up a giant illegal operation, they just can’t help but try to save a thin cred. A smarter company would not have reported a loss on that plant just to save on taxes.  It’s a mistake The Combine would never make, that’s for sure. Take a lesson from this, Manny. Never let accountants get involved with covert operations. The bastards have tunnel vision when it comes to tax breaks.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he said with a smile. “I can guess what happens next?”

“You are going to scout it out.”

“I knew you were going to say that.”
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“Infiltrating an automated factory is usually easy,” explained Manny. “It’s no different from any other lightly staffed facility. Since hiding your presence from all those cameras and sensors is impossible, the trick is to convince the systems that you are supposed to be there.”

“And that’s easy?” Lucia asked.

“You’d be amazed at how far I can get with just a hard hat and a name tag, Boss. Unless it’s processing highly valuable materials, security is not usually all that inquisitive. If we tried to walk through a platinum mining facility or a fissionable element plant, then we might have some challenges.” Manny shook his head. “This place harvests potatoes, Boss.”

“Right. But this is also probably a front for a cabal of nefarious corporate bastards with some secret-squirrel paramilitary goons in the mix. How does that play into the plan?”

Manny acknowledged the truth of this with a wince. “It definitely limits our options. We will have to go in during the daytime hours and pose as some sort of inspector. They process a food product here, so regular inspections are part of life for them. That ought to get us into the factory, but it won’t do anything to move us to where the real stuff is going down.”

“And that is where, exactly?”

“Almost certainly underneath the main plant. All the factory operations do a good job of hiding their electrical use and material supply demands. To penetrate down there we will need a credentialed person who knows where to go.”

Lucia gave a tight nod, lips pursed. “Right. We’ll have to pick someone up, squeeze them, and then stash them so they can’t trip an alarm. Now that’s tricky.”

“Sounds about right,” the young man agreed with a sage dip of the head.

“What’s the first step?”

“A stakeout,” he said with a heavy sigh. “I need to see who is coming and going and look for a likely target.” A sad whimper followed. “Goddammit, I hate stakeouts.”

“Do you have an idea on what you are looking for, at least?” 

“Not with any specificity, but I’ll know it when I see it.” His nervous grin acknowledged that he knew how unreliable that sounded.

Lucia could not let it slide. “Really? That does not fill me with confidence, Manny.”

“Infiltration is as much art as it is science, Boss. Some things you have to just feel out. You can trust my instincts.”

“I suppose I don’t have much of a choice.”

The young man actually snorted at this. “Sure you do. You can let Roland handle it. He could get down there way easier than me.”

Now it was her turn to yield a point with a wince. “Point taken, kid. At least your way doesn’t end with the destruction of all evidence, witnesses, and half the surrounding countryside.”

“Exactly. Just relax and let me do my thing, Boss.”

“All right, Manny. This is your omelet. Far be it from me to tell you how to go about breaking the eggs.”

The solution to the conundrum turned out to be far simpler than either of them had expected. A full day of boring reconnaissance passed first. Manny took a laborer’s shuttle out to the manicured landscape of the Plain Fields’ Comestible Production Zone. Finding a likely spot overlooking the Moosup River processing plant, Manny sat under a camouflaged blanket and watched. For a full day he lay in perfect stillness and cataloged every person who came or went from the building with a specialist’s eye for detail. He would have preferred to use a drone for this part, but there stood a good chance a drone would be detected. As was often the case in these things, the old ways proved to be the best. Instead of a small hovering robot that recorded everything on digital media, a young man sweltered under a blanket and took notes manually. 

By the time sunset had cast the quiet agrarian landscape in purple shadows, the young scout had chosen his mark. The man wore the gray coverall of a facility engineer, but workman’s livery turned out to be the only part of the facade that worked. His uniform was clean, pressed, and in excellent order. His shoulders were broad and his arms large and muscular enough to strain the seams of his sleeves. The man walked erect and alert, his gait precise and athletic. While it was entirely possible this was just a man who liked to take care of his appearance and health, Manny did not feel this was likely. Every aspect of his target screamed military. 

The burly ‘engineer’ left the plant at the end of first shift and boarded the employee shuttle for Dockside. Manny followed his balding head into the transport and took a seat behind him. When the man disembarked and shuffled over to a ride-sharing kiosk, Manny took this opportunity to slip a transponder into the shabby brown day bag slung over one square shoulder.

Then he waited. 

When the transponder finally stopped moving, Mindy met him at the small-but-nicely-appointed apartment block where the engineer presumably lived. The lobby security panel yielded to Manny’s whims with resistance so pathetic it irritated the young man. A wave of his white bionic palm over the terminal was all it took for the suite of complex code-breaking tools buried in his prosthetic to disassemble the weak security AI that kept the drug addicts and street criminals from passing through the lobby.

The pair crossed through the vestibule without a word and moved to the stairwell. Less than a minute later, the door to apartment 301C hissed open and the two fixers surged into the room.

The bewildered man inside was half-undressed and thus taken entirely unaware. Manny assumed he was a competent operator by how rapidly he reacted to the sudden appearance of a tiny blond woman and a mysterious long-haired man. The coverall dropped forgotten to the floor as the target exploded into violent action as soon as his brain registered the intrusion.

Against Mindy, however, he may as well have been a recalcitrant child resisting his evening bath. The blond assassin casually caught the incoming fist and bent the arm behind his back. With a snarl, the man tried to twist away. Mindy reversed the hammerlock, transitioning to a shoulder throw that put him down hard enough to force the air from his lungs with a grunt. Before the downed man could recover, Mindy’s shin pressed on his throat while augmented muscles pulled on the still-captured arm. The engineer’s face went first crimson then pale as consciousness faded as quickly as the blood supply to his brain did.

Manny beamed. “I wish I had someone like you with me on Venus. Things are so much easier when you are around to help. How long will he be out?”

“Just a few seconds,” said Mindy. “Once the blood starts flowing again he’ll wake up. He’s gonna be woozy for a few minutes though.”

“Perfect.”

True to her word, the engineer stirred. The pair of fixers secured their mumbling victim to a handy chair with a pair of Denti-Kuffs before he recovered enough to resume spirited resistance. Once restrained, Mindy sped up his return to coherence with a few rough slaps across the face. “Wake up, buddy,” she taunted in a manner not at all helpful.

The man surged against his restraints for just a moment and gasped in pain and confusion when the tiny teeth of the cuffs dug into his wrists.

“Damn!” he grunted with a hoarse blast of air. He moved more gingerly against the bonds and added a soft, “Shit.” When his eyes came up to take in his captors, his face had already settled into a confused and dangerous scowl. He said nothing though.

“Hello, uhhh...” Manny consulted his comm for a second, “...Mark, is it?”

Still nothing from their prisoner.

“Mark it is, then.” Manny seemed unperturbed. “You’re probably wondering why we are here.”

Mark’s eyebrow rose, but he kept quiet.

“Right. Well, it goes like this.” Manny inhaled deeply, then blurted, “You are a paramilitary security operator helping to secure a secret cybernetics research facility hidden under that factory farm. Your employers are responsible for several high-profile murders in Dockside and we have been hired to put a stop to it. We need access to the labs and records under the farm and since you obviously have that, we are going to acquire your credentials and any useful information you might have.” Manny paused for breath, then went on. “You will notice I said, ‘we are going to,’ and not ‘we would like to,’ or ‘we intend to.’ This phrasing was intentional. My associate here—” he gestured to Mindy who immediately dipped in a deep curtsy, “—will have no problems securing what need from you, no matter how tough you think you are. Since we are both pressed for time and not savages, we are prepared to simply purchase the items in question at competitive rates.” He finished with a polite smile, “But honestly we don’t really care how we get it.”

The man in the chair fixed them both with an intense glare. Manny could almost visualize the calculations going on behind his eyes. After several interminable seconds, the man spoke. “How competitive are we talking? Even mercenaries have standards.”

“It will be enough to fake your death and restart as someone else, if your tastes aren’t too extravagant.”

“And if they are?”

“Then we’ll do it the other way.”

“Figures. If we are talking about two-hundred thousand, then I’d say we have an arrangement.”

Manny gaped at the ludicrous sum. “For that much we’d have a lot more than an arrangement, Mark. You would have to be extremely helpful to justify that. Magnanimous, even.”

“For that much, I’ll grab what you need and bring it out myself. How’s that sound?”

Manny paused, face impassive while his mind raced. The price was asinine, but what Mark was offering was worth far more. “That feels too good to be true, Mark. What do you think, Mindy?”

The little blond was decidedly sour on the idea. “He’s full of shit. We let him go, and he’s gonna go right to his superiors.”

Manny looked back to the captive security contractor. “Mindy remains unconvinced, Mark.”

The man in the chair did not look like someone who wanted to pick a fight. To Manny he looked frustrated and angry, with more than a hint of exhaustion thrown in the mix. 

Mark confirmed those suspicions when he replied. “Listen, asshole. I get paid to walk around a food production facility all day and guard some shady-ass laboratory. It was supposed to be a real basic gig. I get to talking to the other guys in the squad, and we notice some weird shit. It ain’t kosher is what I’m saying. All of us were guys not hooked up with a crew. That feel normal to you? All of us being independent contractors when we got hired?”

“That is weird,” Mindy conceded.

“Damn right. There are these private corporate guys down there, too. They never come up to the plant but we see them around.” His gaze wandered over to Mindy, where he sensed a kindred spirit. “She knows the type. All the latest high-end shit and decked out to the balls with crazy gear?”

“I’ve been around,” said Mindy with a nod.

“Me? I ain’t stupid. I start to sort it out, quick. Me and these other contractors are window dressing, I figure. Just an expendable front being put up, so the place doesn’t attract the wrong kind of attention. I start to talk to the other boys in the squad, and whattaya know? They feel it too. We figure we are the ones gonna swing if anything goes down.” He shrugged as best he could while cuffed to a chair. “We’ve been hearing shit about a crazy psycho cyborg busting out and killing folks, NBPD dragnets, and now I got fucks like you busting into my apartment and roughing me up. I ain’t stupid and I ain’t a patsy, either. You bet your sweet ass I’m looking for the Goddamned eject button before this one blows up.” 

His voice changed for a moment, adding an almost imperceptible pitch that betrayed fear. “I’m a two-time offender out on parole, here. I took the stupid gig thinking it was a legit posting. Fuck! I could end up back in the can if it turns out I’ve been working on any illegal shit.” 

His confidence returned with a jolt as if he had caught himself saying too much. Now his defiance reasserted itself. “I got my merc card. I’m legit and I know my rights with the Order. If my current employers misrepresented the job, then I got no obligation to stick out the contract. Two-hundred large would fix my fucked-up life and set the whole squad up on Thorgrimm or Enterprise with a sweet gig. These aren’t bad guys, and I’d like to run my own crew for a change.” He leaned back in the chair and fixed both with an even gaze. “I’m ready to play ball, guys. Just not for chump change.”

Manny considered the offer. “What does my money get me?”

“You get me and the boys busting into the lab and stealing all the records that aren’t nailed to the floor. We don’t have the encryption keys, but we know who does. If we can grab them, we will. No promises. We will set demo charges in the most sensitive areas we can get to, but I got no clue how much real damage that will do. It will fuck up their operations for a while, that’s for sure. More than that, I can’t say. We ain’t gonna stay and shoot it out with those corporate soldiers, either way. This is a smash and grab. You get what you get, copy that?”

“I’m still listening.”

“That’s it. We hand the package off to you and we blast off for Enterprise thirty seconds later. Our business is concluded. Don’t call us, and we won’t call you.”

“Feels thin for two-hundred-K.”

“Fucking torture me, then. See how far you get with that.” The man smiled, because he knew what he was offering was far more likely to succeed than anything they could come up with. “Why put yourself out there with weak intel when you can just hire my crew to do the work for you? Pay my price and you’ll have your shit in forty-eight hours with no hassle at all.”

Mindy laughed out loud. “Already calling them ‘your’ crew, huh? You are a confident one.”

“We want out of this bullshit posting, but we want to get paid, too. The math is easy for us. I ain’t asking for any more than what we need to make a clean break and start over.”

“I’ll make a call,” Manny said. Then he turned to Mindy. “You mind keeping Mark company while I call this in?”

“Sure. Just don’t take too long.” She gave the restrained mercenary a malicious look. “You know what happens when I get bored.”

If this was an attempt to intimidate, it failed. Mark the mercenary did not appear the least bit worried. His eyebrows waggled energetically, and he smiled like an eel. “Don’t threaten me with a good time, sweet cheeks.”

––––––––
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He is going to kill me. I’m going to die.

The thought was an icepick driven directly through Kitty’s brain and left inside. There was no way for any other thought to be born, live, and die without colliding with this unrelenting terror at some point. Kitty had been tough her whole life. She thought she could handle fear, but this time was different. Chico was different.

He had always been a monster, of course. Sadistic, angry, selfish and cruel, the triggerman barely approached what a generous soul might have ever considered ‘human’ under any definition beyond the technical. Now that his body matched his mind, Kitty experienced levels of anxiety beyond anything she had ever understood.

Bivouacked in Roland’s living room, Kitty was little more than a red-eyed mess wrapped in a blue blanket. She had not slept for more than thirty minutes since the attack. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw Chico bludgeoning Mindy into the alley with those horrible gray-black feet.

The little woman had looked frail and tiny before the strength of Chico’s bionic limbs and malicious lust. In her nightmares, Mindy had not gotten away and Tank had never showed up. In her nightmares, Chico had done to Mindy what he always had done to her. Sometimes, she was Mindy in the nightmare, sometimes she could only watch. It always ended the same way though. Chico took what he wanted and made you thank him for it when he was done. It took Kitty an hour to stop vomiting after the first nightmare, and after that she had resolved to never fall asleep again.

This was how Mindy had found her after returning from her evening with Manny. The veteran assassin did not have a clinician’s eye for mental health issues, but she had more than a decade’s experience as both a professional killer and a mercenary. What she saw in Kitty’s bloodshot eyes was neither new nor shocking.

“Oh hell, Kitty,” she said by way of greeting. “Have you been awake all night?”

The grizzled, hard-boiled, tough-as-nails Dockside working girl burst into tears. It was the last thing she had wanted to happen. But the terror of the last forty-eight hours had been compounded by her lack of sleep and the existential dread of knowing Chico was still out there. There was guilt and rage and the overwhelming weight of shame to contend with, but more than anything she was just plain scared.

Mindy went over to Kitty. She seemed as if she might embrace the pink-haired girl but stopped. There was a strange awkward tension from the blond killer, a confusion about what to do in this situation. The lack of confidence was jarring and incongruous. Both women felt it acutely. Finally, Mindy spoke over Kitty’s quiet sobs. “I uh, don’t know what to do here, Kitty. I’ve been living with mercenaries and killers my whole adult life. We ain’t real big on hugging, but you look like you might need a hug. I can’t say if I’m any good at hugging, but I’ll try if you want.”

Kitty could only sniffle and nod. Mindy hugged her. It was a strange, stiff, and bizarre hug. This was not the fierce clutching of mother and child, nor was it the torrid embrace of star-crossed lovers. It was the tentative experiment of two people so badly hurt that even this tiny overture was stressful. But like any skill, the results improved with practice. Kitty’s sobs slowed, then her breathing followed. Mindy held her there for a while before she realized that the bartender had fallen asleep on her shoulder. She briefly considered putting her to bed on the couch but then decided against it. She was strong, and she could hold Kitty all night if it came to that.

Mindy shifted them both to a more comfortable position and decided to use the time reading text communications from Lucia and Roland. As expected, they had approved of the enormous expense Mark the Mercenary’s new crew would represent. Lucia was already working on getting Gateways Inc. to pay for it. She knew Lucia well enough at this point to assume this was a foregone conclusion. Two hundred thousand credits to end this latest Dockside scuffle was a bargain compared to what Gateways would have to spend battling The Brokerage themselves. Roland had run down the company that ordered the exotic materials and assembled Chico’s pistol as well. It was an arms contractor based on Thorgrimm, but they had offices in New Boston. Parker was pulling warrants on all of them as they spoke, meaning that particular tree was likely to bear fruit in the next twenty-four hours. Manny was off setting things up with Mark, and they planned on stealing the data and torching the Plain Fields facility by the end of the next day. Things were moving along nicely, and for the moment there was nothing for Mindy to do but wait.

Two hours later Kitty stirred. Mindy helped sit her up and waited for the groggy woman to open her eyes before seeing if she wanted a drink or something to eat.

“What time is it?” Kitty mumbled. 

“About one o’clock in the morning.”

“Vodka?”

Mindy’s eyebrows rose. “Let me see what Roland has in his cabinet.”

An impromptu search of the spartan provisions revealed no vodka. Mindy held up two bottles. “Doc drank all the scotch, so we got Irish whiskey and this light brown stuff with a Cyrillic label. I don’t read any Russian, but I’m pretty sure it ain’t vodka.”

“What’s it smell like?” Kitty inquired.

Mindy unscrewed the cap and gave the contents a tentative whiff. When the vapors touched her bionic olfactory receptors she nearly gagged. “Oh gross! It smells like paint thinner and prune juice!” A small hand fanned briskly under her nose. “It’s gotta be almost pure alcohol! Ugh!”

“Does the label look homemade?”

Mindy checked. “Yup.”

“Rakia,” Kitty declared with authority. “It’s a kind of plum brandy from like, Poland or Croatia. Places like that, anyway. Some of the crews that come into the bar swear by it.”

“Tankowicz,” Mindy sounded out the name and put it all together. “Figures.”

“Bring that,” Kitty commanded. “I hate whiskey.”

“Hush your mouth!” Mindy sounded scandalized by so bold a statement. “You want a glass?”

“Not that kind of party, Mindy.”

“Damn,” the blond responded with mock severity.

With the drink situation sorted, Mindy returned to the couch where Kitty still sat, a trembling mound of blankets with a pink head poking out. A slender arm emerged from a drab green fold and snatched the bottle of light amber liquor. She took a tentative sip and her face contorted exactly as Mindy’s had upon smelling it. “Shit. Where does he get this stuff? Rodney’d kill for hooch this strong.”

“I think Granovich used to get it for him,” Mindy said. “Go easy. This might be his last bottle for a while.” 

This sobered the women in an instant, and the reality of Chico Garibaldi again wormed to the forefront of their minds. There followed a long uncomfortable silence, which Kitty broke.

“I didn’t know what he was when I called you, Mindy. I didn’t mean to...” She could not finish the sentence.

“You didn’t do anything, Kitty.” Mindy smiled at her, though it was not her usual smile. This one was sincere and sad at the same time. “I’m glad you called me. If I hadn’t been there he would have killed you, or worse.”

“I’m so sorry!” Kitty was going to cry again, she just knew it. “I was so scared, and you are so tough. I thought that...”

“You thought I could protect you.”

Kitty nodded, shame overwhelming her. “I didn’t want to use you. I just wanted someone to make him stop. You know...”

“For good?”

Kitty’s reply was a slow nod of the head, heavy with shame. To deny it would be useless.

“Kitty, I’m an assassin. Killing people is what I do. Are you upset because you wanted me to kill someone or because you don’t think you can afford my rates?”

