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The bulky gray ground transport heaved and lurched over the tram lines that separated the Sprawl from Dockside. The six-wheeled truck rode perilously low, and the motors of each over-sized tire whined and wailed as if any moment might be their last. The suspension bottomed out with jarring bangs as each axle cleared the raised tracks and the cargo compartment swayed and wobbled on beleaguered springs too stubborn to die but too weak to suffer silently.

Squeaking and whirring, the tired vehicle meandered another seven blocks into the mass of warehouses that stood like fortress walls around the twelve looming docking towers. The spires started with a wide, 200-foot square base that narrowed as it raced seven-hundred-and-fifty feet straight up to disappear into the haze of the early morning drizzle. If the sky was clear, a person on the ground would be able to see four or five cargo shuttles docked at any given time to each. 

The flow of all goods from around the galaxy ultimately found its way to one of these towers, and from the towers to the warehouses, and then from the warehouses to the distribution centers, and from the distribution centers to their final destinations. There were many warehouses, and there were many distribution centers. But there were only twelve towers. A whole cottage industry had grown around the forced ecosystem of these structures. This became evident to the single passenger of the whining truck as it navigated the maze of streets and alleyways that ran between each massive facility. A gradual increase in size and modernity of the buildings became evident as the big man in the old truck moved closer to the gigantic spires that marred the New Boston skyline like pale gray monuments to some forgotten god.

The truck pulled into a square at the center of Dockside and stopped. The vehicle again leaned and wobbled as the passenger shuffled and heaved himself to the back of the cargo area. When he hopped off the tailgate, the truck rose seven inches on its springs and the screaming of the hydraulic motors immediately settled to a more normal, less terrifying pitch.

It was early, and the sky hung gray and heavy with foggy drizzle. Very few people were on the streets yet, which suited the man in black as he looked around to get his bearings. He was aware that he was in the geographical center of Dockside because that is where he told the truck to take him. He stood on the sidewalk between Vonnegut and Farragut shipping’s respective warehouses, made apparent by the elaborate signage indicating such.

In crude graffiti scrawled carelessly across the back of a ride-sharing kiosk was the phrase, “Welcome to the Guts,” which the big man correctly surmised was what the locals called this little strip of asphalt. Multiple gang tags surrounded the proclamation, with so many crossed out and overwritten that none were clearly discernible as distinct markers of any kind. A cursory examination told the newcomer that at least eight different tags were battling for supremacy of the kiosk. The big man hoisted his duffel bag over a shoulder with a quick reminder to stay alert in any territory that had this many gangs competing for tags.

He did not understand exactly where he was going, so he simply picked a direction and walked. All commercial hubs followed the same basic rules, and he had been to many. The main industry would be the center. The secondary industries that supported the main would form a ring around that. After that would be commercial zones and entertainment areas. The outer ring would be where he would find the residential quarter. Nicer ones in the East and North, not-so-nice ones South and West. That was just how it always went.

The man walked southeast from The Guts, figuring he would hedge his bets and find a decent flat to rent without breaking the bank, but also not somewhere in a slum. He had money, but his had always been a utilitarian life. Even if he possessed the means for extravagance he would have still rented something reasonable and cheap. It was just the way he was. Starting in the center of town let him gauge the nature of Dockside as he walked through the various neighborhoods. He refused to call it ‘recon’ in his mind. But that was really what he was doing. Old habits died hard. Not as hard as bad memories, but hard nonetheless.

Dockside was everything he had been told it was. It was dirty, dark, and crudely functional. There was nothing that one might realistically call architecture nor was there any sense of art or style to it. Dockside was endless alleys and a few wide streets stuffed with black, gray, and brown concrete and steel buildings. Each edifice resplendent with garish signage proclaiming the products and services a brave soul might find within. Very little was open in the commercial sector, but the restaurants were doing a brisk business as longshoreman and truckers moved either to or from the warehouses in the greasy mist of Monday morning shift change. 

The big man liked what he saw. He saw hard working men and women who weren’t offended by putting in a full day as long as payroll was on time and in the correct amount. They were hard-bodied and hard-souled folk. But they were happy, too. Workers coming off shift joked with workers coming on shift about the mess they’d left. Truckers traded war stories about transit cops and freight tariffs while bleary-eyed cooks slung plates of hash and eggs heavy enough to sprain a strong man’s shoulder. The big man smiled a small, personal smile. It was not a shining metropolis like Uptown, nor was it a bustling commercial success like The Sprawl, but Dockside was one of the great success stories that the advent of Anson Gates had produced. 

What had started as a slum so poor that several members of the New Boston Legislative Authority actually supported evacuating and burning it to the ground, was now the only place on Earth where it was legal and easy to import interplanetary trade goods. Unemployment had fallen from nearly 50% in Dockside to four in less than ten years. Suddenly, thousands of blue-collar jobs had magically appeared and a mouldering slum became a boomtown nearly overnight. It was the perfect place for a man with nothing in his pockets to go and make a quiet living. 

It was also the perfect place to hide.

A few heads looked up as the newcomer clumped past the windows of a greasy spoon called “Hash’n’Mash.” The man tried to convince himself that this was because he was a fresh face in an otherwise tight-knit community, but that wasn’t really the problem. The sun was beginning to beat its way through the stubborn drizzle and a few weak rays reflecting off the large front windows had illuminated the man well enough for anyone inside to see him clearly.

What the men at breakfast saw was more than just a fresh face. They saw a man nearly eight feet tall and wider than any man ought to be. An old black Army jacket and plain baggy fatigues painted the picture of a veteran, but the size and dimensions spoke of something more ominous. He was bald, with a pug nose and a lantern jaw. His eyes sat very deep under heavy brows and were so dark brown as to appear almost black. Hands like bear paws were covered by black gloves despite the warm spring air, and he moved with the stride of a man who had walked many miles in many places.

Eye contact was made through the window, and the big man gave a polite but curt nod to the men eating breakfast and kept walking. Less than two minutes after passing the diner, the giant sensed eyes on him that were more than merely curious. He had a lot of experience with that sort of thing, and he understood when he was being watched. He had expected this, but he wasn’t necessarily looking forward to it. 

He ignored the tail for another block, just to see what it would do. Sure enough, the single set of footsteps behind his became double. Then triple. Finally, after another block, a fourth man joined the group and they began to close the distance. They were nearing the end of a commercial zone, and it looked like they were heading into a residential area. The buildings looked nice enough. Multi-story tenements held living quarters of all manner of sizes and configurations. It looked very promising, but quartering would have to wait until the four men following him were managed.

He stopped suddenly and without warning and turned.

The four men had closed to about twenty-five feet and were startled by the sudden maneuver. They paused, stunned for a moment and blinking like naughty children caught misbehaving.

The big man walked toward them with strides that spoke of violent intent. He moved fast, with his head tilted low and shoulders forward. The four men froze, unable to process the sudden shift in the paradigm, and the big bald man was on them before they moved to protect themselves. A gloved left hand slapped one and the right hand serviced another. Both toppled instantly as toneless muscles simply stopped resisting gravity, leaving their unprotected heads to bang on the sidewalk like falling coconuts. The two men in the middle each chose a different path at that moment. The first turned to run while his partner cocked a fist as if to strike the towering monster before him. Neither plan worked, of course.

The runner never even made a single step. A contemptuous backhand sent him into a deep sleep and he joined his partners in ungainly repose atop the sidewalk. The fighter got gentler treatment. The big man respected fighters, and fighters who fought even when they were outclassed were worthy of even more respect. The big man allowed the blow to land. He did not have to do that, but this was the only guy in the group to make a stand and he decided that the poor mook deserved to feel like he accomplished something.

What he accomplished, however, was a broken hand. Metacarpals snapped like twigs when the fist collided with the big man’s ribs and the fighter managed a short scream of pain before a gloved hand closed over his head and raised him kicking and gurgling from the ground.

The big man pulled the scrambling man close and spoke very clearly into his ear.

“My name is Roland Tankowicz, I’m new in town, and you are going to want to leave me alone.”

He let the man drop the two feet to the sidewalk where he collapsed in a limp heap.

“Please spread the word.”

Then he turned on his heel and stomped into the residential quarter without looking back.
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Detective Sergeant Walter Bixby was cursed. He was cursed with a big mouth that spoke only truth. He was cursed with the idealism of a young man locked in the body of an overweight, balding sixty-year-old. He was cursed with a messy divorce and nascent alcoholism, which was bad enough. But even worse he was cursed with Dockside.

The New Boston Megalopolis was exactly that: a megalopolis. There were three incorporated zones and over a dozen smaller integrated boroughs. Each zone had its own legislature, and each borough was represented by elected selectmen. Most critically to Detective Sergeant Bixby was that Law Enforcement was a privatized affair, and such each zone had its own police department.

Uptown was rich as all hell, and their police department was modern, well-equipped, well-regulated, and more or less the envy of the civilized world. The Sprawl did alright. Mostly good cops with decent equipment and a disturbing if acceptable level of graft and corruption.

Then there was Dockside. Even though the slum’s fortunes were on the rise, the blue-collar zone’s selectmen were from local stock, and building a respectable constabulary ran counter to their natures. So Dockside cops were absolute shit. They were too few, too corrupt, and too incompetent to do anything other than steer the worst of the criminal element away from the Sprawl and Uptown and point them back toward the unsavory lands of their origin.

And Walter Bixby was one of that august assemblage. He had been an Uptown cop for most of his career, until overcome by a fit of ill-advised honesty he had cooperated with an Internal Affairs investigation that ultimately got a well-liked officer fired. Walter had crossed a line, and his fortunes fell faster than the affections of his peers. He landed in Dockside a fat divorcee with a career in an industry full of people that hated him. This might have broken a lesser man, but Walter Bixby ultimately became the rarest thing in all of Dockside: A good cop. It was a lonely and thankless existence, and he hated it.

But he just plain refused to be a bad cop. Something inside him would not permit him to become the thing that had destroyed him, and so his ultimate act of defiance was to remain the last good cop in a very bad place. This made him a pariah to both his fellow officers and the criminal element, but he was getting used to that. Even his ex-wife thought he was a stupid idealistic buffoon who wasn't smart enough to shut his damn mouth and play ball. He supposed she was right.

When his comm chirped that Monday morning, he presumed it was going to be yet another shit assignment that would lead him somewhere horrible and ultimately end up marring an uneventful day with the frustration of an unsatisfying resolution. That would have been a normal Monday call. This was not a normal call.

“Bixby!” his lieutenant spat over the comm, “we got an A&B over in the residential corner across from Farragut by the Smoking Wreck. Go take the statements and check it out. Caller says some new street muscle just rolled in and took out four of The Dwarf’s crew.”

“Sounds like every other Monday in Dockside, LT.”

“Over in the southeast quarter? That’s new,” the lieutenant said.

“Rodney’s been pushing back against Flint’s guys. This is normal gang shit, I promise.” Bixby did not want to go take statements about a street fight that no one would actually investigate or press charges over. He had been working hard on sorting out the escalating gang conflicts over the contraband trade surrounding the towers, and he had deep suspicions about exactly who and what might be driving the clashes. Spending all day talking to witnesses who wouldn’t witness and victims who wouldn’t press charges was a colossal waste of time. Time that was better spent actually getting to the bottom of the problem. But Walter suspected that the LT was aware of that, and this was exactly why this ridiculous assignment was being dropped on his desk.

“Are you a goddamn cop or not, Bixby?” The LT had that ‘you-are-cruising-for-a-suspension' tone of voice, and Bixby sighed.

“Yes, LT. I am a cop. But I think—”

“Then go do cop shit, Bixby!” The LT interrupted with a roar, “And cops investigate assaults!” The comm went dead, indicated clearly that the discussion was finished. Walter sighed again. He really hated Mondays.

“I’m going out,” he called to his receptionist, who was a cheap android that answered phones and directed emergency services calls. The android did not respond because the android did not care. Walter couldn’t fault the machine for that. He didn’t really care either. But he threw a light wool coat on to keep the damp off and grabbed his bead pistol. He looked at the tac vest hanging on his door for a long moment then decided against it. It was heavy and uncomfortable and in all honesty he was too damn fat to really wear it the way it was supposed to be worn. Uptown cops got custom fitted armor, but then again, they had regular fitness evaluations, too. Walter didn’t miss those.

He left the office and started walking. It was only six blocks to the site of the incident and his issues with the tac vest had him suddenly thinking about the benefits of getting more exercise. He regretted this decision almost instantly as the combination of walking and dampness rapidly began to make his not-so-youthful knees ache. Self-disgust overrode physical weakness, and he huffed onward anyway. It took him far too long to hoof the almost three miles, and he had already decided to ping a transport for the trip back. Best to start any new exercise plan slow, he figured.

He walked up to the corner and looked around. The only sign that anything had gone on there was the group of twelve or thirteen hoods milling about and talking on comms. As he approached, Bixby was able to pick out which of them had been thumped by their bleeding scalps and the obviously injured hand of one of the men.

One of the group saw his distinctive silhouette as he approached and there was an excited rustle and whisper among them as each relayed the information to the next. All grew quiet and comm conversations ended as the portly policeman finally waddled up to them. This was standard procedure. This was a familiar drill: The senior member of the group would do all the talking and no matter what he said the rest would swear to it.

In Uptown, the group would be broken up and each member questioned separately to find the holes in the story. But this was not Uptown. Walter did not have a whole squad of backup and a precinct station to bring them all in. He had a thirty-year-old bead pistol and borderline diabetes, neither of which was going to help him in this.

“Mornin’ boys.” Walter opened the dialog, “We have a bit of fun here or what?”

“Sorry Detective,” the spokesman shook his head, “We don’t got nothin’ to say. Nothing going on here at all, actually.”

