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CHAPTER ONE
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A ceramic sphere five millimeters in diameter sent flying across a crowded street should have been a silent and insignificant thing. The tiny mass, the pitiful volume, the utterly minuscule nature of so pathetic a speck could understandably go completely unnoticed by any of the dozens of people present for such a traverse. However, when that same projectile flew at twenty times the speed of sound, propelled to this ludicrous velocity by a powerful electromagnetic induction coil and spat from the muzzle of a gun, this is simply not the case. First, the bead shatters the sound barrier before it even exits the barrel. This leaves a shaft of pure vacuum in its wake that is rapidly filled by the crush of air pressure once it has exited. The report of atmospheric cavitation is not unlike the cracking of a whip. It is sharp, loud, and rather nerve-shattering. 

Then, as the bead continues to shove rudely through the swirling morass of nitrogen, oxygen, and other constituent gasses that make up the air on a planet like Earth, friction begins to heat the surface layer of material. After about six feet of travel, the projectile is already glowing white hot. Soon, the little white ball is converting that air into pure plasma as it hurtles toward the unfortunate soul comprising its target.

The result is a gunshot both loud and visually distinct. For the merest fraction of an eyeblink, a startling whipcrack sound and a streak of yellow-white fire connect the barrel of a gun to a now-dying person. The motives and morals of shooter and shot are, of course, irrelevant to the pea-sized projectile. It bears no ill will toward either party and is consigned rather tightly to its own role of delivering kinetic and thermal energy to a soft ambulatory bag of fluids and stringy proteins. Without a life of its own for context, and without the necessary sentience to appreciate one, the bead will stay indifferent to the philosophical quandary of homicide. For its part, the bead will probably cease to exist when it shatters against an errant rib, or perhaps when the density and pressure of the various liquid-filled sacks inside a human body tear it apart. Either way, the bead will not care. It cannot care. It is only a ceramic sphere after all.

The small and narrow-eyed man firing this doomed missile across the bustling street was not an inanimate object. He was in fact a drug dealer. “Little” Jean Marceau was not a particularly good drug dealer either, if he was being honest. Perhaps too fond of his own product, perhaps not that great a businessman, he surpassed most of his industry brethren with his ability to judge his flaws with a modicum of objectivity. Objectively speaking, he was scared, and fear often made him stupid. Objectively speaking, this appeared to be one of those times. Not because he had just killed a man in broad daylight in front of a hundred or so witnesses. That constituted the sort of baseline stupid he might have managed even with a cool head. No, the stupid lived somewhere far more insidious. Just as his finger had touched off the first round of what he had initially planned to be a blistering fusillade of hot death, he realized something that twisted his guts into a knot.

He had just shot the wrong person.

A doughy man with a receding hairline and a brown jacket lurched and slammed into the polycarbonate window of a clothing store. The thin panel held against the impact, and the victim slumped glassy-eyed against the transparent pane for a brief and agonizing moment. The eyes of the dying man opened wide, asking questions with no good answers and pleading for a rescue certain to arrive too late. The man with the gun had no answers, and he had no help to give. The tubby legs buckled and some random businessman from The Sprawl slid down the glass, leaving a smear of thick red blood to mar the day’s special sale on women’s outerwear. The shooter knew he had killed the poor slob long before his victim slumped face down on the sidewalk. The drumbeat of his own panicked pulse roared in his ears, muffling the screams of terrified passers-by and the shouts of those warning each other of a crazed gunman on the street.

The man he had meant to kill looked up, saw him, and ran. For a moment Jean thought to shoot at him, hoping he might somehow salvage this screw-up and maybe make good on what was probably a fatal failure. He did not. If he had missed so egregiously at this range once, shooting the fleeing man in the back as he ran away did not feel like a strong possibility. He was no marksman, no kind of hitter. He sold bargain-basement blaze and firezene tabs to bored spacers and uptown college kids with more money than sense. He had only taken this job because things had gotten out of hand and fear motivated like nothing else. All he needed to do to keep a few of his more dogged creditors off his back, and clear up a favor owed to a business partner, was plug one ex-terrorist from Venus.

Jean understood the magnitude of his folly. He had not been in Dockside very long, just a few months. He did not know the lay of the land intimately though he remained very much aware of what he could expect to happen next.

I’m gonna get fixed. 

It was a thought etched into his soul with acid. Dockside was The Fixer’s turf. Everybody knew that. Worse, the man he had just failed to kill was one of his crew. That fact alone made the job risky beyond any level Jean could accurately assess. Yet now the long-haired Venusian punk had gotten a good look at him and escaped. Jean decided that none of that mattered anymore. The plan had been to hit the kid and bolt to a waiting tram. A six-minute ride to Dock Four would get him to the next shuttle up to the Pride of Wayfair. The Fixer was not going to chase anyone onto a chartered and bonded freighter, after all. Jean would be off-world and heading to Enterprise Station three hours later. With his mission failed, Jean surmised that the rest of the plan still had a lot going for it. Speeding away from New Boston at ten million miles per hour sounded like a very good idea at the moment.

Jean bolted for the corner as fast as his feet could carry him. The terrified gasps of passers-by and the screams of women reminded Jean that he should probably ditch the gun still clutched in his white-knuckled grip. The cheap pistol clattered to the sidewalk and skittered forgotten to the curb. Jean ignored it and ran faster. When he had cleared the block, he turned to an alley. He knew this alley connected a wide street with a narrower drive that led to a tram station. Under the cover of the alley’s deep shadows, Jean ditched his coat and hat in an attempt to alter his external appearance enough to throw off any pursuit. It might have worked if he had been able to suppress his terror enough to do anything other than run at full speed toward the tram and the desperate hope of escape.

Per his habit, Jean’s portion of fear came accompanied by the requisite dollop of stupid. He kept sprinting like a whipped spaniel through the streets and his headlong flight completely destroyed any effect his quick change of clothes may have had. Curious eyes followed him as rough shoves sent him through the lightly crowded lanes. He barely heard the bellowed imprecations sent his way by jostled dockworkers and ruffled tradesmen. 

As stupid as fear might make him, terror did wonders for his ground speed. In scant seconds, he burst through a knot of bewildered skid drivers and like an oasis of hope the tram station loomed before his eyes. The urgent need for escape drove him to even greater speeds when he saw the door lights flash yellow in a helpful warning to passengers that they would be closing in just a few seconds. Jean sailed through the turnstile of the tram stop and blasted through the doors of the departing car right as they began to slide closed. Rough hands shoved him away as his momentum sent him breathless into the tired people already in the car and he spared them only his fear-soaked expression for apology. The scowls coming in return spoke volumes as to how inadequate an apology it was. Jean moved down the aisle before the frowns grew into belligerence. Escaping this debacle would be moot if he got bashed to death by a tram car filled with irate longshoremen. He was disappointed to find no empty seats in this car. Sprinting for three blocks constituted more exercise than he usually got in a week, and his legs burned with an electric pain from the effort. He acknowledged with a frustrated sigh that a chance to sit down for a few minutes was going to be too much to hope for. The grimy beige interior lay cramped with people either stuffed into hard plastic seats or standing with bored expressions and the overhead rail grasped in grease-stained fingers. The sea of quietly indignant faces told Jean that he must look quite a sight to the assembled commuters. Panting, sweaty, frazzled, and jittery, Little Jean had to accept that he was not nearly as inconspicuous as he ought to be considering how close he still remained to the scene of his crime. Yet Docksiders saw a lot of strange things on any given day. One terrified man fleeing some unknown horror would not even move the needle for this crowd.

The car surged forward and Jean let out a tense breath he did not remember holding. As it passed the street where he had done his nefarious deed, he saw people milling about and several Dockside cops setting up a perimeter around the dead man still lying against the wall of the storefront. His heart galloped in his chest as the tram pulled away. Each passing second putting more and more distance between the corpse and the clumsy killer. As this distance grew, so did Jean’s calm, and he began to think about the broader implications of his folly.

Not killing the target was bad. Killing some no-name bystander was worse. The people who had engaged his services were going to be extremely irritated with his performance. While he did not know them well, Jean felt confident they would not treat his failure with compassion and understanding. Would they want to kill him? Jean could not say. He sat one precarious step above a bottom-feeder on the spectrum of criminal influence. Even with today’s debacle, offing him was probably going to be more work than it was worth. He may or may not have been in possession of a few important names though, and that felt like it might be a problem. Putting a few hundred light-years between himself and Earth should soften that risk; or at least he hoped it would.

The thought of leaving Earth brought his thoughts back around to The Fixer. Everyone in Dockside talked about him like he was some sort of bogeyman Robin Hood. The street criminals that Jean associated with lived in near constant terror that they might run afoul of the powerful crime guilds and end up “fixed.” Jean did not really understand what that meant, but he was astute enough to surmise it was almost certainly unpleasant. His information on The Fixer did not amount to any great understanding, but he decided to operate under the impression that getting well clear of Dockside stood as his best chance to prevent any untoward encounters with the terrifying specter.

The six-minute journey to Dock Four passed like six hours. OmniCorp leased Dock Four, and in the tradition of the other docks had named it “Demeter” with respect to the trillions of tons of food and dry goods that slid down the invisible shaft of anti-gravitons between the twelve-hundred-foot spire and the ungainly gray bulk of freighters in orbit above. Little Jean neither knew nor cared about the lyrical origins of the Dock’s designation. His concerns were more pressing and immediate. Not wanting to risk the ire of the sour-faced men and women in the car, he resisted the urge to bolt and shove his way through the doors as they opened. He positively vibrated with tension as all riders began the slow process of filing through the aperture. With safety so close, Jean could taste the relief of safety in the over-processed air. The proximity of his escape maddened the man, and he shuffled his way out with the rest of the crowd, following too close and jostling those in his way. 

When he had both feet on the steel deck of Dock Four Receiving, he accelerated to a brisk walk nigh indistinguishable from a jog. Hands of clay fumbled in his pocket for his comm, retrieving it eventually and flicking through screens until he found his boarding pass. He got so caught up in getting his credential ready that he bumped into the passenger kiosk and drew a weary sigh from the irritated man behind it. Jean ignored the man’s mumbled greeting and shoved his comm in front of the access scanner. The machine sounded a cheery chime and spoke in a dulcet woman’s voice through his earpiece. “Welcome to the passenger deck of the Pride of Wayfair, the largest and fastest of the recently constructed Valdez class of high-mass gate ships. Would you like to know more about the Valdez class of super-hauler? For more information about the Valdez class, you can direct your infonet aggregator to the Quinzy Heavy Industries infotainment channel. Here you will find the latest information on all the various ships and services provided by New Boston’s premier ship-building corporation...” 

Jean had already started jogging toward his boarding shuttle. The droning of the bland commercial in his ear infuriated him, but he did not trust his hands to manipulate the controls of his comm while jogging.

The voice was still talking in that drab unoffensive monotone when static filled Jean’s ear. The honeyed buzzing of the woman’s voice faded away and another voice broke in. It was unfamiliar and spoke with a resigned, almost mocking tone.

“Oh Jean, Jean, Jean,” the stranger in his ear sighed. Jean whipped his head back and forth, not sure what he was looking for but hoping to find a clue as to who might be speaking. “You really are a terrible shot, aren’t you? I can see you are booked on the Pride. Nice ship. It looks like you’ll get up the antigrav shaft before I can get to you, so I figured I’d drop you a line before you got away.”

“Who is this?” Jean had hoped for a commanding and resolute tone. What he got sounded like a barked whisper.

“You mean you don’t know? That’s disturbing. You just tried to kill me, so I figured you were someone I had pissed off. It’s a good-sized list of people, anyway.”

“You? How did you get into my comm?”

A chuckle came, perhaps flavored with youthful pride. “You really don’t know who I am then. Let’s just say there was only one comm leaving the scene at a dead run and headed right for the easiest escape route.”

This guy hacked the comm net? Jean’s cold sweat returned with a vengeance. What the hell have I gotten into?

The voice continued, prophetic. “You are probably wondering just what you have gotten yourself into at this point. Let me read you in. My name is Manny, and I work for The Fixer. I have access to pretty much everything there is to know about you right now. I have your comm code, obviously. I’ve also gone ahead and grabbed your biometrics, your criminal record, your former addresses, your friends and family information, and the name of your sister’s cat.”

