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CHAPTER ONE
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The first of the bounty hunters to show up was woefully inadequate.

The unfamiliar male stomped into the dim yellow haze of the Smoking Wreck with the self-assured braggadocio of a man who was very accustomed to being the toughest guy in the room. He did not walk, or amble, or saunter. This one swaggered. Every footfall clumped the dusty floor like the kick bass in a thrash-metal song, and his long brown coat swung with casual elegance with each step.

He was tall, lean, and had a jaw square enough to lay bricks on. His tan face was layered with the perfect, old-west stubble young men lusted after and old men seemed to grow naturally. He wore a wide hat that threw his face into deep shadow, and a stubby cheroot vibrated between his teeth. From within the artful blackness shrouding his face burned two pinprick embers of orange light. His eyes were glowing bionic orbs that flicked and darted as they took in the whole room.

It was a comical and clichéd look, a cultivated appearance betraying the deep childish insecurities of a small man with small man sensibilities. Naturally, the crowded bar went silent as he entered. Of course it did. It went silent because he wanted it to. His whole entrance was a bit of practiced theater carefully designed to produce this one effect. Dockside was a simple place, and so the trick worked.

The newcomer raised his head, letting the weak light from the dim bar touch his face and reveal the perfectly symmetrical features of a man unafraid of plastic surgery. There was a dramatic, practiced pause as the man blew gray smoke from his nose and let the crowd get an eyeful of his affected menace. Then, mercifully, he spoke.

“I’m looking for Roland Tankowicz,” he drawled. His voice was a laconic, grumbling growl that said more about his smoking habit than anything else. “I know he comes here and I know y’all can tell me where to find him. Just tell me what I want to know and there won’t be no trouble.”

If the man was expecting the crowd to recoil in fear or perhaps show defiance, he was disappointed.

The crowd was not afraid, and they showed their intractability with the same Bostonian irreverence that had tweaked Mad King George’s nose seven centuries prior.

The crowd laughed at him.

It started as a couple of nervous smirks, then a barely suppressed chortle. Soon, a guffaw erupted from the back and that broke the spell for all of them. Every scruffy patron of the dingy bar began to laugh at the man in the hat and this vexed him greatly. As quick as lightning, his hands whipped his jacket back with a flourish and his palms slapped the ivory butts of his custom Colt Dragoon pistols. The guns leapt from their holsters with a twirl, and the right-hand weapon unleashed a gout of fire and a deafening crack as it put a projectile into bar's already chipped ceiling. The laughing stopped.

“Listen up you rubes! My name is Wild Bill McClintok, and you are going to tell me what I want to know or I am going to punch holes through all of yer goddamn faces!” The nickel-plated pistols sent flashes of reflected light dancing across the sea of faces as he spun them in his hands and sent them home to their holsters with a satisfying slap of steel on leather.

A voice from behind the bar spoke. It sounded gruff, gravelly, and not particularly impressed with the gunslinger. “Well my name is Marty Mudd, and nobody here gives a flying fuck whether you are looking for Tank or your mama's lost virtue.”

The crowd parted, still chuckling, and Bill McClintock got his first look at Marty Mudd. Specifically, he got a look at Marty’s shotgun. The large one. The one that was pointed at his face. It was the same one that was being held with rock-solid stillness by a four-year veteran of the Planetary Expeditionary Force with two tours in the Venusian secession.

Wild Bill instantly regretted returning his pistols to their holsters. If they had been in his hands still, he could have dropped the grizzled bartender with a hip shot. His Press Point implant made his aim nearly infallible, but something about the perfectly unwavering silence of the enormous weapon pointed at him made him pause. McClintok was a very fast draw, but the look in the bartender’s eye was sending a clear signal, and the message was: “Go for it, buddy. Make my day.”

Bill chose discretion over valor and touched a hand to the brim of his hat. “Have it your way, rubes. Just make sure you let that big bald bastard know I’m looking for him.”

The goddamn crowd laughed at him. Again. The bartender winked at the bounty hunter and shook his head. “I think he knows, buddy.”

Wild Bill scowled and looked over the crowd again. Something was wrong. Their smug faces contorted with restrained mirth as if they all knew something obvious that he did not. The shotgun dipped and the ugly man behind the bar shook his head at McClintok like he was a simple child who did not understand how the world worked.

Joke’s on you, asshole. 

This was the lapse Bill had been waiting for. His hands returned to the butts of his pistols faster than a man could blink and his bionic eyes were marking targets for each one before they cleared the holsters. An example was about to be made. That much was clear. But then something went wrong.

Somebody must have gotten behind him and hit him with a club, because an explosion of pain erupted from the base of his skull and pitched him forward, spoiling his draw. Wild Bill spun, trying to paint the target with his eyes to direct the pistols and dispatch the sneaky bastard, but the bionic orbs found no assailant. Just a field of black writhing shadow closing in on him from behind, obscuring his vision and confusing the sophisticated scanners that served for his eyes. He fired twice into whatever it was, but this achieved nothing. Another flash of pain lit up his forehead and snapped him backward. His legs got tangled in a chair and Wild Bill McClintok fell to his ass in a writhing heap. His long coat, so elegant and artfully badass, wrapped around his legs and he kicked spastically to clear his boots from the tangle of sturdy leather so he could rise to face the threat.

A massive foot thundered onto the tails of the coat and pinned the bounty hunter to the floor. Bill didn’t waste time worrying about it and simply emptied his pistols upward and into the owner of that boot at point-blank range. The pistols were not the sort of things normal hoods might carry. Dragoons were novelty weapons, conspicuously large and powerful. Most people needed augmented strength simply to handle the heat and the recoil from the big guns. But if you could take it, the 8mm slug-throwers were about as nasty a sidearm as one could find for putting the punishment down. The explosions of light and showers of sparks as each ceramic projectile struck and shattered against whoever was attacking him blinded Bill and obscured the features of his target. Bill didn’t care. Fifteen direct hits later, both guns clicked home on empty chambers. Wild Bill noted with no small quantity of dismay that the boot trapping his coat had not moved.

The haze of gun smoke parted like a billowing gray curtain and a large bald head pushed through the fog. The head wore a pug nose and an oppressive slab of a jaw. Small black eyes sat in deep hollows under a heavy brow that scrunched and furrowed in obvious irritation.

The face stopped mere inches from Bill’s. Beady black eyes met glowing orange bionic eyes. A pregnant pause followed, and then a voice like thunder growled a single syllable.

“Ow.”

Wild Bill did not know what to say to that. What could he say? That was enough firepower to bring down a herd of elephants. It would have dropped a man in light power armor. He toted the ridiculous hand cannons for exactly those reasons, and ‘Ow’ did not seem like the appropriate response from anyone on the receiving end of such a barrage.

“Sting a little?” The bartender still found it all funny, it seemed.

“He’s packing goddamn Dragoons, Marty. Dragoons!” The big man sounded irritated.

“No shit?” The bartender sounded impressed. “I bet that smarts, then!”

Bill recovered his senses at this point and fumbled at his belt for a reload.

“Really?” The big head asked, incredulous. A black hand the size of a dinner plate rose and McClintok got a clear view of a single finger poised to flick him between the eyes.

What the fuck...?

Then a familiar explosion of pain sent flashes across his vision and he dropped the speed-loaders from numb fingers. The force of the hit rocked him backward, and the back of his head bounced off the floor with an awful thunk.

When I find that motherfucker with the club I’m gonna...

He never finished the thought, because the giggles from the audience made it clear that he had not, in fact, been hit with a club. It was far worse than that. The big bald sonofabitch had been flicking him with a finger the whole time. Wild Bill was proud to the point of narcissism. The humiliation of the moment was just about as much as he could take.

“Get the hell off of me!” Wild Bill spat and yanked furiously on his trapped coat. “I will have your goddamn ass in a sling you big stupid...”

The big hand dropped to the floor and grabbed a handful of leather coat, and then yanked hard. Bill barely had time for his jaw to click shut before he was dragged ass-over-teakettle across the floor. The giant lifted the coat by its tails and the humiliated bounty hunter rose from the floor until his feet flopped over his head. He spilled out of his duster to crash like drunkard face-first in the dust. As he rose, his own coat was tossed over his head, and he swatted it away to clear his line of sight.

The laughter of the crowd roared in his reddening ears, but the bounty hunter’s hands went back to his belt with speed fueled by pure rage. Wild Bill McClintok was just about done with this place and this humiliation. His right-hand Dragoon was reloaded faster than an eye-blink, and he spun it in his palm to bring the muzzle to bear on his enemy.

In the interminable instant that followed, Wild Bill’s accelerated reflexes gave him the time to ponder a few key aspects of his position with sudden and depressing clarity. Subtle truths that should have already been obvious to him chose this moment to coalesce into cognition, and Wild Bill had just enough time to consider his folly before its consequences manifested as painful reality. It was all those little things that, when taken as a whole, became big, important truths.

Things like: “I’ve already shot him fifteen times to no effect, why do I believe a few more will make a difference?”

And: “Gee, that looks like an enormous fist coming straight for my face.”

It was this last one that hurt the most. Quite literally. A black fist the size of a Christmas ham collided with Bill’s face before he could squeeze off a shot. If getting flicked by the big man’s finger had caused an explosion of pain before, then his fist was a supernova. Wild Bill was certain he felt his brain bounce off the inside of his skull before consciousness fled him like startled birds after a gunshot. Orange eyes blinked and fizzled as the tall man lost his feet and crashed backward into the bar with a sickening slap. Those burning bionic eyes faded to darkness then, and he flopped over sideways. His head struck the floor undefended by any attempt to break his own fall and the bounty hunter lay still, drooling and bleeding on the dusty floor of the Smoking Wreck.

Marty Mudd laid the shotgun on the bar and looked up at the giant. His voice twisted with paternal disapproval, “Jesus, Roland. Tell me he ain’t dead? I can’t have the cops here again. And if he’s registered? Dammit. I am going to end up blacklisted by the Lodge. Again.”

The giant clumped over and checked the body on the floor for signs of life. Roland had minimal medical training, so his technique was to poke the bounty hunter rudely with the toe of an enormous black boot. Wild Bill responded with a soft gurgle, then gasped.

“Not dead,” Roland grunted. Then, louder, “You registered, Bill?”

Wild Bill followed the thread of the booming voice and used its guidance to drag himself to consciousness. His hands, floppy and flaccid, pushed gamely against the floor but his elbows refused to lock and he could not force himself upright.

“Blughgghhhh...” He burbled helpfully, “Guhwahhhh...” followed and his useless arms scratched at the floorboards, desperate for purchase.

“Roland!” Marty sounded annoyed. “Pick him up, please.”

Some sort of industrial vice clamped onto Bill’s neck and he was soaring. This seemed an unlikely development, but that is how it felt to his failing cognitive faculties all the same. When his stomach had caught up with his body and his vision stopped swimming in and out of focus, Wild Bill realized the big bald man had picked him up, and he was now standing. Swaying, actually, and suddenly feeling very sick.

“Bucket, Marty,” Bill heard the rumbling voice caution. He wondered if it was some kind of code word. Then he felt an overwhelming urge to throw up. So he did, violently and with much volume into a waiting bucket.

“Bucket,” it appeared, was in fact a code word. It meant, “Get this guy a bucket because he has a concussion and he’s gonna puke.” Wild Bill approved. These guys thought of everything.

“Chair,” the big man boomed. Bill wondered if that was another code word. It was. It was code for, “Get this guy something to sit on before he pukes on my shoes.” Wild Bill found himself seated on a plastic chair in short order. It helped his stomach to not be standing, and he was relieved to have it.

“Water,” the giant growled, and Wild Bill was certain he had cracked the code at this point. Sure enough, a glass of ice-cold water found its way into his hand and he gulped it thankfully.

In just a few moments, Wild Bill was starting to feel like himself again. He would have the world’s worst headache for a while, but his eyes were rebooting so his vision was getting back to normal. As a bonus, his stomach did not seem like it was going to heave its contents all over the table anytime soon. Things were looking up.

At least they were until he actually looked up and realized who he was sitting across from. His cognitive abilities had been scrambled rather thoroughly, but as they returned Wild Bill found himself in a strategic landscape he did not know how to navigate. He was a bounty hunter. In his business, you either got your man, or he got you. When Bill finally put it together that he was sitting across from Roland Tankowicz, he could not figure out what the hell he was supposed to do with the information. Roland helped him.

“First things first,” the enormous man growled. Both juggernaut’s hands came up, each clutching one of Bill’s prized Dragoons. The hands closed over the nickel-plated hand cannons and then squeezed. Wild Bill nearly cried when his beloved pistols crumpled like beer cans in the giant black mitts of his quarry. Roland placed the wrecked guns on the table between them.

“Your bounty hunt is over,” Roland spoke without inflection. He didn’t need it. His demonstration had added all the emphasis the proclamation would ever need. “Normally, I’d have killed you and mailed your remains back to your Lodge with a sternly worded message about respecting my privacy. It would have been a very small package. I hate paying postage.”

Wild Bill could not tell if the man was joking or not. He nodded. Nodding seemed safe. The man continued.

“But lately, I have been trying to soften my image. Folks I respect have asked me to try to kill fewer people and engage with my emotional issues in a more evolved manner. You know how it is, right? Man gets so used to just killing everyone who pisses him off that he forgets how to do anything else.”

Bill did not know how it was, but he was too scared to disagree. He nodded again.

“Right. So, I’m not supposed to kill you. My girlfriend hates it when I just kill people. She’s a nice lady unless you piss her off.”

The big man leaned in, and his tone took on a conspiratorial note, “Here’s the problem, bud. She buys all my clothes and gets them tailored for me. It’s really goddamn expensive because I’m shaped like a fucking gorilla, right? So when I mess up an outfit?” He raised his eyes to the ceiling and shook his head, “Wooooo—hooooo does she get pissed.”

Wild Bill was lost. He had no clue what was happening right now.

Roland leaned back and pointed to his chest. Wild Bill could see a massive expanse of lumpy black muscles through the shredded remains of an expensive-looking linen shirt. His eyebrows lifted in recognition.

“Now you get it,” Roland tossed him an affable nod. “You ruined my shirt. Now, there is no goddamn way I’m going home tonight and covering for you. You seem like a cool guy, but I am totally going to throw you under the bus on this one. But don’t worry. I think I’ll hang out here for another hour or two and have a few more beers before I go home and rat you out.”

He leaned forward, eyes glowering as the friendliness disappeared. “This should give you enough time to get the hell out of my neighborhood and my city, if you know what I mean. It won’t be safe for you here after that. Get me?”

Wild Bill gulped, “Yeah. She sounds like a real scary lady. I’ll be outta here in an hour.”

“Good man.” Roland smiled, which was more terrifying than reassuring. “I’d hate for something horrible to happen to you. Have a nice life.”

Wild Bill left the bar on wobbling legs, and to the tune of giggling dockworkers. He made his way straight to the Cambridge ferry station and caught the very next trip to Enterprise station, vowing never to return.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“A bounty hunter?” Lucia Ribiero’s eyebrows elevated to a prodigious height. “Somebody was stupid enough to take out a bounty on you? That doesn’t feel right.”

“I know,” Roland’s massive head shook, “Guy was barely augmented. Bionic eyes, some neural shit for reflexes, and I’m assuming bone work if he could sling two Dragoons at the same time. But really minor stuff all the same.”

“Did you do the finger-flicking thing to him?”

“Yeah. Didn’t want to hurt him too badly, but he didn’t stay down. So I punched him. That’s how I figured he had skeletal work, too.”

Lucia smirked. Getting swatted to unconsciousness with a single finger had to be about the most demoralizing thing in the galaxy for a tough frontier bounty hunter. But getting punched by Roland was often fatal, so the finger thing was kinder. Lucia appreciated that Roland was trying to kill fewer people. It was a sign he was maturing emotionally. In the six months she had known him, Roland had grown from a nihilistic and violent underworld fixer to less-nihilistic, sometimes-above-board, freelance problem-solver. The violent part was still there, but they were working on it. Roland was definitely killing fewer people than normal, and Lucia took credit for his progress.

“So he lived?” She continued, “What did you do with him?”

“Sent him packing. I told him you were going to be pissed at him for ruining my shirt and he should run while he still had the chance. He took my meaning.”

“I am pissed that he ruined your shirt. You know how expensive your clothes are.” The short-haired woman wasn’t really mad. To Roland’s experienced gaze, she seemed more annoyed than anything else. As for getting clothes that fit, the crux was that Roland was just really damn big. His arms were like tree trunks, and his legs even thicker. His back was wide enough to park a car on. He was covered in knots and ropes of dense synthetic muscle and his proportions were exaggerated nigh unto caricature. While an intimidating specimen, a helpful quality when dealing with many of the underworld players he often had to handle, it meant clothes had to be made from scratch to fit him. This was never cheap if he wanted to look somewhat presentable.

Specifically, Roland was seven-and-a-half feet tall and weighed nine-hundred-and-forty pounds when his material reserves were topped off. Roland was officially classified as a retired military-class light cyborg, but this designation was somewhat disingenuous. The product of a secret military super-soldier program, Roland was unique in the galaxy. Instead of cybernetic limbs or a full armature, his body had been built molecule-by-molecule from techno-organic polymers mimicking human tissue. So while a cyborg in the strictest sense of the word, his actual systems bore more resemblance to human anatomy than any machine. His body had muscles instead of actuators or motors, he had synthetic nerves instead of sensors, and he had a slurry of nanite-rich fluid for blood. The entire chassis had been built to the specifications of his own DNA, which meant his brain and nervous system treated the body as if it was the same one Roland had been born with. No other cyborg could match his speed, sensitivity, balance, or coordination as a result. It also helped that building him this way meant he did not suffer violent psychotic breaks or dissociate into rampant sociopathy. Other versions had not been so lucky.

Nearly two feet shorter than her partner, Lucia’s body was curvy and athletic. Her own muscles were tight and well-toned, but they lacked the excessive bulk that defined Roland’s silhouette. Roland thought she looked and moved like a dancer. Fluid athletic grace came as naturally to her as raw physical power came to Roland. She kept her dark hair very short, and she was fond of dyeing a single magenta stripe into the front of her daring pixie cut. Lucia Ribiero was objectively pretty by any standard, but Roland believed she was the most beautiful thing in all of explored space.

“Sorry, boss,” Roland shrugged. “I had to take the hits so no one else there got shot. Can’t have Marty lose all his customers over me. Guy might start charging me for drinks if that happens.”

“I figured,” the woman sighed, then returned to the matter at hand. “So who thinks putting a bounty on you is a good idea?”

“Somebody who doesn’t know me well enough to send a real hitter.”

The woman rolled her eyes, “Obviously. You have not been subtle with your capabilities these last few months. Unless a squad of armatures or a platoon of mercs shows up, we can safely assume that whoever did it is pissed off at you obliquely.”

“Or maybe they’re just cheap.” It started as a joke, but Roland realized there was a real thread there. “I mean, if you don’t have much cash, you are only going to get a certain level of pro. Dropping me is going to take either a bigger, meaner cyborg than I am...” Lucia snorted at that and Roland ignored her, “... or a lot of guys with heavy weapons. If the bounty is small, you just won’t get the right kind of help.”

“You’ll get wannabe cowboys and young bloods out to make a name for themselves,” she agreed. “So we are looking for a guy who doesn’t like you who is also dumb, cheap, or both.”

“Sounds about right,” the big man grumbled.

“Well that could be anybody, really. With The Combine falling apart, and Billy coordinating the Dockside rackets, there are a lot of new players jumping into the game these days.” She blew the stripe of magenta hair away from her face and frowned, “We need intel.”

“That is a fact.”

Lucia slapped Roland’s arm. “You think? Time for Mindy to earn her keep, I suppose.”

Roland could not stifle a wince at the thought. The tiny blond assassin was a new acquisition for Roland and Lucia’s operation, but they had needed the extra hands. When Lucia took over the business aspects of Roland’s life, his income went up exponentially, as did his profile. Now, with a gang war brewing and a major paradigm shift in the criminal sphere underway, Dockside’s most famous fixer found himself with more work than he could do by himself. Naturally, Lucia pulled her weight and then some. Years of martial arts and weapons training at the behest of a paranoid father had made Lucia very helpful in a scrap, but there was a lot more to Lucia Ribiero than expensive lessons.

Lucia and Mindy were a study in polar opposites, and comparing the two of them always made Roland shake his head in wonder.

Most obvious were the physical differences. Mindy’s hair was blindingly blond; Lucia’s was dark. Lucia had an aura of cat-like athleticism, and Mindy was small and compact. Mindy was barely five feet tall, while Lucia was half a foot taller than that.

Less apparent, their augmentations were in contrast a well. Lucia’s body was home to millions of top-secret bleeding-edge nanomachines that enhanced her body and brain in marvelous ways. Mindy, on the other hand, used commercially available biotech to increase her abilities. They were similar creatures, but the two approaches to bionic augmentation had yielded very different results.

Lucia was very strong for a woman her size. She could out-muscle a very big man most of the time, and often did, but her strength was not technically superhuman.  Her nanobots strengthened her muscles by maximizing her own body’s ability to build tissue.  She had strong bones because she got regular exercise and her ‘bots stimulated the natural production of bone cells in her blood. 

Mindy, on the other hand, received regular infusions of MyoFiber intramuscular weave, making her three times as strong as any man alive despite her tiny frame. She had also purchased OsteoPlast skeletal enhancements, and her bones were harder than steel. More than one unlucky victim had learned not to underestimate her for her size. 

The women were both fast, but Lucia’s thoughts and reflexes were more than five times as quick as the fastest human, because her nanomachines could process information faster and in greater quantity than human nerves ever could. Mindy’s reflexes were also boosted, but she would never be as fast as Lucia. Nobody was. Mindy's hard-wired synthetic nerves overclocked her reaction speed significantly, but Lucia was pure magic. 

One would have to mention Mindy’s most obvious augmentation, as it was rather prominent. The little killer had purchased a set of truly epic breasts at some point in her career. This was not for vanity, though she certainly wanted her marks to think it was.  In her line of work, scouting and intelligence gathering were critical aspects of the job, so Mindy had built a body to make both quite easy. Her eyes hid cameras, and her ears held recording devices. Thus, when a drunk Mafioso or tipsy politician saw Mindy in a cocktail dress, he invariably found himself facing the camera and talking into the mic. 

The architecture of her chest did not change the fact that Roland found the woman hard to take much of the time. He supposed she came by it honestly. Mindy had always found it hard to fit in with a group, and losing her only friend and longtime partner on a recent mission had left the little blond assassin in a transitional state. Roland had enough of that baggage himself to at least attempt to be sympathetic. But sympathy was not really in his wheelhouse.

None of his reservations about Mindy overrode the strategic reality that this was the type of job she would excel. Mindy was an infamous and respected contract killer and she held registrations with both the Registered Order of Privateers and the Hunter’s Lodge. She had access to exactly the sort of people and information that would be helpful if one wanted to track down a bounty contract. This irritated Roland because Mindy irritated Roland. Admitting she would be useful or helpful would only drive the annoying little blond to greater heights of obnoxiousness.

“Don’t make that face, Roland,” Lucia’s voice snapped him from his reverie. “She is good at this stuff and she really is trying to be less annoying these days.”

“She put gear oil in my coffee yesterday. She told a whole mercenary crew that I was a food service AI mounted to a sex-bot chassis. She snuck into OUR room last week and put a parking ticket on me while I slept. If she really is trying to be less annoying, then she is doing a terrible job of it.”

Lucia tried not to chuckle. Roland’s sense of humor was nonexistent, and Mindy took great delight in pushing the big man’s buttons. She liked to push everyone’s buttons, but Roland was so grouchy she seemed to take extra pleasure in frustrating him.

“Oh, come on, Roland. The parking ticket was funny.”

“Remember you said that when she turns her attention to you one of these days,” he griped. But as usual, Lucia was right, and would go along with her ideas like he always did. “What is she working on now? Is it worth it to call her in?”

“She’s at Hideaway managing The Dwarf and probably hitting on the bartender.”

Roland had forgotten it was Friday night. Rodney “The Dwarf” McDowell ran a night spot called Hideaway nine blocks away, and Mindy had become a regular at the awful dive. This had more to do with the pretty blond bartender than the music or the clientele, Roland suspected. Mindy’s proclivities leaned heavily toward scantily clad girls with questionable morals, and the lusty bartender checked all the right boxes.

“Is ‘Managing The Dwarf’ what we are calling that now?” Roland sneered, “I bet she hasn’t even threatened to kill Rodney yet.”

“She does seem to get easily distracted by Kitty, doesn’t she?” Lucia could not argue with Roland on this one. Mindy was not hard to distract.

“Her name is Kitty?” Roland sounded very surprised by this.

“You have lived here for twenty-five years, Roland. You know every hood, drug dealer, goon, mook, scumbag and hooker for a twenty-block radius, but you don’t know the name of Rodney’s bartender?” Lucia could not believe this. “This is a woman you have spoken to on many occasions. A person who works directly for a man you watch so closely you know how he organizes his sock drawer. You’re telling me you don’t know her name?”

It was too much. And then Lucia realized why. Her face split in a mean grin, “It’s because she used to hit on you, isn’t it?”

“What? No. She never hit on me.” Roland looked annoyed.

“Roland! I’ve seen her do it. You are so adorable sometimes. She made you so uncomfortable that you never even learned her name! I bet you’ve never made eye contact with her, either!”

“Of course I have. Don’t be ridiculous.”  The skin of Roland’s face and neck was an electro-reactive mesh of skin-like textiles. It was tough and durable, dyed an ambiguously Caucasian hue. It stood out in stark contrast with the heavier black armored mesh covering the rest of his body. But thankfully it had no capillaries to flood with blood so he was spared the embarrassment of blushing like a fool.

“What color are her eyes, then?” It was a challenge. Roland rose to it without hesitation.

“Brown.”

Lucia gave a hearty laugh. “Ha! She has amazing green eyes, Romeo. Like, freakishly bright green. If you had looked even one time, you would know that.”

“Dammit,” he growled.

Lucia could not contain her laughter. Interacting with women who were not combatants always flustered Roland. The reason for this was actually quite tragic, but this did not detract from the hilarity of a giant armored cyborg mumbling like a teenager whenever a pretty girl talked to him. It should not be possible for someone so terrifying to look so helpless, but this was one situation that always made it happen.

“Don’t worry, you big ol’ softie. I think Mindy has Kitty fairly well cornered and you won’t have to deal with the pretty bartender batting her eyelashes at you.”

Roland would not give up so easily. “She was only ever after tips, anyway. It’s not like I was paying her any attention.”

“Obviously you weren’t,” Lucia’s eyes flashed with delight.

“Let’s just call Mindy in and have her look into that bounty hunter. Please?” Roland really wanted to change the subject.

Lucia made the call, and ten minutes later the minuscule assassin burst through the door.

“Hiya, Boss!” she squealed to Lucia with far too much enthusiasm. Then she twisted her face into an exaggerated scowl and dropped her normally squeaky voice as low as it could go. In her best approximation of Roland’s grumpy snarl she grumbled, “Hi, Roland, what’s awful today?”

“Somebody tried to kill him,” Lucia said, all business.

Mindy’s irreverent nature was unshakable, though. “People try to kill him all the time. Sometimes I try to kill him, just for fun.” Narrow shoulders rose and fell in a non-committal shrug, “What’s so special about today?”

“Registered hunter, on a contract,” Roland replied.

“OOOOoooooooh!” Mindy seemed more delighted than concerned with the news. “Didja’ kill him?”

“No. But he did have a very bad day.”

“You’re getting soft, Ironsides. Lucy’s a bad influence on you,” Mindy winked at Lucia.

“I’m growing as a person,” his voice was level and flat, betraying no humor.

Mindy stuck out her tongue. “Don’t grow too much. Your shirts are already too tight.”

“Mindy. Focus!” Lucia barked. Mindy would badger Roland for hours if not reigned in. “We need to know who took out the contract. Either Roland can start cracking skulls or you can just log into your Lodge and check the boards. I’d rather not send Roland to the Lodge when he is in one of these moods.”

“I’m not ‘in a mood,’” Roland said. “I’m just not happy about having people try to shoot up my favorite bar, is all.”

“Yeah, your way is better,” Mindy agreed, ignoring Roland. “Let me check in and see who Roland has pissed of this week. Who was he, by the way?”

“Some wannabe cowboy calling himself ‘Wild Bill McClintock.’ Used a pair of Dragoons and had bionic eyes.”

Mindy shook her head and chuckled, “They sent that shmuck after you? I mean, he’s not bad from what I’ve heard, but come on! You are pretty hard to kill. Who sends a second-stringer like him after a monster like you?”

“Kind of what we need you to find out, Mindy,” Lucia had endless reserves of patience. “We need to know who it is, whether it was an exclusive contract or a general contact, and who else might be coming for our big black mascot, here. Can you handle that? Or should we do this Roland’s way?”

“Nah. Let me make some calls. I have a lot of pull with the Lodge. Give me a few hours to sort this out. It’s a pretty big breach of our code to reveal a client, but assassins and hunters aren’t like soldiers and mercs. We operate within a less... uh... rigid set of guidelines.”

“Imagine that,” Roland mumbled.

Mindy frowned at him. “We’re assassins and bounty hunters, not saints. Wanna compare body counts?”

Roland did not. He backed down. “No offense meant.”

Mindy looked sheepish, “None taken. Sorry.”

Lucia rolled her eyes. It was like dealing with children. Deadly bionic children, but children nonetheless. There was enough psychological trauma between the little girl who fled a religious colony to become an assassin and the wounded veteran betrayed by his own officers and turned into a merciless killing machine to fill entire volumes of the DSM.

“Nice. Mindy? Go make the calls, please. Roland? Let’s find you a new shirt.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Wade Manson clenched and unclenched his fists as he waited impatiently for a door. It could be said that Wade Manson had never waited patiently for anything, and thus this door was not specifically the reason for his impatience. Wade was going to blame the door anyway, because Wade was a very linear thinker. The door was between him and his goal, and the door was not open.  That was as much information as was necessary for the man to assign the blame for his present irritation. The fact that he was on his way to a secret meeting about perhaps overthrowing the largest organized crime syndicate in all of space might have added an edge to his impatience. Or it may have been the fact that he was going alone since he could not trust even his own crew not to sell him out if they knew what he was doing. He was a high-ranking member of said organization, after all. What he was doing was a species of betrayal no one was going to overlook. His rising agitation could also have had something to do with his being unarmed. Wade really hated being unarmed. Weapons made him feel good. No weapons made him feel bad. Linear thinking all over again.

Finally, the door whooshed open and Wade stepped off the street and into the lobby. It was an older building, located in the heart of The Sprawl, where a large portion of the thousands of office buildings and workers of New Boston's industrial area made their homes. It wasn’t as nice as Uptown, and a far cry from Cambridge or the Old Fen Way. But the Sprawl was easily light years ahead of Dockside or Big Woo. The lobby had been updated recently, and the reception kiosk was staffed with a courteous-looking reception android modeled to numerically perfect average feminine proportions. It was an expensive model, as it had a high-end emoting package with a fully simulated human face. The ‘bot looked up, affected a simulation of a polite smile, and spoke in warm tones. “Good evening, Mr. Manson. Your party is ready. Please proceed to floor five and find suite 5B to your right upon exiting the lift. Feel free to dial zero from any information kiosk if you need assistance.”

A delicately constructed and nauseatingly lifelike hand gestured toward the elevators while the exactly-average face continued to beam warmth and welcome to Wade Manson.

That is creepy as all hell, he thought with a sneer. But then again, any group that can spend a hundred and fifty grand on a reception ‘bot is the kind of people I want backing me.

He was thankful there were elevators. He considered stairs to be the bane of his existence. Wade was a fat man, and though it irked him to be such, he had only himself to blame. A love of rich food and sedentary pursuits had seen the man’s dimensions expand rapidly once he had achieved his goal of becoming a Boss. He had always meant to slim back down, maybe get some surgery or gene therapy to help. But surgery was painful and risky, and his genetics were a horrific stew of unsavory recessives. It was unlikely gene therapy would do anything other than stimulate random mutations and complicated cancers. He might lose weight, but there was a good chance he would end up an epileptic or worse from it, too.

We can get to star systems a hundred light years away in minutes, but I can’t lose a hundred pounds? So much for living in the future.

It was an old gripe, and even he was sick of hearing himself make it. He simply bought expensive suits and paid for heart surgery when he needed it. Being rich still had its perks, even for a fat guy.

Thus, he stayed fat. He had once been much smaller, back when he first started running with the crews that handled rackets in The Sprawl. When the Combine was newer, and the Anson Gates had just begun to open, Wade Manson had been part of a select class of street toughs who had found their way to the lofty heights of the Board. Wade had done it with his wits, his fists, and a streak of remorseless lethality that cut a swath a mile wide through his very soul. He had purchased his seat at the table with the skulls of anyone who stood in his way. Now his seat was in jeopardy, and Manson would not let that stand.

Hell, he mused, the whole damn table is wobbly right now.

It was a sobering thought, and the implications of a collapsing Combine were too horrific for a man so dedicated to linear thinking to bear. As was his linear way, he had thus chosen not to bear it. He went about working on the solution instead. Naturally, the solution involved Wade Manson ascending to supreme leadership. But then again, what other conclusion could a linear thinker come to? This idea is what had brought him here tonight. The opportunity to secure a backer with the resources to push him to the front of the pack. Even better, they would be non-Combine resources. Resources from outside of the other Board members’ direct spheres of influence were valuable things indeed.

He found the conference room easily and keyed the door. He wasn’t sure what to make of what he saw when it opened.

For reasons not entirely clear to Wade Manson, the room was dark. Not pitch black, but it was very, very dim. Deliberately dim. Dim with a purpose. If the purpose was to unnerve Wade Manson, then it was doing an acceptable job of it. Wade would have liked to proclaim that the vaguely ominous connotations implied by the darkened space were wasted on him, but that would have been a lie. Moving into the darkness made him wary, but this was not unusual since Wade Manson was always wary. Wariness was an important survival trait in his business, even more so now than ever before. The death of the chairman and losing three bosses had made many of The Combine’s competitors and antagonists very bold of late. Enemies were legion from both within the organization and without, so Wade Manson had learned to make caution his mantra. Dark rooms were not inherently risky, but secret meetings in dark rooms with mysterious allies were not how most happy stories began. And thus, Wade was professionally nervous.

He entered with confidence that was mostly legitimate. He paused a moment in the doorway to let the light from the hall cast him in silhouette and frame him artistically in the threshold. While fat, he was also very tall, and when he wore the right suit and got framed the right way, he knew he could be very imposing. Any apprehension about this encounter was secondary at best to the potential for advancement, so after his dramatic pose in the doorway, he put his best foot forward and strode to the center of the room with an air of command in his posture.

His shin struck a wooden chair and the fat gangster hissed through clenched teeth at the lance of pain that shot up his leg at the impact. The chair screeched and slid until it banged against a table with a clatter.

“Fuck!” Wade could not stop the blurted expletive.

“Have a seat, Wade,” a voice ordered. It was neither rude nor unkind, but it was not nice, either. It was a command, but not the command of a superior to a subordinate. It was the command of parent to a child. Wade decided this was worse.

“Why the hell are the lights off?” Wade spat, more annoyed with his throbbing shin than anything else.

“Because someday, some cop or mercenary is going to get a hold of you, Wade, and you are going to sing like a contract tenor when they do. If you don’t know who I am, then you can’t tell them.”

“I’m no goddamn snitch, pal. And I don’t appreciate getting jerked around like this. I don’t give a fuck who you are, I’m not going to...”

Something struck Wade in the gut. It felt like a club, and all the air in his lungs whooshed out as his diaphragm spasmed. His knees buckled, and he started to drop, but his thick elbows caught the tabletop and arrested his fall midway to the floor. For a moment, he just hung there, legs flaccid and his body suspended from the table by trembling arms. His breath came in strained, labored wheezes and his mouth worked like a grouper’s until his body remembered how to breathe again.

He coughed and stood, strength rushing back to his legs as the oxygen flowed once more. He whirled to face his attacker, but could see nothing in the darkened space.

“Try that again, motherfucker!”

The voice sounded amused, “If you insist.”

This time Wade was ready. When the next blow came, he did not try to dodge or intercept. He simply took the hit to his sizable gut. But with his abdominal muscles fully flexed and his weight centered, the strike was merely painful, and certainly not debilitating. Wade folded his arms over whatever had hit him and trapped it against his belly. Far too canny to release the weapon, Wade hurled himself forward and drove his forehead into about where his antagonist’s face should have been. There was a flash of light and an explosion of pain as the three-hundred-pound Mafia boss smashed his head against something hard and unforgiving. Manson held onto consciousness and kept his weight driving forward, even as red fireflies danced across his vision and a freight train rumbled across phantom tracks inside his head.

The man and his mysterious enemy went to the floor with a deafening crash and Wade Manson at last freed his arms to rain blows on the thing beneath him. It felt like punching a leather bag filled with steel ball bearings, and it was a feeling Wade Manson knew well.

He switched to a two-handed overhead smashing motion, driving fists, elbows, and forearms into the head of what he now knew was an augmented man. The shape of a man was there, but the bones felt like granite and the muscles like spring steel. Wade had fought guys like this before and he knew that if he let up for a second, he was dead. This didn’t bother him. Wade Manson was a street fighter born and bred, and every fight was win or die in his world.

Wade Manson smashed that face without restraint.

He smashed until his lungs burned and his hands were bloody and raw. He smashed until the bones in his hands fractured. When they were useless, he grabbed a nearby chair and swung it like a hammer into the head of his trapped enemy. For several long minutes, an aging mobster dropped vicious, biting carnage onto the head of a hapless foe until he couldn’t feel his fingers anymore.

Then all the pain in the universe gathered in his chest and squeezed. Wade Manson gasped and fell over with twitching limbs and lurched around the floor, shrieking. After what felt like hours, the pain stopped and Wade was able to drag himself to a corner and brace himself there. Tortured eyes scanned the darkness, waiting for the next attack while his fuzzy brain lamented the folly of attending this meeting unarmed.

Gradually, the room grew brighter. The fat man’s eyes strained in the burgeoning light to see what was going on, to determine what the hell had just happened. First, he saw the electric pacification dart sticking out of his chest. The source of the horrible crippling pain was thus revealed, and he ripped the thing from a mushy pectoral with a grunt. Then he saw the table and the broken chair that had been his weapon. They had lost all significance in the growing light, and were now just boring, nondescript brown frames against the lighter background of a tile floor. Behind those, his eyes picked out a dark lumpy mass in another corner. The lights were even brighter now, and he pulled out details from the shadows. It was a man. He looked dead, and Wade realized that this was probably the bastard who was hitting him.

Finally the lights came up to normal in the room, and Wade stood to inspect the corpse. A pudgy paw of a hand, broken and bleeding, turned the dead man roughly by the shoulder revealing empty lifeless blue eyes and the horror of a familiar face.

“What the fuck?” It was ineloquent, but Wade Manson had never been a man who appreciated the beauty of language.

The voice returned, “Well done, Wade. You’ve just eliminated your chief rival for control of The Combine.”

There was no one else in the room, and Wade realized he was being watched from afar. “You can’t just kill bosses, Mister. Jimmy Richter has a whole goddamn crew who are gonna want vengeance for this. Whoever you are, you better fucking tell me what the fuck you got going on or there is going to be some serious shit.” This was not an idle threat. Jimmy Richter, like Wade, was the Boss of a major New Boston crime syndicate. More importantly, he was a member of the Board. Taking out a Board member was not something one just did on a lark.

Manson looked down at the dead body. He and Richter had never been friends, but he had not disliked the man either. He had no vendetta, no competing interests with Richter. Why had Jim hit him, then? Why was he working for this disembodied voice?

The voice answered the unasked question. “I told Mr. Richter that if he took part in this little charade, I would ensure his ascendancy to the high chair. He agreed rather quickly, Wade.”

Manson thought her heard the hint of a chuckle.

“And what about what you promised me? What was your plan for that?”

“If Richter killed you, it would be irrelevant. If you killed him, then I would know you were the kind of man I needed in charge of what remains of The Combine. Richter did not have the mentality for what I need, but I had to know if you still had your edge before I backed you.”

Manson bit his next words through ground teeth, “So you sicced a fucking juiced-up crime lord on me? A guy with reinforced bones and artificial muscles against a fat seventy-year-old? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“You won, didn’t you?” The voice was placid, amused almost.

“That’s really goddamn easy for you to say. But I’m the one who coulda died.” Wade sat heavily in the chair and inspected his ruined hands. “Fucking hell!” The adrenaline rush had receded, and now the pain was coming in waves.

“Things are changing, Wade. The Chairman is dead. Big Woo is in the hands of a street hustler and Dockside is next on his list. The Combine is over, Wade. Dead. Part of the past. Something else will take its place and I want you to be in charge of that thing. Consider this a job interview and you just nailed it. You beat an augmented thug to death with your bare hands, Wade. My organization respects that sort of drive and commitment.”

A panel across the room slid open, revealing a well-lit area with several dangerous-looking men sitting at monitors. Dozens of displays flashed blue and crimson reflections across the faces of hunched over people as they stared intently at the action portrayed on their screens. A low background murmur of comm chatter and beeping equipment played like the soundtrack of an old sci-fi movie over the frantic movements of the team. It was a bona fide command center back there, and Wade had been eight feet from it this whole time.

One man stood up. He stood medium height, and his physique betrayed a lifestyle big on rich food and low on hardship. Thick silver hair was slicked back against his skull and as he walked toward Manson, one could detect a mild but pronounced limp.

The man’s face was flushed and red, and he extended a hand to Wade, but then reconsidered when he noticed the broken fingers and openly weeping knuckles.

“My friends call me Reynard, Wade. I’d like to welcome you to our little family.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The second bounty hunter was not much better than the first.

Roland and Lucia were eating a quick lunch at their new office. Both the meal and the office were modest affairs, just a half a dozen turkey sandwiches between them in an unassuming gray commercial pod. The pod had been a convenience store at one point in its life, and Lucia liked the large windows on the frontage that looked out onto The Drag. There was no prominent signage to indicate what the office was for or who could be found inside. The only sign of who might occupy the uninteresting space was a label painted on the clear panel of the main door that read, ‘Roland Tankowicz.’ There was no business name and no title, just the name in gold block letters on the door. The name was all that was necessary, as it was just common knowledge in Dockside that if you were in the market for a fixer, you could find it here.

The door chime sounded, disrupting the quiet lunch the partners were enjoying. Lucia’s accelerated body burned through many calories, so mealtimes were a fairly sacred thing for her. She was not thrilled when the chime stopped her mid-bite and she rolled her eyes at the interruption.

“You want to get this one?” she asked Roland, her eyes pleading.

Roland was intimately familiar with her eating patterns, and he knew a hungry Lucia was a Lucia far more likely to inflict horribly disproportionate vengeance upon pushy Docksiders. Since his own organic mass was less than ninety pounds and he could get by on far less food than she could, he opted to get the door and indicated his assent with a grunt. His eyes narrowed as he approached the front of the office. 

Roland had not been as big a fan of the large windows of his office as Lucia was. Even though they were reinforced and armored, Roland’s pessimistic nature would have preferred a more hardened façade. He was the kind of guy who got shot at with depressing frequency, and the expansive mass of clear paneling left him feeling exposed. He had to admit, as he walked over to the controls, the big windows gave him a great view of the man at his door. They had dialed the panels opaque for some privacy while they ate lunch, but people inside could still see out through the one-way tinting. Roland paused a moment to assess his caller, because something wasn’t quite right.

It was a very tall, dark-skinned gentleman standing nearly in the street. This struck Roland as odd. The man had rung the chime, and then for some reason stepped back almost off the sidewalk into traffic to wait for him. Roland took a closer look. The man nearly matched his own seven-and-a-half feet tall, which marked him as odd even in Dockside. He wore a sensible suit, neither cheap nor expensive, in light brown. A quick check of the door scanner showed that the individual had no heavy bionics, but a suite of registered soft and hard body-mods scrolled down the screen next to the door. Roland studied these with careful, professional interest. It was a suitably impressive list: heavy bone work, a staggering quantity of MyoFiber, and upgrades to heart, lungs, and pituitary gland rounded out the list. Those were just the registered mods; Roland had no idea what else may lurk under the hood.

Who the hell sent this goon? Roland wondered, That’s a decent set of upgrades for street muscle.

Then he realized what was going on.

“Lucy!” he called back into the office. “Looks like another bounty hunter!”

“Really?” Lucia sounded concerned, but also annoyed. She joined him in the front office. “He looks unarmed, though. How are you going to play this?”

Lucia had seen Roland get shot, blown through buildings, fight exotic cyborg armatures, and generally pummel most of life’s problems into solutions for the last six months. She could not, however, keep the tinge of concern for his safety out of her voice. Cognitively, she understood that there was no way to augment a human enough to challenge Roland in a fight without an armature. She knew this because her father had more or less built Roland for a United Earth Defense Force super-soldier program a few decades prior. The big man was a top-tier special operator bonded to nearly half a ton of top-secret techno-organic muscle and armor. This program had produced five successful candidates, and Roland was the last of them. The others were killed or committed suicide when their governmental masters revealed that their brains could be switched off and the bodies forced to commit atrocities without their consent. Roland had been rescued by Dr. Ribiero and several other civilian contractors when they found out what was happening, and the whole program had been buried in so many layers of secrecy that merely knowing it had existed was grounds for imprisonment.

Apropos to the issue with the bounty hunter outside the door was the reality that unless the dark man in the brown suit was hiding a very exotic weapon somewhere on or about his person, he would not pose a significant threat to Roland. While Roland’s exact capabilities and origins were still a mystery to the general populace, enough people had tried their luck against the resident fixer to make his bizarre strength and durability common knowledge. Dockside had a lot of mutants, freaks, ex-military cyborgs, and augmented criminals walking around, and Docksiders did not ask too many questions about that sort of thing. This is why Roland made this part of town his home when the Army released him. The government had made it very clear that Roland needed to keep the secrets of his past if he was to enjoy any autonomy, and Dockside was a good place to hide.

“I guess I’ll just go out there and see what he wants,” Roland shrugged. “I think he’s going to shoot me with something.”

“Because of how far back he’s moved?”

“Yeah. He wants to catch me framed in the doorway. Get a cleaner shot that way.”

Lucia hissed, “Go change your shirt then, that one was pricey.” She meant it as a joke, but she still sounded nervous.

He tried to reassure her, “This guy won’t even scratch my paint. I’d let you have a shot at him, except he’s so juiced up I’m figure you’d have to kill him. I want him alive for questioning.”

“Fine, but still, lose the shirt please.” Finding clothing fitting Roland’s 4XL body that also looked decent was an expensive and time-consuming prospect.

Roland scowled and shrugged out of his dress shirt. One of his ubiquitous black T-shirts was underneath it, and his asinine musculature strained its seams like overinflated balloons. A few practiced presses to his palm and a triggering series of eye movements shifted the skin tone of his matte-black surface armor to a color nearly matching that of his face and head. Unless one looked closely, it would not be obvious that Roland’s arms were layered in a thick mesh of armored polymer.

“Thank you,” she smiled sweetly. “Now go kick his ass, dear.”

Roland hit the door control and stepped into the street.

The bounty hunter immediately went for something at his hip, but the distance between the two evaporated in a fraction of a second. Roland had reflexes and speed almost as good as Lucia’s, and there was not enough of a gap between the two men to delay him more than an eye-blink. Roland caught the hunter’s thick muscled wrist before it could draw a weapon and the big cyborg pulled him off balance with a sharp jerk. The man wobbled and stumbled, and Roland twisted the captured wrist behind his back in a brutal hammer lock. A pistol of some indeterminate configuration fell to the sidewalk and clattered to the curb. Roland stomped on it with all his weight, and his nine-hundred-and-forty pounds smashed the weapon into useless scrap.

The bounty hunter writhed athletically and twisted away from Roland’s armlock. He spun from the cyborg and rocked a front kick into Roland’s midriff, trying to dislodge the vice gripping his wrist. Roland felt the boot drive into his guts and raised an eyebrow, “Not bad!”

The hunter’s eyes went wide. That kick would have felled an ox. It would have killed a regular person. It was the kind of kick that would have given even other augmented freaks a hard time. Roland looked mildly amused. “My turn.”

He brought the hunter forward with a jerk of the wrist and drove his own fist into the suited man’s guts. The hunter burbled a throaty gasp and bent over, but he did not go down. Rather, he switched tactics and turned his fall into an attempt to tackle Roland to the ground. Unfortunately for him, Roland had been a wrestler and judoka since he was a boy, and the attempt was stuffed without difficulty. Roland hip-checked the takedown attempt and used a forearm to straighten the man back up so he could slug him in the gut once more.

Again, the big bounty hunter heaved a gurgling retch, but the man was too strong or too stubborn to go down. His hands, weak and shaking, clutched for Roland’s throat as the tottering behemoth tried not to lose his feet entirely.

“Oh, come on,” Roland grumbled, and prepared to level the thug with a haymaker right hand. Before he could, he saw Lucia flying through the air with her right arm cocked. With his reflexes turned all the way up, Roland could perceive things at almost five times the rate of a regular person, so he had ample opportunity to note the PC-10 gauntlets on Lucia’s arms. Her right fist, encased in the high-tech armored glove, connected with the base of the bounty hunter’s skull where it immediately delivered a prodigious electric shock directly to his brain stem. The bulky body stiffened and crashed with frozen rigidity to the pavement.  There he gasped and twitched for several pain-filled moments.

Roland gave Lucia a sideways look. “I was handling it.”

“I couldn’t watch you hit him anymore, it was nasty.”

He shrugged, only somewhat apologetic, “Not easy to tell how hard to hit a guy like him. I was trying to take it easy, but he’s had a ton of bone and muscle work.” Roland did not mention that had he wanted to, he could have put his fist all the way through the man. But that would have been very messy and such theatrics certainly defeated the purpose of going hand-to-hand in the first place.

The wounded man stirred and tried to stagger to his feet. When the bulky thug had managed to struggle to all fours, Lucia kicked his hands out from underneath him and sent him crashing back to the sidewalk.

“Stay down!” she barked at him.

He growled and lurched for her legs, and before Roland could kick his skull in, Lucia whirled out of range and spun a whipping left punch into the hunter’s right ear. The gauntlet popped as it sent another shock to the hunter’s brain and then whined while the capacitors recharged. The bounty hunter’s face bounced off the sidewalk, leaving a bloody smear from a broken nose marring the pale gray concrete.

“Slow learner,” Roland opined.

“There seems to be a lot of that going around these days,” she fixed her tousled hair, “this makes two bounty hunters in two days. You are getting popular.”

“Two bounty hunters with no clue who I am and what I can do. Two hunters who I don’t know, which means they are not from our neck of the woods, either.” Roland was beginning to sound frustrated. “It doesn’t make sense. These are street-level mooks. Not serious hitters. Who the hell could be sending these goddamn mosquitoes after me?” Roland did not want to admit it, but he was more concerned that Lucia would get hurt in the crossfire. If there was to be a string of low-rent bounty hunters taking swipes at him, there would plenty of potential collateral damage. He may have been several varieties of invulnerable, but she was not.

“Mindy still at the Lodge?” He changed the subject.

“Yeah, still trying to find out who that sparkling personality of yours has run you afoul of this time.”

Roland grumbled something unintelligible and grabbed the prostrate bounty hunter by the back of the neck and hauled him upright. “Let’s bring this one inside and see if he can’t help shine some light on that mystery, shall we?”

The bounty hunter coughed and whimpered while drool and blood ran down his chin to his shirt.

Lucia scowled at this. “Let me get some towels before you bring him in. The carpets are brand new and Mindy makes enough of a mess without this jackass bleeding all over them.”

“Good call,” the big man agreed as she jogged back inside the office. Carpet cleaning was a very real operating expense when you opened an office in Dockside. Excessive bleeding was de rigeur for many of Roland’s clients for a myriad of reasons. Lucia returned from inside the office with a towel and Roland applied it to the man’s oozing face. This elicited a muffled growl of pain and for an instant re-ignited the bruiser’s fighting spirit. Roland snuffed that warrior’s flame by squeezing the back of his neck hard enough to make the bones click audibly and then raising the four-hundred-pound man from the sidewalk with a single arm to emphasize the point. The thick legs kicked for a moment before the hunter slumped in shamed surrender and held up his hands.

“Huh,” Lucia remarked, “maybe he can be taught.”

“He might even live out the day, then,” was the answering snarl, “as long as he doesn’t forget himself before I’m done with him, that is.”

Mindy chose this moment to appear from around the corner. The tiny blond took one look at Lucia bedecked in her gauntlets and Roland hoisting a giant goon from the street and her eyes grew wide. “Jesus, Roland!” she shook her head with affected disapproval. “Are you bullying the neighborhood boys again?” Mindy walked up to the hapless hunter and gave him an appraising look, “Did he steal your bike? Take your lunch money?” She tapped her cheek with a finger, as if in deep thought, “Did he give you a wedgie? Roland! What have we told you about wedgie-ing dumb bounty hunters who can’t be bothered to do even a little bit of research or recon?”

Lucia was snorting in a fruitless attempt to contain her laughter, but Roland was not in the mood. “You know this one?” He shook the man still locked in his iron grip.

“Nope.” Mindy may have been clowning a little, but the look in her eyes was all business. “Not personally, anyway. He took the contract on you yesterday. Get this, it’s for sixty-five thousand.”

Roland sounded insulted, “Sixty-five for me?" He turned the captured man to face him, "You decided to take me on for sixty-five large? Are you trying to die or something?”

The big hunter just tossed them a limp shrug and said nothing.

Lucia chimed in, “Bring him inside. Let’s see what he knows.”

For the first time the hunter spoke. His voice was raspy and hoarse, “I ain’t tellin’ you guys shit.” His face, burned and scratched by Lucia’s gauntlets, locked into a tight-lipped mask of stoic ferocity.

“Well, shit!” Mindy giggled and turned to Lucia, “Hear that, boss? He totally isn’t going to tell us anything!” The assassin threw her hands up in theatrical frustration, “I guess we’ll just let you go then, huh?”

Even Roland had to chuckle at that, and he growled at his captive, “You just tried to kill me for less money than it takes to buy a decent aerocar. I don’t give a fuck if you talk or not, but an example will have to be made to the rest of the low-rent third-string wannabe badasses at the Lodge looking at the bounty boards.”

He squeezed his hand again and drove the man through the office door with a rough shove.

“You are going to be that example, pal. How much of you I mail back to the Lodge will depend on how helpful you end up being.” He ducked through the door, still shaking his head, “You’re new in town, so I’ll help you learn the first rule of Dockside.”

Roland shoved the man to a chair. He did not try to restrain the goon. He did not have to. The man was outnumbered and out-gunned and he knew it. He wouldn’t show fear, but it was clear to anyone looking at him that he was no longer willing to try his luck with either the giant, the crazy chick with the electric gloves, or the most famous assassin in the galaxy. He sat, he watched, and he waited for his chance to run.

“And that is?” Mindy was new in town, too. She and Lucia walked inside behind the hulking pair and waited for Roland’s answer.

Roland shrugged, “Same as anywhere else, really. Know who you’re fucking with before you start.”

“What’s rule two?” Mindy was playing a part now. Helping to soften up the hunter’s resolve with oblique menace rather than overt threats.

“Don’t fuck with me.”

“Is there a third?” Now Lucia was getting in on it.

“Same as number two.”

Mindy beamed a ditzy smile right at the man in the brown suit, “Wow! Broke all three rules on your first day! Nice work!”




	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER FIVE
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The basic information came easily and without coercion.

The big bounty hunter’s name was Steven Reinhardt. He had made his bones as a high-end corporate bodyguard for a mining concern out of Ariadne. The frontier station was still a very rough place, and the division VP stationed there needed a heavy hitter to keep opportunistic types from getting too comfortable. Shikomi Heavy Industries had paid for the full Corpus Mundi Executive Protection Package for him, which included some of the best soft body-mods on the market. Before long, the allure of adventure and the big money of bounty hunting had pulled him away from the cushy world of private security and sent him wandering the gate stations looking for bounties to collect. He had not been at this long, but he had picked up a few decent-paying gigs already. Mostly deadbeats fleeing creditors, and one mass-murderer from Galapagos who put up a hell of a fight when cornered. Studying and training to prevent kidnappings and ambushes had the unintended consequence of making him superb at abducting people himself. He had found that over a decade of running high-end corporate security teams had given him a very real edge when it came to hunting down runners. His experience enabled him to see the flaws in their defenses and read their moves with ease. He was still a rookie, but his star was on the rise and he was feeling great about his career right up until today.

He was on Thorgrimm Station dropping off his latest bounty when he saw the Tankowicz contract hit the boards. Sixty-five thousand was as big a bounty as Reinhardt had ever gone after, and since he had been itching to get back Earthside anyway, he took it. It was the first real tactical blunder he had made in his fledgling career, and Reinhardt was trying very hard to learn from it without dying. His swollen eyes first went to Mindy. She was standing in front of his chair with a coy smirk on her face and looking like two tons of sex appeal stuffed into a five-pound bag. Reinhardt had just had his ass kicked by a giant and a little girl with electric gloves, and even so he could not take his eyes off of Mindy’s figure. To the man’s credit, it wasn’t all frat-boy leering, either. As a card-carrying member of the Lodge, Reinhardt knew exactly who Mindy was, and seeing her here made him feel stupid and small. He was a no-name lime-green rookie, and she was the queen of the bounty boards. His ignorance of her involvement spoke very clearly of his poor preparation on this job, and thus he sat humiliated in front of the one person he’d have liked to impress. Even a small amount of research would have informed him that she might be associated with Tankowicz. Certainly some recon would have.

He lamented his carelessness with a biting internal rebuke. Mindy would have reconned the target. That’s why Mindy is a legend and you are jackass who just fucked up a sixty-five-K job.

He tore his gaze from Mindy’s artfully arrayed cleavage and looked over to the other woman. His eyes rested on the black armored gauntlets she wore and he made a note to look into those. He’d rather bash it out with Tankowicz for another round than get whacked with those things again. He still had a headache, and it was only through sheer stupid luck that he had not emptied his bladder after the second hit. His situation was undignified enough without having to face down an interrogation soaked in his own piss.

Then he took in his quarry. It was not that Reinhardt had failed to do any research at all for this gig. He had known Roland was a local fixer of some renown and that he was probably aggressively augmented as well. He had tried to bring the man down with a gun because of this. The Executive Protection Package was a very high-end suite of augmentations, and Reinhardt did not often find himself outmatched. But the rumors about Tankowicz had made it clear that caution was the way to go. The bounty was ‘dead or alive’ after all, and the hunter was not a squeamish sort. He had severely underestimated both the speed and the strength of the big man though. Steven Reinhardt thought in terms of commercially available augmentations, and in their all-too-brief fight, Tankowicz had demonstrated abilities far in excess of that paradigm. The man was at a complete loss to understand what had gone wrong.

The kick should have at least hurt him, he wondered, and those punches felt like car crashed into my guts.

Reinhardt had been punched by many people, some as tough or tougher than he was. None of them had hit like Tankowicz.

Mindy derailed his train of thought with a question, “Who’s the client?”

Reinhardt jumped a little at the bluntness of the inquiry, then composed himself, “Oh, come on, Mindy. What the hell kind of pro would I be if I told you that?” He wondered if Mindy was testing him, just to see what kind of hunter he really was. He resolved himself to showing no fear. “And before you all start threatening to kill me, why don’t you explain to your big boyfriend there what happens to hunters who snitch on clients? It’ll save us all a little time.”

Mindy shrugged, the rise and fall of her shoulders made her jiggle in a very distracting manner. “I doubt you actually know who it is, anyway. How about you just tell me which account posted the job at Thorgrimm? I already know who posted it here.”

Reinhardt was not surprised Mindy knew he was in from Thorgrimm. Mindy had as much or more access to the boards as he did. “Why would that matter? You know it’s all spoofed in layers of bullshit.”

Roland answered, “Well, dumbass, it’s because we are doing stuff like research, recon, and data collection. You know, all the shit you didn’t bother to do before coming after me with nothing but your dick in your hand.”

That stung Reinhardt’s pride a little. Mostly because it was a fair assessment of his failure. “Oh, fuck you, man. You surprised me is all,” Reinhardt knew better than to get into a pissing match, especially after already getting his clock cleaned in embarrassing fashion, but he just couldn’t help himself. The dark-haired woman in the gauntlets laughed at his outburst. It was a derisive and scornful laugh, and it pained Reinhardt even more than Roland’s insults because it conveyed very clearly that no one was buying his bullshit.

“You are just lucky he’s trying to turn over a new leaf. If you had tried it six months ago, you’d be nothing but a smear on the sidewalk for pulling that stunt,” she chuckled at the bounty hunter.