Kitty said nothing, she could not even meet Mindy’s eyes.

Mindy reached out and gently lifted her chin with a single finger. “Little of both, perhaps?”

The bartender’s face made the answer rather clear.

“Kitty-cat,” Mindy sighed with a look of maternal disapproval. “You can’t always afford the luxury of the moral high ground when you are in the grips of mortal terror. I don’t blame you for calling me. I’d have called me, too.”

The bartender blurted her defense. “I didn’t know he’d be like that! I didn’t think he would hurt you!  Shit! I didn’t think he could hurt you!”

“He didn’t.” Mindy pointed to her side and her injured ribs. “I’m mostly osteoplast, kid. My bones were back to normal after a few hours at the body shop.” She pointed to her chest. “This? Hah! When you’re built like me and hang out with the scum I do? Let me tell you, a little rough trade is part of the job description.”

“But he tried to... he would have...” Kitty could not bring herself to say it. “I would have died if... that... happened.”

Mindy acknowledged this. “I can’t say it would have made my day, either. But some people are like that.”

“How can you be so damn calm about it!” Kitty hugged her knees to her chest. “He’s done it to me, you know. He made me feel like such garbage. Like I was so worthless he could just do whatever he wanted to with me and my body. He would, too. Any time he wanted to. Why not? He owned me, after all. By the time I got free of him, I hated myself as much as I hated Chico. I even felt guilty when Barney beat the shit out of him. It took me a long time to get over it all. Maybe I didn’t. I don’t even know anymore.”

“I have the benefit of a few years’ experience, Kitty. I grew up on a planet where everybody thought my body was theirs to control. Girls like me were usually paired off and married to whoever the church decided was best before we were eighteen. The prettier you were, the more valuable you were as a bride. Out of what I was told was pure coincidence, the prettiest girls always seemed to end up with the wealthiest church members.” Mindy affected a vapid facial expression and batted her eyelashes. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’m very pretty.” This made Kitty smirk, and an encouraged Mindy drove on. “It was a messed-up way to raise a girl’s self-esteem, let me tell you. I was worth exactly as much as what an old man was willing to donate to the church to buy me. I hear the bidding was fierce. Not that it mattered, of course. When my sinful predisposition came out, the bids stopped quick, fast, and in a hurry! Girl, I went from hot commodity to junk bond overnight. After I ran away, I learned to value myself so highly that it would take more than one asshole’s opinion to ever make me love myself less. Church elder or horny cyborg, it makes no difference. My body is mine, even if some people try to use it without permission.” She took a long pull from Roland’s bottle of Irish whiskey. “It’s like I told Ironsides. There ain’t nothing Chico could do to me that I can’t fix with a hot bath.”

“I wish I could feel like that. But I’m not Mindy the famous assassin. I’m just another piece of Dockside trash. You know nobody comes into the Hideaway for the booze. They come to suck up to The Dwarf and look at my ass. Even you, Mindy. I know why you sit at the bar three nights a week, and it isn’t to kiss Rodney’s ass.” Her hands went to the pink mop of hair and clutched at it. “And I tried to use that, just like I always do. I just shake my tits and watch the people do what I want them to. You could have been hurt, and it never crossed my mind.”

“Dockside makes a person jaded, Kitty. I ain’t holding it against you. You’ve carved a life out of the hardest place around, and you did it on your own with the tools and skills this town gave you. You are a beautiful girl, and there isn’t nothing wrong with being pretty. Watching you tend bar is the highlight of my day, and I’m not going to apologize for enjoying it. I promise I won’t ask anything from you that you don’t want to give me. It ain’t my style. If it makes you feel better, it turns out we were all going after Chico, anyway.” She gave the younger woman a sly wink. “So I’ll kill him for free. Next one you’ll have to pay the regular rates for, though.”

“How can you be like this?”

“Like what?”

“Calm. Nice. Forgiving. I’ve just admitted to leading you on just so you can fix my problem. You could have been hurt because of that!”

Mindy’s tone grew a touch serious, ensuring Kitty’s full attention. “You are a sweet, beautiful, tough-ass girl, Kitty. I like that and I’ll be blunt, I’m after you like Roland gets after good beer. But never for a second forget who and what I am, Kitty. I have almost two-hundred confirmed kills. I can break a man’s neck before dinner and then sleep like a baby after dessert. There is an ugliness in me that makes your ex-boyfriend look about as nasty as a mean chihuahua. What you did? From where I sit that was just good thinking and a solid strategy. You evaluated a situation under extreme stress and made a solid tactical decision. I ain’t mad, Kitty. I’m proud of you and happy that I was the one you picked.”

More booze disappeared down her throat, and the irrepressible blond could not help herself. “Hell, that sort thing just turns me on.”

“Christ, Mindy.” Kitty looked like she might be relaxing. “You are one seriously hardcore bitch!”

In a flash, the ditzy country girl returned, and an exaggerated pageant pose was struck. “But I’m pretty, too!”

A wry-faced Kitty stared with trepidation into the open mouth of the rakia bottle. Resigned, she took her own impressive pull and coughed her reply. “You’re all right, I guess. You’re no Sid, though.”

Mindy frowned. “Yeah, that woman is sex on wheels, isn’t she just? Did I ever tell you about the time she tried to vamp on Roland?”

“She didn’t!” Kitty could not believe she had not heard about this. “Really?”

“Oh yes. It was awesome.”

The two women spent the rest of the evening in the sort of banal small talk that had a way of smoothing over the rough edges of a bad day. The fear and trauma were not gone or even dealt with, but for a few hours they were just two friends telling stories and getting riotously drunk.

With her universe going to hell around her, Kitty could let go of her terror and get lost in Mindy’s stories of Roland’s embarrassments and her own exploits. She laughed at all the horrible teasing Mindy inflicted on poor young Manuel Richardson and listened with rapt attention to Lucia’s storied evolution from corporate vice-president to premier New Boston fixer. She cried when Mindy talked about her best friend and partner, a giant cyborg named Mack, and how his respect and friendship had helped her learn to be the woman she was today.

Kitty had never seen Mindy in this light before. Mindy had always been just another customer and a dangerous killer who bore watching. Looking out for herself took up so much of her attention that Kitty had forgotten that every face in Dockside has a story. Mindy’s story was fascinating, and Kitty wondered if leading Mindy on had been such a bad idea after all.

Sometime before dawn, Roland and Lucia returned to find the women asleep on opposite ends of the couch, empty bottles of booze abandoned to the carpeted floor. Lucia tossed an apologetic frown to the big man. “They drank your rakia, Roland. I’m so sorry. Maybe Elena has more?”

Expecting to see the man glowering, Lucia was surprised to observe what passed for a smile on his face.

“Don’t worry about it. Just look at them.” He pointed to the pair of snoring, drooling women. “This is perfect. This is what you are supposed to do with rakia. It’s what Yuri would have wanted it used for. Let them drink and let them sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a long day for everyone.”

Lucia wrapped an arm around his. “Aw. Listen to you being all nice and sweet.”

“If you tell anyone, I’ll call you a liar to your face.”

“No one would believe me, anyway,” she mumbled and dragged him toward the bedroom.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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The killer was dreaming again.

This time he dreamed without terror or confusion. His dream had a relaxed and almost organized sensation. The desperate phantoms that had clawed their way into his previous dream were less frantic and more friendly this time. The flood of impressions, thoughts, and personalities was no longer a crushing black tide. He floated on a gentle river, calm and strong.

There were four of them. He could see them all now. Not as people, but as memories of people. Instincts, experiences, impressions and desires swimming and wriggling through his own asserted themselves at moments appearing to be random at first, but were obviously quite deliberate when viewed from a distance. He could feel them all in his dream. He could pick them out as individuals in a way not possible when fully awake. Chico did not know if the dream pushed him down to their level or raised them up to his. He was astute enough to understand how important they were, though. In the dream he listened, and thus he learned about his newfound head-mates.

There was Chico Garibaldi, the murderer. His persona was strongest and in front. He understood that this was because he was alive and the others were dead. They floated in Chico’s dream after all, and dead men do not dream.

There was Roger, the enforcer. In him Chico felt an arrogance and anger that mirrored his own. He thought he would have liked Roger if they had ever met in life. The ghost of Roger agreed. He was a fighter, a brawler and a scrapper. He could stand toe-to-toe with Tank and give as good as he got. There were memories of a white cyborg body and a huge fight with Tankowicz in the parts of the dream where Roger lived. The echo of a battle lost still haunted the phantom with rage and shame.

Torvald was there, too. The mercenary was proud and fierce. He liked Chico’s savagery and approved of his taste in women. Torvald would have let Chico pull an oar on his boat, and apparently that was some sort of compliment wherever Torvald came from. Chico did not understand the reference but appreciated the sentiment all the same. The old man had the experience of a thousand battles to draw from. He knew a lot about Roland Tankowicz, and it was Torvald who knew how and where to pierce the giant’s hide. It was nice to have a century’s worth of combat instincts telling Chico when to fight, when to sneak, and when to run.

The woman was the hardest to connect with. If Laura was disgusted with Chico, he might have understood her better. Women were often disgusted with Chico. This woman was not. She was very ambivalent toward Chico as a man, though it was obvious she consented to their current arrangement. When he chased the shadows of her mind, he felt a strange sense of icy satisfaction. It did not feel like affection, nor was it approval of him as a person. It was as if she held some inscrutable expectation for performance that he consistently met, and thus she was pleased. Chico did not know if he liked having her in his mind, but she was by far the smartest of them all. She told him when he was about to make a mistake and helped him find the things he needed and the people he was supposed to kill.

It should have been a proper mess, but somehow the dream kept them all straight. The voices never shouted over each other, they spoke in turn and when appropriate. How much of that was the careful work of an advanced AI versus the natural ebb and flow of his crowded headspace, Chico could not discern. It would be more accurate to say he did not care. He was smarter, stronger, more skilled and meaner than he had ever been and he liked it. What he did not like, and all the voices in his head concurred with this, was being yoked to Corpus Mundi and The Brokerage. If they had just offered to put him on payroll, an arrangement could have been made. Instead of an equitable arrangement, they considered him to be little more than a product.

The woman’s knowledge manifested as an idea. Chico should not be this aware of the others in his head. Nonna was supposed to preserve his skills and experiences as well as his drive and enthusiasm. The others were there to supplement the gaps in his abilities and stabilize what was obviously a defective template. Nonna was the gatekeeper and warden of Chico’s mental prison. She allowed the experiences and instincts through, but not the desires and motivations. The whisper of rage and fear from Roger confirmed this. He had been the first to experience such subordination, it seemed.

But Nonna was not suppressing enough of Chico Garibaldi, and to protect his mind the AI had been coerced into allowing the templates to overlap. Chico was never supposed to know they were there, but Laura knew that letting different templates move in and out of the command matrix would invalidate the fail-safes and break their hold on his systems. Every moment that Chico let another mind drive his body made it increasingly difficult for his masters to control him. Tank was the key to the ease of this. They all hated him, and at any time that hatred made it easy for one of them to slide into the driver’s seat. It was the one point where all four minds could overlap with minimal interference.

Even now, though lying inert on his slab, Chico’s mind was active. His handlers had shut his limbs down and suppressed his remaining biological functions to restrain him. Even thus incapacitated, his brain hummed and buzzed along as if nothing at all was amiss. Every attempt to suppress his neurological activity got thwarted by Nonna, who was now wholly subverted by the Laura template’s machinations. The people working at his side would never know it, but it was only a matter of time before Chico restarted his systems and woke up a free man.

Fate intervened to help him. The first explosion almost went unnoticed. External feedback was limited to biological signals while his main systems remained on shutdown. He could not hear, but his skin registered a shuddering jolt that was just as likely someone dragging a table across the floor next to him as it was the detonation of demo charges in the main records archives.

The second explosion was sharper and more readily detected. Alarms and shouting followed. His auditory gain was nearly non-existent, but if he had to guess he would say people were arguing above his body. Then the power flickered, and Chico Garibaldi came back to life. 

The back-up power kicked on less than one second after the main feeds went down. This briefest instant of failure was almost imperceptible to the confused people shouting and gesticulating around the body on the slab. In the universe of dueling electronic signals, it was a far more noticeable lapse. Six hundred milliseconds was an eternity in the realm of software, and it was more than enough time for Nonna to start Chico’s boot cycle. Nonna was clever, and the first system to come online was his suite of electronic countermeasures. Not waiting for a command, Nonna immediately started the Wraith macro and all the electronic windows that allowed Sinclair and Watanabe to manipulate his body slammed shut with the crash of digital static.

Now isolated, other systems began to shake off their electronic shackles and the body stirred. His auditory systems crackled to life and he could hear Sinclair shouting to someone nearby about safety protocols. A third explosion shook the room, and this time Chico knew it was a demo charge. There was a feel to high-yield military explosives that other more mundane industrial blasts could not duplicate. 

Strength suffused his limbs as Nonna overpowered the software keeping them inert. The black veil of his blindness began to blink with a boot screen and scrolling diagnostics. Soon the room around Chico snapped into stark focus with the coruscating digital cacophony of the labs electronics overlaid in streaks of neon. The Wraith illuminated all the electronic noise of the burgeoning catastrophe in red and orange echoes of alarm systems perforated by blue-white darts of frantic comms traffic.

There was Lania’s voice, both audible as noise and visible as a comm transmission. “What the hell is happening, Bob?”

The response came quickly, and one of the shadows in his mind found the perfect modulation of both voice and signal intriguing. “An explosion in the archives and another near the main power control relay. Back-ups are already online and the archives duplicated. Nothing to worry about, Doctor. Please ensure the unit is secure.”

The Wraith showed Bob to be a liar. Several encrypted comms channels were rife with the sounds of gunfire and the shouts of men fighting. The lab was being attacked.

“The unit is fine, Bob. Total shutdown.”

Chico smiled. The unit was not fine, and the shutdown was far from total. His captors would never know that, though. The Wraith made sure the technicians saw only what Nonna wanted them to.

Though many of his internal systems were not yet fully restored, Chico and his chorus of ghosts all agreed that it was time to move. The cyborg exploded from the slab with all the power his mechanical limbs could muster. The speed of the Gunslinger was still unavailable because Nonna needed the electronic countermeasures of the Wraith to keep his captors from reasserting control of his limbs. Even without the boost from his favorite macro, Chico’s speed exceeded anything the crowd of technicians could hope to contend with. What he lost in haste, the Wraith made up for with stealth features. It could not hide him from scans if he was not wearing his coat, but it was very good at spoofing inaccurate parameters to the scanners that found him. He was not so much invisible, as that was simply not possible given the state of modern security scanners. Nevertheless, when the Wraith scrambled spying devices Chico was extremely hard to track. He appeared to scanners as a shifting set of random characteristics, the indistinct and unreliable image of a ghost. This was more often than not sufficient for the task of hiding his escapes.

Urged into prudence by one of his ghosts, Chico ignored all the shrieking people and ran. He ran straight to his remaining gun and his clothes, secured them, and ran some more. Explosions continued to rock the lab, and the notable absence of security further cemented his suspicions that the laboratory was under some sort of attack. He wondered if it was Tank, but he did not have the time to investigate that possibility.

Nonna pushed a comm signal to the front of his HUD and Chico grunted at the displayed information. Bob was moving to intercept, and more than one voice in his head told him to avoid the strange man. Roger wanted to fight, his desire a volcano of aggression rushing to the top of Chico’s subconscious with a clarity that rivaled the dream state. Chico ignored it, acknowledging the cold feeling of doubt in his guts that must have come from the other two. Something about Bob made them all very nervous, and Chico valued his escape more than the opportunity to take a swing at the mysterious man.

Thus, the naked cyborg flew down the corridors of the lab with his clothes and weapon clutched in a tight bundle against his chest. People scurried away from him as he ran, and no one dared bar his path. A single blast door tried to delay him, but it had been designed to keep people out, not in. The Wraith needed only a few scant seconds to locate the locking circuit and Chico found himself suddenly aware of how to ground the connection and release the clamps.

Again, he sprinted. He tore through the factory level and past the bewildered potato farmers. Alarms still blared their furious shrieks and emergency crews ran back and forth adding to the general confusion. If anyone up there felt inclined to question why a naked man with bionic limbs was running across the production floor, Chico encountered none of them. Like his previous escape the killer simply accelerated when he saw the sky and was soon streaking across the open space between himself and New Boston. He could be in Dockside in under an hour if he held his current pace, yet he decided to stop and get dressed once he was a few miles away from the lab. His coat would keep the prying eyes of drones from locking onto him and he felt ridiculous running around with his bits and pieces flapping in the breeze. He needed to shut the Wraith down and rest his mind as well. He had been running the macro for almost eighteen minutes and the familiar light-headedness of vertigo was affecting his gait. 

Outside the agricultural zone and past the wind farms, he noticed a smattering of ancient industrial buildings that marked the very southern edge of Big Woo. He found one with the lights still on and approached it cautiously. 

He needed a place to hole up, rest, and maybe recharge. His needs did not mean he was going to risk being spotted though. He made two broad circuits of the gray edifice, letting his scanners and AI have a good look at the place. He was glad he did so as the security system proved to be far more robust than he might have guessed from the building’s otherwise pedestrian appearance. His scans also revealed that the building housed a small manufacturing facility. It had sufficient power and tools to recharge him and ensure that there were no hidden tracking devices or other vestiges of his maker’s control still within him. It was far too tempting to pass up.

He turned his thoughts to the building’s defenses first. Numerous alcoves hid powerful autocannons, all the main approach vectors were mined, and he had scanned at least one EMP emitter facing each cardinal direction. There was enough scanning hardware and automated firepower protecting the ground level to give even Nonna pause. Whoever owned this building had prepped it to repel a serious attack.

From the ground, maybe. Chico perceived the thought as his own, but he knew well enough by now that the clever observation was not truly his. He suspected Torvald’s influence guided this observation.

With a running start and a prodigious leap, the cyborg clamped vise-like fingers on a second-story window ledge and clambered to the sill. A klaxon howled when his hands peeled the bottom of the metal shutter away and bent it open. In a flash, Chico was inside the factory where the defenses were far less substantial. Chico’s bionic ears picked up the scratching and scrabbling of mechanical legs on the metal floor and the killer sighed.

His pistol found its way into his hand without a thought, and he smiled at the slight warmth and vibration that followed the flow of energy from his palm into the weapon’s capacitors. It felt nice, like putting on a pair of favorite slippers after a long day. 

This is going to be fun. 

Chico did not know which of his ghosts felt so enamored of fighting a bunch of automated defense drones, but he was pretty sure he agreed with the sentiment. His smile grew wider.  

“Nonna.”

“Ready.”

“Give me the Gunslinger in five.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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Mark the Mercenary was as good as his word. Inasmuch as he grabbed what was easily available, destroyed what he thought might be important, and then ran off like hell itself was on his tail. Roland and Lucia were somewhat disappointed with how little their two-hundred thousand credits had ultimately purchased. Since they were very much in the position of beggars, they ultimately declined to be choosers. With much grumbling and scowling, the credits were transferred and the meager haul handed over.