Jean did not think such a thing was possible. His pace slowed, and his frantic search of the surroundings continued. 

“It’s Percy, by the way.”

“What?” Jean was confused.

“The name of your sister’s cat. It’s Percy. Short for Percival. Man, she posts a lot of pictures of that thing.”

Jean’s heart began to sink. The stupid cat’s name was indeed Percival. God, he hated that cat.

The collection point for passenger shuttles sat barely fifty yards ahead now, but Jean was no longer sure that the perceived safety of his escape was anything more than the last forlorn hope of a dying fool.

“So, Jean. You might as well get on that shuttle because my boss and the big man are closing in fast. But here’s your problem. I may have just emptied your bank accounts, canceled your credit chits, and uh... there we go, I went ahead and swapped your biometrics file with a known terrorist’s. Don’t worry. He’s dead at the moment, so he won’t mind.”

Jean stopped cold. The collection point stood a mere six feet in front of his nose. Two measly yards away and beckoning with a softly pulsing amber light indicating he could board when ready. The line was moving. The other passengers already filed inside, their expressions locked in sour acknowledgment of the tight quarters. He heard them grunting polite greetings to the unfamiliar faces. If what the voice in his head said was true, there would be no safety to be found up there. Sure, he would get up to his ship, and he would get to Enterprise Station. If he stayed on board and did not try to book any other ships there, he would end up in Wayfair as planned.

But what then? If this Manny character was telling the truth, then he had no money. The first scanner he walked through would mark him as some terrorist and he would rot in a cell until it got sorted out. 

He moved slower now. The heady joy of escape now replaced with a heavy all-consuming dread. There was only one place for him to go at this point. Only one place where a guy with no money, on the wrong side of the law, and running from a powerful enemy could go.

The voice teased him. “What’s it going to be, Jean? You can take your chances with the boss if you want. You just killed an unarmed man in broad daylight, but prison here on Earth might work out a lot better for you than what comes next. Or you can board that shuttle and run. Who knows? You might make it. It’s a real big galaxy out there.”

Jean’s ability to evaluate his flaws objectively was both a boon and a curse. He had no idea what path made the best sense, but he had already decided which one he was going to take. With no confidence whatsoever, Little Jean Marceau stepped up to the boarding zone and through the doors of his shuttle.

“Good boy,” the disembodied voice crooned. “I like it when they run.”

“You’ll never catch me.” Jean tried to sound brave. He failed.

“Sure I will,” said the voice.

Jean wanted to reply, but saw his screen had gone completely blank. He frowned and sat down on the thinly cushioned bench next to an old woman. He mashed at the screen of his handheld in futile desperation, but the device lay in his hand a dead thing, stubbornly inert and useless. He was just about to give up on it when the face blinked back to life. However, the familiar startup message was missing this time. Instead, his comm flashed three times and red block letters scrolled across the screen. He could hear that voice mocking him in the moving text.

“I’ll see you in Galapagos, buddy. Have a nice trip.”

Jean’s heart flopped in his chest. He opened his mouth to deny it, he stabbed the recall buttons, he shook the lifeless device in despair and frustration, but it was all useless. His comm had gone completely dead.
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CHAPTER TWO
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“Pack it in, Boss. He made his flight.”

“Damn it.” The voice of Lucia Ribiero was curt and expressive as the two angry syllables crackled over the open comm channel. The brief expletive conveyed with eloquence exactly how she felt about that declaration.

From his terminal at the office, Manny tried to soften the disappointment. “You never had a chance. By the time I locked onto him he was already at the Dock. Not even you are that fast.”

“We know where he’s going, at least.” The guttural rumble of Roland Tankowicz sounded as disappointed as his partner’s. “And where he is going is a thousand light years from here.”

It was a resigned Lucia who called off the chase. “Let’s regroup and debrief at the office. Sam is blowing my comm up trying to get Manny’s statement recorded and I don’t think I can put him off much longer, anyway.”

“Be there in five, Boss,” Roland grumbled. 

“Already there, Boss,” said Manny.

“Okay. I’m sending Sam over there, Manny. Stall him until Roland and I arrive.”

“I know how to talk to cops without incriminating myself, Boss.”

“That’s comforting. Put on the coffee, then. I think it’s going to be a long night. Roland, send Mindy on an errand or something. She and Parker mix like cats and dogs.”

Roland grunted. “Good call. Let me conjure up a suitably lame job for her.”

New Boston’s most infamous fixer paused in his stroll back to base, buying himself a moment to fabricate a banal task for their volatile teammate. Arriving at an equitable solution, he then pinged her comm. A saucy country drawl filled his ears when Mindy answered the chime.

“What’s up, Ironsides?”

“Where are you right now?”

“Not that it’s any of your business, but I am working a lead on that last batch of bad blaze that messed up Z-block. Henry says it’s not his, but I’m bothering him, anyway. Mostly because I don’t trust him.”

Roland had to concede that Mindy’s instincts on that front were probably good. “You shouldn’t. He’s not very trustworthy. But he’s also an egomaniac and a perfectionist. I’d be surprised if he let a bad batch out.”

“I figured. Just bein’ thorough. It doesn’t hurt to have the guild leaders on their toes.”

“Can’t argue that,” he agreed. “Anyway, we just had a bit of action here, and I need you to shadow some cops for me. They’re cleaning up a crime scene down by Demeter and it’s important that the wrong people don’t get any ideas about this.”

“Meaning?”

“I want this case to stay tighter than usual. Nobody talks about it. None of the usual snitches trading info for drugs or whatever. This one stays completely dark.”

“Ah.” There was a chuckle in this reply. A smug and satisfied understanding. “You want me to help some of the patrolmen to understand the need for discretion, then.”

“I know how good you are at conveying the appropriate sense of gravity to these matters.”

“It’s like a gift or something. How hard can I lean?”

When the tiny blond assassin was involved, this was a very important question. “Let’s draw the line at broken bones, Mindy. Anyone you think isn’t catching on we can talk to together.”

“Okay, Ironsides. A couple of category two ass-whuppings coming right up.” 

Roland thought he detected a hint of disappointment in her voice. “I appreciate your dedication to providing quality service, Mindy.”

“Terrifying some dirty cops? Hah! With jobs like this, service is its own reward!”

“So you’re giving a discount, then?”

No one could ever tell when Roland was attempting to be funny. Thus, Mindy erred on the side of clarity if only to protect her income. “I didn’t say that, metal-britches. I’ll check in first thing in the morning. This is going to take all night. I can just feel it!”

Roland chuckled as she cut the connection. A few people passing him on the sidewalk squeaked in startled terror as the rumble from his chest broke the bustle of street sounds like tank treads crushing concrete. Even Roland had to admit that the sound was not entirely mirthful, but he had no control over that. He began to walk back toward his office and pinged Lucia.

“Mindy’s handled,” he said by way of greeting. “Sent her to lean on local PD. We don’t want this one springing leaks before we know what’s up.”

“Good call,” she agreed. “Killing two birds with one stone.”

“Some folks think I’m pretty good at this job.”

“You’re all right. With time you’ll improve.”

“You were sixteen when I started doing this for a living, lady.”

“So I like older men. Don’t take it personally.”

“I’m hanging up. See you in five.”

Lucia’s laughter was the last thing he heard before the signal cut out. That she was laughing at him did not bother the big man. It was refreshing, really. Until meeting her, most people screamed at him, or cried, or simply stammered in mute horror. Laughter was new and he liked it. 

Lots of things were new these days. Dockside was changing before his eyes and he was certain this was a good thing. Dockworkers were prospering, shipping concerns were hiring, and the entertainment markets were booming. Of course in Dockside one could not disregard the underground marketplaces. Smugglers thrived, money launderers were busy, and thieves and assassins booked jobs out of the borough at a frightening pace. 

Roland and his team had been working hard to keep these interactions smooth and away from the general populace. And when things were going well, it worked. Still, Roland acknowledged that something was not quite right. What had once been the earmarked territories of rival gangs was now an underground market of guilds. Quality control and strict rules held the worst of the depravity at bay, buried in only the darkest alleys and well away from the sensitive economic machinery of the docks themselves. Nevertheless, the neon-lit streets were still dim and dangerous for the uninitiated. Roland had always taken great pride in knowing every corner hood, every footpad, every peddler and pusher in his dirty little corner of New Boston. The quantity of new faces currently popping up unnerved him in a manner that often ended in acts of targeted violence. Too many newcomers perceived Dockside’s experimental guilds as a weakness to be exploited. This had been expected, yet he was plagued by the nagging impression that the understandable period of instability should have passed by now. Roland admitted to himself that it had not. Proof of this surrounded him every night and bled into the gutters every morning. It was a problem that gnawed at him whenever other matters were not more pressing.

For the moment, he had to table these musings. Exiting a side street put Roland on The Drag, Dockside’s largest and busiest thoroughfare. Even midday, the crowds were always thick here. Dockside’s legitimate marketplaces survived on shift work, and people commuted to and from the docking towers at all hours of the day. This meant that meals and errands were run at strange times for many of Dockside’s working households, and the regular ebb and flow of human traffic that other districts enjoyed devolved into a generic all-day bustle of people and commerce.

At least this applied to the daylight hours. Once the sun set, The Drag would light up like a neon carnival. Every storefront, bar, and den of iniquity would wash the streets in multi-hued schizophrenia as their holographic signs and floating advertisements enticed longshoreman and spacers from three dozen separate star systems with pleasures and delights both legal and illegal. Men and women on shore leave after weeks or even months crammed into gate ships found themselves defenseless in one of the galaxy’s premier pleasure zones. With cred accounts swollen from a long voyage, desires repressed for too long, and inhibitions as thin as a whore’s smile, these same men and women would gorge themselves on the glut of delights arrayed for their enjoyment along The Drag. Roland would find them wherever the night left them once the sun rose again. Be they red-eyed husks snoring in alleyways or moaning zombies lurching toward the docks and dawn’s last shuttle back to their ships, the price paid for a night of debauchery came down to more than the loss of easy money. Dockside had a way of keeping a piece of everyone who succumbed to the siren song of even a single night on the town.

Roland loved The Drag for its split personality and the juxtaposition of light and dark. It was a metaphor for Dockside itself, and while he had no head for poetry, even he could not deny there was an almost romantic quality to the two faces of his home. At Lucia’s insistence, they had rented office space right on The Drag. A converted convenience store with big clear panels that opened out onto the street had his name stenciled in gold block letters across the door. No other information was present. Everyone knew the name and what he did, so no other advertising was required. When something needed fixing, all you had to do was go find Tank on The Drag. It was common knowledge to anybody who was anyone in Dockside. Roland scowled when he saw the large front windows were dialed opaque at the moment. Lucia liked to keep them clear so she could see outside. Darkening the panels meant that this meeting was to be a serious one.

The door slid open at his approach, and the big man clomped through to the sparsely furnished space inside. Before his eyes adjusted to the change in light, the door dragged itself closed behind him with a hiss and a pained squeal.

“Damn it, Manny.” 

“I know, Mr. Tankowicz. I’ll fix it later. It’s been a rough day.”

Roland instantly regretted his grouchy outburst. The poor kid had been shot at already today, so rebuking the youth about his failure to repair a squeaky door firmly rooted Roland into a personality category that rhymed with “bass pole.”

The long-haired young scout seemed content to let it slide. Lucia, on the other hand, did not.

“Don’t be a jerk, Roland. Weren’t you supposed to be some kind of engineer? Maybe you should fix it yourself.”

Manny looked up from his DataPad and answered before Roland could salvage his dignity with an apology. “Combat engineers blow stuff up, Boss. They don’t fix things. I don’t think asking Mr. Tankowicz to work on the door is a good idea.” 

“Why were they called ‘engineers’ then?” Lucia’s confusion sounded sincere.

Eager to talk about something other than his own rudeness, Roland answered. “Because in the really old days, machines that broke down defenses and smashed walls were called siege engines. The guys who built and operated them were called siege engineers.”