“Ahh,” Walter nodded amicably, “just here for your monthly community outreach program, then? Gonna pick up trash and help old ladies get their groceries?”

The spokesman was a tall, well-built specimen with shaggy brown hair and a nose that had been broken more than once. Walter recognized him from more than one Dockside indiscretion as Johnny Knox. Knox smiled back at the cop, “Got it in one, Officer Tubby! Gotta take care of our neighborhoods and all that.”

“That’s Detective Tubby, wise guy. I didn’t pass fourth grade math just so some junior enforcer could call me ‘Officer.’ Somebody already called in the tussle and the lieutenant says I have to act like a real cop today and take statements. You got a statement to make, Johnny?”

“Yes sir, I totally do.”

“I cannot wait to hear this. Go ahead and talk into the mic, Johnny.” Walter held up a small recording device and waited for the hood to speak with a face painted in shades of dry amusement.

Johnny leaned in and spoke slowly and clearly, “Detective Tubby is a useless fat pig who’s wife left him for a real man, and if he does not fuck off right away, I am going to dip his balls in alcohol and light them on fire. This concludes my statement.”

Bixby had been a cop for thirty-five years. He had endured worse insults from better men than Johnny Knox, and so the childish attempt to rile him up washed over his shabby wool jacket like a gentle breeze. Johnny’s fellow goons found it uproariously funny, though. Their peals and howls of laughter were accompanied by knee slaps and vigorous claps to Johnny’s back. Johnny looked very pleased with himself.

Walter calmly tucked the recorder back in the inside pocket of his coat and smiled back at Johnny.

“Thank you, citizen. The Dockside division of New Boston PD appreciates your help in resolving the matter of which single guy pimp-slapped your boys around like they were catholic schoolgirls. Based on what I’ve seen of your crew, I suppose I am looking for a small child or an elderly gentleman. Possibly a cripple?”

Walter had a knack for hitting street thugs in the metaphorical testicles and calling one a wuss was about as good as it got. Johnny’s face clouded over and the men behind him coalesced into a single wall of grimaces.

Johnny Knox had a choice to make. He could let the insult stand, and risk showing that he was afraid of a single, fat, middle-aged cop. Or he could risk the penalties that came with beating up a police officer on the job.

This was Dockside, so it was easy call for a young, up-and-coming enforcer to make. Walter was not in the least surprised by Johnny’s choice, either. He knew what Johnny was going to do before Johnny did. Big Knox was a prototypical goon, and Walter had been outsmarting those for decades. A meaty fist rocked back and Johnny's weight shifted to his rear leg. A thunderous overhand right was about to be delivered but the enforcer had to abort before firing the blow. The fist had stopped because the aggressor's vision was currently obstructed by the gaping maw of Walter’s police-issue Taurus PT-5E bead pistol.

It was an old model, with the finish marred by far too many hours in the holster. But it was perfectly clean, and it was close enough for Johnny to smell that it was freshly oiled. It was a well-worn and much-loved weapon. Johnny was neither old nor wise, but he figured that no one kept a weapon like that in such good condition if they did not intend to use it.

“You didn't watch my hands, Johnny. Always watch the hands. I took the recorder from my side pocket and put it back in my coat pocket. Why would I do that?” Walter asked this politely, with the condescending air of a teacher lecturing a not-so-bright pupil.

Johnny said nothing. He was ignoring Walter while he tried to think his way out of this embarrassing situation. He was not exactly awash in good ideas at the moment. Walter shook his head, obviously disappointed in his student. “It hides the draw, dumbass.”

Walter flicked his gaze to Johnny’s crew, “There are twelve of you, and I have ten beads. I do not miss. If you guys wanna draw straws or something for who gets to die stupidly, I can wait.”

Nobody moved. They were all in the same situation as Johnny. They had enough men to easily overwhelm the cop, but a bunch of them were going to die in the attempt. No one was volunteering to go first, and Walter let the tension stand for a few seconds to emphasize his point.

“Get the hell off the streets, you idiots. Go home. Stay the fuck off my beat, too.”

The gang began to retreat slowly, and Walter gestured to the man with the injured hand,  "Not you. You stick around. We’re gonna have a chat.”
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Roland had little trouble finding an apartment. He had hard Creds, and he wasn’t big on haggling, so he ended up renting the first place he looked at. The buildings looked new, and that was important. He was going to need somewhere with good electrical service. The landlord was more than a little suspicious of the giant who showed up out of the blue with a fistful of cash. But this was a Monday morning in Dockside; he would see weirder stuff than this before the week was out. The balding man took the money, had Roland sign the lease, and handed over the door code. Then he turned and went back into the office and cracked open a bottle of vodka. Any week that starts like this was going to need vodka. Many weeks were vodka weeks these days.

Roland clumped up the steps to his new apartment. It was one of the bigger ones in the southeast quarter, but Roland took up a lot of space. The street seemed quiet, and Roland appreciated being on the second level for purely tactical reasons. He shook his head at that thought.

Been out of the Army for two whole days, man. Maybe you should relax?

Then he thought of the four men he had just incapacitated.

Nah. Second floor is a good call.

He had to duck to get through the door, but that had been a problem for a while now. His quarters at Teton and the EFS Marauder had all been sized for him, but since returning to civilian life he had discovered that his stature was more of a liability than an asset outside of combat. The ceilings were tall enough at least, and he rose comfortably to his full height once inside. 

He would need furniture obviously, and that was going to be expensive if he wanted anything rated for his weight. He bounced experimentally on the balls of his feet, and the floor felt solid and unwavering. Sure, it creaked a little as more than nine-hundred pounds vibrated atop the faux-wood decking. But nothing moved or cracked or warped, and the big man was satisfied that he would not fall through it.

It was empty and uninviting, but it was home. Roland had slept in far worse places and under far worse conditions. He could bivouac here as is for a while and still be more comfortable than those three weeks on Enceladus.

He dropped the duffel bag to the floor and it landed with a crash far louder than its mundane appearance would have indicated was possible. Roland winced at the sound.

Gently, corporal. That stuff is irreplaceable. 

He unzipped the bag and inspected the contents carefully for damage. The items were built and rated for use in active war zones, so a little drop to the floor in Earth-normal gravity wasn’t going to hurt them. But all of them were extremely critical items, so he was somewhat inclined to be overprotective of them. First, he removed a black tetrahedron the size of a shoe box attached to a long cord of shielded cable. Then he pulled out another cord, and this one terminated in a standard residential interface. He plugged it into a wall terminal and then connected it to the black box. A screen lit up and a green light blinked helpfully to indicate that the system was compatible with the electrical service available. Roland heaved a relieved sigh.

Oh thank god, I can recharge at home. 

This was huge. His internal power stores were good for years, but the ability to top them off while he slept meant they might be good for decades. He never wanted to go back to the Army again, and not needing their ShipCels meant the last shred of any hold they had over him was gone. He shuddered as a wave of intense fear shook his body. For a tense moment his guts wanted to heave breakfast onto the rug, and his heart tried to beat faster. Of course, his panic was blunted and overwhelmed by the vast ecosystem of nano-machines living throughout his body, and he was spared the prolonged dread of a full-on anxiety attack. This frustrated him for the most bizarre of reasons.

I can’t even lose my shit like a regular person anymore!

He understood that it was a necessary safety feature. Things like Roland Tankowicz were far too dangerous to allow abnormal mental states to persist. If Roland fell into depression or nihilism, people would get hurt. The Army had made sure that his mental state never deviated too far out of the healthy range. Dr. Ribiero had been working on giving him back some of those things, but it had to be done gradually and without the Army knowing.

I’ll die before I ever go back, he promised himself, I’d rather be dead, anyway.

But it looked like it may not come to that. At worst, he’d have to source a ShipCel in ten or twelve years now that he recharging was possible here. Perhaps even longer if he avoided exerting himself. That gave him a lot of time to find another ShipCel on the black market. There was a time when considering getting anything from a criminal would have been abhorrent to the big man, but that time had passed.

Roland suddenly felt very alone and confused.

He was home. He had no idea what that meant.

Until now, every aspect of his life was driven by orders, the mission, and the existential need to escape his masters. But now there were no orders, no mission. He had escaped. He was free.

And he had no idea what to do with himself.

There would be no debriefing, no after-action report. He could do whatever he wanted to, or do nothing at all. He was terrified. He tried to think of the things he did before joining the Army. Before getting maimed on Venus, and before the Golem project turned him into a monster.

He had liked reading, but he had no books. He didn’t even have a DataPad for fear the Army would bug it. He liked physical training, but he no longer needed to exercise to stay in shape and unless there was a construction mech in the area, there would be no appropriate sparring partners. He stood in the center of his new living room just staring for a long time because he had no idea what else to do.

When the door chimed, Roland was amazed to find himself relieved. If Satan himself was at the door, Roland would have just been happy for something to do.

He shifted his body’s skin tone to match his head and neck so he wouldn’t have to put on his coat or gloves. It burned energy, but he was less worried about that now. He put on his best “nothing-to-see-here” face and keyed the door open.

The pudgy man on his doorstep had that look that instantly screamed ‘cop.’ He was middle-aged, fat. He had thinning hair and he was shabbily dressed. Roland made the shoulder holster and the ankle rig right away, but that was the sort of thing he had been trained to look for.

“Can I help you, officer?”

The man raised an eyebrow, “That obvious, huh?” His voice sounded tired and worn.

“When you know what to look for, yeah,” Roland shrugged.

“May I come in?” the cop asked hopefully.

“What’s this all about?” Roland tried to play it coy, but he was terrible at it. The cop’s face contorted as his eyebrow raised and a smirk twisted his lips simultaneously.

“You have got to be shittin’ me, pal.”

“Alright,” Roland gave up, “come on in.” He had nothing to hide, either way. Nothing this local detective was going to be able to do anything about, anyway. He extended his hand, “Roland Tankowicz.”

“Detective Sergeant Walter Bixby, at your service, pal.” Walter shook the massive paw vigorously.

Greetings handled, the cop stepped across the threshold and took in the empty apartment, “No chance of getting a cup of coffee out of you, I see.”

“The interior decorator arrives tomorrow. Sorry.”

“You’re new in town, huh?”

“You must be some kind of detective or something,” Roland deadpanned.

“You must be some kind of comedian,” Walter fired back without missing a beat. “You wanna talk about four mooks what got man-handled a couple blocks from here this morning? Witnesses saw a guy matching your description at the scene.

“I do have a distinctive look,” Roland shrugged, “they were following me. Surveilled me for four blocks, then reinforced and oriented for a takedown. I pre-empted that maneuver.”

“‘Surveilled?’ ‘pre-empted that maneuver?’ ” Walter shook his head, “You don’t talk like you belong here, pal. When did you get out?”

“Two days ago. You can run me, clean and honorable discharge, serial number E7-C 4040189.”

“You wouldn’t even tell me that if it wasn’t going to come back clear, so I ain’t gonna bother with it.” Bixby was an old hat at this, and nothing in Tankowicz’s demeanor indicated he was lying. “E7? You a corporal or a bosun?”

“All Army, detective. But don’t call me corporal. Call me Roland.”

“Alright, Roland. I’ll level with you. I’d like to scan you for illegal augmentations before I get too far into this. That going to be an issue? If you’re straight with me, this will go better.”

Roland sighed and leveled an even gaze at the cop. “You want me to be straight? Fine. I won’t stop you from scanning me, but before you do, I need you to understand two things. First, you will not find any illegal augmentations. But you will find augmentations, obviously,” He held his enormous arms out to his sides and shifted his skin color from white to black with every color in between. Walter’s eyes widened.

“If it’s a cheap scanner, that will be about all you find and no harm done. If you have a good one? What you will find is some things that you will not be able to un-see. Either way, that gets us to the second thing. As soon as you scan me, I will have to make a call to some people I really don’t want to talk to, and they will come to your house for a very long and very uncomfortable interview. You will be sworn to levels of secrecy you didn’t know existed, and you will be watched very closely for the rest of your life.”

Walter Bixby pinched the bridge of his nose between a thumb and forefinger, “That bad, huh? Shit. Fine. It’s a cheap scanner but I ain’t even gonna bother. But I’ll level with you, too. I really do not need this shit, you know? You just picked a fight with Rodney McDowell. Folks around here call him ‘The Dwarf’, and it ain’t an ironic nickname, either. I just booted about twelve of his goons out of the neighborhood, but they’ll be back. Rodney’s gonna want to make an example of you, new guy.”

“That will not go well for him,” Roland growled the retort, but he was secretly excited. Which scared him. The thought of a battle, a brawl, a war seemed to fill a void in his soul, and that did not speak well of his mental state. He wasn’t sure he liked the implications of this.

“Are you a good cop, detective?” Roland asked quietly.

“What the fuck does that mean?”

“If you are a dirty cop, I’ll give you a handful of cash and warning to just stay away from me. If you are a good cop, I’ll just impress upon you that I am one of the good guys and ask you to trust that I won’t be a problem. If this Dwarf character comes after me, I promise you I can handle him. You won’t have to worry about it.”

“Not the point, pal. It won't go well for anybody. That’s my point. It will fuck with my job, it will fuck with your life, and it will make a shitty situation worse. The docks have brought so many people here and dropped so much easy cash on the town that I got about fifty gangs and rackets all fighting for the biggest piece of the action, and the last thing I need is some big-ass mysterious special forces freak kicking all the goddamn hornet nests.”

“Isn’t that what the cops are for?” Roland was less sympathetic than a nicer man would have been.

“The cops are just another racket here.” Walter didn’t sound mad, he sounded tired, “I’m trying like hell to do my job, Roland, but nobody is helping me. There are good, hard-working folk here. I’d like to think I’m helping them but I’m all alone out there. I can handle that, but right now you are not acting like part of the solution.”