Lucia’s father began an immediate and intense perusal of any project records and Lucia dove into the financial and corporate entanglements. Roland’s inquiries into the manufacture of Chico’s pistol were generating responses as well. Late the following evening, the whole team assembled at Roland’s apartment to pool their findings. Detective Parker joined them with his stack of warrants, and Kitty was present for security reasons. She sat with Elena Granovich on Roland’s couch, listening but not really taking part in the discussions.

Roland started the conversation by tossing the mangled remains of Chico’s pistol onto the kitchen table. “It’s not really a gun. It's a block of capacitors and induction coils attached to a magazine and barrel. The power cell, trigger, and all the other hardware probably lives in Chico’s arm. It’s way beyond a PressPoint implant, folks. It’s an extension of Chico, literally. We can safely assume he will never miss.”

They all groaned at this news, and Roland pressed on. “The housing is from a custom fabricator one of Marty’s guys knows, and the rest of it is made up of premium components from a defense contractor called ‘Claymore Components.’ High end shit for tier one operators who like custom gear.” 

“Pricey gun?” Manny asked.

“Very,” the big man replied. “It would be highly illegal for both its power and lack of registration except for one problem. Legally, it’s not a gun at all. He could duct-tape the damn thing to his forehead and walk into a police station and not be committing a crime. Scanners don’t recognize it for what it is either, so once he sticks it under his coat, it may as well not be there at all as far as cops are concerned. If he wanted to, Chico could access the Legislative Authority Building with this and not set off the alarms.”

Lucia chimed in. “That may not be far from the truth. This Corpus Mundi project is buried as deep as anything I’ve ever seen. Deeper than that ‘Better Man’ thing they tried to rope Dad into. It gets too fuzzy, I can’t tell if Corpus Mundi knows they are being used by The Brokerage or not. The secret facility is actually owned by AgPro, which is an OmniCorp company. The AgPro CEO spends a lot of comm signal on that facility, so I can only assume he knows what is going on there. If AgPro knows, then OmniCorp probably does, too. There is a lot of chatter between the OmniCorp CEO and Arthur Inskip, who sits on the Boards of both OmniCorp and Corpus Mundi.”

“Sounds fishy to me,” Roland said.

“It does, but we’ll never know. All of it is heavily encrypted, unfortunately. We might break in eventually, but our usual Gateways codebreakers won’t touch official corporate correspondence. Too close to illegal industrial espionage to risk it.” They looked to Manny, who held up both hands to forestall the oncoming questions.

“I break into buildings and mess with municipal systems, guys. Hacking top-secret corporate communications is way past my level.”

Lucia sent the magenta stripe of hair away from her eyes with a frustrated huff of air. “I thought that might be the case. Inskip does a lot of electronic correspondence. It seems he hasn’t left his penthouse in years. He does most of his delegation through, get this,” she paused for dramatic effect. “A guy named Robert Robertson.”

“Let me guess,” Roland chuckled. “About six-foot-five, dark hair with a widow’s peak? Fond of boring black suits, maybe?”

“Got it in one.” She elbowed him in the ribs. “And here Dad told me all you muscled-up types were dumb!” 

“I wanted you to date a doctor,” the elder Ribiero said. “Not GI Jumbo over there.”

“Wait,” Mindy said. “His name is ‘Bob Robertson?’ That’s not even clever as far as fake names go. His mama hate him or something?”

“Can’t say,” Lucia answered. “This guy is a ghost. He was hired five years ago from some no-name Ariadne mining outfit. All his personal info is up to date, but unverifiable due to inter-system bureaucratic hurdles. He pays his taxes, at least.”

“Registered augmentations?” Roland asked. “He picked up Chico like he weighed nothing.” 

Lucia shook her head. “I thought of that. None. He even scans as clean.”

“Maybe he just works out a lot,” Mindy remarked and pointed to Sam Parker. “Detective Dreamboat over here could probably pick up Chico, too. He’s not augmented.”

“It’s possible,” Lucia squinted, letting her mind run with that for a second or two. “But I’m not buying it. Bob doesn’t fill up his suit the way Sam does his.”

“No one does,” Elena called from the living room. Sam blushed and the rest of them politely ignored it.

“Let’s table the Bob discussion and move onto Chico,” Mindy advised. “That’s the one who gives me the willies.”

“Right,” Roland agreed. “Don? You got anything on that.”

The old man stared through the top of his eyes at the group. “How much do you want to know? I’ve only just touched on what they’ve been doing, and it’s quite complicated.”

Lucia said, “Start with the general stuff, and we’ll ask questions as needed.”

“Mr. Garibaldi’s physical body is nothing too revolutionary. Corpus Mundi has always been at the forefront of prosthetics and this time is no different. I find it interesting that they seem to have abandoned Johnson’s techno-organic muscle and bone analogs and gone back to traditional musculoskeletal prosthetics.”

“That’s what he sounds like when he’s being general?” Mindy rested her head on the table. “I’m not going to understand any of this, am I?”

“No. I suspect you won’t.” Donald sounded satisfied with this result and continued. “Now, from what I can tell, this Dr. Watanabe has built wired neural connections in parallel. It’s been tried before, and the universal result was seizures and strokes.”

“But this guy got it to work?” Parker asked.

“Lady, actually,” he corrected. “And the answer to that is a qualified ‘yes.’ The project records show a staggering quantity of failures. Dr. Watanabe beat the problem with a two-tiered approach. She grew synthetic nerve cells and seeded the brain with them. Then she implanted a complex AI to monitor and to suppress excess brain activity over a certain threshold. The subject’s brain is still trying to have a seizure, but the device and the AI stop them as they begin. Excess electrical activity gets shunted to the new nerves, and either gets used or allowed to ground itself.”

“Huh,” Parker grunted. “So it works.”

“The subject is still in great danger of brain damage, and I suspect they all go quite insane before long. But I suppose it ‘works’ in the crudest sense of the word.”

“I feel like there’s more, Dad. What aren’t you telling us?”

“I have to dig further into the records, dear. I’m still going through Watanabe’s personal files. But I think they may have improved Chico even beyond that. His test numbers early in the program are abysmal. Nowhere near what you saw him capable of. His neural synchronicity was barely sixty percent optimal. He could hardly walk, let alone run and jump and shoot. Watanabe raided Johnson’s ‘Better Man’ notes and came back with what she called ‘templates.’ The files were massive, Lucia. I surmised they were some sort of behavioral database. Perhaps a type of pre-packaged alpha wave pattern that could relieve the neural load in the subject or something like that. Truly enormous amounts of data and reference material, presumably for the AI to use when adjusting his brain function.”

“Like a command matrix?” Manny asked.

“I thought so, too. But the files were so damned big. Watanabe referred to them as organic, which made little sense to me until I found some of these files in the stolen records. This is where things get rather... complex.” He tossed the blond assassin an apologetic smile.

Mindy batted her eyelashes. “Don’t mind me, Doc. I’ll just pretend to catch butterflies in my head or something.”

“What were they, Dad?” Lucia did not like to be kept waiting.

“When you look at the data as a whole, they aren’t anything. Just an enormous clump of codes and signals assembled on a big block of what I would have sworn was unrelated noise. I did not recognize them at first because they were too big to make sense of. But Watanabe had this program that would activate specific interactions within this cloud of seemingly random information. If you knew how to trigger an event, the data would assemble itself and signal its own connections within the cloud. Just a little nudge, and a single packet of data would traverse a linear and organic path from potential, to action, and back to potential.”

Lucia gasped “Are we talking about... a thought?”

Donald nodded. “Or a memory. They’re people, Lucia. Whole chunks of living memories encoded at quantum speeds, probably from living subjects.”

“That’s...” Roland did not know what word to use.

“Genius?” The doctor offered.

“Obscene,” Roland corrected.

“That too, I suppose.”

“Dad!” Lucia said sharply, bringing her father’s attention back to her. “Just who the hell is in Chico Garibaldi’s head?”

The doctor’s answer was quiet. “Roger Dawkins, Torvald Haraldson, and Laura Schneider.”

Her reply was soft and quiet. “Oh, fuck me sideways.”

“Jesus,” Mindy confirmed.

Roland sat in morose silence.

Parker broke the tension. “Wanna clue a guy in, here?”

“They are all old ghosts, Sam.” Roland curled a lip, deep-rooted rages finding new life as he explained. “I killed Dawkins and Haraldson. Lucia killed Schneider.”

Lucia took the lead when it looked like Roland’s anger might get the better of him. “Dawkins worked for Corpus Mundi. He’s the one who kidnapped my dad. Laura was Pops Winters’ assistant. She betrayed him to The Brokerage and tried to overthrow The Combine for them. Torvald was a Galapagos mercenary, he worked for The Brokerage, too.”

Parker whistled. “That’s a lot of Brokerage bad blood, you guys. Not to mention, Roland killed Chico’s brother.” The young detective shook his head. “Nope. I do not believe in coincidence. This guy was built to kill you, Roland.”

“Easier said than done.” It came out as bravado, but his perforated lung chose that moment to remind him of his mortality with a lance of dull pain.

“But not impossible,” said Lucia. “We need a plan.”

Roland did not argue that point. “The tactical problems boil down to that gun and his speed. Eliminate either of those and I can handle him.” He pointed to the mangled pistol still on the table. “I don’t think he can cycle it fast at high power. The capacitors have to charge if he wants to punch a hole in my armor. It took more than a minute from when he shot me with beads until he hit me with the penetrator.”

Lucia’s jaw flexed and her eyelids fluttered while her brain recalled the fight and calculated scenarios. “We know he could hit you in the head as easily as the chest if he wanted to, so we can assume that you must have rushed his shot. I’m guessing a minute is about as fast as he can manage, then.”

Now that the conversation had returned to an arena where she felt comfortable, Mindy began to add her contributions. “A lot can happen in a minute, especially for a guy as fast as Chico. Let’s say he comes to the fight already charged up. He gets one shot and then has to wait a minute. Well, if he has the drop on us, that’s the end of it. He’ll pop Roland in the head and that’ll be it. The answer seems obvious to me.”

“And that is?” Lucia did not feel Mindy’s observation had been helpful, and this showed as a fierce tension in her voice.

“We need to get him to come to us so we can be ready for him. If we know he’s coming and from what direction, it won’t be hard to get him to blow that shot.”

Lucia was uncertain where Mindy was going with this. “He doesn’t, miss, Mindy. That’s sort of the problem. Whoever he goes for first is going to take that hit.”

“I can make him miss.” They all looked at Manny, who had been uncharacteristically quiet up to this point. “I can make him miss. You all saw his eyes. Full bionics.” He winked and tossed them a cocky grin. “I can mess up his aim for a bit.”

Lucia relaxed visibly. “Now we are making progress. So we can spoil his first shot. Great. What then?”

“Bring him in close,” Roland growled. “Take his speed away. Make him fight me somewhere tight.”

“We need to lure him into a tight place that we control? What are the options?”

“The office?” Roland suggested. “It’s small enough.”

“He is never going to just walk into your office, Ironsides,” Mindy said. “He needs to feel comfortable enough to stroll right in.”

A voice, small and scared, broke into the strategy session. “Hideaway.”

They all turned to look across the room into the red-rimmed eyes of Kitty. She sniffled and wiped her nose on the back of her hand. “He’ll go to Hideaway if I’m there.”

Mindy’s jaw shut with a click and she hissed. “Out of the goddamn question.”

Roland found himself in rare agreement with Mindy. “That is a terrible idea, Kitty. You’d be putting yourself right out in front of him.”

“I know. I just don’t want to be afraid of him anymore. I don’t want Mindy or you guys to get hurt because I was too scared to help.” Her words caught in her throat, and she croaked out the last part. “Most of all I just want him dead and gone forever.” 

Mindy looked like she was about to speak, but Lucia shut her down. “It’s her fight to pick, Mindy. This is her demon.”

“She’s just a kid. She doesn’t know what it will be like.”

“Did you?”

“That’s not fair, Boss. This is different.” It was not different, and Mindy’s head bowed with the weight of a lie no one present bought for single second. Lucia said nothing, her point having already been made.

Kitty stood up and walked to the table. “I’m not asking, Mindy. I’m telling. I am going to go back to work tonight, and I am going to tend bar and shake my ass and fish for tips just like I always do.” Her voice grew stronger, as if speaking the words took some of their weight away. “It might take a few days, but Chico will come as soon as he finds out. I guarantee it. If you are really worried about my safety, well then you better make sure you fucking kill him when he does.”

––––––––
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

[image: image]


It was a frantic call from Schultz the sex-bot maker that told them Chico had broken out once more. The subsequent visit from Bob was merely an unwelcome bonus. The inscrutable businessman had come alone to the office, and his cold and indifferent demeanor remained unchanged from their previous conversation.

“You idiots couldn’t even hold on to him for three goddamn days?” Roland growled at the tall man in the black suit.

“It does seem rather incompetent of us, I agree,” Bob responded with a neutral nod of the head. “Our facility recently experienced an act of what we can only presume was industrial espionage. The damage caused by that event allowed him to slip his tether again.” Emotionless brown eyes met Roland’s, and he droned on as if the escape of a volatile cyborg was merely a minor inconvenience. “We have some very strong suspicions about the nature and provenance of the attack, and I assure you we will follow up on these leads most vigorously.”

Roland, to his credit, returned the stare with the same bland indifference as Bob. “See that you do, Bob. But take some advice from someone who has been here before. You don’t tether an animal like Chico Garibaldi. You take him out back and put him down.”

“I understand your position, Mr. Tankowicz, I really do. However, the unit is not Chico Garibaldi. It has not been that person for some time. I would think you of all people would understand that.” The head took a slight tilt, eyes boring into Roland’s. “Considering your own situation.”

Roland ignored the jab. “There’s enough Chico Garibaldi left in that thing to make it obsess over his ex-girlfriend. When you Corpus Mundi types build a killer, you sure do a shit job selecting the raw materials.”

“Needs must when the devil drives,” Bob acknowledged. “The candidate pool is not what it used to be.”

This made Roland sneer. He bore much of the blame for Corpus Mundi losing access to military personnel. “What brings you here, then? Want us to clean up your mess? We charge for that sort of thing, you know.”

“Quite the opposite, Mr. Tankowicz. We want you to stay out of our mess this time. Your people simply aren’t equipped to handle him.” If Bob was at all smug about this statement, his tone did not reflect it. “Mine are. We suspect he will come here to resume hostilities with your group, and we wanted to let you know our resources shall be in place to collect him when he does.”

“I’d be very careful about that, Bob,” Lucia interrupted. “Between us and Dockside PD, I have a feeling your resources may be rather unwelcome here. I’d hate for your people to find themselves in a crossfire or under arrest.”

Bob’s head swiveled to meet her gaze. “I have secured a variance for paramilitary operators in Dockside from the NBLA and the local police, Ms. Ribiero. If there is any interference with our operations, I must point out that it will be you on the wrong side of the law, not me.” He extended a data stick to her. “You will find all relevant authorizations are in order.”

“Wow,” she droned as she collected the device. “We figured it was you who paid off the lieutenant’s gambling debts, but that NBLA variance must have cost a mint.”

“Needs must,” he repeated. “I intend to move assets into Dockside and shadow the bartender. Our current performance profile indicates a high probability the unit intends to return for her. This should not affect you in any way, just be aware that our forces will not be hostile to you unless you interfere in their efforts to retrieve our errant property.”

Lucia scoffed. “Ha! No variance you can steal, forge, or buy gives you the right to enforce that. If our people perceive any kind of threat to ourselves or our interests as a legally operating enterprise, we will engage that threat as we see fit.”

“Naturally.” Bob seemed unperturbed. “I refer only to deliberate interferences, Ms. Ribiero.”

Lucia found his inflection and affect to be highly off-putting. His imperturbable, unflappable, and completely unreadable nature grated on her nerves. Everything about him put her off and considering what her life had consisted of for the last several years, this was not a thing easily accomplished. She did her best not to let it show. “I would go ahead and count on a whole lot of non-deliberate interference then, Bob.”

Roland could be rather unnerving himself, and he put this attribute to work on Bob. “Let’s just cut the shit. Chico killed a personal friend of mine, as well as two valued clients. He does not get to walk away from this and neither do your masters. I am under contract to both the police and the Dockside Trade Association to bring this fucker down, and I am going to do just that.” He stepped forward to tower over the man. Being a foot taller and at least two feet wider made his posture more looming than towering. Both his shadow and his malice enveloped the suited man and seemed to suck the warmth out of the very air. “How many of your people die over it is entirely up to you. I suspect you don’t really care about that, do you?”

“Needs must,” came Bob’s even response.

“As long as we understand each other, then.” Roland dismissed Bob by jerking his chin toward the office door. “Now get the fuck out of my office.”

Bob turned on his heel and left. He was on his comm giving clipped instructions to his teams before he made it to his waiting aerocar. Roland watched him closely until he had entered the vehicle and it had lifted off from The Drag. A dull wave of pain from his chest washed over him and he turned to look at his partner.  “He is going to be a problem.”

“Figured that out all by yourself, did you?” Lucia sounded as tired as he did.

“What’s the word from Mindy?”

“Kitty will be tending bar tonight. She’s been warned that Chico is out. Rodney is pissed off, but he’s willing to go along with it all.”

“How is Kitty?”

“Pretending to be brave but obviously terrified.” She scowled and added, “But it’s Mindy who is making me nervous. She is not in a good place with any of this.”

“Mindy’s a pro. She’s hot under the collar right now, but you don’t get as many high-profile VIP kills as she has by going off plan or losing your cool. She’ll be fine.”

“It’s unlike her to be so intense about Kitty. You think this sudden emotional investment is about what happened to Mack?”

Roland grunted a derisive laugh. “You’re asking me about emotional states?”

“You’re the expert on combat stress and how macho idiots deal with it.” She muttered an addendum, “Or don’t deal with it.” 

Roland found no fault with this assessment and he gave the question some thought before answering in his usual style. “It’s probably about Mack in some ways, and not so much in others.”

“Wow.” Lucia deadpanned. “You really suck at this.”

“I’m working on it. Give me a damn minute.” The big man took a moment to collect his thoughts and transform them into words. The subject was foreign and uncomfortable, making the task more difficult than it might have been for a more emotionally evolved person. “Mindy loved Mack in her own weird way. She got to be her own fucked-up self around him and he didn’t judge her for it. It’s possibly the most relaxed she’s ever been around anyone. I figure she came to rely on that for a sense of self-worth.”

Lucia nodded slowly. “Mack didn’t think she was crazy or broken or awful, so she started to feel good about herself.”

“Exactly. He didn’t even try to get in her pants. She was just his partner and friend. Good in a fight and reliable.”

“I get it,” Lucia said. “She didn’t have to pretend to be friendly, or heterosexual, or stupid for him. But what does that have to do with Kitty? Her intentions regarding that poor girl are not platonic.”

“They aren’t, but she’s not looking for another Mack. After a while, ‘Mack and Mindy’ became an identity unto itself. She liked it and how it made her feel. Mack made her feel normal. Likeable.”

Lucia caught on. “Lovable?”

“Bingo. Then he died, and that knocked her for a loop. As tough as she is, there is still a really messed-up teenager in her head that’s scared of letting anyone see who she truly is. She thinks she’s unlovable. Or fears it, at least.”