“So you can’t fix stuff?” Lucia seemed almost disappointed.

“I bet he can’t drive a train, either,“ Manny added.

Having exhausted his ability to banter, Roland clomped over to the only desk present that matched his size and sat down heavily into a wide chair. The custom-made piece of furniture groaned under a half ton’s worth of synthetic muscle, armored skin, and other cybernetic hardware. “What do we have on our shooter, guys?”

Manny cleared his throat. “Jean Marceau, mid-level pusher from the Niagara rackets. He moves around a lot. He looks like the type of guy with a tendency to dream big but fail small if you know what I mean.”

“Keeps biting off more than he can chew?” Roland asked with a grunt.

“Exactly. He’s always one step ahead of the last guy he owes money to or running away from his latest big caper gone wrong.”

Lucia opined, “He must be a little bit smart, then. Most guys like that end up dead pretty quick.”

Manny nodded. “I get the impression he is not so much stupid as he is ambitious and unlucky. He’s way behind on his payments to a couple of big hitters from parts unknown, and the chatter I pulled from his comm memory seems to indicate that taking a swing at me was part of making that square.”

Roland asked the obvious question. “This a Red Hat thing?”

“Doesn’t have the feel,” Lucia answered. It spared Manny from having to talk about his former associates. “The Red Hats know us well enough to send their elite assassins, not third-string screw-ups.”

“Besides,” Manny chimed in, “the Red Hats are really just a few loose bands of fanatics now.” Roland and Lucia replied with questioning stares, and Manny explained. “Ellie sends me regular updates. The Hats become less of a factor every day over there.”

Roland could not hide the derision in his tone, nor did he try. “My heart bleeds for the demise of the Red Hats.”

“Couldn’t happen to a nicer group of deranged terrorists,” Manny agreed, and the strength in his voice surprised Roland. Discussing the young scout’s former association with the violent faction of Venusian separatists never got any easier. Though these days, Roland thought he could detect a growing sense of accomplishment in Manny. His was a key role in crippling the Red Hats. The old soldier understood better than anyone how nice it felt to make good on past sins. As far as Roland was concerned, Manny had earned his spurs and more when he went back to Venus and faced his former family and their crimes head-on. It certainly sounded like the young man was growing out of his past. 

“So not the Hats, then,” Lucia pushed onward. “Piss anyone else off lately, Manny?”

“I work for you guys, Boss.”

“Yeah,” Lucia concurred, “that will definitely get you on a few lists, all right.” Her brow furrowed, and absently she blew the magenta stripe of hair away from her forehead. Roland and Manny said nothing and merely watched. At the moment, a few million tiny machines in her brain were organizing a torrent of electrical activity into discrete strings of deductive and reductive reasoning. A combination of natural mutation and state-of-the-art nanotech labored in conjunction to give Lucia Ribiero the fastest brain in the galaxy, and all her formidable cerebral horsepower was now applied to exploring the possible reasons a person might try to shoot Manuel Richardson.

A normal human brain would not be able to figure anything out with so little information. There would be too many possibilities. With no clues to eliminate specific lines of reasoning, it was impossible to separate wild speculation from plausible theory. This was no obstacle to Lucia. She simply evaluated the possibilities individually and cross-checked them with all the others. After fifteen seconds of awkward silence, her eyes fluttered and she shook her head slightly.

“Somebody does not want us to have a good scout.”

“Really?” Manny sounded incredulous. “Is that all?”

“It’s the least-unlikely scenario for now. I’ll adjust if we get better data.”

“Huh,” Roland’s grunt was eloquent. “That means somebody expects us to come after them.”

Manny and Lucia both looked at him. Roland explained, “We don’t need all that much scouting here in New Boston. We know the lay of the land and all the players.”

Lucia snapped her fingers. “So we have someone setting up shop to come after us, and they know us well enough to assume that Manny will find them.”

The big bald head ducked in affirmation. “Think about it. When The Brokerage went after The Combine, Manny found Fox and his mercenaries easily. He tracked them down and infiltrated their base without them ever knowing.”

“Twice,” Manny pointed out with transparent pride.

Lucia gave her own emphatic nod. “He spearheaded the Venusian operation and cracked Lincoln Hardesty’s top-secret data cache.”

“And he found that little Corpus Mundi lab over in the Ag zones. The one that turned Chico Garibaldi into a cyborg.” Roland was warming up to this theory. “I think that somebody out there is learning from their mistakes.”

“Every time a player comes after us...” Lucia began.

Roland continued the thought. “...Manny hunts them down...”

Manny finished it. “...And Mr. Tankowicz wipes the floor with them.”

Lucia leaned back in her chair with a weary sigh. “I guess we all know who that ‘somebody’ probably is then.”

“If we are all thinking ‘Brokerage,’ then I’d say you were right,” Roland scowled deeply. “And we have an idea of the ‘why,’ at least as far as trying to ice Manny goes.”

Lucia wagged a delicate finger his way. “Don’t get cocky. We can guess they want us down a scout, sure. But why a giant network of crooked lawyers and accountants keeps taking swings at Dockside is still a little murky, big guy.”

“Controlling a trillion-credits in annual smuggling money isn’t enough motivation?”

Lucia was unconvinced. “It’s never been their style, Roland. Something has smelled funny about their obsession with Dockside from the start. I can’t shake the feeling that not knowing the ‘why’ of it all is going to bite us in the ass.”

Roland shrugged in defeat. “Start with ‘who,’ figure out the ‘where’ and the ‘why’ will follow.”

“We know who. So just need the ‘where’ to get rolling, then?” Lucia’s question had the odor of apprehension to it. 

“Oh, I think that much is obvious, Lucy.” Roland nearly growled with anticipation. “Manny has made sure our best lead has only one place to run to at the moment. He’s going to find out that hiding there is a very different problem.”

“I’ve never been to Galapagos,” Manny mused with an apprehensive shake of the head. Roland’s face stretched into a feral smile.

“Why are you smirking like a moron, Roland?” Lucia did not like what she was seeing. “Galapagos is a lawless haven for the worst people in the galaxy. Why does it look as if you are going to have the time of your life there?”

Roland shrugged, but his goofball grin was irrepressible. With a roll of his enormous shoulders he spread his arms out to his sides. Audibly, the seams of his jacket groaned in protest as thick ropes of techno-organic muscle fiber bulged and rolled beneath the linen. Under his shirt, the dim shading of his black dermal armor mesh darkened the bright white cotton to a sallow gray. The pose exaggerated his breadth and width, showcasing his excessive mass and musculature in a casual display of simian aggression.

Lucia knew the numbers. She understood that Roland could lift sixty tons from the floor, run as fast as a cheetah, and greet the fire and force of heavy weapons with a smile. She had seen him tear metal monsters apart with his bare hands and massacre his enemies dozens at a time. However, because she loved him, she preferred to think of the idealistic man with outdated notions of honor and heroism that lay hidden under the ferocious war machine. She knew him better than anyone, so it was easy for her to forget that all the technological might on display was additive. It was more convenient to see the armature as something that was done to him, an extra artificial layer the real Roland wore over his fragile humanity. It was a childish conceit to indulge such fantasy and Lucia was smart enough to know this was not the case. Roland “Breach” Tankowicz was not what he was because he bore a billion credits worth of cybernetic augmentations. He had been mounted to the Breach armature for most of his life at this point. As far as he was concerned, Roland had always been this thing. The layers of armor and tech merely served to make him better at doing the things he would be doing, regardless. 

So Lucia did not really need to hear his answer, but he gave it anyway.

“Galapagos is the only place in the whole universe where I can truly be myself.”

She huffed a heavy sigh. “Well, don’t get too excited. You are on the clock tonight and we can’t go tearing off to the frontier before you take care of the jobs we’ve got down here. Tonight’s meeting is important for a lot of reasons. The client is paying for the full ‘Tank Tankowicz’ experience on this one.”

Roland acknowledged this with a gruff nod of his bald head. “I hear you, Boss. This one’s been coming for a long time now. Speaking of which, I should go get set up. You cleared the spot yet, Manny?”

“Clean as a convent, Mr. Tankowicz.”

“You and I have been to some very different convents, kid.” Roland stood, drawing a relieved groan from his beleaguered chair. “All right. I’m heading out. Wish me luck or something.”

“Good luck,” Lucia replied. “Don’t kill anyone, please.”

“No promises.”

Manny looked askance to Lucia as Roland stalked back out the door. “Is he joking? I can never tell when he is joking. Please tell me he is joking.”

“He was joking,” said Lucia. Then she added, “I think.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Roland Tankowicz was often surprised by the sheer quantity of dingy basement meeting places in Dockside. Even after three decades of residence in the rough blue-collar zone, he was still finding dank new hidey-holes where street hoods and gangs met to talk business. The maze of unused tram tunnels, warehouse subbasements, and other abandoned caverns beneath the gray streets and scowling facades of the grimy district could be every bit as convoluted as the alleys above.

Squatting below an old freight hauler’s office was the tomb of a decrepit digital vault. It had once been home to racks of electronic archives though now it was reduced to yet another dark hole beneath yet another ugly Dockside structure. Like any well-hidden and unused space, this one attracted vermin. While Dockside had enough four-legged pests to keep municipal exterminators flush with overtime for years to come, today it was the two-legged variety that occupied the otherwise empty room. This was as it has always been, and Roland stifled a tiny disappointed sigh over it. That being settled, he assessed his surroundings out of ingrained habit.

The room was dusty and small, even more cramped than usual thanks to Roland’s rather prodigious bulk. The light from a single fixture glowed with a cool white light both soft and jarring. The light filled only the center of a table, illuminating near objects with a fierce intensity while burying the corners and hidden places in deep inscrutable blackness. There were five other people in the room, three men and two women all seated around an old aluminum table adorned with bottles of beer and glasses of liquor. The booze glasses were filled or emptied to various degrees, though no one seemed too interested in drinking much. Neither did any of the faces at the table appear pleased to be there. Each visage, be it friendly, ugly, tired, or bored, wore a veil of bemused irritation. The origins of their consternation were likely associated with the musty odors and uncomfortable seating arrangements, though the big man in the corner had to concede that present company may have soured their moods as well.

A man among them spoke up, voicing the question so many of them were pondering at that moment. “Christ on a fookin’ cracker, Tank! Why the fook are we settin’ in a musty old basement for this meetin’? I got plenty o’ booze and party favors back at Hideaway and it dinnae smell like a fookin’ sheep’s arse there, neither!”

“It smells worse, Rodney.” Roland’s response was flat and humorless. “And the person who called this meeting has no interest in being seen at your place by anyone.” A massive black-gloved hand gestured to a stern man seated quietly at the table. “Ladies and gentlemen, this is Detective Sam Parker.”

Heads turned to cast appraising glares at the indicated person. They saw a smooth square jaw, deep chestnut skin, intense brown eyes, and black hair cropped short and severe. He was powerfully built, but without excessive bulk or obvious cybernetic enhancements. They saw a young man’s energy in that face. Each of his features seemed etched with the intense focus of someone not old enough to have become jaded yet. The older and wiser folks in the room understood that time and failure would erode that resolve and bleed that energy as surely as a river carves a canyon. But for now, they saw and they understood that they were looking at someone who would not be easily swayed by anything they had to say.

Rodney “The Dwarf” McDowell huffed at the introduction. “Ah yes. Our wee rookie detective with dreams of cleanin’ up his home town, eh? We’re all bloody touched, Sammy.”

The other figures chuckled at The Dwarf’s condescending tone. Detective Parker’s face tightened to an angry snarl, but a giant fist crashed onto the table like a dropped anvil before he could spit a retort. Everybody started at the noise, and one woman gasped when the glass in front of her jumped up to spill on her lap.

The sound from Roland’s mouth was far more of a growl than anything else. “Do not start, Rodney.”

The Dwarf seemed the only person not cowed by the show of violence. A technological monster that twisted metal in his hands and swatted cyborg killers like flies might make his competitors nervous, but Rodney knew Roland from the old days, and he was not so easily intimidated.

“Touch a nerve there, boyo? He inquired with a raised eyebrow. “I remember Bixby too ye’ know. Have ye’ told the boy about Detective Sergeant Walter Bixby yet?”