He heaved a mighty sigh, “Is there any way I can convince you to make nice with Rodney so I don’t have to deal with this shit?”

Roland did not want to make nice. He wanted to fight, to kill, to rage and destroy. That was what he had been built to do. It was what they had made him for. Something inside him leapt at the chance for conflict. But then the fear surged, the deep, ugly dread that somehow they were right. That he was a monster, a weapon with no will of his own. His gorge rose again and suddenly he wanted that to not be the case.

“I’ll try,” he promised the last good cop in Dockside.

But he didn’t like his chances.
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Walter left Roland’s apartment with a bad case of indigestion and a very bad feeling about the conversation. There was a goddamn seven-foot special forces goon in the residential quarter and he had already picked a fight with The Dwarf. Walter experienced a twinge of guilt for scanning the guy behind his back, but he was a detective and some things were just hard-wired with him.

He pinged a car for a ride back to the office because he was all done walking for the day. When he got there, he checked with his receptionist for any messages. There were none, of course. Walter was persona non grata even in his own department. He sat heavily at his desk and plugged the scanner into his terminal. But then he stopped. His terminal was connected to the department network, which was very far from being secure. If he did this, he may very well be telling everyone in Dockside about the new resident. He wasn’t sure he wanted to do that. Tankowiz seemed like a good guy if a little weird. But Bixby was sure that the shit was going to hit the fan in that southeast residential sector now that he was here. He had been at this too long to pretend that The Dwarf and Roland were going to get along.

Walter opened his desk drawer and pulled out one of the two items that lived there. He brushed aside the half-empty bottle of bourbon with trembling fingers and grabbed the dusty DataPad underneath it. He powered the ancient device up and then manually disconnected it’s transceiver. Now he could read the scan without anyone else seeing the results. He would decide what to do with the info after he had seen what it was. He plugged the scanner into the ‘Pad and waited for the data to transfer over. He thought about having a swig of the bourbon while he waited, but decided against it. One swig of booze had a way of becoming three or four, and soon he’d be asleep at his desk. He needed his head in the game right now, and he hated it. Stress made him want to drink, but stress usually meant he needed his wits. It was a simple formula: The more he wanted to drink, the less he should do it. Every day was a struggle between his desire for the oblivion of a good drunk and his need to stay clear. He lost that argument more often than he won it, but today he prevailed and the bottle went back into the drawer unopened.

The results of his surreptitious scan began to scroll across the screen. His scanner was not the most advanced available, but it wasn’t cheap either. Bixby had scanned hundreds of people over his career, and most augmented folk had just a few mods here and there. Hard body-mods were expensive to buy and maintain and licensing for anything tougher than corrective prosthetics took large quantities of time and money. Only the wealthiest folks or professional muscle with well-heeled employers could afford the best stuff. At the street level, Walter was accustomed to seeing things like a little bit of Osteo-Plast bone reinforcement and occasionally some Myo-Fiber muscular enhancement. Cops and soldiers loved getting a PressPoint targeting implant, and occasionally he’d find a guy sporting some neuro stuff like hard-wired reflexes or agility tweaks.

Tankowicz’s list of mods ran through four screens. Some of the stuff Walter recognized, most of it he did not. Three-quarters of it came back as ‘classified’, or ‘redacted’ leaving whole sections of the report useless. It was the last bit of identification data that had Walter thinking very hard about that bottle of bourbon though.

Military Class Light Cyborg: Registration ##REDACTED## 

Status: ACTIVE 

ARMATURE DESIGNATION: BREACH (SEE FILE ##REDACTED##)

ATTENTION! DESTROY THIS FILE AFTER VIEWING. CONTACT UEDF EXPEDITIONARY FORCE OFFICE IMMEDIATELY. IDENTIFY AS CODE ‘38456.’

Walter had absolutely zero desire to call the Defense Force office and say anything at all. He recognized a hot potato when he was holding it, and he knew to drop it right away. He disconnected the scanner from his DataPad and wiped the file clean. That didn’t feel like enough, so he pried the cover off the back and grabbed the bottle of bourbon. He took a big gulp, and then poured a generous portion of Kentucky gold over the exposed electronics inside the old device. He let them have a good long soak before he methodically smashed the ‘Pad into as many pieces as he could. He repeated this process for his scanner as well, including taking a big swig of the whiskey. Then he gathered the wet detritus and carried it out to the alley behind his office and set it alight. He watched it burn and added bourbon as necessary to keep things hot and flaming until there was nothing left but melted plastic slag and globs of solder.

Shit. Now I need to go see The Dwarf.

He checked his watch, it was getting to be lunch time, and that meant heading to Mabel’s where Rodney would be just sitting down to eat. Two gulps of whiskey had steadied his nerves and Walter pinged another ride. His expense account was going to be bigger than usual this week, but he was not going to walk everywhere he needed to be. Meeting with Rodney after drawing on his crew was going to be tense enough without him being winded and sore while doing it.

The ride over to Mabel’s was quick and uneventful, but Walter felt his agitation and apprehension building. Two slugs of booze had wet his whistle for more, and not giving in to that desire was making him sweaty.

I need to dry out if I’m gonna survive this, he thought, I should see a doctor about a program.

This thought did not calm him. Rather, it made things worse. Abandoning his crutch now, when he needed it the most, was a horrifying prospect. He put it out of his mind as he exited the car and paid the fare.

Mabel’s was an uninteresting place that sold excellent food at a decent price. It was a silver metal building with large front windows that diners could look out of as they ate. The morning drizzle had burned off and the sun was asserting itself weakly through the stubborn gray haze of retreating cloud cover. Walter could see The Dwarf seated at his usual table in front. The little man was tearing into his lunch with gusto while he gesticulated wildly at several men in the booth with him.  His right arm had been sheered off in an industrial accident, and Rodney had opted for an oversized mechanical claw rather than a more aesthetically appropriate prosthesis. One could always tell Rodney’s mood by how excitably his large mechanical claw darted and spun while he talked.

Walter breezed through the door and made his way to Rodney’s table with an air of casual confidence that belied his intense discomfort. He had pulled iron on Rodney’s boys today, and The Dwarf may or may not want to make an example of Walter for it. Being a cop bought Walter a lot of latitude as the police were as much a gang in Dockside as any other group. As much as they hated the detective, the squad would not ignore anyone who got out of line with a member unless arrangements were made first.

The Dwarf looked up from his food and caught Walter’s eye. A scowl may have begun to cross the gangster’s face, but it was quickly overrun by a big fake grin. Rodney barked at the two men at the booth and they got up to leave. Both stared poison daggers at the fat policeman as they walked past, eyes burning with promises of vengeance to come. Walter nodded amicably at them.

Show no weakness. Words to live by and to die by in Dockside.

Walter stopped at the table and smiled, “Afternoon, Rodney. Mind if I sit?”

“Detective Bixby! Fook yeah, have a sit-down, ye old fooker!”

So Rodney was playing it friendly. That was almost worse than hardball. Angry, the dwarf was just another hood and Walter understood that. When Rodney played friendly, it meant he wanted something out of you.

“I ken guess yer here ta’ look into that big bastard what hit me boys today, aren’t ya’? Can I git ya’ some lunch, detective?”

“I’m fine, thanks. And yes, I want to talk to you about that and the interaction I had with Knox, as well.”

The Dwarf shook his head, “I heard that Johnny ran his mouth a bit wit’ ya. He’s a good boy, ye know. Too little brains drivin’ too much mouth if ye ken my meanin’. ’Thank ye for not shootin’ him, though. He’s a good lad for all that.”

Rodney was being way too nice. Something was up. There was nothing to do for that but wait for the other shoe to drop.

“Did ye find that big fooker yet and arrest him for assaulting my boys without provocation?”

“I found him, but there seems to be some confusion about exactly who assaulted who. You know how these things go. He said, he said, blah blah blah...”

Walter leaned back in the booth, “It looks real strange that one guy would just go after four strapping lads like yours for a lark, right?”

“Yeah, I know it. Probably just a misunderstandin’, what with my boys trying to meet the new fella and welcome him to the neighborhood. Monty really wants to press charges though.”

Walter smiled. At last a way out of the issue, “If I recall, Monty is out on parole right now and not supposed to be hanging around with Knox or you for that matter. I can file the report if he wants, but his parole officer will get the memo, too. Has he been making all his meetings?”

Rodney snorted, “I’ll just check in with Monty and make sure he’s in good standing with the judiciary before you go ahead and file that one, Walter. If ye don’t mind?”

“Not at all Rodney. You know I’d rather we sort out these things like gentleman and not make a ton of trouble or paperwork for my department. I’ve spoken to the other guy and he is happy to chalk it all up to a misunderstanding if you are.”

“Is he?” Rodney’s eyes narrowed, “and just who is our new neighbor, now? He goin’ to be sticking around our wee slice o’ heaven?”

“He is a recently discharged member of the Expeditionary Force. I think he is just looking for a place to retire quietly and not be bothered.” Bixby was treading carefully here. He did not want to give away Roland’s secrets, but he needed for Rodney to steer clear of him, too.

“This is not the sort of place people go for peace and quiet, Detective,” The Dwarf’s suspicions were obvious, “and we both know he is a whole lot more than just another vet livin’ off his pension. Ye’ll need to do better than that.” There was a threat in that bit. Rodney was willing to let the morning’s ruckus slide, but Walter was going to have to give him something worthwhile.

“Rodney, how long have we known each other?”

“Goin’ on ten years now, boyo.”

“Do I lie?”

“Only honest cop in Dockside. Yer a bloody fookin’ anachronism, Walter.”

“Then listen carefully, and know that as much as you and I work opposite sides of the line, I am playing this straighter than anything I’ve ever given you.”

Rodney leaned in, “Well now I am curious, Walter. I trust ye’ to lock me up the first chance ye get, but I also know ye wouldn’t lie, cheat or steal doin’ it. Ye’ speak and I’ll listen.”

Walter nodded. Rodney was self-serving, avaricious, and dishonest to a fault, but he wasn’t stupid. The dwarf would believe his words, at least. What he would do with the information was anybody’s guess.

“Rodney, you really need to leave this guy alone. I can’t tell you why, but you gotta believe me. You have to stay away from him and get everyone else to give him a wide berth, too. The other crews respect you, and it’s really important that this guy not get hassled. It’s big, Rodney. Bigger than our little street fights and local beefs. He wants to hide and he wants to be left alone. Please tell me you won’t fuck with him, because god help us all if he decides to take part in our goddamn problems.”

The Dwarf sat back in his booth and gave Walter a long, considered stare. “If any other fooker told me that, I’d a’ laughed at ‘em. But you ain’t a liar and you don’t spook easy, so I’m gonna think real goddamn hard on what ye’ve said. That’s all I ken do for ye’ right now, though.”

"I appreciate that, Rodney. I can’t make you do the right thing, but I’ll be there to say ‘I told you so’ if you do something stupid.”

“Fair enough, lad.”
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Getting pulled from sleep was a blessing, actually. His dream had been the usual one. It was the one where he woke up on Wayfair in the bottom of a smoking crater. He was covered in ashes that clung to his body in great greasy clumps and muddy streaks. 

He wiped a chunky gray blob of goopy ash from his chest with the back of his hand and was horrified to find that dust was mixed with thickening blood. Roland did not bleed. Who’s blood was it? He did not remember. He could not recall what had happened or how he had gotten there. 

As his fear began to mount, his feet descended into the mushy black ground and the cyborg began a slow sink into the floor of the crater. He looked down to find that the dirt beneath him had become a sucking quicksand of blood and ashes that was swallowing his boots and crawling up his legs. He flailed and scrambled toward the firmer ground above him, but only sank lower as a forest of human hands emerged from the gory slurry to clutch at his legs and pull him down further. Voices cried out and children screamed as the phantom limbs dragged him harder and deeper. All his strength, all his great fury were useless against the satanic strength of those accusing hands and he plunged deeper and deeper into the horrific mire as the shrieks of the dead echoed louder and louder in his ears.

Then he was awake, and the shouting was no longer a ghostly chorus of recriminations from his own persecuted victims. As the shrieks of the dead faded back into the familiar nightmare, Roland realized that he had been woken by someone in the street shrieking a stream of invective so long and virulent that a veteran drill instructor would have applauded it. His internal clock said it was 0330, and Roland was now mercifully wide awake. 

He listened for a minute, and it was obvious that someone in his neighborhood was displeased with a significant other. Another voice joined the conversation, a woman’s voice, angry and scared, pleading for temperance while simultaneously chastising the man for being high on blaze.

The pair went back and forth with increasing vigor for ten minutes, and Roland could not force himself to ignore it. He wanted to. He wanted to go back to sleep and let Dockside’s colorful denizens go about their evening as they always had. He turned over in bed and checked his power cable. His day had been very inactive, so he was already topped off. He pulled the cord out and rolled over, covering his head with a pillow to muffle the shouting. To his frustration, he caught himself subconsciously turning up his auditory gain to hear the fight through his pillow, thus completely negating the act of using the pillow in the first place.

The man and the woman had been joined by a third. Another man was shouting at the first, and the narrative had meandered into the sexual indiscretions of the woman and how that pertained to the relationship between the two men. Roland tore the pillow away but in his frustration he forgot to turn down his hearing. That was how he was able to hear the sound of a pistol chamber closing and locking into battery. This was a sound hard-wired in his soldier’s brain and his reaction occurred before he could consider the consequences. He was out of bed and moving to the door before he realized it, but he stopped before he got there.

A war went on in his mind at that moment. A thousand different threads and feelings competed over the decision-making process that would drive his body to do whatever it was going to.

Not my problem. Not my fight.

Stay low. Stay quiet.