“Now that sounds familiar,” Lucia chided with a knowing look to the big cyborg.

“No idea what you are talking about,” he replied.

“I bet,” she laughed. “But why get worked up over Kitty, then? I didn’t think they had gotten that close.”

This part Roland understood very well. “Don’t need to be. In Mindy’s head, Kitty represents the possibility of loving someone. Possibility is all Mindy can handle right now. She’s buried too many friends to do much more than hope for a chance at love someday.” He shook his head and his voice trailed off to a dejected grunt. “Some people lose that hope earlier than others.” Then he straightened and pushed on. “Hoping doesn’t cost anything and has no risks, so it’s usually pretty easy to hold on to. But if Kitty gets killed...”

“Hope dies too,” Lucia finished. “If Mindy can’t keep Kitty alive, then what’s the point of wanting to be loved at all?”

“Why bother?” said Roland. “No profit in trying if the people you love are just going to die on you.”

Lucia shook her head in disgust. “Mindy is fighting purely to keep the hope of ever being loved going?”

“Or she’s just really pissed off. Hard to tell with psychos.” Roland turned somber. “Life is not a comic book or an action holo. Civilians like to think a guy can fight and kill all day long and then go home and make polite conversation with the neighbors. Teenage girls grow up longing for a knight in shining armor to come riding from the battle to woo them with his perfect hair and pretty poetry. That’s just not how it works.” Roland seemed to be warming to his monologue. His voice grew stronger. “If a knight’s armor is shining it’s because he hasn’t done any damn fighting. He’s a fraud. If his armor isn’t shiny because he’s been brawling in the mud and blood all day, then you can’t expect a whole lot of poetry from that guy. Too much time watching your friends get killed and wondering if today is your day to go. You get to be scared for so damn long you end up numb, and you stop caring about whether or not you die. Mindy has been fighting since she was fifteen years old. She will never think like or be like a normal person again.” A heavy fist thwacked into a meaty palm. “Kitty has to live because otherwise the little voice in the back of Mindy’s head telling her nothing matters because she is an unlovable monster will be right.”

Lucia had no deep insights to add. She merely shook her head and said, “That is so unbelievably fucked up. No wonder you all drink so much.”

Roland had to agree. “As good as they’ve made us all at killing, they still do a shit job at getting us to live with it afterward.”

“I guess we’ll just have to make sure we put this son of a bitch down, then.”

The big man acknowledged this with a curt nod of his head. “Sounds good to me. Is Manny all set?”

“Locked and loaded. He knows his role, and he says his widget will get the job done.”

“Contingencies?”

“We have backup in position, and two fallback points. Sam has as much of the PD as is willing to act like real cops waiting in the wings. As long as we keep Chico in the kill zone, we can bury him with numbers if we have to. Also,” Lucia held up a small gray hypo. “We have this.”

Roland groaned. “I thought we weren’t going to go that route.”

This time it was Lucia’s turn to be somber. “There was no ‘we’ in the discussion, Roland. I don’t want to use this thing any more than you want me to. But it’s my call and let’s not delude ourselves into thinking it might not be necessary. If it comes down to saving your life? I will not hesitate and I sure as hell won’t ask permission.”

“Fine.” His tone and expression lay devoid of any evidence supporting this assertion. The single uttered syllable merely acknowledged he would not argue the point any further. “How fast will it make you?”

She shrugged. “It’s only limited by my own brain, so we can’t say for sure. Eight? Nine? Ten times normal? Using it will be the first real stress-test of my mutation since I was a kid.”

“What did your father have to say about it?”

“He said it was my body and my call. It shouldn’t hurt my brain to go that fast, but we don’t really know what will happen to my decision-making and personality while it’s working. The firmware resets my clock after ten minutes either way. No matter what happens, the effects will be temporary.”

“But for that ten minutes, you might end up a reckless, nihilistic, amoral killer moving twice as fast as even I can go?”

“I’ll still be me, Roland. This—” she shook the boring gray cylinder, “—can’t change who I am.”

“Just how you act,” he amended. Though he acknowledged his petulance at this point.

“I will try not to use it.” It was a promise she would at least attempt to keep, and this would have to be enough. “Kick his ass early on and it won’t be an issue.”

“That’s the plan, all right.” Shoulders sagging, the big cyborg gave up on changing her mind. “Let’s hope Bob and the Corpus Mundi idiots don’t fuck it all up on us.”

“We’ll put Sam and the good cops on that one. They won’t shoot cops no matter how much they interfere.”

“Really?” Roland did not sound convinced of this.

“Really,” she replied with finality. “Shooting cops brings way too much bad publicity. Stock prices would plummet, and that is the only thing corporations truly fear.”

“As long as that’s true I think the plan should hold up even to Bob’s bullshit.” A big heavy sigh came and sent more pain through his still-healing chest. “Why do I have a bad feeling about this?”

Lucia linked her arm in his. “Because you are a cynical old grouch?”

“Do you know what the best part about being a cynic is?” he asked.

“What’s that?”

“All your surprises are happy ones.”

“That is actually rather profound, Corporal. Let’s go get ready for tonight.”

As the pair of fixers prepared for the first night of their hunt, Robert Robertson was doing his level best to make sure Roland’s worst fears were realized. High above dockside and speeding away in an expensive aerocar, he had been making call after call and sending dozens of electronic communiques. Even as he had slid into the seat, he was dialing up Arthur Inskip.

“Do you think that will be necessary?” the old man asked when Bob outlined his plan.

“Absolutely. Tankowicz and his people are committed, and the regular operatives will be outclassed.”

“But the other prototypes are not up to spec. They never were. What can they do against a Golem?”

“They can die, Mr. Inskip. And by dying, they will create enough space for us to move on the unit.”

“Attacking the Golem is a bold plan, Bob.” Arthur seemed almost delighted with the initiative his man showed.

“I feel it is justified, sir.”

“Carry on then.” Inskip did not break the connection right away. He had one more question to ask. “Tell me Robert, will you engage Breach?”

“I’d rather not, sir. If I see an opportunity, I may take it. The goal remains to secure the unit, however.”

“Ever the pragmatist, Bob.” Inskip half chuckled his reply. “You are nothing if not consistent!”

“Needs must,” he said. Then he ended the call.
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CHAPTER THIRTY
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The voices in Chico’s head did not share his enthusiasm for returning to Dockside. Holing up in that sex-bot factory had been a nice break. Well-stocked with power, spare parts, and sophisticated equipment, the old factory made for an excellent hideout. Convincing the owner to cooperate with his demands had been simple enough. The poor fool was already in a wheelchair and Chico excelled at intimidation. Together Chico and Shultz had been able to locate the three transponders and the hidden explosives his masters added to his limbs since his last interlude of freedom. Removing and disabling the devices proved rather simple for the experienced engineer. Chico had even let the man live, anticipating that he may need his services again. That Schultz character was creepy as hell, but he seemed a pragmatic sort once you got past the hard part of the negotiations.

The urge to remain in hiding and consolidate his position was strong, yet unfamiliar. He had never been the type to take a measured approach to anything. He supposed this was his life now. Unfamiliar urges and phantom bits of helpful information sat just fine with him so long as they helped get the jobs done. He would listen and obey these new voices because they were good at the things he was bad at. With one exception, of course. Where Kitty was concerned, he would not compromise. The two of them had unfinished business. She was his girl, and even when she pissed him off he could not stop loving her.

Sure, Kitty could get weird sometimes. She would get all mad at him and tell him to leave her alone, or say she hated him. She even sicced that big asshole, Barney, on him once. That one still stung. After that incident he had to stay away from her a long while, just to cool things off and keep The Dwarf happy.

Still, even with all that, Chico knew she did not really mean any of it. He accepted his own role in their problems and acknowledged he was no saint, either. Sometimes he would get pissed at her when she acted really bitchy and sure, he might have to put his hands on her when she got like that. A guy had his pride, after all. Sometimes a chick needed to know when she had gone too far. Setting those kinds of boundaries was part of being a man.

Nonna had often told him you were supposed to take the good with the bad in a relationship. Because he loved her, it was only natural to forgive Kitty for being a bitch to him. Deep in his heart he knew she loved him, too. Relationships were hard work.

Broads are just crazy sometimes. It was Chico’s thought, but it rippled across his headmates’ impressions to a mixed response. His dogged pursuit of one pink-haired bartender did not sit well with them. He understood their aversion. The obsession exposed him to a lot of risk at a time when they would be better served to avoid it. Unfortunately for the lot of them, Chico did not care. As much as he valued insights from his chorus of ghosts he refused to move on this point. He had to assume his phantoms had never been in love. Otherwise they would understand why a man had to do the things he did for his woman. Thinking about how she was probably hanging out with Tank helped quiet their ire. They all shared the same burning hatred for the fixer.

The next evening, being recharged and repaired, Chico set out toward Dockside. The click-clack of his metal feet was muted by the thin-soled shoes he had found. His bionics were concealed by dungarees and his cloaked overcoat. His hair was still growing back in, and an inch of ugly black scruff wreathed the dome of his head. He had no hat though his shirt bore a loose hood, which he used to cover his scalp and shadow the dark emptiness of his dead mechanical eyes.

The lone pistol thumped against his armpit with each long step. Without its twin to balance the harness, the whole rig felt awkward. The weapon’s magazine held the last of his custom penetrators. It seemed prudent as he anticipated bumping into Tank at some point. 

This was the lie he told himself, anyway. The more educated voices in his head knew it to be far stronger than mere anticipation. There lived an element of desire, will, and a need to face the big man again. It seemed fitting that someone with the means to kill that monster had come along so the source of all their woes would meet the end he so richly deserved. 

At Schultz’s factory, Chico had charged his remaining weapon to its maximum capacity. Now he walked with an easy confidence, secure in the knowledge that any one of those eight-millimeter spikes nestled in his gun might be the one to end the era of ‘The Fixer’ in Dockside. Then an idea came into his head, a thought both subtle and seductive. 

Why stop there?

He could kill The Dwarf, too. Subconsciously, Chico planned as he walked. McGinty, Ribiero, the blond chick with the knockers will also need to go, too. Why these ideas entered his head he could not say, and even more followed. I’ll set up shop and start to push the other crews out. No one will be able to stop me after all. He had the potential to be the biggest boss in Dockside before long. Then the era of Chico Garibaldi would begin.

It was not the plan that surprised Chico. It was the fact he was making such bold plans at all that took him aback. He had never been ambitious on this level, and the audacity of his new vision thrilled him. If he paid attention, it might occur to him that this newfound drive had not come from him at all. As was often the case with Chico, he remained oblivious to such things. A world of incredible opportunities lay open before him, and it never once dawned on the killer that he viewed it through the veil of another person’s desires. Such insight would be wasted on the man. Even if he knew how much Laura Schneider craved power and control, he would not have cared.

Passing through the more densely populated areas of Big Woo could be rather depressing. Chico hated the dirty slum with its dead-eyed residents and the permanent stink of trash and squalor. He supposed it looked better these days, but nothing this McGinty character could do would change the people here. The Woo existed for drug fiends and losers, and just because they were in better financial shape did not mean they were not still drug fiends and losers.

Chico decided to hop an aerocar from the Green and ride into Dockside. He was not sure where to go looking for Kitty right off the bat, but he was certain it would be in Dockside and he did not want to walk all the way there. With the high probability of a fight with Tank and his groupies in the forefront of his mind, he yielded to prudence and prioritized energy conservation. His bionics might run on battery for a long time at normal usage, but banging it out with a monster like Tank burned through a lot of juice. A thrill ran down his spine at the thought of fighting Tankowicz again.

Relax.

The word meandered to the front of his mind, a missive from one of his ghosts, no doubt. It was good advice. There was no point in getting worked up over a fight that had yet to start. 

When the car arrived, he hopped in and dialed in the first place he thought of. He did not know if Kitty would be tending bar tonight, but somebody at Hideaway would know where to find her. He spent a long and luxurious moment fantasizing about beating the information out of that oversized asshole, Barney. This daydream warmed his mood and turned the corners of his mouth into a malicious smirk. The injuries he had once sustained at the hands of Rodney’s bouncer had not healed quickly. He vowed to return the favor tonight.

Should I kill The Dwarf tonight, or hold off?

Most of the voices in his head agreed that putting it off served no purpose, and so he added that to his list of tasks for the evening. As he worked out the logistics of a Dockside takeover in his head, it became apparent he would need to kill a lot of people before the sun came up. He accepted this with a tradesman’s indifference. Chico had never been afraid of a hard night’s work.

The car set down about a half a block away from Hideaway. The killer had nearly exited the vehicle before he realized he had no money. Absently, he punched in a corporate code dredged from somewhere in the depths of his subconscious. The screen lit up green and thanked him for riding with City Cab. The dim memory of an old forgotten expense account flitted though his mind and he cracked an oily grin. 

Guess I’m not so broke after all.

He took a moment to scan Hideaway from across the street before going over. The Dwarf had enough scrambling gear to confuse cop drones, but it was no trouble at all for his new eyes to sort out some details from the noise. The bar thumped with the raucous thrashing of Dockside’s dirtiest nightspot in full rage. Crowded tables and booths sat jammed with men and women drinking too much and talking too loudly. There was no band, but a sea of bodies lurched to the music from the sound system. Teeth-shattering noise from whatever talentless punk band the kids were into this week blared through the walls in a tuneless rhythmic thumping that made his eye lenses vibrate in time.

There was too much noise, both sonic and electromagnetic, for Chico to pick out specific individuals or weapons. He had been to Hideaway enough times to assume most everyone in there carried a weapon of some kind though. Sweeping his scanners to the back, he saw The Dwarf sitting in his office, as usual. That particular heat signature was unmistakable. Tank did not appear to be inside. Chico imagined he would be comparatively easy to spot and there were no giant hyper-dense men in his scans. This made sense, as Tank’s dislike for Hideaway was common knowledge.

Satisfied with his recon, Chico realized he had a problem. He had been banned from Hideaway for any hours Kitty was working. The Dwarf had made that quite clear after the last time he tried to get her to see things right. Then Barney had enhanced the lesson with a category-five ass-whupping. 

Chico was sure this time he could handle Barney. That was not the problem. The problem was that forcing his way through the door felt like it might lead to a massacre he was sure would piss Kitty off. In the old days, he would kick the door in and shoot his way to the target. The part of him that was not entirely clueless seemed to recognize that instigating a slaughter at her place of work might not be the best path to securing the affections of his lady love. He was quite sure that women wanted to be talked to, not shot at.

Chico had come all this way and only at the threshold did he realize he had no clue as to how he wanted to proceed. Collecting Kitty was his main goal, and killing Rodney certainly remained a strong secondary objective. A shootout at the entry felt ill-advised under these conditions. 

He considered running a macro before going inside, then dismissed each in turn. The Gunslinger was only helpful if he intended to immediately kill everyone, and he had just decided this was a non-starter. The Wraith would help him sneak past The Dwarf’s electronic security, but he was not sure why he would want to do that either. The Medic was just a life-support sub-routine to keep him alive and control pain, the Bat helped him navigate under electromagnetic blackout, and the Brute would override the safety features in his prosthetics. All his high-end hardware and firmware was going to be useless for the simple task of wooing his woman.

“Damn it all,” he grumbled under his breath and began to cross the street. He would just have to hope that nobody recognized him. He certainly looked very different, and if the hood stayed low and the doorman was not given a reason to look too closely, he had a chance to slip inside without incident. The viewing panel slid open at his sharp knock, and the beady eyes of Barney squinted down at the figure.

“Let me in, man.” Chico pitched his voice off its usual note and added, “I’m new in town and I heard that this is the place to go for work.” The lapel of his coat slid back at a touch, revealing the telltale strap of his shoulder holster. Hideaway was the only place Chico knew of where slinging iron made it easier to get inside.

“Gotcha,” Barney huffed. “Sure thing. Keep that hog leg in its saddle if you want to go home with all your pieces, though.” Chico heard the door locks clacking and beeping. It slid back to reveal the dim red haze of Hideaway in full roar. The hulking doorman blocked much of the scene, but no mere man could hold back the pure visceral hedonism on display just beyond that imposing bulk.

“Count on it,” Chico whispered from under his hood and stepped past Barney. His eyes immediately picked out faces and assigned reticles to targets they had marked from across the street. Data scrolled in neat lines along his field of vision as weapons were located, known felons identified, and other relevant tidbits were gleaned from his surroundings. A strange feeling of sad nostalgia tugged at the edge of his subconscious. He had been a regular here for a long time, and he could still remember why. The noise, the drugs, the women and the fights all came back to him now. This had been a place of great comfort to him in his previous life. Then his gaze swept of its own accord over to the spot where Nico had died, and those warm memories turned to acid in his blood.

Focus!

The word echoed in his head, and he winced at a rebuke felt rather than heard. Sharp and disapproving, it carried the impression of a schoolteacher snapping a ruler against the desk to startle a drowsy child. That sent an angry mental slap back to whichever ghost had directed the reprimand. Chico Garibaldi was no child to be chastised, not even by his own demons.

His pride assuaged, the killer immediately set himself back to the task at hand. That this had been the point all along was an irony lost to him. Once he had scanned most of the patrons, he began a measured stalk toward the bar. Cavorting bodies undulated around him as he knifed through the swarming dance floor. Sweat-slick and hot to the touch, a hundred half-clad youths of all genders and configurations presented a moving forest of swaying bodies that Chico had to pick through just to cross the room. The sounds and smells of it all assaulted his enhanced senses. The stench of alcohol breath burned his throat and the pulsing and gyrating of the interior lights drove his optics crazy. He kept shifting the filters in an attempt to cancel some of the interference. Whoever was working the lights seemed bound and determined to give the dancing drug addicts seizures. 

Blaze-brains are a fucked-up bunch. The light show probably makes the high more intense. It was certainly giving his optical hardware the fits.

He found his way to the bar and elbowed up to the rail. He saw Kitty there, twirling two booze bottles at once.  Her shorts were short, her shirt two sizes too small. Chico had to smile back at the mere sight of her. Manly pride swelled deep in his heart and something else swelled deep in his pants. A chorus of cheers erupted as a deft sweep of her slender arms filled a line of shot glasses with practiced speed and her face beamed a dazzling smile to her fans. It was a smile that broke the hearts of a dozen hardened thugs at once and guaranteed a thirty percent tip every time. 

Damn, my woman is fine as hell. His appreciation for her beauty rivalled a farmer’s love for a prized heifer. An evolved thinker might have taken great offense at this, but Chico Garibaldi had never been encumbered by the burdens of evolved thinking.

Nor was he alone in his valuation. Two dozen hoods and mooks pressed against the bar, sending equal quantities of both lurid come-ons and horrible pick-up lines her way. Each hooted exhortation was hurled with an unashamed abandon that spoke of both heavy intoxication and long periods of involuntary celibacy. In her element, Kitty absorbed the ill-conceived overtures with droll humor and the manufactured smile.

Chico was still deciding whether to smack these braying jackals aside or talk to Kitty when the lights shifted yet again. It was as if two lasers had targeted his optics specifically and were washing his lenses with some kind of high-frequency oscillating dazzle pattern. None of which was the sort of thing Chico Garibaldi would understand, so this sudden and very specific impression shocked him at first. Then the pieces fell into place and realization struck like a ball-peen hammer.