Roland’s gaze could have melted tungsten, but The Dwarf met it without flinching. “Ah, I see ye haven’t then. Make sure you tell him what happened to the last copper what thought he could fix this town up nice and respectable like. He has a right ta’ know.” The Dwarf turned to address the detective. “I was around when yer giant friend here first strolled into our wee piece of paradise, boyo. Just a small fry then, hustling and puttin’ in me hours on the streets. But I’ve seen cops come and go through here plenty since those days. Ye aren’t the first, ye’ll nae be the last. But let’s just table that and get to the business at hand, then. Ye called this meet-up and had the big metal bastard drag us all down here. So out with it.”

Parker exhaled a long breath as if cleansing his anger and composing himself. “Fine. I called you all here because you each represent the main extralegal marketplaces in Dockside.”

One of the two women at the table laughed. It was rich and throaty, and when she leaned forward to speak, her lustrous black hair framed a perfectly gorgeous face. Her eyes sparkled with legitimate good humor and she purred like an alley cat. “’Extralegal,’ huh?’ What a great turn of phrase you have, Detective! So you’re clever and good-looking? Play your cards right and I may just have to get myself arrested for something real soon.” 

Roland scowled when he saw the detective’s face flush ever so slightly under his dark skin. For all his zeal and work ethic, Sam Parker was a young man and his hormones were no match for the wily money launderer and her ferocious sex appeal. He elected to rescue the boy before an embarrassing loss of his composure could occur. “Sid...” he said in a low dangerous tone, “this is not the time.”

“Don’t be a grump, Tank,” she replied with a friendly sneer for the big man. “It’s just a compliment.”

“Ye never compliment me like that, lass,” Rodney said with a chuckle.

“I like tall men,” Sid fired back, and Rodney winced comically. “The Dwarf” was not an ironic moniker. The bearded criminal needed lifts in his shoes to stand five feet tall.

“I have other attributes, ye know,” he said, and the conspicuous bionic claw that was his right arm spun and vibrated in a manner both suggestive and terrifying.

“Can we please just let the man speak his piece?” The next mysterious person in the room spoke up. The harsh light cast the man’s face in competing light and dark slashes. It was a visage sharp and narrow, split down the center by a hooked nose framed with bushy eyebrows. Thin brown hair, liberally streaked with dirty gray, sat against his scalp as if plastered there with an industrial polymer. His skin stretched over razor-sharp cheekbones, pale and with enough luster left to make his age inscrutable. To Roland’s eye, he could have been anywhere between forty and sixty. A touch of an accent colored his words. Roland supposed it to be vaguely Germanic. “We are here, and we must stay until the detective says what he needs to. Stop playing around and let him talk.”

“Oh settle yer wee temper, Henry,” said The Dwarf. “Don’t let yer lofty new position go ta yer head. Be a shame to lose it so early in yer career.”

Henry rose to the bait, betraying his inexperience. “My position is quite secure, Rodney. Thank you very much.”

“I was talkin’ about yer head, lad.”

“Unwissendes kleines schwein...” barked Henry, and Rodney replied without hesitation or any trace of an accent. 

“Achtung, junge. Ich habe männer für weniger als das getötet.”

Roland would not have thought it possible, but Henry went even paler at this remark.

That Rodney spoke German was no great surprise to Roland, but then Sid sighed and breathed an exasperated, “Ihr jungs seid lächerlich.”

“Jesus Christ!” the detective nearly shouted. “Can I get you all to focus over here?” Parker looked over and up at Roland. “Is it always like this? Do they always chatter at each other this way?”

“No,” Roland grunted. “Sometimes it’s worse.” Then he addressed the group. “Henry, cut the shit. You’re fresh meat here and you’d be best served by talking less and listening more. Rodney, stop being a dick to the new guy. Sid, try to be part of the solution, not the problem, please.” Heavy shoulders rose and fell and the giant turned back to the detective. “Go ahead, Sam.”

Parker stood. “I’ve called this meeting because you and I have competing goals, and Roland says it will be better to work things out at a meeting than in the streets. I respect Roland, so I am going to try this his way.”

“Ye mean ye want to arrest all the criminals in Dockside including us, too.”

“Maybe at first I did. But being back in town has reminded me of one important fact. Dockside likes its criminals, and as long as the Docksiders want it that way, I can’t change it. But that doesn’t mean they want to get mugged on their goddamn doorsteps, either. I realized that my goal is not to eliminate crime, but to serve and protect the citizens. Starting a street war with you lot is only going to hurt the people here.”

The Dwarf gave a dismissive snort. “A street war ye nae have any chance o’ winnin’, ye mean?”

“I won’t argue that point. Like I said, Dockside is the way it is because it wants to be. But that doesn’t mean that people want to be robbed, raped, murdered, or swindled. We need to find a line that works for both of us.”

“Not for nothing, and yer big bald bodyguard notwithstandin’ boyo, but ye’re not exactly dictatin’ from a position of strength now, are ye?” The bushy-bearded face swung over to Sid. “Now there, lass, exactly how much of the good detective’s department do ye’ currently own?”

Sid’s mouth turned in a coy smile. “I’ll never tell, Rodney. But I’d guess about as much as you do.” She winked at The Dwarf. “Maybe a touch more.”

“Henry.” Rodney addressed the thin man next. “How much of the department would ye guess end up as customers o’ yers?”

“Oh, I’d say a third, at least,” he replied with a tilted head. “Very good customers, too.”

Parker did not let his disappointment show. He dismissed Rodney’s point without prejudice. “I am aware of the state of Dockside PD, guys. Your point is taken. But that is where my line begins. I want to clean up my department.”

Roland saw the faces at the table tighten, eyes narrowing and feet shifting uncomfortably. A functional police department was not something this cohort would be happy to see. Parker saw it too, and the tiniest smirk twitched the corner of his mouth.

“The people need a police department, guys. For all the good Roland has done keeping your business contained, we still have four times as many murders per capita than any other district. Violent crime is seven times higher than anywhere else and property crime is just ridiculous. The regular folks are getting hurt, and that’s where my line is.”

“It’s not our people, Detective.” The Dwarf’s accent thinned as he leaned forward, earnest to the point of petulant. “We don’t like instability or extra attention. When the wee folk get trampled, that brings heat on all of us. I’m a smuggler and a gun-runner, and I am the president of the Dockside Trade Association. I’ll let the other guilds speak fer themselves, but ye can bet yer last copper cred that I couldn’t give a rat’s arse about what the citizenry get up to.”

Sid agreed. “My guild loans money and occasionally handles banking for those with questionable income streams. What a longshoreman or a shift supervisor does at night is nothing to us.”

All heads turned to Henry, who looked very uncomfortable at this moment. He shrugged. “My people sell drugs. But thanks to this one,” he pointed to Roland, “our product is of the highest quality and we only sell in entertainment zones. Nobody who gets to my door does so by accident or ignorance. Nobody gets anything adulterated or more dangerous than whatever poison they originally ordered.”

The last to speak up was the final person in the room. She had not spoken yet, and had contented herself to sit quietly in the shadows and hear the others out. Now she sat up and addressed the room. She was of medium height, but powerfully built. A jagged scar ran from the corner of her left eye and raced like a lightning bolt down her cheek to disappear under her collar. Her hair was mousy brown and pulled back in a sloppy ponytail. She was grizzled, gnarled, and looked as hard as a coffin nail. If her reputation was even slightly accurate, Roland figured her to be as tough as any frontier mercenary. He harbored strong suspicions she may have spent a few years out past Galapagos before landing in Dockside.

Her voice matched her appearance. “What the hell do you want from me? I’m only here because the boys elected me their spokesperson. Officially? The Enforcers Guild does not engage in any business that ain’t business, you get me?”

“I do,” said Roland. ‘Bouncing’ Bettie Braddock was the only person in the room besides Parker that Roland took at face value. “And you can take that to the bank, Sam. Bettie’s crew plays by the rules.”

“And we’ll keep playing by the rules,” the fierce brunette added. “At least until I find someone who can kick your ass, Tank.”

“People keep trying,” Roland replied affably.

“And dying,” Bettie finished the thought.

Parker stepped in. “That’s all well and good. And I hear you all on that. Which brings us to the real meat of the issue. If all of you are playing nice and keeping to the new guild rules, where the hell is all this unrelated crime coming from?”

“Junkies,” said Bettie. “Blaze-brains and speed freaks need creds for a fix. They go for soft targets when they get a jones on.”

“We’ve got a great bloomin’ passel of new pimps working the streets as well,” Rodney added. “With the Madame gone, it's pure fookin’ chaos in the prostitution rackets. They bring their own muscle, too. We either have Bettie handle it or send ol’ Tank after ‘em. Fook if they’re not popping up faster than we can squash ‘em.”

Henry had some input, too. “Scabs,” he spat. “Many new pushers are still invading. They see us as weak because we have no central leader. For every one Roland or Bettie throws out, two more show up.”

“Okay,” the detective seemed to be warming up. “So junkies, pimps, and pushers are the problem, huh? What do you suppose would be a great way to handle that?”

“Fookin’ cops.” The Dwarf did not seem thrilled with this revelation.

“Exactly. If I had enough good cops to actually patrol the streets, a lot of this would be handled. I can fix this for you, and all I want in return is a few concessions. Mostly stuff you are already doing, anyway.”

“Just out wit’ it, lad!”

“I want a Cop Guild or whatever to sit at the table with the rest of you. We will coordinate to keep the regular folk from getting hurt, and you get to keep doing what you do without having to pay off a whole department.” Sam scowled, then added, “Well, you’ll get to do what you do as long as you keep that shit under wraps, at least. If you start murdering folks on the drag in broad daylight, there’s going to be a problem. All I’m saying is that I accept that Dockside crime is not going away, and I’m not going to insist that you all join charity organizations or whatever. I don’t want to go to war with you guys because as much as putting you all in jail would make my day, you guys aren’t the real problem. What I want is a chance to make Dockside safe for all the people who aren’t criminals, too. If I have to dance with the devil to do that?” The young detective held his hands out to the sides, “Get to fiddling, then.”

Rodney’s bushy eyebrows rose to a dangerous height, and he stopped before replying, as if to think carefully about his response.

Sid spoke for him. “So the bribes stop, and you will start to build a police force that can actually deal with street crime?” She did not sound convinced, and Bettie looked on the verge of apoplectic.

“That will require some serious moral flexibility from your people,” Henry added.

Sam looked at the man as if he was a complete moron. “As opposed to the ethical contortionists I work with now? I’m not looking for saints. Just a squad that cares more about the people on the street than they do their next blaze fix or kickback.”

The Dwarf was still thinking, his bionic claw twisting in lazy circles as he examined the opportunities. “And when ye’ have yer wee squad of do-gooders, what then?”

“We will start figuring out who is sending drug pushers, pimps, and thugs into our town and end the threat. Because, folks, I don’t think this is random at all. I think we are being invaded. People are dying because somebody out there wants Dockside and they are afraid of us working together. I’d rather have that guy’s head on a plate than any of yours.”

“Ye know damn well who’s head it is yer talking about, don’t ye?”

“I have leads.”

“Well, I think the Trade Association will have to talk about this at our next meeting, lad.” The Dwarf looked around at the others in the room, “But I think I can say right now that yer offer is real fookin’ compelling. Especially if yer idea of who is gunning fer us is the same as mine.”

Sid, Henry, and Bettie nodded their approval. With this, the meeting was adjourned. 
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CHAPTER FOUR

[image: image]


The Pride of Wayfair docked at Enterprise station after two days of stomach-wrenching acceleration and equally unpleasant deceleration. Having deposited her riches in Dockside and subsequently gorged herself with goods bound for the frontier, Pride needed to refuel and refit before ‘gating out to Gethsemane and then on to Wayfair. Despite the risk of capture, Jean Marceau knew he had to take his chances and slip off-ship while docked at Enterprise station. If he disembarked at Gethsemane, he would be a penniless fugitive wandering around in a religious colony. Even without the onus of a dead terrorist’s biometrics, Jean would not last long there. Gethsemane was populous, prosperous, and if one ignored the religious fervor of its occupants, thoroughly modern. Their concepts of crime and punishment, however, skewed to the ‘archaic’ side of the spectrum with a fervor and enthusiasm that did not bode well for a man with Jean’s criminal record.