He was convinced that he should stay out of this. This sort of thing probably happened every night here. These people probably had this exact same fight on a regular basis. He didn’t need to do anything. He couldn’t change anything. All he could do was make more trouble for everyone. He should go back to bed and turn his auditory down as low as it would go and forget all about it. But he did not. He listened.

The woman screamed and another pistol bolt slammed home. It was loud and jarring against the backdrop of yelled insults. The group was just below his window, and something about this irritated Roland on a very fundamental level.

Right outside my goddamn window? Really? The rudeness of that was a strange thing to focus on, but it struck him as important.

This is my home. Why can’t they respect that?

Roland had not had a home in a long time. He did not know if he really understood what it meant to have one, but he would never feel like he owned a place if people thought they could have gunfights right outside his window.

The two men were shouting louder, daring each other to shoot, each trying to bluff the other down. Roland recognized the game they were playing. People who studied fighting called it escalante, and it was common to impromptu conflicts. Each side was afraid to fight but too proud to back down, so they would try to bluff the other into backing down instead. If neither side was willing to retreat, the intensity would escalate until fighting was unavoidable and the guns would end it one way or the other.

Maybe it was his personal irritation at having his night interrupted. Maybe it was the hope that he could make this neighborhood a little quieter. Maybe it was the last vestiges of the nightmare still playing on his insecurities. But Roland Tankowicz made up his mind. There was a fight brewing and he had to admit that he hated not being in it. He accepted he should not get involved, but these people were violating his peace and the sanctity of his home, and that is what sealed his decision. If this was going to be his home, and his neighborhood, then he was going to need it to be quieter than this. Roland was not stupid though, and he remained starkly aware of the requirements of his discharge. This made him consider carefully how to proceed. If he strapped on his guns and tore up Dockside, he was going to end up back in his cell under Teton or worse, ‘decommissioned’ like the others. Wisely, he left his gun in its case and shifted his skin color to a neutral Caucasian hue that matched his head and neck before he keyed his door open. The cool night air struck the armored mesh that covered his body and made it tingle exactly the way it would when he still had skin. With a cleansing breath the big man stepped out onto his landing and assessed the people in the street below him.

Two scruffy men had guns drawn and were pointing them shakily at each other. The weapons were dingy, cheap, and poorly maintained. Roland noted with dry sarcasm that the men could be described exactly the same way. Their eyes were red and streaked with veins and their bodies were lean and rangy in the way of people who spent their money on drugs instead of food. They had wild, unfocused looks on pallid, deep-lined faces, and Roland realized he was looking at two men who would be dead in a year or so no matter what he did. That did not make it easier to do what he planned. It made it harder but for the sheer futility of it all. But futility was ever the soldier’s burden, and Roland shouldered it like an old familiar coat.

He pitched his voice, a guttural booming base, downward to the pair of tweakers. They startled at it, nearly discharging their weapons with the violence of the interruption.

“Put them away and go to bed. If I have to come down there you will regret it.”

Both of the men turned on wobbling legs and stared upward at the voice. Well and truly in the grip of a drug-induced haze, neither could decide if what they saw was real or just a fabrication of their altered state of mind.

“Fuck off!” one yelled bravely, hoping that the apparition could be banished with mere belligerence. He was not so lucky.

The great hairless behemoth above him simply shrugged and growled, “Have it your way, then,” and the giant leapt.

The landing was eighteen feet above the street. Roland Tankowicz weighed nine-hundred-and-forty pounds. When he hit the pavement he was traveling almost 20 miles per hour and he delivered more than 18,000 ft-lbs of force. The street shuddered under the impact with enough violence to cause each man to lose his footing and sit down hard. Roland was wearing only baggy gray sweatpants and the corded synthetic muscles of his enormous frame bulged and writhed under his dermal mesh like angry pythons as he stomped over to the downed men. 

One of them, possessed entirely by either terror or foolish bravado managed to squeeze off a shot with his pistol and the small weapon hurled a 5mm bead into the meat of Roland’s flank. The ceramic projectile shattered in a shower of yellow sparks and the armored titan kept walking as if nothing at all had happened. As far as Roland was concerned with that mosquito-bite of an attack, nothing had. Both men scrambled to their feet and tried to run, but Roland was already among them.  The first went down with a perfunctory smack from Roland’s left hand. He struck the curb with a thick slap and his eyes rolled back into his skull and stayed there. Blood ran from a split lip and the throaty snores of the unconscious man blew frothy spit bubbles into the leaking crimson river.

The other man managed a few strides of frantic retreat before Roland clamped onto his shoulder and dragged him kicking and yelping into the air. The woman, who Roland had ignored up to this point, began shrieking even louder and the sound grated on his already failing temper.

He dragged his prey back to where the other man had gone down and turned to the hysterical female, “Will you SHUT UP!” he roared, letting the prodigious air volume of his bionic lungs turn the order into an ear-shattering bellow that rattled the windows up and down the street. Yellow squares of illumination began to appear, dotting the edifices of the tenements as other homes awoke to the commotion in the street.

Roland tossed the still struggling man to the ground next to the now silent woman and pinned him to the street with a size-21 foot. Windows up and down the street had begun to open and curious heads were popping out like inquisitive groundhogs. This suited Roland. The more people that heard and saw this, the better.

He addressed the downed man and the whimpering woman, but his voice was pitched to carry through the cool night air to as many ears as cared to listen.

“I do not give a flying fuck who you are or why you are shouting in the middle of the street. But this is MY street, now. It’s four o’clock in the fucking morning and you need to get the fuck inside and shut the hell up if you value your life.”

He grabbed one of the fallen pistols and held it aloft so everyone could see it. It reflected dull gray and flashed dimly under the weak glow of a dying streetlamp.

“If I ever have to come down here and deal with you again...?”

A meaty fist closed and the pistol disappeared briefly, only to reappear as a rain of crushed pieces that fell like broken twigs to clatter noisily against the pavement. The conscious man’s eyes glazed over at the sight of this.

Roland looked up at all the open windows and all the meek faces peeking out at this bizarre bit of street theater. He adjusted his voice so everyone could hear him clearly.

“My name is Roland Tankowicz, I’m new in town, and I like peace and quiet. Please come see me in the morning if you have an issue with this. I apologize for the disturbance. Good night.”

He released the man under his foot and turned his back to the three unfortunates fate had decreed would mark Roland’s first interaction with his new neighbors. He paused after a few steps, then turned back to them, “Do not be here when the sun comes up. Do not come back.” Then he whirled and stomped up the stairs to his apartment. He crawled back into his bed and slept the deepest sleep he had slept in a very long time.

Years later, no one would remember or remark upon this moment, but it was a turning point for that dirty little borough. That early morning action marked the first time Roland Tankowicz ‘fixed’ a problem in Dockside.

It would not be the last.
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Roland woke late, which was not typical. A compulsive early riser, he was surprised and confused by the piercing beam of sunlight that was trying earnestly to burn its way through his eyelids. The sound was strange, too. Sunlight did not make sounds. It certainly didn’t make sounds identical to a door chime. The sun was shining and a door was chiming and he suddenly realized - his door was chiming.

Roland sat up immediately as the memories of his pre-dawn temper tantrum came flooding to the front of his mind. He groaned. What the hell have I started? He wondered, why couldn’t I just leave shit alone?

The door chimed again, and Roland realized it was not going to stop until he opened it. He was still wearing the baggy gray sweatpants from last night, but his skin had shifted back to flat matte black. He was going to need some long-sleeve shirts and gloves if this was going to keep happening. He pressed a finger to his palm and twitched his pupils in the pattern that would shift the skin of his body to match his head and neck, and then he stood. He was not stiff, at least. Roland’s body could not get ‘stiff’ the way another’s might after sleeping on the floor, and he rose smoothly from the tangle of blankets where he had slept.

“Alright! I’m coming,” he barked at the impatiently cheerful ringing of the doorbell and he stomped over with footfalls that were probably heavier than they needed to be. A grumpy slap of the access panel slid the door open and let all the searing light of the mid-morning sun into the apartment at once. Roland’s eyes were not bionic, and so it took a moment for them to adjust from the dim gray interior of his empty apartment to the searing brightness of the street. 

When they cleared, he saw his landlord on the stoop, shuffling uncomfortably from foot to foot and looking upward with sheepish embarrassment at his looming tenant. Roland was instantly apprehensive. He had been living there only one day and already the landlord was there to complain. He stammered nervously, which sounded ridiculous coming from someone his size and with his deep gravelly voice, “Ah... Mr. Granovich, I’m really sorry about last night, uh, sir. I don’t want to be any trouble...”

The older man shook his head, “No, no, no, Mr. Tankowicz. Please. Is OK.” His eastern European accent was still thick, even though his English was quite good, “I am not here to evict you, sir.” He held up his other hand, which held a soda bottle. Roland could tell that that it did not contain soda at the moment. “May I come in, please?”

“Uh. Sure,” Roland shrugged. Nervous, but curious as well, he waved his landlord inside the still-dim apartment. He had no furniture and no possessions to speak of. Other than his charging dock, he had very little but the clothes on his back so there was nothing to hide from the man.

Granovich looked around at the empty living room, “You need furniture, Mr. Tankowicz?”

“Working on it, sir,” Roland replied. He was still instinctively calling everyone older than him ‘Sir.’ He needed to stop doing that.

“I will call my friend. He has warehouse in Sprawl. Many things there your size.”

Now Roland was confused. He had assumed he was about to get chewed out for smacking his neighbors around, but Granovich was treating him like some kind of celebrity. Granovich continued, “You have much weight?”

“Much weight, sir,” Roland agreed, still off-balance.

Granovich nodded, “Will not be problem.” He waggled the soda bottle and a very light copper liquid swirled, “Do you have glasses?”

“Sorry, sir. No.” Roland felt strangely uncomfortable. He had been to dozens of planets, and interacted with multiple cultures, but he was never good at it and he was well beyond confused at this moment.

His landlord shrugged and passed him the bottle, “Like in old county then?” and he smiled as if it was a very funny joke. Roland understood this part, so he took the bottle and opened it. Ethanol vapors assaulted his nostrils and carried the light fragrance of plums to his nose. He recognized that aroma instantly, and it made him smile. In the interests of politeness, Roland took a good long pull from the proffered drink and enjoyed the comforting fire of strong hooch blaze its way down his esophagus to nestle in his stomach. He was nearly incapable of becoming drunk under most conditions, but a brief, expert-drinker’s assessment of the shockingly high-proof of the beverage told Roland that if he wanted that particular job done, this stuff had a chance of doing it.

He grinned at his landlord, “My grandmother used to bring us rakhia when she visited. Thank you.” Roland had very few pleasant memories left, and the traditional restorative of his eastern European ancestors was one of them.

His landlord smiled and took the bottle back. He swigged on it with as much gusto as Roland had, which was impressive since Mr. Granovich did not have a thousand pounds of mass and a bio-engineered super liver to deal with the powerful beverage. If Grandma’s stories about the old days were true, then Granovich had probably had this stuff in his bottle as a baby, though.

“I figured a good ‘Tankowicz’ boy might appreciate a taste of home every now and then, yes?” The landlord pronounced the name in the old way, as ‘tehn-KO-visch,’ which also reminded Roland of his grandmother.

“Yes,” he agreed, “So you aren’t here to yell at me for last night’s, uh, incident then?” Roland asked.

Granovich snorted a derisive laugh, “Of course not. Those three have been shitting on this street for three months now. I have lost four tenants because of them. Fuck them. I hope they die.”

“Ah. I see.” Roland didn’t see. Not the big picture, anyway.

“Now they leave. You scared them. Is good thing you did. Now I have favor to ask...” Granovich looked uncomfortable with this.

“What is it?” Roland asked when his landlord did not continue.

“Do it again, please?”

“What?” Roland could not form a more eloquent reply.

“Docks come here ten years ago, yes? Docks bring jobs. Money. Need workers. I buy most of buildings on this street because is slum and they are cheap. I fix them up and I rent to new workers. Good people with good jobs who pay rent on time.”

Roland began to see where this was going, and he listened intently, now.

“But slum is still slum. Still has gangs. Drug dealers. Criminals. They like Dock workers too because dock workers have regular money not like junkies. Now instead of junkies fucking with each other, we get organized gangs fucking with tenants.”

He paused to take another hard pull from the soda bottle then handed it back to Roland. Roland drank as well. It was polite.

“Tenants won’t pay good rent if gangs run street. Gangs won’t go away unless I pay them to.” He shrugged, “I am fucked. Can’t charge good rent, can’t afford to pay off gangsters.”

“What the hell did I do last night?” Roland asked, suddenly aware that he may have kicked a much bigger hornets’ nest than he thought.

Granovich smiled a mean little smirk, “Those were drug dealers. Stupid, small-fry pieces of shit who bother my tenants. Are gone now. But more will come. This is good neighborhood. Hard workers with good paychecks. Honest people. Too nice of target for gangs to leave alone unless made to. You made them go, so they went.”

“I’m no cop,” Roland started, but Granovich interrupted him.

“The gangs, they have many soldiers. Some are ‘hunters’, some are ‘enforcers’, some are ‘runners.’ But there are also the ‘fixers.’ These are people who do not join gangs, but solve problems between them to keep from too much fighting. You understand?”

“I think so.”

“Good. I want to hire you as ‘fixer.’ Keep gangs off my street. Keep tenants safe and happy.” He smirked again, “Keep rents high, yes?”

Roland gestured for the soda bottle and Granovich handed it over, watching the huge man intently as he pulled another big gulp of Croatian plum brandy. “So you want me to make this street so unpleasant for gangs that they go bother other neighborhoods?”

“Yes.”

Roland was a young man, but he was an expert in the field of urban combat and the quagmire of counter-insurgencies, “You know that it will get worse before it gets better, right? If I do this, the gangs will escalate to try to push me out.”