“I’m growing as a person,” the giant added with no hint of irony or humor.

“Yeah, Roland,” the dark-haired woman condescended, “you’re a real teddy bear these days.”

Roland decided to stick to business and turned back to Reinhardt, “The account number, dipshit. What was it?”

Reinhardt thought very hard about the question. He was not enthusiastic about getting tortured or killed over an account number leading to an anonymous dummy ID. Mindy sensed his hesitation. “Relax, Steve. It’s not like the number is going to give us a name, and everybody is just going to assume we tortured the shit out of you to get it, anyway.”

“Because we absolutely will torture the shit out of you to get it,” the big man added in an effort to be helpful.

Mindy beamed and jiggled, “Right! So just tell us the number and we can skip the torture part. Lucy is real protective of the carpets, anyway.”

“Damn right I am!” Lucia said, “You want to pay the cleaning bills, Mindy?”

Reinhardt tried to reassert himself, “Come on! If I talk, I’ll never work again, you know that, Mindy. I’m not saying I want to get tortured and killed, here, but anything I know has got to stay confidential.”

Mindy’s response was dismissive, “Based on how badly you’ve fucked up this job, it’s pretty obvious that you won’t know what the hell is going on either way.”

Reinhardt’s professional pride died a little at this, and the blond assassin continued to twist the knife, “Nobody who has spent more than ten minutes in this town would be stupid enough to take on Roland with just a pistol and some bodywork. Ask yourself a question, Steve: Why would a sixty-five K bounty for a mark on Earth be posted on Thorgrimm?”

Realization set in and Reinhardt’s face fell as he answered the question for her, “Because no one on Earth would take it for so little?”

“Exactly,” she shook her head. “I just went to the New Boston Lodge and checked the boards there. The contract was listed at two-hundred-fifty-K here, and nobody took it.”

Reinhardt winced. He would have preferred not to believe her words because they had very specific ramifications. Ramifications that Mindy was not above drawing out in very explicit terms for all to hear, “It’s not up there anymore. And I think you are realizing why, Steve-O. Nobody on Earth was willing to take a crack at the big monkey here, even for four times what you were ready to die over.” Her head swung in a sad shake, and her cute face pouted adorably, “You’ve been set up, buddy. Whoever posted the bounty is suckering rookies and noobs like you into taking swipes at a real hitter for chump change. You are the second one to try it this week. Still feel like covering for that type of client?”

Reinhardt did not know what to make of this interaction. It was the single strangest interrogation he had ever witnessed. But the trio had a point, and he conceded it. “Fine. I can give you the account number that was posted to the Thorgrimm boards. Would you endorse a grievance on the client so I don’t get my card pulled? Your word would put a lot of weight behind the claim.”

“You want me to put my name on a grievance about your client? That’s a tall order, buddy...”

Roland suddenly realized what was happening. He didn’t understand the rules of the Hunter’s Lodge very well, but it appeared the client may have erred by failing to act in good faith with the bounty. If it was a loophole that allowed Reinhardt to talk, then it was in everyone’s best interest for him to do so.

“Wait,” he asked, “so because this client is basically trying to get hunters killed with this bullshit bounty, Steve here can talk without getting in trouble?” He turned back to the bounty hunter, “Fucking talk, man.”

Mindy nodded, “Sort of, yeah. This guy is obviously misleading hunters with a shitty contract. Stevie here probably shouldn’t blab either way, but everybody will be inclined to look the other way if word gets out that the piece of shit is trying to get good hunters killed.”

Lucia picked up the thread, “So, if the most famous assassin in the galaxy was to file a complaint on this guy, that would almost certainly ensure Mr. Reinhardt here would not suffer the repercussions of talking?”

Mindy struck a heroic pose, hands on hips and expansive chest thrust forward, “I guarantee it! There is no way anyone is going to have a problem with it if I call this guy out. All we need is for Steve-O here to tell us what he knows...” she paused, “But my endorsement is not cheap. He’s going to have to do a lot better than an account number if he wants to hitch his cart to this sexy-ass pony, that is.”

Reinhardt sagged in the chair, defeated. His thoughts were wry. Damn, she’s good. The only way out of this mess is to spill and spill hard.

“Okay. I’m going to reach into my pocket and pull out my comm. It has the contract info still on it. Don’t shoot me or zap me or whatever while I do it, all right?”

“Just move slowly. Lucia can get real jumpy around overly muscled aggressive types,” even now Mindy could not help but take potshots at Roland.

Reinhardt did not understand the joke, and he did not care to. With overtly retarded movements, he peeled back the lapel of his jacket and reached into a pocket. His hand re-emerged in a calculated and cautious manner holding his small black handheld. With one hand, he thumbed through the screens until he found the contract for Roland and then handed the device over to Mindy. She took it from his hand with a smile and then looked at the data. Then Mindy pulled out her own comm and thumbed through it, comparing the screens. She frowned at them both for a moment and then looked up to her companions.

“So, Roland. There have been five contracts taken out on you in the last six days. One at Thorgrimm for sixty-five, one here for two-forty, one on Ariadne for seventy, one on Enterprise Station for one-seventy, and one on Galapagos for forty thousand. None of them have stayed up for more than twenty-four hours.” She laughed, “The ones on Earth and Enterprise were up for less than three hours apiece.”

“What does that mean?” Roland did not know why the duration was relevant.

Reinhardt, apparently in a rush to be helpful, answered, “It means that whoever put them up did not want word to get out about them.” He suddenly looked crestfallen, “It means they were just trying to bring in the most eager hunters willing to work for smaller amounts.” His head shook, dejection twisting his features, “They wanted desperate, low-cost chumps and as soon as one guy accepted they took it down so others wouldn’t know it had ever been up.”

Mindy elaborated, “If a job stays up too long, word starts to get around. Especially when the target is well-known.”

Lucia nodded, “This guy didn’t want a bunch of people wondering why a bounty for Tank Tankowicz was so small.”

Roland agreed, “Because it would scare off whatever poor mark had taken the suicide mission in the first place.”

Reinhardt was just about done with the confidence-crushing turn the interrogation had taken. “Are you done with me now? I’d like to go ahead and file the grievance,” his face darkened, “and then I’m going to go hunt this piece of garbage down and kill him.”

“You want to hunt him down?” Lucia asked, knowing the answer before asking.

“Obviously,” Reinhardt sneered, “He tried to get me killed, right?”

“Maybe, Maybe not,” Mindy shrugged, “He probably would have been happy if you succeeded, but I doubt he expected you to. The question is why he is tricking low-rent hunters into taking on Roland.”

Reinhardt growled, “I’m not ‘low-rent,’ you tanker-titted bimbo! I’m just a little inexperienced is all...”

Mindy’s eyes flashed with reptilian malice, “Careful, boy. You mouth off to mama and you’re like to get a spanking.”

Reinhardt gulped. For a moment he had forgotten that the tiny woman was the top-ranked hunter in the galaxy, boasting a three-digit kill count including several high-ranking politicians and the Pirate King of frontier space. His gaffe was ill-timed and in bad taste, but he refused to show weakness. “All the same, Mindy, I intend to go after this piece of shit and get my sixty-five thousand creds on top of my pound of flesh. If you all are done with me, I’d like to get started. Now.”

Roland grumbled, “Asshole, you came here to kill me. Don’t act like you are the aggrieved party in this. I am still confused as to why Mindy and Lucia here haven’t let me tear your apart as a message to the rest of your ilk.”

“Taking orders from the ladies these days, Tank?” it was a cheap shot and Reinhardt knew it. But he couldn’t resist.

“I’m growing as person. You can thank the ladies for that.”

“Shit,” Lucia hissed, “Now I want to kill him, too.”

Reinhardt made a mental note to work on keeping his stupid mouth shut. It was Mindy who saved him, which surprised all of them. Rare indeed was the problem for which Mindy did not think wholesale murder was a viable solution.

“Awwwwwwww, Mom? Dad? Can I keep him? I promise to take care of him!” She let the joke die and her gaze turned feral, “I think we can put him to very good use...”

Steven Reinhardt did not like the sound of that at all.
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CHAPTER SIX
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Wade Manson was one of those rare people in the galaxy who did not hate meetings. Quite the opposite, he rather enjoyed them. Meetings were almost never productive in the manner those who set and scheduled them wanted them to be, but they were absolute gold mines if you wanted to get a feel for the plans and machinations of those who attended.

Whenever The Board met, it was always a tense affair. With Pops Winter dead, the tension had increased with exponential fervor. The Combine losing The Chairman had been like Rome losing Caesar. Without his iron-fisted control over the interlocking interests of individual syndicates, the remaining bosses were millimeters away from going after each other’s throats. The Combine and its ruling ‘Board’ had been assembled to prevent exactly that species of unprofitable foolishness, but without the terrifying omnipresence of Pops Winter the irascible and avaricious nature of its constituents was going to de-construct the powerful association into a swarm of squabbling gangsters.

Wade was not sure if the Combine could exist without Pops. Then again, he wasn’t sure he needed or wanted it to. Something about managing illicit activities as if they were a business had always struck a sour note with him. If he had wanted to go into business, he’d have done it. Wade was more self-aware than the average Boss, and he could admit to himself without reproach that he was a criminal because he was good at crime. As a businessman he had always been mediocre at best. But he figured he ran his rackets better than anyone because he approached crime like the criminal he was. So many of the Bosses pretended to be businesspeople. They put on airs and talked about quarterly projections as if that meant anything when the revenues were stolen or extorted. Wade didn’t even try to excel at business, he found that if he got very good at stealing and extorting the numbers took care of themselves.

Yet, here he was. He sat under bad lighting in a shabby room at the center of an old office building in Dockside. Normally, they would have met in the lush conference rooms of Belham Tower in Uptown, but without the glue of the Chairman to hold the mask of civility together, neutral ground had become the new rule for Board meetings.

Wade noticed one conspicuous absence and remarked upon it before serious business got discussed.

“Wait a minute, where’s Tank?”

It was a silly question. Wade knew exactly why the fixer was absent, but he wanted to make sure that the other Board members were thinking about it. Tankowicz was the usual go-between for these meetings and his guarantee of safe passage was a universally respected institution. Everybody felt safe when Roland set up the meetings because everyone knew he never lied and he always kept his contracts.

“Tank doesn’t need to know about this meeting. He’s too chummy with McGinty.” It was the Widow who spoke. Next to Pops, the Widow was the most respected Boss in New Boston and the front-runner for the chairman’s seat, “Somebody hit Richter two days ago and we think it might be Big Woo.”

Wade locked his face to suppress his smile as her response indicated his plan was working perfectly. The board relied upon Tankowicz too much, and if what Reynard had told him about Tank was true, killing him looked to be a brutal and uphill battle. But Reynard had opened Wade’s eyes to the fact that there were more ways to bring a man down than just killing him. Sometimes, breaking a man and taking everything he had worked for was better than killing him. This spoke to the deep unrelenting hatred Manson bore the giant fixer, and Reynard’s plan was masterful in its deviousness.

“What, Tank ain’t neutral no more?” The question was served with heaps of faux innocence.

The Widow cast him a dark look, “Don’t overplay your hand, Wade. We know you hate the man. But he has been part of this landscape for almost three decades, and most of us are old enough to remember what happens when he is not afforded the correct level of respect. Or have you forgotten about the last time you ran afoul of him?”

Wade’s right hand still ached before rainstorms, a reminder of the time Roland had crushed it at meeting not unlike this one. The remaining bosses chuckled at the quip, and the Widow continued. “He has no dog in our fight and having him witness our struggles during this transitional period would not be productive. We are not discounting him, we just need to discuss some things that it is best Tank doesn’t know about.”

The Widow was well into middle age, having sailed through her sixth decade and staring down the barrel at her seventh, but she was rich enough to have had every cosmetic enhancement money could buy. She looked like a youthful fifty, or a hard-run forty-year-old, with unlined skin and a figure that testified to her love of extensive gene therapy and obsessive exercise. Her long hair was midnight black, and her eyes sparkled like sapphires. She dressed in extravagant style revealing her manufactured figure in a manner powerfully sexual without being sleazy or desperate.

Still, for all that, she was not beautiful. She could be attractive in the right light, and she enjoyed cycling through a prodigious string of gorgeous men and women as amorous companions. But there was a hardness to her face, and a stiffness in her posture conveying a horrible, terrible, menace. This was a woman who killed without conscience and consumed for the sake of consumption itself. She was a vain woman who required far more than physical beauty or untold riches to feel good about herself. Like everyone else on the Board, she needed to exert physical power over other people. It wasn’t enough for her to be rich and pretty, she needed to be feared.

Wade could respect that in his own dysfunctional way. But with Richter gone, the Widow would require careful management.

“No skin off my nose, lady,” Manson dipped his head in a bow not remotely respectful, “Tank can go rot for all I fucking care.”

“Let’s just attend to business, shall we?”

That was Ricardo Silva, the current Boss of the Woke Fields district. It was a minor territory, mostly residential. But it held many mid-level entertainment districts and a steady stream of loan-sharking cash kept the area viable and profitable. The docile nature of the blue and white-collar residents meant that it was also a low-conflict area, making Woke Fields an attractive territory for a Boss who was not interested in working all that hard. Silva fit the bill perfectly, and he continued with the business of the day, “ladies and gentlemen, we have lost five Bosses and the Chairman in the space of less than a year. Big Woo has gone independent, and there is open fighting in Quinzy and Summertown. Dockside is still recovering from the attempts by The Brokerage to take over, and let’s be honest, no one here believes that those attempts are over with. It also looks like McGinty has been negotiating with Dockside assets to encourage them toward adopting his model of mercantile and guild-based enterprise.”

The heavyset man heaved a sigh, “I will be frank. What is the real prognosis vis-a-vis keeping this endeavor as a going concern in the future?”

Wade smirked to himself, Still talking like this is a business venture, and not a gang of well-dressed criminals. Chump.

The widow responded, and her tone was sharp, “The Combine has been an essential part of the New Boston economic machinery for close to eighty years. As bad as things look at the moment, abandoning the model will likely only make things worse.”

Vasiley Raibokov interjected, “Then we need more Bosses, and we need a chairman who can hold them all together. I do not see this happening while Quinzy is still unstable and Dockside is under siege. We should also seriously consider re-taking Big Woo.”

This drew a murmur from the group. The Loss of Big Woo to Billy McGinty’s Center Street Teamsters had been a massive financial blow. Subsequent attempts to retake it had proven too expensive to maintain, but the wound to their collective pride remained open and weeping.

“Baby steps, crew,” Manson offered, “This is not the time to get ambitious. We’ll get the Woo and Dockside too, eventually. But Vasiley is dead right about settling Quinzy and getting a new chairman.”

Carefully, Wade. This is the tricky bit...

“I move that we focus on getting a new chairman up and running first. The crews will want to see real leadership. Never forget that we run rackets. Our employees aren’t like office workers, folks. We need to lead from the front, and we need to look strong as fuck, too. Otherwise the crews will flake on us when we need them.”

He watched The Widow with a careful eye. He knew she wanted the chair, and it would surprise her to know he wanted her to have it. But if she realized that fact, she would suspect a trap.

Because it totally is a trap, Wade conceded silently.

“And who shall be our new Chairman?” The Widow kept her gaze even, betraying nothing.

Silva gave the easy answer, “I nominate The Widow.”

“I second,” said Liam MacCallum, the Boss of Southie.

Wade had known Woke Fields and Southie would go to the Widow. He still held the Sprawl, so he also knew that Malldown and the Framinghammers would likely go his way. With Malldown missing its boss, their support would naturally fall to Manson, and where Malldown went, the Framinghammers always followed.

Cambridge, Summertown, and the Old Fen Way relied on the industrial might of the Sprawl, but their obscene wealth made them want to lean toward the Widow who already held the Old Fen Way, anyway. If those territories voted with their brains, they probably would not support the Widow. But they voted with their hearts, and their biases drove them to support the rich woman.

Wade had to lobby for the chair in a convincing manner, but not so well that he actually won the prize. If he was serious about taking the seat, he would lean on his crews’ advantages in both numbers and proficiencies. As a Boss who never got too far away from what it was to be a criminal, Wade’s crews were rougher, meaner, and more inclined to violent action than the money launderers and loan sharks that Silva had to work with. The Southie boys were tough as hell, but he had numbers and money on them. McCallum was old school though, and would bear watching because that was a man who would not run from a fight. Wade was heavy into extortion, drugs, smuggling, and other old, reliable, strong-arm rackets that never seemed to change. His boys were well armed, experienced, and positively ruthless. He could take any one of these crews in a straight fight, and the balancing influence of Richter had been the only thing keeping him in check. Richter had run his rackets the same way Manson did, and he was the only Boss Wade had reservations about taking head on.

But Richter was gone, and he had a new partner to back his plays now. But instead of going for the throat, this partner had impressed upon Wade the need to just let the Combine fall. This meant that for the first time in ten years, he would not be vying for the top chair at all. Wade was going build a whole new table, instead.

“Well imagine that,” he neither smiled nor frowned, “The Widow wants the big chair, huh? I suppose I could throw my hat in the ring, too, huh. You all know that I got the heaviest hitters, barring freelancers.”

“The galaxy is filled with competent contractors if you have the money, Wade,” The Widow’s voice was frosty, her eyes narrow. She had that kind of money, and the implications of her statement were quite clear.

“Don’t I know it,” Wade met the gaze with his own, “So I guess the game is this: Can my boys hold out against your contractors? Will you run out of money before I run out of hitters?”

“That doesn’t have to be the way of it at all, Wade,” Silva interjected to keep the discussion civil, “None of us need an internal war to go along with the external. We will all lose no matter which of you wins.”

“I guess there’s the rub then, eh?” Wade was enjoying himself, “Say I go along with this. Let’s just say I lay down and endorse the Widow for Chairwoman to avoid a nasty fight. My problem is that other folks, not privy to our little discussions, may see this as a sign of me being weak.” His lip curled, and he shook his head, “That’s the kind of thing what can hurt a guy’s credibility.”

“A concession can be arranged,” The Widow offered, with just a little too much desperation in her clipped tone, “Perhaps a ceding of territory or something? Something big and public so that one might infer you have gotten over on me as much as I have you.”

“I want the Woo.”

Faces around the table went sour with confusion. Silva gave voice to what they were all thinking, “We do not currently possess Big Woo, Wade.”

“But we will. More specifically, I will.” Wade stood to force the others to look up at him while he spoke, “I’m going to go after The Woo and take it back. But I don’t want any of you guys messing with me while I do it. When I take it back, it’s mine.”

“You would be the Boss of two territories, then,” The Widow pointed out the obvious, “That is against the rules.”

“Lady, we are crooks. Every one of us is a thief, a murderer, or a lying flesh-peddler. We are the purveyors of sin and misery, the merchants of menace.” A sick smile stretched his lips, “Don’t insult my intelligence or my profession by talking to me about rules.”

There was a long pause. Every face at the table sat in impassive masks while the remaining Bosses pondered and calculated the possible outcomes of such an arrangement.

The Widow, betraying her own eagerness, spoke first, “So, you would support me as chairwoman in exchange for granting you exclusive rights to Big Woo?”

“Sure,” Wade needed a convincing reason for this to mask his greater plan, so he gave them the most convincing reason of all, “Big Woo is a huge profit center. I got into this game for the money, not fancy titles. You can be ‘Madame Chairwoman’ as long as I get to be rich as all hell while you do it.” He sat back down, “Those are my terms.”

Silva played the part of mediator, “It’s unusual, but since we don’t actually hold the territory, I don’t see the problem, myself. It will be seen as an equitable bargain, and neither of you will look weak if this passes. I second Mr. Manson’s proposal.”

Raibokov still needed convincing, “Even though it would give him two votes on the board and a disproportionate amount of territory?”

“I can accept this, given that acquiring Big Woo and then holding it will probably consume so many resources that the actual balance of power will likely stay unchanged. Mr. Manson is gambling he can take and hold the Woo at a profit. I suspect it will be all he can do to break even. His proposal allows us to move forward without any loss of face or looking weak. It’s a good plan,” he dipped a respectful nod to Manson, “I am not afraid of Wade’s ambitions.”

Raibokov grunted, “Hmph. Fine then. I will support this plan as well. If only to move us away from internal bickering. How does Board vote?”

At this point, the vote was just a formality. The misadventures of the previous seven months had reduced the former group of twelve to seven, and the surviving Bosses were all too happy to have a plan for moving forward that did not involve open warfare. Wade Manson sat back and let the other members assemble plans for settling the unrest around the Quinzy shipyards and discuss promising candidates for the missing territorial bosses. None of it interested him now that he had what he wanted. Namely, The Widow in the high seat where the crosshairs of his partner would be firmly affixed. His gambit for Big Woo was a ruse. Silva was dead right about what it would take to re-acquire and hold that turf. Breaking even would be the best possible outcome and losing his shirt was far more likely. But he had needed a concession big enough to keep face and keep people from wondering why he wasn’t after The Widow’s new position.

Yes, Wade Manson had just played the whole Board like a fiddle, and it felt good. This new partner was shrewd and his plan was pure genius. Wade prepared himself mentally for the bright future ahead of him while he only half-listened to the banter going on around him.

It would all be meaningless in just a few weeks, anyway.
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The plan, if it could be called such, was simple enough.

Reinhardt filed his grievance that afternoon at the New Boston Hunter’s Lodge, and Mindy endorsed it. This caused quite a buzz, as many of the hunters present had been unaware such a bounty had even existed, and most found it laughable that anyone would go after Dockside’s most famous fixer for such a measly sum. It had only been six or seven months since the multi-million-credit bounty on Lucia had run so many promising hunters afoul of Roland, and the surviving Lodge members remembered with terrified clarity how poorly their guild had fared against the big man.

Reinhardt suffered mightily for the magnitude of his folly. His peers at the Lodge did not even bother to laugh at him, instead they just shook their heads in bewildered pity at his brazen stupidity. Reinhardt would have preferred to the mockery over the pity. One might laugh at the mistakes of an equal or perhaps a colleague, but one pitied a fool or a child. A quick check of the database indicated Wild Bill McClintock had filed a similar grievance when he returned to Wayfair. This was a welcome bit of corroboration and it eased Reinhardt’s embarrassment to know that someone else had been suckered as badly as he had. Wild Bill was no rookie, either. He had been around for a few years and should have known better. It was a small consolation, but it was a relief to be in good company all the same.

Reinhardt’s humiliation was irrelevant to Roland, but he needed the bounty hunter’s cooperation to track down the person posting the bounties on his head. Mindy’s endorsement helped because her stature escalated a minor procedural matter into a whirling cyclone of rumor-mongering and wild speculation amongst the Lodges. Sure enough, less than two hours after filing the grievance, Mindy’s comm chirped, and she received a summons to see the New Boston Lodge’s steward along with Reinhardt.

“Game’s afoot, kiddies,” Mindy announced when the call came through, “Time to set a trap!”

They were at the office again, essentially sitting on their hands and waiting until the storm of scuttlebutt they had reached critical mass. Reinhardt had agreed to cooperate for no other reason than he had no other way of getting at the jerk who had set him up. Watching Mindy made the time fly by though. He could have happily observed her go through the motions of her day for hours without getting bored. It was mostly the motions of it keeping his attention. The tiny woman moved like an exotic dancer and she was not shy about it. Her prodigious chest always seemed to be no more than a millimeter from tearing free from the simple white shirt that she kept open most of the way to her belly button. The universe had had no love for Steven Reinhardt because it never did, but he watched like a hawk just in case. He was aware that Mindy had caught him looking, but he didn’t care. If Mindy didn’t want people to look at her tits, she could button her shirt, he figured. So, he did his level best to get an eyeful and didn’t worry too much about any issues she might have with it.

But the call from the steward arrived and ended their little game. Roland started barking orders.

“All right Reinhardt,” he boomed, “you’re up.”

Reinhardt scowled back, “yeah, yeah, yeah. I know what I’m doing.”

“If that was true, you’d have never taken the job,” Roland had still not let the hunter off the hook for trying to kill him.

“Settle down, boys,” Lucia interrupted the before a fight broke out, “We talked about this, Roland. Let it go.”

“Yeah, Roland,” Reinhardt sneered, “Let it go.”

Mindy sighed and kicked Reinhardt’s legs out from underneath him. The Bounty hunter crashed to the carpet with a floor-shaking thud, and Mindy had a long black blade against his throat faster than the eye could follow. To see the towering hunter brought low and subdued by the diminutive blond was comical enough that even Roland’s grouchy face twisted with suppressed laughter.

“Steven,” Mindy said, her voice even and patient, “Lucia and I have worked very hard to get Roland to a place where he doesn’t just kill everyone who pisses him off. He ain’t there yet, though, and you are not helping. If you keep waving your dick a him...” the knife rose a few inches away from his throat, and suddenly a crackling hum filled the room. Reinhardt felt a wave of intense heat from the blade and smelled the faint aroma of ozone.

“... I’m going to cut it off.” The blade whooshed over his face and sliced cleanly through the main column of a nearby office chair. The top of the chair toppled over sideways to land next to Reinhardt’s face. Smoke wafted from the severed stump, still attached to the base.

For the second time that day, Reinhardt made a mental note to learn when to shut his goddamn mouth. He had been staring at Mindy all afternoon and he had never even noticed she had an eighteen-inch dagger on her person, let alone one that cut through steel like it was cobwebs. He supposed if he had stopped trying to look down her shirt for a minute or two he might have noticed the weapon, but it was too late to correct that now.

“Reinhardt,” Roland snickered, “you really need to understand something. You are not out on some frontier station where some expensive body-mods make you kind of big deal. You are in the thickest, nastiest, deepest pond imaginable. I’ve put ten punks like you down before breakfast on a bad day. I could kill you while holding my morning mocha and not spill a drop. But if Mindy says we can use you,” he gave an affable shrug, “then you are useful. So make fun on me, act like a big man, whatever you want. As long as the mission gets completed, I don’t care. But if you have not grasped the severity of your circumstances by now then I won’t be responsible for what happens to you. My advice, Steve, is for you to stop worrying about Mindy’s boobs, your humiliating fuck-ups, or whether or not anyone will find out how scared you really are. None of it matters. Somebody tried to trick you into getting yourself killed today, boy. If you really want a crack at that guy, then you need to quit waving your dick around and get your fucking head in the game.”

Reinhardt sighed, “Fine. Sorry. It’s been a real shitty day. I’m a dick. Whatever. Let’s just do this.”

“Good boy,” Mindy quipped, and the dagger went silent.

Lucia looked bored, “We good, folks? All you bionic badasses finished beating each other up?”

“Yes, dear,” Roland nodded.

“Sure thing, Boss,” Mindy added.

“Whatever you say, lady,” Reinhardt grumbled as he rose.

“Good,” the brunette said, “Because this is the last time I’m going to hold Roland’s leash, Steve. Do your part and go away. Or, if you want another shot at him, take it. I don’t care. But do it after we are done.” She did not wait for his response because she did not care what it was. “Mindy and Steve, you go work the steward. Roland and I will go see Billy about exerting pressure from the other guilds.”

With that, the two teams split up and left the office. Steve and Mindy went for the Lodge over in The Sprawl while Roland and Lucia pinged for a ride to Big Woo. Getting an aerocar for Roland was always an interesting prospect. His weight meant the usual micro-sized driverless models were a non-starter. Even if he could cram his enormous bulk into the cabin, their undersized gravitic actuators could never generate enough antigravitons to overcome his mass. This meant he was usually stuck riding in the back of a cargo model and thus billed for both distance and freight weight. Lucia’s administration of his business affairs had done a remarkable job of reducing his financial woes, but money was money and he hated paying three to five times as much as other people for a damn cab ride.

True to form, the pair had to wait thirty minutes for a vehicle with sufficient power to respond. Roland sighed and took his customary position in the cargo area, grumbling all the while in response to Lucia’s good-natured ribbing over his bulk.

The car was barely large enough, and the tortured whine of strained gravitics sang a dirge of pain into Roland’s ears, promising an eventful ride to their destination. The car wobbled off the street and lurched reluctantly into the air with a few precarious swoops while the autopilot adjusted for his weight and inertial mass. It would only be a fifteen-minute ride to The Woo, but thirty seconds into the trip and Roland was already thankful for the nano-machines that prevented him from getting motion sickness. He could hear Lucia’s muffled protestations through the partition as the machine screamed and wailed its way to cruising altitude and pointed itself south and west. Roland was certain that there would be no tip for this ride. He smiled in the dark privacy of the cargo area at this.

What should have only taken fifteen minutes took twenty-five, because the poor misbegotten vehicle was never intended to haul retired military ordnance. When they arrived at the Umas compound in Big Woo, the car did not so much ‘land’ as it ‘collapsed’ onto the pad with a heave and a bang that rudely slammed the passengers into the floor. The big cyborg heard Lucia yelp in pain and surprise, and he exited the cargo compartment with impressive haste to check for injuries. Not that he was worried about Lucia, but rather it was the driver Roland was worried might need medical attention. If not from the landing, but from the ministrations of his irate passenger. True to his suspicions, it was all Roland could do to preempt a fight between Lucia and the disheveled man. He inserted himself between the sputtering diver and the hyperkinetic martial arts expert and threw the man some hard creds from his coat pocket.

Lucia did not normally have a particularly explosive temper, but the woman had been VP of Customer Engagement for a successful beverage company most of her career, and bad service could turn her into a real terror.

And they say I’m a monster, he thought to himself. But I’ve never killed anyone because they gouged me on a cab ride!

“Get out of here quick. I can only hold her back for so long.”

It was an absurd statement. Lucia could probably fit inside his coat without leaving a lump, but placing himself between the furious woman and the aggressively cursing driver bought enough time for both to settle down some.

Lucia threw a last rude gesture at the driver which she punctuated with a string of profanity so vile and creative it made Roland, a veteran of close to a hundred special operations missions and as hard a man as the galaxy had ever seen, question his own existence. Having known her father for a long time, he understood where the normally urbane and collected Lucia got her occasional outbursts from. Still, it was always rather jarring to hear the small, attractive woman suddenly explode with grotesque suggestions about the parentage of some unlucky bastard, or perhaps invite them to engage in improbably imaginative sex acts that would almost certainly be fatal if attempted by human persons. It would be funny if not for the terrible ferocity and apparent sincerity of these exhortations as she delivered them. He also found it charming because he was very much enamored of Lucia and he found most of what she did charming.

She permitted him to guide her away from the driver who was now close to weeping at the utter rhetorical destruction he had just endured, and the pair resumed their journey across the landing pad where the lanky red-headed figure of Billy McGinty awaited them. Billy was clapping slowly and shaking his head, “Holy tap-dancing hell, Lucy. I have heard whores from Galapagos cuss out a john so bad I needed a bath afterward. I’ll tell you something, those gals would have retired to a convent after hearing that screed,” his eyes were alight with mirth, “Jesus wept, lady! Do you kiss your cyborg with that mouth?”

“He deserved it,” Lucia seemed unperturbed, “damn near crashed and wanted to bill us for the damage. He knew the weight before he took the fare. It’s not my fault he doesn’t take care of his ride.”

“Yeah, but I’m still not sure how his mother’s potential relations with Cygnarian slime eels factored into that. And how do you know if he even has a sister? Let alone one that does...” he shuddered at the unvarnished horror of her accusation, “... that.”

“I knew a whore from the Czernobog station who did... that,” Roland began, then decided not to tell the story when he saw the look on Lucia’s face.

“Christ, aren’t you two just a pair?” He waved them over, “Come on. Let’s go inside.”

The headquarters of the Center Street Teamsters was much changed from their previous visits. The influx of revenue following Big Woo’s successful revolt against Combine leadership had gone a long way to improving the old Umas compound. What had once been the former Boss’s fortress of domination was now a thriving and bustling distribution center for all manner of contraband. Roland experienced deep unease at seeing all the drugs, weapons, and other illicit trade items being handled with such casual indifference, but there was little risk in consolidating the shipping aspects of so much rampant illegality here.  Big Woo’s governing selectmen were still mostly corrupt stooges for various business and criminal enterprises, and the whole economy of this borough relied upon the drugs and smuggling. Those few pathetic laws Big Woo actually had against such things were enforced with only cursory attention to detail, and certainly not in any way that would hurt the flow of goods and credits.

Most of the more cumbersome criminal enterprises that relied on New Boston for customers and revenue hid in the Woo for safety from the more stringent laws and less corruptible constabularies patrolling Uptown and the Sprawl. Even Dockside technically had police, even if they were mostly useless. After Roland killed Marko, the Combine Boss who ran the dirty slum like his own private kingdom, Billy had reorganized all the various gangs, drug labs, smugglers, gun-runners, and manhunters into a series of guilds. Everyone except the slavers, of course. Those Billy had killed and subsequently shipped their bodies back to all the brothels employing them with a sternly worded note about ethical sourcing of trade goods. The boxes were not large.

Instead of structuring the rackets like a single business, he assembled them into trade organizations and established a free trade zone in Big Woo. The only difference between his free trade zone and a legitimate one was that his dealt in illegal goods and services. But now the market drove prices, not the whims of The Combine, and this had changed the economic landscape significantly for the poor downtrodden denizens of Big Woo. Billy had made it clear that like Dockside, there would be no Bosses in Big Woo, but the inevitable result of his leadership role in the revolt, and his position as the proprietor of the most productive drug labs in the area meant that everyone respected and looked to him for guidance. When the guilds met for their monthly meetings, it was Billy who chaired them.

They met in Billy’s office, on the fifth floor of a boring gray central administration building. Billy sat down behind an old wooden desk and Lucia found a chair across from it. Roland, as usual, had to stand. Most of the furniture he encountered on a day-to-day basis would never be able to handle his weight. This was just something he had gotten used to over the years. His joints never ached and he could not really get ‘tired’ in the classical sense, so it did not amount to much of an inconvenience. Billy started with a big grin for Roland, “Just who the hell did you piss off this week, buddy?”

Roland snorted, “Working on finding out. Thought you might be able to help.”

Lucia interjected, “Somebody is tricking low-level hitters into taking a crack at Roland. Last guy tried it for sixty-five thousand.”

Billy let loose with an explosive guffaw, “Sixty-five? To take a swing at this grouchy bastard?” He wiped his watery eyes on a sleeve, “Oh man! Who was it? Some frontier twit with bionic arm or something?”

“Guy had a decent set of body-mods, but no hardware.” Roland smirked, “I didn’t even kill him.”

“You didn’t kill him? You going soft on me?”

“I’m growing as a person,” Roland’s voice betrayed no sarcasm. “Plus, we needed him to flush out the client. He filed a grievance with the Lodge. Mindy took him over there now so they could meet with the steward.”

Billy nodded, “Makes sense. Mindy’s word will carry a lot of weight with the steward. What do you want me to do?”

Lucia had a grand repertoire of weaponized smiles. These were all dazzling and warm and generally charmed any poor sap who found himself on the receiving end of one. Roland freely admitted he lived to see her smile like that, even knowing it was usually followed by some request likely to leave you broke or injured or both. She turned one of these on McGinty before answering his question, “We have something special to ask of you, Billy.”

Billy knew Lucia well enough to know what that meant, and he placed his elbows on the desk and shoved his face into his hands before responding. His voice was heavy with resignation and only slightly muffled by the shielding warmth of his palms.

“Oh, fuck me sideways. I’m going to hate this, aren’t I?”
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Billy, who had found that the more pessimistic one was, the more prophetic they appeared, was correct. He absolutely hated the idea. He had to allow that it was not necessarily a bad idea, it was merely an idea engendering some risk to himself and his operations.

“I’ve been a hustler my whole life, Lucy, and this hustle needs work.” Billy held up a hand to forestall her objections, “I get it. The best way to draw out the bastard is to offer up a sacrificial lamb, but why it has to be one of my lambs, I’m not so sure about.”

“People know you and Roland are friendly, this means your people will have better access to him. They also know the shift in Big Woo leadership has you guys pulling in lots of new talent. It seems like a really easy play to have one of your guys take one of these shitty bounties and then have him claw his way toward the client.”

“It ain’t that easy at all, lady,” Billy was not backing down, “It needs to be someone we trust, also someone fairly new to the operation if the ruse is going to be believable. Those two things are pretty much mutually exclusive these days.”

“You don’t have any fresh meat that you trust?”

“I have a couple new guys who I think are solid, but trusting them with this will be a big risk.,” he paused and frowned, “I just don’t like it.”

Roland stepped into the conversation, “Willing hunters are going to dry up when the grievance hits, so this guy will be desperate. Who do you have that you do trust?”

“I got a hardcase from Venus on-site who has been handling some protection gigs and scouting for the truckers. He was a separatist, by the way,” his gaze went to Roland, “that going to be an issue?”

Roland spoke without thinking, “Nah. It was a long time ago.” A second later a wave of bad memories and buried rage washed over him like a flash flood. It had been thirty years since Roland had lost most of his body to a separatist trap. Those injuries had started a series of events leading to his subsequent transformation and enslavement. Roland was far too concrete a thinker to actually blame the separatists for what his own military had done to him and put him through. 

But still, if not for them...

He put it out of his mind. Unless this person was well into his fifties or sixties, there was no way the guy had anything to do with the Secession War. If he was here working for McGinty, it meant he was probably as done with that conflict as Roland was. He put it out of his mind, “He got a card?”

“Yeah, he’s registered with the Venusian Lodge, but he hasn’t taken a job in a long time. I think he lost his taste for hunting people.”

“How much do you trust him?” Lucia sounded concerned. Everyone understood the risks, but the nature of Lucia’s augmentations made anxiety and panic her constant companions. It came out in her voice, “Will he help a guy like Roland? I mean, they were on opposite sides.”

McGinty shook his head, “He ain’t old enough to have been in the fighting, and it's not like anybody knows Roland was there, right?”

“Not to mention,” Roland added, “I looked a lot different then.” Which is to say he had arms and legs and wasn’t a giant cyborg yet.

“But he can be counted on?” Lucia asked.

Billy threw up his hands, “I mean, I guess? This is your plan, right? I get a good feeling about him, sure. He seems legit. But he’s only been around for like, two months, so I don’t have much to base it on.”

“Okay,” Roland growled, “So we have this guy take one of these bullshit bounties. Then he will bring up the grievances currently being processed as a reason to either meet with or get more info from the client.”

“Citing his ties to me and Big Woo as an avenue for actually getting you, right?” Billy was trying to follow the thread himself.

“Right,” Roland nodded, “He is going to imply rather unsubtly that because of you, he can get to me in ways others can’t.”

Lucia smiled and picked it up from there, “Then he is going to draw the client out by request intel or assistance that has to be rendered in person...” she paused, frowning at all the ways it could go wrong, “... or at least in such a way as to reveal who it is anyway.”

“Like what?” The lack of detail was giving Billy pause, “What could he possibly ask for that would draw the guy out?”

“A cash advance is the simplest answer,” Roland said. “Buying off you Big Woo types always means hard creds and person-to-person contact. He’ll tell the guy he has to bribe one of your top guys or something, and that he needs hard creds to do it.”

Billy wasn’t buying it, “You think this guy is really going to come down here to drop off a payoff?”

Roland shook his head, “Probably not, but he’ll send a courier, and the courier will know how to contact him. Or the courier will know someone who knows how to contact him. Either way, I’ll start clawing my way up to the bastard.”

“This is a stupid idea, Roland.”

“Got a better one?”

Billy snorted, “Yeah. Start killing these assholes wholesale and send a message straight up to the fucker. Sooner or later, the Hunters are going to turn on him too. They don’t like being set up to die.”

Lucia took the opportunity to get Billy back on track, “It may come to that, Billy. That’s why we are working with the Lodge on this as we speak. But I don’t want to miss a chance of getting him ourselves, and I’d prefer for Roland to not have to kill half the bounty hunters and assassins in the solar system first.” She smiled, “besides, I’m not exactly thrilled with the thought of constantly getting attacked. It’s all fun and games for this one,” she jerked a thumb in Roland’s direction, “But I’m not so durable. I’d rather not get caught in the crossfire while he stomps a mud hole into a bunch of rookie hunters.”

“Right,” the redhead agreed, “There is that. Okay. Let’s bring him in for a chat, shall we?”

Billy made a short call, and a few minutes later they were joined by a small thin man of medium height with dark hair and eyes. His skin was deep brown, and he moved and walked with a cautious tightness speaking to a history of surviving hard places. Roland had seen the look many times. People who grew up in war zones, or lawless colonies run by criminals and tin-pot dictators got that look before they reached adulthood. If they reached adulthood. The brown eyes darted to each of them, analyzing and probing. Roland could see the man cataloging escape routes, probable armaments, opportunities and liabilities with just a few furtive twitches of his pupils. Roland’s was a very experienced eye, and he noted that this man had the aspect of a survivor, but not necessarily the feel of a soldier. This was a runner, a thief, a pragmatist. In tough situations Roland was inclined to dig his heels in and fight. He preferred to see the enemy coming and deal with it. That had been his way even before his conversion. But he remembered the people who developed the look he saw in the young man. He recognized that type of intensity. On campaigns ranging over a dozen worlds he had seen them. They made terrifying guerrilla soldiers and powerful intelligence assets.

The thin man’s gaze landed on Roland and stayed there. Roland knew why. Here was something the man did not have a reference for. Roland presented new variable. It bothered the dark-skinned man to not know what to do, and Roland was fine with that.

Billy broke the spell with introductions, “Everybody, this is Manuel Richardson. He joined the operation shortly after Marko had his little misadventure.” When Billy said ‘misadventure,’ Roland smirked. ‘Misadventure,’ in this case meant Roland shoving Marko’s face bones through his brain and out the back of his skull.

Lucia cocked an incredulous eyebrow, “You and I have very different ideas as to what constitutes 'misadventure,' Billy. I once took a wrong turn in uptown and got a ticket for going the wrong way in a one-way lane. That was a 'misadventure.’ What happened to Marko really should have a different label.”

“Manuel,” Billy ignored her, “This is Lucia and her pet psycho, Roland. Believe it or not, she’s the scary one.”

Manuel nodded politely and addressed Roland first, “Are you the ‘misadventure?’”

“Among other things, yes.”

Manuel turned to Lucia and smiled with real warmth, “Then I presume that you are what precedes ‘misadventure,’ then?”

“Among other things, yes,” she matched his smile.

“Then I concur with Billy. You are the scary one.”

Billy laughed, “Told you he was smart.”

Manuel presented his hand to Lucia, and she shook it firmly. Then he offered the same to Roland. When the giant paw was outstretched, Manuel frowned and did his level best to grasp it manfully. Roland accepted the gesture in the spirit it was offered and shook politely.

“Manuel,” Billy began, “We brought you into this meeting to ask if you would be willing to participate in a little sting operation for us. Somebody keeps sending low-rent hunters after ‘misadventure’ here and we would like to know who and why.”

“Ahhh,” Manuel nodded, “And since I am still registered, you would like me to see if I can draw the client out?”

“Yes,” Lucia said. “We will fabricate some excuse for you to contact the client directly and hopefully find a thread we can pull on to lead us back to him.”

“It should be money, then,” Manuel said quickly. “I am not so rich, and I will need an advance of some kind to go after so illustrious a quarry as the famous Tank Tankowicz.”

Roland shook his head and Billy snorted, “So you did recognize him, huh?”

Manuel smiled, “How many giant bald fixers named Roland are there in the region?”

“Right,” Billy agreed, “So will you do it?”

“Rates?” Manuel said without hesitation.

Lucia answered, “Whatever the bounty is on Roland, we will pay you if you get us to the client. Roland suppressed a wince. His finances were in excellent shape these days, but they were not infinite.

“What would stop me from just trying to collect on the bounty then?”

“Nothing,” Roland grunted. “Nothing at all.”

Manuel gave him an appraising look, “Nothing except the very real possibility of suffering a 'misadventure’ of my own?”

“I don’t believe in telling people how to live,” Roland shrugged, “Or how to die.”

“How magnanimous,” Manuel smiled. “I’ll take the job if the bounty or the pay is more than fifty-k. I’ll get the client to come out of hiding, or at least expose himself in a manner we can exploit.”

“Done,” Lucia said quickly.

“Good,” Billy said. “Let’s go see if the boards have any bounties for our big ol’ teddy bear.”

“The aboves or the belows?” Manuel asked.

“So far they’ve all been belows,” Roland answered. There was a confused look on Lucia’s face so he explained, “The 'above’ boards are for legitimate bounties like debts, criminals, military stuff. Hunts that can be exercised without legal issues.”

Lucia’s face cleared, “Ah. I get it. The ‘below’ boards are for bounties on people who can’t be hunted without running afoul of law enforcement? Like if you want a witness killed or something?”

“Exactly,” said McGinty. “Roland doesn’t have warrants anywhere or owe anyone any money, so hunting him means doing so outside of legal channels. Manny here is a complete scoundrel, so he won’t sweat that sort of thing.”

Manny smiled, “But I may need a sizable cash advance to do it,” his raised eyebrows feigned a sincerity his words did not express, “hard creds only, I presume? I will be operating on the below boards after all. Everything must be untraceable, right?”

“This plan is starting to suck less than I originally thought,” Billy conceded.

"The weak link," Manny winked at Lucia, “is undeniably, myself. You are all putting a lot of trust in me, considering how poorly we know each other.”

It was a test, Roland knew. Manuel was investigating to see if they were really trusting him or if they were setting him up. Roland approved of the caution and responded, “Billy vouched for you. Said you were reliable.”

“Did he?” Manny looked over at Billy with a raised eyebrow, “I did not think we knew each other so well, Billy.”

“What can I say? I am an excellent judge of character. I trusted that big goon, didn’t I?” he threw a brusque gesture Roland’s way. “Look how that turned out.”

“I guess I’ll just have to try to be worthy of your high esteem, then Billy,” Manuel said, words dripping with sarcasm.

Billy nodded back, “Please do. Or you can double cross us and find out what happens to people who piss off Lucy and her pet psycho. We still can’t use Marko’s panic room yet. We haven’t found all the pieces of brain and skull and the stink is horrendous.”

Manuel raised his eyebrow again, and Roland realized this was a tick the man probably could not help. Billy went on painting the picture of what Roland was capable of, “Tore an eight-inch thick vault door off the hinges, ate a plasma bolt, then punched the fat fuck so hard his head exploded.”

This was not entirely true. Marko had never gotten a shot off with his plasma caster. Roland hoped he never had to try to absorb plasma fire as he didn't know if his armor was up for something like that. But the rest was a fairly accurate assessment of what had happened.

“I get it, Billy,” Manuel waved him off of divulging further details, “Roland is scary and pissing him off is a bad idea. I’ve been in this town less than four months and I already figured that out,” he gave Roland a measured look. “Everybody knows it.”

“Glad to see my reputation precedes me,” Roland replied evenly. He and Manny were very different creatures, but they had been forged in many of the same fires. Roland could respect that.

“I’ll get your guy, don’t worry. It’d be best if I proceeded alone from here, though. Billy, you should probably fabricate a falling-out between us to make it more believable that I’d go after Roland half-cocked.”

“Nice touch, yeah,” Billy smirked, “good idea. Lucy, Roland, go on and leave. Manny and I will stay here and choreograph a big ol’ shouting match and he’ll storm out.”

“Then, now unemployed, I shall be forced to return to my lodge to take a job. If there is one up for Roland, I’ll sign on for it.”

“Good,” Lucia said as she stood, “Do it fast, though. I don’t want the grievance to go out until after you have the job. I’ll tell Steve and Mindy to stall for another hour or two.”

“Perfect,” Billy agreed. “Now get out of here and look grouchy while you do it,” he looked at the cyborg. “That means your regular face, Roland.”

“Eat a dick, McGinty,” Roland responded affably.

“There’s the face we need,” Lucia laughed at Roland’s scowl.

The two then left, Lucia stalking with stiff gait and her face locked in a vicious snarl. Roland looked like he always looked, which is to say like someone had pissed in his oatmeal that morning.

About thirty minutes later, Manuel Richardson left Billy’s office with a torrent of shouted expletives and a furious slam of the door terminal. Billy shouted after him, and the two screamed at each other in a very public and dramatic fashion while Manuel stormed out. More than one set of prying eyes and ears took note of this, and one of those skulked off to a quiet corner of the compound to make a surreptitious comm call. The prying eyes and ears in question belonged to a lowly runner, a delivery boy prone to dipping into the narcotic contents of his packages. Deep in the thrall of his growing addiction, the need for blaze now drove him to sell interesting tidbits of information to whoever had a few extra creds to drop on them. Bloodshot eyes flicked nervously at his screen. Whatever had gone on in the office had to be important, and the runner knew somebody would be willing to pay for that information. With his call completed, the trembling informant then checked his bank balance to ensure his dirt had been paid for. When the numbers appeared on his tiny screen, he smiled the sad, elated smile of a junkie who was about to get high. Then he hurried off in the direction of the closest vape den.

The courier, a man called Milton, did not know his transgression had not gone unnoticed. Like most addicts when a fix was within his grasp, Milton forgot about everything else around him. He did not encrypt his call because he could not afford a quality comm, and he did not wait for a safe period of time to elapse before making it because he had a serious jones going. Milton needed a blaze fix, and he needed it now. The gaunt addict was blithely unaware that he had just been conned, and he remained unaware that his indiscretion would cost him his life. But he knew he was going to get high, and this was all he cared about.

Billy McGinty was had run this hustle a hundred times a hundred different ways. The only reliable thing in his business was the unreliability of addicts, so Billy had learned to use it to his advantage.  When he sat back down to his desk, it was with a smug grin on his lean face. He pulled up his terminal and requested all the signal logs for the previous ten minutes, and in short order found the call just made by the not-so-bright informant.

“Alas, poor Milton,” Billy whispered with a sad smile, “We hardly knew ye.”
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CHAPTER NINE
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After the grievance was filed with the Hunter’s Lodge, the bounties dried up completely. Manny had managed to secure one for sixty-thousand credits before the Lodge burned the client and wiped the boards, which was exactly what they had wanted.

Manny skulked in the Quinzy Lodge lounge, nursing a glass of vodka and watching hunters come and go. It was a quiet place, as far as lounges went, and the conversations of bounty hunters and assassins were rarely of a sort others would find interesting. Mercenary bars were often loud with the boisterous boasts of hardened fighters, and thieves’ dens bustled with excitable chatter as groups planned or discussed their latest big heist. Hunter’s bars were different. They were quiet and dark. Conversations were low and cryptic. People did not smile in the easy friendly manner of rival tradesmen, but rather they smirked and grinned like predators with an easy meal in sight. It reminded Manny far too much of factional assemblies on Venus, where various groups of partisans would get together to pool resources or plan larger operations. Nobody trusted or liked anyone else, and it was hard to have a real conversation when everyone was trying to sit with their backs to the wall.

Manny had never liked bounty hunting, and had only turned to it as a way of getting off Venus. An eight-year-old boy when the last of the fighting over the Venusian secession had ended, he grew up among the broken remnants of the Separatist armies that had refused to surrender or honor the peace. He had been trained as a guerrilla fighter and scout for as long as he could remember. Now, with the distracting influence of cheap booze dulling the edges of his normally perfect focus, he found himself thinking about the first time he had been handed a slug-gun. He remembered how heavy it had felt in his too-small hands, and how strange it seemed for a child to hold so dangerous a thing. He recalled with crystal clarity how terrifying the report and recoil were when he fired it for the first time. It had bruised his shoulder and he almost dropped it. His weakness had shamed him to shedding a child’s tears in front of the men he worshiped.

With his parents dead, Manuel had grown to love his squad and crew as the kin he could never have. Those rough men and women who had fled to the bowels of the great colony domes and transfer stations dotting the inhospitable surface of Venus were his mother, father, and siblings. The government called them terrorists, but he had called them family.

This made their eventual betrayal all the more awful. He was far too young to understand, they had said. He wasn’t ready for the truth. As if somehow the truth of what they were would become more palatable with age or experience. ‘Hard choices,’ they had explained. ‘This is the only way’ they had exhorted.

At seventeen years old, Manny decided that if the atrocities he had inadvertently taken part in were the ‘only way’ to ensure a free Venus, then he was no longer interested in the cause. Overnight, Manuel Richardson suddenly found himself without a home or a family. He was a enemy to both factions and an outcast. He was friendless, homeless, and lost in a world where everybody wanted him dead. But he was also a survivor, and so he escaped. For several years he roamed the Gate Stations, taking odd bounty jobs or smuggling gigs. He never stayed in any one place long enough to get found out or make friends, but when he heard that the Big Woo gangs were forming their own territory, he recognized it as a chance to start over.

Which is why he was now in a place he did not like, sipping a drink he did not like, working for a man he did not like. There was a lot to not like about this job, but Manny had never seen sixty-thousand credits in one place before and he was eager to find out what that looked like. Ergo, he continued to pretend to drink and he waited. He waited for a very long time. He was seriously considering getting up and leaving when someone came through the door of the lounge and met his eyes. The man was tall, spare, and nervous-looking. He had sandy hair and frightened eyes. His gait was shuffling and clumsy as he walked over to Manny’s table clutching a courier bag.

“My cousin said you like cats,” the scared man blurted the nonsensical callsign.

“They taste like chicken,” Manny gave the countersign and the tall man's tense face relaxed. Trembling hands placed the bag on the table and he turned to leave.

“Wait,” Manny said. “I have a message.”

“I don’t do messages,” the man looked terrified, as Manuel knew he would be.

“He’ll need to know this,” he tried to say but the courier cut him off.

“I don’t do messages, you need to—”

“Listen shit-for-brains...” Manuel grabbed the terrified man by the nape of his neck and pulled his face to within an inch of his own. He growled, and the courier’s teeth clicked together as his mouth slammed shut, “I am giving you a goddamn message anyway. Take it to him or don’t. I don’t give a fuck. But if he doesn’t get this info he will be pissed and I will make sure he knows why. You following me?”

The head bobbed up and down, eyes bulging with fear.

“Good. Tell him that the mark knows, and that they are moving soon. He needs to go to ground while I take care of it.”

The courier’s eyes were blank, filled with terror and devoid of comprehension. Manuel waved him off, “Go, asshole. Tell him. Jesus, don’t just stand there! GO!”

The mousy courier turned on his heel and scurried to the exit with far too much speed for discretion. He disappeared through the portal and out into the New Boston night air.

Manuel sat back in his chair and sighed a long slow breath.

Run, rabbit, run, he thought. Lead us to your masters.

He waited a full five minutes before pulling out his DataPad and checking the signal. Sure enough, the courier had not noticed the small location transponder Manuel had placed on him when he grabbed the man, and the signal was clear and strong. It was too much to hope that the low-level runner would lead them directly to the client, but it was a foregone conclusion the courier would want to unload the message to someone who would know what to do with it as soon as possible.

The pretty lady and the giant fixer would pick up the trail now, but he needed to stay in the loop if this did not work. He had signed on to get the client, and he wasn’t getting paid until they did. However, he did have a courier bag filled with hard creds sitting right in front of him, and he was more than a little inclined to pocket those as a bonus. He looked at the bag, and then looked around the lounge. His eyes wandered back to the bag and his fingers moved of their own accord toward the clasp.

A slender hand closed over his and forced it not ungently down onto the table top. Manuel looked up, startled, and found himself staring down some of the most spectacular cleavage he had ever seen. He experienced a whole series of conflicting thoughts and emotions in that instant. They ranged from surprise at suddenly being grabbed, to hormonal delight at the astounding view arrayed before him, and then meandered to fear when he realized that the small hand over his was ridiculously strong.

He dragged his eyes away from the dazzling décolletage and met the gaze of his new table-mate. She was extremely pretty, with blinding blond hair and delightful blue eyes. Her mouth was curled in a sweet smile, but those eyes gave her intentions away as something far from friendly. Manuel decided he would much prefer to look down again, and so he did. He also tried to extract his hand, but he could not even make it wiggle, such was the grip of the tiny blond.

Her voice was high-pitched and squeaky. Her words delivered with a slight drawl and bubbly inflection, “No, no, Mr. Manny. You get paid when the job is done.”

Manuel stammered, “Y-yeah...I get that. Just uh, just checking it is all.”

She winked at him, which simultaneously made his heart race and started a cold sweat from the back of his neck, “I assumed as much, Manny. But we are just going to sit tight here for a minute while Lucy and iron-britches run down that nasty old courier. Can’t have the client thinking you were the one setting his boy up, right?”

“Right. Yeah. Okay. I guess they didn’t really trust me too much, huh? Not if you’re here.”

“Roland doesn’t really trust anyone except Lucia. Smart guys remember that. Dumb guys die. I’m Mindy, by the way.”

“Manuel,” he replied unnecessarily and shrugged, “Can I have my hand back now?”

“What?” the woman looked hurt. “You don’t want to hold my hand? You’ll give a girl a complex talking like that!”

Manuel was young and possessed of all the same deficiencies other young men experienced when interacting with attractive specimens of their preferred gender. Anyone with functioning eyes could see that he was not immune to the ample charms of the little blond killer. But he had also grown up a hunted freedom fighter in a band of other hunted freedom fighters. Long practice had taught him about feminine wiles, and he understood that sex could be every bit a weapon as a grenade was. 

Often a far more effective one, he thought. Thus, the young man learned early to determine when he was being sized up as a mate, and when he was being sized up as a meal. While the two could be difficult to distinguish from time to time, this was not one of those times. Manuel diverted as much mental energy as he had to quelling his youthful lusts and focused his reserves on not running afoul of his new partners.

“I would like nothing more than to hold your hand, Mindy, and let’s be honest, virtually any other part of you that you’d let me,” his eyes darted back to her chest, barely covered by her skintight blue jumpsuit, which was unzipped halfway to her navel. “But I don’t really think you came here to whisper sweet nothings into my ear.”

“No,” she agreed and released him, “I was here to back you up in case things went weird.”

“And to make sure I didn’t sell you out or run off with the money?”

“Hush your mouth and perish the thought!” She gasped with exaggerated horror, “A nice Venusian boy like you do that? Why, I can’t even imagine such a thing!”

Manuel tossed her a scowling head shake, “I’m no choir boy, Mindy. But I’m no thief, either.”

“I know you aren’t,” she shot him a pout, enjoying how her antics caused his body temperature to fluctuate. Being able to see into the infrared spectrum made manipulating boys far too easy and far too much fun. “But we’ll just set here a bit and have a few drinks. I expect we’ll get a call from Lucy and Robo-dork within the hour.”

“What’s the story with him, anyway?” Manuel switched gears.

“What do you want to know?” She responded with a shrug, “He’s ex-military. Cyborg. Some sort of top-secret program that I do not recommend you ever ask him about, by the way. I used to think Mack was the toughest sucker in the galaxy, but I’m not so sure about it anymore.”

“Wait!” Manuel blurted. “You’re that Mindy? ‘Mack and Mindy’ Mindy?”

She smiled, but it was a sad smile. “That’s me.”

“Ho-lee shit. Wow.”

“Don’t get star-struck, kid. Ain’t no ‘Mack and Mindy’ no more.”

“I heard. I also heard you killed the Pirate King because of him.”

“Not by myself,” Mindy’s eyes, which had been sad and drooping as tough memories flooded her brain, picked up a twinkle as the conversation turned toward happier thoughts.

“Yeah,” Manuel was remembering the rumors now. “There was a bunch of Pike’s guys and uh...” he paused, frowning, “Was it them?”

“Who?” Mindy responded, all innocence.

“Roland and Lucia. They were there?”

“Yup. Roland beat the shit out of Grim Roper and Lucia killed the lady who murdered Pops Winter, all while I shanked Vlad the Impaler through his eye with a dagger.”

Manuel’s face went agog as he put all the pieces together. This was so much bigger than he had ever thought it would be. He wasn’t just working with a local fixer. These were not gang leaders or businesspeople with axes to grind. Roland and Lucia were players in a giant interstellar crime war. A war spanning entire systems and was being fought on multiple fronts. The Combine, The Brokerage, Gateways Inc., all of them giants in an enormous game for control of vast power and mind-boggling sums of money. This was huge. This was dangerous. More to the point, this was all way out of Manny’s league. This conflict would shape the future of the entire galactic economy and Manuel Richardson had just blithely volunteered to be part of it.

“Don’t worry, kid,” Mindy patted his cheek, startling him. “You get used to it. If you just do your job, don’t back-talk Lucia, and stay the hell out of Roland’s way, you will be fine.”

“What’s he like, really?” The dark-haired young man had to know. Something about Roland frightened him. There was a darkness, a severity to the man that Manuel wasn’t sure the others could see. Lucia was in love with him; this much was obvious. Mindy respected his strength and capacity for violence, anyone who bothered to look would see that easily. But living underground with a group of people he only later realized were fanatical terrorists had taught Manuel to ascertain certain things first when he met someone. There was a void inside Roland Tankowicz that Manny didn't think the others had noticed. The young man had lived for years in the sort of depraved amoral darkness that drove men insane and brought out the cruelest, most abysmal tendencies in otherwise good people. He was born into it and had lived in it. He could see it in others, and he saw it in Roland Tankowicz.