If he rode the cruise all the way to Wayfair, he would be that same penniless fugitive in a system owned and operated almost entirely by mega-corporations. There would be a bio-scanner on every door he passed through, redundant security checkpoints at every way station, and a private militia that owed allegiance only to the company store. The constabulary in Wayfair was not subject to any authority higher than the COO of whatever corp owned their turf. If he somehow managed to slip through the cracks, Jean had heard of a few good-sized smuggling outfits in the system that he could hook up with. Yet his chances of getting to them unhindered by law-enforcement seemed slim to the point of nonexistent. He seriously considered trying, all the same. The Fixer’s little comm-jockey expected him to make for Galapagos, and Jean wanted nothing more than to give him the slip. Objectively speaking, Galapagos was the best place to make such an attempt. No one in Galapagos would care one whit if Jean was a terrorist or a crook or even a six-headed dragon. Not having money would be a problem, as it always was. Fortunately for Jean, Galapagos had no official currency and Galops were the kind of folk who could be convinced to take all sorts of things in trade. For all these reasons it was a dejected Jean Marceau indeed who resigned himself to walking the path his enemies had set him on.

Skulking through Enterprise station while wearing the biometrics of a known terrorist was only one of the many problems his erstwhile victim had left him to contend with. With his comm reduced to an electronic paperweight, Jean had to find a public terminal to dial in to his accounts. Naturally, they were empty. The little Venusian bastard had drained them of what small resources they held, and Jean was not the sort of man normal people were wont to extend credit to. This did not leave him entirely without resources though. Jean’s life had left him with many interesting talents and maneuvering through the world with nary a cred chit to his name was not unfamiliar territory to the man. Where there were people and trade, there would be drugs and smuggling. Jean Marceau merely had to find that cohort without getting pinched to put his skills to good effect. 

The drug pusher possessed very little understanding of interplanetary law enforcement, but he understood that Enterprise Station was an economic free trade zone. Everyone who traded with Earth made a stop here, and thus immunity was automatically extended to those who traded within the zone. There were rules, of course. Mostly trade agreements and basic peace-keeping conventions to prevent anarchy. Jean was ignorant of the details, but he was cognizant that as long as he abided by the station rules, there would be no reason for the local constabulary to take any special notice of him. This might have helped him to relax, but the knowledge that Pike’s Privateers had the peace-keeping and defense contracts on Enterprise ruined any relief he may have enjoyed. Running afoul of the galaxy’s most elite fighting force was not the sort of conflict a person like Jean was equipped for. 

Criminals are ever a tenacious lot, and most had difficulty understanding the relationship between risk and reward. Thus, even on Enterprise Jean felt confident he would find an enclave of smugglers and thieves too brave or too stupid to choose a safer home. He made locating this place his goal for the first few hours on-station and as he suspected would be the case, it did not take long. He spotted a pickpocket working the edge of the receiving deck and cornered the urchin in a storage unit. When facing opponents half his size, Jean counted himself a fierce fighter. It only took a few seconds of rough slapping to get the skinny child to give up a likely location. Jean left the pickpocket crying and slipped into a maintenance stairwell.

Down below the retail zones, Enterprise Station had its own little underworld. Mostly smugglers, the tiny den of iniquity bustled like a foul-smelling ant colony. With the sobbed directions from the child memorized, Jean found his way down there with little trouble despite the Byzantine meanderings of the darker parts of Enterprise. The most complicated part was giving any places with active scanning equipment a wide berth. Fortunately for Jean, the elements he was attempting to contact tended to establish their haunts under the same strictures he did.

That is how he found himself in a dim storage hangar eleven decks below the clean silver surfaces of the Promenade Deck. The space was large, wide open, and obviously had not been used for storage in a long time. Tables and chairs were set up in a haphazard fashion and hollow-cheeked smugglers sat around them playing table games and swigging from metal flasks. An array of tired-looking men and women dressed in little more than underwear and looks of quiet desperation made their way among the groups, offering private dances or other services best provided in seclusion to the rough crowd talking and drinking. It was not a bar as near as Jean could tell. Mostly because there was no one serving drinks. Everybody seemed to have their own supply of whatever intoxicant suited their fancy, and nobody appeared eager to share. This, at least, was an opportunity Jean could exploit. He scanned the room, narrow eyes searching for a familiar scene. He found it quickly and he made his way across the floor to a table near one dirty gray wall.

Three people sat there. Six red-rimmed eyes darting to and fro while furtive hands shook small inhalers furiously. The elements of sadness and fear mingled on those faces and Jean recognized the unique terror of an addict at the tail end of a fix. He pasted a big friendly smile on his face and sat down without asking. His sudden appearance startled the group. One set of numb fingers fumbled and then dropped the empty inhaler mid shake and it bounced on the table with a clatter. The owner squeaked in terror and slapped a hand over it, the other hand clawing at his belt line for what Jean presumed was a weapon.

“Peace, squaddie,” Jean said calmly, his hands up. “Just a traveler, here. No squid, no jones on me.”

The eyes of all three stared at Jean, each trying to make sense of the newcomer. The one who dropped his inhaler spoke first. He had sandy hair and a wan face. Pale thin lips quivered and his voice shook. “No jones? You’re square?”

“Fuckin’ perpendicular, squaddie. I come to help.”

“Why?”

Jean let his amiable smile widen. “Like I said, I’m a traveler. Might need some help movin’ on, is all. I know a jones when I see it and I can get you square for a while if you want.”

This was of course, the ultimate bargaining chip. Blaze was a popular drug for its pleasant high and generally benign side effects. The addiction, on the other hand, was merciless. On its own, blaze was not much more harmful to the body than booze or THC. This might lead an individual to believe that a little puff of the pleasant vapor now and then amounted to nothing more than a harmless lark. What the budding addict might not know is that the innocuous little molecule bonded permanently to several key structures in the brain. After only a few uses, a person would start to have a hard time feeling anything pleasant without it. If not checked, life between puffs would deteriorate into a morass of depression and anxiety. Jean knew the stages of blaze addiction intimately, and he knew from experience that more than half of all blaze addicts committed suicide within fifteen years of starting. There were many who argued that the ultimate torture of blaze addiction was not that blaze killed the user, rather it made the user kill itself. Jean agreed with that assessment. Blaze was insidious, and that was why Jean preferred thanatos or DimStim. A two-day hangover and the occasional psychotic episode were still better than killing yourself over a fix.

The pusher sat among three mid-stage blaze addicts and looked them over carefully. Their eyes were bloodshot but not yet rheumy. Their hair sat in unkempt clumps on their heads but did not appear neglected. All three had the disheveled look of someone who had slept in their clothes, but none wore the tattered rags of a person who had given up on self-care altogether.

A second spoke. This was a woman, greasy blond and wearing a dangerously low-cut shirt. “You can get us square?” Her swooping neckline revealed a long arc of cleavage. While her face was pale and stretched, her décolletage still swelled with the fullness of youth. In the bad light of the converted cargo bay a man could be forgiven for thinking her beautiful. The wisdom of experience was not always a boon and Jean had been in plenty of badly lit rooms with junkies. He had already figured out that better lighting would destroy the illusion, and that was a shame.

“We squaddies?” Jean needed to drag this out. He wanted them desperate and dependent upon him.

“Get me square, handsome, and ‘squaddie’ won’t be the half of it.” 

Jean smiled. The tawdry come-on was as old as addiction itself and as sincere as a politician’s promise. He could tell the woman had used this trick to get a fix more than once, yet he could not pretend to care. If he had the time, he would take her up on the offer, too. As precarious as his situation was, he decided to err on the side of prudence this time and skip the excitement of a frenzied romp with a woman high on blaze. Having done it once or twice before, he understood he was passing on a very good time. Ever the pragmatist, survival remained his chief priority for the moment so fun would have to wait.

“Okay, squaddies,” he began. “I need to travel on to Galapagos, but my stacks aren’t in real good order. I’m hoping to get set up with a crew heading that way. One that doesn’t want to know my business. Get me the data on that, and I’ll get you square.”

“You cargo?” asked the first. 

“I’m contraband,” Jean replied. “But I’ll ship just fine.”

The addict’s face very clearly indicated that Jean’s admission was not helping his cause. He asked another question. “You willing to pull an oar?”

“Sure. I’m no hitter but I’ll take a swing if I got to.”

The man nodded slowly. “I know a boat. Leaves in thirty hours. Crew is real spiky, but if you pull an oar, they give you a seat on the bench.”

Jean hid his internal flinch. ‘Pulling an oar’ was a Galop euphemism for doing all the dirty work other crew members were expected to do. Jean had always tried to avoid heavy violence. He had neither the stomach nor the skills for the sort of duties crewing a Galop knorr would require. He had no desire to spend the next few weeks in a spirited bout of frontier piracy, but even that would be safer than lingering on Enterprise Station.

He made his decision, wry in the knowledge there was no real decision to be made. He ducked a curt nod to the sandy-haired junkie. “Sounds good. You get me on that boat and I’ll get you square.”

“No!” the woman’s voice was a shrill and piercing cry. “You gotta square us now!”

“Easy, squaddie.” Jean offered a compromise. “Let’s call this captain first and get me shipshape. If it’s all square, then you’re square a flash after.”

The woman looked like she was going to cry, but Jean held the line. The man nodded and pulled out a dilapidated handheld comm unit. He flicked a trembling thumb across the screen, waited a moment, and then tapped in a reply. After another tense twenty seconds, he showed Jean the screen. A message read, “Put him on the line.”

Jean took the offered handheld and placed it against his ear gingerly. He tried very hard not to think about all the places this comm and its owner had likely been and merely hoped his last set of inoculations would protect him from whatever diseases might be crawling around on the dirty device.

“Hello?”

The voice that came back was breathy and reedy at the same time. “Augie says you want a seat on my benches.”

“I want to get to Galapagos,” Jean replied. He tried to make his voice strong and confident. “I’ll pull an oar if I have to.”

“So you’re broke?”

“All my money is tied up in foreign investments at the moment.”

The captain guffawed. “I don’t need a clown. I need guys who follow orders and keep their mouths shut.”

“I don’t even have anybody to talk to, Captain.”

“You any good with your hands?”

Jean’s lie was smooth. “Good enough. Nobody is gonna mistake me for one of Pike’s guys but I hit more than I miss.” The irony of this last statement stung Jean deep inside. There was no shortage of evidence to support a scathing indictment of his skills with a gun, his last attempted murder being only the latest example. With any luck, the captain would not require validation of his combat prowess.

There was a throaty grunt from the man on the line. A sort of half-laugh, half-acknowledgment implying both amusement and derision. “Fine, then. You got a name?”

“Do I need one?”

“Gotta call you something. I can call you ‘Shit-rat’ if you want.”

Jean accepted the riposte with a smile. “You can call me Little John.”

“I have two Little Johns, a Little Joe, and one Big John on the crew already. Do better.”

“Fuck it. My name is Jean.”

A sniff from the captain. “Sounds like one of those faggy French names.”

“Take it up with my parents.”

“Whatever. It’s better than ‘Shit-rat,’ I guess. Welcome aboard, Jean. We sail in thirty hours from bay twenty-two whether you are here or not. Pay is food and water rations plus an eighth of a share of profit for the voyage. We’ll drop you in Galapagos in two weeks.”

Jean’s heart sank. Two weeks of marauding or smuggling felt like a lot of risk. He did not see any other choice. “I’ll see you there, Captain.”

The line went dead and Jean looked up to the three junkies. “Well, you guys delivered. So I guess it’s my turn.” He held out a hand. “Give me those inhalers.”

The trio stared blankly, inhalers clutched in possessive fists. Jean sighed. “You want a fix? Pass ‘em over, you idiots.”

The sandy-haired man extended a tremulous hand and gingerly put his inhaler in Jean’s.

“Come on, guys, I need them all to make this work.”