Granovich nodded, “Yes. Of course. I have lived in Croatia when the Russian gangs moved in after the expulsions. We did similar thing there before I move here. Hired many fixers. Retired soldiers with skills that frightened the pimps and thieves. After Venus, was plenty to go around, yes?”

Roland thought for a long moment. His survival was very much predicated upon not calling attention to himself and keeping his abilities as secret as he could. But this was just shooing flies away from an industrial tenement. How hard could it be? He could use the money after all.

But that was not why he was considering this plan and he knew it. He was going to do this, and he was going to do it for one simple reason.

It was a mission.

Roland had never understood how badly he needed a mission until he did not have one. Two days out of the Army, just two days after being released from a nightmare of captivity, slavery, betrayal and murder, and Roland was losing his mind with boredom and depression. Now someone was offering him a mission? Not just any mission, either. A beautiful, righteous mission with easy-to-identify bad guys and clearly defined objectives. The betrayal of Project: Golem and the horrors of what he had been made to do under its thrall had changed Roland. They had burned his idealism to a blackened cinder and aged the young man into a jaded cynic. It had left him with nightmares and doubts. It had left him only ten percent human and deeply damaged psychologically. The forges of the industrial-military complex had beaten the love and loyalty that had defined a young soldier into a wrought-iron core of rage and hate. They had gleefully destroyed something beautiful, and they had done it all for the greed of a few evil men. It had changed Roland forever.

It had broken him.

Since his escape, Roland had resigned himself to a hermit’s life with no real purpose other than to survive another day to spite his tormentors. Every day he lived was a day they had to look over their shoulders. Every day Roland walked the earth might be the day Roland came calling to collect on debts owed. 

Any given day could be the day when the man who was Roland Tankowicz might give in to the weapon they had called 'Breach.’ Donald Ribiero had bet on the man always winning that war, and Roland would never let Don down. He owed the scientist that much and more. But the rest of them would live their lives in fear that their greatest creation may yet turn on them. It had not sounded like much of a life when he thought about it, but it was all he had and it would have been enough for the limp dead thing in his chest.

But now?

A mission?

A battle?

A purpose.

That burned out cinder couldn’t have been all the way dead because his enormous bionic heart leapt at the thought of it.

Roland held out a gargantuan hand, and Granovich took it and shook it firmly.

“I believe we have a deal, Mr. Granovich.”

His landlord raided an eyebrow, “But we have not discussed rates yet.”

Roland answered honestly, without thinking first, “Doesn’t really matter.”

“Is Dockside, Roland!” the landlord looked scandalized, “Rates always matter.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

7

[image: image]


Walter Bixby’s morning calls were getting out of control. He had feared it would come to this. He despaired of it the moment he had spoken with Tankowicz.

Every night this week some group of opportunistic street punks had run afoul of the big vet and gotten their asses kicked. Part of him had held out a secret hope that nothing would come of the big man’s arrival, but he was far too cynical to have given it too much credence. Still, hope was an insidious thing and he found himself disappointed that this particular problem had not been avoided.

Further compounding his woes, the last two nights, the groups had been from Rodney’s crew. The South East residential quarter was hotly contested territory, filled as it was with good blue-collar folk making decent money. No one had established supremacy there as the gang wars were stretching everyone thin just holding onto their regular territories. It looked like The Dwarf was making a play in earnest, which struck Bixby as counter-productive. Rodney had been warned that Roland was supposed to be left alone, and yet he was deliberately poking at the bear.

He’s testing Roland. Scouting him.

Far be it from Rodney McDowell to let an opportunity go unexploited; the creepy little man was trying to see if the new guy was a potential ally or enemy. He was using the contest for that quarter to test his limitations and motivations. The problem, Bixby theorized, was that Rodney was treating Roland like a potential score, not like a military objective.

If Roland decides that Rodney is a viable target, he is going to service that target just like in a war. Bixby knew the type well. Roland may be a top-secret special-forces cyborg, but he was a soldier as well. The Dwarf probably thought he was baiting a fish before reeling it in. What he was really doing was hunting whales in a dinghy. Bixby could not have that. His informants were talking about pressure from Uptown rackets over in the Guts that was causing friction with Gateways. Nobody was taking that rumor seriously and that terrified Walter. Gateways was not going to let this “Combine” control the docks no matter what happened, and a real shooting war was going to come to Dockside if that did not get dealt with. But instead of dealing with that he was relegated to playing whack-a-mole with street hoods who didn’t know enough to stay away from the meanest dog in the yard.

Walter pondered the crappy turn his week had taken while he sat at his desk and drank burned coffee from a plastic cup. His hands shook because he opted not to put bourbon in it, and every part of his brain was encouraging him to add just a splash, if only to improve the taste.

Get thee behind me, Satan! Bixby tried to make a joke of it in his head, but the pull of the demon liquor was strong and he nearly crumpled under its insidious crooning.

The truth was that Walter Bixby was scared. Things were happening too fast in Dockside. Too much money from shipping, too many new faces, and way too much attention from the big crime families. The rest of his department was all too willing to play ball with the new players, but the last good cop in Dockside had only his principles left to cling to.

That and the booze, anyway. Which is why Walter was laying off of the stuff. If he let the booze play this late in the game, it would be no different from surrendering. The same as dying, really. He had fucked up so much of his life at this point, he could not let that happen. Might as well put his gun in his mouth.

Walter shoved the night’s reports back onto his desk in disgust. If he didn’t get out of the office he was going to start drinking, so he decided to go visit Tankowicz. It was obvious that Rodney was too stupid to stay away from him, so he’d play it the other way.

Roland was awake when Walter got to his apartment, which was unsurprising when he thought about it. Sometimes the ageing detective forgot that many people were all too happy to wake up before ten o’clock. Sober people could be self-righteous like that.

The big man let Walter in with a courteous wave and Walter found that Roland had acquired some furniture in the preceding week.

“Getting settled in, I see,” Walter opened as he sat himself down in a chair obviously sized for the resident and not his guests. He looked like a child in the enormous thing.

“Starting to, yeah,” Roland replied, “Wanna beer?”

“It’s ten o’clock in the morning, son,” Walter admonished.

“Whiskey, then?”

“Don’t tempt me, Corporal. It’s been a hell of a week.”

Roland tossed him a can of apple juice, “And that’s probably my fault, huh?”

“Not to put too fine a point on it, but yeah. Kind of. Did you not understand what I meant when I asked you to stay away from The Dwarf?”

Roland shrugged, “I haven’t seen a dwarf since I got here, Detective.”

“Well you’ve been kicking the shit out of his boys all week.”

The cyborg scowled, “That doesn’t make sense. Why does he keep sending unarmed and lightly-armed punks to scrap with me? At this point even this Dwarf guy must realize it will take more than a few tweaked-out enforcers to bother me.”

“He’s testing you, junior. He wants to see what kind of guy you are. Can you be bought? You got morals? That sort of thing. I told him to give you a wide berth, but apparently that just made him curious.” Bixby sighed, “There is some serious shit coming down, Roland. There is going to be a big-time gangland dust-up in Dockside and everybody with one fucking ear to the ground knows it. Rodney wants you on his team because he knows you are a big-league hitter. He’s looking for an angle.”

A look crossed the wide, pug-nosed face of the big man. It was a serious, dangerous look. It surprised the detective to see it. It spoke to a deep-seated rage that his words had poked.

Tread carefully, detective. Bixby thought to himself, palms sweating. When Roland spoke, it made the pit of Walter’s stomach lurch.

“There are no angles, Detective,” then his face relaxed a little, “The landlord here has hired me to be the neighborhood fixer. That’s all. I’m not fighting in any gang war, but I will keep this street clean.”

Walter’s eyebrows lifted an inch, “A fixer now? You are settling right in, aren’t you?” He chuckled, relaxing a little, “Well, ‘fixer,’ if you’ll take a little advice form an old cop?”

“Absolutely.”

“Rodney and the other gangs are going to step it up. Normally, you’d call for a sit-down and hash it all out, but you don’t have the rep for that yet.”

“I will.”

“I’m sure. But maybe the new fixer can help me out, too. Rodney is well-respected, and the current front runner for winning the whole ball of wax here in Dockside unless the Uptown boys take over first. Make an example out of him, and the others will fall into place. Get me?”

“You want me to forget what you said before and go after this guy now?”

Bixby shrugged and sipped his juice, “He’s coming after you anyway. Might as well, uh, ‘pre-empt that maneuver,’ as you like to put it.”

“Me against a whole gang, huh? You either want me to get killed or you really like my chances.” Roland had a knowing smirk on his face, and Walter gulped.

Shit. He knows!

Roland chuckled, “That sleight-of-hand shit probably fools the mugs out here a lot, but I’m always watching a guy’s hands when he’s armed. Your shit scanner didn’t tell you anything too interesting anyway.”

“I smashed it and burned the DataPad with the file,” Walter said quickly, with an audible splash of panic in his voice. He hoped he did not have to follow that with “please don’t kill me.”

Roland winked, enjoying the man’s discomfort, “I figured. If you hadn’t I’d have heard about a squad of Council Bagmen dragging half your department away by now. But I had you pegged for a prudent guy so I didn’t sweat it.” Roland had, in fact, ‘sweat it.’ But the cop didn’t need that information.

“So what do you get out of it if I go see this Dwarf guy?”

“Room to breathe. I gotta get ahead of this gang war and try to turn it before the people here start getting hurt.” Bixby shook his head, “People are gonna die because everybody is too busy trying to steal the crumbs from the docks to look up and see the fucking elephant in the room.”

“You understand there’s a real chance I’m going to have to kill a lot of people to make my point to The Dwarf, right? What happens then?” Roland was more curious than anything else. Bixby was walking a serious ethical tightrope here.

The cop shrugged a big defeated shrug, “Try to make sure it’s always self-defense? I’m a good cop and I’m not giving you carte blanche to go marauding through my city. But I am trusting you to be as judicious and discreet as all the war holos tell me you spec-ops spooks are supposed to be.”

He paused, and Roland saw fear and self-loathing in the old cop’s face, “I’m all alone out here, Corporal. Nobody gives a shit about these people except me, and now maybe you. I’m a shitty husband and a shitty cop and I probably deserve to rot in this hellhole, but there are a lot of good people on this street that don’t. If I can’t help them, I might as well not be alive.”

Bixby could not understand exactly how close those words struck to the heart of Roland’s own fears, and Roland was not going to tell him. But the young soldier decided that he would help any way he could, “I know that feeling, detective. You find out who’s pushing from the outside, and I’ll handle Rodney.”

“Be careful, soldier. He’s got a lot of guns.”

Roland actually laughed out loud, “Yeah. That’s not really going to be a problem.”
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Roland did not have a plan for getting invited to see The Dwarf. Nor was he especially good at reconnaissance or infiltration. His code name had been ‘Breach’ and that was not an ironic moniker. He decided to stick to what he was good at and just walked over to the nightclub that Walter had told him Rodney owned.

It was a nine block walk from his apartment to the Hideaway, and Roland had purchased a big wool coat and and a flat black cap to hide his bulk and mask his bizarre proportions. If he hunched over and stooped his shoulders, he managed to look somewhat less enormous. The generally poor lighting on the streets deepened the illusion and most people simply ignored him to deal with their own problems.

His plan, if it could be called such, was not complex. Roland hated complex plans, because combat operations rarely cared about your meticulous calculations, anyway. He liked plans painted out in broad strokes that had a lot of flexibility built into them. Or at least that’s what he told himself was the reason why he had very little plan at all.

The neighborhood became far less residential and far more entertainment-focused as he walked. The squat gray tenement houses began to thin out and restaurants, bars, and massage parlors started to crop up. Ambiguously themed vapor houses spewed noxious effluvia from vented exhausts and garish multi-color signage began to dominate the alleys and streets as they converged and widened into a vast thoroughfare that split Dockside form north to south. Colloquially called “The Drag,” this main street carved through the commercial and shipping districts like a pink and orange river of flashing lights and milling townsfolk as they thronged up and down plying their wares and partaking of the infinite delights available in this lawless section of the New Boston Megalopolis.

Something about it thrilled Roland. There were so many people. There were happy people out partying with their friends, voices tinkling with laughter and mirth. There were angry people arguing over the price of something or other, growling and barking like sled dogs as each tried to get one over on the other. Rich people shot hard liquor alongside poor people in open-air bars as if the vast gulf of economic inequality was meaningless in the face of cheap booze and easy company. Every one these scrabbling, scrambling folk seemed like a single cell in some vast beautiful organism. Every one of them was alive, and every one was human.

Roland didn’t know what he was anymore, and he felt crudely disconnected from the greater body of humankind. He envied the people here that never questioned what it was to be truly alive or to be truly human. It was enough for them to work a hard day and make an honest Cred (or even a dishonest one). They had no difficult questions for their gods or masters, no deep confusion over the nature of their own existence. They ate when they were hungry, they drank when they were thirsty. They fought when they were angry and they cried when they were sad. Roland could do all of these things too, but he still felt different. Even his needs seemed artificial, constructed.

Not real.

He watched as he walked. Deeper and deeper into the heart of the entertainment district he walked. The crowds thickened and the lights grew brighter. Voices got louder and the street seemed to thrum and bounce with some unheard yet agreed-upon rhythm. But Roland couldn’t hear it. He couldn’t feel that heartbeat or experience the communal drumbeat that connected all these people. At least he could perceive it through them, though. He could see it in the activity, hear it in the noise, and smell it in the air. These people were alive and even if he couldn’t be, it was enough to know that they were. They were human when he could not be, and that could be enough if that was all he had. They were human when he could not be.