Somebody is targeting my optics and washing the goddamn lenses with a high-frequency oscillating dazzle pattern! 

He did not know which of his minds put it together first, but they all agreed. The rebuke returned, this time even sharper and more condescending.

You idiot! It’s a fucking trap!

In the next instant, a wave of electronic static tore through his bionic ears and a scream of pain erupted from his lips. Blind and deaf, Chico Garibaldi spun from the bar, tripped over a stool and crashed to the floor.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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“He’s blind and deaf, team. Clear the floor.”

The music stopped with an abrupt squeal and Barney’s voice rumbled from the speakers. “Party’s over! Everybody OUT!”

Every stoned dope fiend in Hideaway stopped on command and filed for the exits with a speed and urgency that said more than a little about how often this sort of thing happened at Hideaway.

“Brace for chaff.”

Manuel Richardson hit the second of four icons on the screen of his DataPad and with a soft ‘poof!’ a fine cloud of ionized metallic dust disgorged from canisters hidden between the ceiling beams. 

“Scanners are dead. Go ahead and mop up, team.”

Oblivious to the forms closing in on him, the blank-eyed cyborg thrashed on the floor of the bar. His mechanical limbs twitched and scrabbled for purchase. From his mouth came garbled growls, and the occasional gurgled expletive. 

“What’s he saying?” The unmistakable growl of Roland Tankowicz uttered the question. His voice sounded tinny and distant, filtered through the speakers of his death’s-head helmet.

Manny stood up from behind the DJ booth and squinted. “Something about his grandmother I think. And a... bat?”

Before Roland could set his massive hands on the twitching man, Mindy’s pained squeal came over the group’s comm channel. “Get back! Ultrasonics! He’s using...”

The barrel of Chico’s pistol rose from under his body and Roland dove to the left on instinct alone. This proved to be an unnecessary maneuver. Chico was not trying to hit Roland. In truth, he could hardly even perceive the giant.  His chosen target demonstrated a level of tactical awareness exceeding what Roland would have expected from the Chico Garibaldi he knew.

The penetrator, hurled from the bizarre pistol at full charge, drilled a neat eight-millimeter hole through Manny’s DataPad. The flimsy plastic device offered virtually no resistance to the powerful projectile, so it continued on through Manny’s deltoid. Passing through that, the back wall of Hideaway’s main bar was the next thing to be perforated. Not until the dense metal needle sliced through the exterior masonry did it start to slow and tumble.

Both Manny’s bionic left arm and his DataPad thudded to the floor of Hideaway. The limb, now neatly severed at the seam where the deltoid wrapped around his techno-organic bicep, flexed and writhed along the floor. “Shit!” the young man shouted, more in surprise than anything else. His arm neither experienced nor transmitted pain, though Manny lamented the hours of work it would take to reattach it.

Lucia’s voice crackled to life over the channel. “That’s one! We have a minute. Let’s use it!” 

Roland was already in transit. Any questions regarding the fallibility of the killers’ aim were now answered. It did not take a tactical genius to comprehend that Manny would be dead if Chico’s aim was not compromised. 

Watanabe’s notes were explicit about Chico’s eyes. With no organic components to fall back on, Manny’s light show and chaff bombs left the target entirely blind to the electromagnetic spectrum. There had been some hope that this might render the killer helpless, still it came as no surprise when the killer rose to meet his foes.

Mindy’s ears, being far more sensitive than anyone else’s, had picked up his hypersonic pulse before the attack. Roland presumed this was a form of echolocation and sonic range-finding. While it startled them to see Chico back in the fight so quickly, Roland had to concede that they still held favorable tactical ground. The minor setback of Manny’s traumatic amputation notwithstanding, it looked like the plan had been successful in preventing Chico’s first shot from killing anyone.

Though not as fast as Lucia, Roland possessed five times the speed of any normal human. He labored under the assumption that a full minute to work on the Chico Garibaldi problem would be sufficient. This assessment proved to be immature, however. It took a brutal side kick to the inside of his knee for Roland to remember he was not fighting just Chico Garibaldi.

The kick took his left leg out from underneath him and instead of sweeping the killer into a lethal grip, the giant flew over his crouching foe in a tangle of his own limbs. Roland struck the bar with a crash that buckled the faux-wood panels and crumpled the brass rail beneath him like a drinking straw.

He leapt to his feet in an instant and charged again. He remembered the fighting skill of Roger Dawkins and this time he exercised more caution. The big man took Chico’s next low kick as a glancing strike that accomplished nothing. Roland’s subsequent overhand right was a murderous thing. He held nothing back knowing that with an opponent this fast and ruthless there could be no half-measures. The blow would have floored a medium armature if it connected, but even a blind Chico was far too fast. Roland’s fist sailed over his opponent’s head with room to spare and the darting killer slid out of range with a deft leap.

“He’s buying time to clear his sensors! Someone kill those sonics!” Lucia waited on the outskirts of the fight. Neither she nor Mindy could afford to try engaging while the men stayed locked in close-quarters battle. When the opportunity arose, they tried the occasional bead shot knowing beads would not bother Roland. The men circled and swung too quickly for this tactic to be effective, and thus, they stalked the edges of the brawl waiting for one of the fighters to make room.

A strange stalemate ensued. Chico could not drop his pistol if he wanted it to charge, and there was no question who would win if the contest remained a barroom brawl. He dodged and kicked, frustrating his giant opponent while power flowed from his internal stores through his palm into his weapon. In time, it would accumulate enough charge to drill a hole right through the big fixer. Even with his aim now imperfect, there would be no missing Roland Tankowicz at this range, thus every one of this battle’s constituents struggled to answer one question. Could Roland beat Chico to death before the pistol charged?

Roland attacked like a monster from a child’s nightmare. Relentless and driven, he charged and smashed at Chico as if the smaller man was a full-sized assault mech. On the other side of the fight, Chico leapt and cavorted, sending kicks from his powerful military-grade legs and darting precision punches with his left fist. Roland’s helmet rang like a gong with each blow, the silver-white faceplate showing the scuffs and scratches from the metal-knuckled strikes. Roland needed only one clean hit to end this match, one instant where luck and skill intersected to put a heavy black fist into Chico’s face.

It appeared this moment might never arrive. Another hit from Chico, this time a stomping front kick that connected solidly with Roland’s gut, blunted another charge and sent the smaller man sailing backward and away from the larger. He landed gracefully, though the new distance drew a volley of fire from both Mindy and Lucia. Prosthetic arms folded over his chest and Chico let the beads and flechettes shatter and ricochet off his armor. Then he darted back toward his giant enemy and the relative safety of proximity. 

A few things became readily apparent as she watched the fight, and Lucia spat a lengthy expletive. “He’s too fast, still! He’s going to get that thing charged up again!”

“I’ll get him,” Roland roared back. “Just give me a second!”

But Lucia knew it would not matter how many seconds she gave him. She had been watching the whole fight and analyzing its ebbs and flows. Her brain made a thousand connections each second, and each permutation yielded similar results. Chico’s vision was definitely clearing, and he would get his weapon charged in less than thirty seconds. Then he would shoot Roland.

There were plenty of versions where that shot missed, and some where it struck non-lethal areas allowing the fight to continue. Unfortunately, there were very few that ended with Roland getting his hands on Chico at any point. She clocked the killer at seven or eight times normal, a speed even she could not match. He could keep this up all day, and eventually he would shoot Roland in the chest or head and kill him.

The solution was obvious, and Lucia wondered why she ever thought it would not come to this. She waited until about fifteen seconds before Chico’s weapon would be ready to fire, then she injected herself with her father’s new nanobots. Within a half second, the first of the tiny machines migrated the new firmware to its brethren already in her body. After three heartbeats, the upgrades were already taking effect. At six seconds her entire system had been updated to the new parameters, and Lucia’s universe went insane.

Time did not just slow down: it crawled. Her perceptions of sounds and smells dragged out, turning normal sensory information into a burgeoning swell of stimuli. The air became a thick soup as the force of a trillion air molecules, infinitesimal in magnitude and duration, pushed against her skin in protracted resistance. 

Her brain fared no better. The speed of her thoughts and reactions had always made managing her anxiety difficult, and to protect her mind from this the new firmware virtually removed her ability to experience panic at any level. This was not the relief she hoped it would be. Instead of acute terror, she now perceived the inescapable weight of a pervasive droning dread. Muted and distant, what had once been the sharp cry of terror in her mind dragged like the sound of a person screaming from within a buried coffin. It possessed palpable magnitude and volume but brought no intensity. Worse, because she was now experiencing the world at hyper-velocity, it did not fade or go away. It lingered and pressed, torturing her with the drip, drip, drip, of successive anxieties.

Without question, the hypo worked as advertised. The fight between Chico and Roland had turned languid. It had the smooth and undulating cadence of a fierce battle between opponents trapped underwater. It was almost balletic if not for the sheer quantity of kinetic energy in play.

When she first moved, Lucia almost fell. Her push off the floor was not the instinctive pressure of a trained martial artist, but rather the explosive spasm of a newborn colt. A slow swelling of discomfort began in her ankle and began a long crescendo into real pain as what she had hoped would be a light step sent her forward in a ballistic surge.

Her machines adjusted, and her next step was more balanced and familiar. Over the years, she had been warned a thousand times by both Roland and her father that her nervous system was capable of driving her body harder than it could safely go. If she planted a foot wrong, turned too quickly, or rotated her hips too hard in a punch, she could easily tear her own ligaments and tendons. The creeping agony in her ankle illustrated her error with the promise of a painful recovery.

She missed Chico on her first pass. Her grab for his gun missed because she misjudged the distance and speed involved. The urge to twist her body midflight and grasp the offending pistol was nearly overwhelming. She had enough speed, she knew. Though her brain recognized the very real possibility of severe damage to her already injured right leg if she tried. The nanobots suppressed any real apprehension over this, and a thorough risk-reward analysis had her choose caution over aggression. There was time for a second pass.

She planted a foot and turned, snaking her left leg across the floor to strike Chico behind his heel. The metal foot slid out from under his hips with a scratching sound and Chico threw his arms out to the sides in an ugly attempt to maintain his balance. Lucia followed her foot sweep with a shot from her CZ105. It should have drilled the cyborg killer dead center mass, but a flailing prosthetic arm intercepted the flechette and sent it pinwheeling off with a shower of yellow sparks. Roland’s bulk obscured her next shot when the big man exploited this distraction to close the distance between himself and his prey.

An onyx fist crackled past Chico’s face with the snap of disturbed air. The killer’s last-second jerk prevented the grisly death of a pulped skull from becoming his fate but forced him to retreat even more. Lucia took the opportunity to slide around Roland’s back and cycle her pistol at Chico until the magazine ran dry. None of her shots found flesh, but multiple direct hits threw sparks and chips of armor from Chico’s much-abused arms. Dropping her gun, Lucia leapt and caught the back-pedaling killer in the guts with a lunging side kick. Her foot struck a clean blow, every inch of the woman straining with the effort of kicking Chico with all her might.

Too much might. 

She had forgotten how accelerated she was, and her throbbing ankle exploded in electric lances of sharpest agony. Her kicking leg’s knee turned to liquid fire when her foot connected and something in her hip tore. She gasped in pain and collapsed, wondering if the landed kick was worth the price. 

To Roland’s practiced eye, it was. Chico left his feet like a struck golf ball and crashed into a high-top table with enough force to send him tumbling across its surface. Flying over that, the careening killer bounced off the floor and smashed into another table. His momentum carried him across the dirty barroom, scattering tables and chairs like tenpins. Eventually, his twisted body slid to a halt beneath a pile of toppled bar furniture against the far wall.

Roland should have charged him immediately, but he paused to assess Lucia’s injuries. She caught his glance and screamed, “Don’t-look-at-me-go-get-him-before-he-gets-up!” Her words came out compressed end-to-end and her frustrated cry exploded like a single word in some foreign language. 

Roland took the blurted advice and threw himself on the twitching pile of tables and chairs. A massive black hand plunged into the wreckage and emerged with Chico’s left arm trapped in his grip. The big cyborg yanked hard and tore the killer from under the pile of detritus like a man hauling a net from the sea. Roland did not extract Chico from the pile; he ripped his foe clear of it. Whether or not Chico’s arm separated from his body remained irrelevant to the snarling fixer.

The limb remained affixed, and Roland used it as a handle to smash his trapped adversary against the floor. He expected this to kill the man, and another indecipherable growl thrummed rom the metal skull’s face when the stubborn gunman remained very much alive.

“What the fuck did they make you out of, asshole?”

Chico did not answer the rhetorical question. He was busy trying to break Roland’s grip. Success proved elusive, and the giant black fist whipped Chico skyward, dragging the thrashing killer into the ceiling with a crash of shattered lights and smashed metal. Almost lost within the scrolling damage reports meandering through Chico’s HUD, red block letters flashed the words he had been waiting for.

“Weapon ready.”

Roland was in the process of rolling his shoulder forward to again drive Chico’s body into the unforgiving mass of floorboards when the lithe killer spun in his grasp and braced a foot against Roland’s chest. A brawny left hand clamped onto the leg and tore it away just in time to see the muzzle of the killers’ pistol swinging to align with his face.

Roland did not know if it was fully charged, or how much charge it actually needed to be fatal to him at this range. He just knew that he did not want to get shot in the head or chest. His arm jerked to the right, and he flung his head to the left. When the gun went off with Roland still clutching Chico by the forearm. The flechette took Roland through the trapezius muscle, less than five inches away from drilling a lethal hole straight through his neck.

The enormous black arm went completely numb for an instant and the searing light and heat of the incandescent projectile overwhelmed his eyes and scanners. The big cyborg dropped his prey to reel backward. Never one to miss an opportunity, Chico round-kicked the outside of Roland’s knee. He lacked the raw strength to do real damage to the giant joint, but the enhanced power of the bionic limb succeeded in staggering the bigger man while he tried to reacquire his balance. Pivoting on his heel, Chico whipped a spinning back kick impossibly high to bounce a metal foot off Roland’s faceplate. With the shriek of scraping metal and a shower of orange sparks, the helmeted face spun to the side. Liking the results, Chico jumped straight up and put a third boot to the side of Roland’s helmet. Upon contact the kick rang Roland’s head like a gong and finally the fixer crashed into the far wall. The thin interior panel collapsed under a half ton of lurching bulk and Roland disappeared into the blackness of a storage area.

A string of beads from Mindy’s pistol kept Chico from following the attacks with any more. Instead, her barrage forced him to either dodge the projectiles or allow them to shatter harmlessly against his bionic limbs. The blank-eyed killer whirled across the bar, choosing one or the other as necessity dictated. When close enough, he lunged for the little blond with murder in his heart. Mindy met him with the same plus a hail of gunfire and the calculated slashes of her Sasori dagger.

The beads were useless against the streaking cyborg and his superior speed left the buzzing dagger easily avoided. Swatting Mindy’s gun hand aside, Chico pistol-whipped the assassin across the face. Luck, skill, and a reinforced skull saved her life, though the heavy strike spun the tiny assassin to the side. Undaunted, Mindy planted a foot and lunged with her blade. The skewering strike passed along Chico’s abdomen without drawing blood and a sharp rap from a cold metal hand sent the black knife spinning off behind him.

Mindy tried to backtrack, but Chico’s empty left hand shot out and snared her by the hair. He gave it a sharp yank, snapping her head backward and flinging her to the floor. Before he could make good on the first of a thousand despicable acts he intended to inflict upon the woman, the roar of a maddened grizzly informed him that Roland had returned to the battle. Frustrated, he turned and fired his pistol, not caring if it was fully charged and trusting that whatever charge it had would be sufficient to puncture the fixer’s thick hide. The flechette exploded in a shower of white sparks as it spun off into the rafters, missing its mark by an enormous margin. The killer paused a thirtieth of a second to ponder just what exactly had spoiled his aim to such an egregious extent.

It was in this eyeblink Chico noticed two things that shocked and dismayed him. He was shocked to observe his severed right hand tumbling downward in a slow descent to the dirty floor. Dismay followed when he noticed a swaying Lucia Ribiero gripping Mindy’s humming Sasori dagger in her gauntleted fist.

Then the walls exploded.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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The flash of light and stinging hail of building debris sent all the combatants except Roland to the floor. The rain of wreckage pelted the big cyborg with a thousand shards of lethal shrapnel. All of which he found indistinguishable from a light drizzle. This allowed him to be the first to see the new group of fighters emerging through two fresh holes in Hideaway’s walls.

It was a motley and mismatched squad of cybernetically enhanced soldiers that poured into the messy space of the main barroom. Men with obnoxious prosthetics of varying vintages and configurations scuttled like metal rats to take firing positions on each side of the new apertures while others scrambled inside to sweep the corners of the room with the muzzles of exotic rifles. 

Roland was at a loss as to who, and more precisely, what these new players were. However, the sudden appearance of a tall man in a black suit soon answered his questions. 

“Bob,” he growled. “Figures.”

Roland did not waste a moment contemplating potential reasons for the man’s untimely arrival, nor did he care about the squad of heavily armed cyborgs that had come along for the ride. Lucia was hurt, Mindy was still dealing with Chico, and Manny was missing his arm. The time for parlay and negotiations had passed long ago. He knew if there was to be any chance of mission success then he would need to keep every one of these new players shooting at him for as long as possible. This was something he understood, and he took solace in that fact. The big man spared a moment to consider the possibility those formidable-looking weapons he saw gripped in cold mechanical hands might be capable of puncturing his hide. He did not recognize the weapons, so he could not say. 

Only one way to find out, he thought.

Roland charged.

The first incoming rounds to strike Roland’s chest washed over his armor like gnats. By his third step, the volume of fire was so intense that it felt like running through a hurricane. Nothing pierced his dermal armor at least, and he broke through the hail of projectiles like a freight train barreling through a thick fog.

He wanted to get his hands on Bob. He assumed that bringing their leader to heel would settle the rest of the fighters down in a hurry. As he closed on the suited man, the shooting stopped. Bob never moved.

The tall man in the nice suit met Roland’s charge with a front kick straight from hell. Roland’s injured lung screamed in protest, his torn trapezius wailed, and the polished Italian Oxford in his guts very nearly stopped the half-ton war machine in his tracks.

Physics plays no favorites, and the now-stumbling Roland retained enough forward momentum to force Bob into a deft sidestep. A size twenty-one boot dug into the floor, pivoting Roland to follow his nimble opponent. A black paw of a hand swept out, and Bob blocked it with a forearm that felt like iron.

Slipping under the swipe, Bob dragged the arm down and off its attack line. This exposed Roland’s ribs and Bob serviced them with rapid-fire right hooks to the body. 

Roland grunted at the impacts, acutely aware that the tall man had a punch that would shame an armature. Bob’s follow-up left landed harmlessly against Roland’s own blocking forearm and the two men separated. The big cyborg heard gunfire behind him, and feeling no hits against his back, assumed that Lucia and Mindy had engaged the rest of Bob’s men. A rush of panic passed over him. Lucia was injured and under the influence of untested firmware. The thought of her getting hurt sent rivers of ice water down his spine.