“You’re afraid of him.” Mindy presented it as a fact, not a question.

“You aren’t?” he shot back.

Mindy’s face changed at the question. Not drastically, but the lines of her eyes became sharp and shadowed. Her lips, a moment ago so luscious as to make a man hyperventilate, twisted to something feral and cold. Her whole demeanor darkened and Manny understood with abrupt terror that Mindy was as much a monster as Roland was. She was just better at hiding it.

“Of course I am, boy. He’s a monster. A literal killing machine. They built him in a laboratory and designed him to destroy.” Her gaze was ice-cold, and it locked into his with unbreakable tension, “Do you know what they called him?”

Manuel shook his head, not trusting his voice.

“Breach, kid. They called him ‘Breach,’ because a bunch of sick military fucks in lab coats built him specifically to break things. And if he didn't want to break something?” She tapped the side of her head for emphasis, “They shut off his brain and made him do it anyway. They treated him like just another tool.” She brought a fist down on the table, and Manny jumped at the sudden sound. “He was just a big ol’ hammer they got to swing whenever they wanted at whoever they wanted.”

She was too intense, too forward. Manuel felt himself shrink into his chair and tried to avoid her glare. She reached out and grabbed his chin, forcing him to look her in the eyes.

“So, yes. I’m afraid of him. I‘m afraid of what he can do because I’ve seen him do it. I’m afraid someday the wide-eyed wannabe-hero soldier currently driving that half-a-fucking-ton of military ordnance will give up and die. Then, instead of goofy stupid Roland Tankowicz trying to be a hero, we will all get to play with Breach. Ask Billy or Lucia about Breach. Breach can’t be stopped, kid. Breach is not a hammer, little Manny. He is the hammer. Breach breaks shit because that is what he was made to do.”

She let him go, “Have you ever heard a cyborg scream in terror in the middle of the night? I have. Roland has nightmares about what Breach did. Nightmares about what they used his body for. I’m talking about women, children, old men and innocents. He would wake up covered in their blood, or on a pile of dead bodies. Can you even imagine what that feels like?”

Manuel’s stomach lurched and he felt his gorge rise in his throat. His hands gripped the table with desperate strength and drove his knuckles white with the exertion. He could not meet Mindy’s eyes when he answered, and his voice was a small, defeated murmur against the roaring of his own blood his ears.

“Imagine? No, I can’t imagine it. But then again, I don’t have to.”

Mindy blinked at his response, and when she saw the cavernous emptiness behind the eyes of the young man, she realized something horrible. Suddenly it was all so obvious, and her mouth drew into a tight white line. A Separatist, too young for the war but the right age for the troubles, suddenly leaves Venus and hides in Big Woo? There was only one logical conclusion.

Manuel Richardson had the nightmares, too.
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CHAPTER TEN
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The chubby courier scampered from the Quinzy Lodge on feet made clumsy with fear. Things were wrong with this job and he could feel in the pit of his stomach that he needed to get away from this gig fast. His panic made him stupid and hasty, so he turned toward the Sprawl and pinged for a car. When one arrived, he slid inside it and gave his destination to the driver, who snorted at it and started the meter.

As the car pulled away, the courier allowed himself to relax. Getting a ride would cost money, but speed was important and on mass transit he felt far too exposed. He took small solace in how difficult it would be for anyone to jump him in a random cab.

Roland watched the cab pull away from the lodge and keyed Lucia on his comm, “He’s on the move. Tracking signal is good. Looks like he’s on his way to The Sprawl. In pursuit. Tank, out.”

Roland did not like being called “Tank.” He felt it was a stupid and childish affectation, but the denizens of Dockside were simple folk, and when you were his size and had a last name like “Tankowicz,” people were going to call you Tank. At this point he had given up fighting it.

“Copy that.” Lucia’s voice was curt and professional. “Mindy has Manuel as we speak. I’ll be on comms.” Lucia was not thrilled to be stuck with the overwatch position, but the potential for a nasty firefight and the nature of the bounties meant it would be best for Roland to take point on this operation. Lucia was pure hell in a gunfight these days, but she was not bullet-proof and until they had a better understanding of the strategic landscape, caution was the order of the day.

The big cyborg let the car get a mile or two ahead of him before he moved. He started with a brisk jog, keeping off the main streets and using alleyways and side streets to keep abreast of the cab and even get ahead of it when a suitable shortcut presented itself. He had a general idea of the direction it was headed, and when he had the room, he extended his stride into a mile-chewing run. With enough space, Roland could run sixty miles per hour, though his weight and resulting inertia made steering and stopping at those speeds next to impossible. Even so, the cab never got away from him and with little effort he stayed abreast of it all the way to its destination.

The cab stopped at four-story commercial building on the border of the Sprawl and Dockside. Roland recognized the address as a counting house for a local loan shark and money launderer named Sid. Sid had been a prostitute in Dockside for a while before her head for numbers and keen sense of financial timing had accelerated her into a more profitable career arc. Sid made good loans to bad people and bad loans to good people, but always seemed to turn a profit. Though young, she was a rising star in the shifting landscape of the New Boston underworld with a bright future. She had employed Roland a few times to smooth over issues with bigger rackets, and more than once to remind borrowers of their obligations. Roland had very little in the way of solid opinions on the woman, but he had to wonder what her involvement in these bounties was. He certainly did not owe her any money, he was sure of it. He liked this thread though, as it appeared the courier had led him one solid rung up the ladder. Sid was still technically considered small-time, but she was ambitious and that meant she probably had an angle. Roland would find the angle and exploit it, one way or the other. He had no reason to dislike Sid, so he hoped it would not have to be the other.

When the courier left a few minutes later, Roland walked up to the counting house door and knocked. A speaker next to the panel crackled to life and a voice said, “Who is it?”

Roland was never subtle, nor was he canny enough for extended banter, “You know damn well who it is. I’m here to see Sid. Open the door or don’t, but either way I’m coming in.”

Roland hated closed doors. He was very specifically designed to breach fortifications, and closed doors were his natural enemy. Smashing through a barrier meant to keep him out was just one of the simple joys of his existence. He was denied that joy, as the door slid open on well-oiled glides and he found himself staring at a man wearing light gray tactical armor and more guns than Roland considered to be strictly prudent.

Roland gave the man a humorless smile, “You sure you brought enough guns, buddy?”

The man, who was lean and muscular and wore a scraggly beard, ignored his question. “What do you want?”

“Told you already. Need to talk to Sid.”

“Sid ain’t here. Leave your message with me.”

Roland knew this was a lie. The courier would have never gone inside if Sid wasn’t home. He kept the fake smile on his face as he addressed the well-armed man before him, “You know who I am?”

“I’ve heard of you.”

“Good. I am going to be reasonable. I will wait right here while you go tell Sid that I need to speak with her. That I am going to speak with her. If you still insist that she is not home, then I will let myself in and speak with her anyway. You have ninety seconds. Go.”

The scruffy man with the arsenal of guns didn’t move. He scowled the scowl of a man who had killed many people and was not at all impressed with pushy giants. His voice was calm and tinged with vague menace, “I get that you think you are some big deal, buddy. But shit don’t work the same in The Sprawl as in Dockside.” He met Roland’s gaze without flinching, “If I say Sid ain’t here? Then she ain’t fucking here.”

“Seventy-eight seconds,” was Roland’s response.

A voice, high-pitched and throaty interrupted the standoff. It came from behind the man with the guns and sounded annoyed, “Oh for Christ’s sake, Paulie! Just let him in!”

‘Paulie,’ as Roland correctly surmised was the man’s name, called back over his shoulder without taking his eyes off of Roland or his hands off his guns. “You sure? I heard of this freak. Like as not he’s here to wreck the place.”

Roland had to admit the man’s caution was well-placed. His repertoire of investigatory techniques was distressingly thin and uncreative. When Roland wanted to know something, he usually found someone who had information and hurt that person until they gave it to him. Paulie seemed to have figured as much out on his own.

The voice sighed, “If Roland wants to wreck the place, he’s gonna wreck it either way. Might as well see what he wants, first.”

Paulie eyed Roland for one long moment, then spoke. “Listen, freak. You stay calm, you stay polite. You keep your fucking hands where they can be seen and you don’t pull no shit. Break my rules, I break you. Capisce?”

Roland returned the hard glare, “I like you, Paulie. You’re my kind of mook. If I have to kill you, it’ll probably ruin my mood. I’m here to talk, so I’m gonna talk. If I was here to fight, you’d be dead already.”

“Heard that one before. Last guy who tried it was bigger than you.”

“Will you two assholes shut the fuck up?” Sid stalked into the foyer. “You’re like teenagers with that tough-guy bullshit. Paulie, Roland’s The Fixer, he’s obviously here to fix something. We’ll be fine.” The woman turned to Roland, “Come on in. We can talk in my office. Paulie?”

“Ma’am?”

“You can take a break.”

Paulie stiffened at that, displeasure written all over his tight features.

“Seriously, Paulie. This is business. We’ll be fine.”

Paulie looked directly at Roland while he answered Sid, “I won’t be far away if you need me.”

“Perfect. Come on in, Roland. Follow me.”

Roland followed the dark-haired woman as she led him upstairs. He had done some collections work for Sid during her rise to prominence, but other than that he did not know her well and he found himself really looking at her for the first time. Sid was pretty, he realized, with a body that appeared to be made entirely of curves. She had a manner of walking that made her simple red nightgown slide across her hips as if there were things inside actively trying to escape it. Roland had always been uncomfortable around overtly sexual women. Decades living inside an armored cyborg chassis had taught him not to look at women sexually if it could be avoided. There was no point to it and it made for little more than a painful distraction. Women were supposed to be frightened of him, which Roland understood and felt was appropriate. Any woman not frightened of him was to be avoided, because it meant he wasn’t as scary as he thought he was supposed to be. His past had left him with deep scars when it came to interacting with ladies who enjoyed and employed their sexuality in ways he could not understand.

His relationship with Lucia had changed much of his thinking along those lines. For years, Roland had accepted that he was unlovable and therefore anyone who showed interest in him was broken or working an angle. But he was still a man, and knowing this did not prevent him from becoming a stammering fool when forced to deal with pretty women who batted eyelashes at him. Lucia had done a lot of work in correcting his thinking along those lines. Nowadays he realized how staggeringly dysfunctional his mindset had been, and his years of stupidity caused him no end of chagrin.

As he watched Sid’s shapely form move up the stairs in front of him, he could now understand what was happening with far more clarity. The sway of the hips was deliberately in excess of what was necessary for balance, and her already short nightwear was being permitted to ride higher than was probably comfortable. Sid was staying far enough ahead of him on the stairs to keep her posterior in prominent view and he noticed her pleasant small talk was pitched half an octave higher than her regular speaking voice as she climbed.

A few months ago, Sid’s carefully constructed display would have had him working very hard to not see any of it. He would have been gritting his teeth and squaring large numbers in his head to avoid the deeply conflicted feelings that would arise as result. Before Lucia, it would have taken all his concentration to ignore the fierce contest between his lust and his apprehension about anyone who did not hate him as much as he hated himself.

But that did not happen now. He was calm, focused. The view was nice, but not distracting. He saw it for what it was.

She’s scared, he realized. She thinks I’m here to hurt her and she wants me to be either distracted or attracted. It’s just a defense mechanism.

At the top of the stairs, she turned to the left and opened a door at the end of a short hallway. “Come on in,” she invited, “make yourself comfortable. Want a drink?”

Under normal circumstances, Roland would have said ‘no’ to the offer. But he found himself embarrassed by how afraid of him she was. It was so obvious now, how she was trying to put him at ease. To make him like her. To make him want her. He did not believe she was truly interested, and he did not get the impression she was trying to con him, either. She had turned the vamp up to eleven simply because he was terrifying. It made him feel ugly and ogre-ish, and he found he did not like this feeling at all. “I’ll take a beer, if you have one,” he tried to sound as polite and disarming as he could, which probably made it worse.

Sid hit an intercom button on her desk, “Stella? Can you bring us a beer and a merlot, please?”

“Yes, ma’am,” came a voice through the speaker.

“Thank you,” Sid cut the connection and turned to Roland, still standing in the middle of her office. “I’d offer you a seat, but ah...” she gestured to the two normal-sized chairs sitting in front of her plain wooden desk.

“Don’t sweat it,” he replied, “happens all the time. Please, sit.”

Sid did not sit at her desk, but rather swayed over to a divan near a window and reclined on it. Her nightgown, made of a light red shimmery material, crept up her legs and revealed an expanse of cafe au lait thigh as she adjusted herself to a comfortable resting position. Her neckline dived past her sternum in a wide V, and Roland could see how such an ensemble would probably reduce most men to gibbering baboons. His own urge to gibber was not so easy to ignore, as it was, and he was only one-tenth organic. Her fear was ruining the effect though. If Sid was just a beautiful woman being beautiful, his new enlightened state would have allowed him to appreciate and enjoy it. But Roland could see the artifice and the tactics of it. She wanted Roland to be attracted to her so he would not hurt her, and that pissed him off far more than he realized it would.

Am I really such a monster?

Roland wasn’t sure if he was angrier at himself for coming off that way, or just furious that the world had taught Sid the best way to avoid being hurt by a man was to offer him sex.

“Well, Roland,” Sid practically purred, “what can I do for you tonight?”

“Somebody is trying to kill me,” was his blunt answer. “That somebody just had a courier come here and report to you.”

Roland saw a flash of terror mar her sultry features for the merest fraction of a second. It was a microscopic tell, but he caught it. He hated her fear, but he needed it, too. He needed her to fear him enough to tell the truth. This was normal for him, but tonight it turned his stomach. They were interrupted by the merciful clang of the door chime, and a woman entered with a large mug of beer and a bottle of wine. She handed the beer to Roland who immediately took a long pull and then poured a glass of the wine for Sid. Once finished, she left the room silently. Sid had used the interruption to collect herself and sipped artfully on her beverage before responding, “I hope you don’t think I have anything to do with it. I use a lot of couriers, Roland. I’m a loan shark and money launderer after all.” A drop of wine fell from the glass and landed on the top of her left breast. It rode the curve of soft flesh and traced red streak down into her cleavage. “Oh my!” she giggled. "Pardon me.” She wiped at the red line with her finger and the soft mound jiggled and rolled at the pressure. New and improved, enlightened Roland had to admit it was a very impressive show. He did not bother trying to ignore it, but rather watched it with detached amusement.

“We followed him here directly from a meet-up with a bounty hunter,” Roland proceeded as if entirely unaffected by the display. Sid leaned over to place the wine glass on an end table, twisting in such a manner as to show even more chest and actually increasing the amount of visible thigh at the same time. This took no small portion of grace and athleticism, and Roland actually felt his eyebrows rise watching it. The ploy was wasted on him though, and Sid was noticing.

“Now, come on, Roland. I’ve never taken a bounty on anyone in my life. You know that. I actually use your services almost exclusively for such things. If only to get you to come around and see me from time to time.” Her smile was sweet as she said it, and she settled back into the divan with a serpentine slither.

Roland was tiring of this dance. Rather than turning him on, it was all conspiring to annoy him. It was a lot like dealing with Mindy, which always put him in a bad mood. As much as he understood why she was trying so hard to distract him, he was beginning to resent the insult to his intelligence.

“For what it’s worth, I don’t think it’s you. But I do think whoever is trying to kill me is using you to cover his tracks.”

“So that’s what brings you here. Would you like to use me too?” Her tone was sarcastic, but she made it very clear that this was, in fact, an invitation to ‘use’ her. “Why Roland, how forward of you!”

“I need to get to this guy before somebody gets seriously hurt, Sid.” He kept his voice even and businesslike. He hoped she would catch on and stop with the theatrics. He did not have the words to communicate his growing irritation without coming off as even more threatening, which would only make things worse.

With her charms failing, Sid doubled down and turned up the heat. “You know, Roland,” Sid cooed, “my services are yours for the asking.” She leaned forward again as she said it, stretching dreamily and reaching for her wine glass. Her hand passed it though, and she pressed forward without warning to step up from the couch and press her body against the seven-and-a-half-foot cyborg. The nightgown slipped off her shoulders to land in a red puddle at her feet and her hands went to his belt, “All my services...”

There was really nothing left for the imagination at this point, and Roland’s ironclad comportment nearly collapsed under the pressure. It was rage and not lust bubbling to the surface however, and he could not suppress a growl. He snapped, “Oh, cut the shit, Sid. I’m not biting.”

The woman’s face fell, and the veneer of the seductress collapsed into a mask of fear. “It’s not me, Roland. I only just found out, myself. Terry... the courier, that is, is my go-between and he’s been feeding me intel. I didn’t know, I swear!”

“What do you know?” It was all he could do to keep his voice from degenerating into a menacing growl. He simply did not have the right skill set for this interaction. He wanted to just turn and leave, to run from his acute discomfort, but he needed the information.

“It’s someone new, and it’s linked to The Brokerage. They’re really pissed at you, you know. They are trying to get the Lodge to go after you by tricking you into killing a lot of hunters. That’s all I know for now! I swear! You know I’d never cross you, right?”

Her terror tasted like ashes in his throat. In a moment of inspiration, Roland abandoned his usual intimidation-based tactics. He would not sleep well tonight if he terrorized Sid into helping after she had just hurled herself at him to save her own life. He did not want to be that monster anymore. Sid was a coin-changer and a loan shark, not some sinister player working an angle on him. She was just too scared to know how to handle the sudden pressure of being caught up in a huge crime war.

He forced himself to speak quietly. He dragged his voice out of the basement where it liked to live when he was irritated and focused on affecting a calm demeanor. “I figured as much, Sid. This shit isn’t your style. We are going to need more information though. Now, I won’t force you to do anything, because this isn’t your fight, and it’s all above your pay grade. But I need help.” Roland paused; this next part was foreign to him and the words needed to be forced past his lips, “I would be very grateful if you decided to help me.”

“Really?” Sid sounded incredulous. “You aren’t going to kill me or bust up my place?” That was how Roland usually handled this sort of thing, so the question was appropriate.

“I’m growing as a person,” he shrugged.

A slow smile split Sid’s face at this, and the in an instant seductress returned. She pressed her exposed flesh again him again and smiled with vulpine glee, “How grateful are we talking, Tank?”

“I said cut the shit, Sid.” This time the growl was unavoidable.

"Oh, all right then." Sid smiled and turned a slow circle, her naked body a study in Rubenesque sexuality. "A girl has to try, you know.”

Having used up all his newfound social charms, he returned to his usual gruffness. “Stop trying. My girlfriend would wear you like a snow boot, lady.”

“I like her already,” she admitted. Still nude, and undaunted by Roland’s gaze, she walked over to the desk and punched the intercom, “Stella? Tell Terry I need to seem him tomorrow.” She looked back at Roland, “Give me a few days, I should have more for you by then.”

“Just get me something solid, Sid. And thanks.”

She placed her hands on her hips and thrust her ample chest out at him, “I’m pretty sure you’re solid enough for the both of us right now, Tank. But I’ll see what I can do.”

“Cut the shit, Sid,” Roland repeated.

And then he got out of there as fast as he could.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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Anyone who observed Paulie stalking away from the counting house could be forgiven for attributing the brisk clomping of his boots and snarling rictus of his face for embarrassment at being so casually dismissed. His services were not inexpensive things, after all. If one went to all the trouble of finding him on Galapagos and bringing him all the way here, it would behoove that person to actually let him execute the duties for which he had been retained. So, it made perfect sense for him to be stomping off into the night looking like Satan himself had just urinated into his breakfast cereal. It was only natural.

But this was not it at all. Sid had no idea at all where Paulie had come from or how he had found his way into her employ. She thought he was just another merc, tired of cruising the gate stations and looking for a comfy gig back on Earth. But he hated Earth. He hated comfy gigs, too. Paulie liked to fight, and he liked to kill, and he liked making a lot of money doing both. Thus, it was for reasons entirely his own that Paulie was stalking a path away from the Dockside border and toward the center of The Sprawl. When he was a mile or two away from Sid’s place, he pinged for a ride. When it arrived, he hopped in and keyed an address to the autopilot and settled back into the seat. He shoved a hand into his jacket and fished around until he found his flask and extracted it. A long, luxurious pull from the stainless steel vessel sent burning liquid refreshment down his gullet. The strong liquor seared his esophagus and settled in his belly like lava, sending tingles of warmth through his whole body.

Ain’t nothing like good vino, he brooded. The shit they make here is too soft. 

Vino, the way spacers made it on long voyages, could be used to clean engine parts or strip paint from ship’s hulls if one was disinclined to drink it. It was made from equal parts rotten fruit, cooking spices, and uncut ethanol. There was a pervasive legend that the really good stuff was flavored with toluene and filtered through a longshoreman’s sweat sock, but Paulie was pretty sure this was just a myth. He had met too many longshoremen and their socks to believe that crock. He took another long pull, wincing as the powerful corrosive sheered layers of his throat away and cascaded into his belly like molten rock.

He coughed, hard. Oh yeah. That’s the goodness.

He was still collecting himself when the arrival chime sounded and the car door hissed open. Paulie left without leaving a tip and crossed the street to the tall and austere office building at which he had arrived. The looming edifice bore an eerie similarity to the surrounding buildings as architectural flamboyance was not a hallmark for this part of The Sprawl. Endless nearly identical office buildings lined both sides of the dark street, with only illuminated placards in front of each listing which companies rented the spaces. Wealthier tenants had more outlandish signs, there were even a few animated holographic versions running bright and chipper advertisements for the products and services provided by the tenant. Most were not that nice however, and simple scrolling text was by far the most common. Paulie ignored all of it and walked into an alley between two of the buildings. Half way down, he found a single-width access door labeled “Authorized Personnel Only.” He approached it and stood still while the door scanner checked his biometrics. After a few seconds, a soft chime sounded and he heard the click of bolts being retracted. The grizzled mercenary stepped forward, and the door whooshed open without complaint. Passing through, Paulie grumbled an internal expletive about the security here. Scanners on every door, cameras in every space, and reinforced section doors like you would find on a Council battleship. It made very little sense to Paulie, but the bottom floor of this place had obviously been retrofitted to keep someone or something very powerful out. Considering what had been paid to pull him and his crew from deep space, Paulie figured this guy was in the process of picking a fight with a serious opponent.

It pissed Paulie off that he had no idea who he had been brought here to take on, but the client was paying them by the week to sit on their hands and do squat. At least I get to hang out and ogle that Sid chick, he smiled to himself. Now there is one seriously hot bitch.

He moved through the halls of the ground floor until he reached the elevator lobby. He entered a lift and selected the sub-basement. This prompted another set of biometric scanners to confirm his identity for the second time in two minutes. When he arrived on his floor, he turned down a long hallway and stopped at door marked “Command Center. Paulie hit the chime with a sigh and waited. In a moment, the door clicked and opened to reveal a brightly lit room stuffed with terminals and screens. It was unoccupied save for a single man in a plush chair. The man was slightly doughy with gray hair and a flushed face. Paulie had taken an instant dislike to him upon their first meeting, but the pay was too good to walk away from this gig. The hardened campaigner could not help but notice his employer was everything he was not. Paulie was lean and muscular, his client was lumpy and weak. Paulie had a rough, scarred face with three-days’ stubble and a hairline that receded into a murderously brief crew cut. The man in the chair had his face clean-shaven, and his hair was thick and slicked into a flawless conservative part. Paulie was hard and mean, he went directly after what he wanted and took it. The silver-haired man in the room was soft and greasy. He was the kind of man who would only pat you on the back if he needed to find a soft spot to stick a knife.

But his cred transfers always came through on time, so Paulie swallowed his revulsion. “Tank showed up at Sid’s tonight. Someone spooked the courier, too. This job is leakin’, Reynard.”

The man in the chair acknowledged this news with a frown, “Yes. The Lodge has flagged all jobs for Tankowicz as well, it seems. It looks like phase one has not borne the fruit we hoped it would.” The man ducked his head in a slow nod, and let a slight chuckle slip past his lips, “I appear to have miscalculated some. Our Fixer friend has been pulling his punches more than I’d have thought he would. That would be the Ribiero woman's influence, I presume.”

Paulie did not understand, “He’s not killing the hunters, you mean? His rep is that of a guy who is pretty rough with folks who go hard at him.”

“Exactly,” the stranger agreed, “The man I knew would have killed them all without a second thought, and probably stormed the Lodge to reinforce the point.”

“He suicidal?” Paulie was a veteran mercenary commander, and even he would not have considered attacking the Lodge. Even if you could take out all the assassins and bounty hunters in a given region, you’d just end up on the Hit List for your trouble. Being on the Hit List was a massive inconvenience, and would simply be too enormous a liability to work with.

“He’s not suicidal, but he is startlingly uncreative in his tactics, and he prefers to leave only dead enemies behind him.”

“Sound policy,” Paulie concurred, “What about the hunter still on the job? Should I cut him loose?” Paulie was certain the client knew what he meant by ‘cut him loose.’

“No,” the reply was quick, “let’s keep him harassing Roland. Chasing a phantom bounty will still serve to keep his focus away from us. Keep stringing that one along until he catches on.”

“And the courier? Kid’s weak and scared. Seriously un-fucking-reliable.”

“We could use him to spread disinformation,” the client said after a moment’s thought. “But I suspect Terry is far too weak a link to trust with the chain, I suppose. Go ahead and 'cut him loose,' Mr. Paulsen. But let’s try to keep Roland chasing Mr. Manson instead of us, shall we?”

“Good call,” Paulie had other tactical considerations, and it seemed his client was in the mood to dish out a greater portion of intelligence than usual tonight. “What about The Brokerage? They still on schedule? I don’t want to be left hanging in the breeze if this gets hairy.”

“The Brokerage will do their part. Why wouldn’t they? Their part involves none of the hard work.” Reynard stifled a surreptitious chuckle at the thought of a bunch of crooked lawyers and accountants waging a street war.

“It never fucking does with those pussies,” Paulie agreed. “They shuffle data while my boys get shot to shit.”

The client’s eyebrows arched, “Yes, but their money is plentiful.” The man paused and looked wistful for a moment before continuing with a wry chuckle, “... and their legal aid department is magnificent.”

Paulie had to agree with the assessment. That he had disembarked on Earth without fifteen different law enforcement agencies fighting over who got to arrest him first was a testament to it. His was a criminal record that even other criminals respected, and getting it buried or cleared must have cost a million credits all by itself.

“So what’s the next step, then? Brokerage needs him out, so they can do...” he frowned, “... whatever the fuck it is they’re doing. Their stupid plan to trick the Lodge into taking him down isn’t working, and a straight fight is something those spineless wimps are never gonna be down with.” Paulie made a rude gesture, “If the Lodge ain’t gonna fight him, who does?”

The silver-haired man looked evenly at the mercenary for a long moment before answering.

“Why, Mr. Paulsen, we are, obviously.”

Paulie’s face twisted into a sardonic sneer, “Figures. And by ‘we’ you mean ‘me and my boys,’ right?”

“I’ll be there in spirit,” the man said with a laugh.

“Unless your spirit can lug a mag-rifle, I don’t need it. So, you finally gonna read me in on the op, then?”

The man smiled, “Oh yes. That would be prudent at this point, I believe.”

With a turn to a nearby terminal, pudgy fingers swiped through a few screens. The monitors all around them lit up suddenly with photos and videos of Tank Tankowicz in various highly kinetic situations. One screen showed the big man fighting on a space ship against armored crewmen. Another had him storming an old brown building somewhere and shooting up the lobby. There was a screen showing him locked in a savage brawl with what looked like a giant white android in some bland hallway, and the pair were wreaking destruction on a level that folks not lugging heavy weapons would not have been able to manage.

“What you need to know, Mr. Paulsen, is that Roland Tankowicz is military class light cyborg from a top-secret UEDF war fighter enhancement project. His chassis specs are unlike anything you have seen or heard of. But consider this: He is the man who beat Grim Roper with his bare hands.”

“I heard Pike’s big bitch did that,” Paulie had head all the stories. Big Bernie had made sure everybody in their line of work heard about how she had opened Roper like a soup can.

The man scoffed and keyed up the largest monitor in the room. It flickered to life with video of Roland fighting a giant cyborg, “Watch the video, Mr. Paulsen.” The video told the tale better than Reynard ever could, which did not stop him from talking anyway. “Roper would have taken her apart under normal circumstances, but he was fleeing Tank like a whipped dog.” The silver head shook from side to side at the ridiculous implication that Roper had been beaten by a modified construction armature, “Roper was little more than limping scrap by the time he stumbled into Sergeant Rothschilde’s grip.” The client scoffed again, but Paulie wasn’t really listening, anymore.

The fight on the screen was like nothing he had ever seen, and he had seen a lot. Paulie was suddenly very glad he had not picked a fight with Roland earlier. This was not some amped up street muscle with a couple dozen augmentations. This was next-level military tech. He watched in stunned silence as the screen showed Roland beat a near-unkillable cyborg monster into scrap. Then he watched that same monster turn tail and flee for its very life. Grim Roper had been a legend, he was the reason young mercs still slept with a night light. Hearing that Pike’s crew took him out was one thing: that was exactly the sort of impossible heroics Pike’s people engaged in with impressive regularity. But to learn that the terrifying cyborg had been dropped by a single man was quite another.

“Shit,” he whispered. Then to his employer, “How much time do I have? I’ll need to prepare for something like this.”

“It will be a few days, yet, a week maybe.” The greasy man smiled without warmth, “He will need to come to us, though. One does not try to take Tank out in the open, and never without an edge. You understand me?”

Paulie smiled back, “Don’t tell grandma how to suck eggs, pal. You say he took down Roper? That means he is armored to shit and strong as hell. I’ll need heavy weapons and I’d like to bring in one of my armatures, too.” He phrased it that way to imply he had more than one armature in his group, but in reality he did not. After watching the video, he wished fervently that he did.

“I presume there will be an additional charge for this?”

“Fucker dropped Roper?” Paulie snorted, “Hell yes there will be an additional charge. Don’t you worry your pretty little head about it, though. You’ll get your money’s worth.”

As scary as Roland (apparently) was, he was still just a target. Put enough ordnance into anything or anyone and they went down, eventually. The question was not ‘can he be killed,’ but rather ‘how hard do we have to pummel him to kill him.’ It was not complicated math, and Paulie knew how to solve those equations. But he was a pragmatist, and he figured he was likely to lose guys and equipment in the process. “Can I take these videos and study them? We will need to gauge his capabilities and build some plays for taking him down.”

“You can view them here as often as you like, but they cannot leave this room or be transmitted in any way. Believe me, Mr. Paulsen, if word gets out that we have this information, our problems will grow exponentially.”

Shit. What the fuck have I stepped into here? Paulie was starting to regret taking this job, but the money was just so damn good.

“Well, boss,” Paulie shrugged, “I figure our problems are big enough without adding to them. I’ll bring some of the boys around tomorrow and we’ll go over the files.”

“I’ll help. I have a lot of unique insights when it comes to Mr. Tankowicz. You will need my input.” There was a catch in the oily man’s voice, an inflection Paulie noticed but couldn’t assign any meaning to. His mercenary’s instincts were screaming warnings to his brain, and he suspected Tank and his client had history extending beyond professional entanglements. It was history Paulie would have liked to have known about before taking the job. Such was the life of a mercenary though.

Just think of the money, Paulie.

This was always sound advice when one was a professional mercenary. Paulie put his reservations to the back of his mind and got to working on a plan to kill his very first super-soldier.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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Back at the office, Roland debriefed Lucia and Mindy on the operation. Lucia was less than thrilled with Roland’s report. He did not believe in lying, but he had to admit he was sorely tempted to gloss over the part where the gorgeous loan shark disrobed and attempted to ply him with delights of a carnal nature.

“I will put the bitch on like a snow boot, Roland,” Lucia bristled.

“I told her that. Verbatim.” He was supremely happy he had done so. Lucia knew that Roland did not lie, and his declaration made Lucia smile, which is ninety percent of the reason Roland got out of bed in the morning.

“Did she believe you?” Lucia wanted to stay mad, but the situation was so ridiculous she couldn’t hold onto her irritation.

“I think so,” he shrugged. “She was just scared. She didn’t want me to hurt her, so she tried to make me like her. When it became clear I wasn’t going to bust up her place, she was fine.”

“So she put her clothes back on and gave you the intel you needed?”

Roland froze. “Not in that exact order.”

Lucia rolled her eyes, “She wasn’t all that scared, then. You are seriously helpless when it comes to women, goofball. You are lucky I like you.”

“I tell myself that very thing every day.”

“You two make me want to throw up,” Mindy added helpfully. Then she addressed Lucia, “Want me to kill this Sid bitch, boss?”

“No, Mindy. But thank you for offering.”

“I have no idea what chicks see in you, Roland. You have to be the ugliest guy I’ve ever met,” Mindy slapped his arm and winced as her fingers went numb.

“I don’t know what they see in you, either. You have to be the craziest bitch I’ve ever met.”

“Yeah. But I’m pretty.”

“Pretty annoying.”

“Children!” Lucia interrupted them, “Let’s table the issue of Roland’s newfound sexual charisma—”

Mindy faked a retch at this, which made Lucia chuckle.

“—and focus on what Sid has told us already.”

“It’s apparently a Brokerage thing,” Roland was all too happy to move the conversation in a more productive direction. “They are up to their usual gig. Trying to get other people to handle their wet work. This time they want the Lodge to come after me.”

Mindy tilted her head, “That’s not a terrible plan, if you think about it. If it looks like Roland is stomping hunters, they will eventually put him on the Hit List. You’re tough and all, Roland, but if every Hunter in New Boston comes after you...” She made a face, “I don’t think you can take all of ‘em.”

Roland nodded, “Of course I can’t. Several hundred pro bounty hunters and assassins? They’d drag me down on numbers alone.”

“Is this ‘Hit List’ like Weregild for mercenaries?” Lucia asked.

“Not exactly,” Mindy explained. “Weregild is an official blood debt. It’s all about honor and brotherhood and macho bullshit like that. Hunters and assassins aren’t really big on the honor stuff. The Hit List is more of an unofficial call-out. When someone runs afoul of the Lodges, everybody keeps an eye out for the guy and kills him if they see him. We have a fund that pays a bonus to whoever gets the guy. It’s really just a way of keeping a whole ‘don’t fuck with the Lodges’ vibe current and viable.”

Lucia raised her eyebrows, “Wow. You guys have issues.”

“But I’m pretty!” Mindy beamed a vapid smile back.

“Yes Mindy,” Lucia sighed, “you are a pretty princess. But pretty doesn’t fix our problems. What we need is an angle.”

“I’m out, then,” the blond shrugged. “I only do curves.”

“Well,” Roland interjected, “I think we may have foiled that part of the plan entirely accidentally. I haven’t killed either of the guys who’ve come after me.”

Lucia nodded, “This is true, and the grievance has been filed, so tthe Lodge now knows that they are being set up. You were there, Mindy. Any chance they’ll give up the client?”

Mindy snorted, “Not a chance. First, they just won’t do it. Terrible policy. Second, even if they did, there is no way this guy is dumb enough to have used any traceable info in the postings.”

“Especially if this is a Brokerage thing,” Roland agreed. “It’ll be buried so deep we’ll never find anything useful.”

“So that leaves us with Manny and Sid as our best bet.” Lucia did not sound happy about it, “Two folks I do not trust at all.”

“But they’re all we got right now, Boss” Mindy supplied with an unhelpful shrug.

“Okay,” Lucia breathed, “Let’s keep him working the client. No other hunters are going to take the bounty now that the word is out, so the client has to keep Manny in the loop or abandon this tack.”

“I would abandon it, personally,” Roland mused out loud. “Without the chance to turn the Lodge against me, it’s just a waste of time and money.”

Mindy scoffed, “But the money and time are already spent, so he may stick with it for the hell of it.”

“That doesn’t sound like something The Brokerage would do,” Roland argued. “They rarely act in a petty or emotional manner. Everything is an actuarial table with them.”

Lucia’s voice was soft and distant as her thoughts swam with possible answers, “What if they are using somebody? Somebody who hates you, Roland. They can make this play through some patsy and keep it running as long as they want.”

Roland nodded, “And keep us chasing a dead end while they keep doing what they are really planning!”

“Shit,” Mindy gasped, “This is all a goddamn distraction, isn’t it? We are hunting a snipe while they have some other scheme going? Fucking clever little shits, ain’t they?”

Roland had to admit that this whole thing felt like a big con. Using low-rent hunters, trying to get the Lodge to come after him, and burying the client in layers of secrecy were all a great way to keep his attention away from whatever else might go on behind the scenes. He could not deny the cleverness of it. “We don’t know that for sure, but it certainly has that feel, doesn’t it?”

“The only reason it’s not working is because so few hunters took the bait and you haven’t been killing them,” Lucia opined. She gave herself a sarcastic golf clap, “Glad to see my influence has been beneficial, all the same.”

“He’s growing as a person,” Mindy snarked before Roland could say it, “we know.”

Lucia stayed on topic, “We need Manny or Sid to draw the client out more. How can we do that?”

“Unfortunately, we really can’t.” Roland and Lucia looked askance at Mindy when she said this. The little blond killer threw up her hands, “It just isn’t done. He’s gone to a lot of effort to stay anonymous, there is no way he is going to just agree to show up and meet some no-name street muscle or a loan shark.” She smirked like a teenager, “No matter how naked she agrees to get.”

“Options, then,” Roland barked at Mindy, “If I was paying you to hunt this guy down, how would you do it?”

The assassin stopped and thought hard for a minute, “It’s got to be this Sid character. We followed the courier to the money already. That’s Sid. This guy will be running the transactions through her to stay anonymous. He was smart enough to hide the nature of the deal from her as well. I think we will need to stage a bit of a show, here.”

“What the fuck does that mean” Roland hated the theater.

“Sid is holding the money. What if Manny, finding out that the job he took was a set-up, went after Sid? Then Sid could cancel the transaction with cause, and she’d have to return the money she’s holding in escrow. Sid will want no record of the cash ever going through her because, you know, Roland’s all scary and shit. So, she will have to send it as hard creds to either the client or one of his proxies. That will get us a big step closer than we’ve been getting, anyway.”

“Good idea,” Roland harrumphed, “We need to wrap this loose end up, because now I’m really goddamn nervous about whatever it is they are trying to distract me from.”

Mindy smiled, “We’ll need Manny to make a little noise over at the counting house. Something believable. You know, the sort of quality drama that will travel through the rumor mills.”

“You think he can manage it?” Lucia asked with a hint of incredulity.

Mindy’s smile fell away as she remembered her conversation with the young man. “I don’t think it will be a problem,” Mindy’s voice had lost its irreverent jocularity. “I’m pretty sure he was one of the Red Hats.” She shuddered, “The boy has seen and done some shit, you can just tell.”

Roland’s face drew tight and even Lucia paused a long moment.

“What the hell is a Red Hat doing here?” Roland asked, face wrinkling in confusion as to how he should feel. He had more experience than anyone in the room with that particular organization. None of it good.

“I don’t think he’s one anymore. I think he’s running or hiding or both. He’s scared, I can tell that much.”

“How sure are you, Mindy? Did he say anything to you?” Lucia wanted answers, her voice was pitched slightly higher than normal, a trace of fear betraying her intense apprehension with this revelation.

“We were talking about Roland, actually,” she gestured to the big cyborg, “and I realized that something about the jolly black giant here freaked him out.”

She paused, trying to broach this with some tact. Mindy and tact had never really become all that well acquainted, however. “He let it slip that perhaps you and he have a lot of the same...” she faltered, “... issues.”

Lucia looked confused, but Roland caught on right away and said it out loud, “You think Manny has woken up on top of a few corpses too, huh?”

“He’s the right age, right type of personality. If they got him young, they’d have had him running ops long before he understood what he was doing.”

Lucia gasped, “Holy shit. Our mole is a goddamn terrorist?”

“Cut him some slack, Lucia,” Roland’s voice was tight, but not ungentle, “I’m technically a war criminal. Mindy is a murderer.”

“But...” Lucia stammered, as her augmented mind processed the new information too quickly and with too many unpleasant results. As powerful as her brain was, her fear and anxiety were as magnified as the rest of her faculties, thus both had to be managed with care. The sudden realization their ranks were now occupied by a member of the most reviled terror cell in the solar system started a spiral of catastrophic potentiality that accelerated faster than her normally unfailing mental discipline could recover from. Her jaw flexed and her eyes grew wide as she imagined the thousands of potential conclusions this new information might engender.

It was Mindy who calmed her down, “He would have been a child, Lucia. Probably an orphan. They love that because it means they get to prey on his fear and anger to trick him into believing things that aren’t true. It would start with small stuff to desensitize him and then get gradually bigger until he was as vicious a zealot as the rest of them.”

She took Lucia’s shoulders in her tiny hands, “But he ran, Boss. Bailed. He didn't want to be that sort of thing, so there is a chance he’s not lost forever.”

“You figure he’s hiding from them?” Roland asked out loud, trying to keep the thread going.

“Pretty sure. He’s scared as hell. Scared of them, and he’s scared of you,” she pointed at Roland.

“Boss,” she continued, “this can be a good thing. He will be an excellent infiltrator, well trained in weapons and demo stuff. He’ll know how to navigate black markets and smuggling operations. He can think and fight at the same time, or he would not have lived this long, and he’d have never gotten away.”

What Mindy was doing here was deliberate. She was feeding Lucia’s brain data it could use to build positive outcomes. When Lucia could wrestle the massive bandwidth of her brain into manufacturing positive scenarios, it was usually enough to keep her anxiety from blossoming into a full-blown panic attack. “How can we use him?”

Roland watched Lucia’s jaw loosen, and the tension left her back and shoulders. Her breathing slowed, and her eyes refocused. Her forehead wore a thin sheen of sweat, but she nodded briskly to Mindy, “It’s okay. I’m okay. Just... that was a bit much to dump on me.” She still looked strained. Roland could tell she was still in the process of beating her panic into submission, “And yeah, this is probably not the best group of people to get all judge-y without more info.”

“I’ll feel him out,” Mindy offered helpfully. “But I seriously think he’s running from them.”

“The Red Hats do not deal nicely with folks who reject their ways,” Roland concurred.

Lucia spoke through gritted teeth, “Let’s bring him in and sort him out. Where is he now?”

A few brisk comm conversations and twenty minutes later, Manny was ringing the door chime at the office. The door opened to the nervous-looking young man, shuffling from foot to foot and wearing an expression of acute discomfort.

Lucia looked carefully at him, studying his face and mannerisms as if there would be some external sign giving him away as a fanatical terrorist. There was none, which frustrated her for reasons that did not make her feel good about herself. Life would be much easier if evil had a dress code. But it did not, and all she saw was boy barely twenty-four years old, looking for all intents and purposes like he was about to be given detention for throwing spitballs. 

Roland started the conversation. “All right Manuel, the job is getting a little more complicated. We need you to pretend to hit a counting house to give us a back door to the clients’ accounts.”

Manny looked very confused, “How do I ‘pretend’ to hit a counting house? Wave a gun at it and shout 'pew pew?’”

Mindy chuckled, and Roland scowled, “The owner is in on it. We are going to force him to take his money back as cash, and for that we need it to look like the broker is in trouble with you.”

“Ah,” Manny nodded, “I see.”

When he did not continue, Lucia jumped in, “Can you handle that?”

Manuel shrugged, “Sure. I guess. As long as everybody is in on it.”

Instead of dancing around the issue, Mindy just blurted out, “Were you a Red hat?”

Manny’s face blanched ghost-white pale, and he looked like he was going to run.

“God damn it, Mindy!” Roland growled. “And they say I’m insensitive?” He turned to the terrified man, “It’s all right, kid. There ain’t no saints in this room. If you were a Red Hat, then you’re in good company. But I’m going to need to know what the story is.”

Manuel responded, and he no longer sounded like a frightened young man, “I am not one of those animals!”

“But you were, once.” Roland’s voice was even, calm. “You ran?”

Manny nodded, “I didn’t know. I didn’t understand what we were really doing.” He looked Roland in the eye. It was the look of a peer, “they tricked me, made me do things, you know what I mean?”

Mindy and Lucia knew to keep quiet. This was not something they would ever truly understand.

But Roland understood, “You're damn right I do. They told you that you were a soldier. A hero. They turned you into a weapon and then they set you loose on folks who had nothing to do with your war.”

“I am a murderer,” Manuel whispered, but without stammering. It was a thing he had accepted about himself long ago. He hated it, but it was truth, and lying would not bring back any of the dead. “Or at least an accessory to it, anyway. I was a scout. I found ways into places we did not belong, and I told them where the guns were, or the money, or where to put the bombs to do the most damage.” His face torqued into a sour grin, “I think they suspected I was soft, because they never let me set the bombs or go on the missions myself. If I had known all along what they were really doing, I’d have ran long before. But I was too good.” He laughed an ugly laugh, “I can get into anywhere. I am good with computers and locks. People like and trust me. No one could keep me out of a place if I wanted to get into it. So they kept telling me how great I was and I kept getting into secure places for them.”

The trio were all listening with rapt attention now, and Manny kept talking as if no one was there at all, “Soon, I realized that the buildings they were blowing up were not empty, or not really filled with ‘fascist soldiers of the occupation.’”

Manny stopped, and the next sentence had to be forced past a throat choked with self-hate, “The last one was a hospital. I had my suspicions, naturally, but these were the people who had raised me. They wouldn’t lie to me, right? They promised me the hospital was a front for the occupiers. They said it was a laboratory where they made biological weapons. I should have never believed them.”

He stopped, and Roland helped him, “But you wanted to believe them. They were your family after all.”

Manny nodded, “I got in pretty damn easily, which was the first sign that this was no secret lab. I am ashamed to admit that even after seeing the children’s wing I continued with my scouting. It would be just like the Occupiers to hide their evil behind children, right?”

Roland grumbled his affirmative, “They always say shit like that.”

“And people like me believe them,” Manny agreed. “I returned, gave my report, and then I told my superiors I did not believe there was any laboratory there. Stupid me, I told them I was conflicted over the potential harm to the children, too. I recommended that they abort. They told me I was a fool, and that I was soft.”

Roland smiled a sad smile, “A true soldier for freedom would not have those reservations. A true brother would want to kill the children of the enemy, to sap their strength and will.”

Manuel returned the smile, his tinged with anger, “You’ve heard it all before, huh?”

“I was a soldier before you were born, kid. I’ve heard worse.”

“They tried to kill me the next night. I think they knew I was lost to them.”

“They were right,” Roland said, “You were tainted goods at that point. Once you start asking hard questions, you are no use to them anymore.”

“So now I am here,” Manny finished with a shrug, “I need money and I have skills. If you can stomach working with a former Red Hat, I will complete the job. You can count on me.”

“I won’t preach at you, kid. You’ve already figured out that I ain’t going to heaven when I die, and Mindy here has a luxury suite in hell booked for herself. If you really were tricked into scouting for the Hats, then I’ll take you at your word.” Roland held out a giant hand, “Welcome to the team, Manny.”

Manuel reached out with tentative fingers to grasp as much of the giant hand as he could, and Roland engulfed the smaller man’s hand with his own. He gave just enough pressure to send the right message and added, “But if I find out you are lying? I’ll kill you in ways that would make demons weep.”

Manuel Richardson had stared the devil in the face more than once in his short life, and he did not flinch at Roland’s threat. He responded with a flat and emotionless: “I believe you, Mr. Tankowicz.”
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The Widow’s appointment to the Chairman’s seat was a legendary affair. For all their trappings and enthusiastic affirmations they were businesspeople, ascending to leadership of The Combine was more of a coronation than a promotion. There was an enormous party thrown with wild abandon at the Belham Tower. The banquet hall was packed to the rafters with a staggering assortment of the New Boston criminal elite. Every person with even a toe dipped into the illicit trades of the galactic marketplace was there to witness the first appointment of a Chairman in over seventy years.

The Widow spared no expense making the celebration the most impressive of its kind for as long as anyone could remember: the decorations were trimmed in exotic materials; the food came from every corner of known space; the drinks flowed freely; and every guest in attendance had brought out their Sunday finest to impress their partners and rivals alike.

As a matter of protocol, New Boston’s most famous fixer had also been invited. Roland occupied a unique place within the New Boston criminal circle. He represented no side, and he wielded no actual power, but presenting him as a friend sent a clear message to all in attendance. Roland understood his place. He was not a powerful force, but he represented a key part of the overall balance. For close to thirty years he had refused to join a gang or serve any Boss. Anyone could secure his services, and his exploits were legendary. The Widow made sure Roland would be there because she wanted to demonstrate the neutrality of this event to all in attendance. Roland would have been thrilled to decline the invitation as high-society parties were as far from his comfort zone as one could get without leaving the confines of physical reality. But Lucia had insisted their brand needed this kind of exposure as it would lead to clients capable of paying for Roland’s more expensive services. Mindy had pointed out the potential intelligence gathering opportunities, but there was no way a famous assassin was going to get an invitation to this soiree. Thus, the little killer was stuck manning the comms to her eternal dismay.

Roland understood the logic of this, but this did not make him any more comfortable standing among the rarefied company of obscenely wealthy kleptocrats. Lucia had secured proper evening attire in Roland’s size, but this did not make it better. If one asked him, he would have to admit it made him feel worse. His proportions made the black and white tuxedo look silly, but there was just no way to produce a fitted garment for him that did not cast his physical attributes in stark contrast to those around him. He felt ridiculous, but it was worth it to see Lucia in her cocktail dress. She had chosen a simple black sleeve dress with something called ‘ruching’ that cast all the captivating curves of her athletic frame into waves of shimmering material. The lines and channels of the dress played with the sparkling lights of the banquet hall in ways that made the organic parts of Roland tingle. He could have watched her all night if not for the omnipresent need for total situational awareness.

Lucia, having been the vice president of customer engagement for a large beverage distributor most of her career, was completely at home in this environment. She schmoozed and charmed folks with effortless facility, and seemed at ease among the sea of drug lords, gangsters, mobsters, lawyers, and gun runners.

It’s all just business, and business is her thing. Roland accepted that Lucia’s skills in this arena exceeded his own by orders of magnitude. But when they wore designer clothes and sipped exotic liquors, Lucia sometimes forgot what she was dealing with. She saw businesspeople with competing interests and financial portfolios. She saw what she understood.

Roland did the same. But he saw killers, slavers, thieves, and corrupt politicians. He saw an endless ocean teaming with evil leviathans. The woman he cared for was moving among them like there was no danger at all, but the room was a powder keg of potential catastrophes. Dressing them up like respectable folks did not make the guests any less horrifying. Before he met Lucia, he would not have cared. He was The Fixer, and he could handle them. Watching Lucia in the mix made the old soldier distinctly uncomfortable despite knowing how capable she was. He respected her skills, but remained protective all the same.

I get to be protective, he allowed. I’m made of armor.

The party began to pick up speed as the evening wore on. Dinner had been served and the requisite speeches were endured with practiced stoicism. Bad music was being played, and the bartenders were working their fingers raw keeping up with drink orders. Roland had firm instructions to be pleasant and not brood or scowl at anyone, and he was doing his level best to adhere to those strictures. He stayed by Lucia’s side and responded to attempts at small talk with one and two-word answers. Lucia deflected most of the conversations for him, so as not to overwork his limited reservoirs of social tolerance. A few times, they got separated and some up-and-comer would attempt to corner Roland into conversation. This was a Combine party, and everybody knew Roland was the guy who killed Marko. It was no secret Roland was a key player, and more than one ambitious mobster was willing to risk his ire by trying to rub shoulders with The Fixer. Roland rebuffed these advances as politely as he knew how to, but after the third or fourth one, he knew he needed to make an example of someone soon. The power vacuums created by the Brokerage’s attempts to unseat the Combine had brought a lot of new blood into the game, and most did not know the rules. Yet.

What he really wanted to do, was figure out who was trying to distract him with the bounties. This party represented a huge opportunity for intelligence gathering, and he cursed his lack of skill in this matter. He was fantastic at extracting information on the street because he could cause harm and sow fear like nobody’s business. But this environment had its own rules and style to it. He had to admit, in this room surrounded by all the potential answers to his questions, he was completely lost.

So, it was a dour cyborg indeed that returned from the bar with a Cabernet for Lucia and a pitcher of ale for himself. His mood went from grouchy to terrified when he saw something that made his heart lurch. Hiding was impossible at his size, but he seriously considered just leaving the room and secreting himself in the bathroom or something equally cowardly when he rounded a clump of chatting men and glimpsed Lucia in deep conversation with Sid.

Sid was wearing a purple gown that clung to her body like wet silk. Her neckline swooped to her navel and some sort of invisible support device was thrusting her ample bosom high and forward in a manner defying both classical physics and basic anatomy. Her long black hair was arranged in an artful up-do, and she wore sparkling heels that stretched her long legs to an obscene degree. It was an ensemble worn to devastate the male gaze, and Sid was working it as hard as any woman ever had. Roland had a strange thought in that moment, and it made him pause. Mindy often employed the same tactics for disarming her opponents, and it had never really effected Roland. She was more annoying than anything else with her blatant and aggressive sexuality, and Roland suddenly realized why.

Mindy is a child playing at being sexy. It’s an act spun from whole cloth. She escaped from a religious colony and lived with mercenaries, for crying out loud. She doesn’t even like men, so I suppose it makes sense that her approach to seduction would be less refined.

He looked at Sid and saw the difference right away.

Sid is a professional predator. This is no act. It’s a tool and a weapon for her, and she loves it. It’s part of her and she owns it. It’s part of her power. 

Then his gaze fell on Lucia and he understood why the charms of both Sid and Mindy would forever be wasted on him. Lucia was liquid grace and animal athleticism personified. Her body had been forged in the gym and in the ring, and hers was not the merely confidence of a pretty girl. Lucia had the bearing of a powerful woman because she was a powerful woman. Lucia had not manipulated Roland into doing the things she wanted him to. She had convinced him to by being right and by being smart and observant.

She has real power. She is the only woman who doesn’t fear me because she knows fear better than anyone. That makes her stronger than either Mindy or Sid. Also, she is very pretty and I am a sucker for that, I guess.

It was as strange time and place to have this interlude, and Roland regretted the momentary slip of his focus. He returned to more objective observations and tried to establish the nature of the situation before dropping himself into it. Sid and Lucia seemed in deep conversation, and Roland studied both for signs of what he assumed would be the savage and ignominious beat-down of poor, unsuspecting Sid.

He saw no such indications, and thus decided it was best to interdict their conversation, if only to provide a physical deterrent to violent action. He need not have worried.

“Roland!” Sid called over to him as he approached, “Where have you been keeping this one!”

“Huh?” Roland grunted eloquently.

“Sid was just telling me about how much you’ve helped her over the years,” Lucia’s eyes were sparkling with mirth. “It’s nice to know you have such good friends all over town. I always figured you just kicked everybody’s asses all the time.”

Roland was confused, “I uh... well. She used to hire me to make sure her clients remembered to make their payments, mostly.”

Sid patted him on the arm, “Don’t be so modest! When I switched careers, I think a lot of men thought my past as a working girl meant I could be taken advantage of. Roland here,” she smiled up at him, “was instrumental in correcting those pesky misconceptions.”

“I bet,” Lucia said with a chuckle. Then she turned to Roland, “Sid was just telling me that she had some interesting news regarding your visit the other night.”

Roland swallowed, his mouth suddenly very dry. 

“Yes,” Sid purred, “I seem to have misplaced Terry. I’d have told you sooner but, I did not have a reliable way to transmit the news.”

Roland’s discomfort with how well Sid and Lucia were getting along was quickly replaced by apprehension. He whispered through clenched teeth, “You have a leak.”

“I do,” she agreed, the smile never leaving her face, “and I suspect I know where. But perhaps we can discuss my plumbing issues somewhere more private?”

“Nothing would please me more than to be out of here,” Roland said just a touch too quickly, betraying his desire to be out of this party and away from these people.

“Not just yet, Roland,” Lucia responded. “I think we need to stick around just little while longer.”

Sid nodded, her smile affixed and her eyes sparkling as if they were making mere small talk, “More than the absence of my courier, I have deep concerns about tonight’s event.”

Roland could be legendarily obtuse, and when he saw the two women glaring at him, awaiting his response, he felt like he had missed something important.

“Roland,” Lucia implored, her voice sweet, “I think Sid means that something has her worried this party may end up going poorly.” Realization hit Roland like a fist to the guts.

“Shit,” he replied with no inflection whatsoever.

“Shit, indeed,” Sid agreed.

This place is about to get hit, he thought to himself. He had no guns, no helmet, and no back up. It was clear that anyone with a clue as to what they were doing would hit this party in force. Every major criminal player was here. There would be armies of bodyguards and enforcers only seconds away. It was going to be total war: a bloodbath.

“Get Sid out of here, Lucia,” he hissed. Lucia looked like she was going to protest, but stopped herself. In business, she was the boss. In combat, Roland was. It was a sound order, too. Lucia was unarmed and wearing a cocktail dress. She had the speed and skills to get Sid to safety, but without her weapons she would be useless in a firefight.

“Get Mindy en route to back me up. Full battle rattle. Have her bring Durendal.” He paused. “Lucia, something tells me Sid is the key to all this, you need to suit up and get her underground. Call McGinty and use one of his safe houses. I’ll be along shortly.” He looked to the other woman, “Do you trust me?”

“Yeah,” she still wore the fake party smile. 

"Good," he pointed to Lucia, "Stay close to Lucia. Do what she says. Do not call anyone or contact anyone in your crew until I talk to you. Understand?”

“Of course.”

“Good. Lucia? I’ll see you in a bit.”

“Go kick some ass, baby,” Lucia smiled and kissed him on the cheek, “Stay safe.”

The women turned and moved toward the coat room and Roland swept the room in a methodical pattern, looking for weapons and potential hostiles.

Everyone there had a minimum of one bodyguard, which was appropriate. Roland counted muscle to see if the proportion of security to guests felt out of balance. Sure enough, it was. The cyborg was chagrined to note that depending on exact configurations, there were between eighteen and thirty extra security contractors present. Those were just the ones he could see. There could have been twice as many he could not see, or that were in hiding just waiting for a signal. His eyes, long-practiced and experienced, checked faces against his memory to see if there was anyone present who could match him in a fight. While he was doing this, he noticed something that locked a huge piece of the overall puzzle into place.

Wade Manson was missing.

Roland knew he had been at dinner. He had seen the fat Boss and his bodyguard at the head table. But Wade was nowhere to be found at the moment.

This is about to kick off, he realized. I’m so going to kill that fucking bastard.

He had no weapons, no intel, and almost no recon to speak of. He was about to get hit by an unknown quantity and configuration of opposition. His enemy had all the advantages, so he decided to start eliminating some of them. He moved through the crowded ballroom with brisk purpose, knocking gangsters and revelers aside like straw before a tornado. If anyone looked to respond to his rudeness with violent action, they changed their minds when they saw who it was they had run into. He approached The Widow, who was well into her cups and surrounded by her own security detail while she held court over a slew of sycophantic well-wishers.

“Why, Roland! Nice to see you!” She held out a hand, presented as if Roland was to kiss it, and he responded with a look that very clearly demonstrated just how minuscule the chances of this ever occurring were. She let the hand fall and tried to speak, but Roland was having none of it.

“Your party is about to get hit. We need to clear the room.”

The Widow’s face clouded over, "Don’t be ridiculous, no one would dare...”

The big man didn’t let her finish, he looked at her bodyguard, “Get her clear. Wade Manson is about to raid this place.”

“Roland! Don’t you dare start with...”

The Widow’s bodyguard was a man with decades of experience. Roland couldn’t remember his name, but his reputation was well-earned. He took the Widow by the elbow and began to snap brisk orders to the rest of her detail over her drunken protestations.

Roland turned and walked away from the sputtering Chairwoman and informed the other Bosses of the impending hit. Soon, every security detail was securing their principals and looking to extricate themselves from the party with as much grace as could be managed. The rest of the crowd began to catch on that something wasn’t right, and a general murmur of unease rippled across the party as if a pebble had been dropped into a pond.

Looks like the element of surprise is no longer theirs, Roland thought to himself as he went looking for the Widow’s security chief. He entertained a small hope Manson would see his secret plan unraveling and abort, but such was not the man’s style.

True to form, one of the ‘extra’ security guards must have tipped off the enemy to the shift in the crowd’s mood, and the four sets of doors in the banquet hall all exploded at once.

“Here we go,” Roland murmured.
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Roland knew, from years of experience, that he needed to be moving. The people attacking the party would have had a location fix on every potential threat before they detonated the breaching charges, and Roland was easily the biggest threat in the room.

He was moving at thirty miles per hour when the first rounds struck him, punching neat holes in his brand-new tuxedo and sending a white-hot lance of pain across his guts. He felt armor-piercing rounds try to burrow into the techno-organic armor of his skin and grunted in discomfort when another spike of pain told him that one had lodged in his abdomen.