Slowly the other two surrendered their devices. With practiced motions, Jean quickly disassembled each of them down to their constituent parts. He narrated as he worked.

“You see, when pushers fill these up, they have to prime them right or the diaphragm bursts. After the last puff, the expansion chamber stays primed so the next guy filling doesn’t have to re-prime, get me?”

It was painfully clear that his audience did not. He shrugged and went on.

“It’s primed with a full hit, you see. So even though you re-treads think you’re empty, you still got three full puffs between the bunch of you. You just gotta know how to get to ‘em.” He looked to the group. “Any of you guys got enough creds for a drink? This will work better with some grain alcohol.”

Between them all, they had enough money to cajole a half-ounce of high-proof liquor from a neighboring table. Jean then bled two of the expansion chambers into the empty reservoir canister of the third. Then he topped off the canister with the alcohol. He sealed it and pumped up the pressure manually. When he was satisfied, he held up the inhaler and addressed the junkies. 

“Okay, squaddies. This thing has three full hits in it. It’s cut with alcohol so it’s going to sting like fuck-all, but you’ll get your blaze on all the same.” The six eyes glaring back at him were yawning chasms of pure hunger. Jean hoped they were listening. “When you go to get these refilled, you tell whatever asshole you buy from you want to be primed with nitro, before he fills with blaze. That way you’ll get the whole canister’s worth.”

His audience vibrated with poorly suppressed avarice, and Jean knew he had led them on as far as was prudent. “You kids play nice, now.” He dropped the inhaler to the table and stood up. As expected, the junkies fell on it like a school of piranhas.

He watched the frenzied scramble as each fumbled to get the inhaler against cracked lips. Sandy-hair won and took the first hit with gusto. He had not even finished his puff before the second man shoved the woman out of the way and tore the canister away from his companion. He sucked wind like a bellows for his hit and looked for a moment like he would take the last puff as well. Recognizing an opportunity when he saw it, Jean’s hand shot out and snatched the inhaler away. His foot slid across the deck and swept the chair from underneath the man, sending the junkie to the floor with a wet thump. 

Thwarted, the downed man seemed content to sit on the metal deck and let the blaze do its thing. The woman, wide-eyed and terrified looked to Jean and the inhaler in his hand. Jean watched her eyes bounce as her brain calculated her chances of fighting the blaze away from him. When the obvious conclusion was reached, she plead with piquant despair. “You said you were square! No jones!”

Jean leered down at her. Her hair fell across her face and her shirt had been torn askew revealing much of her right breast. She followed his eyes downward, then looked back up with the same paper-thin smile Jean had seen on a hundred other strung-out women. He held out his empty hand to help her up. “Oh, I ain’t on a jones. But I got thirty hours to kill and no way to pass the time.”

Her eyes stared hungrily at the inhaler in Jean’s fist, then she took the offered hand to stand up. On her feet, she slid an arm around his waist and slithered up against him. “You wanna party?” It was hopeful, a plea, a bargain offered. 

Jean accepted. “Hell yeah I wanna party.”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Roland Tankowicz did not experience fear the same way most people did. 

There were two main reasons for this. The first reason had a lot to do with the sheer volume of danger and violence that had permeated his life from his formative years and into his current middle age. He had been in more firefights, raids, battles, street fights, gang wars, and clandestine operations than he cared to count. Under the best of circumstances, he might experience a sort of tactical apprehension. When things got really bad, he might venture into ‘mildly concerned’ territory.

The second reason fear struggled for a foothold in his psyche was that his brain was home to a few million tiny robots that constantly monitored his stress hormones and neural activity to make sure that his nine-hundred-and-forty-pound techno-organic body did not suddenly come under the control of a man in the throes of mortal terror. Things like Roland Tankowicz were far too dangerous for a panic attack or a temper tantrum.

The man Roland found waiting for him back at his office, however, had no such protections from the crippling encroachment of abject horror. He was small and stooped, with a weaselly face and the physique of a man who spent far too many hours at his desk terminal. His hands twitched, clasping and unclasping as he stood in front of Roland’s oversized desk stammering his missive into the impassive face of Dockside’s most famous bruiser.

“So you see, Corporal,” the man started talking in a high voice. Roland imagined he was trying to sound commanding by increasing his volume. Unfortunately, squeaking louder only made him sound shriller and more agitated. “UEDF and the Expeditionary Force have discovered some intelligence that requires your intervention.”

“Requires?” Roland let the word drag on. He layered it with both sarcasm and incredulity, packaging the two syllables in a neatly wrapped box of pure scorn. “The Expeditionary Force and the UEDF don’t get to ‘require’ anything of me. It’s part of my discharge agreement. You know, the one where I get left alone forever because you bastards turned me into a murderous zombie.”

The man held his ground, fear notwithstanding. “Well, yes. It’s also the agreement where you agreed to keep your origins and capabilities a state secret. We think we have afforded you quite a bit of latitude on that issue up to this point.”

“I haven’t been talking in my sleep, if that’s what you are implying,” Roland replied evenly. “If you are wondering how word about me gets around, well, maybe you should have gotten the good Doctor Ribiero to sign those agreements, too. Or done a better job protecting him from corporate thugs out to steal his inventions. But then again, he agreed not to have you all charged with war crimes, too. I guess you should probably let that one slide, huh?”

“I am aware of the precarious nature of the impasse between yourself and the UEDF, Corporal Tankowicz. I am not here to threaten you or blackmail you.”

Roland leaned back in his chair, drawing agonized creaks from the metal. “But you are here to ‘require’ me?”

The man seemed to grow more confident, as if the conversation was more interesting than the obvious danger of his surroundings. “I said the intelligence required your attention. Not the UEDF. I am sharing this as a courtesy.”

“I’ve been on the receiving end of UEDF courtesy before, Jimmy. Not a good experience for anyone involved.” 

The droopy man flinched slightly at being called ‘Jimmy,’ but he held his peace. Undaunted, he barreled ahead. “Just read the file, Corporal.”

“Summarize it.” Roland was in the mood to be intractable.

“Someone stole Rooker’s body.”

Finally, the slouching analyst felt he had gained the upper hand. Roland’s face twitched, his jaw tensing as teeth ground together. His dark brown eyes, already deeply sunken under heavy brows, narrowed to the point of disappearing altogether.

“You lost Rooker’s body?”

“No. Somebody stole it.”

Roland rose slowly from his desk. The analyst knew all the figures intimately, but the corporal’s seven-and-a-half-feet of height appeared far larger in person than it did on a stat sheet. The looming cyborg’s voice rolled over James like a frigid tide. “Let’s forget for a moment that the body in question is a top-secret cyborg armature, and that it contains technology that does not belong to you and has been banned by the Planetary Council. Let’s also ignore the fact that you had responsibility for securing what is in fact a very dangerous weapons system. Instead, let’s deal with what is really bothering me first.” Roland paused to take a deep cleansing breath.

“Charlie Rooker was one of the finest men I’ve ever known. He was my friend, and he died trying to escape being a slave to the UEDF.” His voice had taken on a quietly dangerous tone. It was not Roland’s rage suddenly making James very nervous. It was his conviction. “You owed Charlie a debt you could never repay, and you LOST HIS GODDAMN BODY?” Roland roared the last part, and James stepped back reflexively. “You couldn’t even grant him the dignity of a peaceful death?” Enormous deltoids convulsed, and thick black hands pressed through the groaning desktop. The surface buckled like Styrofoam and Roland’s desk collapsed into a bent pile of debris with a sharp crack.

“That man served for eighteen years before you turned him into a monster! Fifteen campaigns he survived, only to die when you guys shut off his life support. A million enemies couldn’t take him down, but you fucks did it with a bit of software because he didn’t want to kill some civilians.”

“I was six years old when that happened, Corporal,” James interjected, trying to head off the rant before a thousand pounds of enraged war machine ground him into a greasy ball of meat jelly and bone powder.

This seemed to calm the giant only somewhat. Rather than twisting the head from the apprehensive analyst’s shoulders, a petulant flick of a thick arm sent the crumpled remains of the desk tumbling into the wall with a suitably terrifying crash. Roland sat back on his exposed chair with a weary grunt. “Right.” It was a dejected riposte, his rage being thwarted by the target’s lack of direct culpability. “When did you lose it?”

“It was stolen shortly after your operation at the Corpus Mundi Facility...”

“And you are only now telling me? It’s been three goddamn years, James.”

“And what do you suppose we would say? You had just found out that Johnson and Fox were actively trying to duplicate the Golem project and they had kidnapped the only person left who knew how to build one. You are not exactly known for your forbearance and reasoned approach to conflict resolution. Your exit from UEDF service has many of us in government service rather skittish.”

“When I escaped the prison cell they built for me under a mountain, you mean?”

“Yes,” James replied evenly. “Killing sixty-one people in the process.” Then he continued. “The theft was covered up because the political situation concerning the Golem project is still far too precarious. The whole affair had been wrapped up and closed out for decades. If anyone found out that one of the prototypes had gone missing...”

“It was a man, you little prick. A good man.”

“With all due respect, Corporal, at that point it was not. Lieutenant Rooker’s organics had been removed and interred with full military honors. His remains are still at rest in the Tomb of Global Protectors with the rest of Earth’s military heroes.” The narrow face tilted in Roland’s direction. “That was one of your conditions for silence, if I recall. Anyway, if any of the principals discovered a Golem armature was missing, the fallout would have rendered all the work of covering it up moot.”

“So the Lead armature has been missing for three goddamn years, and I’m just hearing about it now? Why even tell me at this point? It’s not like I’m any less predisposed toward killing you.”

“Because we think someone is using it again. Someone who wants your armature very badly.”

“Mine? Why mine?”

“The Lead armature was stolen after Lieutenant Rooker had been removed from it. We believe they want one with intact organic components.”

“They want Doc Ribiero’s synthetic nervous system and nanobots.”

“Precisely. The Golem armatures were state-of-the-art thirty years ago, but modern R&D has made great strides since then. Corpus Mundi’s Better Man was just as well-developed as any Golem, and better in some ways. Your body is impressive, but modern technology is rapidly meeting or exceeding your physical specs.” James fixed Roland with an even stare. “Their last crop of prototypes seemed more than capable of giving you trouble.”

Roland had to concede the truth of that. “That’s true, but without the Doc’s special ‘bots they’ll never integrate the prosthetics as well as a Golem.”

“Correct. It’s why they haven’t been able to bring you down yet. We believe they want what is in your brain, Corporal, and they may not need it alive or whole to accomplish that.”

“Well then, I guess you were right, after all. This does require my attention.”

“We thought you might see things our way.”

A thick brow rose, and Roland’s beady right eye fixed James with a threatening glare. “I most certainly do not see things your way, Jimmy. Don’t ever get to thinking you and I will ever see things the same way. You want to know what I see? I see a narrow-backed analyst sent on a suicide mission to tell me something your superiors figure is going to piss me off. Do you truly understand how I got out? How I got my discharge?”

James shifted his weight from foot to foot. It was a furtive and nervous tic. “Doctor Ribiero disabled the fail-safe and you escaped your quarters at Teton...”

“Don Ribiero broke into a locked facility with a caged monster and risked his life to shut down that piece of firmware. And they were not ‘quarters.’ That was a prison cell.”

“It was hardly a cell, Corporal...”

Roland ignored the equivocation. “Then I tore the door off and fought my way to the surface with my empty hands. As you already pointed out, I killed sixty-one people that day, Jimmy. People just like you. I’ve killed a lot of people in my time, and a lot of my kills still haunt me.”  Roland paused to make sure the little man was listening. “Nobody from that day makes the list.”

“And you went on to kill a three-star general and two members of the UEDF Chiefs of Staff.” The man did not seem sure if bringing this up was a good idea, but it was his nature to be the smartest person in the room, and he could not stop himself. “I have read the incident report, Corporal. Those people would have been court-martialed, anyway. You saved them from lengthy prison sentences is all.”

“Lucky them. Are you getting the point yet or do I need to spell it out?”