He had no chance to do anything about it. Bob attacked again, and Roland had a new respect for what the man could do. He decided to let the incoming front kick land, just to gauge exactly how strong his opponent was. He did not like the answer.

The kick reminded him of lying on a grenade, and it drove all nine-hundred-and-forty pounds of Roland Tankowicz back two big steps. The attacks did not stop at a kick. Roland found himself treating this normal-sized opponent as if he was a small or medium armature just to stay on his feet. He still had a significant size and weight advantage, though he guessed Bob easily weighed over four hundred pounds himself. After a few tight exchanges, Roland assessed himself to be the stronger of the two as well, though not by so large a margin as one might assume by their size difference. 

Bob attacked briskly, stringing strikes and combinations together in neat, well-practiced sequences. The style was unfamiliar to Roland. It seemed at first to be a blend of several schools, with Bob switching between techniques as needed.

It went deeper than mere schooling, he realized. Stepping inside a high Thai round kick, Roland put his right fist into Bob’s chest, sending the man hurtling into a wall. Bob rose unscathed and replied with a blistering four-piece combo as if he had just stepped from a boxing gym. Roland boxed as well as anyone and better than most. He returned fire with a pair of stiff jabs that masked a thunderous right hook. Bob took the hook as a glancing blow to his head and danced out of range. Without an instant’s pause, he immediately snaked back into the fight with a series of rapid-fire kicks. His black dress shoes darted and flicked like a snake’s tongue as he advanced behind the dizzying fusillade.

Roland could not pick out the specific art, but he recognized the uniquely Korean feel to the storm of snappy kicks. Now Roland knew something was not right. Bob did not fight like a man who had learned multiple styles. Bob switched in and out of fighting styles as a whole. It was as if he had multiple combat systems downloaded into his brain and swapped them in and out as needed.

The pieces of the puzzle aligned themselves in his head and the reason for this hit him like a hammer. 

It’s a fucking robot.

The strength, the weight, the composure, and most of all that stupid name. It all made sense. Roland renewed his attacks, desperate to finish his fight so he could help Mindy and Lucia. He bludgeoned his way through Bob’s kicks, taking some and blocking others. The suited man tried to slip off to Roland’s right flank, but Roland slid to block the move and drove Bob through the outer wall with a furious tackle. The impact shook the whole building as the two machines smashed the exterior masonry to gray chips and spilled onto the dirty asphalt beyond.

Bob absorbed the hit without comment and squirmed beneath Roland’s bulk. Making no attempt to escape the crushing mass, he tangled Roland’s right arm and shoulder between his legs. Twisting hard, Bob turned his body against the pinioned limb to secure an omoplata shoulder lock. Roland grabbed Bob around the waist to block the move and rolled free of the attack with an agility that seemed incongruous with his bulk. 

Neither man rose to his feet. They spun and tied each other up with matching collar and elbow grips. Roland’s weight and strength drove Bob down, but the android ducked under and spun to take Roland’s back. The big man matched the maneuver with his own turn and peeled his foe away. Bob leapt backward now, sensing or predicting Roland’s incoming rising left hook. It missed by a hair but set the thing in the suit on a defensive footing. 

Back on their feet, an overhand right from Roland came next. It followed so close on the heels of his previous swing that the eye could barely follow it. Out of room in the alley, Bob was forced to parry the blow. Upon contact, the strength and mass advantage of Roland asserted itself in the form of Bob getting thrown against the wall with sufficient force to crack the concrete blocks. The android immediately dropped low, and a giant black fist drove through bricks where his head had been a tenth of a second earlier. Roland’s arm sank into the wall past his elbow, and he extracted it in an explosion of dust and concrete shrapnel. 

Bob had not wasted this opportunity. His first punch was a straight left that connected just under Roland’s chin. The power of it made Roland’s ears ring, and he flailed defensively to clear his senses. Bob dodged and fired a right hook that spun Roland’s head to the side and sent him careening across the alley and into a rusty recycler. The android was on him in an instant, blows falling like raindrops in a monsoon, a torrent of bludgeoning fists hammering away at his armored body.

Roland could not help but notice a disturbing familiarity to the beating. Bob looked perfectly human, but that was not it. High-end androids could be very convincing facsimiles of people, but they were simple things to beat in a fight when you could lift sixty tons. Bob fought disconcertingly like a man except for the style-switching. He was not simplistic or linear in his strategies, yet neither was he terribly creative. Furthermore, his strength was absolutely ludicrous for an android. Making this point, another thundering strike sent alarms ringing across Roland’s HUD and a ghostly stab of pain through his still-healing chest. Bob was far too strong. Nearly as strong as Roland was, and just as fast. The thing did not carry nearly enough bulk to be as strong as he appeared unless...

Roland cursed himself for an idiot and exploded outward against his foe, hurling his bulk at Bob with no other goal than to make the punches stop. He pulsed a tight-beam scan at the android as it leapt back to avoid being crushed. The resulting data confirmed Roland’s suspicions.

“Just what the fuck are you, Bob?” he snarled as he stalked forward. “Are they building Golems again? Could they really be that stupid?” Bob did not rise to his bait. The android (for lack of a better term) assumed a neutral fighting stance and began to circle. Roland was content to match the footwork and prolong the stalemate. “No organics, though. You’re a pure AI. Complex, too. Very convincing.” Roland relaxed, his new understanding now growing into a plan.

Bob lunged with a chopping round kick. Roland recognized it and stepped back to avoid the speeding foot. Then, on a hunch, he pivoted to make Bob’s subsequent left hand to his body miss by a wide margin.

“Kyukushin,” he commented drily. “Good choice for tight spaces, bad choice for a much bigger opponent.”

Bob ignored the jibe and sent a low round kick at Roland’s knee which Roland checked with his shin. Bob’s elbow came next, whipping around in a malicious arc for the silver faceplate. However, Roland’s head had already shifted out of the way.

“Muay Thai. Better choice. But my reach is too long for an elbow to have much of a chance, Bob.”

The thing stalked forward, firing tight punches from behind a buttoned-up high guard. The footwork was precise and exploited the available angles well. Roland had to shift and block with his forearms and elbows to avoid taking the hits. He responded with his own combination, a jab-hook-cross-hook that had been a favorite of his before the UEDF years. Bob slipped several and blocked the rest, the final hook sending him stumbling backward.

Behind his faceplate, Roland smiled. “You know what your problem is, Bob?”

Bob did not seem to care, and his attacks resumed. He dove for Roland’s lead leg, hooking it around the knee and driving into the big man’s hip with a lowered shoulder. It might have been a textbook single-leg takedown, except Roland had been wrestling since high school. The hip rotated away and he threw his captured leg backward. This broke Bob’s grip and Roland’s descending mass drove the android face-first to the ground.

“You may know all the right moves, Bob.” He growled down to his prone foe. “But no one actually taught you how to fight with them, did they?” The big cyborg spun to his feet, dragging Bob up by his neck. Four hundred pounds of android provided as much resistance to Roland as a kitten might to a determined child, and the thing in the suit was hurled back down to meet the unforgiving planet with all the strength Roland possessed. The resulting crater was suitably impressive, but Bob appeared none the worse for wear. He twisted in Roland’s grip, scrabbling for purchase and snaking his legs around Roland’s arm.

Roland actually laughed when he pulled it free, twisted, and smashed the android against the alley wall. “Judo? Jujitsu? Really? Do you even know who I am? I learned how to escape a juji gatame when I was fucking twelve years old, Bob. Try something else.” Then Roland swung the thing against another wall, driving from his shoulder and sending them both through it to the other side.

They found themselves back in Hideaway and in the middle of a fierce close-quarters gun fight. Beads crisscrossed the no-man’s land of the open floor as blinding orange streaks. The shouts of men and women exhorting teammates to various actions were drowned out by the staccato cracks of hypersonic projectiles and the shattering of struck detritus.

Roland and Bob staggered into the middle of this maelstrom, and both immediately started taking hits from friend and foe alike as the volume of fire did not change for their presence. Bob’s skin appeared to be every bit as thick as Roland’s. Beads bounced off or shattered in a hail of white sparks wherever they hit the flailing android, exactly as they did when colliding with the cyborg. Both ignored the gun-play and remained focused on tearing each other limb from limb. Bob clung to Roland’s arm like a limpet, repeatedly trying to secure a grip strong enough to attack the elbow joint. Roland whipped the thing around like a man shaking a paint can, smashing Bob into any reasonably solid piece of building or furniture.

Finally, Roland put the android bodily through the floor. Holding him there, he put a boot on Bob’s face and pulled with his ensnared arm. Bob now had a choice, which Roland elaborated unnecessarily. “Your head or my arm, Bob. Make a call.” The muscles in Roland’s upper back bulged and strained. His wounded trapezius protested, and Roland’s HUD warned him that a critical failure was imminent. Bob did not have to know that part, and based upon the stretching and groaning of the android’s neck muscles, Roland figured he could hold out longer than Bob would.

The four-limbed grip on his arm relaxed, and it came free. Bob scurried away to avoid more pounding and Roland pursued. The volume of bead fire hitting Roland increased and the big man ground his teeth. He knew what came next.

As Bob retreated, two cyborgs charged Roland from either side. They did not shoot, but both had wicked-looking blades extending from bulky sheaths attached to their prosthetic forearms. Most regular people would not be strong enough to shove a vibroblade through Roland’s skin, but the oversized actuators bulging grotesquely from those mechanical arms told Roland that this would not be an obstacle these men found daunting.

The first to reach him had the same black eyes as Chico, and he sent the serrated blade at Roland’s guts with a blank grimace. Roland had to stop chasing Bob and sidestep to avoid being skewered. He snagged the offending arm at the elbow and bent it backward. A rough squeeze drew a shower of sparks from the prosthesis and a hollow electronic scream from the man wielding it. Roland whipped him around as a shield to block his partner’s incoming stab. Roland’s suspicions about the strength and lethality of the blades were confirmed when the one cyborg neatly bisected the other. The blade hardly slowed as it passed through Roland’s improvised shield and even managed to open a shallow gash along Roland’s abdomen.

Roland dropped the gory halves of the man in his hands and serviced the other with an armored fist through his head. A hellish spray of brains, blood and random bits of electronic flotsam spattered the floor and walls. The knife-swinging cyborg took three awkward steps then crumpled to a twitching heap. Roland looked up to see more cyborgs approaching and no sign of Bob the mysterious android thing. Furthermore, he could not see Chico Garibaldi, either. He hoped desperately that Lucia and Mindy had managed to finish him off, but had to stop worrying about it when the next pair of contenders lined up for their shot at the title.

“Come on, boys,” he rumbled. “Might as well get this over with.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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Lucia Ribiero was not having a good time. 

This impression had the air of understatement to it, but for the life of her she could not summon any stronger feelings about her situation. Her nanobots suppressed so much peripheral electrical activity in her brain that she could only be dimly aware of her own feelings on any level. 

The arrival of Bob and his squad of goons had been shock. Or at least as much a shock as anything could be while experiencing the universe at more than ten times the speed any human had a right to. Either ignoring the pain or oblivious to it, she had spun away from the first breaching charge and dove for her pistol even as the shrapnel still filled the air. Reloading mid-roll, her muzzle came up and the CZ105 spat tungsten-tipped aluminum needles into the opening just as the first body appeared in the gap. Having had a few moments to adjust to the new firmware, her aim this time had returned to its usual preternatural accuracy. The first flechette took the emerging cyborg through his left eye. This made her two follow-up shots entirely superfluous, but she noted that her marksmanship for these was equally good. It remained a good rule-of-thumb to shoot cyborgs of dubious origin and unknowable capabilities more than once. Just in case. 

The heaving of a man whose brain had just been turned to jelly obstructed the aperture long enough for Mindy to find cover in a corner. Satisfied, Lucia returned her attention to Chico, whereupon she found him gone and herself without the time to pursue him. She scrambled to cover behind an overturned table and began to take what shots she could at the motley squad of cyborgs as they stormed into the bar.

Roland engaged them immediately in his customary fashion, and as usual he ended up drawing most of the fire. She put another cyborg down, this one with four prosthetic limbs and some manner of bionic monocle, as it attempted to flank Roland with a machete-style weapon. She did not know if it could cut him, but she did not know that it could not cut him either. Shooting him through the back of his neck rendered such questions moot. 

She was somewhat taken aback by the exchanges between Roland and Bob. She did not expect the tall man to put up the kind of fight he appeared capable of, and the smallest twinge of apprehension tugged at her subconscious when the man in the suit knocked Roland through the outer wall. The number of people capable of man-handling Roland was small, and most of that cohort wore medium or heavy armatures. Lucia was certain that despite his height and build, there was no hidden armature to be found under Bob’s tailored black suit.

Beads shattering against her table top and filling the air in front of her face with shrapnel reminded her that this question was best left for another day. Roland could handle himself and she needed to look to her own survival. A fresh magazine slammed home in her pistol and she resumed her workmanlike decimation of the opposition. Two more went down, flechettes finding the softer and fleshier parts of armored torsos. She noticed that all the new players resembled Chico in some way. The style and configuration of their bionics bore superficial resemblance to his, and several had the same black eye-sockets that he did. Lucia filed that away for later reflection and moved to support Mindy who was currently pinned down by several enemies.

Streaking across the back side of the main floor, Lucia laid covering fire down to take the pressure off. Her shots scattered three enemies and allowed Mindy to slip into a dark alcove at the rear of the house. Lucia slid in behind the same alcove Mindy was using and flipped the black dagger back over to the little blond.

“Thanks, Boss,” she quipped. “I missed this.”

“Where’s Manny?” It took a lot of effort for Lucia to keep her words slow enough to be understood.

“He went down behind the DJ booth. I saw him crawl back toward Rodney’s office.”

“Good. He’ll be safe there. I’m going to see if he’s on comms. Buy me ten seconds.”

“Roger that.” Mindy leaned out from their corner and tore through a magazine of eight-millimeter beads. Cyborgs scattered like crows under the barrage and Lucia hit her comm. 

“Manny? You with us?”

“Define ‘with,’” he replied. “I’m down to one arm and holed up with The Dwarf. What do you need?”

“Can you still control that thing when it’s not attached?”

“Yeah. But unless you think a crawling limb will scare them enough to run away, I’m not sure what we can do with that.”

At that moment, Roland and Bob exploded back into the bar with a horrific crash. Roland seemed to have the upper hand, battering the smaller man into the floor like an otter smashing clams against a rock. She squinted, and this grew into a tight-lipped frown. Bob seemed to be taking it all rather well. His cyborgs forgot about Lucia and Mindy and began to pepper the fighters with gunfire. Both men ignored it.

“What the hell is that guy?” Lucia wondered aloud.

“What?” Manny asked.

Roland was stomping on Bob’s head now. It looked nasty. “Never mind. Sorry, Manny. Talking to myself.” She returned to the matter at hand. “When I say, I want you to trigger the EMP in your hand.”

“I can’t aim it, Boss.”

“So don’t aim. Just send it out everywhere.”

“It’s not a strong emitter, Boss. If I can’t focus it, the pulse will be weak.”

“It’ll do.”

“Okay then. On your mark I’ll pop it.”

Bob’s goons had doubled their fire at Roland, and Lucia could see the tall man retreating.

“I think Mr. Bob has had enough of old Ironsides,” Mindy opined between gunshots. “He’s gonna let his boys take over. Too bad for them.”

Lucia looked over to see Roland use one foe to try and block the vibroblade of another. Her perceptions were elevated enough to catch the thin line of silver the sweeping weapon traced across Roland’s abdomen. With an internal wince, she wondered if Mindy’s confidence might be a touch premature. Just as Roland’s left fist converted the man’s head to a pink spray of brains and blood, she called to Manny. “Hit it.”

From somewhere under the DJ booth, Manny’s severed white fist closed and a bank of capacitors discharged an omni-directional electromagnetic pulse. It was a modest discharge, not sufficient to destroy any critical systems or permanently incapacitate any machinery. For the eight cyborgs still in fighting fettle, however, it really ruined their day.

Those with sensitive optics found themselves blind while their eyes rebooted. One man screamed and grabbed his head while sinking to his knees. Another dropped a strange-looking pistol when it began to throw dazzling electrical arcs and spew acrid white smoke.

Lucia observed all of this with a small smile and looked to Mindy. “There playing our song, Mindy.”

“Then let’s dance,” said the little blond killer.

The two women swept from their alcove with guns blazing. Lucia’s CZ was smaller and less powerful than Mindy’s big pistol. However, the hypersonic needles penetrated far better than the larger beads. Where Lucia saw head shots, she took them. Otherwise, she had to be content with punching holes in areas she hoped would slow the men down. She soon found that anything other than head shots had only limited success against the heavily augmented men. She held out for those as much as feasible.

Mindy’s beads smashed into the fleshy parts of cyborgs with gory explosions and blasted armor with dazzling coronas of shattering ceramic. Even when they did not penetrate armor, the sheer kinetic energy of each hit damaged and disoriented the enemies further. Using a PressPoint implant to light up her targets left her aim slower than Lucia’s preternatural skill and hyperkinesis. She was no less accurate, though. Armored cyborgs fell under their withering fire like trees before the woodcutter. Their first salvo thinned the number of enemies by half, and Roland was among the remainder like a tornado of smashing fists and black muscles. It was hard to say which group got it worse.

The fight did not go for very long. Roland tore limbs from bodies, pulped organs, crushed skulls. When a head emerged from the fray, Mindy or Lucia shot it. In under a minute there was nothing left of the terrifying cyborg hit squad but a pile of spare parts and bloody corpses beneath the feet of a giant skull-faced war machine. Parts of the wet mess still twitched and moaned, but the old soldier showed no concern for their pain. After checking Lucia for obvious injuries and finding nothing dire he asked, “Where’s Chico? Where’s Bob?”

Mindy blanched. “Where’s Kitty?”

“Shit,” they all said at once.

“Roland, go find Bob,” Lucia ordered. “Mindy and I will get Kitty. Chico will have her.”

“I’m betting they’re all in the same place,” said Roland. Then he added, “Or at least they will be soon.”

Lucia concurred. “Let’s find them first, then!”

Part of Lucia was uneasy about how casually she dispatched Roland to his task. The giant looked a proper mess. Shirtless and bent, his trapezius still wept silver fluid from a narrow hole. She knew the others would not notice, but she could tell he favored his right arm. The gash to his gut did not look bad, but it too oozed silver fluid in streaks down to his belt. Every ounce of nanite transport media he lost reduced his ability to self-repair, and he looked to be losing plenty. The nagging reality that if his lung started bleeding again, he could actually die remained a constant companion to her burgeoning anxiety as well. She had observed and realized all of this, yet the order for him to chase down Bob had come without hesitation. Bob just gave Roland as hard a fight as anything she had ever seen. Tom Miner, in a one-ton mining armature, had given Roland less trouble than whatever that thing calling itself ‘Bob’ had.

She called over to the big man, “Just, be careful, Roland. Okay?” 

She wished he had brought Durendal. The big machine pistol would give him the chance to engage Bob at a distance, but they had decided that it was too dangerous to use in the enclosed quarters of Hideaway. There would be no time to fetch it now.