Rail driver! Damn. These guys were ready for me. 

It made sense. He was on the guest list and most local folks knew shooting him was a useless process. The raiders had brought a few decent sized mass-drivers it seemed, and Roland could only assume they were meant for him. They were still too small and too low-powered to penetrate deeply unless they hit straight on, but they stung like hell and enough of them would eventually shred his skin. Not to mention what they’d do if they hit the more lightly-armored area of his head. He threw an arm in front of his face and hurled himself in the direction the flechettes had come from.

The guns were large. Almost six feet long and weighing close to seventy pounds, they employed pre-charged cells to fuel the powerful electromagnets that sent the aluminum and tungsten spikes across the battlefield at fifteen times the speed of sound. Normally, a crew of three would operate the weapons. One to shoulder and fire it, another to load and charge it, and a third to swap barrels when they annealed and cracked under the blistering heat created by the prodigious acceleration. Each cell was good for three rounds, and each barrel good for nine. Skilled crews could send armor-shredding death downrange at forty rounds a minute with these weapons, and these crews looked well-trained and competent. The only saving grace, as Roland saw it, was that the weapons were meant for extremely long range, and maneuvering them in this environment was proving to be a complicated matter for the enemy.

The room seethed with screaming party guests and stumbling wait staff. They scrambled and lurched in all directions, a disorganized mass of panicking non-combatants frustrating the half-ton war machine as he barreled toward the enemy. But they also spoiled the aim and sight-lines of the gun crews, and for that Roland was grateful. He plowed through the crowd like a runaway train, taking as much care as he could to not harm people but not sacrificing any speed in the attempt. A few broken bones would be the least of their worries if he did not shut this down quickly.

He hit the first squad of raiders in less than one second and beelined directly for the crew-served railgun currently spitting the large tungsten-tipped spikes his way. A hail of small arms fire washed over him as the squad tried to slow his charge enough to bring the larger weapon to bear. Roland ignored the storm of pellets, beads, and smaller flechettes like the swarm of gnats they were and hit the railgun crew like a meteor. The gunner was killed by the charge instantly, his skull and neck bones shattered by the impact and most of his upper torso torn away from the lower as Roland’s charge carried him past. The loader lasted less than a half second longer as the big man whirled on his heel to dispatch the hapless man with a backhand slap that broke his spine.

The other gun crews never broke or lost their nerve. A steady stream of fire peppered him without mercy while others tried to remount the railgun. Roland tore into them with wild abandon, killing with every stroke and weathering the rain of incoming fire with little more than mounting irritation. He had wiped out the first gun crew when he felt the sharp heat of another flechette lodging in his upper thigh. He muffled a grunt and turned to see a second railgun crew hurling rounds his way from the other side of the ballroom. To Roland's advantage and the detriment of the partiers, the confusion of screaming guests spoiled any chance for scoring clean hits. The only reason Roland had not taken the hit dead-center was because it had passed through a cocktail waiter first and warped the round’s trajectory. The waiter still stood, a fist-sized hole in his torso bleeding and smoking. His face, pale and wan, gaped like a fish as the rest of his body finally received the message that he was in fact dead, whereupon the man crumpled to the floor in a boneless heap.

Roland swept up the railgun he had just liberated and took aim. The gun looked oddly appropriate in his massive hands, as if it had been built to his size on purpose, and he squeezed a round off back toward the other end of the ballroom.

Roland did not care about the crew as they were no threat to him. The railgun was, and so that is where he directed his fire. The second railgun exploded in a shower of white sparks and screaming metal shrapnel. Its squad scattered away with screams of agony and fright, and Roland was moving again.

His enhanced reflexes gave him time to observe what was going on around him with more leisure than appeared entirely prudent, and Roland took a full second to assess the strategic landscape. There were six squads of armed and armored mercenaries engaging the guests with concentrated and controlled fire. They were not firing randomly, but killing with methodical precision. Security forces went down first, and despite their training, the out-gunned bodyguards were getting routed and pushed back to the far corner of the banquet hall. Other crews focused their attention on Roland. He had dropped two railgun crews already, but a third was setting up in an alcove and Roland was forced to abandon his current track to engage them. The big guns were the only things here that could bring him down, and he figured once they were dealt with he could manage the rest of them with little trouble.

The third gun crew squeezed off a single flechette before Roland hit their position. He had been betting he could beat them to the punch, but the gun crew was fast and efficient. The gunner tried for a head shot, but fear rushed his trigger pull and the spike struck Roland high on the left side of his chest. His shot was straight on and suffered little to no deflection. Thus, it parted Roland’s armored skin and drove deep into his techno-organic muscle fiber. The projectile had traveled less than twenty feet and retained enough kinetic energy to drive the flechette all the way through his pectoral until it touched the solid armored carapace surrounding Roland’s internal organs. The missile, having spent too much energy getting that far into the behemoth, finally deflected off the most heavily armored part of Roland’s whole body and tore outward through the meat of his trapezius in a spray of silver fluid and sparks.

Roland disliked getting shot by anything, but high-velocity railguns really pissed him off. He roared like a bull and completed his headlong charge into the gun crew with no thought for strategy or discretion. They died in horrible fashion, torn to pieces and bludgeoned into paste by the enraged cyborg. The silver ferromagnetic fluid that filled Roland’s chassis mixed with the dark red blood of his human opponents as he smashed the four killers to death and then spun to address the remaining raiders.

Like a well-oiled machine the attackers were falling back and ex-filtrating the room as if by some unheard order. They know they can’t take me without the railguns! Roland realized this almost too late. The enemy was well-versed on Roland’s capabilities and this was very troubling. Roland needed answers and he would not let these men escape before he got some. He tore after the fleeing squads without a second thought. He was not as fast as he wanted to be, considering there was still a flechette lodged in his thigh, but he was still faster than any man.

Roland exploded from the ballroom in pursuit of the raiders, not bothering to go for a stairwell or the lifts. They were in Uptown, which had real police and the coincident risk of permanent incarceration. The only way to get away with a hit like this in this part of town would be to escape to the underground tunnels and scatter. Roland knew a way to the ground floor that would be faster than any other. He aimed for the closest window and hit it as hard as he could, blasting through the reinforced glass panel like it was made of so much hard candy.

The banquet hall in Belham Tower was on the tenth floor, and Roland had plenty of time to contemplate the one-hundred-and-twenty feet between himself and the pavement as he descended. It was not the longest fall he had ever taken. But it was the longest he had ever attempted on purpose, and he figured the resulting impact would not be without consequences.

He was not wrong about that. He struck the street so hard he felt the synthetic bones in his legs bend and flex on impact. They did not break, thankfully. But then again, he had to admit he was built for this sort of thing.

The street itself collapsed with a crash that broke the windows of nearby parked cars and sent great chunks of sidewalk flying. Roland found himself in a crater twenty feet across and six feet deep when the dust settled, but he was down at street level and he was certain he had beaten the enemy there. He leapt from the hole and streaked through the lobby of Belham Tower and past the security checkpoints. Every building alarm was already blaring, so he spared no attention for the additional screams his own violent entry had caused as he sped to the stairwells.

The stairs were echoing with gunfire as building security engaged the retreating raiders. Hopelessly out-gunned and outclassed, the security forces had been pushed back away from the stairwells and forced into a holding action. A few Raiders posted up in the access doors, keeping the security guards back with controlled bursts of gunfire that demonstrated years of training and experience.

Roland exploded through the line of security guards and blasted through the access door completely unencumbered by concentrated bead fire from the men defending it. They tried to flee but Roland ended their attempts with blows that killed instantly, and he left their corpses behind him, still twitching while he chased after the main body of killers.

Down he ran, deeper into the sub-basement levels of Belham Tower, following the sounds of fleeing men and the barked shouts of officers snapping orders to inferiors. Their speed in getting down surprised him. Roland had underestimated his foes again and this set his jaw in irritation. He caught a rear guard defending the freight access area and figured this was how the raiders intended to make their escape.

They must have a tram waiting, Roland figured. They’re going to escape on the freight lines.

The plan wasn’t a bad one. Buildings this size usually had private access to the underground freight tram system. If the team could get away before New Boston PD figured out what they were doing, they’d be in the safety of Dockside or Big Woo before anyone could stop them.

Still weaponless, Roland charged the three-man rearguard holding the entrance to the freight dock. One of them had the sense to toss a grenade his way. It clattered to a stop in front of him and Roland stomped on it to contain the blast. It was a low-yield anti-personal munition, and presented very little threat to the big man, but its blast tripped up his damaged legs and caused him to stumble in his headlong flight. He struck the entrance with a clumsy stagger and needed an extra two seconds to regain his balance and dispatch the rear guard. When he had killed the three men, he continued into the loading dock to engage the rest of the squad.

Roland had a flechette in his gut, another in his thigh, and a third had torn through his chest and out his shoulder. It was the sort of damage any reasonable person could expect to endure when one chose to engage six squads of professional mercenaries all by one’s self. None of the damage was catastrophic, but his internal repair systems would be working overtime all week just to put him back together.

He did not figure the reduction to his combat efficacy would keep him from finishing off his opponents, but that was before he knew about the armature.

Running a medium or large armature indoors was nearly impossible. They were just too big. But the freight dock was a huge, wide open underground warehouse. The ceiling was thirty feet tall, the floors were concrete, and the space covered a footprint of almost forty-thousand square feet. Roland felt his jaw tighten even more when he saw his fleeing quarry loading into a freight tram while a ten-foot construction mech patrolled the warehouse floor. 

The big man swore violently. The frequency with which these mercs were outmaneuvering him was starting to annoy him on a very dangerous level. It was obvious the machine was there specifically to handle him. It was a large model, Roland did not know its exact specifications. He was sure it was over the five-thousand-pound limit for a medium. Resembling a large yellow insect, the four-legged monster had a three-sectioned body and two large grasping claws. Roland sighed. Heavies were seriously bad news. This one was low-slung and squat, with a power plant the size of a small car constituting most of its central core.

The metal beast stalked around on its four powerful legs and gestured with its two thick multi-jointed arms. It was painted an obnoxious yellow and black, and the powerful clamps it had for hands clicked and whirred in anticipation. The fishbowl bubble encased in a reinforced and heavily armored cockpit revealed a pale and gaunt face, weathered and lined with age, and grinning with wicked glee at the sight of his notorious opponent.

Roland had tussled with plenty of armatures. He had scrapped lights and mediums before. He had even taken down a heavy once, all by himself. But for those fights he had not been damaged, and more often than not he had his helmet and his guns when he attempted to best foes of this stature. Roland knew deep down that a heavy armature here and now was no coincidence. Roland Tankowicz was a good tactician, and he hated being outplayed. He understood with an expert’s certainty that every step of this raid had been planned with him in mind, and by someone who knew his capabilities well enough to account for all possible contingencies. The old soldier could not fault his enemy’s attention to detail.

The armature pilot oriented on Roland instantly, and the machine, large and ungainly, scuttled toward him with terrifying speed for all its lurching clumsiness. Roland had no choice, so he also charged. Tactically, he was in trouble and he knew it. His left arm was running at twenty percent strength, and the loss of nanite transport fluid had reduced all of his systems’ output noticeably. His wounded leg would be fine, except the imbalance it caused was forcing him to reduce output on the other one. The wonderful little machines driving his chassis would manage all that, but this was not the time for him to be running at less than optimal ratings.

Though it hurt his pride, Roland made the wise decision to forego frontal assault and slid to the left at the last second to grab the machine’s foreleg. He tried to yank the appendage off the floor and drag the enemy off balance, but he simply did not have the strength or balance to move the larger machine. He felt the leg tear free of his grasp and then a thunderclap went off inside his head. Roland experienced the dull disconnected impression of flight as he left the floor and sailed across the warehouse. He struck the floor hard and tumbled in a heap until the wall arrested his motion with a painful jolt. Roland knew better than to lay there and wait, so he moved before he even knew which direction was up. This saved his life, because a giant yellow foot smashed through the floor where he had been laying and sank itself into the concrete nearly a foot deep. Close to a thousand pounds of bleeding edge military tech hobbled away from the re-purposed construction ‘bot, then spun to rain blows upon his foe with singular ferocity. Roland aimed for joints and other weak points, avoiding the heavier areas around the cockpit and main chassis.

It was a holding action at best. The armature scuttled backward, the pilot showing respect for the full power of Roland’s undamaged right arm and avoiding the worst of the blows. Even injured, Roland was the far faster of the two and he employed this advantage to seek undefended angles of attack. The other cyborg, relying on the superior strength and durability of his mech, appeared content to retreat under the barrage. When Roland paused, he advanced swinging heavy blows bent on murder or reaching with grasping clamps to ensnare his prey in a fatal vice grip. Roland increased his intensity as he observed the squad filing into the tram. He poured as much speed and fury into his attacks as his bedraggled frame could manage, but his opponent was cagey and strong. Roland’s strikes threw sparks from reinforced appendages and clanged off of armored surfaces with little effect as the giant armature played a strategic defensive game.

This dance did not go on for a long time before Roland had to accept that he had failed. The raiders had finished loading into the cargo tram, and he would lose his fight with the giant machine if he persisted. The prospect of trading blows with an enemy seven or eight times his mass and three or four times his strength would have been daunting under the best of circumstances, and in his current condition he had little to no chance at all of victory.

His opponents knew this, too. Everything that had just happened had gone according to plan, and that plan had been flawless. With his team loaded, the armature retreated toward the tram on plodding yellow feet. Roland bit back his pride and disengaged to let him. A grin split the face of his opponent when he saw this. The old man behind the canopy knew as well as Roland did that he had won this round handily. A voice, tinny and crackling over damaged speakers, broke the tension of the dim, post-battle silence. “You know, I really thought you’d be bigger. Too bad you were all banged up. I was hoping for more exercise.” Roland was surprised to find the man’s tone respectful.

“Another time, then,” Roland promised the big machine with a snarl.

“Count on it, soldier,” said his opponent over his PA system. “Rest up. I don’t want any asterisks in the book when I bring you down.”

“Count on it, merc,” Roland agreed.

The armature sidled into the cargo area of the tram and saluted Roland with one giant claw. Then the door slid closed, and the tram lurched off into the darkness of the New Boston underground.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Lucia and Sid ran through the hallways of Belham Tower. They were most of the way out when the first sounds of battle shook the walls and the screaming of the building alarms hit their ears. Lucia was running and calling people on her comm at the same time, and the result was far less speed than she could have accomplished otherwise. Dragging Sid along with her ridiculous heels didn’t make it any easier, either.

Lucia realized something was wrong by the time they had hit the fifth floor. Being far too cagey to risk the elevators, she had opted to bring them down a back stairwell, assuming they would be safer there. But on the fifth floor landing they encountered a pair of men in unadorned gray combat armor lugging bead rifles. Their helmets covered the top half of their faces, but Lucia could detect a lascivious sneer on each as the men caught sight of two very attractive women in cocktail dresses hurtling down the stairs.

“Now just wait right here—” one started to bark. He did not get to finish because Lucia cut him off with a brutal chop to the throat. He had obviously expected the women to skid to a halt and surrender, and no small quantity of dismay accompanied Lucia’s rude interruption. The man did not understand how the short-haired one had covered the distance so fast, and he was not given the opportunity to ponder it. Lucia’s forearm, already compressing his larynx, drove with so much force he felt his feet leave the floor. He was just beginning to comprehend that his opponent was augmented when his back struck the metal railing with a clang. Having only a split second for an abrupt scream, the hapless man sailed over the railing and spun into the empty space of the stairwell. He did not drop the entire five floors to the ground level, but rather began a banging, cracking, clanging ricochet off the various railings as he descended to the bottom like a fleshy slinky. The armor kept the fall from being fatal, but the random directions in which his twisted limbs were splayed, and the throaty wet rasps huffing from his gaping mouth when he came to a halt indicated his days as a professional mercenary were likely over.

Lucia saw none of this, because she had snagged the bead rifle from the flying man and turned it on his partner. She worked the trigger in rapid three-round bursts, putting six beads into the other man’s chest at a distance of less than two feet. Silently, she prayed the man’s armor would prevent this from killing him because she was still not very big on killing. But she found herself becoming practical about it. She realized this when she clearly saw the first bead exit from under the man’s armpit in a spray of arterial blood, and could not muster any feelings stronger than disappointment over his death. She knew her army of nano-bots was managing her brain chemistry to keep her sharp under stress, but she also wondered if she would care much later, either.

Lucia turned to Sid and saw the woman’s face agog with conflicting awe and horror. “Come on!” she shouted and grabbed her arm, “Move!”

They made it the ground floor, and Lucia stepped over the still heaving body of the man she had thrown from the fifth-floor landing. She poked her head out of the doorway to see if they could clear the lobby, but four more mercenaries cornered them at the stairwell. A hail of beads shredded the doorframe as Lucia tried to emerge and forced her back into the narrow alcove. With a snarl of focused determination Lucia’s commandeered weapon spat return fire in neon streaks, but she was going to run out of ammo before she would ever push back four well-trained opponents. She paused to grab some more ammunition and a grenade from the downed man, and then shoved Sid back into the stairwell yelling, “Keep going down!”

She tossed the grenade back through the door to the lobby to buy time, and was rewarded with panicked swearing from the pursuing men. There was a blast that shook the floors and more screaming, but Lucia and Sid could not stop to inspect the damage. The pair descended a further two flights before Lucia tried another door. It was locked, but two powerful front kicks bent the bar of the old-fashioned hinged model and the door swung open to reveal some service and maintenance tunnels.

“In!” she shouted to Sid and the pair scurried off into the darkened tunnels beneath Belham Tower. Lucia stopped only briefly to re-close the door and do her best to bend the locking bar back into place. She had the strength of a champion weightlifter, but the mangled piece of metal was too bent to lock all the way into its proper place. It would not slow down any pursuers who chanced to try it, but at a glance it was not obvious it had been kicked in, either.

The women ran down narrow maintenance tunnels for several frantic minutes. They lost track of how many times the paths twisted and turned, and Lucia directed her focus to making as many right turns as she did lefts. She hoped this meant she was moving away from the battle, but she could not be sure. Before long, Sid called for a stop, her chest heaving like a bellows as she tried in vain to catch her breath. They were completely lost, but Lucia supposed they had likely outrun any pursuit at this point, so she acquiesced.

They settled in an alcove where dozens of conduits all ran into a large panel. It had the look of a power junction, or maybe a telecom relay. Lucia knew very little about such things, but it looked important. Sid put her back to a smooth section of wall and slid down to the floor with a thump as she gasped for air.

Sid’s breathing calmed after a minute or so, and she looked up at Lucia sheepishly, “So... out... of... shape,” she wheezed, “Sorry!”

“It’s all right,” Lucia replied, “I think we’ve lost them for now.”

“What the hell was that?”

“Unless I miss my guess?” Lucia shook her head with a sneer, “The last dying gasp of The Combine.”

“Will Roland be okay?”

Lucia threw her a sharp look, “Don’t you worry about Roland. He’ll be all right. Why are you so worried?” She had not meant for it to sound like an accusation, but despite her overall intelligence and sophistication, under stress Lucia could find herself behaving in a less than mature manner.

Sid’s dark eyes looked to the floor, “He told you, huh?”

“Roland never lies, Sid.” Lucia didn’t not want to sound feral, but she was just in a running gun battle, and her mood was not at its most cordial.

“I’m really sorry!” Sid sounded sincere about this. “When Roland comes knocking uninvited, it usually means he is going to hurt someone or break something.” She gestured to Lucia’s pilfered rifle, “I don’t have what it takes to stop him, you know.” She pointed to her cleavage and gave Lucia a sad smile, “I only really have one set of survival skills. I didn’t mean anything by it, but," she shrugged with a small guilty smirk, "I’ve always been able to handle men that way.”

“I figured as much. So did Roland.” Lucia sniffed and tried to soften her features. It was hard, because her brain was still operating in combat mode and controlling the millions of anxieties trying to drive her insane was using up all her willpower. “He struggles with that sort of thing, you know. It hurt him because he knew you were just scared, and that you were scared of him.”

The loan shark looked confused. “Everybody’s scared of him!”

“Not me,” Lucia replied softly.

Suddenly, Sid understood. Not the intricate details, but she knew men the way Lucia knew business and Roland knew war. “I see,” she smiled again, softer now, “There’s a scared little boy in there isn’t there?”

“More like a wounded old soldier,” Lucia corrected. “I can’t go into details, but the things that were done to him to make him,” she paused, searching for a tactful version of it, “... what he is were horrible. He carries a lot of rage and self-loathing. He lives in constant fear that he is some terrible monster. Talking to a woman in an office or killing a woman on the battlefield he can manage, but god forbid one ever show interest in him. He just assumes it’s a con to manipulate or control him. When you tried to seduce him out of fear...”

Sid finished for her, “All I did was make him hate himself even more?”

“Exactly.”

“So you aren’t contemplating beating the crap out of me because I hit on your man, but you are contemplating beating the shit out of me because I hurt his feelings?”

“Bingo.”

Sid sighed, “You gotta cut me some slack, here. No one knew he even had feelings.”

It was a fair point, and Lucia acknowledged it. “I guess. He can be scary as hell, too. But he is a good man, and he’s trying to be a better one. You didn’t know what you were doing, but still,” she winked at the buxom woman, “stay away from my man. I like this one and I can’t rock a gown the way you do, all right?”

Sid put her hands up in surrender, “Not a problem! All yours!” Then she changed the subject, “How are we going to get out of here?”

“I called for back-up eleven minutes ago. I’ve also been pinging my location since then. I have no idea if these tunnels are going to suppress the signal, though.”

“Should we keep moving?”

“I’d rather stay put at this point, we do not appear to be in any danger here, and letting things settle for a bit is probably a good call. Let me try the comms again,” Lucia grabbed her handheld.

Before she could key any of her team, they heard the clumping of booted feet moving down the tunnel.

Sid gasped and Lucia posted up behind the rifle and swept the hall with the muzzle, scanning for targets. She saw a lean man in full tac armor and a receding hairline moving down the hall with steady, unhurried strides. He was not concealing himself, nor was he paying any special attention to moving quietly. He was staring at a device in his hand that illuminated his craggy face with the blue-white glow of a viewscreen.

“Hold it right there!” Lucia barked in what Roland referred to as her ‘command voice.’ The man jumped in startled confusion and held up his hands.

“Whoa! Sid! It’s Paulie! Tell this bitch not to shoot me!”

“It’s okay Lucia, he’s with me,” Sid’s voice radiated pure relief.

Lucia lowered her rifle and waved the man over. He put his scanning device into one of the dozens of pouches on his tactical harness and trotted over to their alcove.

“Good to see you’re okay, Boss,” he addressed Sid. “The action upstairs is over. That big fixer sent the fuckers packing. We are all just getting sorted out with NBPD right now, but I figured you’d rather avoid that part, right?”

“That would be nice, yes,” Sid did not have a great relationship with the Uptown constabulary.

“All right,” Paulie replied. “I have a car waiting two blocks down. These tunnels run all over this section of town, and I had the maps sent to my handheld."

“Where’s Roland?” Lucia interrupted.

Paulie gave her a look communicating clearly how little he cared for her concerns over the big man. “He chased them into the cargo area, but they got away from him.”

Lucia scowled, “That’s unusual. Once Roland starts chasing someone, they rarely get away from him.”

“Rumor says there was a heavy armature waiting. Not sure how it ended.”

A careful observer might have noted a small, almost imperceptible element of satisfaction in Paulie’s voice as he conveyed the information. Lucia missed it.

“Let’s get out of these tunnels,” Sid reasserted control of the conversation and the trio trotted down the dim maintenance tunnels, following the mercenary’s digital map to safety. It was only a few hundred yards and a couple of twists later that Paulie directed them to a ladder leading directly to a round metal hatch in the ceiling. He went up first, and cranked the access panel open with a shriek of protesting hinges.

“Come on,” he grumbled, “up you go!”

In heels and cocktail dresses, the women had more trouble scaling the ladder than he had, but nevertheless they ascended in short order. The hatch opened into a parking garage, and Paulie had obviously known the precise location they would emerge because a personnel transport was waiting. Four men with guns awaited them. One of the armed and armored men extended a hand to Lucia, “Let me lug that, ma’am,” he said, indicating her bead rifle.

Lucia declined, “I’ll keep it, just the same.” She was nominally polite. It was not his fault he didn’t know she was more than strong enough to sling the weapon without assistance.

Paulie frowned, “Ma’am, we’d prefer civilians not be armed once we take over. Just let us do our jobs and everything will be fine. It’s crowded in the APC, and I’d hate for there to be an accident,” he shrugged, “Procedure, ya know.”

Something was tugging at her subconscious, and Lucia’s brain, processing a dozen scenarios at once, would not stop beaming electric lances of fear to the front of her thoughts. She could not find the thread that led to total comprehension, but part of her powerful cognitive faculties was telling her to hang on to the rifle no matter what.

Am I just scared of being unarmed? It was a logical fear. The rifle had been instrumental in getting them out of the building, and it made perfect sense she would want to keep it. But it felt deeper than that, and she dismissed the easy answer. She decided to change the play entirely.

“You know what? I’ll find my own way home from here, guys. Thanks for the exfil and all.” She pulled her comm to try a call, and time slowed down to a crawl when several things happened at once.

First, Paulie’s hand darted forward and struck the comm from her hand. Lucia was beyond fast, but Paulie was fast, too, and he had the advantage of initiative. The small black handheld was still drifting in a lazy upward trajectory when Lucia started to raise the rifle to her shoulder. One of the waiting men grabbed a stupefied Sid and clamped a hand over her mouth while he dragged her to the truck, but Lucia couldn’t do anything about that because she was fully engaged with Paulie and the others. Paulie ignored everything but the rifle and his lunge pinned it to Lucia’s side before she could bring it to bear. The other two men closed and tried to restrain the woman, but Lucia surprised them by abandoning her weapon to slip free of their leader’s grip.

Paulie found himself holding the rifle while his target was already firing low kicks to his knees. The grizzled merc was neither slow nor weak, but the kicks were landing faster than he could avoid them. Her kicks did little damage, as his knees were clad in level II ballistic armor, which he was suddenly thrilled he had bothered to don before leaving on this op.

Lucia turned away from Paulie when she realized she wasn’t hurting him. Kicking armored knees with bare legs had proven a poor decision, and her feet and shins were throbbing with the promise of deep bruises to come.

She changed tactics and spun to address the other men trying to ensnare her with short chopping blows to their necks. Enjoying some success with those, she followed with stomping front kicks to their guts to create distance. The furious woman was elated to watch one armored mercenary tumble backward and crash over the hood of a parked ground transport, where he landed gurgling and coughing on the deck. The second backed away from her assault and Lucia was too canny to pursue. She whirled again to engage Paulie, who was pressing his attack with lightning fast punches and kicks of his own.

They are trying to take us alive! Lucia realized. There had been plenty of time for Paulie to shoot her in the back if he had wanted to, considering what Lucia now suspected about his own augmentations. But he had not drawn his pistol and was still trying to outfight his stubborn prey with dogged determination.

Lucia struck low, hoping to find a soft area to hurt, but Paulie was far too well trained. He had already figured out he could not match her speed, so instead of dodging he was content to angle himself so his armor took the blows he wouldn’t be able to avoid anyway. It was a good plan, and Lucia’s flurries did little more than glance off his gear.

With her frustrations mounting, Lucia turned again to engage the man behind her, needing to halt his advance before he could land a lucky shot. A slip to the left and a committed stomp to the side of his knee sent him to the floor howling in agony, his leg twisted in manner nature never intended and his armor could not prevent.

With a snarl of triumph, she faced Paulie again, this time prepared to serve him the way she had just dispatched his man.

The dart struck her in the thigh, launched by the man who had grabbed Sid. Lucia’s hyperkinetic movement had spoiled his aim, but the small non-lethal pacification dart did not need a good hit to do its job. One twentieth of a second later Lucia’s leg went numb and dead and she crashed to the floor. With a scream she tried to right herself and remove the offending barb, but Paulie and his man were on her in a flash. Two more darts struck her, one in her back and the other in her neck.

And then everything went black.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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Roland ran a full half mile down the tram lines just to get clear of Belham before emerging to street level. He had no issues with the New Boston Police Department’s Uptown division, but he was certain there would be hours of statements and interviews to get through if they found him at the scene. That was the sort of thing he would rather deal with in the morning. For now, he needed to regroup with his team and debrief the night’s calamity.

His internal repair systems were closing the holes in his armor rapidly, as they had been designed to do, but the damage to his leg and chest was going to need some time to heal. This would have bothered him less if he could have been at all certain he was going to have that kind of time. Truthfully, the injuries did not amount to anything likely to shut him down, but his combat efficacy had been reduced by a good twenty percent. Eighty percent of Roland was more than most enemies could ever handle, but he had just lost a brawl with a heavy armature. Eighty percent was not going to cut it. This was causing him no end of irritation to say the least.

He keyed for Lucia on his comms and swore with vehemence when there was no answer. There were any number of benign reasons her comm could be down, so he did not exactly panic. A cold hard lump that had nothing to do with a lodged flechette formed in his gut, all the same.

He switched to Mindy’s code and got an answer on the first chime. Mindy’s signature chipper and ditzy inflection was nowhere to be found, and her words snapped across the airwaves with clipped efficiency. “Roland! Lucia is off comms. Last known location is underground parking for Three Centre Plaza. Sending location to your comm now. I am en route to intercept.”

“Location ping on her?” It was a stupid thing to ask. Mindy, for all her silliness, was a seasoned professional hunter and assassin. If she knew where Lucia was, she would be going there already.

“Nothing, Roland. But I’m on it.”

“Roger that. I’m headed to last known location. Tank out.”

Roland ran.

He ran as fast as his damaged chassis could move. He ran without thought for collateral damage, pedestrians, or the sanctity of private property. No one died during his headlong flight to the parking garage, but more than a few people caught in his path would need some bone weave afterward. He traversed the three and a half miles in just over five minutes and skidded to a halt at a spot littered with the detritus of a pitched battle. His professional gaze took in the whole scene in an instant, and his heart leapt in his chest.

Lucia had been taken.

A ground transport with a smashed hood and broken lamps told the story of something heavy and hard being thrown into it. The garage floor was marred with scrapes and scuff marks alongside the dented vehicle as well.

Armored man got thumped. Roland correctly surmised.

Another dusty section of floor bore the telltale scuffed footprints and gouges of a heavy person in heavier gear taking a hard fall further away.

She got two of them, even wearing a cocktail dress. Though terrified for her safety, Roland could not suppress a bit of professional pride at the thought of tiny Lucia in her little black dress and heels putting the boots to armored men in a straight fight.

Next, he found Lucia’s comm, smashed and abandoned where it had fallen under another car. He paused when it occurred to him something was missing from the tableau.

No bead impacts. No flechette holes. No sign of gunfire at all. 

It was obvious Lucia was giving as good as she got in the scrap, so why no guns? He could not accept squeamishness on the part of those raiders as the reason for that omission.

The answer, obvious when he thought about it, presented itself in the form of a spent pacification dart found next to a column, the barb still stained red with blood.

They took her alive, he realized, and relief washed over him. But only for an instant, as he understood all too well that this could be just as bad, or even worse.

Roland studied the floor of the garage some more and found the black streaks of ground vehicle tires. They were both wide in stature and spacing.

Something big, he reasoned. A van or a truck.

He keyed Mindy again, and she answered on the first chime, “Go for Mindy.”

“It looks like they took her alive, at least. We are looking for a ground transport. Large. Tread says a truck of some kind, possibly paramilitary. Where are your eyes?”

“I’m gaining altitude as we speak. Manny is on the clock, too. He should know how to track a vehicle.”

“Good. They have a seven-minute head start on us. Ideas?”

“They took her alive, so all we have to do is figure out what makes her important. That should give us a clue.”

“Shit!” Roland spat. Lucia was not that important. Someone else was though.

“What?” Mindy sounded concerned.

“Sid! They were after Sid, not Lucia!”

Mindy understood right away, “Got it. Contacting Sid’s people now. Stand by.”

Roland had to stay there and wait for interminable minutes because he did not know which direction to go. Without warning, his comm chimed in his ear, startling him, “Go for Tank!”

Mindy's voice came through with force, “It’s her bodyguard! Her own people confirmed that he went off the reservation tonight and hit the party with a squad of mercs. It looks like he has them both. Manny found his registration and has locked onto the transport. They’re heading for The Sprawl, Roland.”

Manny cracked the transport grid? He is good! Roland could forgive the former terrorist anything if he helped get Lucia back alive.

“Send the location to my comm and meet me there as fast as you can.”

“I’m way out in front of you, Roland. You want me to engage?”

“Holy fuck, yes. Engage as early and as hard as you like.” This came out as a growl. Mindy irritated him, but Roland respected her skills enough to let her work.

“Understood, Boss. Don’t worry. We’ll get your girl back.” Mindy’s slip of the tongue was telling. She almost never called Roland ‘boss.’

Roland cut the connection and ran.

Across town, Mindy had already triangulated an intercept point for the APC based upon its current patterns. The kidnappers were not doing anything to avoid pursuers, which indicated supreme confidence in the cleanliness of their getaway. This was not really an oversight on their part as no one could have reasonably expected someone to hack the transport grid and tag their vehicle. It was only through the most random confluence of events Roland’s people had that capability. But in hindsight, Mindy figured it was exactly the sort of skill a highly regarded infiltrator and urban scout would probably need. She had avoided thinking too much about Manny’s skill set, because she was still very uncomfortable with his past ties to notorious terrorists. Instead of worrying about this, she filed it away for later reflection while speeding onward to the downtown section of the sprawl, and a likely intersection for her ambush.

She paid extra for an aerocar, and even following all traffic rules, she anticipated arriving long before the APC did. Being in something of a rush, Mindy had left the office before knowing how the opposing force was equipped, and that meant she had neglected to bring along anything capable of puncturing the skin of an armored truck. Not from a safe distance, anyway. She did have an 8mm mag Rifle and her high-tech armored blue jumpsuit. The thin material hugged her body with shameful faithfulness, yet the deceptive armored weave provided ballistic protection from most sidearms. On-board systems monitored her vitals and it would automatically administer compression for injured limbs and staunch bleeding as needed. She also looked fantastic in the too-tight bodysuit, and she was not above working that to her advantage in a fight, either.

But no quantity of sexual distraction was going to change the fact that there was really only one way for Mindy to get into the truck. The assassin acknowledged, to her chagrin, that this was a task likely to be neither safe nor fun. Strapped to her thigh was a scabbard twenty inches long, and nestled inside was the sasori dagger she had pulled from the dead body of her best friend and former partner. Designed as a silent and untraceable tool for a new model of assassin android, the blade was capable of carving through even the heaviest of armor. Within the slim knife's blade, a plasma conduit heated a monomolecular edge to almost 50,000 degrees while the edge vibrated at over 20,000 oscillations per second. It carved through steel like so much wet cardboard and she knew with absolute certainty it would open the APC like a tin can. The main problem with her plan was the inescapable reality that she was going to have to be in close physical contact with the vehicle to accomplish this. Probably while it was still moving.

The aerocar descended to a rooftop landing pad and Mindy leapt from the passenger compartment before the door was fully open. The tiny blond killer sped to the edge of the building and took a graceful leap from five stories up and sailed across thirty-five feet of empty air with a drop exceeding twenty feet. She struck a covered walkway that crossed the road and took the landing with both knees braced. The experienced assassin bled the energy of the jump with a diving roll that left her in a crouching position and skidding to a halt. She imagined the folks inside the bridge would have jumped with fright at the heavy crash of her landing, but they would be none the worse for wear, and she now held a perfect position to engage her quarry. Her lithe form rose, and from her vantage point she could see all traffic going both ways from atop the span. The foot bridge took travelers safely from one corner of a crowded intersection to the other while six lanes of traffic from four directions crisscrossed and wove in and out of the busy interchange below. Complicated signals and illuminated lane markers directed the flow of vehicles in a carefully choreographed dance as they meandered through the complex maze of flashing lights and holographic signage. Mindy acknowledged this with silent professional approval. Choosing this place to make her move had not been a random choice. The combination of tight quarters and complexity made this the perfect spot for an ambush, and the fierce little killer was stacking the deck in her favor. She checked her visor for the APC’s position and sure enough, her hunter’s instincts had been perfect. The truck would pass directly underneath her perch, and at a rate of speed acceptable for her daring assault plan.

Mindy checked Roland’s position. He was moving her way at thirty miles per hour, and would be there in eight minutes.

Plenty of time, she grinned to herself. Mindy planned to extract Lucia prior to his arrival. She felt this was prudent since she did not trust the giant cyborg to maintain professional decorum where Lucia’s safety was concerned. A bloodbath was not something they needed here.

Her visor blinked the proximity warning and started the countdown for her attack. She drew the dagger from her thigh sheath and thumbed the activator stud. A small smile turned the corners of her mouth as a soft hum and the smell of ozone filled the surrounding air. The dull black edge glowed a dim, faint, ghostly orange as the deadly little knife surged to life. Mindy didn’t notice. She was watching while the countdown clock in her visor ticked down to zero.

Then she stepped of the roof of the foot bridge and dropped onto the top of the APC.

When tiny assassin’s feet struck the roof of the truck, it made a terrible bang. The mercenaries all jumped as one and Sid screamed in terror. Lucia kept calm and continued to work on her restraints. The men had tied her up with Denti-Kuffs, and the narrow bands bit deeply into her wrists, making any attempt to break them excruciatingly painful. They were designed not to hold with durability alone as any number of augmented folks were capable of truly impressive feats of strength. These restraints responded to tensile stress by aligning interior teeth against the captive as they pulled. The harder one pulled, the sharper they got. A person would cut their own hands off before ever snapping the insidious devices.

Lucia had figured that out on her own already and was working a different tactic now. Her sense of touch and her proprioception were as augmented as the rest of her senses, and she was oh-so-carefully twisting the restraints until they were inside out. This had taken her most of the ride up this point, and when she heard the crash of booted feet against the roof of the APC, she gave a final twist and then folded her wrists over each other, pulling the 'kuffs against each other as tightly as she could manage.

Then she pulled. The ‘kuffs’ teeth extended as the material stretched, and Lucia ground the serrated strips against each other as hard as she could. A hundred needles of agony followed as her imperfect positioning resulted in several teeth tearing through the meat of her palms, but the restraints snapped all the same, and suddenly her hands were free.

When the ceiling grew an orange blossom that immediately sprouted a black thorn, Lucia correctly assumed that Mindy had arrived. The mercenaries reacted to this with professional alacrity. Three bead rifles aligned their muzzles on the threat before the first cut was complete, but Lucia denied them their opportunity to shoot with a hasty surge that had her tangling the weapons in a flurry of strikes, shoves, and attempted disarms.

The merc with the dislocated knee was out of the fight first because Lucia punched the injured joint with all her impressive strength. She did not stop to evaluate the result of her attack, but rather relied on the keening shrieks of purest agony to relay the news of its success. The second man lost his rifle when she yanked it from his startled hands and used the butt of the large weapon to bash his head into the bulkhead. He didn't go unconscious, but he fell backward against the seat when the APC lurched to a halt.

The hatch between the driver’s compartment and the troop section burst open while Lucia was still managing the final standing mercenary. Paulie and the driver were struggling to get through the narrow opening when Mindy dropped into the back and took the whole scene in with a glance.

Her blade hummed like a demonic wasp and the driver met his end with a black dagger through his chest. It parted the layers of his armor as if they were not there at all and opened the doomed man from sternum to clavicle. He collapsed in a gurgling fountain of blood and blocked the hatch long enough for Mindy to finish Lucia’s opponent with a stroke through the back of the neck. The tip of her blade protruded from the mercenary’s mouth for the briefest of instants and then withdrew with a practiced sweep that spattered the walls with crimson grease.

“Leader’s yours,” Lucia barked to Mindy as the pair stood back to back in the confined space of the troop section. The man Lucia had butt-stroked was springing to his feet, and Lucia did not want to try her luck with Paulie again without her gauntlets. She sent the rising mercenary back into the wall with a front kick and then fell on him before he could rise. Her dilated perception of time allowed her to pick and choose her targets, and her surprising strength made each strike brutally effective. She pummeled any exposed flesh she could find, and before long the man's lips and teeth were a smashed and bloody mess. When he tried to push Lucia away, she grabbed his arm and twisted it hard against the elbow joint and was rewarded with a traumatic dislocation that tore a roar of pain from the man’s ruined mouth. Unable to defend himself on that side anymore, Lucia put him to sleep with four cruel punches to the side of his jaw.

At the other end of the compartment, Mindy and Paulie clashed in a terrifying dance. She had sliced through his raised sidearm, but he had locked her wrist in a vice-like grip and was keeping the blade far from his body.

With their off hands, the two were striking at each other with blows so fast their arms blurred like hummingbird wings. Five or six strikes, parries, and counter strikes tore through the air between them every second. Their limbs wove complicated patterns and snapped like snakes as each tried to stun the other enough to gain an advantage.

Lucia observed this exchange with academic detachment and pondered how to assist. She was faster than either of them, but weaker and less durable. Both of them wore armor, and she was still in her cocktail dress. There was barely enough room to stand all the way up inside the truck, let alone maneuver at high speed. She briefly considered shooting at Paulie, but loosing high-velocity ceramic beads inside a tiny, armored, and enclosed space felt like a bad idea. 

She was spared from having to make a decision when the truck lurched to one side as if struck by something huge.  This was followed by loudest most horrible screeching sound ever, deafening all of them. Mindy and Paulie both stumbled, and the little blond lost her grip on her dagger. She disengaged and tried to retrieve it, but the mercenary commander was just too fast and his knee grazed her face. She spun off to the rear and Lucia surged ahead to occupy the man while Mindy reacquired her equilibrium.

The truck heaved again, and the back section of the troop carrier twisted and deformed as the door and its opening mechanism suddenly peeled outward, taking much of the surrounding floor with it. Giant black shoulders hunched inside and braced themselves against the ceiling. With a roar that shattered eardrums, an onyx titan planted its feet and tore the armored roof off the APC, opening the vehicle to the night sky with the shriek of tearing metal. The monster hurled two thousand pounds of steel to the side with a growl and surged into the truck.

Roland had arrived.
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Roland’s entrance into the fray had knocked everyone off their feet and sent men and weapons clattering all over what remained of the APC. Lucia was the first one up, and seeing the look in Roland’s eyes, determined in short order that exfiltration should be her priority. She grabbed Sid and roughly hauled the sobbing woman to her feet. With no respect paid to Sid's compromised emotional state, she shoved the woman past the growling war machine to the safety of the street.

Mindy and Paulie were only a fraction of a second behind Lucia, and they resumed their fight as if nothing had happened. Both unarmed, they appeared to be rather well matched. Even with his practiced eye, Roland could not tell which of them was getting the better of their exchanges. More to the point, he did not care. The walls of the truck were just wide enough to accommodate him, but removing the roof had allowed him to stand up, to his full height. The big cyborg stomped forward and bellowed an order to Mindy, “Go!”

Mindy did not miss a beat but disengaged to retreat backward into Roland, who lifted her with a giant hand under her buttocks to toss her over his shoulder. She landed like a cat and took off with long strides to back up Sid and Lucia.

“Stand down, Paulie,” Roland was willing to give the man one chance. Not because Roland was seriously considering letting him live, but because he knew Paulie wouldn’t stand down, anyway. It was all just a formality because this man had touched Lucia, and that had put Roland in a murdering mood.

Paulie never lost his smirk. The easy confidence seemed incongruous with his precarious position. The mercenary was trapped in the back of the truck with Roland, and the only ways out were retreating through the cab or trying to go through a thousand pounds of techno-organic killing machine. To Roland, it looked like the scruffy merc’s choices really just boiled down to “fight and die” or “give up and still probably die.” 

Paulie obviously saw things differently. He held out his hands, one palm forward, the other hand clenched in a fist. “Easy there, Corporal. We ain’t quite done just yet.”

Roland frowned, “Oh? I think we are.”

Paulie didn’t budge, “This truck is rigged with enough nasty shit to crater the whole damn intersection. Maybe that’s enough to put you down, Breach. Maybe it’s not. But a lot folks are gonna die if you don’t back off.” He opened his hand to reveal a small detonator, his thumb depressing on the button, “It’s a dead-man switch, hero. If I go down, we all go up.” The mercenary began to back through the access hatch back into the cab, “You can just sit tight while I get clear, whereupon I’m gonna blow you all to hell, or you can run, whereupon I’m gonna blow this intersection all to hell.” He stopped, a wicked grin on his face, “But weren’t you a combat engineer? I bet you could use this time to find and defuse the explosives. As long as you get it done before I’m outside of the blast radius, everybody gets to live.” The merc feigned a woman’s voice “My hero!”

Then Paulie darted through the cab and out the driver’s door, laughing like a hyena. Roland did nothing at first, he paused a full second to think, and something the man had said did not ring true. Every part of tonight’s operation had been meticulously planned. The squad of mercs had been ready for him at every turn, and the indiscriminate use of explosives in a vehicle their own leader was riding in felt very much out of character.

On a hunch, Roland leapt from the back of the truck and grabbed the vehicle by its frame. With a heave that strained his wounded shoulder, he tipped the ten-thousand-pound vehicle onto its side and inspected the undercarriage. He saw nothing that was not supposed to be there. No bombs, no satchel charges or mines. Just electric motors and wheel assemblies, all exactly where they were supposed to be.

There was nowhere else to hide enough explosives to do what Paulie had said. As Roland suspected, it was all a trick to buy time. The big cyborg did not pause to congratulate himself on his cleverness, but rather took off at a run after Paulie. The mercenary’s ten-second head start had gotten him across the intersection, and Roland almost missed the sight of him slipping between two buildings. Roland thundered like a freight train into the gap a scant three seconds behind his quarry and saw the gray-clad figure scurry across another street to slip between another set of buildings. A half-ton of military hardware pursued with singular abandon, and Roland had closed the gap between himself and the clever merc to less than one second when he stepped on the mine.

If he had been looking for it, he would have seen it. If he had been thinking clearly about his opponent’s obvious attention to detail and flawless planning, he might have been looking for it. But Roland was angry in a very deep and fundamental way. His thoughts were on catching the mercenary and adjusting for the poor performance of his damaged leg and arm while doing it. When Paulie dropped a proximity mine just inside the second alleyway, Roland never even noticed it.

The explosion was enough to hurl Roland from the pavement and send him sprawling into a line of parked ground transports. His impact smashed a pastry delivery van into a crumpled heap of scrap and sent him tumbling into the wall behind it. He smacked the unforgiving surface with a muffled thud and dropped to the street like a sack of potatoes. Swearing with unrestrained vigor and snarling like an enraged gorilla, Roland shuffled to his feet with the singular goal of continuing his pursuit. Three hobbling strides later he was forced to abandon the chase as hopeless. His target was an augmented superhuman who could run, jump, climb and scurry at phenomenal speeds. Thanks to a railgun spike and a land mine, Roland’s right leg was just not going to keep up with his prey. Without his helmet, Roland did not have access to onboard diagnostics, so he could not ascertain the exact extent of his injuries, but the right leg was struggling to support his weight and he could already tell he had lost calibration on the force-feedback system that helped him walk, run and a balance himself. The race was lost.

In a fit of childish pique, Roland roared and punched the delivery van as hard as he could, sending it tumbling across the alley where it collided with the other wall. This is how he left it, squeaking and teetering on its roof, while he hobbled and dragged his nearly useless leg out of the leaden shadows of the alley and into the well-lit streets of The Sprawl. His mood was darkness itself, and he looked every bit like a war had been fought over his body. His expensive evening attire had been reduced to smoking tatters. The coal-black skin of his body, still sealing itself from the night’s misadventures, bore the ghastly marks of horrible wounds wrought by railgun hits. The weeping creases traced lines from his abdomen to his chest and out the top of his drooping shoulder. Worst of all was his right leg. Punctured by a flechette first, and then mangled by a mine, it dragged like a ship's anchor as he walked, and numerous rends dripped silver nanite transport gel with each shuffling step. He left metallic footprints like some sort of mercury-sweating monster in a series of streaks as he hauled the near-useless appendage along.

Then there was his face. His face was unmarked and undamaged, but when Lucia finally caught up to him, his face was what frightened her the most. His injuries were obvious and concerning, but he was tough, and she knew he would recover physically. But when she saw the set of his jaw and the endless emptiness behind his eyes, she feared very much for the soul of the man still driving that manufactured body. Roland was not just angry. But he was not quite furious, either. His eyes did not seethe or blaze with anger. His scowl did not smolder with vague threats of violence to come, nor did his expression flash with the white-hot rage so often described by those prone to comparable situations.

The face was locked into a tight mask of pure indifferent hatred. It was an unfeeling and uncaring face. A face devoid of passion or emotional investment. He wore the ambivalent look of a man who was going to start killing people and not stop until all the right ones were dead. It would be a mechanical process executed by a machine, and his expression spoke of one who has made his peace with that. She had seen this face before. He had worn it when they raided Marko’s compound to find her father. He had worn it when he went to deal with Marcus “Grim” Roper on a pirate ship those few months prior. It was the face he wore under his helmet when he went to war. It was the face of Breach.

She ran up to him and threw herself into his arms. It was not in her nature to stand by and watch Roland surrender to the machine. She knew it for what it was: a retreat to a simpler time and an easier way of thinking. He was giving himself permission to be a monster, and she would never let him get away with it. Lucia understood exactly why he was reacting like this, and she knew how shut it down, too.

“Hey! I’m all right! It’s all right!”

“You’re not hurt?” He asked softly, picking her up from the street like a child and examining her.

“Scratched my wrists getting out of the cuffs, but other than that, I’m fine.” She grabbed both sides of his head, “Are you okay?”

His eyes met hers, and she felt rather than saw something inside him move a little, “I’ll get better.”

Lucia heard a catch in his voice, and she pressed on, “Stay with me Roland. Don’t you go dark on me. The team came together, and we all got out fine.”

“You could have—”

She didn’t let him finish, “But I didn’t. Mindy was there, and then you were there. Hell, I was out of the cuffs already by then, anyway.”

“Lucy,” he stammered, his icy mask cracking under the intense heat of her presence, “I couldn’t take it, I mean, I’d uh, I just can’t lose you, all right?”

Lucia had learned to present complicated emotional concepts as simple differentials with Roland. “So don’t lose me. Don’t lose me to assholes with guns and don’t lose me to the things the Army put in your head. Both are ways to lose me, understand?”

“Roger that, Boss,” he mumbled, and he put her down. Lucia noticed he still carried the look of someone who might engage in spontaneous physical violence about him, but it was less prevalent now, and she decided it was time to focus on getting back home.

“Come on,” she said, “let’s ping for a car.”

Roland grunted and pointed to his leg, “Probably should call your Dad, too.”

Lucia grimaced, “Yeesh, yeah. You ain’t kidding!”

“Sid and Mindy get clear, I assume?”

“Yeah.” Lucia nodded, “They heading to one of McGinty’s safe houses. We figured that was safest.”

“Good call.”

They waited in silence until a car capable of handling his weight responded, then they filed inside and rode back to Roland’s apartment. Donald Ribiero was already there, and he awaited the pair at the top of Roland’s stairs. The older man’s face wore the creases of deep worry lines as his greatest creation poured himself out of the cargo area of their rented ride. The half-hour trip had given Roland’s internal repair systems enough time to seal any new ruptures in his dermal mesh, but his right leg remained stiff and unresponsive.

“Oh, dear,” the older man moaned from atop the landing, “what have you gotten into now, Roland?”

“Long story, Dad,” Lucia answered for him, “Right now we need to figure out how to get him up the stairs!”

“I can make it,” Roland groused and hauled himself up the steps, using his hands to pull himself along and drawing pained groans from his railing. Still, it took a long time to accomplish the ascent, and Roland collapsed into his favorite chair immediately upon achieving his goal. His face had relaxed, and his regular demeanor reasserted itself. “Lucy?” he began a polite interrogative.

She replied by wordlessly handing him a beer and patting him on the arm.

“Oh my god, thank you.”

“Just one, though,” she teased, “I know what happens when you drink while your internal repairs are running.”

Under normal circumstances, Roland was functionally incapable of getting drunk. But when his systems were taxed by extensive damage, maintaining sobriety found itself relegated to a lower priority level by his internal machines. With less than ninety pounds of organic material to dilute it, Roland’s tolerance for alcohol was almost nonexistent.

“Plugging in, Roland,” Donald announced, and fitted the plug to the access panel in Roland’s abdomen. “You are very lucky they missed the port, Roland. I’d have had to repair it before starting if they had.”

“Oh yeah. I’m a lucky man,” Roland grunted.

“What happened?” It was an innocent enough question, but Roland was not volunteering to be the one who told Donald his daughter had very nearly been kidnapped. Dr. Ribiero was the only person left who knew how to fix Roland, and more to the point, he was a doting father who knew better than anyone how to unfix him.

“The party got attacked, and Roland went after the attackers,” Lucia started the story, omitting the details about her own participation.

“They were ready for me,” the big man added, “Railguns, Don. Anti-armor shit. I pushed them to the basement and there was a goddamn industrial heavy waiting for me there.”

Lucia’s eyebrows rose. Roland continued, “I had to bail at that point. I was already banged up, and it was one of those four-legged things they use on high-G worlds. I took a few swings, but he had me cold. They got away.”

“And that is when those men grabbed my precious daughter?” There was a bite to the words, an edge of concern mixed with anger, “I monitor your comms, you know.”

He shook his head, hands still working on Roland’s injuries and setting up equipment. He did not look at either of them as he spoke, “I put those machines inside Lucia to save her life. Not so she could go get killed playing at war games with you, Roland.”

“Don...” Roland started but the old man cut him off.

“No, Roland. This isn’t about you." He looked at his daughter. "I nearly died tonight, you know.”

“Dad...” Lucia tried, but he wasn’t having it from her, either.

“Lucia! Losing your mother nearly killed me. I broke the law to save you from a worse fate. I can’t stop you from doing this, but you need to know that there is more going on here than you realize!”

It was never wise to challenge Lucia, and her eyes blazed, “You cannot tell me how to live, Dad. I know what you sacrificed to help me, but that doesn’t mean you own me!”

“I don’t want to own you, I just want you to be safe and happy!”

“I’m sorry Dad, but I can’t go back. I’m good at this. I’m useful and helpful. I’m actually changing this town for the better. And now I've seen too much of what goes on behind the curtain to stop now. I can’t be both safe and happy at the same time anymore. This is what I’ve chosen.”

Donald nodded. It was a sad, defeated jerk of the head followed by a guilt-ridden proclamation.

“No. It’s what you’ve become.” His voice fell to a whisper, “And that may be my fault, too.”

Lucia and Roland both looked up, surprised.

Donald spoke quietly, still attending to Roland, “I think your nanobots may be changing you. They learn, you know. They adapt. I think they are making you more and more comfortable with the violence and the danger. They might be overriding your normal aversion to high-risk behavior in an unhealthy way.”

“Really?” was all Lucia could manage. “What about Roland? He has them too!”

“We did extensive psychological testing of all candidates who applied for Project: Golem. I promise you, Roland had no aversion to violence or danger to begin with.” He looked up at the old soldier, “No offense, my friend. We were looking for warriors who could tolerate the conversion and its consequences without dissociation. We took only the most hardened.”

It rang true. Roland Tankowicz had been a born soldier and fighter long before the program ever got a hold of him, and he dismissed Don’s apology outright, “I was damaged goods when you found me, Doc. I’ve never blamed you for that part.”

Lucia felt the niggling alarm bells of an anxiety attack beginning, “So these things are changing my personality?”

“They’re changing your brain chemistry, yes,” Donald wiped his forehead, “They always have been. In some cases, they are your brain chemistry. Your condition means we had to build a whole new crop of synthetic brain cells for you. It’s why you can be so fast without other side effects. But your anxiety was always as strong as or stronger than the machines, and since you weren’t giving them the stimulus to adapt to, they weren’t affecting your normal fear and adrenaline responses.”

Roland sighed, “But six months of working with me, and now they’re making her fearless and violent?”

“I think they may be, yes,” Donald agreed. “Lucia, any other person who had been through an evening like you just had would be an emotional wreck. They would need counseling and probably go through a lengthy period of PTSD or depression.” He paused and looked intently into her eyes, Roland’s wounds all but forgotten, “How do you feel?”

“Honestly? I feel fine. Shaken yeah, but not out of control or anything like that. Hungry, mostly.” Lucia set her teeth, the fear of what might happen to her finally manifesting with a meek plea, “But isn’t that a good thing?”

“In a disposable super-soldier? Yes. Not so much for a wealthy corporate VP,” Roland growled with a bitterness that could not be disguised. Donald winced, but did not argue the point.

Lucia’s response was a small thing, quiet and unsure of itself, “I really don’t want to become an amoral murder-bot, Dad.” She was reminded of the look on Roland’s face when he limped out of the alley less than an hour before.

“I can make adjustments, but,” Donald shrugged, “it might mean more feedback problems. It took years to get them calibrated to this point. From a purely neurological standpoint, you are better than perfect. It’s the personality I did not account for. Making adjustments for such things means starting over, and the problems with your brain they were meant to fix may return in some small way. You might lose coordination or speed, or you may get migraines again. Your panic attacks may increase, or the seizures return.” He threw up his hands in defeat, “The damn things were experimental when I used them on you. The Golems were the only baseline I had, and they just weren’t very good baselines.”

Lucia’s breathing was getting shallow, but she forced herself to calm down with long, slow breaths. “So, what do I do?”

“You choose, Lucia.” The old man sounded broken.  “You can keep things the way they are, and try to manage the changes yourself with cognitive therapy and other psychological techniques, or I can adjust them to see if we can restore a healthier emotional balance. I honestly don’t know which is the better path. You were a child when I did this to you. You had no choice, then. This time you do. You tell me what you want them to do for you and I’ll do it.” There was a long pause as the doctor searched for words, “Unless it will harm you. Then I won’t. I’m just not strong enough, Lucia.”

“Whatever you choose,” Roland finally had something helpful to say, “I will help you. I’ve walked this road longer than anyone.”

“Let me think about it for a bit. In the meantime, repair my boyfriend please?”

“Of course, dear.”
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Paulie took a herculean swig from his flask of vino and exhaled with a thunderous whoop. His breath was searing flame in his nostrils as his cry of elation ended in a series of hacking coughs. His crew echoed this sentiment with a raucous chorus of their own.

“Told you limping fucks this was gonna be a good gig!” he belched to the remains of his team. The assorted crew of unkempt men and women responded with enthusiasm fed in no small part by adrenaline and ethanol.

They had lost sixteen men in the raid, but this was acceptable considering what they now knew about the opposition. There were always more hungry young mercs looking to hook up with a crew, and Paulie was already circulating the boards with the new job openings. On one hand, they had failed to pick up Sid, which was disappointing, but she had never been more than a secondary objective. Reynard wanted the loan shark and Roland’s girl, but not badly enough to risk the primary mission over it. Paulie had made one good pass at those goals but wasn’t too dejected about not achieving them.

On the other hand, they had massacred every Boss at the party except The Widow, and they had done it with that big fixer bastard right there, too. This was the sort of mission that made a crew like his into legends. Paulie’s team had just toppled the most powerful crime syndicate in the galaxy, after all. Even the cocky prick, Pike, couldn’t say he’d ever accomplished that. Paulie indulged in a smug private smile at the thought of finally besting Pike’s Privateers at something. The brash mercenary leader could not contain his glee, “Come on, boys!” he slammed the tabletop twice, making a crash loud enough to cut through the boisterous chattering of his team. He raised his flask and shouted an irreverent mercenaries’ toast, “Put ‘em up for slain friends, in life they fought well!”

The crowd responded in fervent unison, “We’ll keep all their pay, ‘cause it don’t spend in hell!” Forty men and women banged their flasks, mugs, bottles and jugs against the tables as one and then erupted into boisterous cheers as they chugged their beverages with suicidal abandon. Paulie grinned like a monkey. He had a good crew, and he knew that to be a rare thing among the Galapagos mercenaries.

They had all assembled in the lowest level of a rented office building for what amounted to a ‘debriefing’ amongst Galapagos crews after the mission. This was not the sort of group who compiled careful after-action reports and discussed intelligence gleaned and lessons learned from a mission. Mostly they drank too much and told wildly exaggerated stories about their own prowess. Horrible lies were told to each other about how many enemies they had killed, and nobody called anyone on it. Even old Torvald had been dis-mounted from his armature and his life-support pod brought into the hall for the celebration. The old codger had fairly danced with glee when they took him off the bench for this run. Few Earthside jobs called for a heavy armature like his. Getting them approved for entry and licensed was always such a massive pain that most companies avoided it. Furthermore, there was very little opportunity to use a machine of Torvald’s size in a crowded urban environment.