“Yes. I see your point. You want me to feel like you will kill me so I will be suitably terrified. You can rest assured that you are quite scary and that I understand the risky nature of my situation. But we both know that killing me only makes your life more difficult. I have made a very thorough study of you, Corporal. You are many things, but stupid or impulsive are not among them.”

“Lucky you. On to the next question, then. Why haven’t you simply sent the UEDF to bring me down? If I’m dead, whoever has Rooker’s body loses the thing they want. You guys could gravity-bomb this office from orbit and solve your problem any time you want to.”

“There are those in our office who have suggested it. But much of the council leadership is more concerned about the destabilizing effect that might have on the Dockside region. Your enemies are counting on this to prevent just such an action. There has been a concerted campaign to destabilize this region of late, and the factions engaging in this behavior have gone to great lengths to ensure that your presence is the only thing keeping the economics of Dockside attractive to the powerful corporate interests that might interfere here.”

Roland for once looked surprised. “It’s The Brokerage, isn’t it? They’ve been harassing the docks so you guys won’t put me down? We never really figured out what their angle was. Christ that’s clever. They broke The Combine over it, for crying out loud.” The big bald head shook. “The Doc’s nanobots can’t be that valuable, can they?”

“On that front we simply do not know. As impressive as a functioning Golem can be, the effort seems disproportionate to the actual value.” He tilted his head in Roland’s direction. “No offense intended.”

“None taken. If it is really all about me, then there has to be more going on than just some thirty-five-year-old biotech.”

“We agree. The Brokerage’s activity in Dockside has been an anomaly for some time now. We believe it started when your presence was made known to them in that ‘Better Man’ business a few years ago. They were heavily invested in Corpus Mundi and Doctor Johnson’s new armature, yet they seemed happy to move on to acquiring you once it became obvious a functional Golem was still alive. After that, they have been meddling in Dockside underworld stability to hide their true motivation.” James scratched the bridge of his nose and cast an inquisitive glance Roland’s way. “Do you remember the mess on Venus? With those OmniCorp operatives?”

“No way...” Roland started. James actually smiled.

“Yes. OmniCorp is a Brokerage front. Those three were smuggled into the Colander because The Brokerage arranged for you to go there. They manipulated the Red Hats into starting that fight.”

“How? How could they...?”

“A man named Robert Robertson was Lincoln Hardesty’s handler. He made sure that Hardesty would need Richardson dead. He also assumed they would fail.”

Roland snarled, “I know Bob. Were you aware he’s an android?”

James nodded. “We had suspicions. He is blind to scanners, though.”

“I hit him with a tight beam scan pulse at close range when we were bashing the shit out of each other a few weeks back. Got a decent look at his innards. He scans like Golem tech but no organics. Pure AI.”

“Is that all?”

“My rig was built to take hits, Jimmy. My helmet has good armor and shit scanners. Tell me about Bob and Venus.”

“You have the rest. Robertson pushed Hardesty’s timetable up so Hardesty panicked and sent the Balisongs after the only person who could expose him. It’s obvious now that The Brokerage knew Hardesty feared Richardson. It does not take a tactical genius to predict how you were going to react to someone attacking your home and your people.”

Roland had to concede the point. His repertoire of conflict-resolution techniques managed to be both robust and effective, though even Roland had to admit it suffered from a distinct bias toward the direct approach. “So they smuggled in three special-forces goons mounted to hot-rod armatures ahead of time, knowing I would be heading over to swat the Red Hats?”

“Yes. That appears to be the case. They happily risked an interplanetary catastrophe for the chance to achieve their goal.”

“Which was me all along.” Roland sighed. “And because they knew you sick bastards would simply burn me to keep the tech out of their hands, they’ve been keeping Dockside under fire.” The big head oscillated in a rueful shake. “That’s actually kind of clever. UEDF can’t simply vaporize me because Dockside will go to hell if they do, so The Brokerage gets to keep taking potshots at me while you guys are stuck sitting on your hands.”

“More or less correct, Corporal. It has been a maddeningly effective strategy.”

“But now you want me to do what? Go after them?” Heavy brows furrowed in a deep and dangerous frown. “I do not respond to UEDF command structure anymore. I won’t take orders from you, or anyone else at the UEDF.”

“Of course not, Mr. Tankowicz.” Roland noticed that James had not called him ‘Corporal’ this time. ”You are long past the reactivation point for your service. The UEDF has nothing to do with my visit. I am attached to the Department of Espionage and Clandestine Operations.”

“You’re with DECO?” Roland harrumphed his displeasure. “That explains a lot.”

“I thought you would be more amenable, Mr. Tankowicz,” said James with a thin smile. “DECO doesn’t need a soldier, a spy, or an assassin for this mission. We need a fixer. Which leads me to the second reason we have not simply erased you from the board.”

“And that is?”

“You forget, Mr. Tankowicz. Alicia Walker was one of ours. DECO never forgets when an agent goes down, and we have not forgotten that it was the UEDF that caused her death. There is a star on the wall at our office for ‘Sneak,’ Breach, and some of the senior staff were there when it was hung up. This is a chance to humiliate the UEDF and go after a major galactic criminal element at the same time.

“I had forgotten she was a spook,” the big man acknowledged. “So I guess it’s time you and I started sharing intel, then.”

This seemed to amuse the analyst. “Really? You have information for me?” The man sounded amused at the prospect, as if there was no way Roland could possibly know something he did not.

“Earlier today somebody tried to kill one of my people.”

James frowned. “Which one?”

“Richardson.”

“The terrorist?”

“The scout.” There was a sharp edge to Roland’s reply, and James decided not to push that particular button. Roland continued as if James had not said anything. “Some no-name blaze pusher got uppity and took a shot at Manny right in the middle of the street. Killed a random civilian with his piss-poor aim, too. Anyway, we tracked him to Demeter where he hopped up to the Pride and took off for Enterprise.”

“So he is gone, then?”

“Hell no. We burned his ID, pulled his accounts, and Manny swapped his biometrics with a dead Red Hat. This guy has only one place to go now.”

The analyst nodded, impressed despite himself. “You couldn’t get him before he made orbit, so you made sure he had no other options. Well played.”

“I have smart people working for me. It helps. Anyway, why do you suppose some low-rent pusher is trying his luck against one of my crew?”

“I can only assume you have a suitably vast quantity of enemies.” James did not mention that he was aware of exactly how many enemies Roland had.

“I hear I’m hard to get along with. I don’t see it. Back to the point, we dug into this guy, and holy shit is he in big trouble with a lot of serious players. He is smart enough to get into cons that are way over his head and not smart enough to get away with any of them.”

“You believe somebody had leverage on him?”

“Everybody had leverage on him.”

“Your theory?”

Roland leaned back in his chair. “Somebody wanted me to lose the best damn scout and infiltrator in the galaxy. Somebody is afraid of Manny, and I want to know why.”

“You don’t believe they just wanted to hurt you and picked a softer target?”

“Nah. If they wanted to hurt me, they’d try for Lucia or her father. My gut says this was about pulling Manny off the board.” That it was Lucia who had worked this out, Roland neglected to mention.

James paused, turning it over in his mind. “It is an interesting angle, Mr. Tankowicz. Which of Mr. Richardson’s skills is it that has them nervous?”

Roland held up his hands in surrender. “Who knows? Kid’s good at a lot of shit. Hell of a technician, but Dockside has lots of those. Damn good at penetrating secure networks too, but I’ve seen scarier comm-jockeys than him. I think it comes down to his infiltration skills. Somebody is worried that he’s going to sneak into somewhere they don’t want him to be.”

“It’s a little thin, Corporal.”

“I know. But that’s where I’m starting. You gonna help or just stand there looking like furniture?”

James smiled, seeing his exit from the conversation. “DECO will be in touch with you shortly. Please send everything you have on this individual over to us and we will employ our own resources to look into the problem.”

“You had better,” Roland added as the man turned and left his office.
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CHAPTER SIX
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Far beyond the growing network of populated worlds in conveniently placed star systems, past the frontier planets and wild depths of empty uncharted space, sat the multicolored planets of the Galapagos system. The people who had first discovered the cluster of enormous gas giants and their main-stage yellow dwarf star had decided upon the moniker for no more auspicious a reason than like its namesake, Galapagos was very far away and almost entirely useless to mankind.

Some strange happenstance of cosmic whim had left the system with no terrestrial planets to mine and no great wealth of rare gaseous resources to exploit. Despite eleven Jovian worlds and a hospitable central star, Galapagos was rich only in those elements and compounds that were fairly common elsewhere. Hydrogen, oxygen, nitrogen, ammonia, sulfur, and plain uninteresting water Galapagos had in wondrous quantity, yet these were not things worth much money and certainly not worth the gate fees of carting them across the hundreds and thousands of light-years between the distant system and more populous ones.

Galapagos should have been cursed to languish in obscurity were it not for that stubborn streak of contrarian pique that plagued the personalities of a certain segment of the human population. The first colonists arrived barely eight years after the only nearby Anson Gate opened in Galapagos. From the mouth of the cosmic anomaly came a rugged group of freedom-seeking roughnecks who took up residence in an abandoned survey station that had the bad fortune to have been left behind. Orbiting at a comfortable distance from the central sun, and within easy gathering distance of a nearly unlimited supply of hydrogen for energy and oxygen and water for life support, the station grew in ungainly ad hoc sections until it became a sprawling gray and green morass of derelict gate ships and re-purposed cargo pods.

When the station grew too unwieldy, others began to crop up. More and more people fleeing the civilized worlds and the authority of Earth’s expanding Planetary Council arrived to seek their fortunes in the untamed wilderness of the rugged backwater.

Therein lay the problem with Galapagos.

The hundreds and thousands of colonists arriving every week from the rest of the galaxy were more often than not fleeing the Council in the most literal sense of the word. Gate fees to Galapagos were minimal, government non-existent, and any group with a functioning ship could set up in orbit and start a fiefdom of their own. It became a haven for pirates, warlords, thieves, and raiders. Any group so vile as to be driven away from civilization found itself at home in Galapagos. Any nascent notions of an idealized free zone died in the first decade as dewy-eyed optimists were ground to powder beneath the boots of criminal migration at a scale unheard of in human history.

The great rafts of ships and rough-hewn orbital platforms immediately set to brawling and clashing for supremacy of the system. There was no great wealth to compete for, no shining empire to build. The clans and crews fought like madmen over nothing more than a hollow title and the meaningless throne of a distant and unwanted land, disparate packs of rangy wild dogs barking and bleeding for no other reason than that was all they understood.

From his own meager seat of power, Iron Sven Paulson considered the painful irony of his own folly. He had almost wasted much of his own life in that selfsame race for power. Yet the spark of wisdom, or a streak of animal cunning at the very least, had illuminated to him an obvious truth before he died a vainglorious fool like so many of his peers. No one could ever win this prize. 

Sovereign power over people required two ingredients: a person strong enough to stand above the others, and a group of people willing to be ruled. Strong people Galapagos had in spades. Life in this system broke the weak and soft, leaving only diamond-hard men and women to continue on and populate the brackish puddle that served for its gene pool. It was that second ingredient that would forever remain elusive in their violent frontier system. No one would ever rule Galapagos because Galapagos could not be ruled. This bleak truth made the pursuit of a kingdom a strategic dead end. No people existed in Galapagos who would consent to bend the knee to anyone. They could not. Violent self-reliance was burned over generations of accelerated evolution into their very cultural DNA. Without subjects, there could be no king. For every tin-pot warlord that raised an army, there were two more with an army to match. Alliances were forged and broken with a frequency that mocked the very existence of ’trust’ as a social construct. Unity, obedience, trust, and a sense of greater community were as antithetical to the ‘Galops’ as it had been to the ancient Vikings whose society they co-opted.

Sven Paulson had no ambition to rule his system, but deep inside his heart he still lusted for something bigger. Perhaps he did not need ownership of Galapagos, but he absolutely craved supremacy. In reflection of this, he accepted that supremacy was the greater prize. The difference between a throne and a prison cell was merely  the quality of the accommodations. A man shackled to either was still a captive. On the other hand, to be the strongest, most feared, most terrifying man in the system would yield nearly all of the benefits of rulership with none of the drawbacks. 