Even better, he could be near them and around them and pretend. It almost felt right. The faded whisper of a memory told him that he was once this thing. He had been the dashing young man in uniform sweet-talking pretty girls in a bar. He had been the tough-talking bravo flashing dangerous looks at the other men, spoiling for a fight. He had been the sad drunk, sobbing into his beer when his father passed. He had sang, he had danced, he had lived.

He had been all of these people once, and they had been him. For the first time in three years, Roland Tankowicz felt something that was neither anger nor depression nor fear. He could not tell if it was happiness, but it felt like... contentment?

It was purpose, he realized. He would protect these people. He would preserve his neighborhood and his city. He would complete his mission. He would fix this.

He found the nightclub on a dusty side street off The Drag. Located a few steps below street-level. “Hideaway” was easy to miss if you were not read in on what to look for. Whereas the other businesses seemed to be competing for eye-space with bright animated signs and loud squawking music, this bar had only a brown featureless door and a square painted sign.

That’s truth in advertising, Roland thought, this place really doesn’t want to be found.

He stepped down to look at the door. It was brown and boring, and loud music from inside vibrated the old thing with tuneless rhythm. He tried the handle and found it locked, which made very little sense.

What kind of nightclub had no signs, no lights, and a locked door at 2130 on a Friday night? Roland could be a little slow on certain things, but he usually worked them out, eventually.

The kind that only lets certain kinds of people in, the big man acknowledged.

Annoyed, he rapped on it three times, just hard enough to rattle it without sounding like he was kicking it in. Within a few seconds, a peephole opened at eye level and someone inside got a good look at Roland’s pectorals.

“Private party tonight. Piss off!” It was a gruff and unfriendly greeting delivered rudely through the hole. Roland’s face split into a toothy grin.

This is going to be a lot of fun.

He stooped so he could look through the peephole. He saw beady black eyes flashing with multi-hued light as the party inside thumped loudly behind the doorman. It was a raucous, screaming affair that night, and even the minuscule aperture of the viewing panel let out enough noise and fury to tell Roland that a serious bacchanal was going on inside.

“I’m here to see The Dwarf. He’ll want to talk to me. Tell him it’s Roland Tankowicz.”

“I ain’t tellin’ the boss shit, pal. Now get the fuck offa’ my stoop before I come out there and somethin’ real bad happens to ya.”

Roland was a mere twenty-seven years old. The horrors of his term with the Army and all the terrible things that he had done and had done to him all conspired to age him greatly. The tragedy of his life had made him jaded and wise beyond his years, but that was not quite the same thing as ‘mature.’

“I can smell your breath, asshole.  I’d say something bad has already happened to me. Don’t make it worse by trying me on. Now go tell your boss I’m here before I do something you’ll regret.”

The panel closed with a slam and Roland chuckled while he heard the door locks being manipulated. He stepped back and waited patiently for the night’s first contender to take his shot. He’d be the first of many, Roland was certain.

The man who came through the door was unfeasibly large. Roland was seven-and-a-half feet tall and the doorman made it past his chin, making him a giant among men. The doorman shared Roland’s freakish width and musculature, and Roland suspected that some pharmaceutical enhancement had been employed to get him there. The man’s face was a mass of scars with a near-lipless slit of a mouth and a mangled nose that had been broken far too many times. He wore an ill-fitting suit, cheaply made and shabby. Like Roland the man was bald, but a stubborn brown stubble ringed his head in patchy defiance of nature. All in all, he was a terrifying example of high-end Dockside street muscle. There was a time when Roland would have been taken aback by such an opponent, but that time had long since past. Roland had seen things that beggared the sight of one scrappy hood.

The goon stalked to Roland without a word and grabbed him roughly by the lapels of his wool coat. Roland figured the guy was going to try to lift him by those lapels, the better to hurl him into the street. Roland just smiled and waited.

If Roland was a regular man, he’d weigh about four-hundred pounds at his height and build. The doorman, with his own oversized muscles, probably figured he could hoist a four-hundred-pound man with a decent effort. But Roland weighed nine-hundred-and-forty pounds, and the doorman was taken somewhat by surprise when instead of being lifted from the ground, or at least off-balanced, his opponent simply smiled and refused to budge.

The doorman redoubled his efforts. He sat his hips down and gathered more of the coat in his fists. His knees flexed and he heaved with superhuman might against the weight of the grinning giant. The doorman was probably strong enough to lift Roland with his best effort, but the coat was simply not up to the task. With a loud rip, the lapels tore free and the grizzled goon found himself holding two fistfuls of knotted black wool.

“You’re a bright one, aren’t you?” Roland mocked him.

That really seemed to bother the doorman. He snarled and threw the pieces of coat down and charged, which was a spectacularly stupid stratagem. Roland stepped lightly to the side and helped the massive man on his way with a swat to the back. The doorman careened into the far wall of the alley headfirst where his skull actually crushed one of the masonry blocks. To Roland’s surprise, the doorman lurched upright and turned back to the fight. His forehead was bleeding, and bits of gray concrete were stuck to it. He stared glassy-eyes but defiant at his tormentor, then gamely raised his hands in a vaguely combative posture and advanced.

“Somebody’s been to the body shop, I see,” Roland remarked casually, “Good for you.”

The man looped a lazy overhand right at Roland, who slipped it easily. “Won’t help,” Roland continued casually and shrugged out of the remains of his coat. The doorman got his first good look at the massive arms and boulder-sized shoulders of his opponent and snarled wordless frustration at the deception. But this was no low-rent hood. This was a game brawler, and Roland admitted begrudging respect as the doomed man launched a combination of punches with murderous intent. The blows were slow, but heavy. They clearly indicated this was a man who relied on his physical advantages to win a fight and not skill. Roland took deep personal and professional pride in his prowess, and he blocked and parried each strike with his left hand and elbow, just to show the guy he was outclassed.

“Ready?” Roland asked after the big goon finished his flailing.

“What?” was the intelligent reply from the doorman.

Roland fired a left jab so fast the air snapped like cracking a bullwhip. His gloved fist flattened the doorman’s nose and fractured his orbital with a crunch. It would have crippled anyone else, but the determined thug refused to go down.

“Ready?” Roland asked again, and the doorman didn’t answer but covered his head with both forearms as fast as he could.

Roland drove his left fist into the man’s flank right where the liver would be. The arms dropped and the doorman looked at him in surprise for an instant before his whole face twisted in agony and his beady eyes rolled back in his head. Roland stepped out of the way to let the big goon crash to the pavement in a moaning, gasping heap.

Roland shook his head sadly, “Oh man. Rodney is going to have to do a lot better than this if he wants to run me out of town. Get up, dumbass.”

Roland reached down and grabbed the retching doorman by the back of the neck and hoisted him up like he weighed nothing at all.

“Let’s go see the boss, shall we?”

Roland’s boot sent the door to Hideaway exploding inward in a shower of shrapnel.
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Rodney McDowell hated being called The Dwarf. It seemed derogatory. The fact that he more or less exactly resembled an extra from a Tolkien holo was not a coincidence though. Rodney knew the power of an image, and the necessity of a brand that was recognizable and memorable. The little man had been born on a colony that existed at almost 1.5G and could not afford the gravitics to offset it, so those of his family that had not died from heart issues never grew to great heights as a result. Since he needed lifts in his shoes to stand at five feet tall, and criminals tended to be childish and unimaginative, ‘The Dwarf’ was what he was working with. But at least his time at high-G meant that he had the bone density of his namesake, and he grew the beard to match. For effect, he talked in his great-grandmother’s accent just to hammer the whole thing home. Just like that, a character was born.

Nobody in Dockside knew it, but Rodney spoke eleven languages fluently and had a master’s degree in chemical engineering. It stung him in the pride a little to keep that inside, but pride did not build empires. Branding did. Nobody would remember ‘Rodney the Polyglot’ or ‘Rodney the Chemist.’ But ‘Rodney The Dwarf?’ That was something the street level hoods with two-digit IQ’s could wrap their underdeveloped brains around. He’d been called worse. By that selfsame great-grandmother, no less.

Granny had a cusser on her, that’s for sure! The little man thought as he sat in his office going over the week’s receipts. It had been an interesting week. The infiltration from Uptown was well underway, but he had managed to sour many of those moves without getting exposed. It would buy him time, but those Combine bastards would soon get tired of the backroom bullshit and put boots on the ground. He needed to pull them his way before the corporate types at Gateways put so much heat on the docks that smuggling rates on contraband shipments would get too astronomical to make a decent profit. He had managed to turn the tide by convincing the whores to unionize under that crazy Madeleine chick. It was a strategic move that he knew would come back to bite him down the line; Madeleine had an ego that no amount of Uptown bribery was going to budge. But the only thing that sold better than contraband in dockside was tail, and pulling that money away from The Combine had just made acquiring Dockside less attractive. He wished there was a way to get Gateways to fight the Combine privately, but the corporate strategists weren’t that dumb. They didn’t need to fight a massive criminal enterprise to win. They just had to cinch the docks so tight that The Combine couldn’t profit from them. Of course, that would be a huge expense and hassle that they would just as soon not have, but they would do it if that’s what it came to.

The loss to Gateways would be annoying, but the loss to the Dockside rackets would be astronomical. The blow to Rodney’s operations would be just plain unacceptable. Which brought his thoughts to the big, ugly problem in the Southeast.

Just who the hell was Roland Tankowicz? Rodney could spot two things very easily no matter how they presented themselves. The first was a crazy bitch. Rodney knew when a woman was going to be a psycho within seconds of meeting her. He had married five psychos already, his skills in finding them were uncanny. Why he always married them was a completely different mystery. That was probably granny’s fault, too.

But the second thing he could always spot was a stone-cold killer. Rodney knew how to pick talent and he knew when he was looking at a serious hitter and when he was looking at a scared punk who was just acting tough. This Tankowicz guy gave Rodney chills in a way he wasn’t comfortable talking about. He had personally watched every scrap his boys had instigated with the giant this week, and he had never seen anything like this guy. Rodney went over the list in his head.

Tough as a hickory nut? Check.

Strong? For a guy without an armature? Ridiculous. Check.

Fast as all hell? Double check.

Skills? Holy shit, yes. Check.

Rodney wanted Roland on his crew like he had never wanted anything in his life. That was some kind of hitter and he knew it. But Rodney had already figured out that the damned idiot had a bad case of “fool’s honor.” That stupid, pigheaded idea that even though you were just another piece of shit floating in the dirty commode of the universe, somehow, if you just believed, you could still be a god-damned hero. He doubted even the big bastard realized it, but that guy was never going to be street muscle. That didn’t mean he couldn’t be useful, but it precluded Rodney from bringing him into the fold.

More’s the pity, he lamented for one whole second and then got back to figuring out the best angle for manipulating Sir Lancelot into being useful. A man like Tankowicz had to be played very carefully, and Rodney soon lost himself in considering all the ways this might be accomplished.

Which is why the explosion of his front door was so surprising and shocking to him. The bearded gangster toppled form his office chair at the enormous crash and the vibration in the floorboards that accompanied it. A framed picture of Granny plummeted from its place of honor on the wall and shattered.

Rodney scrambled to his feet and swiped his organic finger across the terminal to pull up the feeds from his monitors. His office was well in the back of the building to shield him from the music, and the distance reassured Rodney when he finally saw what had happened.

Roland Tankowicz had just kicked the door in and was dragging Manny the bouncer in by the scruff of the neck. Manny looked like he had lost a fight with a mining ‘bot, and that was scary. Manny was about as nasty a scrapper as a guy could hope to find in Dockside. He looked like a chastised teenager in the hands of Tankowicz. Rodney’s heart started to race. He fumbled in his desk for his shotgun. The old-school slug-gun was loaded with explosive pellets, which made it about as scary a gun as you’d want to use indoors. He checked it to make sure it was ready to go and then keyed into the security channel on his comm.

“Boys, let’s jest find out what the big shite-stain wants, but don’t let him push ye’ around, either.”

This was a tightrope. He couldn’t show any weakness, but he wasn't sure about what Tankowicz could and could not do. He had eight solid guys in-house tonight. Heavy hitters every one of them, so he just had to hope that his boys could handle this.

In the main bar, the music had stopped before the last of the debris from the door had hit the ground. This was a mercy because whatever the DJ was spinning that night made Roland’s brain hurt. When everyone was looking at him, he casually tossed the doorman into the center of the dance floor where the big goon rolled and skidded limply to a stop. It looked worse than it was. The man had augmented bones and it would take more than a bit of a tumble to hurt him permanently. Roland was just trying to be dramatic. He was oddly comfortable, despite the novelty of the situation. Roland had been in numerous fights all over the galaxy. But these had all been military actions. There was nothing military or strategic about this. He did not have to worry about ammo, supply lines, air support, or squad-level tactics. He didn’t even have a clear mission objective. This was just going to be a brawl. Just a beautiful, simple, uncomplicated, neighborhood-rules street fight.

It felt nice. It felt natural, and the words came easily, “Listen up! I am here to see The Dwarf. That gentleman”—he gestured to the unmoving bulk of the doorman— “did not see fit to facilitate my needs. I assume someone here will be smarter than he was.”

The crowd murmured and several individuals shoved their way to the front of the line. Eight in total, all with the look of professional fighters, wordlessly fanned out to surround Roland in a wide semicircle. The crowd pushed back and away from them as they did it. They had seen this before and everyone there knew how it was going to go down. The eight goons quickly formed a neat skirmish line separating Roland from the back of the house which of course immediately told Roland exactly where he needed to go.

Goddamn amateurs.

Roland smiled at each, “I have been told that if I kill anyone, it will need to be in self defense, so you can all have the first shot for free.” He spread his arms and waited patiently.

One man, tall and lean and sporting two very large pistols in low-slung thigh holsters, spoke first, “Take it easy, Tank...”