A few hours’ research on Roland Tankowicz had convinced Paulie no expense was too exorbitant when it came to handling something like Tank. He walked across the room and plunked himself down on a bench next to Torvald’s pod. The plastic and metal cocoon rolled on large motorized wheels and covered everything except the old man’s head and arms. Torvald shot Paulie a lazy salute as the commander made himself comfortable.

Paulie offered his flask, “Vino? I make it myself.” Paulie was an irreverent sort, and not prone to dispensing courtesy or respect to anyone. But Torvald was different. One did not make it to a hundred years old in this business without some serious know-how.

The ancient mercenary shook his head, “Sorry, Commander. That stuff makes this thing,” he gave his life-support pod a sharp rap with his gnarled knuckles, “all goose-shit crazy. Anything stronger than beer and it medicates me with all sorts of shit.” He raised a pint of beer to Paulie, “Cheers and all that.”

Paulie returned the salute and pulled from his flask. Wincing in approval, he asked the old man, “How’d it go with Tankowicz?”

“He was all beat to shit when he got to me. Those railgun crews softened him up real good.”

“Gods rest their doomed souls, the unlucky bastards.” Paulie winked at the older man, “but you sound disappointed!”

“I am. Even chewed up he was fast as hell and stronger than any other light cyborg out there.” Torvald made a sour face, “I can take him. He’s still too fucking small, and he ain’t got anywhere near enough mass to punch it out with me.”

“But he’s fast,” Paulie knew how to drag a decent debriefing out of the old cyborg.

Torvald nodded agreement, “Very. And he wasn’t even running all that hot. Like I said, he was tore up real good.” The old man took a sip of his beer, “The hard part will be getting him to slow down or hold still so I don’t have to chase him. But once he settles down to fight, it’s pretty simple. I’ll pull him apart like string cheese.”

“That easy?”

Torvald didn’t rise to the bait. “Didn’t say ‘easy.’ Simple? Yes. Easy? No.”

Paulie shrugged, “My mistake.”

“Any chance of gettin’ my guns?”

“Not likely. Even the Brokerage has limits, and your kind of toys even the cops here don’t use. We can find you some locally sourced hardware, but I’m gonna be honest, here. Cutting loose with the heavy shit is liable to fuck this whole operation up. We’re talking Council troopers and PD and a whole bunch of other hassle.”

“Any railguns survive the raid?”

Paulie shook his head. “Afraid not. We had to abandon anything like that when it came time to bug out.”

“They cycle too slow to be much good to me, anyway.” The cyborg nodded with a knowing smile, “Guess I’ll just have to do this the old-fashioned way, then.”

“You’d know best, old man.” Paulie rang the pod with an affectionate slap. “You are definitely the expert on all things old-fashioned!”

“Young punk!” It was a good-natured mumble into a fresh sip of beer, and he was smiling.

Torvald’s impressions were dovetailing neatly into his own. The cyborgs’ duel had occurred before they picked up the two women, and thus Paulie suspected Torvald had not witnessed the full fury of Tankowicz. Seeing what happened when Roland got riled up had been an eye-opening experience. Reynard had hinted that messing with the Ribiero woman would set him off, but Reynard had been wrong about Roland before. Paulie wanted to see the big ape in the field with his own eyes and from his own perspective as a fighter. Endless hours of watching video of Roland in action had not done the man justice. There wasn’t a commercially available light armature strong enough to peel the roof off an APC like that, and unless his math was wrong, the giant had run from the garage to the intersection in just a few minutes. That was a lot of speed for something without wheels.

Physically, the fixer represented a thorny problem, but Reynard had been correct in his assessment of Roland’s tactics. This was not a subtle fighter, and such flaws made him beatable. Adjustments would have to be made for Mindy and the Ribiero woman, too. Mindy was a known quantity, thankfully. Paulie had rather enjoyed sparring with her, to be honest. Even when she’s trying to kill you, that little blond bimbo is sure easy to look at!

Far less lecherous were his thoughts about Lucia. Paulie had enough reflex and kinesthetic augmentations of his own to necessitate a fairly hefty running tab with his local body shop. Maintaining his neurological health with hard-wired reflexes was a complicated and expensive process. Paulie had pushed his reflexes as far as he could without impoverishing himself or frying his brain like an egg. It was further than most, yet Lucia had been faster than him by more than just a little. If not for his armor and enhanced strength, he’d be wearing an air brace and walking on crutches for this party.

Or possibly something worse than that, he acknowledged internally, thinking about the fates of the men who tried to subdue her in the stairwell.

This was an unknown variable in a very complex problem, which Paulie did not have the energy to solve right at this moment. Sober and centered, it was the sort of equation he would puzzle at until he figured it out. But his cognitive faculties were currently ensconced in a solid fog of alcohol and dopamine, and drunk-happy Paulie hated algebra. The point was moot as the mercenary leader did not get the chance to ponder it.

“Hey, Paulie!” came the boisterous cry from across the room, “Let’s get some whores up in this party!” The mercenaries howled in thunderous approval of this suggestion, and their commander was forced to admit that whores sounded like a fantastic idea right about now. He held up a hand, “All right, all right you fucking animals. Let me make some calls.”

He staggered out into the hallway to use his comm. If the local mama-san or Madame heard the kind of party they were having in the background, he would be hard-pressed to get any decent hookers to show up. His time working for Sid had clued him into the professional companionship scene for this part of town, and he fumbled through the screens of his handheld with fingers made clumsy by industrial-strength hooch. In the process of finding his way to the directory, he noticed he had a message waiting.

Fucking Reynard, he groused silently. He swiped past the notification because he was drunk and in the process of ordering up a crop of prostitutes for a bunch of bloodthirsty mercenaries from a lawless section of unregulated space. Paulie was a leader in the old Viking tradition. His crew loved him and followed him not because he was a compassionate and paternal leader, but because he made them rich and got them laid. When this crew wanted some tail, it was a wise commander who went ahead and made some available.

These freaks would gut me and leave me to die if the time ever comes where I can’t get them cash or ass. The thought was not an uncharitable one nor did it bother him. He was from Galapagos, and that was simply the nature of the beast. Unlike the soft-headed corporate armies Corpus Mundi or Gateways fielded, a Galapagos crew was bonded tightly with the best glue in all of human history. Paulie snorted a drunken giggle at the thought of it.

Mutual self-interest is a fucking magical thing.

When Sven Paulsen had been a younger man, competing for a seat in one of “Red” Hans Dekker’s boats, the famous raider had laughed to see the young Paulie attempt to sabotage a competitor. Dekker was already an old man by then, and soon to die at the hands of the Pirate King, but he gave Paulie the best advice he had ever received that day.

“Never fuck over the other guy to put yourself ahead, dipshit. If you really want to get ahead, convince him that you can get him ahead. Then do it. Men will follow you into hell itself if they think you will make them rich for the trip.”

Paulie served with Dekker until the battle of March Hare. Only himself and a few squads survived that disaster, and he escaped the carnage in a small troop ship. Since then he had been building a crew of his own to rival his old mentor’s. Even Paulie wasn’t sure if his lofty ambitions were a testament to his old commander or simply to spite the mean old monster. He was not a very evolved thinker when it came to his own emotions and motivations, and while intelligent enough to acknowledge it, he did not consider this a deficiency meriting any effort to correct. He saw little profit in nostalgia or sentiment, and the sudden turn his thoughts had taken surprised him. Christ, I’m turning into an old man. Getting misty-eyed over a bastard like Dekker when I should be ordering some ass for the crew.

But now that his mind had turned away from the thought of pleasure as only dedicated professionals could administer it, he swiped back and pulled up Reynard’s message.

It was short, and vaguely complimentary: “Good work tonight, too bad you couldn’t get the women.”

Text was a dry medium, but Paulie could hear the admonishment in Reynard’s voice as he read it. With a drunkard’s scowl he scrawled his reply and sent it back.

“Fuck you. You fight him next time.” Paulie’s brow furrowed with irritation at the thought of a fat administrator like Reynard telling him how to run a combat op. Working Earthside always left a bad taste in his mouth. The hierarchies, the oversight, the soft condescension of weak-kneed middle managers were foreign concepts to men and women forged in the anarchy of the frontier systems. They just did not have these kinds of issues on Galapagos boat crews. Paulie’s team was a strict meritocracy; everybody fought, everybody worked. The commander was expected to take a turn at every duty, same as the crew. Nobody ever knew how many troops would return from a raid, so everyone learned to pull the oars. No one could be essential because they were all expendable, and Reynard’s message betrayed just how clueless the man was when it came to field work. People like that got ejected from airlocks where he was from, often for offenses less severe than this.

“Fuck that prick,” he slurred, too much vino finally outrunning his natural tolerance. He swiped back to his directory with a sneer and dialed the local whorehouse.

Reynard was in his command center when the message arrived. This was unsurprising since he spent nearly all his time in the command center. His past failures and their consequences had educated him on how much a of a distraction the luxury of his former life had been. He viewed the message with a soft, sardonic smile. Paulie’s irritation and belligerence were expected, and Reynard was fine with both. He had offered the man advice on how to handle Roland, and for the most part the mercenary had taken it. His intelligence assets had already relayed the relevant details to his screen, and he was generally satisfied with the results. They had bloodied Roland’s nose tonight, which was something that did not happen often. More important than that small happiness, the raiders had massacred Combine leadership entirely. The night was a sterling success overall, and Reynard allowed himself to take much of the credit for this.

But it would be a lie to say he was satisfied. A thought filled with irritation bordering upon petulance invaded his otherwise happy mood.

Securing Lucia Ribiero would have virtually guaranteed the success of the larger plan, and this Sid woman knows far too much to be left out in the open.

Reynard knew all about loose ends, and he had taken the harsh lessons of his past to heart. Both women created complications requiring careful management. It added uncertainty to a game already fraught with risk. Grabbing them should have been a higher priority to the barbarian from Galapagos, but on this point his advice had gone unheeded. The old Reynard, the man who had once been Leland Fox, would have been furious at this. The new man, who his cell mates had called “la renard,” had learned to work with a person’s personality and proclivities rather than try to direct or subvert them. Paulie would be more effective and more reliable if he thought he was a partner and working under his own direction. Reynard simply built the man’s foibles into his plans and accounted for them within his contingencies.

I spent too many years building machines that act like men, he mused, I need to remember men will always do as they wish, and it is my job to make them wish to do what serves my purposes. 

Sending that message to Paulie had been a deliberate attempt to antagonize. Reynard had the man pegged, and it was easy to see Paulie was motivated by spite. The next time he had the opportunity, Reynard was sure he would go after the objective far more forcefully. If only to demonstrate his superiority as a field commander, which was conceit Paulie was very invested in.

Fucking barbarians, Reynard thought to himself. Then he sighed, stood up from his workstation, and headed up to bed.
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News feeds across the entire planet were squawking like startled grackles as they tried to piece together the greater story of the battle at Belham Tower. Most were leading with a terrorism angle, which was a testament to the Widow’s disinformation engines. Generally speaking, the Uptown citizenry bought the story, but if any one of those lily-white, clean-shaven, well-dressed holovid reporters had bothered to ask the folks living in the lower districts about it, they might have heard a more accurate version of events.

But no one smart enough to make it Uptown was dumb enough to ever go to Dockside for anything other than entertainment of an illicit nature. So, the terrorism story led, and nobody who mattered bought it. Lucia watched the various infonet aggregators spin their fanciful tales over breakfast at Roland’s apartment. Roland’s own informants, mostly low-level street hustlers trying to curry favor with the big man or to sell information they thought worth hard creds, were equally busy running down every rumor and unsubstantiated bit of scuttlebutt available to the darkest denizens of the New Boston underworld. The information they brought back was not of a nature that bode well for the stability of the local economy. Only Wade Manson and the Widow had survived the party, and even the most obtuse mugger plying his trade in Dockside knew what that meant.

There will be open war, Lucia realized. The one thing we have been trying so damn hard to prevent is going to happen. Once Wade and The Widow finish killing each other, The Brokerage will simply have to set up and take over. There will be no one left to stop them.

She thought of bringing in the Police because this is the sort of thing they existed to handle. But there was only so much they could accomplish against forces like this. New Boston PD would investigate, but even that untarnished institution would be stymied by interference originating as high as the Planetary Council itself. They would try, but without a catalyst to keep the pressure on them, in time they would have no choice but to drop it and move on. If there was any more fighting in the storied streets of Summertown or the jeweled thoroughfares of the Old Fen Way, then it was sure bet the New Boston Police would maintain spirited investigations. Which is precisely why this eventuality remained improbable.

The real fighting, with all the blood and fear and death, would take place in Dockside or big Woo or maybe even Quinzy. Places where the poor people lived, and the constabulary was more pliable. It was unlikely Uptown would ever see a shot fired after the Belham raid. Thus, the decapitation of most every major crime family in a one-hundred-mile radius was swept under the rug like yesterday’s bread crumbs.

Lucia found it all incredibly frustrating. She had been raised in Uptown and had never known about anything like The Combine or The Brokerage. She had grown up thinking Big Woo was just an industrial slum, and Dockside was just a rough place where things got unloaded from ships. With no more childish illusions to protect her from the horrible reality of how the great economic machine of New Boston worked, she gamely tried to accept the unvarnished corruption of it all with as much stoic detachment as she could muster. Sitting in Roland’s apartment the next morning, sipping coffee and watching the machines attached to the man she loved as they sped his eventual recovery, she remembered something her father had said about the great success of their city.

“The taller the palace, the deeper the shadow it casts.”

Roland had lived in the shadows for thirty years now. He liked them. They were dark and they were cold, but unlike the ever-shifting lights of Uptown, the shadows were reliable. This was an uncomfortable truth Lucia only understood after stepping into them. The bright lights and clean antiseptic surfaces of Uptown were a facade, an illusion. In the darkness lived objective reality. There was honesty in darkness; she understood that now. She missed her illusions, but hearing Roland cry out in the dark of night as his own mind tortured him with dead innocents made her hate them all the same. Her father had asked her to choose, but there was no choice to be made. She could not choose the path of a normal life and the fiction of Uptown anymore. Roland had been strong enough to choose hard granite truth over alabaster lies. She could do no less. Not when a good man had paid so dearly for the forgery that was the life she had lived. Roland had purchased this truth with his freedom, his sanity, and most of his earthly flesh. Apparently, her price was to live with the ever-present danger of becoming addicted to violence and danger; and the risk of a premature and horrible end because of it. Another old story came to her, and she considered another price paid for wisdom.

Even Odin had to sacrifice his eye and hang himself from a tree, she thought. She gave her head a defeated shake and prayed the cost of her own enlightenment would not be so steep as an old soldier’s, or even a pagan all-father’s. But truth had made Roland strong, and it was making her strong, too. 

To go back was to be weak, and she could not look at the damage twisting that cyborg body and not want to be strong. Roland deserved to have someone strong to protect him the way he protected everyone else. He may never admit it, but it was just another one of those truths that could only be seen when you looked into the darkness, instead of turning away from it.

She looked hard at the giant cyborg, sleeping the deep sleep of a machine on shutdown, and wondered if he dreamed when the chassis was deactivated. Did he find escape from the souls of his dead when the machines running his body kept him unconscious? Or was it a tortuous, unending loop of past horrors played over and over again while millions of tiny robots put his body back together? 

Lucia shuddered at the thought. She wondered, how many times has he had to relive his descent into madness while his broken body keeps him a captive witness to his sins? Only to wake up primed and ready for another round of battles?

When his body was fixed, he would go to war again until it broke against yet another wave of enemies. Then he would sleep, and wake again to repeat the cycle. 

Will there always be more enemies? Will the waves never cease?

She prayed there was more to it than that. It felt to her like there must be. She had seen the man inside the armor, and she wanted very badly for Roland to live as a man, not as a weapon. But she understood with absolute certainty that the only way to accomplish this would be to run out of enemies. Roland would fight until death or victory. It was just his nature to do so. To save him, she had to convince all the rich criminal organizations to stop using his home and people as a proxy for their own conflicts. They needed to send the message to everyone that Dockside was still off limits. Then maybe, Roland could rest.

Let’s just see what I can come up with, then. Lucia decided with a cleansing swig of her morning coffee.

Lucia pondered what they had learned and how to leverage it to suit their needs. The original plan of having Manny fake a hit on Sid’s counting house was off the table at this point. 

We already know Wade Manson and The Brokerage are behind it all, so we don’t have to do the sneaky stuff anymore. Trying to out-sneak something like The Brokerage is a losing proposition, anyway. They will be pure vapor, and there is no one to go after, really. It’s not like The Combine, with actual leaders to target.

The next step was obvious.

What we need to do is find and hit Wade Manson. Without him, The Brokerage is just a bunch of crooked lawyers and accountants. Then we need to insulate Dockside from all these power plays. The fights will never end unless we make this place somehow independent of all that crap. Roland did it with his fists for decades, but it’s all bigger than him, now.

When Roland needed deep intel on the inner workings of the other families, he often went to see The Dwarf. Lucia hated The Dwarf, and theirs was a complicated relationship. The Dwarf was a greedy, dishonest, and opportunistic man. He was the closest thing Dockside had to an actual crime boss, but he took great pains to keep his operation small enough and spread thin enough to avoid attracting the kind of attention that might run him afoul of Gateways, or The Combine, or even Roland. Roland had often confided to her his suspicions that Rodney “The Dwarf” McDowell had insinuated his interests into enough different marketplaces the hairy little man may have rivaled a Board member in actual influence, if not raw wealth. The Dwarf thrived in Dockside’s no-man's-land because he was unlike other criminals. He did not have lofty dreams of empires or power. He simply wanted to be fat, rich, and lazy in ways that kept him from getting killed. 

Lucia decided to go pay him a visit. With the right kind of nudge, Rodney could become a useful ally. The thought of it turned her stomach more than a little. He was a disgusting, lecherous, offensive little man, but she also knew his weaknesses. His help would be necessary for the bold plan her hyperactive brain was assembling while her giant companion slept in blissful ignorance. She picked up her comm and keyed in a code.

“Good morning, Sunshine!” Billy McGinty sounded rather chipper this morning.

“You sure?” she let the question hang. “Roland’s hooked up to the chair, you know.” 'The chair’ was code for 'Roland is banged up as all hell and we need to be very careful while he recovers.’ Most Docksiders knew Roland was as tough as a coffin nail, but the exact how's and why's of it were left deliberately mysterious.

“Whoa! What?” Billy’s tone changed from casual good cheer to real concern, “I heard about the brawl at Belham, but how the fuck is he in the chair?”

“Whoever ran that hit knew his specs. They brought some kind of railgun and a heavy armature.”

There was a long silence, then careful words, “Girl, I don’t even know his specs, and I have spies everywhere! Is he going to be all right?”

“Yes. It takes more than a couple of jerks with big guns to knock him down for very long. No structural damage, just surface armor and some muscle fiber. Dad says if we let him sleep he’ll be back in action in another three days.”

“That’s a relief, because you and I both know shit is about to come down like a goddamn monsoon out here. I figured this might be a great opportunity for me and mine, but if we are dealing with kind of folks who can dig Roland’s specs out from under Council security? Maybe I need to reassess...”

“It’s more than that, Billy,” for all his experience as a gang leader, Billy sometimes forgot how things worked in other places. “I know you hate The Combine, but they served a purpose. People in Uptown and the Sprawl need the stability they brought. The people here won’t thrive in the chaos of a gang war the way folks in Big Woo have.”

“Okay, then. What’s the plan, Lucy? You’re the one with the super-brain.” The gangster sounded completely confident in Lucia’s ability to figure it all out, which sent electric shocks of panic down her spine. She had changed a lot from the woman who worked in marketing only eight months prior.

“I think it’s time to export your system of guilds and marketplaces to Dockside. These skirmishes will not stop as long as Dockside is unaffiliated. It’s just too tempting a target.”

“So, we are going to make it less tempting by bringing all the rackets together? I mean. It worked in The Woo, but Dockside is a different world. In my case, we all hated Marko so damn much it was easy to bring everyone in. What do we got like that in Dockside?”

“The Brokerage is behind all of this, and they are just a giant oligarchy masquerading as a bureaucracy, right?”

“Sure. But so was The Combine,” Billy pointed out.

“But the Combine was never actually in charge here,” she fired back, “They had influence, sure, but they did not give orders. The Brokerage has no muscle, but they are using Wade Manson for that part.”

“And Wade is a ‘Boss...’” Billy caught her drift.

“Dead on,” Lucia congratulated him. “Most Docksiders can’t even pronounce ‘oligarchy,’ but they all hate being told what to do. This is not an evolution, Billy. It’s just a power shift. The Brokerage brings nothing to the table as far as actual commerce is concerned. They’re just barging in to take their cut. The Combine survived by avoiding that, and because they had a lot of guns. The Brokerage is going to try it with lawyers and politicians and Wade fucking Manson.”

“But it’s still just a racket, I get ya,” Billy was on board, now. “Everybody wants to control the docks, but nobody’s allowed to fight over them without bringing Gateways down. You want to end the fighting by given control of the docks to the Docksiders, who won’t play ball with anyone, anyway.”

“You don’t beat lawyers and politicians with guns, Billy. You beat them with organization.” Lucia pressed on, “This can work. Think about it! Dockside’s major rackets are all centered around the transfer of illicit goods from around the galaxy. We’ve got the guys moving guns and other contraband through the docks—”

“Smugglers,” Billy supplied the answer.

“—and the entertaining of the thousands of the itinerant spacers and truckers that move those goods.”

“Hookers, booze, drugs, and cage fights,” Billy added.

“Right. All those rackets are hands-on. They are labor-intensive.”

“I get you now!” now Billy sounded excited, “In the Woo, we had all the drug labs and the whole slave trade, which don’t actually require a lot of people. We were cheap and easy to oversee compared to stuff like smuggling or prostitution. It’s why The Combine had so little trouble with us for so long. But you are totally right about Dockside. The Dockside market is full of ground-pounders. Low and mid-level street hustlers, territorial enforcers, expediters, all sorts of shit like that. Hell, Dockside has more hired muscle per square block than anywhere else in the Megalopolis.” Billy paused, “Shit! Come to think of it, Dockside also has the best street-level muscle in the whole goddamn Megalopolis, too!”

“Do you know what that says to me, Billy-boy?” Lucia dangled the thread of her idea in front of his face.

Billy grasped it after a moment, “That’s a goddamned army, Lucy. A. God. Damned. Army.”

“All it needs is someone to show them how to do it. Someone who has done it before.”

“We gonna do this like Big Woo, then?” Even without knowing the whole thing, McGinty was already agreeing with the plan. When Lucia’s brain was firing on all cylinders, the wise man held on and went for the ride.

“Just like Big Woo,” she said.

“Just like Big Woo,” he agreed.

“I need my general,” he added, “You know all the hoods look up to him. They’ll follow him. But he ain’t gonna like this.”

“Give me three days. He’ll be ready by then. Leading soldiers is in his blood. As long as we don’t ask him to run a crime syndicate, he’ll go along.”

“I still think he’s going to hate the idea.”

“At first, but I can be very convincing,” she practically purred the words. “We’ll need the Dwarf, too. Roland has always suspected he is sitting on a giant stockpile of cash and guns. He's even more convinced of it since your little tea party in The Woo. Goddamn, do I hate the little rat, but I can play nice if I have to.”

Billy chuckled, “I know how to handle him if it comes to it. We speak the same language.”

“Make sure he understands that he’ll be speaking it with no teeth if doesn’t watch his step, Billy.” Twice before, Lucia’s boot had reminded Rodney to keep a respectful tone. It was a bit of a cliché between them at this point.

“Jesus, you are terrifying.” It was the highest compliment Billy knew how to give. Lucia accepted it with regal grace.

“Don’t sweet-talk me, you two-bit hustler. Just get started. I suggest talking to Madame Madeleine, first.”

Billy groaned, “This is going to be fun. She is going to want to run the whole shop.” The infamous Dockside Madame had organized all the prostitution in Dockside under her umbrella twenty-five years prior and then added the Big Woo brothels during Billy’s coup six months ago. The old mama-san had held onto and consolidated every bit of that power ever since. She was one of the most feared and respected people in all of New Boston for one simple reason. Sex sells, and in New Boston, Madame Madeleine set the prices for it.

“Take it off the table right away. Tell her we do this my way—” Lucia felt strange saying the words. She was dictating terms to criminals here, and she was already referring to it as ‘my way.’ Life was very strange sometimes, “—or she can take her objections up with Roland.”

“Oh man,” McGinty laughed into his comm, “This is going to be wicked fucking awesome!”

“If we survive it,” Lucia added.

“Meh,” the redhead quipped, “ain’t that always how it goes?”



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER TWENTY
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Roland did not, in fact, love the plan. The concept he did not object to, but the execution, he felt, was flawed in several ways. This was not due to any particular oversight on Lucia’s part, but rather the placement of the pieces.

“There is no goddamn way that letting Rodney anywhere near this is going to end well. He is a snake and a thief, and he will fuck us over as soon as he thinks he can do it safely.” This was the first of Roland’s objections, delivered with vehemence once he had been awoken and briefed. Lucia had brought him some breakfast while his systems all came back on line and was sitting next to the chair watching him eat.

Lucia treated his objections with a deft parry. “Is he smarter than me? More ruthless than Billy? Tougher than you?” She answered her own questions before the big man could grunt a response. “No, he is not. He is not any of those things, and thus we will keep him where he needs to be whether he likes it or not. You have managed to keep him in check all by yourself for thirty years now. The three of us can handle him, even if we let him have more rope than he usually gets.”

“Every time Rodney pokes his head out of the Hideaway, I punch it back down. It works because it’s what he understands,” Roland would not give up. Lucia loved him for that. He was nothing if not consistent.

“No, Roland. That’s what you understand.” Roland stifled a wince. She was dead right on that point and it stung him to hear it from her. She patted him on the arm, “Rodney can be managed lots of ways, mostly relating to his greed. Your way works because he doesn’t want to die. My way will work because he wants to be rich.”

Roland responded with a low inarticulate growl. If he had a witty riposte for this moment, he would have used it. But he did not, so he conceded defeat. “Fine, then. But Billy will have to manage him. Billy, at least, Rodney will listen to. They are very different animals, but they’ve lived in similar jungles. Rodney will take direction better from Billy than he will either of us.”

“It’s cute you thought we hadn’t worked that out already,” her eyes sparkled with good humor. “Besides, you and I have beaten him up too many times for any real hope of collaboration. It has to be Billy’s game, because you’re The Fixer. We get to stay neutral this way.”

“Good. I won’t run a gang.”

“Of course not, Roland.” She pitched the next part with more confidence, knowing how it would tug at him, “But will you lead soldiers?”

Roland gave Lucia a long look. It was obvious why she had chosen to phrase her plan this way. She knew how much Roland missed being a soldier. How he longed for clear objectives, evil enemies, and righteous battles he could wage without fear for his bruised conscience. His pulse quickened, and a thrill of either terror or hope ran through his body, he could not tell which.

“Is that what I’ll be doing?” the question may have been for Lucia, it may have been rhetorical. Lucia answered anyway.

“You’ve lived here for three decades, Roland. You’ve sat in the Smoking Wreck and drank beer with these people four nights a week for thirty goddamn years. You tell me what they are.”

“They’re longshoremen. They’re hoods and goons. They are just folks trying to get by, Lucia. These aren’t soldiers.”

“What were you before you joined up?”

They had never talked about what Roland did before the Army, and suddenly that felt weird. “I was raised on a farm. I hated it. When my dad died, I tried to escape the life by going to college, but I hated college too. I dropped out and took a job as a doorman and made extra cash in cage fights, but mostly I just got by until a recruiter saw one of my fights.”

“Sound familiar?”

It did.

“Yeah, I guess I was just another goon, too, huh?”

“Ever wonder why you get on so well here? These are your people, Roland. They’ll follow you. All you have to do is be you.”

“They will die.”

“Some of them, yes. The rest will live in a town that belongs to them. They’ll live and work and get by without worrying that some well-dressed asshole is going to destroy their lives for another two-points’ worth of margin.”

Roland had to agree this was a better justification than most conflicts enjoyed. Plenty of men and women had died in heroic fashion for far flimsier reasons than this.

“What do we have for intel?” Roland shifted gears to get down to business. If he was going to go along with this, he was going to do it right. The Docksiders deserved his best, after all.

Lucia was gracious in victory. “Precious little. Manny is neck-deep into hunting down Manson as we speak.” She cocked an eyebrow, “That boy is scary-good at intelligence work, Roland.”

“He’d need to be. But let’s keep Mindy holding his leash.”

“Agreed,” Lucia gave a firm nod, “But it looks like we’ll have some solid information on Manson’s whereabouts soon. The fat jerk went deep, fast.” Her face went slack, betraying confusion, “But I can’t for the life of me figure out how he pulled it all together. Wade is a nasty piece of work. I'm not underestimating him, but this is next-level planning and logistics. It's all way beyond Wade.”

“Brokerage?” Roland offered, but he didn’t buy that either. “But yeah, this is way outside their wheelhouse, too. Somebody has it in for me, specifically. Somebody who knows enough about me to prep those mercs.”

“Well,” Lucia blew the magenta stripe of hair away from her eyes, “when we find Manson, we’ll get our answers.”

“True enough.” Roland did not sound satisfied with that, but he let it go for the sake of expediency.

“Now, if you feel up to it, Billy is waiting for us to take him to see The Dwarf.”

“Am I on the clock?” If he was acting as ‘fixer’ for this meet, he would have to follow certain conventions about impartiality. He was more worried about Lucia losing her cool and heel-kicking Rodney in the face (like she always did) than himself, but he would not mention it unless he had to.

“Definitely. Your reputation is critical to making this work.”

Roland stared for a moment, trying to select words that would not provoke the ire of his tiny partner. She spared him with a dramatic eye roll, “I promise not to kick him in the face this time, okay?”

“Thank you. That will make my job much easier.” He stopped, “Where’s Billy?”

“Waiting outside. He didn’t want to be in the room when I told you I had decided to hand Dockside over to him and that we were going to get The Dwarf to go along with it.” She shrugged and made a sour face, “Something about ‘temper tantrums’ and 'drama queens.’ You know how he can be.”

“I’m starting to think somebody’s going to get kicked in the face today. Let me get dressed.”

In a few minutes, Roland had donned a gray linen suit tailored to fit his proportions. It did nothing to hide his mass or width, but it colored his manufactured physique with an air of humanity. No one would mistake him for a normal person, but most who saw him would not assume he was mutant or a cyborg right off the bat.

“Let’s go,” he mumbled, still far from thrilled with how his day was going.

“Don’t pout, Roland,” Lucia chided, “I’ll make it up to you later.”

“You’d better,” the big man groused, but thinking about how she might 'make it up to him’ robbed his words of any intended antipathy.

On the street, a large ground transport awaited them. Designed to carry groups of people, the passenger area seemed more than capable of handling his weight. Roland smiled at the thought of riding like a person and not as cargo for once. He found a long bench seat at the back and settled in as best he could. Billy McGinty sat in a comfortable-looking chair along one side and Lucia sat down in another.

“Holy shit!” Billy laughed as Roland walked by, “He went along with it?”

“Told you he would. Now pay up.”

Billy reached into his pocket and pulled out some hard creds, “You win this round, Lucy.”

“You bet on whether or not I’d agree to her plan?” Roland found himself incredulous, which was silly, when he thought about it. This was exactly the sort of fun those two had been having at his expense since the day they had met. He waved off Billy’s answer and asked a more pertinent question, “It’s only nine blocks to The Hideaway, guys. Why the car?”

“Because the President of the Big Woo Trade Association does not walk anywhere, Roland.” Lucia advised.

“Yeah,” Billy nodded, “I’m not real popular outside of the Woo these days. Certain enterprising street hoods might get, uh, opportunistic. Especially since this is not the sort of meeting I can bring my regular bodyguards to.”

“Which is why we are going,” Lucia added with a sly wink.

“I see,” said Roland, “Because this is all Billy’s idea, right?”

“Damn right it is!” Billy snapped with mock indignation. “Ol’ Rodney would never go along with a plan that you two came up with.”

“Naturally,” Roland droned, the word dripping with sarcasm.

“Just let me do the talking, Big Boy. Take notes. You might learn something.”

I just might, Roland thought to himself. I’m about to watch the two biggest hustlers in all of New Boston try to con each other. Should be interesting.

The trip to The Dwarf’s nightclub headquarters was merciful for its brevity. Riding inside civilian vehicles was always challenging for the half-ton cyborg, and even though his joints did not stiffen or get sore, there was nothing his myriad of cybernetic augmentations could do to prevent him from looking ridiculous. When the van stopped at the side street leading to The Hideaway, Roland lurched out first to make sure everybody watching the street understood that The Fixer was on the job. It was a practiced bit of theater, tailored to ensure that any nefarious individuals had the opportunity to make informed decisions about the importance and vulnerability of a potential target before they committed to actions that might get them killed. Technically, this was Roland’s version of being polite. It would be rude to allow some poor hard-working mugger to die, simply because Roland had failed to show himself early enough for the doomed fool to abandon his plans for making a quick cred or three.

Billy followed, dressed nattily in clean dungarees, crisp white dress shirt, and a stylish-yet-plain brown jacket. Compared to the tailored perfection of a Board member, the leader of all Big Woo racketeers dressed like the common rabble. But then again, this was his intention.

Lucia followed after. She wore plain black slacks, fitted and supple, with a red shirt and her own stylish short jacket. She would have looked ready for any uptown business meeting except for the heavy armored gloves covering her hands and arms up to the elbow. Any disadvantage her lack of superhuman strength represented was eliminated by the incapacitating sting of her favorite weapons.

Roland was also certain she had strapped her CZ105 flechette pistol somewhere under the jacket as well. Years of range time and the most advanced nervous system in the galaxy made her a pistoleer unmatched anywhere Roland had ever been or heard of. Other men may imagine their women in exotic lingerie, but for Roland, weapons made the best accessories. He was forced to accept that this probably said a lot of very uncomfortable things about his own shortcomings as person, but he didn’t care.

At the door, Roland prepared himself for the usual interaction with Barney, the doorman. A gloved fist pounded on the heavy metal door and he waited for the view port to slide open. With a clack, the panel slid to the side and Roland saw the beady black eyes of Rodney’s head bouncer.

If this was their normal interaction, Barney would now proclaim the club was full, closed, or otherwise unavailable. Roland was grouchy and in a hurry, so he skipped to the endgame. “Barney, just open up.”

Barney, for once in his life recognizing who he was talking to, just grunted assent and worked the various locks. The door slid to the side on greased glides, and a tall, wide, and ugly man gestured them inside.

“Hi, Tank. Uh... good afternoon Ms. Lucy. Lovely to see you.”

“Why, thank you, Barney,” Lucia cooed. “You too. How are the kids?”

“Still trying to borrow money,” Barney chuckled. “But otherwise doin’ good.”

Roland looked aghast at the pair of them, “When did you guys get all chummy?”

“Just because you have the personality of a rhinoceros, doesn’t mean I do, too,” she admonished her giant partner. “Barney and I have buried the hatchet and let bygones be bygones.”

“Yeah,” Barney growled to Roland. “Maybe you should try being nice to people from time to time, Tank. Maybe then you wouldn’t be such a—”

The look currently stretching Roland’s face reminded Barney of all the times he or others had brushed against Roland’s bad side. Whatever path his brain had been trying to take his words down was immediately abandoned upon seeing it. His mouth clicked shut into a thin line, and he turned back to Lucia.

“The boss is in his office.” Barney shuffled his feet and gave Lucia a pleading look, “Please don’t kick him in the face, Ms. Lucy. We all get in a ton of trouble when you do that. I don’t want you to bust my other knee, neither.” Barney still walked with a slight limp, a souvenir from his first encounter with the fiery woman.

“I promise to behave myself, Barney. Don’t worry.”

“Thanks, Ms. Lucy. Me and the boys really appreciate it.”

The trio passed through the empty bar and into the back where Rodney kept his office. All the doors were open since closing doors to Roland was like waving a red flag in front of a weaponized cyborg bull. It was cheaper to just leave the doors open than it was to replace them. When The Dwarf saw the three walking down the short hallway connecting his office to the main bar, he called to them with feigned warmth, “C’mon in, all of ye! Have a seat!”

Rodney “The Dwarf” McDowell was a small, hirsute, and lecherous man. Barely topping five feet tall and sporting a mane of white hair that began on top of his head and flowed like white water down to a magnificent beard. The bushy whiskers raced all the way to his navel, and the whole aesthetic was exactly what one thought of when one heard the word ‘dwarf.’

He was fond of wild suits and sported a bionic arm left over from his days growing up on a mining colony. While most people would have purchased something that could pass as human, for reasons entirely his own, Rodney had kept the large, ugly, utilitarian arm he had used in the mines as a much younger man. It whirred and clicked as he gesticulated, and the ‘fingers’ of its oversized three-fingered claw spun and snapped when he was excited. He was seated at his desk, which sat festooned with multiple terminals and view screens. The mechanical limb waved in lazy patterns as his organic hand swiped through the screens in front of him.

Roland and his partners stepped into the windowless room. The glowering cyborg remained in the doorway to assume a vague protective posture while Lucia and Billy walked inside and took seats in front of the desk.

“Now lass,” The Dwarf began with a tone of rebuke, “I hope ye ain’t about ta lose your temper and kick me in the face or nuthin’.” He smiled, showing two rows of gold teeth, “I ain’t got nae any credit with my orthodontist left.”

“I promised Barney that I’d behave, Rodney. Let’s just not forget to keep things respectful, okay?”

“A beatin’ earned is a lesson learned, as me wee old granny used ta say,” He chuckled. “I’ll mind me tone if ye’ll just keep yer boots on the floor, all in all.”

“Fair enough, Rodney.” Lucia began her pitch, “Because we can’t afford to be fighting each other anymore.”

“My spies are as good as anyone’s, lady.” He pointed to McGinty, “Even as good as this one’s.”

He addressed the redhead, “A pleasure to finally meet ya, McGinty! Yer a real inspiration to a lot of folks here in Dockside. Nice to see a boy from the sceptered lads of our ancestry make good in these harsh economic times, eh?”

“Pleasure’s all mine, McDowell. But I ain’t here to talk about whiskey and haggis if you get me. Shit is getting really fucking hot on the streets here, and the fixers here think you and I need to have a sit-down about it.”

“So that’s why the Boss of Big Woo brought the great metal arsehole and his delightful lady to my doorstep? Are we plannin’ a little somethin’-somethin’ for Dockside, McGinty?”

“There ain’t no bosses in The Woo,” Billy’s voice had a dangerous edge to it.

“We want The Combine, The Brokerage, and everyone else the hell out of Dockside, Rodney,” Lucia interjected, “and Billy knows how to do that.”

“I’ve heard of yer ‘trade associations,’ McGinty. Are they really working all that well?”

“Individual profits are down, because more of the cash stays at street level, but we have more than made up for it with the improvements to productivity not constantly fighting each other have allowed for. It ain’t combine money, but everybody is making bank, and less of us are dying in the process. Rising tides raise all ships, and all that.”

“Easy enough with drugs and whores, but Dockside is a fookin’ muscle game. There are a shite-ton of hitters here what don’t play so well with others, and they sure as shite don’t like making less money.”

“That’s where the guilds come in. Hitters will be competing with other hitters in the same marketplace. The cream will rise, the shit will sink.”

“But we lose control of the prices, Billy me boy,” the shaggy head shook, “My boys know working with me means better pay than working with other guys. What happens when some fookin’ shop steward changes the rates on ‘em?”

Billy grinned back, “It’s not a union, Rodney. Everybody is independent. Tradesmen simply agree to follow rules. Mercs, assassins, and whores do it already. Why not enforcers, runners, chemists, and dealers?”

“Dockside thrives on chaos, McGinty,” The Dwarf was unconvinced, “These are not folks who are going ta agree on anything. It will take a fook-ton more convincing than I’ve ever been able ta manage.” He waggled bushy white eyebrows, “and trust me, I’ve tried it.”

“Would a common enemy help?” Roland suddenly inserted himself into the conversation.

“Huh?” Everybody responded at once. Roland was standing with his head cocked to the side, as if listening to something very quiet or very distant.

Roland’s voice was clipped, with an edge that brooked no arguments. "Three aerocars just landed on the Drag. Lots of men, wearing combat boots. Setting up in the alley. We have fifteen seconds or less."



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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While Roland and Lucia were preparing to defend the Hideaway, Manuel Richardson was on his own mission.

He smiled wide into the face of an all-too-human receptionist. The thin man was not smiling back.  Steel-eyed and stone-faced, the gargoyle defending the lobby sat with hands folded and face impassive. This unsmiling sentinel was pleasant enough when he spoke, but seemed reluctant to let Manny through the security checkpoint and into the building proper. Far from being dissuaded by this, Manny was encouraged. The harder one tried to keep him out of there, the more likely it was to be precisely where he needed to go. Scouting was all about filling in knowledge gaps, and everything was important. Even if he somehow failed to get past this gatekeeper, the act and style of how he got rebuffed would tell him things about what was going on inside. More than once, Manny had received all the information he needed about a facility without ever penetrating it. It was an often overlooked aspect of intelligence work. Sometimes how they kept you out of a place told you why they wanted you out of it.

Near the geographic center of the Sprawl, the building was located on a street populated by a series of similar offices. The structure appeared otherwise uninteresting from the outside, but this was unsurprising. The lobby was a beige and bland, but the presence of a human receptionist as opposed to an android was the first thing Manny noticed speaking to elements of the untoward. Humans were capable of creative thought and non-linear thinking, and thus they were more likely to be manning those facilities that may require unconventional interactions. While unremarkable to have a human handling access to a military facility, research building, or any other repository of sensitive materials and data, to pay to have a flesh and blood person handling visitors to an office building in The Sprawl was passing strange. Manny knew he was on the right track as soon as he saw the well-dressed and bored-looking man seated at the kiosk.

“I completely understand Mr....” Manny raised an eyebrow.

“Wilson.”

“... Wilson, yes. Thank you. I totally understand your concerns. I have no idea why my 45D forms haven’t come through, but I am expected. If you want to call facilities? I am supposed to be doing the monthly inspection on the reactors, per NBLA ordinance 34-7?”

“Sir,” Wilson would not be bluffed, it seemed, "not only are your 45D forms not in order, but the monthly inspection was completed two weeks ago. There has been an error with your office.”

Manny gave his head a rueful shake, “Not surprising. You know how badly we screw this stuff up all the time.”

He was playing this soft on purpose. His thoughts were calm and strategic: Let him have a victory. Let him feel like he is winning. It will make him magnanimous.

The scout pushed on, "Is there any way I can get a copy of the last inspection report? Also, if someone from facilities can sign off that I actually showed up it would be great. If I don’t get sign-off, they’ll accuse me of making this all up to get out of the inspection. I’ll have to report that I was denied access to avoid disciplinary action. You know how they are over there.”

This was a gambit Manny used often. The receptionist, feeling comfortable with his successful defense of the lobby, would now be more willing to give Manny what he wanted to make him go away. Denying an inspector would cause increased scrutiny from the borough, and that meant more inspections and paperwork. Wilson would try to avoid that outcome, but Manuel had intentionally placed the poor man in an unwinnable situation by asking for something he couldn’t have, leaving the receptionist scrambling. The young man had been in enough large buildings to bet there was no way anyone from facilities was going to sign anything. It was the weekend, so no senior building engineer would be available. Whichever junior janitor was left watching the facility would not be willing to sign anything because signing off meant taking responsibility for something.

“I uh, hold on,” Wilson stammered. He punched some buttons on the desk and picked up a handheld. Manny waited with a patient smile on his face, the very picture of relaxed resignation.

“Facilities?” Wilson blurted when someone picked up, “Yes. It’s Wilson. It looks like Muni screwed up and sent another inspector. Yes, I know. I know, Tim. The 45D is missing, but he has the correct credentials.”

There was a pause, and Manny could imagine the man on the other end of the conversation griping about bureaucratic incompetence and the travesty that was the life of a hardworking building engineer.

“That’s all well and good, Tim. He says all he needs is for you to sign that he was here and made the attempt, you don’t have to let him in.”

Another pause, and Manny suppressed his mounting glee. This was an old trick. Having been stonewalled by a competent gatekeeper, Manny had simply transferred responsibility for the decision to let him in to some other (hopefully weaker) individual. A clever infiltrator could keep this process moving until someone caved, or he ran out of people to try. It was not a question of anyone really caring whether or not a poorly paid municipal inspector walked around their building or not. It was just that no one wanted to take responsibility for letting him do it. The barrier to entry was almost never a matter of commitment to security concerns, but a question of who would get in trouble if it went wrong. Penetrating dedicated, competent security personnel was daunting and nigh-impossible because they actively worked to prevent your entry. Shuffling your way past mealy mouthed salarymen was a far easier task if approached with the proper mentality. Wilson was totally indifferent to the prospect of Manny walking around the building, he just didn’t want to be the one who made the call.

He sounded annoyed, “Listen, Tim, all you have to do is sign off that he showed up. You don’t have to actually do anything.” Wilson threw Manny a pained look, as if to apologize for the recalcitrance of the engineer, then continued, “I can call Mr. Peterson and have him come in to do it, if you want...”

Another lengthy break. Mr. Wilson drummed his fingers on the desktop with a brisk, impatient rhythm. Manny kept the apologetic smile on his face and waited patiently.

Wilson’s face slid into a relaxed smile, “Thank you, Tim. I’ll let him know.” He put the handheld down and turned back to Manny, “Tim is coming up. He’ll take you down to the reactor room and you can do whatever you need to do there.”

Manny wanted to laugh and gave himself an unspoken pat on the back. I make this shit look easy.  All Wilson got to hear was his polite reply, “I really appreciate it, man.”

Tim looked exactly like every facilities guy Manny had ever seen. Tired, disheveled, and irritated, Tim was not happy to have his cushy weekend overtime shift interrupted by actual work. He made sure Manuel received that particular message by greeting the scout with a meandering monologue of invective beginning with the general stupidity of municipal employees and ending with some imaginative speculation as to the parentage of those who had screwed up the inspection schedule. Manny took it in stride and even commiserated with him about the injustices heaped upon the working man by indifferent city bureaucracies.

The pair moved to a bank of elevators and Manny made his mental inventory of the main floor and memorized the layout. Inside the elevator, he saw the terminal indicating the building had fourteen floors, with the last two requiring biometric authorization to be unlocked. This was not uncommon. Penthouse and mezzanine floors were often the most secure. More interesting than this, was that the subbasement level was similarly restricted. Sub-basements were where the machinery and personnel maintaining the environment were kept, and excessive security on these levels merely added layers of complication to the job of keeping the tenants comfortable and happy.

The engineer keyed a basement level and let the scanner get a good look at his face. Manny noted that he had not selected the lowest level. Though young, Manny had been an urban scout long enough to determine two key pieces of information right away. First, the lowest level was exactly where Roland and Lucia were going to want to go. It was too secure, too strangely placed, and too obviously important to not prioritize access. This brought up the second thing he knew for sure: There was there was no way Tim the facilities guy was going to let him down there.

Part of scouting was knowing when to cut your losses. Manny did not need to know exactly what was in there to know it was important. Breaching that level was a job best left for Roland, anyway. If they found themselves committed to a stealth approach, he and Mindy could come back after dark and sneak in the old-fashioned way. For now he would content himself to assess the building’s security and get the layout. He could not resist prying just a little about the secure sub-basement, though.

When the lift doors opened with a hiss, Manny and Tim stepped out into a dim gray tunnel. Pipes and conduits ran along the walls, and the faint hum of machinery lent a subtle vibration to the floor perceptible even through shoes. It was an office building sub-level exactly like any other, and Manny had been in quite a few.

“This way,” Tim grumbled, and led Manny down the hall to a door with a dozen warnings stenciled onto its surface.

“What’s below this level?” Manny asked with professional detachment. “Does the reactor extend beneath this deck?” It was a reasonable question though it would peg him as an inexperienced inspector.

“Of course not,” Tim opened the door and ushered his charge through it. “Sub-basement is research space. No access for anybody.”

“Research?” Tim feigned incredulity, “under street level? I hope their permits are in order...”

“Not my job, and not your job, either,” Tim responded with no small quantity of irritation. “You want to inspect that, come back with the right forms. I’ll be in enough shit just for letting you in here. Now go do your damn inspection.”

The main reactor room was surprisingly clean. No dust had settled, no equipment was out of place. Since a reactor required almost no maintenance and very little attention, reactor rooms were often used by building managers as extra storage space. This was a code violation, but most folks didn’t care. Neither did most inspectors for that matter. But this reactor room was kept more than merely ‘tidy.’ It was immaculate. Everything was in perfect order, and Manny did not need to actually look at anything to know this room was entirely shipshape. His brief interaction with Tim the engineer had made it quite clear this was not a symptom of the facility staff’s dedication to their jobs or reputations, either. The reason was transparent to Richardson as he went through the motions of reactor core inspection report.

These guys don’t want any citations or safety violations. They want inspectors to go in and out and never look twice. I bet all their paperwork and equipment in perfect order so they never have to sweat municipal interference.

But they had made a mistake in executing this strategy. It was a mistake that may as well have been a flashing hologram fifty feet tall broadcasting ‘illegal activity going on in here!’

It was all just too damn perfect.

Nobody would invest the time, effort, or manpower it would take to keep a smaller office building in The Sprawl this clean and up to date. The reactor itself was a dead giveaway. It was brand new and an expensive model. The large metal cylinder was placed on a raised footing exactly as high as regulations required, and it had precisely one-point-five times as much clearance on every side as code dictated.

Every connection was box-wired and mounted with both heat-resistant and seismically rated brackets, and there were heat sinks at all the prescribed distances with plasma conduits for recycling dumped energy in the case of thermal runaway. Installing this reactor and assembling this reactor room probably cost as much as the building was worth. Most buildings cut corners here and there to bring those costs down. The fines for screw ups were nominal and it was often cheaper to bribe an inspector than it was to keep a reactor entirely in compliance.

Not so, here. Even the most vindictive inspector would have to break something personally to find anything out of place. It all conspired to paint a painfully transparent picture about the weird things this facility had going on in the sub-basement. Given the time and inclination, Manny could get down there and find out what those things might be. But thanks to the information gleaned from the transit net hack, he had as good an idea as he needed about that. If Roland wanted to get in there and check it out? Well, it was exactly the sort of thing he had been built to do, according to Mindy.

Manny noticed something else strange. He was no engineer, and his understanding of building systems was just good enough to convince people he was a real inspector. His knowledge did not extend to the realm of actual competence. But as he stood in the surgically clean room and looked at the large reactor and its tech station, a thought occurred to him.

That is a really big reactor for a building this size.

It had to be ten feet across and stretched from the regulation footing to the ten-foot ceiling. Manny walked over to the silver monolith and punched up the status screens. His brow furrowed in confusion, and he turned to the engineer for guidance.

“Seven-hundred-and-fifty K? For this little building?”

Tim shrugged, “It’s what they ordered. Not my call.”

Manny swiped through a few more screens. The consumption profile was all wrong for an office. Late night peaks marred the usage graphs. Big spikes in current after midnight that trailed off in graceful arcs by morning and the arrival of first-shift workers.

The curve was too smooth to be caused by office equipment, and Manny’s experience as an infiltrator gave him the answer. Somebody is powering something up at night.

On a hunch, he pulled the usage charts back to the night of the hit on The Widow’s party. As he suspected, the draw and subsequent bleed-off was larger on that night than the others.

Well just look at that, he stifled a smirk. I think I just found the armature.

Roland would be pleased. Taking the machine down when it was on the charger would be far easier than fighting it out in the streets.

“Hey Tim,” he called over his shoulder, “does this building have cargo tram access?”

“Yeah,” Tim said, “Only building on this street with access to the cargo lines. Commuter tram station is at the end of the block.” Tim’s voice suddenly changed, “What the hell does that have to do with the reactor inspection?”

“Damned if I know.” Manny turned back to the man with a smile, “but this building is weird as hell, and somebody down at the office is going to expect me to know why. Just trying to figure it all out. Hell, your strange usage profile and the size of that beast,” he jerked a thumb at the oversized reactor, “are probably why the inspections got screwed up in the first place.”

It was a good lie, and it came easily to his lips. Any lie catering to a man’s pre-packaged biases would often be effective. This was no exception.

“Great,” Tim groaned, “more bullshit from muni.”

“I’m guessing whatever it is going on downstairs is causing the suits to get nervous. Those spikes probably make it look like containment issues in the overnight hours getting bled off by the safety systems.” Manny had absolutely no idea what any of those words meant, but he had learned to say them in that order to scare people who did understand them. “No one wants an overload on a busy street like this. But don’t worry. The reactor looks fine and I’ll tell the boys downtown that nothing is going to blow up here any time soon.”

Manny was sure this was a lie, too. If his hunches were right, and to be honest, he was certain they were, then things would be blowing up here sooner rather than later. But he smiled, got his forged forms signed, and left the building without incident. As soon as he was in the clear and moving down the street, he pulled out his comm and keyed up Mindy.

“What’s the story, Manny?” came the irrepressibly chipper squeaking.

“I know where they are.”

“OOOOOOH, goody!” The little assassin purred at the news. “The boss is going to be thrilled. Did you find the armature, too?”

“Oh yes. It’s definitely here.”

“Well, get back here and polish your sneakin’ boots, Manny. You and I are going to get into trouble tonight!”

Another man may have been excited at the thought of a whole evening alone with Mindy, but Manuel was long past that point. Instead, his stomach lurched as he considered all the horrible consequences a night spent skulking through secure buildings with a famous assassin might bring.

He winced into the comm, but tried to summon some enthusiasm, “Looking forward to it, Mindy.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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Lucia moved without hesitation. In a quarter second her pistol was out and she was hustling Billy to the deepest corner of The Dwarf’s office. Rodney was not so quick, but in short order he was barking orders to his men and calling for reinforcements.

Roland grabbed the desk with one hand and dragged it to block the door with a screeching hiss.

“Hold the line,” he called back to her, “I’ll handle this. Rodney, tell your goons not to shoot me.”

The Dwarf had pulled the claw off his arm and was replacing it with some kind of weapon. It had a thick barrel and a large power supply. From the elbow down, Rodney’s prosthesis was now some kind of enormous gun. A rotating cylinder loaded with ten six-inch long and pointed spikes spun freely around the part of the limb that would have been his forearm, it gave the whole apparatus away as a rail-driver of some sort.

Roland smiled to himself, So that’s why he kept the ugly thing! It’s modular.

“I’m comin’ out wit’ ye, shite-stain.” The stocky little man looked deadly serious, “It’s a bold fooker what comes to my house with a whole squad to fook wit’ me. I aim to look him in the eye before I kill him.”

“Have it your way,” Roland grunted. “Stay behind me, though. You’ll last longer.”

“Figured that much out all by meself, ye great metal bastard,” Rodney grumbled back.

There was the sound of an explosion and shouting from the main bar. The enemy was at the gates.

“Let’s go, then” Roland sighed and ran down the short hall to where the action was. He careened into the main bar and found The Dwarf’s crew engaging (with far more enthusiasm than skill) a squad of men dressed in the same gray armor and tac harnesses as the raiders from Belham Tower. Roland burned a quarter second to assess their armaments, briefly concerned they might have brought more railguns or other heavy weapons. But these men were armed with mag-rifles, bead rifles, and anti-personnel flechette weapons.

They weren’t expecting me to be here, Roland realized. Then he charged.

The first man Roland encountered dumped a full fifty-round bead magazine into his chest, ruining yet another expensive tailored shirt. The rifleman was obviously augmented because he ducked Roland’s killing blow and reloaded his weapon with superhuman speed and grace. Like many of his opponents, the man mistook Roland’s size to mean he was slow. As fast as he was, the doomed rifleman never got back on target. A follow-up strike delivered by a wrecking-ball fist turned ribs to splinters and he fell screaming to the floor to die.

Roland spun to address another target, beads and flechettes tearing his clothes to shreds. He picked another man, engrossed in the furious hurling of flechettes, to be his next victim.

The Dwarf beat him to the literal and metaphorical punch, however. The mercenary’s torso exploded with a floor-shaking boom, and the falling corpse erupted blood and gore from a softball sized chest wound like a fleshy volcano. The big cyborg whirled to see what had happened and found Rodney McDowell gurgling a sadistic laugh as the cylinder of his arm weapon rotated and charged another spike. Then, still cackling, he aimed the heavy-barreled cannon at another hapless enemy. The walls shook with the report, and a massive gout of orange fire traced a path from Rodney’s weapon across the room to where it blasted another armored killer into two pieces with a gut shot. The Dwarf laughed even louder as the dead man’s legs stayed upright for a few seconds before collapsing into a sodden heap.

Roland shrugged, not being one to judge a man for taking joy in his work, and returned to the fray himself. Rodney’s goons had all found cover of some kind and were working as best they knew how to hold the invaders at the doorway. The enemies were experienced and had succeeded in stacking up and pushing five or six men through before the firefight broke out in earnest. Thus, the battle had devolved into a desperate holding action at the choke point of the entryway. The raiders were working hard to push men through the gap, and the gangsters were pouring unrestrained hell into the door to discourage them.

Roland realized early that the small arms used by The Dwarf’s crew were simply not going to be effective against that body armor. Lucky hits and shots to the face were still very much an issue, but the mercenaries had come prepared for dealing with street muscle, and it showed.

“Pull your men back, Rodney! I’m taking the door!” Roland shouted over the din as he surged forward, “Shoot anything that gets past me!”

The volume of fire splashing over Roland increased exponentially as the mercenaries realized who and what was coming at them. There was enough incoming ordnance that Roland had to push through the rain of projectiles as if walking against the current of a swiftly flowing river. Roland lowered his head and covered his face with a forearm as he charged. As hardened as he was, the old soldier was well-versed in what the chaos of battle could do to even a good plan. A lucky hit to his eye would make for a sad end to his heroics, and so he ran forward blindly. He hit the doorway in four strides, whereupon he set to smashing anything wearing gray. Some of his enemies were augmented or bionic. He could feel the heavy impacts of blows delivered by metal limbs as sharp directed shocks he could detect all the way in his bones. He noticed his own strikes missed as often as hit, which indicated some of these attackers had enhanced speed and reflexes as well. Roland could respect a quality opponent, but still they died with crushed torsos, splattered skulls, and broken necks.

The mercenaries held the door with game professionalism for six seconds. Then, like everything else Roland set his fists and rage against, they broke. The survivors fell back from the entrance with far less military comportment than they had shown in taking it. It was a stumbling, ignominious, scurrying retreat. It was a collapse devoid of precision or tactics. The mass of fighting men spilled into the alleyway like lemmings, fleeing the roaring onyx giant in pursuit. One man had the presence of mind to toss a grenade behind himself as he fled, and Roland had to pause and cover it with his body to spare any bystanders from shrapnel.

The antipersonnel munition stung horribly when it went off, but lacked the kinetic punch necessary to do more than irritate the big man. It bought the fleeing mercs enough time to get to their cars though. Roland poured all his speed into pursuing and was on them as the last car lifted off. Massive legs bent and flexed, hurling half-a-ton of furious cyborg into the air. Roland struck the side of the last car like a wrecking ball and he latched onto the ascending vehicle with fingers akin to docking clamps. The car leaned and tipped as an extra thousand pounds dragged one side back toward the retreating earth. With the sudden change in angle, Roland’s grip slipped, and he nearly fell. In desperation, his arms wrapped around a stabilizer nacelle, which arrested his fall and further twisted the struggling vehicle. Driven by a fit of inspired malevolence, the cyborg further degraded the car’s flight capabilities by sticking his arm into the spinning blades of a nearby steering turbine.

There was a horrible shrieking sound as a thousand delicate engine parts collided at high speed with an obsidian forearm as thick as a tree trunk. The cyborg hissed through gritted teeth as his fist smashed through the metal fan blades, but they were made to be lightweight, and thus were not designed to tolerate the spontaneous introduction of armored appendages. With a snarl, Roland heaved his arm outward and felt, rather than heard, the popping of brackets as he tore much of the stabilizer free of its moorings. When he was certain the car was no longer airworthy, he released his hold on the side of the wounded machine.

It was almost fifty feet to the pavement and the giant landed with a crash that did far more damage to the street than it did to the man. From the crater his body had made, Roland watched like satisfied hunter as the wobbling aerocar listed and spun in lazy circles above the street. The other two cars had abandoned their damaged companion, and Roland left them to their escape. He had what he needed. After a brief and precipitous attempt to gain altitude, the driver obviously realized the machine was going to go down. The car then twisted lower and lower as the driver attempted to wrestle the crippled thing into as gentle a landing as possible.