There was no expression on his face to read, just the silver skull of his helmet and the cold mechanical sound of his filtered voice. “Of course. Aren’t I always?”

Lucia knew it was a joke, yet another of Roland’s sad attempts at humor. She wanted to laugh but could not find a laugh anywhere inside herself. In vain, she searched for the emotional intensity that seeing Roland injured usually caused. Then she struggled to find the part of her that cared. Her new firmware had those anxieties so muffled and subdued she could only acknowledge their existence, and no more than that. It would wear off in a few minutes, and she decided this was good thing. She may not feel much at the moment, but the part of her that remembered what feeling was recognized the danger of her current state. She had little fear for Chico, or Bob, or of fighting and dying. Yet she had less fear for the lives of her friends, as well. The nanobots killed fear where they found it.

Not all fear is bad, she reminded herself. 

The last time she let the machines control her fear, Manny lost his arm. A glance over at the young man as he emerged from the back office, once again short a limb, caused her to shudder. It could not end soon enough.

In the alley, Mindy picked up Kitty’s trail by both smell and ultraviolet. “Chico is leaking something,” she pointed to a small stain on a brick that no one else would have noticed. “Lights up real bright on UV.” She looked up at Roland. “Bob went up.” She pointed to regular chips and divots in the concrete of the adjoining building. “Probably to search from a higher vantage point.”

“I don’t do ‘up.’ I’ll call Sam,” Roland decided. “We’ll use police drones to track Bob. You guys get after Chico and Kitty.”

“Good plan,” Lucia said. She dropped a fresh magazine and power cell into her pistol and stepped gingerly with her injured leg.  “Let’s move out.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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Chico had seen Bob at the same time Roland did, and when Roland hurled himself at the man, the maimed killer burst to life before anyone could react.

A leap took him across the room to clear the bar and he landed lightly in the shadowed space beyond it. There he found Kitty curled in a ball and shivering with fear where she had hidden when the fight started. A quick scan pulse told him that the whole place was about to light up like a third-rate warzone.

“Come on, baby!” he said and grabbed her roughly by the arm with his one good hand. “We’re getting out of here before the shit really hits the—” A raucous cacophony of gunfire buried his words under tidal wave of sonic booms. Bottles of liquor exploded above their heads as ricochets and wild fire shattered the glass receptacles and rained all manner of alcohol over Chico and his captive. Lights shattered, furniture exploded, and Kitty screamed.

Dragging the poor girl behind him, Chico kept his head low and used the bar for cover as he angled for the door.

“No!” He heard Kitty shriek over the noise. “Get away from me!”

“Goddammit, bitch!” he snarled back. “How many times do I gotta tell you? You do what I fucking say!” He gave the woman a punitive swat across the chin with the stump of his right arm, staggering her and ending her protests with a yelp of pain. Another rip of automatic gunfire swept the top of the bar, throwing a rain of polymer and ceramic chunks over their heads and sending them both back to the floor. “Shit!” Chico spat. With a savage yank on Kitty’s arm he lurched forward again, nearly ripping her shoulder out of the socket as he flew toward the door and safety. There was about twenty feet of space between the end of the fragile protection of the bar and the door. Chico realized the only way to cover that distance without taking hits would be to move at or near his top speed. There was a strong urge to abandon the girl, a consensus from his phantoms that his obsession with her was creating unnecessary risks. But he could not bring himself to release her hand. She was his, and he was keeping her. He had nothing if he did not have her. A man had to take care of what was his; that was all there was to it.

Without warning and far too roughly, Chico pulled Kitty onto his shoulder. The force of his mechanical parts hitting her diaphragm blasted the air from her lungs in a pained gasp. With the wind knocked out of her, Kitty could only wheeze while he activated the Gunslinger macro and ran as hard as he could for the street and relative safety. Through the lens of hyper-acceleration, the reactions from the warring men in the bar were torpid and drowsy. Gun barrels that were shooting at Tank swiveled in languid arcs to come to bear on Chico. Muzzle flashes blossomed in lazy yellow spheres, and Bob’s head turned to track the flight with a blank expression. Even at top speed, hypersonic beads traveled too fast to follow. They appeared as bright yellow streaks, laser-like beams that chased the fleeing cyborg across the bare patch of floor as he ran. His feet gripped the deck hard for the necessary traction and sent pieces of whatever fake-wood substance it was made of up behind him in a dirty brown rooster tail. He made the door without taking any hits and slipped past his foes like a stream of mercury. He turned into the alley without slowing, then ran for The Drag without looking back.

When he had put a couple of blocks between himself and Hideaway, Chico found that he had to slow down. Something was very wrong, he could feel it. He staggered into a deserted alley and scattered the few drunks using it for a quiet place to sleep off a bender. Lowering Kitty to the ground as gently as he could, Chico canceled the gunslinger and nearly vomited when sensations rushed back to a more normal cadence. He was not bleeding, but some sort of fluid was weeping from his severed hand. He hoped it was not important.

He had run too hard and used too many macros, he knew. The Bat had saved his life by switching his perceptions from electromagnetic to pure sonics, but the parts of his brain it used were not compatible with the Gunslinger. He had been warned many times about relying on his macros too much, and even a man as obtuse as Chico could be convinced if the consequences were dire enough. He wondered if he had damaged his brain by pushing this hard. There was something like a tension, not really painful but decidedly uncomfortable, in his head. He felt flushed and disconnected, as if he had a high fever or a migraine headache. Chico considered running the Medic macro, but that would severely curtail his combat output. It was while pondering his options that he noticed his voices were silent. The buzzing in his head was either drowning them out or turning them off entirely. He missed them now, and wondered if he had damaged his implants. 

“Nonna?” he asked quietly.

“Ready.”

“Status?”

“Internal diagnostics offline. System synchronization below minimums. Please run medical protocol.”

“Shit,” was all he could think to say.

With nothing else to be done with his overworked bionics, Chico looked down at the trembling woman. Kitty was curled in a ball, crying softly and hugging her knees to her chest. She mumbled incoherently, her pale lips working words too jumbled to comprehend. He lowered himself to one knee and looked more closely. “It’s okay, baby. I got us out. You don’t got to worry about any of those guys anymore.”

Her eyes, heavy and drooping, moved to meet the black facets of his optical sensors. Her face twisted into several configurations. At first Chico thought she was going to scream, then it looked more like she might just cry some more. Chico could never figure out why chicks cried so much, but he tried to ignore it when they did. Girls just weren’t as tough as men, he figured.

But Kitty did not cry. Her head began to sweep back and forth, side to side with a look of incredulity. 

Then she started to laugh.

It was not a happy sound. It did not bubble up from her chest and burst from her mouth like it might have if something was truly funny. It was a sad laugh. Sad and mean, Chico realized when he really listened to it. Before long it grew into something truly ugly. It was derisive, angry, and more than a little unhinged. It became a cackle, grew into the braying guffaw of a madman who found humor in the morbid and deranged.

Chico did not like it. It almost sounded like she might be laughing at him. That was disrespectful. “Hey!” he barked. “What’s wrong with you?” Kitty’s eyes were wide now, her mouth open showing her pretty white teeth. Tears had streaked her eye makeup down her cheeks and her face beamed like one of those scary masks they had outside of theaters in Uptown. “Seriously, babe,” he cautioned. “Cut that shit out right now! What the fuck is so goddamn funny, anyway?”

The laughter faded until Kitty was simply breathing in great heaves. “What’s so funny? I’ll tell you what’s so funny, Chico.” She paused again to get her breathing back to normal. “Ever since you came back, I’ve been trying to figure out how to not be afraid of you. How to not be scared.”

The killer’s face twisted into a scowl. “You don’t gotta be afraid of me, babe. I love you!”

Kitty ignored his interruption. “But I think I’ve figured it out. You just aren’t that scary, Chico. Sure you’re a crazy asshole who thinks he gets to own me.”

“That’s not true!” he said, equal parts irritated and desperate. “You really shouldn’t talk to me like that. I just saved your life.”

“Saved my life?” The strange laugh looked poised to return. “You were the only one putting it at risk! If you died tonight, my life would be perfectly safe.” Her face fell then, a deep oppressive sadness locking her bright green eyes in a morose frown. “But you don’t see that. You can’t see that you’re what’s hurting me, because you can’t hurt something you own.”

“It ain’t like that, Kitty. I came for you because that’s what a man’s gotta do. All those fuckers were trying to stop me from getting you back, to keep us apart. I’ll kill them all for trying to do that. I love you.”

“No you fucking don’t,” she snorted. “You love you. You aren’t trying to win me back, you’re trying to keep me away from anyone else. You can’t stand the thought of me being happy without you.”

“I don’t know where the fuck you get off thinking you can talk to me like that, Kitty. You know I don’t tolerate no disrespect...”

“That’s the funny part! You say that, but let’s be honest. Nobody actually respects you! Not even whoever attached all those fancy parts. What you are is feared, Chico. I’ve been hiding behind all these people because you had me so goddamn scared, when all along I could have just taken care of this myself.” Kitty placed a hand to his cheek and drew her forehead against his. Her face was calm and relaxed, her eyes glistening with sadness and sincerity as she spoke. “You are a very dangerous man, Chico Garibaldi.”

Chico smiled at this and placed his good hand over hers. “I know, and I’m sorry I scared you. Sometimes a man’s got to be a certain way to make things happen.”

The pretty young woman smiled back at the mechanical monster. She kissed him lightly on the forehead and said, “Maybe you think that’s how it works, but man, you really don’t know shit about women.”

Kitty’s gunshot penetrated Chico in the one place where he had no augmented muscles or reinforced bones to protect him. At first, the killer did not understand what had happened. Pain flared white-hot and intense as a five-millimeter bead tore through his groin, glanced off his pelvis, and traveled upwards to perforate his bowel. He lurched to his feet, bewildered by the agony and confused by the string of alarms scrolling across his field of vision. The Medic macro loaded automatically, and Chico felt the dead weight of his prosthetics as they were brought to minimum power. Pouring blood like a garden hose, the killer sank to the floor of the alley slowly. A dozen internal systems pumped clotting agents, painkillers, and stimulants into his bloodstream in a vain attempt to prevent the host from bleeding to death. It might have worked, had a twenty-five-year-old Dockside working girl not risen to her feet, walked over to his leaking body, and emptied the tiny pistol’s magazine into his guts.

Barney’s gift was not a powerful weapon. The reinforced muscle fiber of Chico’s abdomen was tough and difficult to penetrate, too. However, at this range it did not matter. Each bead drilled a neat little hole in his stomach and let more precious blood out of the dying sack of meat and wire that was Chico Garibaldi.

Chico died slowly, his mouth working up and down in confused silence, his shiny black eyes fixed upon the face of his killer. Kitty never looked away. He thought maybe she was crying, but his failing optics made it hard to tell if those were fresh tears he saw on her cheeks, or just a trick of the light. It was in these last few moments that the voices came back to him. As consciousness retreated into the hazy gray darkness of near-death, the dream returned and in the dream Chico was again alone with his headmates. They had no advice for him this time, no insight for his predicament. Now they brought only recriminations. He had failed them all, he knew, and they hated him for it. One by one, artificially energized neurons in his brain de-polarized, and the sparks and lights of the three other templates began to flicker out as he watched. As each one died, the killer was forced to realize that he too, was dying. He knew because the dream was slowly fading to black, and dead men did not dream. 

Then, far too soon and not without a great deal of sadness, the dream ended altogether.
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Half a mile away and far above their heads, the thing called Bob was running across a third-story rooftop.

He had spotted the drones as soon as they were airborne. He assumed they were tracking him and he was not wrong. He had been built to be undetectable, and the hovering insectoid machines were unable to lock onto him with anything other than bare optics.

This was still a problem, he knew. All the annoying machines really needed to do was report his position to Breach. Then the obsolete unit would be upon him. Bob was sophisticated enough to understand that ‘obsolete’ did not necessarily mean ‘inferior.’ The Breach armature was purpose-built for close-quarters fighting and heavy ordnance delivery. It was a machine made to give and take enormous amounts of damage. He respected the design, and not merely because many of those same features had been included in his own chassis. 

Bob had never truly expected to best the thing in hand-to-hand combat. Nevertheless, Inksip desired data from live field operations, and Bob had obliged his creator in this by engaging the Golem. The opportunity to strike at Breach while he was wounded had been too compelling to pass up. His assessment was that he fared about as well as could be expected. The diagnostics from his body told the tale of the fight as good as anything. The internal damage he had endured was extensive yet not catastrophic. There were more fractured elements in his substructure than there were undamaged ones, and much of his musculature had failed under the stress of trying to match the Breach armature’s great strength. Bob was not worried about the damage. It was all quite survivable and what remained of his body and systems would be sufficient to recover the Garibaldi unit.

If he avoided another fight with Breach he would be fine, and better prepared for the next thanks to what was learned from this one. To accomplish any of this, he needed to get off the rooftops. Without active scanning, the drones required a clear line of sight to follow him. Slipping into the winding canyons of Dockside alleyways would lose the drones but make the task of tracking Chico that much harder. The obnoxious cyborg’s last remaining transponder used a weak and highly innocuous frequency since anything stronger would have been picked up by his AI and disabled. The device worked, though it had a range of barely one mile. Chico could move a mile in less than one minute if he chose. It was a pace Bob could match provided he knew which direction to run. The tight spaces within the warren of alleys and between the dense concrete slabs of old buildings would reduce the signal fidelity even more. It was possible Chico could lose him in that maze.

There was nothing to be done for it, though. If he stayed up here he would end up in another pitched battle with Breach. This was untenable, so Bob slipped from a rooftop and dropped the three stories to the alley below. His landing shook the ground and cracked pavement, but the thing was off and running without a second thought. Chico’s signal faded in and out as Bob ran. Buildings and vehicles, lights and signs, and all manner of electromagnetic noise from a busy Dockside night obscured and interfered with the transmission. Bob moved in broad arcs, avoiding drones and triangulating the proper direction when the signal was good and inferring the route when it was not. 

The signal appeared stationary, at least. The unit had stopped moving, and Bob surmised he was either assessing his damage or tarrying with the girl in some untoward manner. As he slipped within two-hundred yards, Bob slowed and checked his tail for police drones. Finding none, he moved to the street end of his current alley. His path had taken him along The Drag, and he was not sure if stepping out onto the main street in his current condition would be conducive to mission success. His suit was in rags, and he looked highly disheveled even by Dockside standards. 

Bob did not curse. He experienced frustration only the most abstract terms, so the sight of two police drones scanning the street was met with a slight backup of residual neurological energy in his personality matrix. It was unpleasant, but otherwise irrelevant. The need to make him invisible to active and passive scanning alike had meant his sensor suite was rudimentary at best. His eyes and ears were excellent, but he did not have the ability to use active LIDAR or ultrasonics to check the street. He could not see the scanning cones of the drones, nor could he eavesdrop on their electronic transmissions. He decided it would be best to move back into the alley and find a less conspicuous route to the unit. A quick check showed that it was still in the same spot, so there was likely time to take a more circuitous route.

Off The Drag, Dockside was little more than a maze of hidden side streets and slender spaces between buildings. The Drag was always bright, its surface awash in garish neon signage and the flickering of three-dimensional holographic advertising. Moving a mere three steps into one of those interstitial paths allowed the darkness to reassert itself with a vengeance. It was in one such place that Bob turned a corner and found himself face to face with Breach.

Too much concrete, too many twists and turns, and too much unfamiliarity with the terrain made the ambush possible. The first blow took Bob off his feet and smashed him into a pile of refuse stacked against a broken recycler.

“Stay down, Bob.” It was a growl, low and impatient. Bob did not fully grasp the nuances of human verbal communication, but he suspected Breach did not really want him to surrender. Breach wanted him to fight. Bob was certain fighting was a bad idea, but he was trapped in a narrow space. He rose from the junk pile and took a fighting stance. Despite a powerful directive to finish the mission, he could not stop most of his brain from analyzing escape routes. His neural matrix was glitching hard at the moment. Too many competing directives and unnecessary subroutines were running at once.

“Fine, then. Have it your way.” Breach advanced.

Bob tried a toe kick to the inner thigh followed by a sweeping heel kick to the ribs. Both missed, and a counter right fist glanced of his guard to send him spinning.

“Savate?” The Golem was laughing. “You don’t learn real fast, do you? You’ve got it all in your head, but no idea how to use it. You’re just going through the motions.”

Bob leapt high, turning in the air to send a knee into Breach’s face. The big cyborg swatted him away with a right hook that shattered something deep inside.

The glitching in Bob’s neural matrix grew more frantic. None of his existing protocols had a contingency for this situation. He was a sophisticated creature, nonetheless. Adaptive programs applied complex machine-learning algorithms to the problem. This would normally grow new subroutines better suited to resolving complex issues. Unfortunately for Bob, so many systems were being affected simultaneously that electrical activity was backing up and bleeding across his synapses. Unrelated protocols were being applied to the wrong subroutines, and correcting for errors began to burn through his available processing power. Back-up routines and fail-safes engaged to protect his neurological matrix by uncoupling non-essential programs. Yet for reasons Bob could not fathom, this actually accelerated his cognitive decline.

Bob was not getting better at fighting Roland; he was getting worse. Attempting to index his vast library of fighting techniques was using too much processor time, so this access was curtailed. Because it required high-order logic and adaptive sequencing, his priority matrix lost the ability to distinguish between effective measures and defective ones. To protect his brain from total collapse, a simpler strategy was thus employed. Not unlike a person might, Bob adopted a fighting style that required no complex thinking whatsoever. 

His attacks lost their precision, and speed and power were substituted for proper technique. What had started as the methodical and workmanlike pursuit of an effective fighting style devolved into the flailing blitzkrieg of an untrained street fighter. Bob thrashed his limbs against the fixer’s black body like a demon-possessed jackhammer. He landed some hits but took many more. His muscles, so similar to his foe’s, tore and failed. His bones, configured like a man’s, fractured and bent. The runaway electrical feedback in his brain grew stronger with each passing second, and the fight was over before Bob ever really understood he was in it. 

Within the chaos of his frenzy, Bob got lucky. A poorly executed kick, driven from bad position and fueled by a power surge well in excess of his rated safety levels, made contact with a thickly muscled leg. Breach must have been braced on that leg, because it bent and twisted with a crunch, tearing a grunt from the giant cyborg. The Golem staggered and lurched backward, awkwardly balanced on the bent limb, and Bob pounced. 

His attack, performed without conscious acknowledgment and instigated by a tiny combat subroutine buried under his crippled tactical programming, was premature. A left hook like a thermonuclear missile caught Bob’s body mid-leap and hurled him down the alley as if shot from a cannon. He caromed from a wall at a height of fifteen feet and spun off to drop with a thud into the adjoining street. Dragging his failing body upright, he scanned back and forth to determine exactly where he had landed. Disorientation came as a surprise to Bob, a new and unpleasant experience made all the worse when an automated ground transport struck him.

The driverless beverage truck smashed into Bob and threw him back down with an impact not unlike getting punched by the Golem.