Roland raised an eyebrow, “Tank?”

The man smiled, “No one’s got the time to pronounce your last name, buddy. Rodney ain’t sure he wants to talk to you right now, what with how tense you’ve made everybody. Poor Manny is real popular around here. Looks like he’s hurt real bad, too.”

“He’ll live. He should have let me in. Also, he ripped my coat.”

“Was it a nice coat?” Two-Guns asked with a knowing smile.

Roland shrugged, “Not really. But finding my size is hard.”

“I bet,” Two-Guns chuckled. He rested his hands casually on the butts of his pistols, “Why don’t you just talk to me. Outside. And we’ll see if we can sort out whatever it is you need to talk about with the boss.”

“Sorry pal. Above your pay grade.”

“You really wanna do this, Tank?” Two-Guns looked around with a smirk, “Eight on one?”

“The question is not whether I want to do this, Cowboy. The question is whether or not eight guys are going to be enough to get the job done.”

Roland had not come here to negotiate with a lieutenant. He had been sent to make an example of The Dwarf. He almost felt bad for the guy. Two-Guns was trying to be reasonable, at least.

“Don’t be stupid...” Two-Guns did not sound as confident as he had been a second ago. Back when he thought Roland was trying to bluff. That seemed like a very long time ago, indeed. Because it did not look like Roland was bluffing.
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Walter Bixby had taken one drink. It was a big one, but he forced himself to stop after the first. His hands were still shaking, but he could not say if it was from want of booze or from the contents of the message he had just received.

He thought about just not going. He could simply ignore the message. He could get absolutely shit-faced drunk right now and no one would suspect he had ever even seen it. He would miss the meeting because he got blackout wasted like he sometimes did, and everyone would chalk it up to Detective Sergeant Bourbon-Breath being the same loser they always knew him to be. Then he could go on like nothing was wrong.

But if he thought that would actually work, he’d be drunk already. He knew it would not work, and so he had taken one healthy slug to fuel his courage. Then he sat.

He sat in his office in the dark and stared at his terminal.

The message was from an old informant of his from his time at The Sprawl. A time when the up-and-coming detective had been making slow but methodical progress putting together a case against a bunch of Uptown movers and shakers who had ties to The Combine. He had been close when IA came looking for a dirty cop, and Walter in his idealism helped them find one. To this day Bixby had serious suspicions about the timing of that, and he had never stopped pulling on those threads.

The message was still open on the screen. It was murderously brief. Just eight little words that represented the culmination of almost ten years of dogged police work. Work no one recognized and no one respected. Work that had cost him his health, his marriage, and his sobriety. The alley behind his office was littered with the remains of burned DataPads over this case, and now that he at last had a good lead, he was almost too scared to pursue it.

I’m like a goddamn dog chasing a car. I have no idea what to do if I ever caught it.

The message awaited still, implacably patient, “I know who they are. Meet me here.”

Beneath that was an address. There was no time given. It was obvious that the time was ‘now.’

The ‘reply’ button awaited his finger. The words ‘on my way’ had already been typed. All he had to do was push the button and go.

Push it, you gutless piece of shit! 

Walter let his own self-hatred drive his finger and his reply disappeared down fiber-optic cable and across the air as digital signals where he had no hope of recalling it. He deleted the message and then removed his terminal’s storage cell. He then formatted the device and burned its remaining memory. There was no turning back, now.

It’s done. Now get up and do this!

Walter stood and immediately swayed precariously as he went lightheaded for a moment. He steadied himself on the desk, took another long look at his mostly empty bourbon bottle, and then stepped toward the door. He grabbed his brown coat from the same rack as his dusty tac vest and slipped the storage cell into the inside pocket. Then with a heavy sigh he left his office for the crowded streets of a Dockside Saturday night.

Walter pinged for a ride and waited impatiently for the nine minutes it took for one to show up. He sighed with relief when he saw that it was a driverless model. That meant one less person who knew where he was going. He pulled out his police-issued emergency transceiver and spoofed the cars location transponder as soon as the door closed. Now anyone who ran the car’s logs would find only uninteresting static for this ride. It was a lonely feeling. No one would ever find out where Walter Bixby had gone if he never came back.

Best not to think like that.

The car pulled out into the street and began the trek across Dockside to the address in the message. Twenty minutes later it pulled into a train yard and meandered across the tramlines to stop in front of a cargo tram maintenance building.

The location was not selected at random. The trams ran all night, but the AI-driven machines needed no light and no human operators, so the back side of the station was remote and pitch dark to hide them from prying eyes. Charging stations fed by dozens of crisscrossing overhead cables hummed and buzzed, creating a high-voltage Farraday cage around them eliminating the risk of exposure to high-tech remote spying devices. Trams roared and crashed constantly up and down the three dozen separate tracks and switching stations, creating a background of low-frequency white noise that would render all but the most sophisticated listening devices entirely useless.

It was a place seemingly purpose built for secret meetings. Walter Bixby could not have picked a better spot to meet if he had tried. He ordered the car to wait for him, unsure if any service would come out here on a ping if he let it leave. It would cost a fortune, but it was almost a mile to the street if he had to walk out and he was not interested in that much exercise tonight. He had enough to worry about without sweating his ride home.

He stood in the dark beside his car and watched the fare charge climb while he waited for his informant to show himself. He figured the mole was already there and just watching to make sure Walter was alone. Snitches were nervous folk, and justifiably so. Most never lived to see gray hair.

Five minutes stretched into ten, and the fare kept climbing. Ten minutes became twenty, then thirty. The fare ceased to bother Walter at that point.

Where is he?

It was one thing to be cautious, and quite another to be excessively late.

The scrape of shoes on concrete made Walter jump. He whirled clumsily to see who had made the noise. Since he had been prepared to find the thin scruffy face of his snitch, the stern clean-shaven countenance of this man came as quite a shock once the reedy light from faraway street lamps threw enough illumination against the skin to make it visible.

“Who are you?” the cop stammered, confusion muddling his question into an inaudible murmur lost within the roar of passing trains. The man before him stopped about five feet away from Walter and smiled. The face was youthful and handsome. He wore a nice tailored suit and had the build of man who got quite a bit of exercise.

“Detective Bixby?”

“Who wants to know?” Walter had recovered from his shock enough to find his voice again.

“Billy ain’t gonna make it tonight. He suffered an unfortunate accident on the way over.”

Walter’s heart leapt into his throat, “I see. Are you the accident?”

The man’s lip curled into a smirk, “I was certainly unfortunate, yes.”

“So why am I still alive?”

“Detective. Please. Don’t insult me. You are alive because I gotta find out how much you've figured out and who you’ve told. How do you wanna do this?”

Walter should have been panicking. He should have been terrified. But strangely, he was almost relieved.

He smiled sadly, “You got a name, hitter?”

“Roger Dawkins, if knowing it makes you feel better.”

“Well Roger,” Walter was relaxed and calm. His hands weren’t shaking for the first time in months, “You mind if I have a drink?”

“Suit yourself. As long as you start talking.”

“How are you going to do it?” Walter fumbled in his coat for his flask.

Roger laughed, “Fearless fuck, ain’t ya? I’m gonna break half your bones, crush your skull and dump you on the tracks.”

Walter nodded, still searching, “No club, so I guess you’re souped up pretty good, huh? Well I gotta admit it’s a good plan. I’m a drunk. People will believe I wandered in front of a train and got hit. As long as no one asks why I was out here in the first place, it should be a pretty clean job.”

“No one’s gonna ask shit.” Roger was enjoying himself, Walter could tell.

“Of course they won’t, it’s Dockside. Ah, here it is!”

Walter drew his Taurus and fired.

He was a fat man, and he was a drunk. But he was a crack pistol shot and he kept his weapon like most men kept a mistress. The bead drilled a hole in Roger’s suit dead center on his expensive silk tie, but did not penetrate.

Worth a shot, Walter mused as his enemy moved.

Dawkins charged and Walter kept firing, walking his hits up Roger’s torso trying to get a head shot. His fourth bead creased Roger’s neck and started a nasty leaking cut, but the augmented hitman was on him by then. A fist like a wrecking ball shattered two of Walter’s ribs and icicles of pain stabbed his chest in a dozen places. Another fist came down for his head but Walter sacrificed the bones of his left arm to spare himself from a killing blow. A kick hurled Walter ten feet backwards and smashed his back against the platform. The pieces of broken rib ground against each other and tore a scream of purest agony from the wounded detective.  Consciousness began to fade into a hazy gray cloud for Walter. He heard Roger Dawkins swearing vehemently and griping about his suit being ruined. The voice was hollow and distant but getting louder and closer all the same.

Then that killer’s face was directly in front of his, snarling and furious. One hand was pressed to his neck, stemming the flow of blood from the gunshot, and the other was cocked back to pulp the dying man’s face.

Walter was ready to die. He had done what he could, and given his all to the job that he loved, even though it obviously hated him. The only thing he had left now was the five beads still in the magazine of his beloved pistol. He decided Roger should have those as a souvenir of this day, so he pressed the barrel of his gun against Roger’s side and pumped the trigger as fast as he could.

Roger screamed.

Walter screamed.

The hitman fell awkwardly, blood leaking from his side where at point-blank range a bead had penetrated the protective weave of his suit. Walter rolled to his side and began lurching toward his waiting car. He dimly heard Dawkins coughing and vomiting behind him as he crawled.

Gut shots are the worst. Hope that stings, motherfucker!

Then Walter succumbed to his own coughing fit and hacked far too much foamy blood into his hand. He did not have a lot of time, he realized, and there was still work to do. The dying man pulled and scraped harder, rage-fuelled purpose driving him beyond pain to escape this trap. 

His ribs shifted again and his left arm hung limp and useless at his side, yet he hauled his bulky body to the car and dragged himself screaming into the seat. His mind was fuzzy, but he knew he could not go to the hospital with Combine hitmen looking for him. But without medical help he was going to be dead very soon. Not knowing where else to go, he dialed  in Roland’s address and told the car to leave. Roland was ex-military. Roland knew people high up the chain. High enough to protect everyone who needed it, probably.

Don’t die yet, you fat piece of shit! He willed himself to stay awake for the ride, but his eyelids sunk like lead curtains and every breath drove the frozen agony daggers deeper in to his chest. He knew he was going into shock and he had to garner his strength, so he decided to allow himself just a few minutes’ dozing to take the edge off the pain. He set his comm to chime when he got to Roland’s apartment and let his eyes close for just a moment.

Then the last good cop in Dockside died.
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Roland took one step towards the door at the back of the bar and Two-Guns drew down on him.

“First one’s free, Cowboy,” Roland reminded him with a smile that was not at all friendly. Two-Guns looked nervous, like he wasn’t sure if shooting Roland was a good idea. The entirety of the crowd stood stock-still, half fascinated and half terrified by what was transpiring. Nothing was making sense to the watchers. No quantity of juiced up muscles was going to make a man impervious to gunfire, and Two-Guns had the big man dead to rights.

Roland took another step forward and the gunslinger made his choice. Both pistols cracked and spat fire directly into the chest of the giant man. Dual blossoms of orange sparks bloomed from Roland’s chest and the wail of a ricochet moaned overhead until the shattering of a light fixture silenced it.

In the chaos of that moment there was a black blur and a flurry of motion. A scream broke through the maelstrom and Hideaway erupted into a storm of shrieking patrons fleeing for the exits and the savage wordless cries of mortal combat between remorseless killers.

In the heart of that horrible melee, Roland Tankowicz was as alive as he had ever been. He had eight enemies that were clearly enemies. He had a battlefield that was contained. He had his fists and his wits and the rage of his heart in a place where he could indulge them all without fear of consequence or conscience.

The Army had enslaved him, stolen his body, and forced him to horrible things to innocent people. They had subverted more than just his will in that act, they had subverted the man he had always wanted to be. Roland dreamed of being a hero, and they had made him a monster.

It would be easy to blame the Army for Roland's bloodlust at The Hideaway. The Army was guilty of many crimes against Roland, after all. But the Army had not made Roland a killer. He was born to be a soldier and was a relentless fighter long before he ever enlisted. They made him a machine, and they turned him into a monster. They stole his humanity and unleashed the horror of his weaponized body on those who did not deserve it.

But Roland had always been a killer. He couldn’t blame the Army for that.

The young man raised on old comic books and war holos had at last found himself in a situation with no gray areas. There were no situational ethics, no moral quandaries here. He had a squad of bad guys trying to kill him in protection of a crime lord.

Roland roared from the bottom of his soul and tore into The Dwarf’s crew like a freight train. He laughed at gunshots, he scoffed at blades. The fists, feet, and clubs of powerful men broke over his body like a gentle fog.

And Roland fought. He killed. He destroyed his foes without hesitation. He did it because they were evil and he was not. He did it because they deserved it. He gave the lead to his rage and let these stupid, ruthless, gutless mice have all of it.  These were the people who came to his neighborhood to extort his landlord for the honest money he had earned. These were the men who hooked young kids on drugs and then sold them like cattle to the pimps and slavers. These were the men who broke windows, poisoned children, and robbed honest people. Roland was a monster because evil men had made him one. These were monsters because they wanted to be.

Rodney’s men never had a chance. Two-Guns died first, the victim of a straight right punch that very nearly decapitated the gunslinger. A big man with a bionic arm was next when Roland felt the metal limb club him across the back. He tore the arm from its bearer and crushed the man’s skull with his own appendage. A hyperkinetic woman wielding twin vibro-blades tried her luck at carving a piece of Roland’s flank but she found to her dismay that her giant target’s reflexes and speed were superior to her own. Both knives sliced empty air and a backhand left collapsed her thoracic cavity to half its normal volume. She held on for eleven seconds after that and died unable to scream due to collapsed lungs.