Just as it became clear the driver was going to put the car down without crashing, the main gravity engine disappeared into a brilliant ball of expanding fire. A blue-white explosion engulfed the back half of the descending vehicle and erupted outward with a solid wall of pure heat. This was followed by a shock wave that knocked windows out of the nearby buildings and set off alarms over a three-block radius. What remained of the car plummeted the last fifty feet to the asphalt as a screeching rain of burning metal and flaming debris. The wreckage collected right in the center of the busiest street in Dockside, a blazing pyre burning with thick black smoke that stung the eyes and nostrils.

Roland spun at the sound of gruff laughter and saw Rodney the Dwarf looking at the wreckage with a smug grin, his raised rail-driver, still wafting gray smoke in lazy tendrils.

“God damn it, Rodney!” Roland threw up his hands, “I was trying to take some of them alive, you dipshit!”

“And I was trying to fookin’ kill the whole lot of ‘em, boyo.” His eyes went dark, and his accent thinned to shadow of its former self, “They came to my house, Roland. If I don’t send the right message, I’ll have problems with the others. You know this.”

Roland had to agree with the assessment. Respect was king in Dockside, and someone had just seriously disrespected Rodney McDowell. But the disrespect had been immediately answered by the big gun attached to the little man, and in spectacular fashion. All anyone on the street knew was that somebody tried a hit on The Dwarf, so The Dwarf blew them out of the sky right above The Drag for it. The story would be all over Dockside in thirty minutes, and Rodney was going to look stronger than ever as a result. Anything less than that would have had people wondering if The Dwarf as big as deal as his reputation proclaimed. There would be no questions about that now.

“Let’s go inside,” was Roland’s grumbled answer.

Inside, they found Rodney’s crew already cleaning up the mess. Lucia, watching from the hall, wasn’t sure if she was impressed or horrified at how practiced the whole group seemed to be with the process of cleaning up dead bodies. The men were sharing nervous small talk and already fabricating exaggerated tales of their own prowess in the battle. That Roland and The Dwarf had done the lion’s share of the heavy lifting remained only a tertiary concern to the weaving of those stories. By the time they were done congratulating each other, Lucia suspected the evening’s bar patrons were going to spend hours being regaled with the legendary exploits of The Dwarf’s crew as they bravely defeated twenty, thirty, or even forty heavily armed paramilitary contractors. Respectful lip service would be paid to Roland’s role, since no one would believe he had not handled himself ably. It amused the woman to hear them chatter since it humanized the faceless goons in a way that was odd for how comforting it was.

If Roland picked up on any of this, or if he cared, it did not show. “Any survivors?” he asked, hope springing eternal.

Barney scoffed and pointed to man whose neck was broken so badly the head looked like it might fall off, “Like this guy?” He then pointed to another lifeless form. This one’s chest had been crushed so horribly that the only thing holding his organs in place was his armor, “Or maybe this guy? No! Wait! I bet this guy can still talk!” He pointed to third man, lying with arms akimbo and wearing a skull that had been collapsed inward so catastrophically his eyes had popped from their sockets.

Roland scowled, “I get it, Barney. I’m not nice. In my defense, they were trying to kill us.”

“Just sayin,’ Roland. If you want survivors, don’t hit so hard.” Barney went back to picking up.

Lucia chose that moment to emerge from her vantage point and enter the main bar with McGinty in tow. She took a look at Roland and rubbed her face with weary resignation before lamenting, “Oh, for crying out loud!”

Roland’s face twisted in confusion for an instant, and then comprehension came, “Sorry about the suit, Lucia.” His nice suit was nothing but shredded rags above the waist. “Pants might be salvageable, though,” he offered. If Lucia’s facial expression was any indicator, this did not help. Then she saw the piles of corpses strewn about, resplendent in the red tincture of gory disarray. Lucia’s stomach lurched at the sight of it and a wave of terror ran through her body.

Nanobots weren’t ready for that! She mused, Kind of wish they were, though!

She didn’t want to surrender her humanity to the tiny machines that made her so formidable, but if they could keep her from tossing her lunch in front of The Dwarf, she might be inclined to let it happen.

“Are we goin’ ta talk about what the fook just happened?” The Dwarf’s pudding-thick accent had returned, it seemed. “Yer seriously bad juju these days, Tank! I’m gonna need ta know why the fook yer bringin’ yer baddies to my shop, boyo.”

“Look around, Rodney,” Roland barked back, “They weren’t here for me.”

“Of course they were here for you, you great gobshite! They been hittin’ at ye for weeks now!”

Lucia swallowed her gorge and forced a chuckle, “Rodney, when they last tried to kill Roland, they brought three railgun teams, land mines, and a heavy armature." She picked up a bead rifle from the floor and tossed it to the Dwarf. “Is this what you would bring to take on Roland?”

The hairy little man examined both the rifle and the Fixer for a long moment. “I can’t argue wi’ yer logic, lady. But why in all the nine hells are these fookers suddenly up an’ after me, then?”

Billy supplied this answer, “Combine’s gone, Rodney. That means the other territories are up for grabs. Dockside ain’t got a boss, but it has gangs. And let’s be honest, here. You are the only real threat to The Brokerage and Wade Manson out here.”

“They’ll be after you too then, McGinty,” The Dwarf said, “Once they’ve taken over the other districts and chewed up Dockside.”

“Exactly why we are all here, Rodney,” said the red head. “The only way to beat these guys is to out play them. The Brokerage is going to use Wade Manson to take over, and then they are going to run this town like one of their shell corporations. It’s all they know how to do. We gotta organize, and we gotta find a way to work together that sticks, or this shit is just going to keep happening.”

“And our great big muscle-y hard case over yonder can’t just keep punching everyone who gets out of line anymore, eh?” The Dwarf snorted, “I guess it’s been a long time comin,’ boyo. But rest assured, whatever we come up with, it better do right by Ol’ Rodney, or ye can all go fook yerselves.”

“It’s gonna do right by everybody, Rodney. That’s why it will work.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
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“You said your mercenaries could handle The Dwarf, Reynard,” Wade Manson leveled this statement in the form of an accusation. “Your boys got their asses kicked out there.”

Reynard studied Manson’s swollen face and tried to count all the visibly bulging blood vessels. He stopped when he got to nine. That Wade Manson was irritated was obvious. Less obvious was Reynard’s own growing aggravation with the volatility of his partner. The silver-haired man consoled himself with the hope he would not have to tolerate it forever. Seated in the conference room and sipping on coffee, the two men painted a mundane picture of businessmen engaged in a morning meeting. One would be hard-pressed to assume, at a mere glance, that anything heavier than quarterly projections or new product lines were being discussed.

“Perhaps you would like to relay your assessment to Mr. Paulsen yourself?” he responded with a raised eyebrow, unable to resist the urge to bait Manson just a little.

“I ain’t afraid of that merc, Reynard. So don’t try to scare me with him.”

Reynard smiled, but his thoughts were darker than his face implied. I know you’re not afraid, Wade. You are too stupid to be afraid. You would have to have an ounce of sense to understand how precarious your situation is, and that is about an ounce more sense than you have ever had.

But he kept it all inside and instead took a more diplomatic tone.

“Naturally, Wade. It’s not about scaring you, it’s about perspective. Plans have layers and contingencies. It was only bad luck that Tankowicz was present at the Hideaway when they went after McDowell. There will be another opportunity, and the plan will continue.”

“But The Dwarf knows we’re after him now, and he has probably figured out that it’s me behind it.”

You are not behind it Wade. Fox again kept his thoughts to himself. You are a pawn and a patsy, and if they hadn't figured out to blame you on their own we’d have arranged for it to happen, anyway.

As before, he placated the sputtering mobster, “If you want to be in charge when the dust settles, Wade, you have to be seen making the moves. There are a lot of territories devoid of leadership at the moment. I don't have to explain to you what it takes to bring the local gangs to heel. This is why we chose you to be our front man after all.”

“I get that, but it’d be nice if shit went smoothly once in a while,” Manson tried not to sound petulant, but failed. “What’s the plan for The Dwarf, then? He’s never been a Boss, but everybody knows his connections run deep as hell.”

“Yes, McDowell is very much a wild card in all of this. Unlike your ‘Combine,’ Rodney has been far more clever and far more circumspect in how he has gone about amassing his power.” It was a subtle jab at Manson’s former associates, but it sailed past the mobster unnoticed.

“Yeah, well, we always knew he was the meat of the Dockside rackets, but he never stepped up or stuck his neck out. Kept his shit small and tidy so nobody ever took him down.” Manson spoke as if this frustrated him. As if The Dwarf’s ability to work with subtlety and care in a volatile environment had robbed Wade of a chance to fight him. Reynard scowled at the stupidity of that attitude. But they had needed someone both ferocious enough to step out in front, and stupid enough to take the fall in a convincing manner. Wade had made that cut, and would serve his purpose. None of which made him easy or pleasant to deal with though.

“Our best spies still aren’t sure exactly where all the Dwarf’s assets lie, but we have a high degree of confidence that they are not unlimited. He can be broken, and he will be. We just need to move in a prudent and measured manner, Wade.”

“So, what? We hit him again? We gotta be real careful with running hits in Dockside, Reynard. Unless your ‘plans’ include tussling with Gateways or having the docks locked down so tight there’s no money to be made there, that is.”

Wade probably thought he was being clever, pointing out what everybody already knew, and Reynard let him have that.

“Yes, we took a chance on that once already, but I’m not sure another try is in order. Certainly not the same type, anyway.”

Wade, now emboldened, pushed even harder, “Not to mention Sid. That bitch has a ton of information on our financial instruments, and a ton of cash in escrow, too.”

A ton of your cash, you mean, Reynard thought, but thought better of speaking that aloud. Instead, he equivocated, “The damage Sid can do to the operation is merely financial, and not strategic. The plan will continue either way, even if the information she holds makes it cost a lot more than it needs to.”

“Easy for you to say,” Wade barked, “It’s my money she’s holding and my investments she can expose!”

Reynard realized that he must be tired because his inner monologue was trying very hard to escape his brain and get out through his mouth. It took all his mental discipline not to say what he was thinking: That’s how being a patsy works, you buffoon.

But Reynard held his tongue, and told the irritated mobster what he needed to hear, “Trust me, Wade. When this is over, your wealth will be infinite. In a few weeks, you’ll be laughing about these losses from your penthouse atop Belham Tower.”

“That’s what I keep hearing,” Wade mumbled back. He did not sound convinced, but he liked the sound of ‘infinite wealth,’ so he let it slide.

“We will handle both Sid and Rodney shortly, Wade. Don’t get bent out of shape over it. In the meantime, we need to address your part in the fall of The Combine. The Widow made it out of the party, but we always knew that was likely. Now you need to step into the limelight as it were.” Reynard gave Wade a small smile. “It’s time, Wade, for you to do what you do best.”

Manson smiled back. “Hell yeah, it is. It’s time for me to hit the streets and go to war!”

“Your people are ready?”

“Damn right. I’ll start with Malldown and pick up Richter’s boys easy enough. That should give me enough horsepower to go after Southie. Quinzy and the Uptown boroughs can sit tight while I sort that out. Limp-dick capos with fancy suits won’t have the stones to do shit but hunker down and fortify their own territories, anyway.”

“You’ll steer clear of Dockside, I presume?”

Wade sneered at his partner, “What the fuck do you think? Of course I will. I ain’t ready to fight Gateways and neither is the Brokerage. You got a plan for Dockside already, and I’m happy to leave you to it. But you better get that goddamn fixer and The Dwarf handled, or this is all going to be for nothing.”

Reynard nodded. There was nothing untrue in that statement despite the rude delivery. “By the time you have consolidated the other territories, Dockside will be ready to go our way without a shot fired, Wade. But you must make sure that the Widow goes down, and that it is you who makes that happen. Nobody will fall in line if it looks like The Brokerage or some off-world concern does it. It needs to be you.”

This, Reynard knew, was a lie. What he really needed was altogether different. He considered this in silence. I really need you to finish the job we started at the party. Namely, the complete destruction of the old system of crime syndicates. We need it to look like it collapsed all by itself though. It needs to look like an implosion, like a failure of that business model and not a hostile takeover. Once all vestiges of the old system are dead, then the new one can be brought on line.

Wade was going to fail miserably in his attempt to take over all of New Boston’s gangs. The Brokerage had ensured this by implying that he would be well funded and supported in his efforts. However, once Manson started his war, that support would disappear at a moment selected for maximum disruptive potential.

At least he will die doing what he loves, Reynard’s internal monologue droned over Wade's nonsensical ramblings.

“I get that,” Wade had not noticed Reynard’s attention drifting inward, “The gangs won’t respect me if it looks like The Brokerage was doing the heavy lifting. You don’t have to worry about that. I like leading from the front.”

“Another reason we selected you, Wade,” Reynard crooned. “You are just the kind of person we need for this to work.”

“So I am good to go with phase two, then?”

“Absolutely! It will help to draw out The Widow, and the chaos will give us more opportunities to get Sid and Rodney, too. It’s time, all right.”

“Good. Expect movement on Malldown sometime in the next twenty-four hours.” Wade started to say something as he stood, but stopped before the words escaped. He paused and leveled a measured glare at the silver-haired man seated across the table. Reynard was certain he heard suspicion in Wade’s voice. A trace of those old mobster’s instincts asserting themselves just enough to make the man wary.

“Just make sure your friends at The Brokerage do their part. I don’t want to get left hanging in the breeze out there.”

“Don’t you worry about that, Wade. The Brokerage is heavily invested in this operation, and none of our assets will go unsupported. Just do your part.”

“Count on it,” Manson spat. Then, without further ceremony, he left the conference room.

Reynard waited for the door to hiss closed behind the wide silhouette of the gangster before leaning back in his chair and exhaling a long, cleansing breath. He pulled his DataPad from its bag and swiped through menus with practiced sweeps of a pudgy finger. He found the application he needed and keyed his code. The word ‘encrypting’ blinked seven times in crimson block letters before the image of Paulie’s face lit up the device.

“Yeah?” the mercenaries face had an irritated twist which his voice reinforced.

“What happened out there?” Gone was the placating business partner. In its place was a very annoyed manager.

“You already know, Reynard. The Fixer was there. We didn’t have the right gear for that because walking Torvald down The Drag is the type of stupid that draws all the wrong kinds of attention. I can’t afford to have his armature impounded right now. Not while Tank is still on the board.”

“Fine. I figured as much, but Manson is getting suspicious.”

Paulie sneered, “Why the fuck do I care if he gets suspicious?”

“You don’t. But I do.” Reynard rubbed his face in frustration, “I’m cutting him loose on the other districts, so be aware that the action is going to heat up.”

“Works for me,” Paulie shrugged, “It’ll pull Police attention away from us.”

“I want you to loan him some of your equipment,” Reynard suggested.

“Why the fuck would I do that?”

The florid face bent into a sardonic smile, “Because the glorified street thugs he considers to be his 'soldiers' will get killed or caught, as often as not. If they have equipment connected to the Belham raid, well, who could blame NBPD for thinking that Wade Manson’s crew was the one who hit the Tower?”

Paulie nodded, “I got ya. Sure. We have some stuff he can ‘borrow.’ We’re team players like that.”

“One big happy family,” it was said with a smirk, but then he got back to business. “We will have to pull Rodney out of Dockside, and hopefully drag Tankowicz with him. We need enough room to manage Tankowicz without bringing down Gateways or the Police. What does Torvald need for space, and how can we keep a very loud battle quiet?”

“I was thinking about those tram lines,” Paulie replied. “If we had a building connected to the trams, like a building with a big cargo area? Then Torvald’s rig will have enough room, and the whole scrap will go down underground. If we pick a zone that ain’t near Uptown and also not near the docks, we can buy off the cops to leave us alone. We got anywhere like that around here?”

“Quinzy.” Reynard said it with finality. “The shipyards are all on the lines, and they have huge assembly warehouses.  Police there are not quite so malleable as Dockside, but we should be able to get preferential treatment, all the same.”

The mercenary’s brow furrowed. “Shipyards would be perfect, but how do we get them all there?”

Reynard belabored the obvious, “We need bait.”

“Schedule a meet? Like a parlay or something?” Paulie had used that trick before. It was inelegant, but it worked as often as not.

“Tankowicz and the Ribiero woman will see through that. They know that this conflict is too undecided for any side to want to come to the table just yet.” Reynard shook his head, “No, it will need to be something irresistible.”

“Feed them Manson?” Paulie was not fond of the fat mobster.

Reynard considered that. It was not a terrible idea. “We need Manson to take the fall for the gang wars, though.”

Paulie shrugged, “He still can. Let him run his game for a week or so, and then find a reason to send him to Quinzy. We’ll set up a delivery of guns or some shit like that. We can leak the intel on that to Tank’s people through Sid’s people so he’ll trust it. Bingo. Puts everybody in the right place at once.”

Reynard finished the thought, “and you will be waiting for them when they arrive?”

“Right,” Paulie agreed. “I’ll take out Tank and Manson both. It will look like part of the gang war.”

“That will leave The Widow in play, but that can be handled any number of ways,” the silver-haired man mused out loud. “It’s not a terrible plan, Mr. Paulsen.”

“Almost like I’ve done this shit a time or two, eh?”

“The hard part will be convincing Manson to supervise the pick-up personally. But I suspect I know how to make that happen.” Reynard shook his head slowly. He knew exactly how to get Manson to show up.

“I bet you do,” Paulie chuckled. “Set ‘em up, Reynard. I’ll knock ‘em down.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
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The streets of New Boston’s lower districts took on an entirely new character after dark. It was as if sunlight somehow drove the dirtier elements underground for the span of a few hours and allowed the normal operation of the city’s economic machinery to function unmolested. With the mundane processes of commerce and infrastructure completed come sundown, an entirely different species of urbanite could creep upward and infest the streets with the bustle of trades best plied under the cover of darkness.

Uptown was immune to this metamorphosis, but Dockside was most certainly not. Two shifts of dockworkers and freight haulers owned the dirty streets from first light to sunset. Solid, blue-collar workers spent those hours driving the wealth of a hundred star systems though twelve enormous docking towers while automated shuttles rode giant beams of anti-gravitons down from freighters in low orbit. Dockside had won the economic lottery with the towers, because the massive gravitic engines in each were dangerous things to have in a city, and Dockside had been so destitute at the time that no one cared. Coupled with its proximity to the Quinzy shipyards and the industrial might of The Sprawl, the dirty slum was an obvious choice for the multi-billion-credit investment in docking towers.

All day long, goods both legal and illegal moved up and down the towers and got loaded onto trucks and trams for distribution. When the sun went down, tens of thousands of workers went home, and thousands of spacers rode down those beams to take part in the delights of Dockside’s various entertainment options. It was a stark and dramatic transformation, and it always delighted Roland to watch it happen.

Manuel Richardson was fascinated by the change as well, but for entirely different reasons. Growing up under the colony domes on Venus, and later hopping from station to station to stay ahead of his former family, Manny had never really understood how regular sunrise and sunset changed the nature of a neighborhood. He had lived his whole life in cycles of cool artificial daylight and the dimness of off-hours emergency lighting. It was the transitions, he often opined, that made a real day so strange. First, the shadows would lengthen, a subtle warning that the daytime population was nearing the end of their designated time. Then the colors would begin to wash away under the fading light, in a process that still left the young scout wide-eyed and open-mouthed. The crisp clarity of bright whites morphed into burnt yellows and then blossomed into deep reds as if the sun itself had been keeping those surfaces clean and its retreat now soiled them. When those reds shifted to purples, the people on the streets changed as well. The dingy raiment of hard-working folks would slip from all those tired and stooped shoulders, and the bright colors and gaudy bangles of human peacocks would come out for the evening’s distractions. A sea of human plumage arrayed in caustic variety, all on display for the thrill of carnal delights and the profits of illicit trade. It was as if the distant star triggered some primal change in people, suppressing primordial urges left to run amok when its light eventually faded.

Less dramatic in this evening transformation was The Sprawl. That district had been an industrial zone long before the towers, and thus the personality of those sixty-five blocks had not changed too much with their arrival. Arranged in a meandering semicircle around the uptown districts, the quantity and density of companies and factories crammed into the space had exploded when the docks went up. But the borough was still just a factory town at heart, and more of the same did nothing to alter its complexion.

Still, from his perch atop a squat gray auto-factory, Manny was surprised at how much even this street changed after dark. The Sprawl had little to offer in the manner of entertainment, so when the last office worker or foreman clocked out, the streets went ghostly quiet. Instead of streams of crooks and thrill seekers, The Sprawl became an endless swamp of deep shadow, pock-marked with the illuminated circles of street lamps scattered like orange lily pads on some inky black pond.

Mindy broke the silence of his meditations, padding up next to him on whisper-quiet feet. “You ready for a little skullduggery, Manny-boy?” The woman was wearing her blue jumpsuit. Manuel now understood it was both armor and distraction, but that knowledge did little to blunt the effectiveness of the clingy garment. He was loath to give Mindy the satisfaction of seeing him ogle, but he was also a young man and the temptation was simply too much for him. He stole a small measure of victory from the woman by refusing to hide his looks or pretending he was embarrassed. He stared boldly and without shame. If she wanted him to stop, she could zip the damn thing up.

“This is the company that registered that APC. You got a plan for getting in?” He arched an eyebrow her way, curious as to how a famed assassin might attack the problem.

“I figured the ground level will be too tight, but if we can get to a window on one of the less secure floors, I can probably carve us an entrance.” She patted the dagger at home in its thigh sheath, “Then we can figure out how to get down to the sub-basement.”

“How are we supposed to get to an unsecured window?” The question was kept light, as if there was any prayer at all of Manny scaling the wall and leaping through a window.

“Normally I’d just climb it,” Mindy mused, catching on to his tone, “But I suppose I’d have to carry you up, huh? Shit.” A tiny foot tapped an impatient tattoo against the roof, “The ground floor will have too many cameras and scanners for me to carve through there, maybe I can get in from above and shut down the alarms?”

“Oh, just follow me,” the scout said, exasperated.

“What?” the blond trotted after the younger man as he stalked across the roof to the lift doors.

Inside the elevator, Mindy’s face turned grouchy, “Where are we going?”

“Into that building’s sub-basement.”

“But the scanners! Are we going to use the tram lines?”

“Nope.”

Mindy added a whining, pleading effect to her questions, “Maaaaaaannnnnnnnnnyyyyyy! What are we doiiiinnnng??”

“Holy crap, you are annoying.” It was an honest response, Manuel was beginning to understand why Roland was so short with the blond assassin.

“But I’m pretty!” She offered as the lift door opened and the pair crossed the lobby to exit onto the sidewalk. Their target building was across the street, dark and ominous in the pale yellow street light.

“Pretty annoying,” Manuel agreed. Then he walked across the street and right up to the front door of the office building. He made no effort to dodge the scanners, causing Mindy to squeak in disbelief. From his pocket, he retrieved Tim the engineer’s ID card and swiped it through the after hours key slot. Then he looked directly into the scanner and waited.

He affected an air of calm confidence during this phase, but inside he was nervous. Pocketing Tim’s credential was child’s play for anyone who grew up under the domes of Venusian colony complexes, but spoofing the biometrics was a far more complex bit of deception. The scanner would look for a specific set of biological parameters based upon the card swipe, and if Manny had guessed wrong as to what those might be he’d get nowhere. Even worse, an alarm might sound. He had rewritten the biometric card with his own details, so the scanner should see exactly what the card said it should, but if it authenticated against stored employee profiles, he might draw a fault.

But, as Manuel suspected it would, the card worked without issue. The indicator lights flashed green, and the door clicked open. He punched up the access screen on the door controls, and using his facility engineer’s access, disabled the biometric scanners for the whole site and put the alarms in standby.

With a cocky smirk and far too much swagger, he turned to see Mindy standing in front of the building they had just exited with her mouth open and her eyes wide. He winked at her and waved her across the street as if she was some sort of idiot for standing there. She paused, not quite trusting this miracle, but when Manny shrugged and turned to go inside, she quickly followed.

In the lobby she grabbed his shoulder and spun him to look her in the eyes, “How the hell did you do that?”

“Just a trick I learned back when I was... It’s a trick I learned on Venus. You rewrite the card with your own biometrics. Most scanners won’t check against a database, so it usually works.”

“You can’t just rewrite an ID card! How did you break the encryption?”

“I didn’t. It’s still encrypted. I just overwrote the biometrics. I got access when I was here earlier and saw the receptionist make a card for a visitor.”

“So you hacked into their human resources system and used the receptionist's PIN to make an ID card for yourself from one you swiped?”

He shrugged, “No, I hacked into their HR system and changed the biometrics for an existing card key to match me. Way easier. Works like, ninety percent of the time.”

She smiled a slow, predatory smile, “You and I are going to get along really well, Manny. I can feel it.”

“Why does that make me nervous?” he asked out loud.

“Because I kill people for money?” she offered.

“Oh yeah. That’s it.” He shook his head, “Anyway, HR says the building is empty, but it doesn’t give me access to the lower floor scanners. So there might be people in the basement levels. There is a secure access door from the alley, but the layers of security on that thing go far deeper than anything I could spoof, so we have to get down there some other way. I can get us to the reactor level, but what’s below my credentials don’t have clearance for.”

“What do you suggest, my little infiltrator extraordinaire?”

Manny scowled at her, “I figure we get the reactor room and follow any large cable that goes down. Hopefully there will be chase that we can shimmy through. If not, we may have to circumvent the lift biometrics somehow.”

Mindy smiled, and it was sincere and sweet, “Get me to the reactor room, and I’ll get us below it.”

“Fair enough,” he shrugged and led her to the lifts. When they had descended to the reactor level, she followed him to the stenciled door, and they entered the reactor room. It took a few minutes of searching to locate a set of thick cables that had been run through the floor behind the reactor. It was the only set of cables that went down, so it seemed obvious that these must lead to the sub-basement.

“Damn.” Manny grumbled, “There’s no chase going down. Just a conduit.”

I can cut the cables, Mindy suggested. “Then it won’t charge.”

“They’ll just fix them, and then they’ll know we were here.” Manuel’s mind raced, “I have a plan for the armature, but we have to get to it without them knowing we got to it.”

Mindy squinted, and bionic eyes painted a picture of what was beneath their feet. A twisted map of wires and pipes showed up as faint variations in the infrared spectrum through the metal decking of the reactor room floor. “If I cut through the floor here,” she pointed to a spot in the corner, behind a service terminal, “I can get us down there without severing any pipes or wires, I think. Then we can return the cut piece when we are done. It’s in a hidden spot and everything!”

“It’s a good spot, and no one will be down here for a couple days, I’m sure. Maybe a week. They only really come in her to do the inspections and clean up. How cleanly can you cut it? If it makes a mess, they’ll notice it quick.”

Mindy grinned and the hum of her Sasori dagger joined the thrumming vibration of the main reactor. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry too much about that.”

A few careful strokes later, and a neat, rectangular section of the floor plate was carved out behind the service terminal. It was barely big enough for Manny to slip through, and he removed his satchel in anticipation of a tight fit. Mindy had wanted to lead, but the scout stopped her. “I don’t know if my scanner override affects the sub-basement. Your augmentations may set off an alarm down there. Wait here while I blind them.”

Manny pulled a small cylindrical canister with a rounded bottom from his bag and dropped it through the hole. It landed on its side and righted itself with a slight wobble. There was a hiss and a puff, and the air below them filled with fine metallic chaff. Manny donned a breathing mask and slipped through the gap. Hanging by his fingers to reduce the fall, he dropped the fifteen or so feet to the floor below without too much difficulty. The space was dim, but not dark. A few lighted terminals lent a blue-green sheen to the walls near his landing spot, but did not shed enough light to pierce the darkness all the way to the far walls. The echoing of his feet as they struck the floor led him to believe the space was rather large. He moved briskly to one terminal and swiped through screens, finding the security command tree. A quick trip though the command menu confirmed that biometrics on this level were disabled. He shot a thumbs-up to Mindy and the little blond killer landed on silent feet next him.

Manny found the environmental controls and hit the lights. He blinked in startled reflex as a giant warehouse space was suddenly illuminated around them. Tram line access was clearly marked on a large cargo door at one end and resting in quiet repose nearby was an AutoCat 8900-Series Quad-Pod. Manny gave a low whistle at the sheer intimidating bulk of it. Nine-thousand pounds of high-G rated construction mech was imposing even when on the charger.

“That’s big,” Mindy mused with scientific authority.

“You think?” Manny responded. “Christ, what a monster.”

“You said you have a plan?”

"Yeah,” the scout nodded. “I know how to handle these. I’m going to need a few minutes. You try to gather intel while I work. The scanners are down and the doors unlocked, try to find a command center or something.”

“On it,” she replied with a nod. Then she sped off for the other side of the warehouse.

Manny walked to the big machine and ducked below the massive yellow legs to get to the power cell housing. He opened it with a facility born of repetition, and fastidious tinkering with the blinking innards of the intimidating armature soon began.

Mindy had found a man door across from the recharging mech, and true to Manny’s words, it was unlocked. She slipped through into a plain gray hallway and sidled down it with quiet but rapid steps. The hallway was lined with doors at regular intervals, but none seemed interesting or important until she got to the end of the hall and turned the corner. In front of her was a door marked in plain stenciled letters, ‘command center.’

Well, that’s convenient, she thought and shifted her optics to infrared before attempting it. The room appeared empty, so she keyed the latch and the door hissed open at her touch. The room beyond was filled with terminals and screens. Most were off, but a few remained lit up and blinking. On cautious feet, she moved to the largest of these and swiped a tentative finger across the screen. It popped to life with a flash and she found herself staring at a list of files. She wasn’t sure what they were or if they were important until her eyes caught something in the filenames.

The word “Breach” appeared far too often to be unimportant, and she gasped when she realized what that meant. She selected one at random, and one of the larger view screens mounted to the wall flickered to life. When she looked to the big monitor, she saw Roland Tankowicz battling unknown enemies on some strange planet. He poured fire from a massive rifle of some kind at unseen foes, muzzle flashes lighting his silver death’s head helmet with satanic orange reflections. He looked like death itself, reaping souls from the unfortunate with his skull aflame. Mindy shuddered. The view was at an angle to Roland and appeared to be from a camera mounted to another person walking behind him. Data scrolled on the right side of the screen in endless blocks of coded text. Most of this Mindy found indiscernible. But the parts she recognized pertained to combat numbers including rate of fire, accuracy, vital signs, and things of that nature.

This is old combat video from before he came to Dockside! She realized this with a shiver. Oh my god. I’m watching his nightmares! The assassin was instantly uncomfortable, as if she was witnessing something private that she had no right to see. She stopped the video playback with stabbing forefinger. Fumbling, Mindy drew a memory card from one of her pouches and inserted it into the terminal. Then she copied all the files to the card. Before yanking the card out, Mindy went to the messages folder and copied all of those, too. Then, she returned the chip to her pouch with a quick motion, since merely touching the thing felt wrong.

Another shudder rushed through her body in a wave of cold dread that started at the base of her spine and radiated to her whole body. She did not understand exactly what those files meant about the enemy, but she understood what they were, and what it meant for Roland. If what she had heard from Lucia was correct, these files were so top secret that just knowing they existed was worth a lengthy prison sentence. There were hundreds of them, and part of her soul was convinced that every memory of a history the old soldier wanted to forget was now sitting in her pocket.

I hope Manny is done because we really need to get the hell out of here.

She sprinted back to the cargo bay where Manny was just wrapping up. He had a crooked smirk on his face that disappeared the instant he saw the tight frown stretched across hers.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Long story. But it’s time to go. You finished?”

“All set,” he affirmed with a quick nod of the head.

The pair moved quickly and silently back to the hole in the ceiling, and a powerful boost from Mindy’s superhuman muscles had Manny scrambling through the opening in short order. Then, using the corner for traction, Mindy ran up the wall and leapt to the gap like a busty squirrel. With a single motion, she slipped through the narrow hole like a greased eel and alighted on her feet. Manny was impressed, but there was no talking on the way out. They retraced their steps to the lobby where Manny erased their entry logs and deleted the spoofed ID card from the building’s memory.

The pair slipped out into the pre-dawn darkness of The Sprawl and did not stop running until they were several blocks away.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
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“This was in that building?” Roland’s basso profundo had a dangerous catch to it. Lucia recognized it as the dark, passionless rage that lived in the locked vault of his worst memories. It was the birthplace of the nightmares that still chased him during his rest, and a trauma so deep and personal that he was never likely to truly overcome it. Roland had tried for decades to put it all behind him, tried to outrun the monster with booze, nihilism, and a life dedicated to violence. It was all useless though. The monster was there all the same, just as alive and ready to go now as the moment it had been born. All he could do was keep it locked up and try to live like a person. His life since escaping the Army had never amounted to more than a pantomime of humanity, but he had accepted that and resolved himself to it. 

Then he met Lucia, and something inside him woke up. He was forced to take the monster out of the box and confront it. Breach was there and always would be, but Lucia reminded him that Breach was only part of him, and that he had other parts, too.

None of that made watching the videos in Mindy’s pilfered files any easier. He and Lucia were going through them alone at his apartment. Ostensibly, they were trying to find clues that might lead to Manson’s mysterious backers. They already knew The Brokerage was involved, but the existence of these files had added another layer of urgency to the mystery. The name “Reynard” featured prominently in the messages and file swap records, but neither of them had any clue who that could be. The duo surmised it was a code a name for someone on the Brokerage payroll, but other than some cryptic language about a prison term, there was nothing that could identify the individual definitively. He was important, that much was apparent. Just having all these files meant that this Reynard person had serious connections, but other than that ominous clue, they were at a loss. Lucia had given up on gleaning too much helpful insight from the bulk of the data at this point. As they cycled through those files, managing Roland’s emotional stress was becoming the more critical objective.

“Yeah,” Lucia responded. “Mindy found it on the command center terminal. Nothing had been closed out... like someone had been reviewing them recently hadn’t bothered to shut down the machine.”

Roland grunted, but didn’t speak. The file on screen was from a Galapagos incursion. It was before the Golem failsafe had been used, and he and his squad were mopping up a crew of pirates that had overrun a food production facility. The squad of cyborgs were fighting close-quarters, clearing buildings one at a time with mechanical precision. Roland was out in front, that was his job, after all. He knew from memory that the camera was mounted to Private Jasper Wellington, or “Comms” as was his designation. Jasper was the communications, electronics, and medical expert on the team, and his helmet was getting telemetry feeds from the whole squad. The data scrolled down the right side of the view screen, and despite the passage of nearly three decades, Roland could recall all the parameters from memory. He spoke absently, without inflection, narrating to Lucia for no reason he could articulate.

“That’s Jasper’s camera. Right now he’s locked on the LT, designated ‘Lead’ in the HUD,” he pointed to the reticle around a black helmeted head with ‘Lead” blinking in yellow letters above it. Lucia said nothing, but noted that all the visible squad members had unique helmets. Roland’s helmet, she knew, was an all-black skull covering that locked into a gorget around his neck. His faceplate was metallic white with triangular eyes and sculpted cheeks. A flattened bridge ran between his eyes to a blank and featureless facet that connected the nasal bridge to the chin bar with a contoured covering for his lips and mouth. The black helmet and the silver faceplate, worn in conjunction, bore an eerie resemblance to a mouthless skull’s face floating silently above the body of an onyx giant. Roland had been designated ‘Breach,’ and he was always the first thing the enemy saw. His look was no accident; it was a deliberately dramatic and terrifying aesthetic, designed to terrify the enemy.

Lead’s helmet was similar, but the death’s head motif was less prominent. His faceplate covered more of his face, and his eyes were larger and more squared. Lucia assumed that Roland’s tiny triangular apertures were to make it more difficult for incoming fire to exploit the weak point. He was purpose-built to take hits, and it made sense to sacrifice some scanning and data acquisition for more safety.

Roland was still talking, “Sneak had already cut the power and blinded them, and Scout had taken out their armatures and vehicles from two and a half miles away. Bobby could shoot the wings off a fly at a hundred yards before the upgrades, so giving him a railgun and bionic eyes was like cheating.” Roland smiled a small, faraway smile that turned his mouth but never touched his eyes. “We were just cleaning up at this point. This one was a damn cakewalk. Two hundred and forty opposing force, and the five of us cleaned them out in two hours.”

It’s like killing pirates with his friends is a happy memory, Lucia thought with just a hint of sadness, he was born to fight, and having the enemy in front of him and his friends at his back was the only time he felt whole.

She put a hand on his arm, and he shifted, uncomfortable at the touch. “You must miss them a lot,” she offered, trying to get him to open up.

Roland never lied, and when she asked him a question, he always answered it straight. This time Lucia could tell how much his honesty hurt. “I really do,” he whispered.

“I’m so sorry.” It felt cliché and weak, but she was sorry.

“It’s okay,” his voice sounded stronger, “You didn’t do this. It’s just...” His voice caught again, “It’s good to see them again, is all.”

“Do you want to be alone?”

He shook his head violently, “Dear god, no. I was alone for twenty-five years. I’m just not good at...” he trailed off, words escaping him.

“Emotions?” Lucia supplied the answer.

“Yeah. Those.” He agreed with a sheepish head nod. Then he turned somber, “Lucia... I’m uh, I don’t know. Afraid? I think I’m afraid I’ll never be right again.” He pointed to the screen, “I was right back then. It felt right. I was the guy I wanted to be.”

“You were a super hero, saving the galaxy with your friends at your side and the enemy in front of you.” Her smile was warm as she said it. She had known him long enough to understand his post-adolescent heroic aspirations.

“Yeah. I read too many comic books.” It was spoken as a recrimination, she realized, as if somehow his desire to be a hero was a flaw he should have known to avoid. “But they twisted it, perverted it. Even my good memories feel wrong now.”

“You’re still a hero, Roland, and you can still save Dockside.” She slipped an arm around his, hugging his comically swollen bicep, “They didn’t take that away from you. They tried to, but you were too strong.”

“Was I?” he wondered out loud. “I sometimes think that they were stronger.” He was referring to the two members of his squad who committed suicide when they found out that their brains were being shut off and their bodies used to commit atrocities.

Lucia was having none of that, “Bullshit. What they made you do when your brain was shut off has nothing to do with you. What did you tell me once? ‘Don’t take responsibility for anyone’s choices but your own’? That advice helped me a lot not so long ago.”

“I know, I get it. But I get so...” Words failed him again.

“Angry?” Again, Lucia bailed him out.

“It’s so much more than angry. I get cold and dark, and that makes me want to... do awful things. To kill, and smash, and destroy.” He paused, and Lucia waited.

“It’s hard to explain, Lucia. But this whole world, this galaxy? It’s like it’s made of glass, and everything I touch shatters unless I tiptoe all the time. If I have to fight a guy, I can’t even hit him as hard as I want because he’ll explode. I’m always holding back, always restraining myself.” He couldn’t keep the snarl from coloring his words, “That building? The one where Mindy found this stuff?” His voice became a growl, “I could grab my guns and some grenades, walk up to it right now, and level the whole fucking thing. I could kill everyone inside, drag it down by the support beams with my bare hands, and then walk out of the rubble without batting an eyelash.” He stopped again and expelled his mounting rage with a heavy breath. “But I won’t. Because that is not Roland Tankowicz. That’s Breach. Breach is them, not me. But some things really make me want to be Breach, anyway. There’s a, I don’t know. Freedom? A freedom to just letting it all go and being the machine. Like when those guys took you the other night...”

“I know,” she interrupted. “It put you in a bad place. You know, I can tell when you are ready to give in and stop trying to be a hero, and I saw it on your face that night. But let me tell you something, Corporal.” She reached up and turned his head to look at her, “You can’t ever do that. You can’t ever let it happen. Do you know why?”

He shook his head, confused.

“Because those little machines are in my head, too. They are trying to make me like hurting and killing. I can’t go back to who I was, Roland. I can’t be a beverage company executive anymore. This is what I have to be now, and I can’t do it alone. Dockside needs my help. They have no chance against The Brokerage and whoever this Reynard person is. The people here deserve a chance, and without us they won’t have one. But the more I try to help, the more Dad’s nanobots will want me to be like Breach. I won’t give up on Dockside, but I need you. I need Roland. Because if you aren’t strong enough to hold on to your humanity, what hope do I have?”

Roland had never looked at it that way. “I will never give up. But I can’t promise to be perfect all the time, either. It’s just so damn hard! I live in a world filed with glass houses and papier mâché people.” He held up a black fist the size of a melon, “It’s really hard not to break all those delicate things when your whole body is a hammer.”

“Don't overthink it,” She suggested with a squeeze. "All you really need is the right nail to swing at."

“Fair enough.” He looked down at her, “You know, you can't ever give up either. Because if something happens to you?” he shook his head slowly, “I don’t want to think about what I would become.”

“Then we will just have to take care of each other. Just like your squad.”

She crawled into his lap and wrapped her arms around his neck. “Like it or not, Corporal. We are stuck with each other. Might as well make the best of it, right?” She planted a firm kiss on his lips and held it there for a long time.

Their tender moment was not fated to last. The door chime came as an unwelcome interruption, and despite his promises to avoid degenerating into fits of wanton violence Roland found himself prepared to commit horrible crimes against the bodies of whoever had picked this moment to come to his door. An entire troop of cookie-selling children could be wiped out in the next moment, and he would have considered it justified. Giant booted feet stomped over to the door accompanied by the musical sounds of Lucia’s giggling. Growling like a hungry bear, Roland checked the screen. Billy, Mindy, Sid, and Manny were all waiting on his landing. Well, this can’t be good, he thought, with a sigh of defeat.

The frustrated cyborg opened the door for his team and ushered them inside. Mindy, wearing little more than skintight green shorts and a white halter two sizes too small, bounced and jiggled across the threshold and called to Lucia, “Hiya, Boss! Got any food?”

“Hello, Mindy,” Lucia replied. “Kind of busy right now.”

“Can’t be that busy. He’s still wearing his pants.”

Roland’s voice rumbled like distant thunder, “No thanks to you.”

Mindy’s eyes danced with girlish glee at that, and she seemed poised to deliver a sharp retort. Manny butted in to rescue the assassin from certain death. “This may shock you, Mindy, but keeping your clothes on from time to time has been known to improve productivity. You should try it.”

“Not my style,” she shot back, “You’re just mad because I don’t like boys. Besides, if I covered all this up,” she spun a pirouette and wiggled her nearly exposed chest at him, “then what you have to stare at all day?”

“I’d get by,” the scout said with a shrug.

“Jesus, you kids are killing me.” McGinty was the last through the door, and he scowled at the two younger members of their cohort and addressed the rest. “They do this shit nonstop, you know.”

Lucia finally noticed Mindy’s ridiculous outfit, and could not marry her bizarre garb to the sudden visit from the four of them.

“Mindy?”

“Yeah, boss?”

“Why are you dressed like a junior prostitute-in-training?”

“You mean more so than usual?” Manny quipped and Billy chortled.

“I’ve been a junior prostitute-in-training,” Sid pointed out. “I’d still never dress like that.”

Sid, in stark contrast to Mindy, was wearing fashionable slacks and a shimmery blouse that while modest, did little to blunt the intrinsic grace of her curves. Roland still found the contrast between Mindy’s cartoonish sexuality and Sid’s effortless sophistication to be jarring. They both seemed confident and comfortable with the facades they presented, and Roland envied them their freedom to simply be who and what they wanted to be.

Mindy frowned at Sid and tossed the scout a dark look that promised horrible consequences to come. Then she looked back to Lucia, “It’s a disguise. I was doing recon.”

“Ahhhh,” Lucia sighed, figuring it out. “You were at Hideaway hitting on Kitty.”

“It’s recon!” the blond pouted. “Kitty knows a lot of stuff about what’s going on around town. She hears everything.”

“Mmm hmmm,” Lucia, sounded very skeptical, but she indulged the woman, “And you are all here because?”

“Wade Manson is raiding Malldown right now. He’s hitting all the vape dens and the fight clubs tonight. Kitty says that all the street muscle is talking about it. Rodney’s got extra guys posted everywhere, too.”

“It looks like the shooting war has begun in earnest then,” Roland grumbled.

“That’s why I called everyone and headed over here,” Mindy said.

Lucia flicked the magenta stripe of hair away from her eyes, “Good call. All right, Roland. What’s the plan?”

“Wade doesn’t have enough muscle or guns for a full-scale war just yet. Obviously, The Brokerage is supplying him. We knew that already.” Roland lived for these sorts of tactical problems, “We don’t have to go defend Malldown, we just need to cut off his supplies and he’ll fold on his own.”

Sid spoke up. “He’s getting supplied through the Quinzy shipyards. My people have been laundering all the money that moves through there. Are you going to offer a lady a drink, Roland?”

The barb tossed at his lack of manners missed its mark by a wide margin. “Beer’s in the fridge, help yourself.” Then he pushed on, “Do we know which shipyard? And when the next transfer is?” He tried to keep them on track.

“Yeah. They use the assembly hangar at the Mass-Freight yard. It’s been empty for weeks now. The next cash drop is in two days. Manson usually attends the cash drops personally. Anyone else thirsty?”

Four hands rose simultaneously as Sid went to the kitchen.

“No honor among thieves, eh?” Billy smirked.

“It’s a trap,” Roland observed.

“Huh?” they all said at once.

“Shipyard is big, yet not out in the open. It’s on the tram lines, and far from Uptown cops. It’s also far from Wade’s backup and our own resources. If I wanted to draw me out into a fight, I’d use Wade as bait, too. They know we need him. It’s why they set him up as the front man.”

Lucia’s powerful brain fleshed out the probable details. “The big armature will be there, and all the mercenaries, too. They need room for their ringer to tackle Roland, but they also need the fight contained. Shipyards are tough places to break, I presume?”

“Exactly,” Roland agreed.

Manny had never been in any fight like this before, and his voice betrayed his apprehension. “So, uh... what are we going to do?”

“We spring the trap,” Roland and Lucia said in unison.

“Ah, Roland?” Billy spoke up, “You are all kinds of badass and shit, I get that. But we are talking about a hundred or more heavily armed mercs, and a mech the size of a dump truck. I don’t want to hurt your feelings or nothin,’ but that seems like long odds to me.”

“You’re right Billy. It would take an army to win that fight,” Lucia fixed the redhead with a measured stare. “Perhaps an army of the best street muscle in all of New Boston, I’d wager.”

“Oh. Shit.” He concurred.

“Knew that was coming,” Sid sang out as she returned with cans of lager and passed them out.

“Someone call Rodney,” Roland boomed, “It’s time to send a message to the Brokerage.”

“Wait!” Mindy Squeaked, “I’m still hungry!”

“I swear to god, Mindy,” Roland sounded annoyed, but then again, he always sounded annoyed.

“I’ll call for some delivery,” Billy rescued them all from the impending violence of two bionic combatants brawling in the limited space of Roland’s living room.

“Good idea,” said Lucia, “it’s going to be a long night. By the way Billy, have any of your spies heard of a new player using the name ‘Reynard’?”

“Reynard?” Billy thought for a moment, “No. But somebody thinks pretty highly of himself if he’s using that for a name.”

“Why’s that?”

It was easy to forget that despite his rough manners and salty vernacular, Billy McGinty was extremely well read auto-didact, “It’s French. It means ‘Fox.’”

Lucia’s eyes went wide, and Roland’s face went slack.

“It fucking means ‘Fox?’” Roland hissed through clenched teeth.

“What?” Billy asked, “What did I say?”

Lucia looked at Roland, eyes pleading, “Don’t you go dark on me now, Roland.”

Black hands balled so tight they could hear the straining of his armored skin under the pressure. Beer poured in a foamy white cascade between his fingers, the crushed can still trapped in the dark heart of that fist.

“Not on you, Lucia. Never on you.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


[image: image]


“Uhm...”

It was Manny who broke the silent tension holding the room in check,’ “Why does ‘Fox’ make everyone so edgy?”

Lucia answered, “First of all, there are things about Roland you aren’t allowed to know. Here is what you are allowed to know. He is a registered military-class light cyborg.”

This surprised no one except Sid. “Huh. I always figured he was a mutant or just really heavily augmented.”

“Oh, he’s augmented, too,” Lucia added, and continued, “He is honorably discharged from the UEDF under conditions that cannot be discussed. Ever.” She glared at all of them. “Mindy, I know you know more than you let on. I know you have sources. You talk to anyone about it...”

“I know,” the blond had lost her bubbling immaturity. She played the part of the coquette so well that it was easy to forget it was an act sometimes. “Scary guys will whisk me away to a prison colony on Titan.”

“Or worse,” Roland grumbled.

“Reynard,” Lucia said, “Is almost certainly a man named Leland Fox. He was part of the group that built Roland.” Eyes grew wide at this revelation, and wider still when she followed it with, “So was my father.” This was not news to Mindy and Billy, but Sid and Manny were having trouble digesting that.

“So Fox is one of the guys who kidnapped your Dad?” Billy asked, “I thought you uh... you know.”

“Killed them?” Roland snorted, “I let Fox live to go to prison. Thought that would be better.” His voice became quiet and dangerous, “I thought I was growing as a person.”

“You are,” Lucia admonished.

Billy kept the conversation on track, “So Fox got out of prison early, huh. That feels weird, considering he sicced a bunch of mercs on the NBPD.”

“Brokerage,” Roland and Lucia said at once, and Lucia finished the thread. “I assume the Brokerage saw him as an asset and got him released.”

“I’m starting to think that The Brokerage is going to require some personal attention,” Roland's voice was strange for its lack of inflection. The air of menace to the statement was unmistakable despite the dispassionate delivery.

“Time to cancel my membership,” was Sid’s meek response. They all turned to her, and she gave a sheepish shrug, “I’m a loan shark and a money launderer! Obviously, I work with The Brokerage from time to time!”

Lucia spared Sid further interrogation. “So Fox is alive and out. That explains why these mercs seem to know Roland’s capabilities so well. At this point, I’m not sure we even care about Wade Manson anymore.”

“Agreed,” said Roland. “We only needed him to find the real enemy. Knowing it’s Fox gets us that far without him. But Fox won’t be at the shipyard. He’ll have learned from his mistake at the Corpus Mundi building and be far away.”

“He’ll be in his command center. That building in The Sprawl,” said Lucia with a nod. “This is going to be a multi-pronged operation.”

“You been reading his old Army manuals, girl?” Billy asked with a smile.

“You aren’t the only one with a lot of books, McGinty.”

Roland handed out assignments, “Billy, you and I need to get to The Dwarf and mobilize the crews. Rodney is going to want to hunker down and fortify Dockside. We need to convince him that this is a mistake. He needs to get the Dockside muscle to come to Quinzy with me.”

“I hear ya. I can handle old Rodney, but the goons are really only going to follow you. You got to convince a bunch of selfish and opportunistic street toughs to go to war. Tall order, that.”

“I’ll be persuasive.” 

Billy rolled his eyes at that and Roland turned to Mindy, “You’re target is Paulie. You fought him in that truck. Can you handle him?”

“I can handle anyone. It’s what I do, you know.” Mindy sounded put out that he would even ask.

“I know you’re a pro, but I have to ask. He’s all yours, though.”

“On it.” Mindy’s blue eyes flashed at the thought of taking on the augmented mercenary, “Sid, I’m going to need to sit down with you to figure this guy out.”

“Naturally,” Sid said, sipping demurely on her beer. “Any assignment for me, Roland?”

“You want in?” the big cyborg replied.

“If we don’t nail these guys, they’re going to come after me for knowing too much anyway. The Brokerage doesn’t frighten me, but Wade Manson and this Fox character do.” She smiled at Roland, “Besides, this is the sort of operation that could really advance a gal’s career. Who knows how my fortunes might grow if we come out on top of this?”

“Fine,” Roland did not care about Sid’s career ambitions, but he would take help from anywhere and he trusted those ambitions more than he did the sunrise. “How much Brokerage money are you still holding?”

“Lots. Millions.”

“Well I guess I know how I’m going to convince a bunch of Docksiders to help me fight a war against professional mercenaries, then.”

Sid blanched a little, “You're going to rob the Brokerage?”

“No. I’m going to rob you. You’re just going to make it easy. Then I’m going to use that money to hire every thug in Dockside.”

“Okay...” Sid did not appear convinced of the soundness of the plan, but she nodded anyway.

Roland was on a roll now, his military demeanor asserting itself in his posture and language. “Mindy! Take Sid and head over to her counting house. Stage a robbery. Be a little dramatic, but don’t overdo it. Then get the money somewhere secure. When she’s done, Sid, go to the Smoking Wreck and tell Marty to hide you. Use the word ‘Breach’ and he’ll know what to do. When Billy and I are done at Hideaway he will get you and stash you in Big Woo.

Mindy snapped to attention with a dramatic click of her heels and waved a sloppy salute, “Yes sir, General Iron-Butt, sir!” In her current outfit, the whole effect was magnificent in its stupidity.

“I’m a corporal, you yellow-headed twit. Just go.”

“But I’m still hungry!” Mindy complained.

“Come on, Mindy,” Sid sighed. “There’s plenty to eat at my place. You can raid the fridge while you rob me.”

“Can I tie you up?” the little blond seemed sincere in this request, but Sid’s scowl was all the answer Mindy needed. The women left, leaving Manny, Billy, Roland and Lucia alone.

Roland looked at Manuel, “Manny, this is way outside of what you signed up for. I want you to go with Lucia to get her in and out of that building, but if you want to walk away now, we will pay you what we owe and no hard feelings.”

The scout met Roland’s eyes without flinching, “This Fox guy, what’d he do to you?”

“If I answer that, you will be looking over your shoulder for the rest of your life.”

“I already gotta do that, Mr. Tankowicz. The Red Hats will never let me go. Soon enough they’ll find me here and I’ll have to move again, anyway. There’s a real good chance I won’t live long enough to get in trouble for it, either way.”

Roland conceded the point, “Fox and his scientist flunky put a program in my brain that allowed them to control my body against my will. Then the Army used me in operations that resulted in the deaths of hundreds, maybe thousands of civilians.”

Manny nodded without judgment, “I figured it was something like that. Mindy talks too much.”

Lucia winced slightly at that comment. It was something they would have to correct, but Manny had already moved on.

“The Red Hats took me in when I was five years old. They didn’t have any fancy cybernetic tricks to fuck with my brain, so they settled with good old-fashioned propaganda and grooming. By the time I was eighteen I was a full-blood true-believer in the cause. I figure by that time I helped caused the deaths of a few hundred civilians myself. When I realized this and started to resist...” He shook his head and turned his eyes to the floor, “They tried to kill me. The people who raised me, the kids I grew up with and played with. They all turned on me without a second thought. I was just a kid, Roland. Hell, I still am. But now I run from station to station, waiting for the day some snitch or sympathizer turns me in, and the kids I played tag with in the mess hall try to slit my throat in the middle of the night. Again.” He spat the last word, and two syllables were turned into an expletive by the betrayal of those he had trusted most. “I was so young, so stupid, I bet they have been laughing at me the whole damn time. They treated me like I was a useful tool and then kicked me to the curb when I asked the wrong questions.”

Roland understood. The details were different, but this was a very familiar story to him.

The young man looked back up, showing neither fear nor shame, “Do you know what I figure the difference between you and me is?”

Roland shook his head.

“Not a goddamn thing. I’m in, Mr. Tankowicz. But I’ll want a favor when we are done.”

“You want to go after the Hats?” Roland surmised.

Manny nodded.

“Agreed.” Roland held out a hand and Manny shook it, “Within reason, I should add.”

“Unquestionably. So, I get Ms. Ribiero into that building and then what?”

“Lucia, gets to go after Fox. You help her secure Fox and exfil.”

“What if Fox does not want to be secured?”

Roland shrugged, “Lucia will make a call in the field on how to proceed.”

Manny’s eyebrows lifted, “Okay. You’re the boss.”

Lucia cocked her head to the side, “Do you want me to handle Fox like I did Johnson?” Warren Johnson had Been Fox’s partner, and for his crimes Lucia had killed him on the roof of a Corpus Mundi black site. The question should have disturbed her more. But she realized asking it did not affect her at all. Lucia wondered how much of that was the nanobots controlling her brain chemistry and how much was her own desire to kill the man responsible for so much of Roland’s pain. Something occurred to her in that moment. A brief insight into the tortured mind of a human weapon. This is what he feels, isn't it? This need to protect, yet also to punish. I’m ready to kill a man because that man hurt Roland. That’s what Roland does. He hurts people who hurt others.

She found herself uncomfortably comfortable with that, but she recognized the pitfalls. A sad ironic thought followed the previous one.

Don’t become an amoral murder-bot! Her augmentations would bear careful observation, she understood. She was not ready to become as hard as Roland. She was his conscience, and that was a very important role. Even with a conscience, Roland was not a pleasant man. Without one, he was a natural disaster.

Roland had faith in her, and he said as much. “You can make the call. I don’t trust myself to be objective about it. Everything I know says he needs to go. I let him live once and we can see how well that worked. When you have a better handle on what’s going on, you can decide the best way to manage him. I trust you to make the right decision.”

“You really are growing as a person,” she replied with a smile.

“I’m trying.”

McGinty picked this moment to interject, “I hate to be that guy, but ah... are we forgetting the elephant in the room?”

Three heads turned to look at the red-headed gangster.

“You know, a certain nine-thousand-pound elephant?”

Manny smirked, “Oh yeah. I think I’ve got that covered.”

“Really?” Billy did not look like he believed that. “We have a top-secret cyborg super-soldier here, who we all admit is probably outclassed—”

“Out-gunned, maybe,” Roland could not let that stand. “Never outclassed.”

“Whatever,” Billy dismissed the comment, “Roland the mighty warrior here is pretty well out-gunned, but Manny the normal guy has a heavy cyborg handled?”

Manny smirked, “I’m young, but I’m sneaky, Billy.”

“Oh, I gotta hear this,” Billy said with an eye roll.

“It’s an AutoCat 8900 series.” Manny said it as if that explained it all. When no one responded he explained. “It has a two-stage cooling system. The first stage is half the size of the second, so there are three levels of cooling available. When it’s idling or doing light stuff, the small stage cools it. At medium workloads, it just switches over to the big coil.”

Roland and Billy nodded so Manny would know he had not lost them.

“When it runs flat out, both coils run for full cooling.”

“Manny,” Roland sighed, “Just tell us what you did.”

“I wrapped FireWire around the second stage’s cooling outflow and soldered the connectors to the cooling control circuit.”

Roland thought about that for a moment, and then he started a rumbling, laugh that shook his chest. Billy looked confused.

Roland explained, “FireWire is used to add heat to pipes or systems on cold planets in emergencies. You just wrap it around whatever you want to keep warm. It’s got a coating that reacts to small amounts of electricity. When you run a few amps of current through it the stuff heats up. A lot.”

“And?” Billy prompted.

Manny looked at Billy like he was an idiot. “When that big second stage kicks in, the firewire will go off and add like, a shit-ton of heat to the system. The hotter the thing runs, the hotter it will get. Even better, I didn’t hack anything or tie anything into the internal systems. It’s just one soldered connection and six feet of half-inch wire around a big hose. The diagnostics won’t see it, and since the first stage works fine, they won’t have a clue anything is wrong until they start to run it hard.”

“You slippery motherfucker,” Billy smiled his approval, “The big freak is going to overheat fighting Roland. That is some seriously sneaky shit.”

“How long before heat gets critical?” Roland needed specifics.

“I used the good stuff, so we are looking at like, fifteen minutes to get up to temp, and then the firewire should outrun the cooling system for a good hour or so before it starts to fade. The cooling was unmodified, so call it ten minutes at full rip before shit starts breaking. If the pilot’s good, he’ll try to control output. Figure that can buy him another five or six minutes.”

“That’s kind of tight. I’ll need to push him hard, then.”

Lucia, having been listening intently and letting her brain run scenarios, offered the best solution. “Let everyone else soften him up and get him running hot. Just when he realizes something is wrong, then you can jump in and push him even harder.”

Roland accepted the tactical advantages of doing it her way, but his personality resisted any plan that did not have him leading from the front. He was beginning his protest when Billy interrupted him with the sort of simple and blunt communication that always worked best with the glowering old soldier.

“She’s right. Shut up and do it her way, you macho idiot.”

“Dammit,” was Roland’s witty riposte. He looked to Manny, who shrugged and pointed to Lucia.

“She scares me more than you do. Sorry.”

“Dammit,” he repeated.

Lucia, gracious in victory, assumed control of the strategy session, “We’ll have The Dwarf start the fight. That should confuse them right off the bat. They are expecting you, Roland. Not Rodney and a bunch of Dockside muscle. They’ll still think they’ve got us though. Rodney will engage Manson with a small crew, and when the mercs pounce, we will spring the reserves on them. That should draw out the armature. When the mech is fully engaged, we can pull Rodney back and let Roland have his fun.”

“All while Mindy hunts down Paulie and cuts the head off that snake,” Roland added.