Beneath all the chaos in his brain, a tiny spark leapt the gap of a synapse and Bob grabbed the undercarriage of the vehicle as it passed over him. The truck, oblivious to its new passenger, traveled on without slowing. Each passing second moved him further from the Golem and each passing second found Bob’s priority matrix settling down a little more. In just ninety seconds, he was nearly himself again. He dropped from under the vehicle when it slowed at an intersection, then dragged his broken body to the curb.

He was still running diagnostics when his internal comm crackled to life and the voice of Arthur Inskip filled his head.

“Robert, your telemetry is most distressing. Are you all right?”

“My condition is below field-ready thresholds. Probably inadequate to retrieve the unit, sir.”

Inskip’s irritation sounded almost fatherly. “Forget the unit, Bob. What happened to you?”

Bob rose gingerly to his feet, swayed, and took a weary step. “I engaged the Golem, sir. It was a very informative interaction.”

“I assumed as much. You need to come in, Bob. You’ve taken too much damage.”

“But sir,” Bob wanted to argue. “I can still locate the missing unit.”

Inskip was having none of it. “To hell with that psychopath, Bob. He’s dead. It’s all over the police channels. We can build another any time we want to. You, on the other hand, are irreplaceable.”

“I am very close...”

“The Golem and a sizable contingent of police are less than a quarter mile from your position, Robert. Can you survive another encounter with Breach?”

Bob paused. “No sir. Not likely, anyway.”

“Then you must abandon the mission. I have a car nearby. I’m sending you the location now. Get in it and get out of there.”

Feelings were strange and confusing to the thing called Bob. His desire to finish the task he had been given was powerful, though he could not say if that was due to programming or an artifact of the templates his consciousness was built upon. He wanted to go retrieve the escaped unit, but he also wanted to do what Inskip told him to. 

Part of him wanted to kill Breach. Yet another part, a strangely tenacious piece of code built from a difference engine, did not want this at all. That part was using a disproportionate amount of energy and processor power to exert control over his priority matrix, exploiting his self-preservation sub-routines to alter the sequence of his higher-order command classes.

The thing called Bob did not have a word for the strange implacable feedback loop that drove every thought in his brain toward the waiting car and the safety of home. But then again, fear was a difficult thing to define, and an even harder one to program.

––––––––
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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Mindy had no issues tracking Chico, but it became obvious once Lucia’s firmware upgrade began to wear off that she was not going to be able to keep up with the augmented assassin. As her perceptions began to reenter a more normal state, the dull distant throbbing of her leg became an acute and fiery agony. The limp became a shuffle, and the shuffle became a slog. “Go on ahead,” she told Mindy. “Get Kitty away from him. Hold him off if you can but don’t get killed.”

Mindy seemed relieved to be able to move at top speed. “I’ll be careful. I think he’s hurt real bad, ‘cause he hasn’t been moving fast at all. Just send Roland or Parker as soon as you can.” 

“Will do. Go.” Lucia waved a hand impatiently, masking her grimace of pain from the assassin. Mindy took off like a gazelle. She sprinted at just over thirty miles per hour, tracking the lightly fluorescent spots of whatever fluid Chico was dripping as they traced a nearly straight line down Dockside’s main thoroughfare. The path led to the mouth of an alley just off The Drag across from a VR parlor. The entrance to the side street was an uninteresting and unremarkable column of blackness that rejected the light cast by a hundred street lamps and a thousand neon signs. Dockside had hundreds of such alleys, though tonight this one was special. This was Mindy’s favorite alley in the whole galaxy because Kitty was walking out of it. 

Muddy, glassy-eyed, and looking a hundred years old, the pink-haired bartender stepped from the darkness of murder into the red and yellow neon light of a Friday night on The Drag. People walking down the sidewalk gave the disheveled women a wide berth, and not merely because each was armed. The air of fear and the stink of murder on both repelled any uninvited scrutiny from the passing citizenry.  Furthermore, the sky chose that moment to wash the night’s sins away with a steady drizzle. The implied threat of a downpour hurried the steps of those poor souls still on the street, though Kitty seemed not to notice. 

For now, the rain was whisper-light, the first drops of a light shower just starting to wet down the ends of Kitty’s hair and press it flat against her head. Mindy stepped closer to the girl, searching for words of comfort that would not come. She had seen the look Kitty wore on her face before on other faces. She had seen it with green mercenaries and battered housewives and the faces of children grown up far too quickly. She did not need to go into the alley to know what she would find there.

“You did the right thing, Kitty. The only thing you could do. The only thing that was left.” 

Kitty’s eyes turned to Mindy, slowly and without blinking.

Mindy held out her hand. “Let me have the gun, Kitty. You don’t need it now.”

The girl’s eyes widened, fear and anger warred across her face. “No! You can’t have it!”

Mindy winced, but she understood, too. “I know, Kitty. It’s your gun. I just want to hold on to it for now, okay? We don’t want an accident.”

Green eyes dipped down, and slender hands turned the gun over before them. “It’s such a little bitty thing, isn’t it? A pound of metal, a bead the size of a pea...”

This Mindy understood. “And infinite power over life and death. Feels like it ought to be a lot heavier.”

Kitty nodded. “I killed Chico,” she said, as if that much was not obvious. “It was so easy. I shot him in the dick with this. Then I shot him a bunch more.” Her voice cracked and the words began to tumble and run over each other. “I kept shooting, Mindy.” She pantomimed it with the empty pistol. “Bang. Bang. Bang. Until it wouldn’t shoot anymore. I kept trying, too. But it wouldn’t shoot. I wanted it to shoot more so he would die more.”

Mindy stepped even closer and placed a hand over the top of the gun, gently shifting the swaying muzzle in a safe direction. “He’s all the way dead now, Kitty. And he can’t hurt anyone else.”

“I hate him so goddamn much!”

They were very close now and Kitty leaned forward to place her forehead on Mindy’s shoulder. The next thing Kitty whispered. “I could have done it at any time. He let me get close. He trusted me. I could have stopped all of this from happening. That nice old man from Roland’s neighborhood would be...”

“Shhh...” Mindy wrapped her in a gentle fraternal hug. “You did a good thing tonight. A hard thing, but a good thing. I’d have done it for you if I could, but it turns out you never really needed my help, did you?” Mindy took the girl’s dirty face in her hands. “You were strong, tonight, Kitty. You put yourself out there as bait, and when things got real bad, you did what had to be done. What I would have done. What Roland would have done. Most people would have broken under the pressure. You stepped up. Be proud, Kitty. You are a hero.”

“I don’t want to be a hero.”

Mindy hugged her tightly and laughed. “It’s not a permanent position, kid. Retire anytime you want to.”

Kitty sniffled into Mindy’s scorched and grimy armor, now running with muddy black streaks in the growing rain. “I’m keeping the gun, though.”

“I would, too, if I were you. But let’s try to get you some range time soon, you’re kind of freaking me out with how you swing it around like that.”

“And get a permit.”

The women looked up at the sound of Sam Parker’s voice. The square-jawed young man had arrived with a posse of almost a dozen men and women, all of which were bustling about the sidewalk either managing the growing crowd, setting up crime scene tape, or working with forensic equipment.

“He’s in there,” Mindy pointed to the alley with her chin. “Dead. I killed him.”

“You must think I’m the worst detective in the world, Ms. Carter.”

“I’m serious, Sam. It was totally me. Kitty here was just an innocent victim.”

“Ms. Carter, just stop. This is about the most clear-cut case of self-defense I can imagine. You aren’t on the frontier anymore, Mindy. We aren't even going to arrest her for the illegal and unregistered firearm she used to do it.”

“Really?” the women said in unison.

“Why would we?” Sam looked Kitty directly in the eye. “It was taken from the dead perp while he was in the act of assaulting you, right?” A dark eyebrow rose expectantly. 

Kitty nodded a brisk affirmative. “Yeah, uhm... totally what you said.”

“Great. Please go give your statement to Officer Rafferty, over there.” He pointed to a friendly looking woman waiting nearby with a DataPad. “Mindy, why don’t you go with her and make sure her statement is...” he paused and made eye contact with the assassin, “...coherent.”

“Right,” Mindy said. “No problem. It’ll be so gosh-darn coherent no prosecutor in the world could even think about charging Kitty with anything.” She steered Kitty toward the waiting officer. “Come on, Kitty. Let’s go be coherent together.”

Lucia finally made her way up to the scene as Mindy and Kitty were in the act of giving a wholly coherent and not at all fabricated official statement.

She dragged herself up to the detective and asked, “How’s your crime scene, Sam? Everything you hoped it would be?”

“Not really. I wanted an arrest and a trial. Instead I got yet another corpse in a Dockside alley.”

“Baby steps, Sam. It looks like you found few more good cops, at least. Funny I don’t see Lonnie Pritchard anywhere.”

“Yeah. Funny that. You heard from Roland?”

“Last I heard he was going to call you.”

“He did. We tasked some drones to follow that Bob character for him. He hasn’t checked back in yet.”

Lucia pursed her lips tightly. “I hope that’s not as ominous as it sounds.”

“It’s not.” 

The both turned to see Roland Tankowicz shuffling toward the scene. Lucia gasped at the sight, and Parker winced. Roland was moving with a pronounced limp, his left leg obviously unable to accept his full weight. His mangled shoulder and neck were not weeping nanite transport media anymore, but the tattered remains of his shirt and pants were soaked in the silver fluid. His abdomen still bore the long slash, but it looked as if his repair systems had that one well in hand. His helmet was in his hand, and even at a distance Lucia could see that it was battered and dented. 

“Chico?” he asked when he had made his way over.

Lucia answered. “Dead. Kitty did it.”

Roland’s eyes widened. “Kitty did? Wow. Shit. She okay?”

“She will be.”

“Good for her, then.”

“Bob?” she inquired, pointing to his mashed helmet.

“He got away. Sorry.”

Parker sighed. “Damn it.” 

“I gave him hell, at least,” Roland said.

Lucia stepped close to examine him. “Looks like you got a little hell back. What the hell was he?”

“Robot? Android? Hard to say. Something new, that’s for sure.”

Parker was pinching the bridge of his nose between a thumb and forefinger. “I don’t need new mysteries, Tank. I need answers for existing ones.”

“Near as I can tell?” Roland sniffed. “Corpus Mundi is making cyborg super-killers again. They are the ones who put Chico together. The Brokerage was going to use him to off all the Dockside leadership, but he went off the rails on them.”

“Because he is a psychopath,” Parker added.

“Exactly. They sent this Bob thing to rein him in, and you know the rest.”

“They’re going to keep coming, aren’t they?” Lucia asked quietly. “They won’t give up.”

“Getting real tired of playing defense, Boss,” Roland remarked with frost in his tone.

“I’m starting to agree with you, Big Guy. I think it might be time to get more proactive where The Brokerage is concerned.”

“Starting with Dockside PD,” Parker added, and pointed past the two fixers.

Lonnie Pritchard and several other plainclothes police had pulled up, and the dingy detective was stalking in their direction.

“Don’t kill him, Roland,” Lucia warned.

“No promises.” It came out as a hiss, forced through gritted teeth.

“I see nothing,” Parker added, then smiled sheepishly. “Just in case.”

“Not helping,” sighed Lucia, then she addressed Pritchard. “Good evening, Detective. Out for a stroll in the rain?”

“Can it, lady. You and your big bully here are in a world of shit, now.”

Lucia let her eyebrow rise. “Wow, Lonnie. Listen to all that confidence! You grow a spine since our last chat?”

“You freaks just blew the shit out of Hideaway and left a dozen dead bodies lying around.”

“They started it,” Lucia replied. “You’ll get your statements for all of that.”

“I’m not talking about the cops.” He gave Parker a pointed stare as he said it. “Those dead guys belong to some big wheels, kid. Real big wheels. You don’t even know how big.”

“Oh, we know,” she replied evenly. “Better than you, actually.” 

This seemed to confuse Pritchard. “Then what the fuck are you doing?”

Parker chuckled at the question. “Your job, mostly.” Then he swept an arm around to encompass the dozen or so police gathering evidence and taking statements. “Seems a few other cops don’t mind picking up your slack, either.”

“Thank goodness for that,” said Lucia dryly. “Someone needs to.”

Pritchard’s confidence seemed to be wavering. “You guys are fucking things up for everybody, you know. There are going to be some serious fucking consequences. I’m here to tell you for the last time to back the fuck off. You aren’t making things better. You’re making them worse.”

“For you, maybe,” said Roland. “I like the results just fine.”

“That’s because you’re bulletproof.”

“And you are a drug addicted crook with a badge.” He looked back at Lucia, eyes pleading. “Please tell me I can kill him now?”

“I’m warming up to the idea.”

Sam added, “I see nothing.”

Roland took one lumbering step forward and Pritchard bolted like a hare.

The rain began to gather momentum as they watched his headlong flight. Big heavy drops wet down the streets and buildings, turning the drab colors oily and slick. The silver smears on Roland’s chest, outward signs of the wounds he had taken, began to run down his body and disappear.

“I’m tired, Boss. We about ready to pack it in?”

Lucia wrapped an arm around his. “Yeah, I think that’s enough work for one night.” 
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EPILOGUE
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As a general rule, being an intelligence officer meant interacting with all kinds of people. Over a long career, Deputy Chief Salvatore Wilkes of the Office of Clandestine Services had experienced the spectrum of humanity in all its wondrous variety and quality. Most of the time he found this to be a fascinating and delightful part of the job. People were interesting things, and so he had made understanding their motivations his occupation.

The man in his office was not particularly interesting. He was young and small and nervous. Fairly bright, Wilkes conceded, but definitely not interesting. He glanced down at the report in his hand. It was on old-style cellulose pulp, the contents far too sensitive to risk electronic storage. 

“So what you are telling me, James, is that The Brokerage is transitioning to a war time footing?”

James shifted uncomfortably in the overstuffed chair. “Essentially sir.”

“The Brokerage doesn’t have a war time footing, James. At least they never have before.”

“Yes, sir. But I have been cataloging their activities for almost a decade now. They have been shifting their assets and transitioning to more overt means of expansion.

“That business with the Pirate King and The Combine?”

“Exactly, sir. I now believe they are responsible for several other incidents as well. It’s all in the report.” 

Wilkes dropped the stack of paper on his desk and fixed the analyst with a glare. “This thing is two hundred goddamn pages, James. Break it down for me.”

The younger man leaned forward. “They have been investing heavily in biotech, starting with a recent Corpus Mundi project called—”

Wilkes interrupted. “Better Man?”

“Precisely.”

Wilkes looked agog. “They set that whole bullshit nightmare in motion? You sure?” 

“Yes.”

“Christ. What else?”

James continued. “When the Better Man project lost its design lead, The Brokerage seemed to drop the research altogether. I found this suspicious. They were heavily invested in the technology, and by all available accounts the Better Man armature was at least a qualified success.”

“They didn’t drop it, did they, James?”

“They did not. They simply moved it from Corpus Mundi facilities to a series of independent laboratories out of Wayfair. In the meantime, The Brokerage gave Corpus Mundi a new project and continued moving against The Combine here on Earth. After that organization collapsed, they were free to re-insert their operatives and continue asserting control over the Dockside sector.”

“They really do want those docks, don’t they?” Wilkes mumbled.

“No sir, they don’t.”

“What?” Wilkes was genuinely confused now.

“I mean, they do, but not as much as they want something else, anyway. All of their recent Dockside operations have had at least two objectives.”

“What are you getting at, James?”

James paused, trying to condense his suspicions into digestible pieces. “Bear with me here, sir. There was a seemingly unrelated incident on Venus recently. An internal dispute with the Red Hats that threatened to destabilize the whole Venusian economy.”

Wilkes nodded. “I remember that one. Go on.”

“Something about that felt wrong to me. I looked into it and found that the whole scheme was part of an OmniCorp initiative. What do we know about OmniCorp?”

“It’s a front for The Brokerage,” Wilkes answered. “Shit. I knew we should have moved on that one sooner.”

“Now we have this latest incident. Thirteen heavily augmented operatives dead in Dockside, sir. All unregistered, all wearing state-of-the-art prosthetics and running previously unknown neural implants.”

“Corpus Mundi?”

“Definitely. The Brokerage’s latest project, to be specific. They have begun to rewrite the brain itself, integrating bionics to make them faster and more effective. It’s bleeding edge stuff.”

“But they are all dead. Must not be that great. Who brought them down?”

“It’s Dockside, sir. Who do you think?”

“Roland goddamn Tankowicz.” Wilkes heaved an epic harrumph. “Tell a guy to keep a low profile and what does he do? Fucks places up on a regular basis. We should have decommissioned that thing when we had the chance.”

“It’s not a coincidence, sir. Tankowicz has been a target of theirs for every major operation The Brokerage has run for the last two years.”

The narrative strained credibility, and Wilkes offered a succinct analysis. “Bullshit.”

James was not so easily put off. “The main operative for this latest attempt was a man whose brother had been killed by Tankowicz. He was enhanced to be faster than a Golem, and he was armed with a pistol that could shoot right through the Breach armature. This operative was designed specifically to bring down Roland Tankowicz, sir. No question.”

“Well, shit. They know what he is, then.”

“Not at first. I think they realized it when Tankowicz took down the Better Man operation. I assume Johnson and Fox read them in when they saw who it was.”

“You think they want a Golem of their own?”

“Duplicating that success is why they had Ribiero kidnapped in the first place, sir. We know this for a fact. Finding a live one must have seemed like a gift from God.”

“But why a Golem? Why dig that one out of the past? Isn't there better tech to steal yet?”

James looked crestfallen. “That I don’t know. The Golem project remains the high-water mark for cybernetic integration. But anomalies like Roper and Lancaster give the bigger contractors hope, so they all keep trying. This latest thing from Corpus Mundi was a big leap forward, sir. It had a lot of problems, sure. But the actual performance was excellent.” He tapped the sheaf of papers on his boss’s desk. “It’s all in the report.”

“I’m sure it is,” Wilkes said drily.

James leaned forward, intensity writ large on his mousey features. “But even with a Golem, they’d need Ribiero to play ball to do anything with it. That’s just not likely. I doubt he could even be coerced at this point. The old fart would leave a back door in whatever you forced him to build. You’d never be able to trust something he made for you.”

“It’s why we haven’t tried,” mumbled Wilkes. “And you better believe we’ve thought about it.”

James did not hear him. “I can’t figure it out, sir. But they are suddenly moving heaven and earth to bring down the last Golem, and I am terrified of what that might mean.”

“They trying to kill or capture?”

“They don’t seem to care which, sir.”

“That means they don’t need Tankowicz. I assume it’s the chassis they’re after, then.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of, sir. If Corpus Mundi or The Brokerage had figured out how to duplicate a Golem, they wouldn’t bother with it. But for some reason, they want him badly enough to manipulate entire marketplaces and risk pissing off the Planetary Council to get him.”

Wilkes pondered this for a few long seconds. Why The Brokerage might want Breach was a question with no happy answers.

He decided it was time to elevate the young analyst’s security clearance. “You think you’re confused right now? Hah. I’ll do you one better than that, kid.” Wilkes stood with a grunt and walked over to a secure cabinet in the corner of his office. It opened to his thumbprint and he removed a thick paper file. Moving back to his desk he dropped it in front of James.

“I don’t believe Roland Tankowicz is the last Golem.”

The word ‘LEAD’ was stamped in block letters across the top page.
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