And that is how it continued for another seventy-five seconds. Roland mowed through the gang like tall grass and killed every one of them with wordless snarling fury. It wasn’t a fight. It was a slaughter. Roland had come here to make a statement. He was here to send the kind of message that would not soon be forgotten, and he intended to ensure it was memorable.

All too soon Roland was out of targets. The bar fell eerily quiet, save for the gurgling death spasms of mortally wounded thugs. Roland let his eyes refocus and lowered his heart rate. He assessed the opposition and found all his hostiles were neutralized. If he had a clean-up crew, he’d be sending the all-clear right now. But he didn’t and so he continued toward his objective, moving to the door at the back of the bar while wiping his gory hands on his black pants.

The door was nothing. It might have kept out a few hardened Dockside mooks, but Roland Tankowicz smashed it from the frame like it was made of balsa wood. The new opening revealed nothing of interest save a short hallway that led to another door, and Roland figured that was where he would find The Dwarf. He grinned a terrifying grin and stalked down the hallway.

Rodney had seen it all from the monitors and he now watched the giant killer coming down the hallway to his office. The Dwarf did not believe in false courage and he’d have told anyone who bothered to ask that he was pretty damn scared. He had never witnessed anything like what had just happened in his bar, and he had lived the first half of his life on a frontier mining colony.

What the hell am I looking at here? He wondered. He looked at his shotgun and shook his head. He quickly put it back in the drawer and unlocked the door to his office. There would be no fighting his way out of this one. That much was obvious.

When he saw the giant chamber his fist to smash the office door, Rodney keyed it open from his desk to let Roland in.

Have to play this cool. This is not a man you want getting too hot.

The huge killer stepped into the office and for an instant his bulk blocked all light coming in form the hallway.

“Tank! Me boy! C’mon in, then!” Rodney faked the cordiality. He was fooling no one, but he wanted the man off balance.

“You must be The Dwarf,” the giant said rudely.

“Some call me that, yeah. Ye’ can call me Rodney if ye’ like, boyo.”

“I think I may want to kill you.”

“Not much of a talker, are ye?” Rodney forced a chuckle, “But killin’ me is jest goin’ ta be a fook-ton of headache for ye’, Tank, me boy. Better to talk it out, if ye ken me meanin’.”

“I’ve heard that. I’m new at this.” Roland took another step inside the office, looming over the tiny man at his desk, “I guess I’m the new fixer. The Southeast residential block is to be left alone. Any crew I see there I’m going to kill.”

Roland just stopped talking at that point and stared at Rodney.

“Ye know a fixer is supposed to actually negotiate shit, right? Threats are more of a gangster thing. You runnin’ a gang, boyo?”

“I’m stating a fact. You come to that street. I kill you. I can kill you now, but I’m trying new things these days.”

Rodney snorted, “Whatever the fook they did to yer oversized arse in the Army sure as shite fooked up yer people skills, mate. But I’ll play ball. I got no skin in that stretch o’ asphalt anyway. Tell Granovich he’s off the hook wit’ me.”

Roland cocked his head to the side, “That easy?”

“If ye’ call wiping out me best boys ‘easy’ then yeah. That easy.” Rodney made a show of squinting at his monitors, “Any of ‘em alive?”

“Just the doorman. He didn’t pull a weapon so I didn’t kill him.”

Rodney nodded, “So ye’ got rules, boyo? Good. Fixer’s get hired because they stick to rules when others won’t. It’s why we trust ‘em.”

Roland hadn’t thought about that. He’d only been on the job for a few days at this point, “Rule one: I never bluff. Rule two: anyone who tries to kill me dies. Your boys pulled killing tools and tried to use them. So they died.”

“Have ye’ a rule three, boyo?”

“Not yet. I’ll keep you posted.”

“Ok, then.” Rodney changed the subject, “I’ll stay off yer doorstep sure and all, but the rest of the crews won’t. We have a we bit o’ gang war brewin’ and a bunch of fookin’ hitters from uptown are tryin’ to bring us all to heel. Ye’ picked a fookin’ shite time to try an’ play hero for the common folk, ye know.”

“Let them come,” Roland shrugged, “I’ve seen worse.”

Rodney thought about that, “I bet ye have. But all the same I think you and I are going to need to have an understandin’ if we’re to be sharin’ this little slice of loveliness. If this gang shite doesn’t settle soon, the lads at Gateways are gonna tighten the docks so much that no one will be able to make a thin dime off ‘em. Contraband markets will fall, and I know ye don’t care fook-all about my profits. But tariffs on goods will rise, too. The folk just crawlin’ out of poverty will be smacked right back into it when their money don’t buy shite no more.”

“I’m not an economist, Rodney.”

“I’m sayin’ that the fookin’ difference between a fixer and muscle is that the fixer fixes problems. Neat and discreet-like. Creates winning plays for everyone so no one fights about it later, ye get me?”

“So if I figure out how to end the gang war and push out the Uptown rackets, Gateways will leave the docks alone and people can all keep making money and getting less poor.” 

Rodney was beginning to realize how young Roland must be. It was hard to tell from looking. Something about the face made him appear ageless. But he encouraged the man, nonetheless, “And ye said ye weren’t no economist!”

“What do you get out of it?”

“There ain’t no one making more from the Docks than me, boyo. I aim to keep it that way. Ye just took out me best boys though. In Dockside ye only own as much shite as you can defend. Other crews will be after me now, sensin’ weakness. So I’m going to head that off and hire me a fixer to keep those other gangs from gettin’ underfoot and make the Uptown slags less interested in this turf.”

The Dwarf looked Roland right in the eyes, “Cuz if ye don’t help me, ye great big dipshite, everyone in yer wee little neighborhood, and every other fookin’ neighborhood, is going to be livin’ in a god-damned war zone.”

This place is all about balance, the big man finally understood it. It’s why even the big corporations and crime families are treading softly. If the markets drop, profits suffer. If there is a war, then the markets will shut down. Legal and illegal markets both. 

It’s all just another goddamn game of escalante! 

Roland realized what he had just done, and instantly regretted his unsophisticated tactics, “Alright Rodney. Let’s deal.”
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Roland left Hideaway either very late that evening or very early the next morning, depending on how one chose to measure such things. The big cyborg and the little cyborg had spent hours managing the logistics of how Roland would stabilize the region. It would be a bit of a grind but Roland figured he was up to it. Rodney had wanted Roland to crush the other gangs the way he had decimated Rodney’s, but Roland had figured out that that would just help The Dwarf rise to the top of the food chain faster. Instead, Roland would systematically degrade gang assets in a judicious manner. He would push them all back until everyone was ready to meet and talk out an agreement that not only kept Gateways from locking everything down, but made the Uptown rackets go bother some other area as well. The gangs would never all get along, and conflict would continue to be the norm, but some guidelines for keeping the scale and breadth of the skirmishes under control would be necessary.

Rodney wanted a leadership role, but Roland knew a power play when he saw one and nixed it. There would be no Bosses in Dockside. It would remain an open marketplace where anyone could stake a claim and the cash would always flow in the direction of least resistance. If one person or group got too big and started to push the others around, someone would hire Roland to fix it. The brilliance of the plan was that it did not rely on gang leaders trusting each other to play fair. Quite the opposite: the plan relied on them distrusting each other to the extent that Roland’s services would always be in demand. As soon as one person looked like they might be winning the crown, a rival would have Roland pluck it from his head. It was a good system, and it meant that Dockside would remain the same dirty and lawless area everyone needed and wanted it to be. Roland smirked as he walked. This worked very well for him as well because it also meant that Dockside got to stay a quiet dark place for Roland to hide in.

The sky was still a deep indigo when he got back to his apartment. Unsurprisingly, the streets were quiet. Roland had made sure of that after all. There was a car parked in front of his steps, and Roland scowled when he saw it.

Who the hell can that be?

Considering the nature of the previous evening’s adventure, Roland approached the vehicle with extreme caution. It was a small brown featureless thing. Ugly and utilitarian in design. It bore the logo of a local cab company, and Roland could see that it was a driverless model. He moved close enough to look inside and saw something lumpy and black inside. It was too dark to make out details but Roland thought it may have been a sleeping man. He knocked on the darkly tinted window and the amorphous form did not move. He tapped even harder. A sharp, startling crack split the silence of the predawn darkness. The thing inside remained still and unmoving.

Roland made a decision and tried the door latch. It was locked, and the form inside, which Roland was now certain was a man, stubbornly refused to budge. Roland swore under his breath and tore the car door from the frame like he was peeling the wrapper from a piece of hard candy. He stooped low and stuck his head inside to find Walter Bixby’s body in the back seat of the cab. The sight of it came as quite a shock to the big man. Not because he was dead, of course. Roland had seen so many dead bodies he wasn’t sure the part of him that could be shocked even acknowledged them anymore.

He was shocked by how the sight of it made him feel. Walter Bixby was not this friend. He barely knew the man, strictly speaking. But Roland was suddenly filled with a strange emptiness. This sense of deep loss had nothing to do with affection for the deceased, or any lingering anxiety over his own mortality either.

But it seemed to Roland that something much bigger than Detective Sergeant Walter Bixby had died in the back of that little car. Roland realized what it was. It was the idealistic, wide-eyed promise of Dockside. As long as Bixby walked the streets, there had been a spark of that old-world optimism left. 

Dockside had a gestalt, a zeitgeist of opportunism and hedonism that the easy money of the Docks had encouraged. Roland had perceived it after just a few minutes of being here. Walter had lived on these streets for over a decade, and by the grace of whatever gods he worshiped and with the help of the sweet demon liquor, the old cop had never let it turn him sour. Dockside could get very ugly, but if you called Detective Bixby you could always count on him to look into your problem. When Dockside needed justice, Bixby was the only place to get it. He was a fat middle-aged drunk tilting clumsily against windmills made of endemic greed and selfishness.

Roland wasn't sure he could be that strong. So much of who he thought he was had died at the hands of the Golem, and he had already flirted with the easy relief nihilism would bring. Roland could rule this town if he wanted to. He was strong enough, tough enough, and ruthless enough. The thought of it frightened him, though. He had always wanted to be a hero. It was the only thing he had ever wanted. It’s why he joined the UEDF, and it’s why he volunteered to be rebuilt by the program when his too-soft flesh wasn’t up to the task. Nobody had cared enough about Roland’s desires to let that happen. His creators had wanted him to be a murderer, and then a monster. Now Dockside wanted very badly for Roland to become the villain it knew he could be. 

Roland heard her siren's call in his mind, faint and seductive. All he had to do was give up. Give in. Stop being Roland and go back to being Breach.

The bitch is making it easy, too, his thoughts were maudlin, she just killed off the last real hero in town.

Roland did not know what to do. He reached inside and gently removed the dead man from the passenger seat. The body rose, feather-light, nearly weightless in the hulking arms of the half-ton war machine. Roland had a bizarre thought in that moment.

This man should be heavier. He was bigger than this.

He lay the body down on the sidewalk at the exact moment that the sun dipped its first toe into the purpling gloom of the dawn, and the street was suddenly awash in reds and yellows. It was a perfect Dockside sunrise, painted with impressionist’s brush strokes that for a single infinitesimal instant scrubbed the world clean of last night’s horrors. Walter seemed alive in that moment. The red glare of the rising sun gave some of the color back to his cheeks and for a tantalizing instant Roland hoped that the man might wake up and return some of the balance to this doomed town. Large black fingers began to straighten the man’s limbs and adjust his shirt, as if a young man with a head full of fear and rage could make everything right again by correcting the disheveled appearance of a corpse.

Roland did not cry. He wasn’t sad after all. But he was lost, and suddenly very lonely. Not knowing what else to do he began to adjust and arrange Walter’s clothes into military perfection. Buttons were aligned, and his jig-line was corrected. Roland fixed the man’s collar and straightened his pants into neat creases. But when he began to align the seams of Walter’s coat to the seams of his pants, something fell from the inside pocket. It was small and black, and Roland did not recognize it right away. He picked it up, happy for the distraction, and examined it more closely.

It took far too long for the obtuse cyborg to figure it out, but when he did, the potential impact of what he was holding staggered him.

He was holding a storage cell. Walter’s storage cell. The man who routinely sacrificed DataPads in liquor-fueled pyres for the sake of secrecy had thought that the information in this cell was worth keeping. Roland did not understand what that meant, but he knew it was important. He looked around stupidly, as if any moment black-clad spies would materialize to steal the treasure from his hand. There were none. Just the yellowing morning light casting long pale shadows down an empty street. Roland tucked the device into his pocket and finished arranging Walter’s body.

There was a clatter as a door opened across the street, and Mr. Granovich stepped out from his home to walk the half a block to his office. He spotted Roland and the body and his eyes grew wide. He jogged across the street to examine the pair and shook his head sadly.

“Who has killed Detective Bixby?” he asked.

“I do not know,” Roland’s voice was just above a whisper.

“You are going to find out, yes?” Granovich was looking at the pallid face of the dead cop.

“I am going to try, yes sir.”

“Will you kill this person, when you find him?”

“Probably.”

Granovich nodded his agreement, “You should. This was last good cop in Dockside.” The landlord stopped and looked up at Roland, “Maybe not last good man, at least.”

“I am not a good man, Mr. Granovich.” Roland wasn’t sure if he was a man at all anymore, and he did not want the burden of being a good man on his shoulders just yet.

“Maybe yes. Maybe no. I am not God to make such determinations,” he chuckled, “But maybe Dockside isn’t place for good men. Maybe what Dockside needs is a very bad man who wants to be good.”

“I’ve come to the right place then, Yuri,” Roland forgot to call him ‘sir’ or ‘Mr. Granovich.’

Yuri clapped him on the arm, “Welcome to neighborhood, Roland.”
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