“Mindy will have gone in early,” Lucia agreed. “When she sees her chance, she’ll take Paulie down. Meanwhile, Manny and I will get into that command center and deal with Fox.”

“Destroy those files,” Roland grunted. “Destroy them and burn that place to the ground.”

“Don’t worry,” Manny said. “I know how to handle those files.”

Then there’s just one more thing,” Roland stated flatly, “I need to go talk to Tommy Guns about that armature.”

Billy’s eyebrows rose at that, “Tommy can whip you up any little toy you want, but are you really going to use heavy weapons inside a hangar?” Billy’s armorer was skilled and innovative, but an advanced drug and gambling addiction kept him from working for a legit contractor. The question was not whether or not a weapon existed that could take down a heavy armature. That happened all the time. The question was whether or not using such a weapon would kill everyone inside that building in the process. Billy made the point, “Anything that can knock that big fucker down is going to mess up the place real bad.”

Roland smirked, “It’s just a big machine, Billy. If you want to take it apart, all you need is to bring some tools.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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Midnight at the Mass-Freight shipyards was a quiet time. With the galactic economy growing exponentially, the market for gate-capable freighters was brisk and competitive, but not so much that three fully manned shifts would need to run. The main auto-factory floor was churning out parts and sections all the time, but actual human hands would not have any work to do until the day’s parts orders were completed by the massive unmanned assembly lines. Housed in the nearly one-million square foot facility, endless rows of AI-driven milling machines, presses, and extrusion printers twisted and reshaped any number of exotic materials into the basic components of space ships. While the main facility clanged and buzzed with the thousand tinny sounds of bustling machinery, the bulk of the sprawling campus of warehouses, offices, and assorted support buildings remained dark and quiet. Three dozen dead rectangles, all silent in peaceful repose while they awaited the 6AM reveille of two thousand employees.

On the outskirts of the campus stood a large production hangar. Wide and ugly and tall, the structure was nearly windowless and equipped with a retractable roof. Despite the intimidating size of the building, no ships were fated to be built in this hangar. A gate ship was far too enormous a thing to ever be assembled dirtside, but large pieces or whole sections would be cobbled together at this facility. When ready, crew compartments or reactor sections or whatever else was on the day’s work order would get rigged to bulbous lift pods and the roof would be opened. Tug shuttles would attach themselves to the lift pods, and thus large pieces of freighter could then be hoisted into orbit for final assembly into what was usually a mile-long interstellar gate ship. Tonight, there was no sign of any such lofty activity under the canopied roof of the assembly hangar. This was entirely attributable to the fact that Wade Manson and his partner had arranged for this building to be empty, devoid of both material and people, for his usual supply drop. Wade hated doing these, but the weapons and hard creds were too valuable to not show his face at pick-up time. The boys could get... opportunistic... without proper supervision, and Wade knew the best way to avoid problems was to remove the temptation. Taking the occasional outing with his crew also ensured that the troops saw his face and saw him in action. It had been a very long time since Wade had slugged things out at the street level, but he had a reputation to maintain. Taking command of milk runs like this helped with that, he figured.

Wade’s first clue that tonight was going to go poorly came as soon as the truck backed up to the loading dock. His code failed to open the bay door, and the accompanying frustration birthed a lengthy string of profanity. This may have been the worst of his complaints for the evening if things had not continued to deteriorate sharply from there.

“The motor’s busted, boss,” one of his men stated. “It’s unlocked, but it ain’t opening.”

“We’ll just go and open it manually, then.” Wade tried to sound calm. Things were off to a rocky start, but hand-cranking a door open from the inside was not a catastrophe.

Wade had to unlock the side door for his crew. He did not trust any of his men with the codes, not when there was a million untraceable hard creds and two tons of unregistered weapons and ammo involved. It also cemented his position as the authority. Street muscle were not sophisticated thinkers, and they needed these subtle clues about hierarchy from time to time. 

The door panel lit up green and a sharp ‘click!’ indicated that the door was now unlatched. Wade pushed through and stepped into a cavernous assembly area. Four of his men followed while two waited outside with the truck. It was a tiny group to be dealing with so important a cargo, but Wade had learned that secrecy was a far better way to protect a valuable shipment than manpower would ever be. Cruising up to a shipyard with five trucks and forty guys would have been very hard to explain to anyone curious enough to inquire about it. On the other hand, a single truck cruising around the shipyards was the sort of thing people ignored every day.

Wade found the lights and keyed them up so he could get a look at the door situation. To his irritation, only about a quarter of the lights came on. It looked to Wade like only the center strip of light fixtures was working, and the outer rows remained dark and unresponsive despite multiple attempts to get them to start. He bashed the switch over and over, as if the problem was that four hundred light fixtures were simply not noticing they had been switched on, and forceful repetition would somehow alert them to the oversight. He gave up after far too many tries and sighed.

He wondered to himself, First the damn door and now the lights? Who’s taking care of this shithole?  He had bought off the security guards, as a matter of policy; now he made a mental note to bribe the maintenance staff as well next time. Then he shrugged and put it out of his mind.

Having accepted that the lights were on the fritz, he looked around. The hangar remained dim in a way that birthed no small quantity of distress. Deep shadows filled corners and large pools of impenetrable blackness blanketed the equipment and machinery stored and stacked along the perimeter of the open hangar space. There was enough light to fix the door and to get his supplies loaded, at least. This would have to do because Wade did not have the time or energy to worry about much else.

His shipment was exactly where it was supposed to be. Which went a long way toward calming his nerves. Eight man-sized shipping containers sat in a neat stack on the loading dock, separated from his truck by a mere ten feet and one very well-constructed steel door. This was as it should have been, and he sighed in relief at the sight of it.

Then he heard something very strange, and his eyes moved upward where they saw something that was not as it should have been. A voice, gruff but surprisingly in tune, was singing.

“Six long months I spent in Quinzy,

Six long months doing nothing at all!

Six long months I spent in Quinzy,

Learning to dance for Flanagan’s ball...”

Wade hurled another string of profanity at this new frustration, and his relief evaporated like liquid nitrogen in a hothouse. There was a small bearded man sitting atop his precious shipment. A short, squat, barrel of a man wearing an orange leisure suit and sporting a misshapen mechanical right arm.

“Evenin’ Wade,” said The Dwarf. “Welcome to the ball.”

Wade’s profane diatribe was long and meandering. It started with his surprise at seeing Rodney McDowell in this location and at this time, and moved beyond that to speculate as to Rodney’s motives, parentage, and sexual proclivities. Then it trailed off to stunned silence right around the time he had gotten to The Dwarf’s probable positions on bestiality versus necrophilia.

When his avalanche of invective had spent its energy, Rodney clapped slowly.

“JAY-zus fookin’ Christ almighty, Wade, me boy! A lad might start to wonder if yer happy to see him or not with a greetin’ like that! Do ye kiss my mother with that mouth?”

“What the fuck are you doing here, Rodney?” Wade scanned with his eyes the open space of the assembly area. He was sure the loathsome little runt wasn’t alone, but he couldn’t see any of the little man’s crew nearby. Wade was smart enough to assume the lighting issue was not an accident, and the mobster quickly surmised that most of the shadows surrounding him and his men probably hid an assortment of Dockside muscle. His own boys, competent as they were, had already drawn down on the hirsute gangster and were ready to open fire at the first sign from their boss.

“I think that’d be kind of obvious, Wade,” the Dwarf chuckled. “I’m havin’ a ball, and robbin’ the shite out a’ ye.”

“No, you’re not,” Wade was too cagey to buy the story. Something wasn’t right. “If you were robbing me, you wouldn’t have waited for me to show up. You’d have just taken my shit and cleared out.” He paused, thinking for a minute, “If this was a hit, you’d have ambushed me already, for that matter. So it ain’t a robbery, and it ain’t a hit. So, I ask again, Rodney. What the fuck are you doing here?”

The Dwarf rewarded Wade’s cleverness with a broad smile. “Yer a sharp lad, aren’t ya? But not too sharp, I hear. Word is, you are trying to take over the whole game here.”

“Does it surprise you?” Manson was playing for time. Something was very wrong about all of this.

“No. But I have it on good authority that ye’ve hooked up with those Brokerage lads, and that’s a wee problem for us Docksiders. We don’t give a shite what you Combine fucks do wit’ yerselves in the other zones, but we just cannae let your power games fook wit’ our nice little thing.”

Wade began to understand, “Ah. I get it. You’re here to scare me into backing off The Brokerage, right? I can be reasonable on that issue. But this ain’t the way to make me play nice.”

“Not so much the scarin’ you part, Wade. We don’t need ye scared. We don’t give a fook what ye do or become, since there’s no more Combine to back ye. Fook off and die, for all we give a shite. No. What we need, Wade, is for yer wee masters to be scared.”

Wade barked a laugh, “You don’t just scare The Brokerage, Rodney. The whole fuckin’ Combine didn’t scare them. They’re just a bunch of crooked lawyers and accountants that only want to organize and manage shit. There isn’t even really a ‘they’ to scare. You might as well shoot into the ocean to scare the waves.”

The Dwarf hopped down from the crate he had been sitting on and walked up to Manson. His men, nervous, jostled their weapons until Wade held up a hand to calm them.

“Did ye ever wonder why they picked you to be the front man for this little jaunt o’ theirs, Wade?”

Manson knew a trick question when he heard it. “I don’t see how that fucking matters, Rodney.”

“It’s because they needed someone ta take the fookin’ fall for knocking off the Combine, and it needed to be someone that no one would question was dumb enough to fookin’ try. They went lookin’ for the toughest, loudest, thickest Boss o’ the lot, and they told ya you would get to be king fer playin’ ball.”

Wade stiffened, that did sound familiar.

“Tell me, Mr. Big bad boss-man of The Sprawl, has The Brokerage ever let anyone be in charge of anything? Or do they just set up shell companies and manage ‘em from afar?”

God damn it! was all Wade’s brain could come up with. He kept his mouth shut while he tried to think his way out of this.

The Dwarf kept pushing. “You’re a patsy and a fall guy, Wade.”

The Boss’s face colored at the insult. His breath hissed through clenched teeth, “Is that a fact, Rodney?”

“It is, Wade, me boy. I can prove it, too.” The Dwarf stepped back, cupped his hands over his mouth and called out into the aether, “If there are any Galapagos mercenaries hidin’ about, ready to ambush and murder us all, please be so kind as ta make yerselves known!”

Wade scowled, and Rodney continued his song while they waited.

“She stepped out, and I stepped in again.

I stepped out, and she stepped in again.

She stepped out, and I stepped in again.

Learning to dance, for Flanagan’s ball!”

Four seconds later, a body plummeted from some inscrutable shadow above them and flopped to the concrete with crunch. Wade’s men gasped and leapt back as the corpse crashed in a bleeding heap barely six feet from their boots. It had made no sound as it fell, and Wade figured the armored man had been dispatched before he dropped. He did not bother to make a close inspection of the corpse. It wore the featureless gray armor of one of Reynard’s mercenaries, and that was as much as he needed to know. The seasoned mob boss began to feel the first icy tendrils of true fear working their way down his spine.

The Dwarf walked over to the dead mercenary and flipped it over with a rough push delivered with the toe of an alligator hide boot. Blank eyes stared into the rafters, and blood seeped from the corner of its open mouth. Rodney sniffed in appreciation, “And here we have the first guest to show up for my little ball. Not so good a dancer this one, eh, Wade?”

“Boys,” Wade growled in a low, menacing tone, “we are getting out of here. Now.” Leaving the money and guns was physically painful, but Wade Manson was no fool. He needed to survive this first and worry about the shipment later.

I am going to gut Reynard like a trout, he promised himself.

“Just a moment there, Wade,” The Dwarf interrupted his retreat. “I dinna think it’s quite so simple a task as you leaving here just now. You see, the problem is that even though we don’t give a fook about you, we kinda do need to shut down yer little operation and deal with that private little army yer friends have had shipped in.”

“I don’t care. I’m out. You don’t have enough guns to stop me, so don’t be an idiot.”

“I don’t have to stop ye, Wade.” The Dwarf turned his back and walked away. He called over his shoulder, “Those gray-clad fookers what are settin’ us all up can’t let ye leave now that ye know about their wee little double-cross now can they?” His voice became a shout, “Isn’t that right, Paulie?”

Another voice boomed from some unseen corner of the warehouse, startling Wade and his men.

“That’s about the size of it, Rodney.”

Wade spun, trying to pinpoint the sound’s origin. His men all whirled as well, training weapons into dark corners and sweeping the shadowed rafters with muzzles. The Dwarf continued his walk, stopping to turn and lean against a piece of lifting equipment where his body was wreathed in darkness.

The voice, echoing through the open space and bouncing off of walls and machinery, was impossible to locate. “You shouldn’t have come, Rodney. We have no issue with you. We wanted Tankowicz.”

“Bullshite. Ye already came hard for me once, ye low-rent fook,” The Dwarf replied.

“True, but tonight we came for Tank, you sawed-off little runt!” There was a groan of gears and motors as a freight elevator started its laborious ascent from below the floor at the far end of the room. The huge four-legged cyborg came into view slowly, rising like a mythical beast from some forgotten abyss. “But in a pinch, I’ll settle for your hide. Your little gang of pre-school hoods will not do so well against Torvald, especially without your big boyfriend to back you up.”

Like a symphony, a hundred weapons clicked and chattered as safeties disengaged and bolts closed on loaded chambers. The shuffling and scraping of dozens of pairs of boots played melody to the harmony of three platoons of mercenaries falling into position, all underscored by the rumbling ascent of the freight lift and the giant mech. In seconds, Wade and his men were surrounded by a hundred or more heavily armed mercenaries, trapped between The Dwarf’s unseen crew and Paulie’s raiders.

“Well lookie there!” Rodney’s voice rang out. “That’s a whole heap ‘o sellsword motherfuckers, now isn’t it just? And they brought their big metal pet, too!” A waterfall of laughter trickled out from the various corners of the room, and Wade realized that The Dwarf had not brought a lot of men.

It’s not enough, he amended to himself. He needs an army!

The laughter petered out and Rodney addressed the disembodied voice of Paulie, “I’ll spell it out for ye, Sherlock. I knew ye’d be here, and I knew what ye’d bring. Ms. Ribiero has made it clear that I’m ta give ye one chance to lay yer weapons down and surrender all peaceful-like before I kill the lot o’ ya. My orthodontist says it’ll be cheaper for me if I just do as she asks, so this is that chance.”

“I see The Dwarf takes orders from women now?” the mercenary laughed. “You’re outgunned and outnumbered, and you want me to stand down?”

“I’ve been married five times, fucko. Ye bet yer arse I do. Now choose.”

Paulie’s answer was a barrage of gunfire that lanced across the assembly floor in crackling orange streaks. Ricochets and showers of burning ceramic bead fragments followed as the fusillade struck the machinery at the far side and exploded into pyrotechnic chaos. Wade Manson threw himself to the floor with a shriek and crawled for cover. His men scattered like cockroaches and were subsequently shredded in the crossfire when more guns blazed from within the shadows of the opposite side of the building. The return fire came in concentrated bursts, more slowly and with less accuracy. This distinction made it no less terrifying to the portly gangster than the concentrated marksmanship of the professional fighters. Either side was just as likely to kill him as he scrambled like a one-legged crab just to get to cover.

Manson made it to loading dock and dove behind his precious supply crates. He was breathing in great heaving gasps, and at some point in the fray he had lost control of his bladder. But his dignity was the least of his concerns as he fumbled through his pockets for his comm.
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Unfazed by the limited and amateurish response from the enemy, the mercenaries broke off into fire teams and fanned out along catwalks. Squads formed into their designated support positions when Torvald started crossing the floor, and as a group they advanced with measured precision. The intensity of incoming fire increased when the yellow monster trekked in earnest toward the Dwarf’s position. But it was obvious that no quantity of small arms fire was going to even catch Torvald’s notice. Direct hits bounced off the cockpit and canopy like stones thrown by children and the wave of projectiles served only to add some more scratches to his already shabby paint job. Nonplussed, the old man ambled his way through the open space in an unhurried walk. He did not want to outpace his supporting infantry, who in turn, were using his body as cover while they advanced.

Paulie watched from a service catwalk near the ceiling with bemused approval. This battle was won before it began as there was nothing the Dwarf’s street hoods could bring that was going to harm the big AutoCat. He had not been exaggerating to The Dwarf. The team had come loaded for Roland Tankowicz, not an uppity street gang with delusions of competence. But the stubborn goons did not seem to realize their folly. They were completely outclassed. With a dedication that could only be born of obliviousness, they poured fire into the yellow frame and at the men moving in to support it.

But something was bothering Paulie, too. It was hard to tell exactly how many troops the Dwarf had brought, and despite his imminent victory the commander found himself confused by something the little man had said.

‘I knew what ye’d bring.’

The words had not felt like a lie or a boast to the mercenary commander. If Rodney knew about Torvald, or three whole platoons of heavies, then why was he holding ground with such a small force?

He should be running, or maneuvering, at a minimum, Paulie thought with no small quantity of consternation. Digging in like that is suicide! Torvald was halfway across the floor when it hit him. Or to express it more accurately, it hit Torvald. With an enormous boom and a shower of concrete and rebar, the hangar floor exploded beneath one of the big cyborg’s large mechanical foot pads. The machine heaved and stumbled, but immediately righted itself with a lurch and stepped back. One squad of infantry hunkered down behind his legs in a practiced maneuver while two other squads fanned out to the right and left into flanking positions. There was no cover on the flanks, however, and suspiciously accurate gunfire began to thin those squads down immediately. The flanks collapsed and fell back, leaving Torvald in the middle of the room with one squad covering him.

Okay, Paulie thought, that was clever. They figured I’d bring the big guy, so they mined the place. He keyed the mic on his comm, “Torvald, report.”

The ancient mercenary came through loud and clear, and he did not sound all that worried. “Anti-materiel mine. Nothing too heavy. I’m fine. I’m sweeping for more now. All the goddamn rebar in the floor is making it tricky as hell though.”

“This guy’s smarter than he looks,” Paulie warned. “Take your time getting across.”

“I’ve got them all plotted now. Just gonna set up the chassis so it won’t step on any of them. Resuming—”

Something massive and heavy struck the machine in the power cell housing. There was a large explosion and a prodigious shower of sparks lit up the whole building like a flash of lightning for a fraction of a second. Despite the drama of the strike, the damage appeared limited to an ugly scorch mark along Torvald's power cell housing.

Torvald’s voice came over the comm again, this time less calm, "Fucker’s got a mass driver of some kind. I’m heading over to deal with that...”

The big mech took another hit from the large weapon and another flash of white light illuminated the hangar. This time, Paulie had seen its point of origin.

He called out the location. “Fifty yards, Torvald. Your one o’clock!”

“Roger. Moving.”

The armature surged forward, each foot landing safely between the hidden mines. It reduced his speed, but Torvald still covered the ground with horrifying quickness. The cyborg hurtled into the stacked machinery and flailed about like a giant infuriated praying mantis. Merciless metal arms lashed out and hurled tons of equipment left and right, scattering debris like a dog digging at the beach. The yellow machine smashed through half-a-million credits worth of equipment before it stopped.

“Torvald! Report!” Paulie again had that sinking feeling that something was wrong.

“No one over here, Boss. There’s a hole in the wall. They must have slipped out.”

“Fuck,” Paulie swore. “Come on back. We’ll fan out and find them. I’m not leaving here without getting the Dwarf.”

“Just as well,” Torvald acknowledged, “The armature is running really goddamn hot for some reason. Rather not have to deal with it when I take on Tankowicz.”

As the big machine crossed the hangar again, it was thrown to the side by another explosion. One by one, the buried mines detonated, rocking the armature from side to side and leaving gaping potholes in the floor.

“They’re setting off the mines!” Paulie shouted to no one in particular. The loading dock door, previously inoperable, exploded inward at that moment, and Sven Paulsen could only stop and stare in wide-eyed disbelief at what happened next.

Through the ragged hole streamed more than a hundred enforcers, bounty hunters, regulators, and other assorted street thugs. The mercenaries were taken completely off guard by the horde of opposition suddenly pushing into their flank, and their one big ace in the hole was still struggling to escape the sea of craters that had replaced the hangar floor.

The mercenaries fell back as a unit to the back of the building, settling into crevices and behind machinery like insects fleeing a bright light. Though disorganized, most posted up into fire teams and managed a moderately successful fighting retreat to the more defensible areas across from the loading dock.

In stark contrast to the practiced choreography of the mercenaries, the Docksiders charged like deranged cattle. Roland had not bothered to instruct them on how to post up and breach a doorway properly because they would have lacked the discipline to do it under fire. Instead he simply told them to clear the door as quickly as they could. This they understood, and that is exactly what they did.

At the front of the screaming horde ran Wild Bill McClintock, his duster streaming behind him and his oversized pistols blazing as he ran. His aim was perfection itself, and the enormous rounds from his giant pistols shattered body armor like so much Waterford Crystal. On his left was Steven Reinhardt. Heavy and strong, the big bounty hunter had chosen to support McClintock with a drum-fed automatic shotgun. The wide maw of his weapon blazed like a volcano as it spat pellet-shot in a never ending wall of indiscriminate fury at the enemy.

As each cleared the door, the Dockside mob fanned out in a wide swath of mismatched bodies and weaponry. Each member of the ad hoc army scrambled to find and make use of what cover was available, and in a few terrible noise-filled seconds the forces had coalesced onto skirmish lines along each side of the hangar. With the initial charge successful, each side then settled into a rhythm of taking potshots at the other. Paulie recovered from his confusion in time to bark orders to his men.

“Hogan, Foley, Hunter! I need an anchor on the left! Take Darcy’s fire team as pivot and turn that corner! Torvald! Get the fuck out of that mess and shield the pivot. Let’s roll up their flank, you fuckers!”

Without the big armature to give the pivoting team cover, Paulie knew that the one or two decent marksmen on the Dwarf’s side would shred the fire team as they tried to cross the empty wasteland of the hangar. Torvald, having decades of experience, knew his commander’s mind well enough to not need the instructions. He was clambering from the wrecked floor and scuttling into position before Paulie even finished shouting the order.

“On the move, commander...”

Paulie heard a growl in Torvald’s words that did not belong there, “What’s the problem, Torvald?”

“Damn thing is running boiling hot! All three stages of cooling are working fine, but the temp keeps fucking climbing anyway. I need to slow her down or I’m going to be out of this one in a few minutes!”

Paulie’s team was far more disciplined than most Galapagos mercenaries. They had plenty of faith in their leader and the presence of a nine-thousand-pound cyborg on their side lent them more than enough confidence to stay in line and follow orders despite the sudden appearance of new and determined opponents. Paulie made a call, “Just get into position and take hits. We’ll let the fire teams do the heavy lifting. Don’t engage hostiles, go to minimum output if you can.”

“Roger,” was the ancient warrior’s dejected response. “Dammit,” he added as an afterthought.

Despite a noticeable lack of formal training, squad cohesion, and oral hygiene the Docksiders were giving as good as they got in the affray. McClintock’s marksmanship and Reinhardt’s security experience were providing sufficient confidence and morale to the mob that the whole group was operating as a nominally successful fighting unit. Every so often, The Dwarf’s rail gun would destroy an enemy position with enough dramatic flair to elicit cheers and jeers from the hoods, until a return barrage from the mercenaries would send them all scurrying for cover.

When the big yellow armature stomped into the center of the hangar, much of the fire from the Docksiders swept over to wash it with yellow and orange streaks of incandescent fury. Paulie’s crew suppressed this with concentrated bursts of their own, which forced a portion of the motley crew to ignore Torvald and return their attention and ammunition back to the entrenched mercenaries. This allowed one mercenary fire team to post up directly behind the mech and another to swing out wide behind it, stretching the skirmish line out past the Docksider’s right flank. As Torvald began a slow march across the no-man's-land of the hangar, the team that had swung wide used the cover of his body to get across the hangar floor and put pressure on the right flank.

Twin blasts from The Dwarf tried to push the flanking mercenaries back, but the armature moved to intercept the rounds with his armored carapace. Sparks cascaded in a monsoon of white-hot fragments but the machine still advanced and the mercenaries began to pick up steam.

A grenade arced out from the loading docks and clattered toward the fire team, but Torvald scuttled to stomp on it while his support team sent several hundred beads at the thrower. With a muffled whomp, the grenade detonated with little effect other than to dig a pothole in the floor and sending the flanking team face down to the deck. They were back to their feet quickly though, and the march continued.

Paulie’s comm chirped in his ear. “Commander, I’m getting too hot out here!” Torvald said.

“Just another thirty seconds,” he replied, “hang in there for another thirty seconds.”

More driver rounds quested outward to the flankers, but Torvald dutifully kept moving to intercept. Paulie scowled, it’s like they know he’s overheating...

“Oh, fuck me sideways!” Paulie blurted when he put it all together. Then he called out to his cyborg.

“They knew we were coming, Torvald. They’ve fucked with your rig!”

“They got into the command center then?” The old man sounded incredulous, as if such a thing was impossible.

“This is a goddamn trap! Shit!”

Reynard! Paulie thought with a gasp, then he fumbled in his pocket for his handheld. Gotta warn Reynard!

As his hand emerged from his pocket, something struck him on the wrist and sent the little black device plummeting to the shadowed depths below. Before he could react, he heard a buzzing, humming sound and felt a stinging warmth near his face. Instinct and experience saved him from decapitation when his enhanced reflexes drove his left arm to intercept a tiny forearm as it swept a black dagger toward his neck. He whirled and sent a fist toward the area he figured the head of his attacker must be, then grunted when it found only air. He spun again and drew his pistol, searching for his elusive antagonist, though he already knew who it was.

The pistol disintegrated in his hand as the hissing dagger bisected it, nearly taking two of Paulie’s fingers in the process. His other hand flicked outward, now clutching his own blade. He was parried at the wrist, but he could see her now. She crouched low before him, with her dagger held out front holding him en pointe.

Paulie stepped back and evaluated his options. He faced the most successful assassin in the galaxy armed with only his vibroblade and his augmentations. Mindy was formidable, and while he was often prone to excessive machismo, Paulie was not stupid. It was not so much that Paulie was afraid to fight Mindy, more that he would prefer the fight not be so damnably fair. 

He could jump over the railing and take his chances with the thirty-foot drop if he wanted to try that. His bones were laced with Osteoplast, so they were very strong. But all the Myofiber in his muscles made put him well over two hundred pounds despite his lean frame, and his organs were normal enough. The fall would not kill him, but he could not vouch for his health after the landing. Since he would land in the middle of a firefight, this was unacceptable. He could retreat, but this would only get him to the end of the catwalk where he would need to navigate a ladder to get down. It did not seem likely Mindy would pause to let him climb a ladder.

Paulie had considered all of this in a fraction of a second, which was a good thing, because the tiny blond darted her crackling blade at his face before he was done. He tried to intercept her slash with a cut of his own to her wrist. She twisted to catch his blade in a glissade that took his attacking arm out of line. He retreated to avoid her riposte, a thrust at his guts, and countered with horizontal slash at hers. The lithe assassin twisted to the side to let his buzzing weapon slide across her torso. Though not as dangerous as Mindy’s Sasori dagger, Paulie’s vibroblade caught on her harness and sliced the armored jumpsuit in horizontal line across the top of her bust. Either oblivious or nonplussed by the near miss and near disrobing, Mindy’s left hand descended in a punch designed to fracture his jaw.

Paulie ducked under the blow, and brought his own left fist around to return the favor. Mindy caught the strike against her right forearm and brought her knee up and into Paulie’s groin. The mercenary huffed a pained grunt at this, but he was wearing full combat armor, and that included groin protection. The force was enough to lift him from the metal decking however, and he waved his knife hand in a series of uncoordinated slashes while staggering backward.

Mindy batted his ineffectual swipes aside and planted a booted foot into his chest. This sent the mercenary flying backward to land on his back. She leapt again, but he was ready this time and rolled into her attack instead of away. His shoulder collided with Mindy’s stomach with a bone-jarring impact, and Paulie drove it forward with all his strength. This took Mindy from her feet with a yelp and sent her blade clattering to the catwalk. To Paulie’s confusion, instead of scrambling away, the woman wrapped her legs around his torso and fell to her back. Mindy’s arms, comically thin compared to the armored bulk of her opponent, trapped his knife arm in a grip of steel. With a grunt, the mercenary tried to sit up, but found himself trapped between Mindy’s legs and held fast by her grip on his arm. He twisted and heaved, trying to extricate himself from the vice-like prison of Mindy’s legs, and for a moment he caught himself staring down at her exposed cleavage.

He snarled with sadistic glee and drove his crotch against hers, “If you wanted me like this, Mindy, all you had to do was ask.” With a wrench, he managed to drag his knife hand over to her chest, and the point vibrated mere inches from the heaving swell of her breasts, no longer covered by the protective mesh of her jumpsuit. “I can’t wait to tell everybody that I was the guy who finally got inside you!”

Mindy increased the pressure from her own hands, forcing the blade back and away for a moment, but Paulie doubled up on his grip and the inexorable descent resumed with quivering slowness. When the point of his knife vibrated less than three inches from her sternum, Mindy’s eyes flashed up to meet Paulie’s and for a tiny moment Paulie savored the look of unfiltered terror on her face. Strangely, while he watched her and pressed the pommel of his weapon ever downward, her expression shifted to something that Paulie might have mistaken for amusement.

Then all the resistance to his knife evaporated, and it plunged downward. To his surprise, it did not tear through the legendary assassin’s equally legendary chest. Mindy had twisted her hips and rotated to his right, bringing her body out of the path of the blade. The knife missed her entirely and drove into the catwalk with all the force generated by Sven Paulsen’s superhuman muscles. It sank into the metal all the way to its hilt and lodged there. Before the stupefied mercenary could make sense of what was happening, Mindy threw her left leg over his right shoulder, trapping his arm between her knees. She held him there, in complete possession of his right arm, and giggled at the confused mercenary.

“Typical man,” she admonished, “When will you silly boys learn that just being on top doesn’t mean you are in control?”

Still gripping his wrist, Mindy stretched. Paulie’s arm straightened, and he realized in a moment of terrible clarity what was happening. Her legs held his shoulder in place with his elbow braced against her inner thigh. As she stretched and pulled, he felt his arm lock out as straight as it would go. Then the sadistic little killer kept pulling, and the limb began to bend backward at the elbow. Using his left arm, Paulie slapped and punched with desperate fury, terrified at the inevitable outcome and hoping against reason that there was a way to avoid it.

There was not. 

With a sound like a gun shot, the tendons of his elbow snapped and Paulie’s radius and ulna dislocated from his humerus. His right forearm tore backward and away from his upper arm and he howled like a banshee when his ulnar nerve shredded like spaghetti against the twisting bones.

Mouth agape in a silent scream, he tried to stand. But Mindy twisted again and her legs swept him over his side and onto his back. She rolled atop the armored man and pressed her forearm to his throat with a strength that made her intentions clear. Another hand closed over his mouth to silence the howls of pain the man was trying desperately to exorcise.

“Oh, no no, Paulie-boy. No leaving just yet. You are really going to want to see this next part.”
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Manny and Lucia infiltrated Reynard’s building in exactly the same manner as the previous attempt. Lucia, like Mindy, was suitably impressed by the ease with which the young man outmaneuvered the diverse security features arrayed to keep them out. Manny treated expensive security systems like a Sunday crossword: occasionally tricky, but never insurmountable and usually fun to get through.

They moved through the lobby and into the elevator unobstructed, but upon exiting the elevator at the reactor level, they started to encounter complications. It was in that hallway that they bumped into their first patrolling guard. He was as surprised to see them as they were to see him. There had been no guards wandering the halls when Manny and Mindy had last been there. When Lucia stepped out into the hallway, she nearly ran into the startled mercenary. He was a burly man, over six feet tall and every bit of three-hundred pounds. He was dressed like a guard, and not like a man about to go raid a shipyard, thus Manny and Lucia did not have the added complication of full battle armor to overcome.

The guard’s eyes went wide at the sight of a young man and a pretty woman suddenly stepping from a secure elevator. This was not an evolved thinker, but the tall mercenary was very nearly almost certain that this elevator should only discharge grizzled mercenaries and the occasional ex-con. These two were not members of either group, and so the guard made an executive decision in that moment to investigate.

“Hey!” he began with practiced eloquence. Whatever insightful dialog he might have introduced was lost to the annals of time though. He did not get to finish his interrogation.

Lucia, perhaps because she had been forewarned by her father about the changes her nanobots might be causing, resisted her instinct to draw her CZ and shoot the man. It bothered her that her first reaction had been to go for a lethal solution, but she was relieved she had caught it in time to resist the urge. There was hope for her, at least. This entire mental journey took place over a tenth of a second, which left her plenty of time to select and employ gentler resolutions.

Manny was still wrapping his mind around the emerging situation when Lucia fired three strikes into the looming guard. The first was a right hook to his body that would have stung even if she had not been wearing her PC-10 gauntlets. She was wearing them, and so a crippling electric discharge contracted all the muscles of his trunk and he folded over the punch as if kicked by a mule. The second was a rising knee strike, breaking the man’s nose for what turned out to be the eleventh time in his life. The guard had no opinion on this as the knee was followed a fifth of a second later by her third blow: a right hook that connected with his ear and sent a nasty shock directly to his brain. Lucia had punched enough people in the head at this point to know that no matter how big you were, or how many augmentations you had purchased, a large electric charge delivered directly to the gray matter was a nearly infallible method of putting a guy to sleep. This time was no exception. The guard sank to his knees with a gurgling sigh and flopped forward. His face came to rest on Manny’s boots, where it lay drooling and snoring.

Manny looked askance at the small woman, and then down to the large man. Then he looked back at Lucia again.

“Oh, come on!” he whined, “Is there anybody on this team who can’t kick my ass?”

Lucia shrugged, “My dad?” She paused, then shrugged. “Well, maybe. He’s old, but he fights dirty. Come on, when he wakes up they are going to sound the alarm.” She turned from him and moved down the hall toward the reactor room.

Manny followed, mumbling, “I got to save up for some bone and muscle shit or something...”

At the reactor room, Lucia pulled up short. She pressed a finger to her lips and signaled for Manny to wait. Then she placed her hand over the latch panel and took a deep breath. She exhaled a protracted breath and then pressed the latch. Willing herself to think and breathe as slowly as possible, Lucia’s sense of time ground to torpid crawl. The door did not whisk open, it meandered. When it was open barely fourteen inches, she slipped through as fast as she could and streaked into the reactor room. There were two men in the room, both proportioned and dressed like the last one. Lucia perceived their reactions to her presence as criminally slow, handicapped as they were by normal human reflexes. She stretched the first one out with a straight left in passing and was on the other just as his hand was moving toward his sidearm. Her right fist put that one down, and a mere second-and-a-half after pressing the latch two professional mercenaries were asleep on the floor. She quickly scanned the room for further hostiles. Finding none, she went back to the door and signaled to Manny that it was safe to proceed.

He stepped through and gawked at the downed men laying glassy-eyed on the deck. “Why am I even here?” He wondered aloud.

“Because I need you to unlock doors.” Lucia answered sweetly.

“Right,” the young scout acknowledged with a shake of his head. “The panel we cut is right behind that controls terminal. The drop is like fifteen feet though.”

“I brought a rope.”

“Good call! But hold on a sec,” he reached down and pulled an ID card from one of the unconscious mercenaries. He brought it over to a facilities panel and inserted it.

“What are you doing?” Lucia asked, sounding distressed, “It will want to scan you!”

“No it won’t,” he amended, "I disabled biometrics when we came in, remember?” Then he pulled the card out with a triumphant cry, “There! Try sounding the alarms now, bitches!”

Lucia gave him a sideways look, “You couldn't disable the alarms before?”

He shrugged, “Needed a security badge to do it. All I had was facilities.”

Lucia nodded and then stuck her head through the hole to get a look at the warehouse before dropping through. It was as dark and empty as they had hoped it would be. She secured a rope and slid down to light on the floor. Perhaps not so silently as Mindy, Manny noticed, but quiet all the same. He followed, and his own descent was loud in comparison. But to his relief it did not matter. They were alone in the cavernous space.

Or at least they assumed they were. Down the long hallway and just around a corner, the man who had once been called Leland Fox, now known simply as ‘Reynard,’ got his first warning that he might be in trouble.

He sat back in his chair, hands steepled in front of his nose, and watched the screens mounted all around him. His face was drawn, his mouth set in a tight line as he pondered the state of his operation up to this point.

Paulsen had never consented to letting him run telemetry on their missions, so he was blind to how the raid on MassFreight was going. The mercenary claimed it was because he did not want the risk of the telemetry getting hijacked by the enemy, but Reynard suspected it had more to do with his contempt for an ex-corporate man’s tactical skills. Reynard had managed to bug Manson’s crew, though, and he was well apprised of the situation in Quinzy right up until the shooting started and Manson dove for cover. At this point, however, he had only audio and video from the corpses of Manson’s men to work with. From their limited, non-living vantage points, he was hearing a lot of gunfire, seeing a lot of bright flashes of light, and getting high resolution video of the occasional booted foot.

Reynard forced himself to be calm and rational. Prison had taught him that. When he was a corporate man, the occasional angry outburst could be very motivating to an under-performing employee. Clients wanted warmth, and the sense of a shared connection from him. Fox had been equally competent at both, but the maximum-security pod at the Badlands Correctional Facility had neither employees nor clients. When surrounded by rabid animals, it paid to be calm and in control. The scum needed to wonder what it was you knew that they did not. The hotter a situation became, the more necessary it was to make decisions from a place of glacial authority. It was just this kind of thinking that prompted an incarcerated murderer from Quebec to comment “fou comme un renard!” after watching Fox successfully manipulate some guards into tossing an antagonist into solitary confinement. He had been “Reynard,” ever since. He liked the way it sounded.

So, Reynard considered the progression of the evening’s raid with detached calm. The Dwarf had been a surprise. He had underestimated Rodney, it seemed. It did not appear that the evening was unsalvageable as this represented a chance to rectify a missed opportunity and take The Dwarf off the table. This was sub-optimal, but he could work with it, so he was content to let Paulsen engage. How Rodney had known about the supply drop was irrelevant, but it probably had been leaked by Manson’s people or Sid’s operation. He had never meant for it to be a secret after all.

Like his field commander, though, Reynard wondered just where Roland Tankowicz was. The chance to take Manson should have been far too tempting. They had been setting this up for this reason all along. Roland would need answers, and Mansion was the one who had them. Reynard knew Roland better than most, and he would have bet a million credits the big oaf would be there to pick up the intel. There was no sign of him, nor was there any sign of his people, either. Something was not right, and this gnawed at his calm.

Then a message scrolled across the bottom of one terminal. It was small and blinked angrily in yellow text. He scowled and leaned in to read it.

SECURITY TIMEOUT-HANSON

While he read that one, two more joined the first.

SECURITY TIMEOUT-JURGEN

SECURITY TIMEOUT-KOLHAAGEN

Reynard scowled. Just what the hell are those guys doing? If they are drinking again...

He stabbed a console with a finger. “Security teams! Sound off and hit your checkpoints, please!”

Nothing. Silence.

“God damn it!” Reynard began to understand what was happening.

Tank’s people aren’t at the drop, because they are here!

Reynard’s blood turned icy with fear as he swiped through building menus to see what was wrong, but every system seemed fine except the security grid, which for some reason was stuck in a ninety-minute diagnostic and reboot cycle. He did not like to admit it, even to himself, but the thought of facing Roland again terrified him. As part of the project that had created him, Fox had always seen Roland as little more than a product he produced for a client almost thirty years ago. Seeing what Breach had become since then, up close and in person had left him with deep psychological scars. That night on the rooftop, not so far from where he sat right now, had changed Fox fundamentally and not entirely for the better. He had witnessed the near collapse of a man struggling with an enormous darkness inside of himself. It was a darkness Fox had helped put there, and only Roland’s desire to be human had prevented the darkness from overwhelming the giant war machine. Ironically, it was Roland’s victory over his own worse nature that had kept Fox alive, and Fox knew it.

I will not panic. Fox might panic. But Reynard survives.

He could not fathom how they had found him, or how they had infiltrated this building, but he knew better than to hesitate. He punched the general alarm and reached for his comm. But something was wrong. He turned back to the general alarm and noted the panel’s mute and accusing silence. He hit it again, and still nothing happened. Twice more he jabbed the button with his thumb, but the switch ignored his attempts.  There would be no police or other help for him now, and he realized he had been outmaneuvered.

Reynard stood and gathered his files with haste demonstrating motivation just shy of panic.

I’m not done yet, he thought. I’m still in this fight.

When he thought objectively, it occurred to him that Roland was probably not in the building. Roland could not really sneak anywhere. His mass and appearance were too difficult to mask, and his augmentations and cybernetics were impossible to hide from scanners. Even with the building scanners offline, the street level scanners would have picked him up. Furthermore, Roland did not need to sneak in. If he already knew the mercenaries would be in Quinzy, there was no reason for him not to just smash his way in. It’s not like anyone here could stop him.

They are sneaking in because they have to. That means Breach isn’t here. This thought calmed him. This will be some of his people. Mindy maybe? The Ribiero woman, to be sure. Sent here to do what though?

He figured it out a second later.

Are they here for me? But that’s impossible! How could they possibly know I’m here?

As infuriating as not knowing things was, this was a problem for another moment. His courage now buoyed by the knowledge that his own personal nightmare was not, in fact, coming for him, Reynard grabbed his comm and keyed a text code to Paulie, then began to shut down terminals. At each, he burned the drives manually to ensure the data was irretrievable before he shut them down. When he was done, he shoved all the data chips into his pocket and grabbed a pistol from his desk. He checked the magazine and tested the charge before jamming the item into another pocket.

I need to get to the rendezvous and pull Paulsen back before Breach shows up. No matter what the old soldier was up to, Reynard should avoid playing into it, and avoid being overzealous on the attack. If Paulie had not brought down The Dwarf yet, he would just have to accept the loss and move on. Nothing breach could do would derail the overall plan by much. He could add a delay, to be sure. But The Brokerage wanted New Boston, and they were perfectly fine with playing a very long game to get it.

His breathing slowed, and his heartbeat settled from a terrified drumbeat to a mildly agitated patter. The situation was under control, and there was an instant of shame about close he had come to panicking. He had tried to prepare himself for the moment. He had always known that he may have to face the cyborg again. When he thought the moment might be approaching, he had cracked like an egg. He found an ember of rage to fan over that thought, and with it came resolve and confidence.

“We’re not done yet,” he snarled aloud to either reinforce the sentiment or convince himself he was brave. It was hard to tell, but he did not care. With a last check of his pockets, he whirled and made for the door.

Which is where he ran in directly into Lucia Ribiero.

“Oh no, Leland. I’m pretty sure you are!”
[image: image]
She struck him with her elbow, not wanting her gloves to render the man unconscious. She was wearing full tac harness, though, and an armored elbow pad cut a deep gash across Reynard’s forehead. His head jerked sharply to the side and blood flew in a crimson rope from the ragged cut. He yelped in pain and staggered back on wobbling legs. The small woman spun on her heel and whipped a back kick into his gut that took him from his feet and sent him careening into a shelf of monitors. Man, machines, and furniture all crashed in a broken heap to floor. Reynard scrambled within the tangle of detritus, hands groping for purchase.

“He sure looks done to me,” a voice Reynard did not recognize said. He could not see very well with his own blood in his eyes. It sounded youthful and almost amused. Gasping and shouting, Reynard fired his pistol from inside his own pocket toward that voice. He knew the Ribiero woman was wearing armor anyway, so the young man seemed a better target.

He heard the voice cry out in pain and heard Lucia scream, “Manny!”

The bleeding man kept shooting as he rose. Relying on the cover of his sustained barrage, Reynard heaved himself to his feet and worked his bead pistol as fast as he could at the pair while angling for the door. The blood in his eyes nearly blinded him. But the two were less than seven feet away, and even with obscured vision he could see Lucia had covered the other person with her armored body. The fleeing man presumed, and quite frankly hoped, that she had taken several hits as well. Whether or not he had wounded her he could not say, but he was certain she would not leave her partner to die in order to pursue him. She just wasn’t the type.

His weapon clicked on an empty chamber, so he lowered his head and ran. As he passed the two prone forms, he felt a hand snatch at his ankle, nearly snaring his pant leg. He fired a frantic kick without looking down and the spasm broke the tenuous grip on his trousers. Then the terrified Reynard burst through the door and sped down the hall as fast as he could.
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CHAPTER THIRTY
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Torvald checked the readouts again and swore. No matter how carefully he moved, his internal temperature just kept rising. He had fallen back at Paulie’s command, but he had to stay in position to cover the fire teams or else leave them stranded in the exposed expanse of an open hangar. Everybody pulled an oar on this team, and the old man would not leave any of his people in the lurch.

Another big railgun hit shook the machine, but at this point he was content to ignore those. His ‘Cat had been rebuilt so many times, and with so much extra armor, that it would take a hundred hits like that to bring him down unless they hit joints or scored direct impacts against the canopy. It was clear whoever was flinging them in this battle was no kind of marksman, and so the chance of such was minuscule. It would take something very large indeed to punch a hole in his chassis, and it appeared no one had brought a weapon up to the task. This confused him as they seemed otherwise prepared for his presence. Had they thought the mines would hurt him? That seemed far-fetched. The overheating was problematic, and it was certainly reducing his ability to fight as hard as he might have liked. But it was not making the armor thinner, so what the hell was their plan? Even overheating he was far more than they could handle.

Torvald did not have the time or energy to give these questions any more than cursory consideration. Managing the machine with the heating issue took quite a bit of focus. He kept his movements slow, and he had shut down most of his more advanced systems to keep the heat load manageable.

When I get a hold of the piece of shit who messed with my baby, I’m gonna rip his spine out through his arse, the old man vowed to himself. I’d kill a room full of puppies for just one good autocannon, he added to the thought. But he knew it was a useless desire. Just getting this machine approved for offloading had been a nightmare of forged paperwork and sweaty, angst-filled inspections. Even the dullest customs inspector would get suspicious if a giant armature arrived around the same time as a bunch of vehicle-sized guns did.

“Commander,” He called into the command channel as the last fire team fell into defensive positions with the other troops, “Last fire team has been secured. Still running hot, but if we don’t push our luck too much, she’ll get home safe.”

There was a long pause before he got a response. It was long enough a break he was about to key in and repeat himself. But then the command channel crackled to life. It was not, however, his commander’s orders he heard. It was a squeaky woman’s voice blasting out to the whole team of mercenaries.

“Hey, y’all!” said the chipper woman on their command channel. “Mr. Paulie is a little busy right now, but I’ll go ahead and fill you guys in on what’s happening, okay?”

The woman cleared her throat, “Ahem, uh. You see, none of you assholes are supposed to be here, and we all really want you to leave. Obviously, we could just kill all y’all the old-fashioned way, but that won’t keep your friends and such from coming back all pissy and cryin’ like babies. But my buddy, Roland, tells me you Galapagos guys have a system for sorting out this kind of thing without having to kill everybody and make a big thing out of it. So, uhm, I’m supposed to let you know that Roland Tankowicz demands uh... Holmganga from you creeps. I don’t know exactly what it means, but I’m pretty sure that Roland is going to kick the shit out of the big yellow jerk.”

The gunfire stopped, and the various mercenary comm channels burst into life with excited and angry chatter. The unidentified woman stepped on the channel again, silencing the cacophony and proving that she was in possession of Paulie’s comm. “Oh, shut up! You can either agree to this holmgang business or I’ll drop your boss from the roof like I did that other guy.”

Torvald recognized who was speaking and realized in an instant what it meant for his boss. The situation had gone from problematic to precarious, and he did not trust this gaggle of uniformed murderers to navigate out of it without getting the boss killed. He answered before anyone else could, “Fine! Send the little man out. But when he loses and I’m wearing his skin like a coat, we will pass you around the rec room like a party favor, Mindy.” The mercenaries calmed and murmured approval. Whether it was approval of Torvald, or approval of passing Mindy around the rec room was up for debate. Either way, it worked to keep the more skittish members of the unit from doing something foolish. “Trust me, little girl, everyone will get a turn!”

“Everyone but you, you dickless old codger!” she replied cheerily. “But I’m sure someone will bring you a nice prune juice to enjoy or something.”

“Oh, shit!” a quiet voiced hissed from the darkness at the insult.

“Meh. I still like to watch,” he replied.

That got a chuckle from the mercenaries.

“Then watch your ass, old man,” said the woman.

From the roof, a dark form dropped. It hit the concrete floor with a crash like a meteor and buckled a circle of spider web cracks in a radius of twenty feet. The thing was a dark and indistinct blotch against the gray of the crumbling cement, but everyone understood what it was even before it uncoiled from the floor to assume the shape of a large and bulky man. The figure stood, and a face like an angular silver skull locked onto the canopy of the big yellow armature.

While Roland’s entrance may have been carefully crafted to impress and frighten the mercenaries, the effect was lost on Torvald. He had seen all the videos. He had observed the death’s head visage of Breach a hundred times over many hours of studying the soldier’s exploits. Torvald Hardrada was a man who had forgotten how to fear long before Roland had even been born. He had taken enough long voyages through his own heart of darkness that he could wear fear like an old blanket to keep off the chill. It would take so much more than a dramatic entrance and a scary helmet to rattle his cage.  But decades of serving with Galapagos boat crews told him the soulless thousand-yard gaze of the former soldier was probably terrifying the less courageous mercenaries. The faintest hint of memory brushed his consciousness and told him why. Torvald smiled when he realized he was looking at something he had seen only a few times in his very long life.

Well, look at that, he mused, a man worth fighting. 

Torvald looked again and realized that Roland gripped an object in his hand. His face split into a grin when he saw what it was.

“Corporal Tankowicz!” He boomed over his PA system, “I am Torvald, Harald’s son. I sit as first bench of Iron Sven Paulsen’s crew. I am known as ‘Hardrada,’ and I will meet you in the holmgang!”

Another raucous cheer arose from the mercenaries at this, and Torvald stomped his machine forward into the center of the hangar.

Roland’s response, broadcast through his helmet, rang with a mechanical detachment that bordered upon robotic.

“Torvald Hardrada! I am Roland Martin Tankowicz, Joseph’s son. I am The Fixer.” There was a pause, “Living men call me 'Tank.' Dead men call me ‘Breach.’ I will meet you in the holmgang.”

The Docksiders, not to be outdone, raised their own cheer to rival their opponent’s. Roland turned and took his place across from the mech at the center of the room. As he stepped under the strip of working lights, the object Roland carried was illuminated for all to see. Two hundred heavily armed men and women arrayed on opposite sides of a spaceship assembly hangar all squinted at once as their brains refused to accept what their eyes were telling them.

Clutched in his balled right fist, Roland cradled a hammer.

Not just any hammer. An enormous hammer. The haft was six feet long and thicker than a table leg. The head of the great thing looked like a single ingot of some dark gray metal the size of a shoe box. One side of the black mass was flat with rounded edges, and the other had been worked into a blunt wedge. It was a bulky and ponderous tool. It looked unbalanced and unwieldy. This was not an elegant weapon or a technological marvel. It was incongruous and ugly compared the sleek industrial complexity of Torvald’s armature. With access to all the great weapons that science and ingenuity had produced in the whole history of human conflict, Roland had chosen a massive piece of metal on a stick. Brutal and simple, the stone age tool made no sense in a world of interstellar travel and fantastic technology.

When Roland stood across from the big yellow cyborg, he dropped the hammer, head down, to the floor. It made a hollow, ringing, boom that seemed far too loud for so short a fall. Torvald jumped at the unexpected noise, then chuckled when he recovered from his surprise.

“What’s that now, son? Do I face old Thor himself? I don’t hear any thunder. But then again, I’m an old man and don’t hear so good anymore.”

“Maybe I’m a carpenter. Are you a nail, grandpa?” His helmet hid all facial expression, so it was impossible to know if Roland was trying to be humorous.

“I’m pretty sure I’m not, little one.”

“I think you are. But then again, when all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.”

Torvald considered the strange choice of weapon, and could find no compelling reason to be all that worried about it. He double-checked his heat levels. The previous two minutes of near motionlessness has kept them from rising, and the machine even seemed to be recovering a few degrees at a time when he held still. He had seen the Golem specs in Reynard’s files. He knew he was far stronger, and far more durable than the soldier. His machine, unencumbered by human nerve conduction, would also be comparably fast. But he had only the basic neurological enhancements necessary to operate a QuadroPod armature, so Torvald was aware at just how much faster Roland’s reflexes would be compared to his own. He would have to fight a methodical fight, manage the heat output, and convince the little man to come at him. Chasing Roland was a fool’s game with his current cooling issues. But if he could get a solid grasp on him, he could pull Roland apart like string cheese without running the chassis too hot. Even overheating, Torvald felt comfortable that he had more than enough of an advantage to beat one light cyborg, and Torvald like having the advantage.

He addressed the soldier, stalling for more time to cool the armature. “You have terms, Fixer?”

“I win, we return your commander and you all leave. No weregild, no nothing. You do not come back. You void your contract with Reynard and The Brokerage and go.”

The elderly raider tilted his head, “So you have been to the building then? Fine. If I win, you return our commander unharmed and Dockside agrees to be administered by The Brokerage.”

“I cannot speak for everyone in Dockside,” Roland replied, “but my people will stand down if I lose.”

“Agreed, then. Without you the rest will fall easily. It will complete our contract either way.”

“Then I accept,” Roland replied. Then, in a strangely human gesture, the bulky black cyborg shrugged out of his coat and removed his shirt. The garments would not survive this fight, and there was no reason to have them destroyed. With the speed and precision of endless practice, he folded the clothes and put them to the side. He did not bother to shift his dermal mesh to a more normal color; he no longer cared what the Docksiders saw or thought of him. He would let them speculate about his origins, but the days of hiding in the corner of the bar were over. It was time for him to lead, and if he wanted the Docksiders to follow him, then he needed them to see this. It was not enough for him to know what he was and hide it anymore. Now was the time to take the monster about of the box and show it to the world. They needed to know, and Roland needed to know, that Breach was always there and always ready to do what had to be done. Lucia needed to know that Breach could be controlled, employed, directed. Because the reality was far more simple than it appeared at first. 

Breach was not a separate entity. It wasn’t some demon that haunted him, no matter how badly he wanted to believe it was.

Breach was Roland, and Roland was Breach. Pretending otherwise was the escapist fantasy of a child. It was a cheap trick to shunt the responsibility for his actions, and thus the blame, to some unknowable monster. If I am ever going to be free of my former masters, I need to stop looking backward at them. What they did no longer matters. What I do today is what matters. That was then. This is now. 

What he did now was for himself, his friends, and the place he called home. This thought filled him with a resolve and conviction that he had not felt in a very long time. But he remembered it: the solution, the moment, the catalyst was so simple and so pure that he smiled under his skull mask. He was fighting to save the world, with his friends at his side, and the enemy in front of him.

I’m a soldier again.

The thought of it made him feel powerful. His exaggerated musculature, illuminated in dark undulating streaks of shadow by the limited lighting, rolled and writhed like living snakes fighting under his skin. The edges of muscles limned white by the dim light shifted against each other whenever he moved. The pale metallic glint of his faceplate against the depthless blackness of his body cast him in a ghastly caricature, like some imagined horror from Dante’s deepest nightmares. It was an eerie, inhuman sight. It unnerved both groups to see something they knew to be a man look so much like a human, yet also impossibly alien.

“So, then,” an unimpressed Torvald boomed to his opponent, “do we dance now, little man?”

He stood bare-chested and unmoving for a moment, and then thick obsidian fingers curled around the oversized haft of his primitive weapon. "They’re playing our song, old timer.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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Lucia bit her lip to distract herself from her mounting panic.

She hurt all over her body, but she was fairly certain there were no serious wounds to contend with. Roland had preached the gospel of quality armor to her on enough occasions that rare indeed was the time she went on a mission without a Level II tac harness and plates. Fox’s fusillade had cracked several, and bruised her in many places, but his tiny pistol had been far too weak to penetrate. Manny had not been so clever. He had never worn real armor before, and he wasn’t sure how it would have affected his ability to sneak about. The scout had settled for a light, Level I vest instead of the bulkier harness and plates. The vest ended up being superfluous, anyway. Because the shots came upward from the floor, Fox’s bead had entered through Manny’s unprotected armpit. It had traveled through his shoulder and exited at his clavicle. The wound would be grievous enough under any circumstance, but Lucia was convinced that it had severed his brachial artery.

This was a new situation for Lucia, with new fears and new outcomes for her brain to calculate. Her nanobots, having no experience with this paradigm, could offer only the most basic assistance with her mounting panic. She was on her own with her anxiety once again, and she hated it. She had gotten quite accustomed to all the wonderful things the machines that lived in her body and replaced many of her cells could do for her. Lucia liked that part. She liked being strong, fast, and agile. More so than anything else however, she especially liked being fearless. For so much of her life, her anxiety had held her down. It was a monkey on her back that fed on itself and grew larger as it did so. It was not enough for the fear to pop up at inconvenient times. No, it had to come as a crippling terror rendering her weak and useless. When she had learned to manage that, then there was the omnipresent fear of the fear. The endless gnawing knowledge even though she was fine if her concentration slipped at the wrong time she could be reduced to a useless sobbing mess once again. It was a horrible thing to live life being afraid of being afraid.

The machines were fixing this, and knowing they were on the job had taken some of the endless, interminable weight from her shoulders. She felt powerful again. Whole. She had thought she could accept the price for this. Losing her fear bore the risk of altering he personality into something darker, or perhaps more robotic. This seemed like a bargain to her at the time. Now, as her fingers slipped for a third time pulling the release tab on her second bottle of ElastoQuet, she wondered if she should reconsider.

How did I not check for a gun? How could I be so careless?

She knew the answer to that.

Because I’m super fast and wearing armor. I didn’t think to check because I didn’t need to. I wasn’t afraid of a gun, so I didn’t care.

If she had been just a little more nervous and a little less casual, Manny might not be dying on the floor of the enemy’s stronghold right now. Her wonderful, empowering confidence may have just resulted in a teammate’s death. The young man, whose face had always been a rich dark tan, lay on the floor looking ashen and pallid. The floor was carpeted, so the total volume of blood staining it black where he rested was hard to determine, but the rug squelched and wept crimson tears when pressed with anything more than the slightest touch of force. Lucia was not a doctor, but nobody could lose that much blood without serious consequences. As a final, bitter, ironic touch, she was about to have a panic attack on top of it all. If her reckless tactics and lack of fear failed to kill her teammate, the overwhelming flood of unvarnished terror turning her fingers to clay and her mind to tapioca stood ready to finish the job.

The terrified woman bit down harder, tasting blood, and she hissed out long slow breaths. Searching for a quiet place in her mind, she willed herself to calm as she inhaled for a four-count, and then exhaled for the same. She focused her entire attention to the task of opening an ElastoQuet. Desperate, she willed each individual finger to move, visualizing what it would look like when they at last complied. Then, finally and to her extreme relief, they did. Her sense of time was dilated further than she had ever experienced, and a task taking her less than one second to complete felt like it had taken hours. But the tab peeled away and the applicator tip sat exposed and waiting.

Lucia had widened the entrance wound with her knife already. With her gorge rising and her fear a crushing pressure in her ears, the former corporate executive stuck her hand inside the weeping red flesh of her friend’s arm and peeled back muscles to expose a gushing red nub of stringy meat. Breathing in tortured sobs, she fumbled the ElastoQuet near what she hoped was the upstream end of the damaged blood vessel. It was bleeding so heavily she assumed it had to be.

She pressed down firmly on the activator stud and a stream of tiny thread-like strands jetted from the white plastic tip. Trembling, she spread and smeared them as best she could around the oozing artery. When the canister was empty, she twisted the stud to the right and pressed it again. The strands all twisted and contracted when she did, binding around the artery in a tight knot and sealing it. Manny lurched and exhaled a low moan as this happened, his eyes opening wide with pain and surprise. Then he lay back down with a thud.

With the worst of the bleeding stopped, she now s faced the daunting prospect of closing the hole with a can of ReStaunch expanding foam. Repeating the process she had used to open the ElastoQuet, Lucia managed the task of opening the can with less trouble this time. Forcing herself to move slowly, she filled the exit wound with the slimy yellow goo and checked Manny’s vitals again. He was breathing in quick shallow breaths, and his eyes fluttered without closing or opening completely. But his pulse, though weak, was regular. She found an ampule of atropine in the first aid kit and gave Manny a shot to strengthen his heart beat, and a moment later his eyes stopped fluttering and he shifted about like he wanted to get up.

“No, Manny. Lie still. Once I’m sure your stable, I’ll carry you out of here and get to a hospital.”

His eyes, heavy-lidded and slow, looked around, “Fox?” He croaked.

“Don’t worry about him. We’ll get him next time.”

“No,” he lurched again. Lucia held him down.

“Relax Manny, we’ll get him, don’t worry.”

“No,” he said again, as if she did not understand a very simple concept. His hand fumbled and flopped at his side until it found his satchel, the brown leather dyed black with his own blood. He tore open the flap with clumsy fingers and dumped the contents one-handed onto the gore-soaked carpet. Then he quested with his hand for some item. He was too weak to look over, and so he searched by feel until he found it. His fingers closed over his handheld and he lifted it to waver unsteadily in front of Lucia’s face.

She wrinkled her nose, not understanding. Then she read the scrolling message on the blood-smeared screen and her eyes widened.

“Oh, Manny! What a sneaky, nasty, clever little bastard you are!”

The notification was simple and clear:

TRACKING SIGNAL: STRONG <980MhZ> BEARING: <265>

The “DISTANCE” number was ever changing, climbing as Fox ran further and further away.

“Go... get... him...” the young man insisted.

“Not yet. Hospital first.”

“No!” Manny insisted and pointed to himself, “Terrorist. Hospital... no good.”

Lucia smiled down at the boy, “Manny. You have a lot to learn about our little town. There are eight places in Dockside alone that will treat you without anyone ever finding out about it. Trust me. Hospital first.”

She picked him up as gently as she could. Since stealth was no longer important, she would not concern herself with the challenge of getting Manny back up through the hole in the reactor room floor. There was stairwell just a few doors down the hall, and it seemed as good an exit as any, so long as she didn’t mind making noise or running into another patrol. He weighed about a hundred and fifty pounds, which while heavy enough to be noticeable, did not feel like too much for her to carry to the stairs. Going up would be unpleasant, but she would manage.

Lucia wrapped the wound in a bandage and then bound the arm tight to his side so it would not move. Then with a brief apology for the indignity of it all, she pulled him up and over her shoulder in a fireman’s carry. Manny grunted and hissed, biting down on his pain but otherwise not complaining.

With her partner over her left shoulder, and her pistol in her right hand, Lucia exited the office and made her way to the stairs. As she moved, she noticed that all of her perceptions had altered from when they had started the mission. The fear was back, the uncertainty and trepidation returning now that the operation had taken on a new and unexpected turn. Not in a crippling way, but in the sort of normal buzzing background anxiety she had grown familiar with over the years.

New situation. She thought. The nanobots haven’t learned what to do with this. She realized she did not want them to learn how to fix this feeling. She was scared and anxious because someone was hurt and needed her to help. That was normal. That was appropriate.

Not all fear is bad. I need to talk to Dad about this.

Her booted foot eliminated the need to work any of Manny’s infiltrator magic on the stairwell door. Two kicks bent the bolt and broke the latch, rendering both devices incapable of serving their intended purposes. Lucia liked to go through doorways fast and hard. Her speed and preternatural accuracy gave her distinct advantages when she employed this tactic. Now, carrying her wounded partner, she had to take a more measured approach. She peeked through the opening, leading with her pistol, and swept the landing from left to right in a wide arc. The landing appeared clear, so she moved through with a brisk step and swept the muzzle both up and down to clear the other landings.

She registered two guards coming down. They were dressed like the previous men they had encountered, and they were moving like focused predators down from the lobby level. Lucia assumed they were moving to investigate all the noise she was making, or perhaps encroaching at the command of a fleeing Reynard. She evaluated her options in an eighth of a second, and action followed decision with no delay at all.

She made the shots one-handed, carrying a wounded man, leaning out into a stairwell, and shooting at two moving targets twenty feet above her. If her marksmanship proved imperfect, there were a lot of justifiable reasons for it.

But her marksmanship, as usual, was flawless. Each man grew a 5mm hole under the chin and then fell in a heap to the landing. It was likely they had nevr even known she was there. She felt a twinge of regret at killing so casually. If she had not been carrying Manny, she might had dropped them without killing them. But Manny came first, and while she still did not like to kill, she could not bring herself to regret it too hard in this case.

I guess the ‘bots haven’t completely ruined me yet, she lamented silently.

Lucia trotted up the stairs with her payload. She started at a brisk jog, but carrying a grown man while ascending stairs was just a little more than even her impressive musculature was up for. Before long she had to slow to a plodding climb, which felt to her accelerated perceptions like the progress of a glacier. This too, frustrated the nanobots trying to regulate her brain chemistry. She had a strong urge to drop Manny and run at her top speed to safety, but recognizing the influence of her augmentation, she stifled it.

After thirty seconds that felt like an hour, she kicked her way through the lobby stairwell door and staggered out. Forty feet away was the exit, and its proximity bolstered her resolve. She jogged across the reception area and burst through the exterior doors onto the street. Her comm was in her hand before she made it three steps and she was pinging for an aerocar by the fourth.

Manny groaned softly as he jostled on her shoulder and Lucia sighed.

We’re going to make it.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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Roland had not chosen his weapon out of a sense of drama, nor was it selected due to some childish attraction to heroic fantasy. A hammer, Roland knew, just happened to be the right tool for the job. Tommy Guns, the drug-addled weaponsmith to Billy McGinty’s gang, had concurred with the choice when Roland had explained it to him.

Torvald’s AutoCat 8900 was strong and durable, but it was also just a piece of industrial equipment. It had been designed for use in some very hard environments, but it was not specifically built for war. In short, it could take some positively murderous hits, but it had not been designed to take a lot of them like a tank or an assault-class armature was. This did not mean it was weak. Quite the contrary. But it simply did not have the overbuild factor and redundant systems of something designed to be specifically military.

This was an important distinction, but it was also a distinction that did not change the simple reality that any conventional weapon capable of bringing the thing down was going to be too big to use indoors, and anything safe to use in close quarters would not be able to hurt it in a tactically meaningful way.

Roland realized that he had been going about the issue all wrong. He didn’t need a weapon. He needed a tool. A tool that could deliver a lot of kinetic energy to targeted areas over and over again reliably without running out of energy or ammunition, and also without causing so much collateral damage it killed everyone on his side.

What he needed was a hammer.

Tommy had found a solid hunk of depleted uranium and cast it inside a shaped tungsten carbide ingot. The shaft was a solid piece of rolled Inconel left over from a construction vehicle. In total, the hammer was nearly six hundred pounds, most of which was at the head. With what little practice Roland had time for, he had learned that if he was not very well braced, the hammer swung him as every bit as much as he swung it. But if he planted his feet firmly and drove the mallet with all his strength there was very little in the way of industrial materials that was going to suffer the blow gladly.

Torvald, who had dismissed the tool at first, gave it some respect after Roland’s first charge. A head-on bum’s rush from Tankowicz had been too much to hope for, but for some reason this is what the man chose to open with. Giant grasping claws shot forward, hoping to end the duel in its opening seconds, but the left missed and the right was swept aside by the arcing head of the giant maul. The swing, taken while moving, dragged Roland off his attack line. But he did not fight this. Quite the opposite: he let the momentum drag him in a circle.

Torvald tried to seize this moment and close to grappling distance again, but Roland’s twirl was nearly complete and the hammer had been swept into an overhead position. As Roland’s body realigned with the charging armature, he brought the head down in a powerful overhand swing just as his giant yellow enemy was about to secure a fatal grip.

Torvald had minimal neurological upgrades, but his reflexes were somewhat better than average, and this saved him. At the last possible instant, he realized that the timing was not in his favor. He might actually grasp his opponent, but the hammer was going to fall right on the canopy as he did. Something small but insistent, deep inside his warrior’s instincts, told him not to let the hammer land on the clear dome. Torvald abandoned his attack and lurched his machine to the side.

The great gray maul threw a geyser of orange sparks off the side of his life support pod’s carapace. If Torvald’s armature was likened to an enormous praying mantis, then the hammer bounced off the side of its thorax with a gong so loud mercenaries and goons alike dropped their weapons to cover their ringing ears.

The weapon ricocheted of the thick armor, leaving a deep angry gouge and then embedded itself into the concrete of the hangar floor. The nine-thousand-pound armature clattered to the opposite side on skittering metal legs struggling to cope with the sudden and fierce lateral acceleration. Torvald righted himself and lurched upright just as Roland was tearing the hammer from the crater it had made.

The two men approached each other with more care this time, wary. Each now had some insight as to what the other could do. Roland had gambled on Torvald not having enhanced reflexes, and the old raider had nearly grabbed him with those clamps. That would have been rather unfortunate.

On the other side of the fight, Torvald had failed to recognize the threat Roland’s hammer represented, and if the hit he had just taken was any indicator, it was as serious threat after all.

Both men recognized how close the first pass had been, and neither was terribly eager to try the same strokes a second time. The ancient mercenary checked his heat levels and tried to hide his grimace. Just the one brief exchange had cost him all the gains his cooling system had made during the brief respite. He stalled, “Okay, boy. I admit it. The hammer is nice touch.”

“Come get touched again, then!” Roland snarled back and advanced with a measured jog. He hefted the mallet in two hands, with the head out to his right. Torvald sidestepped and kept turning to Roland’s left, avoiding it. The armature’s four legs imbued it with excellent linear acceleration, but lateral motion was not so easy. Roland noticed this and tried to exploit it.

With Torvald circling to his left, Roland stepped forward and spun to the right, letting the hammer swing out in a wide circle. He dug his boot hard into the floor and rotated with all the speed his body could manage, bringing the hammer to bear on the armature’s cockpit again. Roland was far faster than Torvald, but the weight of the hammer and the need for firm footing slowed him enough for the machine to step back and take the hit on one trailing yellow arm.

The strike flung the limb far off its path, and a panicking Torvald sent the other arm forward to punch or push his opponent away. The hammer had bounced back from the arm and its weight nearly dragged Roland off his feet. But he brought it in line and used a short chopping stroke to parry the clumsy blow. His defense succeeded, but it was obvious his footing was poor. Torvald gambled on a rushing charge, trying to wrap the onyx giant in a crushing hug that would keep the hammer from swinging. Roland dropped under the arms and used another short swing to put the wedge side of the maul into a yellow leg joint. With his grip choked up on the haft, the strike did not land with the full power of a hard swing, but the joint buckled with a clang and a shower of sparks. The armature sagged to the left and nearly stumbled, which was a reprieve that saved Roland from serious injury. Torvald righted himself Roland rolled away from the giant stomping feet and landed in a crouch.

From one knee, Roland heaved the hammer in a horizontal arc, twisting hard at the hips and straining his bulging deltoids. The head gathered speed and with a suitably impressive sound collided with a rear leg. To Torvald’s relief it had missed the targeted joint by a wide margin, but the impact shook the walls and staggered both fighters nonetheless. The great gray maul rebounded, dragging Roland further to the side and off his attack line, while the leg skidded out from under the armature and sent the power cell housing to the floor with a bang. Three other legs scrambled and righted the machine in less than a second, but that was more than enough time for Roland to have corrected his own imbalances. The two powerful mechanical warriors rose and turned to face each other again.

Roland charged without pause, and Torvald winced. Every second he wasn’t attacking was a chance to cool his chassis, or mount another assault of his own. But Roland came on like a thunderbolt, hammer held tight in black balled fists. The furious cyborg loomed large in his HUD and the hammer swept up as Roland leapt high. Torvald miscalculated the nature of the attack and shifted to protect the canopy from what looked to be a hit delivered with intent to shatter the dome. But Roland passed over the cockpit and brought his fury down on the power cell housing, staggering the machine again, but doing only minor damage to the heavily armored part.

He’s testing the different areas! Torvald realized. Bastard’s looking for soft spots!

Torvald hated clever opponents, and this one was turning out to be very clever, indeed. A serious of powerful swipes was Torvald’s spirited response to this. Each attempt to club the darting soldier pushed Roland back and away, and the need to keep dodging prevented the man from planting his feet for another swing. The pair danced like this for several long seconds, each of them trying to force the other to play their game. The old man was using the armature’s AI to plot Roland’s positions and movements since his own reflexes were not up to the task. With a practiced eye he selected and approved attack patterns and dispatched them to his machine with the clarity of long experience. He trusted the machine to do its job as he trusted his own body. This was unsurprising, as the machine was his own body. 

While the armature went on the offense, he directed his attention to managing the heating issue. Except he wasn’t managing it. Nothing the old warrior did stopped the runaway overheating and nothing in his diagnostics could tell him what was wrong. Torvald knew he had to shut this fight down quickly because he would not be able to stay in it for very long. Another hammer blow deflected off a flailing metal arm, and this time sparks flew. The AI recalculated and adjusted for the speed and angle of the attack and a new tactical tree popped up on the HUD. Torvald approved it absently while he worked with increasing agitation on how to win this fight.

The machine shuddered again as the gray metal mass of the maul was parried, and this time a counter strike sent Roland and his weapon hurtling away to bounce and skid into a wall. The man was up and moving nearly instantly, and he moved to stalk the armature again.

Okay. The AI is sorting him out now, Torvald approved silently.

It all came down to time. He could crank the armature all the way up and fight at full output for about three minutes, or he could keep pulling things back and drag this out for eleven. Nothing about the battle up to this point had led him to believe that letting it go longer was going to be a good plan. Hoping to snag the man on one of his passes had seemed like a solid strategy at the outset, but it was turning out to be a losing proposition. Torvald began to formulate a plan for a more direct assault. He was uploading it to the machine when the hammer again shook his cockpit and sent the chassis lurching to the side. I’ll give the AI another thirty seconds to read him, and then I’ll go to full power. It would be prudent to have as much data as possible before rolling the dice on an all-out attack.

Roland came in again with several feints, but the hammer was so heavy, feinting with it was proving slow and unconvincing. Torvald launched a series of strikes and followed them with a lunging charge. The looping swings of his arms were dodged, but the charge brought him within the arc of a returning hammer strike. Instead of getting hit with the unforgiving flat of the massive head, Torvald took a bash to the canopy from the haft. His HUD flickered, but without the massive weight and unflinching hardness of that head, there was naught but sound and fury to accompany it. Roland was dragged away when the glancing impact pulled him to the side. As he landed on unsteady legs, Torvald sent him back-pedaling with another flurry of windmill smashes.

Roland backed off and circled again. Torvald took a moment to glance at his readouts and sighed.

This is going to be close.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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Roland was pleased with how his hammer was working out, but learning to use it effectively was an ongoing process. Not that Roland found it heavy. Six-hundred pounds may as well have been a feather to him. But six-hundred pounds was almost two-thirds of his total mass, and every time he swung weapon with force, it threatened to yank him from his feet. The inertia made changing directions difficult and swinging it quickly was as dangerous for him as it was his opponent. But when it landed, Roland conceded, it absolutely did the job as advertised. He knew no individual hit would break the AutoCat. It was too well-made a machine to go down so easily. But Roland could keep this up all day, and he felt the armor deforming and displacing with every shoulder-wrenching impact. Soon it would provide no protection at all.

Furthermore, he also knew Torvald was working with limited time. The FireWire would be pumping a lot of heat into the cooling system by now, and that had to be slowing things down for the big yellow armature. He could see the mercenary holding back, missing opportunities because he was not running his rig at full output. If it had been using either its full speed or its full power, there would be far more carnage and Roland would have been much harder pressed to stay alive. This was an unsurprising choice, Roland was too small and too weak to require such measures. They both understood that all Torvald needed to do was get good solid grip on Roland, and the AutoCat could tear him limb from limb with only a cursory effort.

Roland Tankowicz had been in a lot of fights. Furthermore, he was very good at fighting. If he was the one driving that big yellow monstrosity, he would also be hanging back and waiting for the opportunity to grapple. He had developed this hit-and-run strategy with just such a plan in mind. The soldier tempted the old merc to increase his output by charging in when he really should run away. Every pass he made was chance for Torvald to grab him, and he wanted the old codger to keep trying. Every second the mercenary spent scrambling after him, was another second for the armature to overheat.
[image: image]
When Torvald switched gears and cranked his mech to full output, Roland was startled but not surprised. He had always suspected that at some point in the fight Torvald would get fed up with being picked apart and overheating and take his chances with a full-on blitz. With his cooling system compromised, the old merc had very limited options, and burning the candle hard to finish the fight early was as good a trick as any. At full output, his armature was far too powerful for most things to handle. The tricky part lived in Roland’s need to not be ‘most things.’

When the armature surged forward, far faster than previous lunges, it almost achieved its goal of ensnaring the soldier. But Roland possessed some the fastest reflexes modern science could provide, and he hurled himself backward and out of reach with mere inches to spare. The clamps snapped closed on empty air, but the yellow monster kept coming all the same. Roland rolled to the side, dragging his hammer with him as massive yellow feet stomped holes in the concrete where he had stumbled. He ducked another swipe from an enormous arm and chopped diagonally with his hammer at whichever piece of the machine was closest. The head clanged off something solid and unyielding, but Roland had no time to evaluate what he had struck or if he had done any damage.

The other claw was descending upon him, and it was all Roland could do to knock it aside with his hammer. He spun and dove through the machine’s two front legs and under the life-support pod. As he rolled past a hind leg, Roland planted a foot and smashed an overhand hammer blow into the massive foot. He struck with the wedge side, and the narrow edge sank to a satisfying depth into the metal of the foot. Hydraulic fluid spayed in a hissing gout, but Roland could not assess his handiwork as the foot rose immediately to thrust him away.

The kick sent a white flash though his HUD and caused it to flicker and reboot. Roland felt his ribs compress as he accelerated into a flat airborne vector of disconcerting speed. He was lifted from the floor and sent as a nine-hundred-pound projectile tumbling through the air to skip like a stone off the concrete. The haft slipped from his grip when he struck the floor and the hammer slammed to a stop several yards away. Despite a thousand screaming protests from his damaged chassis, Roland lunged for it. But Torvald got there first on four galloping legs. One claw flicked the weapon further into the shadowed edges of the hangar while the other streaked downward to capture his prey.

Roland saw the two-fingered clamp descending, and he knew he could not escape it. He had no other option but to grab the claw with his own hands, one pincer clasped in each of his giant fists. Torvald’s arm plowed into Roland, driving him downward into the floor while the grasping fingers tried to close over his throat. With his own prodigious strength, Roland took the pincer in each mitt and forced them apart while the enemy hoisted him into the air and slammed his body back down to the concrete over and over again like man shaking a determined crab off his hand. When that didn’t work to dislodge the black cyborg’s unrelenting grip, the old mercenary brought the other clamp into play. But it was too late. Roland had forced the fingers back and given them a sharp twist, bending them off their tracks and warping the actuators. He dropped from the claw to the floor just as the other yellow clamp was about to snag him.

Another kick, this time from a front leg, blasted Roland’s torso like an explosion and catapulted him back across the hangar until a large piece of material handling equipment arrested his flight with sickening crunch. Roland silenced the beeping alarms in his helmet with a snarl of pain and frustration. He needed no audible reminders of the damage he was enduring, and at this point it was more important to focus on the fight in front of him. Torvald, followed immediately and swiftly, covering the intervening hundred yards in two seconds and hurling himself into the wreckage of Roland’s landing. The mercenary savaged about, smashing and crushing without restraint while he tried to mince his determined foe before he rose again to renew the battle.

But Roland had recovered after a fashion. The kick and the impact of his crash had been some of the hardest Roland could remember taking, but his body still responded to his mental commands and the scrolling list of damages in his HUD were inconsequential compared to what awaited him if he let Torvald find him on his back. He rose quickly, ignoring the muted versions of various agonies from his injured parts, and dove to the side just as the yellow monster landed where he had been lying. Roland’s black skin, the huge mess of wreckage, and the deep shadows so far from the central string of lights must have confused Torvald, because he seemed not to have noticed Roland’s maneuver.

His hands fell across something large and heavy, and a wry thought occurred to Roland.

When all you have is a nail, everything looks like a hammer...

Roland was far stronger than any light cyborg in the galaxy. There were medium armatures that did not have the strength he did, for that matter. It was easy to forget this, considering how small he was compared to his bulkier brethren. Torvald had likely forgotten that Roland’s chassis was strong enough to lift sixty tons from the floor, or more apropos to the current situation, press twenty tons over his head. Roland stood and sank his fingers into the metal hulk next to him and yanked the ten-thousand-pound forklift from the floor to hoist it high over his head. Torvald turned at this unexpected movement and had just enough time to register what was happening before the heavy piece of machinery was brought down across his back in a slam that echoed from the rafters and rattled the hangar walls with a thundering concussion.

The AutoCat flattened like a squashed bug under the impact as its legs automatically compensated for the extra weight. The damaged foot threw sparks and there was the scream of malfunctioning electronics while Torvald knocked the hulk away and lunged again.  But Roland was gone, sprinting across the hangar to disappear into the shadows of the other side.

“Where are you running to, little one?” Torvald belted out through the PA system. “This is holmganga! You cannot run away!” A quick glance down at his readouts told Torvald he had less than a minute of fighting left before his machine began to shut down. He recognized Roland was hurt, but he did not know how badly and he needed to finish this quickly.

“Who’s running away?” Roland boomed though his own helmet speakers. Torvald surged toward the sound and Roland came streaking from the shadows. They met in the middle and Torvald realized where Roland had run off to and why.

Roland had his hammer again.

Torvald smiled.

“Good boy,” the old man mumbled, and leapt back to the fray. 

Roland made no pretext to defense or danger avoidance. He ran directly at the giant yellow machine with his maul poised for an overhand smash. Torvald, too, charged straight in. Both men knew, by unspoken agreement, that their duel was coming to a close.

A clamp snaked out to grab the hurtling Fixer, but a subtle juke to the side made it miss by just a few inches. The hammer fell with the full weight and strength at Roland’s disposal. A matching shift from Torvald kept the strike from crushing his canopy, but it fell on the left shoulder with such force the joint housing crumpled like a tin can. Hydraulic lines ruptured, and a gout of hissing coolant sprayed out in a fine green mist.  The arm jerked and spasmed as its control systems failed. But Torvald was beyond caring about damage to his armature, so he ignored this and swatted Roland with his other arm, driving the man down to the floor hard enough to crack the concrete. He tried to follow this with a stomping foot, but Roland rolled out of the way and back to his feet.

Roland’s attacks came in unrelenting clanging fervor now. His fury was a merciless thing, unforgiving and unconcerned with the danger of being caught and pulled apart. There was no more hit and run. Now it was just hit after hit after hit. With one arm useless and the other unable to grab anything, Torvald could only parry on one side and try to stomp on his little foe, and Roland was far too fast for that.

A dozen crushing thunderclap hammer strikes came in the next five seconds, each twisting or denting some piece of the giant yellow machine. Torvald sacrificed his remaining arm to spare the canopy, and then the wedge nearly severed a foreleg at the hip joint. The powerful mech leaned and stumbled sideways while a dozen mechanical actuators screamed like a pack of wounded animals.

Then at last, the end came.

The first system to fail under the escalating heat load was the hydraulics. Hard lines and seals capitulated under the increasing pressure as the incompressible fluid tried to boil off. The machine gave a great twisting heave as the main actuators ruptured and died, transferring the full weight of the thing to smaller electronic back-ups. Bubbling fluid wept like blood from the joints in Torvald’s chassis as it shuddered and slowed. Viscous puddles of steaming dark purple liquid formed on the bare concrete of the hangar floor, yet the machine staggered forward in dogged pursuit of victory or glory.

Roland saw this, approved, and kept hitting.

More systems failed, but Torvald never stopped coming. The main power cells gave up the ghost next. Without cooling they soon lost containment and exploded in loud pops accompanied by dazzling blue and white arcs. Torvald lost his HUD and all his readouts at this point, but it did not matter anymore. He was fighting for the honor of his crew and for the glory of the holmgang. Dying in battle with an opponent like Roland suited him, and it was without fear he renewed his assault. He had lived for a hundred years with the philosophy of victory or death, and today would not differ from any other.

Twenty seconds later, yielding to the unceasing rain of clanging hammer blows, his machine ceased its obedient pursuit and collapsed in a whirring hissing heap. Bleeping the panicked screams of various alarms, Torvald’s life support pod also chose that moment to shut down. Torvald gasped with relief, as the endless thunder of the horrible hammer stopped at this point. The old mercenary then looked up through the canopy with eyes rapidly dimming.

Roland stood over the fallen armature, the ominous skull face of his helmet staring down with death’s own indifference. Then the looming cyborg leaned over and pressed his hand to the bubble and spoke.

“I’ll see you in Valhalla, old man.”

“Count on it,” Torvald whispered back, his voice hoarse and weak without the mechanical assistance of his pod. Then his eyes closed, and with a final sigh Torvald Haraldson died as he had lived.

Roland straightened and suppressed a groan. His damage reports were still scrolling down the side of his HUD, and while nothing was life-threatening, sitting in the chair looked as if it would feature prominently in his plans for the rest of the week. Wisely showing no pain or injury, Roland raised the hammer above his head with one hand held it silently.

Then cheers from the Docksiders began, and rapidly grew into a chorus of thunderous approval. When they calmed, he turned to face the mercenary crew.

“Send him down, Mindy,” Roland boomed flatly.

Sven Paulsen descended like a trapped animal from the catwalk, twisting in lazy circles on a thin cable. He had been stripped to his base layer, an unadorned gray undergarment worn beneath his armor and tac harness. He looked defeated, with his hands tied behind his back, and Roland could see the twisted injury to his elbow. The gruff commander ground his teeth in a tight-lipped rictus of pain, likely because his damaged arm was secured so tightly. When his feet at last touched the deck, he sagged but refused to fall. Dark defiant eyes tilted up and the look he gave Roland seethed with the kind of hatred only the truly aggrieved could muster.

Mindy slid down another cable to alight next to him and gave him a rough shove forward. Paulie staggered awkwardly and nearly fell before a collision with Roland’s bulk stopped his momentum.

Roland loomed over the broken man and thunked the head of his hammer down at Paulie’s feet with a boom. The commander did not flinch.

“Do you accept this holmgang, Paulsen?” It was not so much a question but a challenge. Without Torvald, Roland and his ragtag Dockside army could kill them all with little trouble. If Paulie gave any answer other than ‘yes,’ he was condemning himself and his people to death. Everyone knew this, but Roland was going to make the man say it, anyway.

“I accept it, Corporal Tankowicz.” The mercenary, though exhausted and pained, spoke with iron in his voice. “There will be no weregild for Torvald.”

“You’re damn right,” Roland agreed. “That was a warrior in the old tradition. He honored your crew and honored your name. He’ll be waiting for all of us in Valhalla. We should all hope to be as fortunate as him.”

“Don’t lecture me on our ways, Breach.” The defeated man did not sound defeated, “We will leave. Our contract with Reynard is now void.” Paulie shifted and winced when his elbow strained against his bonds. “Now untie me, take that stupid mask off and look me in the eye, if you would call yourself a man.”

Roland shrugged and reached behind Paulie. He snapped the cuffs restraining the mercenary with the strength of two fingers, then he reached up and disengaged the mag-locks holding his helmet to the gorget.

The skull faceplate flipped upwards, and the cap lifted an inch with a click. Roland reached up and pulled the helmet over his head to meet the mercenary’s eyes without flinching.

“That’s better,” Paulie grunted as he cradled his ruined arm. “Know this, Breach. I don’t really care how it is you know our ways so well, but you better understand something. Torvald was my friend and my best man for a very long time. I will respect this holmgang, and I will honor Torvald as he has honored this crew. But watch your fucking ass when you venture into the frontier, old soldier. You and I are not finished.”

“Until next time then,” Roland said politely. Then, not so politely, “Now collect your thugs and get the fuck off my planet.”

Paulie turned to address his crew, and nearly bumped into Mindy, who wore a wicked smile as their eyes met. They locked gazes for a moment, then Mindy spoke, and the ditzy coquettish little girl was nowhere to be found, “Run fast, run far, little mercenary. Because you and I are not finished yet, either.”

Paulie had just stared down a nearly invincible cyborg super soldier and had thought nothing of threatening the man. Something about Mindy, on the other hand, frightened him in ways he was not comfortable thinking about. He kept her gaze and tried to show no fear. But something must have given him away. A twitch of an eyelid, perhaps. Maybe a twist of the lip. He could not say, but Mindy’s face broke into a wide grin, and he knew she had caught it.

She laughed a big, throaty laugh at his expense and stepped out of the way, “See you around, Paulie-boy!” she chirped. Then she stepped over to stand with Roland.

Paulie’s voice was a hoarse croak, “Saddle up, boys. We’re clearing out of here.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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Wade Manson was gasping for air by the time he staggered outside and to the waiting truck. The two boys he had left to guard it were gone, almost certainly killed by either the mercenaries or the hoods from Dockside. Either way, the pair of guards was nowhere to be found. Wade was not the kind of leader that got emotional over hired help, and thus he did not care. The wheezing man opened the door to the cab and threw himself inside. He fumbled the ignition code twice, but finally got it entered and the truck hummed to life with the whine of electric motors and the blue-tinged lights of display screens. With a sigh, Wade engaged the drive motors and tried to pull away from the loading dock, hoping without restraint to put the night’s debacle behind him.

His hopes faded quickly, because the truck did not move. It did not lurch or jerk as it might have if something was blocking it or if some essential component was broken. It simply stayed put and hummed politely as if nothing at all was amiss and it was Wade Manson who had erred in thinking it was supposed to do anything other than sit there. He checked the displays and found everything seemed fine, if one made exception for the conspicuous lack of forward motion.

“Dammit!” Wade spat at the machine and then shut it down. He opened the door and scrambled out of the cab, scanning the tires and undercarriage to see what might be wrong. This in and of itself was a bizarre choice since Wade had little to no mechanical acumen to speak of. The problem would need to be something both simple and obvious for his attention to even matter. He certainly could not fix any sort of serious malfunction. But he felt a desperate need to do something. The fight inside the hangar would not last forever, and he needed to be far away before anyone noticed he had slipped away.

“Havin’ a spot o’ car trouble, Wade?” The Dwarf’s voice was all innocence and benevolence when it shattered Wade’s concentration and startled him into an undignified screech of terror.

“Oh, fucking hell, Rodney!” It was all he could think to say.

“Well, there’s yer problem.” The Dwarf pointed to the back of the truck, where a large, gray skinned behemoth of a mutant was gripping the tailgate and raising the rear tires several inches off the ground. “Looks like Mook here didn’t want ye to leave so soon! Mook, me boy! Ye can put Wade’s wee truck down now. He’s sorry he tried to leave without sayin’ goodbye!”

The truck slumped back to Earth with the squeak of protesting suspension. Mook grinned a big gap-toothed smile, and rolled his shoulders as if lifting the back of a five-ton vehicle was only mildly strenuous. Then the giant stomped over to stand just behind The Dwarf, where he loomed with an air of ominous patience.

“He’s a good lad, he is. If I tell him to stop a truck from drivin’ away, sure and all he just goes up and stops it.”

“What the hell do you want, Rodney?” He recognized this as a stupid question the moment it snuck out through his lips. But he went on all the same, “It’s obvious I’m done. The Brokerage set me up just like everyone else. I’m out. Finished. Leave me the fuck alone and I’ll leave you alone.” Wade did not know how to play this. The Dwarf had never really demonstrated a desire to expand outside of Dockside, and there was no obvious reason for the little man to hound Wade. “It wasn’t my people who went after you. We can call this a wash and work together to beat the Brokerage.”

“Oh, I have all the help I need for that little project, Wade. The problem is that you still have a role to play in this little farce.”

“I’m done playing roles, Rodney. If you think you can strong-arm me you got a—”

“Mook?” The Dwarf interrupted.

A thick simian arm struck out and grabbed Wade Manson by the throat. The fat Boss gurgled in terror and then whined in pain as his feet left the ground. There he hovered, three hundred pounds of fat and belligerence twisting and kicking a foot off the ground.

“Ye might have picked a different term than 'strong arm,’ Wade. Because as long as Mook cashes my checks every week, strong arms I’ll have in spades. Look, he ain’t even strainin’ with yer fat arse.” The hairy little man laughed. “Unless maybe ye mean this arm?” The Dwarf held his bionic limb out. It remained equipped with the big rail driver, and he waved the gaping barrel under Wade’s nose. Manson, still struggling against Mook’s granite grip, did not notice. The Dwarf shrugged.

“Now. Back to yer part in our little drama, Wade. Oops! Mook, better put him down before he passes out on us.”

The wheezing crime boss plummeted to the ground where he collapsed, gagging and coughing.

“Wade,” Rodney continued, “What ye don’t seem to understand is that there cannae be any more of this bullshite squabblin’ over what Boss does what or who gets ta fook with Dockside and who doesn’t. The system worked in the old days, when it was just street gangs and all, but now we got goddamn corporations and Combines and even the fookin’ Brokerage up our arses.” The shaggy head shook, “Whole galactic criminal enterprises all fightin’ over our little slice o’ heaven, boyo. It’ll never stop, either. There will always be another Wade Manson or Combine or whatever who thinks they’re smart enough to buck the system and get all that sweet, sweet, money and power. And every time ye do it, the folks in Dockside get the shite-end of the stick. This time, us lowbrow folks are hitchin’ up our britches and taken all of ye off the table.”

Wade started pulling himself together. He did not like how this was going. The tectonic shift in local power dynamics was larger and more far-reaching than he had ever imagined, and the fat mobster was struggling to master this paradigm. Rodney McDowell was a footnote in the Combine’s quarterly reports, and now the little hairball was dictating terms to a Boss as if he was a child. It had been a long time since Wade had not sat in a position of power or authority, and his discomfort was apparent on his face. His words came quickly, fueled by anger and forceful in a way that indicated fear far more than they did confidence. “You listen up, Rodney. I don’t know what the fuck you think—”

“Mook?” The Dwarf interrupted again. The gray limb lashed out again, this time cuffing Wade across the side of his head. The fat man spun into the side of the truck with a hollow thump, and then he flopped to the ground with a groan. Mook reached down and pressed a crooked hand against Wade’s chest and held him there, pinned to the dirt.

“Here’s where you come in, Wade,” The Dwarf went on as if Wade had never said anything. “The Brokerage had ye set up to take all the heat for their little power play, and that was a good idea. So good, in fact, that we are going to do the same wit’ ye. When the shite comes down, and oh, Wade me boy, is the shite ever going to come down, it’s all going to land square on yer wee head.”

“Reynard!” Wade blurted, “It’s all him. He’s the one they’ll want!”

“Ye misunderstand me, Wade,” The Dwarf shook his head, “I don’t care who actually caused the ruckus. Yer friend Reynard is in good hands, don’t worry. But Reynard will only open more questions and more investigations. On the other hand, Wade Manson is a bit of a known entity in these parts. Uptown cops won’t look too much further once they have ye pegged for it all. Ye did murder the other bosses, after all, didn’t ye just?”

Wade’s eyes went wide. He had absolutely murdered them all. He had done it publicly and dramatically, and then bragged about it. Worse, he did it right under the noses of all those clean, incorruptible Uptown cops. His heart sank at just how categorically the Brokerage had played him.

“It won’t work, Rodney! I won’t play ball!” Wade wasn’t sure why he thought this was the best tack to attempt, but once committed, he ran with it. “I’ll turn witness and fuck all of you over! NBPD will eat up my testimony! No, you and I gotta make a deal here, Rodney.”

“Wade me boy,” The Dwarf chuckled, “ye misunderstand me again. Nobody needs ye alive to take the fall. Yer just as good a patsy dead as ye are breathin’. I just needed ta look ye in the eye and tell ye first. You Combine fooks have been screwing with the wee folk for so long, ye’ve forgotten where it all began. But I remember. I was there, boyo. It began on our Docks. On our streets. It started with the first hood to fence a smuggled Kingfruit from a tramp ship out of Eden’s Burrow.”

The Dwarf reached out and snatched Wade by his lapel. The stubby arms hauled the fat man forward and put his nose an inch from Rodney McDowell’s bushy white mustache. Wade was surprised at the strength of that arm, and the density and weight of the small man who held him.

“I was that hood,” The Dwarf’s accent was nearly gone. “I was born on Eden’s Burrow, and I started the first organized smuggling operation in Dockside nearly fifty years ago. I watched the miners and farmers of my little colony get shafted by the government when taxes and tariffs squeezed us out of the export game, and then I watched the Combine try to do the same by squeezing us out of smuggling. I’ve been spitting in your eye for close to five decades, you little shite, and I want you to know before you die that I won. That Dockside won.”

The Dwarf dropped his prey, and his thick brogue returned without warning. “Inside that fookin’ warehouse a rejected army-surplus killing machine is smashin’ his way through a big-arse cyborg with a bloomin’ hammer, for god’s sake. Half the muscle in Dockside is watching’ him do it, too. Roland’s always been a legend, but now he’ll be a bona fide hero to the lot o’ them. They’ll follow him to hell and back now, and they’ll break the Brokerage like kindling. Dockside belongs to the Docksiders Wade, and ye get to die knowin’ it. Knowin’ ye failed, and that all ye’ve built is for naught.”

His voice fell to a whisper, “I’m not a good man, boyo. I’m hard, and mean, and I don’t think I’m all that fookin’ likable. But I will do one wee little favor for Roland Tankowicz tonight. I’m going to kill ye, Wade, so Roland doesn’t have to. He’s done enough and carries too many scars already for the trouble of it.”

Wade Manson surged to his feet and rocketed a right hook at The Dwarf’s head. The Dwarf caught the fist in the palm of his left hand and Wade gasped as his knuckles buckled under the freakish density of the Dwarf’s bones.

“I’m from Eden’s Burrow, ye gobshite. I was born and raised at one-and-a-half times Earth-normal gravity.” The little man stepped in and twisted Manson’s wrist backward against the joint. Wade gasped against and squeaked in pain.

“It may have stunted me growth a wee bit, but granny always told me I had the strength of the mountain folk in me. She was a queer sort like that.” He sniffed, “Goodbye, Wade.”

With a roll of his shoulder, Rodney brought his weaponized bionic arm down on Wade Manson’s head with a wet crack, collapsing the skull like a gory piñata. The fat crime lord sprayed inky red blood from ruptured eye sockets and then slumped in a lifeless heap at The Dwarf’s feet.

From behind, The Dwarf heard Mook gasp and retch. He winced, “Ach! Sorry lad! I forget ye can be a wee bit squeamish about the rough stuff. I shoulda warned ye before I did that. Ye all right?”

Mook coughed and gagged a few more times, holding up his hand to indicate he needed a moment.

“All right, lad,” Rodney patted the giant mutant on the shoulder, “Take yer time.”

The crunch of gravel under giant boots caused Rodney to look up, and he saw the heavy silhouette of Roland framed in stark relief by the loading dock lights. “You killed him?” Though phrased as a question, there was a tired resignation in the words making it very clearly a statement.

“Yep. It’s done. I figured I’d spare ye this one murder. I hear it’s not really yer style anymore.”

“I’m growing as a person.”

The Dwarf looked back to Mook, who may have been getting some of his color back now. It was hard to tell because that color was gray. “Can I assume ye won yer little duel, then?”

“Yeah. I’ll be feeling this one for a while though.”

Rodney laughed at that, “Ye just beat a fookin’ heavy armature ta death with a fookin’ hammer, ye big idiot. I dare say ye ought ta have a few bruises ta show fer it!”

“I suppose you’re right.” Roland sounded tired, “You okay to set the scene for the cops on this one? Just got a call from Lucia and I need to get to The Sprawl.”

“Sure. I can set up a frame job better than most. Everything okay with the wee lass?”

“She’s fine. But Reynard slipped by her. We have a fix on him though. So, I’m heading over to mop up.”

“Ugh. I’ve seen ye ‘mop up’ before. I’ll be happy to stay here while ye do it.” Rodney turned pensive, “Hey, Roland?”

“Yeah?”

“You remember Detective Bixby?”

Roland smiled, “Last good cop in Dockside. He died my first week here, right after I killed half your crew, if I recall. He was a good man. Why do you ask?”

“It occurs to me, ye great big gobshite, that this is what he always wanted. Dockside for the Docksiders. Protection for the poorer folk from the corruption and bullshite. That pudgy alcoholic fooker spent every waking moment of his sorry life trying ta put me in jail, but he never told lie or broke a rule doin’ it. I used ta think he was a damned addle-brained fool, but here I am finishing what he started twenty-five fookin’ years ago. Now that’s fookin’ irony, Tank me boy.”

“I miss him too, Rodney.”

“Oh, go fuck off,” snorted the Dwarf.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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Reynard mashed the recall button on his handheld as he ran. He knew the Ribiero woman would be getting her accomplice to a hospital, and this bought him some time. Still, he was taking no chances. Once he hit the street, he selected a direction at random in case someone was watching, and then he ran. It was a clumsy, waddling run, inelegant and comical, but it was a run nonetheless. He had never been an athletic man, and six months in prison had changed this aspect of the man very little. When one also considered that his femur had been snapped like a twig by an enraged cyborg earlier that year, it was easy to see why he was setting no land speed records.

When he was six blocks away, he ducked into an alley and pinged for a car. Like any good operation, his had numerous fall-back plans and contingencies worked into it. No plan survived contact with the enemy and expecting everything to go flawlessly was the conceit of an underdeveloped thinker. Reynard had always understood each phase of the operation would suffer setbacks, and this one was no exception. With his command center compromised, he would simply fall back to a secondary location and continue as before. The fall-back location had been prepared well in advance and was a secure building far across The Sprawl. Reynard nursed some apprehension over it being dangerously close to border of Dockside, but that could not be helped. As prudence dictated, the place was well stocked with supplies, gear, and transportation, as well as a cache of forged documents and money to facilitate his escape.

While he had the time to spare, he considered the state of his plan and how to manage this setback as he waited for a ride. None of what had transpired tonight represented a catastrophic failure. A few quick adjustments to some timetables and some more money spent covering his tracks, and everything would be back on schedule. 

I need to get the mercenaries off-world and arrange for Manson to die, he thought. The Brokerage is already set-up to take over the marketplaces. As long as I can keep the transition smooth, we’ll be running this place in a few weeks, either way.

The biggest piece, namely the Combine, had already been removed from the game. Wrangling the other pieces was a much simpler thing to manage now. He hoped the mercenaries had taken Breach down, but one could never assume such things when talking about a Golem. Reynard found it hard to be calm and objective when he thought about Breach. His leg still ached when it rained, and he still had nightmares about what had transpired on that rooftop more than six months prior. But a good executive was always objective, so he forced himself to assess the situation with detached calm.

If Breach isn’t down, I’ll need to take him off the table some other way. He knew what would work, and he silently rebuked himself for not insisting on doing it earlier. It’s that damned Ribiero woman. I’ll need to pick her up. It’s the only thing that will bring him to heel. It figures that the last Golem to survive the program is the sentimental one.

While very few people would lever describe Roland as sentimental, Reynard had access to all the Golem files, including the psych evaluations. For all his rage and violence, on his most fundamental levels Roland Tankowicz had always wanted to be a hero. It was one of the things that had made him such a good candidate. Part of him was just immature enough to cling to stories of knights, superheroes, and white-hat wearing do-gooders. It held him together when other, more cynical candidates failed. His need to save his lady love would be strong, probably strong enough to control him.

Reynard had been resistant to trying this tactic for one simple reason. He was not entirely sure if kidnapping Lucia would make Roland pliable, or turn him into the kind of uncontrollable rage monster only Leland Fox and Donald Ribiero truly understood he could be. Reynard had not been present for the incident, but he had seen the reports from the last time Roland had lost his temper. When the enraged corporal escaped from his cell in Teton, he had caused close to half a billion credits in damage and inflicted sixty-one fatalities on those foolish enough to try to stop him.

Still, I should have tried it, he chastised himself.

His comm chimed to inform him a car had arrived, and the sharp noise tore him from his dark thoughts. With a quick scan of the dim street in either direction, Reynard scurried out from his alley and hastened to the waiting ground transport. As requested, it was a driverless model. The bedraggled passenger keyed in the address for his destination with trembling fingers and then slid hard credits into the slot for payment. 

No sense getting tracked down because I was sloppy, he thought, and then slumped back into the seat with a long, cleansing exhalation. His nerves were a jangling mess and his thoughts were sinister as the small car pulled away from the curb. Understanding that things did not always go to plan was not the same as liking it. With a slow tingle of pins and needles across his body, Reynard succumbed to the familiar, exhausted lethargy that always accompanied the end of an adrenaline surge. As close as the Ribiero woman had come to thwarting him, he had still escaped. He was safe, and his plans would continue. All was not lost. This thought comforted him as he rode, shivering with the cold terror of his near-miss.

All is not lost.

Reynard let his attention and imagination drift as he allowed himself to relax.

The car lurched to a halt so abruptly the airbags deployed with a bang. Then, it shook. Reynard bounced against the interior like a ball bearing rattling around in a spray can. The car heaved first to one side, then the other to the raucous tune of sickening crunches. Reynard lost all sense of direction and position inside the tumbling vehicle. The interior lights had gone out and the violent heaving seemed to betray all logic. This was no car crash. Something was battering the vehicle off the road.

When the car stopped shuddering, Reynard almost relaxed. But the brief respite ended when an ear-splitting crash punctuated the total collapse of the car’s roof. The metal ceiling closed in on Reynard as if a giant weight had been placed upon it, crushing the center toward the floor. He was pressed downward against the seat and subsequently spilled onto the floorboards in a terrified jumble of limbs. The air was then split by a warbling, tearing shriek like the call of a tortured demon. Abruptly the descending roof was gone, torn away with the sound of failing sheet metal and the patter of shattered Plexiglas.

Reynard stared upward from the floor into the harsh white radiance of a street lamp and the infinite blackness of the night sky beyond it. Cool night air washed over him in a wave, replacing the stale scent of air-freshener with the varied effluvia of a New Boston city street. Bruised, bleeding, confused, and terrified, he shifted and shuffled from the tangled mess of clothing and limbs in which he found himself. Pale hands sought purchase on the deformed contours of the car, and with no small discomfort the battered occupant pulled himself to a sitting position. He stared in mute, blinking ignorance out through the gap where the roof of his car had just been. The light above him destroyed his night vision, turning pale shadows into unrecoverable blackness and casting his surroundings into monochromatic disarray. Then the light disappeared, and all was black.

At first, he thought the street lamp had gone out. The light, at first so bright as to be blinding, retreated to an amorphous halo around a dark center. The dramatic shift cast the interior of the car into flat dimensionless shadows. Reynard blinked, then looked up to investigate this strange turn of events. There, his eyes found that the lumpy shape of his worst nightmare was blocking the light from the streetlamp.

With a jerk, Reynard scrambled to find his feet. He surged upward and hurled himself at the door, but it had been so horribly deformed by the crash that it would not open. The man spun, considering other avenues of escape, but then stopped. Roland had not moved. The big cyborg was simply standing next to the roofless car and watching his prey scurry about like a trapped rat.

There was a time when Reynard would have started talking in a situation like this. When he was Leland Fox, he was very much prone to negotiating his way out of tight situations. He had been good at it, and the skill had made him rich. But Reynard knew better than to try it now. This was not a finance committee or a licensing board. This was Breach, a cyborg killing machine he helped create. Almost all the hardship Roland had endured in his life could be either directly or indirectly placed at the feet of Leland Fox. The doughy ex-con did not believe there was any way to talk his way out of that.

Roland spoke first, breaking the silence with that bass grumble of his.

“We have got to stop meeting like this, Leland.”

Reynard frowned at the forced levity. He had expected a tirade, or perhaps a wordless punch to the face. Breach was a creature of extremes after all. It was how they had made him.

“Hello, Breach.” He did not know what else to say. They had done this scene before. But something felt different this time.

“How was prison?” The banal small talk was adding a layer of the surreal to an already terrifying exchange. Reynard was as confused as he was scared.

“Food was awful. Mattress was lumpy.” Reynard shifted to a more comfortable position.

Roland nodded at that. Then his face twisted into what he probably thought was s smile, but bore no real resemblance to one. “Lucia says I’m too gruff. Too much about business all the time. She encourages me to try to connect on a personal level with the people I work with. Like you and I, Leland. We’ve known each other for a very long time. I’m just not sure we’ve ever connected.”

“Are you serious? You want to connect with me? Now?”

“Honestly, I don’t. But I’m growing as a person. I guess that’s the point. I’m doing things differently these days. I’ve accepted that I can’t change what was done to me. And I’ve learned that it doesn’t mean I have to be an asshole all the time because of it.”

“Uh huh,” Reynard said warily, “So... what? You’re turning over a new leaf?” He gestured to the wrecked car, “Because you’ll forgive me if I point out that the new you does not seem to be very different from the old you.”

Roland chuckled. “That’s because there is no 'old me’ or 'new me.’ It’s all just 'me.’ Now, I let you live the last time we did this dance. I did it because the thought of killing you made me just as sick as the thought of not killing you did. I had assigned all this big significance to you and your role in creating me.” He shrugged. “I hated you so goddamn much. But you know what’s weird? My life is going so well these days that I had forgotten to give a shit about you one way or the other. Sure, I got cranky when I found out you were out of prison. But looking at you now?” His lips twisted further into a grotesque smile, “I honestly can’t figure out why I ever let you bother me in the first place. Seriously, you aren’t shit, and you never were. You are a wannabe Mr. Big whose entire career is a never-ending series of fuck-ups. I’d pity you if you weren’t such an asshole on top of it all." The big bald head shook in disgust and resignation. "You know what, Leland? I’m not even going to kill you this time, either.”

That surprised Reynard. But Roland never lied, so it was a nice surprise all the same.

“I suppose it will be back to prison, then? Care to break my leg first like last time?” It was probably not prudent to goad the man, but Reynard could not resist. Prison did not frighten him. With The Brokerage at his back, prison was an inconvenience at worst.

“Oh no. Not prison. You're a Brokerage boy, now. They’d just spring you again. Besides, that would just make Mindy’s job harder.”

Something grabbed the back of his collar, and Reynard felt himself rise swiftly from the back of the car and sail through the open roof. He tumbled in free fall for a second, once again unsure as to the exact disposition of things like 'up’ or 'down.’ His confusion was short-lived, and all his questions were immediately answered with all the unyielding confidence conveyed by sudden impact with a paved street. His body hit the road hard enough to drive the breath from his lungs in a single blasted grunt. He coughed and struggled to suck air while turning to his stomach. His fingers clawed weakly at the road while he sobbed and made a feeble attempt at crawling away.  He was only successful in covering about four feet.

Roland’s voice boomed from afar.

“You see, Leland, I am evolved enough to have moved past your crimes against me. But Mindy?” He hissed with an exaggerated wince, “She still has a lot of unresolved issues. We’re working on it. But I don’t think she’s in a place to let it all go just yet.”

Something that felt like a vice clamped onto his ankle and began dragging him back toward the car. The skin peeled from his fingers as his clutching hands searched for purchase against the rough surface of the street. But his resistance amounted to less than nothing in the face of his tormentor's brutal strength. Reynard was hoisted aloft again and hurled into the car door with sufficient force to knock the wind out of him for a second time.

When his vision stopped swimming, the figure of a tiny blond woman settled into focus. Her face was young-looking and would have been very attractive if not for the cold dead expanse behind her eyes.

“You bastard!” she growled, “You shot Manny!”

“Who the fuck is Manny?” he gurgled.

Leland Fox never got an answer to his question. A small fist, driven by heavily augmented muscles and supported by reinforced bones, plowed into his chest and broke his sternum into three pieces. Such was the force of it that all three shards of bone were driven directly into his heart. He felt a flash of pain and then a sudden, yawning darkness enveloped him. His eyes grew wide for a moment and then rolled back in his head.

“Feel better?” Roland asked as Fox’s body crumpled into a heap at her feet.

“I really do,” Mindy responded with a flip of her hair.

“Good. Let’s go check on Manny and Lucia.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


[image: image]


Manny lost the arm.

Despite Lucia’s quick action, his left arm was too far gone by the time he made it to a hospital for it to be saved. Lucia took this very hard, and it was difficult to tell if she hated herself or Fox more for it. He found her in a waiting area, pacing like a caged animal.

When Roland arrived at the clandestine Dockside medical facility, battle-scarred and in obvious pain, Lucia’s eyes grew wide at the sight of him. Then they filled with tears, and she threw herself into his arms where she promptly started to cry. “It’s my fault!” she sobbed the accusation into Roland’s chest.

Roland was singularly ill-equipped to handle this much raw emotion, but he did his best. “No, it’s not,” he said helpfully. “You didn’t shoot him, Fox did. He presented this reality as if Lucia was not already in possession of that knowledge. Even the obtuse old soldier recognized how stupid it sounded. As was his fashion, this recognition occurred only after the words had escaped his mouth.

“But I led him in there. I didn’t secure Fox. I didn’t do any of the stuff I should have done!”

“Lucia.” This would not be one of those times where his pep talk made her feel better, but certain things needed to be said. “This is what command is like. You make a choice. You execute a battle plan. Then people on your side get hurt or die. If you learn something from it and it makes you better commander, then figure out to be okay with that part of it.”

She probably needed to hear something entirely different. Perhaps something more supportive or more insightful. Roland did not know because he was terrible at this sort of thing. What was apparent was that she was not quite ready for his blunt assessment just yet. “That doesn’t help that poor boy in there, does it?”

“No,” he agreed, “it does not.”

“I need to have Dad adjust these things in my head,” she sniffled. “I’m too goddamn confident and too fearless right now. Dad’s right... It’s not normal.” She took a breath, getting control of her voice, “I was only thinking about the mission, and thinking about getting Fox. My body was on complete autopilot. I didn’t... feel... anything until Manny got shot. But oh, man! When I was trying to do first aid? It was like it was at the beginning when I was first learning about my augmentations. Every second it was all I could do just to not have a panic attack.”

“New stimulus,” Roland agreed, “The ‘bots didn’t know what to do with it.” 

“That’s how it should be, I think. I never understood it before, but I get it now. I’m supposed to be afraid sometimes. When I was in there dealing with security and kicking down doors though?” She shrugged, “I felt nothing. That’s why Manny got hurt.” 

“Then let’s have him look into that. But don’t blame the nanobots and don’t blame yourself. Combat is chaos. You got your men out alive and that means you did fine.”

“Then why do I feel like shit?”

“Because you’re still human. Hold on to that. Now, let’s go in and see how he is doing, OK?”

They pushed through the door to the operating room. Manny was on a flat nondescript hospital bed, sitting upright and smiling weakly at Mindy. The buxom woman was fussing over him like an overprotective sibling. The behavior was bizarre in how incongruous to her personality it was. Manny, in turn, was swatting at her like a child who just wanted to be left alone.

“Jesus, Mindy. Leave him be,” Roland grumbled.

Mindy tossed him an eloquent scowl, “I’m just making sure Manny here is comfortable is all.”

“Taking a shine to our little scout, Mindy?” Roland teased.

The tiny blond was unfazed. “If you’d seen him waltz through a high-end security system like it wasn’t even there, you’d want him back on his feet in a hurry, too.”

“Hey, boss lady,” Manny croaked weakly from the bed. “Mindy says we got that fucker.”

“Yes,” Lucia replied, struggling to put a happy face on, “Mindy uh, handled it.”

“Fuck yeah I did! Pushed his chest bones right through his rotten heart!” Mindy pumped a fist in the air while everyone stared at her as if she had grown horns or some other equally ridiculous feat.

“What?” She whined, “Can’t a girl celebrate a righteous kill anymore?”

“You are one seriously unstable bitch,” Manny huffed from the bed. Mindy stuck her tongue out at him.

The young scout looked up at Roland, “I did my part, man. Were you serious about yours?”

Lucia answered for him, “Roland is serious about everything. So, yes, we will help you with your Red Hat problem. All we ask is that you wait until we have Dockside sorted out and running smoothly.”

“Certainly,” he nodded. “But I will have to move on soon. The Hats will find me before long and I can’t afford to be lying in bed when they do.”

“You can’t go anywhere until you are healthy and we get that arm sorted out,” Mindy blurted.

Manny gave her a measured look, “I’m healthy enough, and even with what you guys owe me, I still can’t afford a new arm. It’s okay. I’m resourceful, and at least when I go this time, I’ll have some money in my pocket.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Manny,” Lucia sounded as reluctant as Mindy to let the boy go. “My father is probably the best biotechnologist on Earth, and as a company we offer a very comprehensive health care plan. We will get you an arm unlike anything in the galaxy.”

“I can’t afford that, and I’m not really interested in your guilt or your charity, Lucia.” Manny shook his head weakly, “Debt and obligation are very big deals where I come from. You don’t owe me anything but the money we agreed upon, and I’d rather not owe you.” He pointed to the stub of his left shoulder, still wrapped in pressure bandages, “This is not on you. It’s not your obligation. If anything, I owe Mindy a debt for killing the motherfucker who shot me.”

“A deal, then.” It was Roland who broke the impasse. “We’ll get you set up with an arm. I promise you Manuel, if Don Ribiero is making it, then you want this arm. So don’t dismiss the offer. You can work off the debt here in Dockside. Lord knows we are going to need the help. When you are ready, we’ll go to Venus and manage your old friends to cover my part of the debt.”

“That sounds cool, Mr. Tankowicz. It really does. But if I stay, the Hats will come here looking for me soon. They won’t wait for things to cool down, and it will make things harder for you guys. You know how they are.”

Roland did know, but he also knew himself. “So, let them come,” he scoffed. “We’ll send them home in tiny boxes. It will give the rest of the bastards something to think about.”

Manny paused and looked at the strange group crowding his hospital room. He seemed confused by their persistence. “Why are you doing this? None of you know me that well. Why are you trying so hard to be nice to me?”

Mindy answered first, “Because you can waltz through highly secure areas?”

Lucia followed up, “Because you took a bullet for me?”

Roland sniffed, “Meh. I’m growing as a person.”

“Okay, then,” Manny let his head fall back to his pillow, and his words turned drowsy, “I’ll take the arm, and I’ll work it off. But no bullshit and no charity. It’s a Venusian thing.”

“Strictly business,” Roland agreed before Mindy or Lucia could say something nice and ruin it.

“Goody! I always wanted a pet...” Mindy squeaked.

“Or you could just kill me now,” Manny suggested lazily, “starting to sound good, actually.”

“All right Mindy, let’s clear out and let the boy get some sleep.”

The trio left the stuffy room and filed back into the hallway. Billy was waiting for them.

“How’s the kid?”

“Needs an arm,” Roland said. “We’ll get the Doc to set him up.”

“How about you?” Billy pointed to the obvious disarray of Roland’s clothing and the visible damage to his armor.

“I’m going to be in the chair at least a week.”

“I’m fine, too,” Mindy interrupted, “if you cared.”

Billy ignored her. “I’m not sure you’ve got a week, pal. Rodney is setting up a meeting of all the Dockside rackets for tomorrow night. It’s gonna be big, and it’s gonna be a bloodbath if The Fixer isn’t there to keep cooler heads prevailing, if you catch my drift.”

A few hundred Dockside riffraff in one place discussing who was going to be in charge of what, did seem like a recipe for disaster. Especially if The Dwarf was setting it up.

“Where?” he asked.

“Hideaway,” McGinty replied.

“Hell no.” Roland shook his head emphatically. "That’s a power play. We are not doing this on Rodney’s turf. Tell him we are doing this at the Smoking Wreck. Shit. Marty is going to hate that. Ah well, he’ll get over it.”

“Roland!” Lucia snapped. “You will not be ready by tomorrow night! You are swaying where you stand as it is!”

“Call your Dad. Tell him he’s got thirty-six hours to put me back together. He’ll figure something out.”

Lucia rolled her eyes, but pulled out her comm and started dialing.

“Mindy!”

“Jawhol!” the assassin barked with a click of her heels.

“Go to Hideaway and make sure our pal Rodney doesn’t get ambitious during this transitional period. He will try to make some kind of play for control. He can’t help himself. Gently remind him that this isn’t about him. If subtlety doesn’t seem to be working, feel free to be less subtle. Don’t bother Kitty while you are on the clock.”

Mindy’s face soured at that last bit. “Spoilsport!” she huffed.

Roland’s eyes met Billy’s, “Are you ready for this?”

Billy smiled, “Shit, yeah. I know how to do this. But it’s you they trust. They’re already talking about your fight with that big yellow fucker. You’re a hero to them. You’re like a mascot, or something.”

“Great,” Roland grumbled. “That’s all I need.”

“Don’t be a moron,” the redhead scolded, “This whole system has been bullshit for a long time, and everybody knew it. The problem was that no one knew how to fix it. Just our luck, it turns out that it didn’t need fixing. It needed to be broken.”
[image: image]
“I am very good at breaking things,” Roland conceded. “But now you’ve got to build something better. I only destroy, Billy. The rest is on you, and them.”

“Don’t you worry about that, pal. I’ll get it straightened out. But like I said, they need to see you doing what you do more than ever. It’s the only thing that will keep them from tearing each other apart.”

“So, I’ll keep breaking things, then,” Roland shrugged. “I’m a hammer, after all. And when all you have is a hammer?”

“Everything looks like a nail,” Billy agreed with a smirk.
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