Sven was a sly man. Unlike many other Galapagos mercenary leaders, he possessed a certain innate gift for objective observation. He watched everything with a keen eye for detail and he learned as much from observing those around him fail as he did their successes. This mental agility had made him the kind of man to accept jobs from The Brokerage when other, prouder, men turned them down. The last job had been an expensive disaster, but he had learned much from it and he was not the sort of leader who let failures cloud his judgment. The Brokerage paid well, and they made plans that had long-term ramifications. Sven approved of their ambitions and was content to accept another meeting when they had contacted him.

He had insisted upon meeting in Galapagos this time. Power dynamics were tricky things, and he was quite finished with dancing to their tune. The Brokerage, feared and mysterious, could come to him if they wanted his services. He would make sure that his competitors and rivals saw them do it, too. He would let them whisper and let them talk in hushed tones over home-made vino about how the shadowy syndicate of underworld financiers had come crawling to the feet of Iron Sven Paulson when they had need of a real warrior. He would have no trouble repopulating the benches of his boats when that word began to filter through the platforms. There existed an uneasy respect between the space-faring marauders of Galapagos and the corporate raiders of The Brokerage. Their weapons and tactics were very different, but their goals and aspirations were distressingly similar. What Galapagos mercenaries achieved with the gun and the blade, The Brokerage did with a computer and a lawyer. The average denizen of Galapagos lacked the sophistication to articulate whether this was cleaner or dirtier than their own methods. 

Then again, most Galops have the philosophical sophistication of a grilled cheese sandwich. The thought was wry, and Sven Paulsen regretted it instantly. He reminded himself that philosophy was overrated and smart men avoided it. The connection between their peoples was simple enough. We get along because they are rich as all hell, and the only thing a Galop loves more than war is money. That made sense, and the simplicity of the resolution served to move his thoughts away from dangerously complex ideation.

He sat with one leg thrown casually over the arm of the captain’s chair and stared through the central view screen at the intimidating frigate drifting lazily off the bow of his command ship. Despite being outgunned many times over, Paulson was not intimidated. Every knorr, corvette, missile platform, gunboat, and fire-support ship in the system was watching that frigate, and no amount of hull armor would make the ugly vessel a match for five hundred enemy ships crewed by veteran spacefarers.

Paulsen knew his cohorts and peers bore him no special love. Most would gut him as soon as look at him. Nevertheless, they all understood that no out-system enemy could be permitted to open fire on a Galop ship without repercussions. The Frigate would be torn to pieces at the first sign of aggression. Its weapons then salvaged and fought over, its crew subsequently placed as thralls until their weregild was paid. This would be never, of course, but “slavery” was a dirty word even in Galapagos.

With a sigh, he slapped the comm panel on the arm of his chair and opened a channel to the other ship.

“This is Captain Paulson of the free ship Totenkopf. Are you guys here to talk or just float around out there? I’m a busy man.”

A monitor to the right of the view screen flashed to life with the image of a stern-looking man with black hair and a sharp widow’s peak. While his face was blankly congenial, the steel gray eyes remained distant and expressionless. It made Sven a touch uncomfortable, as if the muscles of his face had been taught what to do but the lesson remained lost to his eyes.

“My apologies, Captain.” The man spoke with a smooth and effortless baritone. His words flowed easily, each seemed carefully chosen and crafted to be devoid of anything but bland affability. “We were unsure as to what protocol would be appropriate for this meeting.”

“You are in Galapagos now, buddy. We don’t do protocol so good. When we got something to say, we say it.”

“How refreshing.” The man on the other end of the connection did not sound refreshed. “Then I suppose we should just get on with the business, then.”

“Oh, do let’s.” Paulson let the sarcasm twist his words in a show of overt disrespect. Half the ships in the system would be listening in on this conversation, and he needed to come off as the one in charge. “I assume your bosses have fucked up again and they need someone to go get dirty fixing it?”

If Paulson’s contemptuous tone bothered the man on the screen, it did not show in his impassive expression of bland condescension. “Hardly, Captain Paulson. My employers are interested in securing your services for a matter that is likely to align very well with your own goals.”

“You don’t know shit about my goals, pal.”

“Then we are mistaken? You have no desire to avenge the death of Torvald Haraldson?”

Paulson’s eyes narrowed into dangerous slits. “Fucker, you don’t even get to speak his name, you hear? Torvald wouldn’t be dead if you jerks hadn’t sent us after that... that... thing.” His breath hissed as he hunted for composure. “I’m owed both blood and money for that job, and you got a lot of nerve bringing it up on my turf.”

“Captain Paulsen, my employers are prepared to provide you with both of those things in great quantities if you are interested. This includes the opportunity to take another shot at Roland Tankowicz. We would like you to secure some cargo for us, and we expect Tankowicz to come looking for it when you do. You will know it is coming, and you can set any trap you like with one condition.”

Internally, Sven Paulson was reeling. On one hand, he desperately wanted to kill Tankowicz, and that crazy blond bitch who had broken his arm as well. On the other hand, he knew better than most how tall an order doing either was going to be. Torvald had been a seasoned veteran warrior mounted to an enormous cyborg armature. His very name caused grown men to soil their pants in fear. Tankowicz had beaten him to death in front of the whole crew with a hammer, of all things.

But Tankowicz cheated, he reminded himself. They fucked with his cooling system. Torvald should have beaten him!

This was all irrelevant now and Paulson forced himself back into the conversation at hand. He did not know what to say, so he asked the obvious question.

“What’s the condition?”

“You must promise not to kill him or destroy his head.”

Paulson did not understand the machinations of giant criminal syndicates, and he lacked the education or imagination to surmise any other reason to want the head beyond the most morbid one.

“You guys are some seriously sick bastards, you know that? You want him alive, with his head intact? Fine by me.”

“We did not think you would find the terms onerous.” For all its unreadable nature, the face on the screen conveyed ‘smug’ rather clearly.

Paulson realized that he was dangerously close to looking like a lackey at this point. He scrambled to reassert dominance. “I’ll get The Fixer, no question. I can even save his head for you, too. But you gotta explain to me why the hell I would want you screw-ups to be any part of it. You can’t fight for shit. You don’t got any ships or guns. You just push money and politicians around. What the hell are you bringing to the table, here?”

“Enormous piles of money?”

Paulson nodded, a begrudging eyebrow cocked in acknowledgment. “Good answer.”

Deciding that the eavesdroppers had seen and heard enough, Sven swung his leg back down to plunk on the deck with a thud. “Okay. Let’s talk business over here. I’ll send a shuttle for you. Just you, by the way.”

“Of course,” replied the man on the screen, tilting his head in a nod just this side of amenable. “I’ll await your shuttle at docking bay three.”

“Do that.” The mercenary cut the connection with a slap and stood. Just over six feet tall, Sven Paulson was wiry and strong. His hairline was receding, his face was roughly lined, and he moved with a brisk and energetic bounce when he turned to the hatch. He called over his shoulder to a baby-faced bridge officer standing just behind the captain’s chair. “All right. Henriksen, you have the bridge. Don’t fuck up.”

The younger man replied with a nod both brisk and earnest. “Aye, captain. No fuck ups.”

“Good kid,” Paulsen acknowledged. “Now daddy’s gotta go make some goddamn money.”

He heard the bridge crew chuckling as he stomped down the hall.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

[image: image]


“Hey, Boss! You’re up early today!”

The call was energetic, and it brimmed with sincere warmth. It was a friendly greeting from a friendly young man and as God was her witness, Lucia was going to try to be friendly about it. This meant a serious effort because Lucia did not appreciate mornings. Manuel’s ability to be both alert and cheerful before the sun rose vexed and amused her. Like some sort of simple universal law, the ratio of vexation to amusement was inversely proportional to how much coffee she had consumed. Twenty-six ounces of life-affirming go-juice into her morning was just enough personality fuel to bless the boy with a weak smile and cordial bob of her head.

“Manny,” she groaned as her backside hit her chair. “How do you manage to be so goddamn happy this early in the morning?”

“I don’t drink, I get lots of exercise, and I go to bed early.”

“Now I know why you are single. You’re one seriously boring guy.”

Manny shrugged and his long black hair bounced jauntily. “I have a bionic arm that shoots lightning and my job has me committing felonies on a regular basis. I’ll keep my home life bland, all the same.”

“You are too smart for your own good,” Lucia acknowledged. Then she noticed the smashed remains of Roland’s desk wedged into the wall. Her gaze went from the corpse of the desk back to Manny, who was blithely tapping away at his DataPad. She took the time for a thoughtful slurp of quadruple-espresso caramel latte-atto, allowed her brain to plot all the potential reasons for the untimely death of an expensive piece of office furniture, and then asked Manny in her calmest, most businesslike tone, “Manny? Where is Roland?”

“He said he was going for a walk, Boss.”

“Did he mention why he murdered his desk?”

“Boss. That desk weighs close to a ton. When I arrived it looked just like that. When Mr. Tankowicz decides that something needs to die, he’s not usually looking for feedback about it. I’ve learned not to ask a lot of questions in those cases.”

“So you arrived and found Roland here, presumably brooding in the dark like a tired cliché, and you let him just leave without explaining why he smashed his desk and half the wall?” 

Manny looked up, and a weak smile turned one corner of his mouth. “You think I should have stopped him?” He held up his fists in a vaguely combative manner. “I have been practicing a lot. Think I can take him?”

Lucia was forced to concede that any attempt to stop Roland by Manny would have been comically brief and one-sided. “Oh, I get it.” She pointed to the mess in the corner. “It’s just that he did not come home last night. That’s not so strange, but when I see that,” she waved emphatically to the detritus, “now I’m worried.”

“He looked fine to me. Something has him pissed off in that special way of his, obviously. But I don’t think he’s going to kill anyone. I’ve been monitoring police and fire channels all morning. No signs of a killer cyborg on a rampage.”

“Here’s to small mercies,” she mumbled back, raising her coffee cup in a mock toast.

The door slid open with a squeal, and a small blond woman flounced in with a vapid, toothy grin on her face. She was short, athletic, and conspicuously top-heavy. This was all the more obvious because her blouse was open halfway to her navel in a manner quite clearly intentional. The view was overt, scandalous, and riveting to any individual whose preferences leaned toward beautiful women of limited inhibition. “Morning, Boss!” the woman drawled to Lucia. She turned to Manny, “Hey, kid!”

“Hey, look. Mindy’s here. Yay.” Manny did not look up to administer his dry retort. Lucia noticed he was getting better at winning the little games Mindy liked to play with him. His young man’s hormones were rarely a match for Mindy’s tsunami of sexual energy, but he seemed determined to deny the tiny assassin the pleasure of making him sweat.

“You and Roland have a fight, Boss?” Mindy pointed to the wrecked desk. Then in a hushed tone that neither Manny nor Lucia was entirely sure was facetious she added, “Need me to kill him?”

“Oh, please lord,” Manny whispered, “let her try...”

“You know I can hear you, Manny-boy?”

Manny’s tone was pure innocence. “Did I say something out loud? Sometimes my thoughts escape through my mouth. Sorry.”

Lucia decided to stop the pair before they got into it in earnest. “No to both, Mindy. We don’t know why Roland decided to destroy his expensive custom desk, but apparently he is out wandering the streets with a serious sulk on over something.”

“Nah. I saw him earlier. He’s over at The Smoking Wreck.”

“It’s seven o’clock in the morning!” Lucia cried.

“Why were you over by The Wreck so early?” Manny asked the more pertinent question. “Coming back from Kitty’s, maybe?”

Mindy fired back. “None of your damn business, kid.”

Lucia sighed. They seemed bound and determined to get after each other this morning. “Manny, leave Mindy’s walk of shame out of this...”

Mindy put on a wolfish grin. “Hardly, boss. I ain’t ashamed of shit...”

Lucia ignored that. “If Roland is at The Wreck, it means he’s talking to Marty. If he’s talking to Marty, it means whatever is pissing him off is military.”

“How do you figure, Boss?” Mindy asked.

“Because anything else he’d talk to me about. He and Marty have a lot of shared history when it comes to the UEDF. I love Roland, but I’ll never understand what it's like to be a soldier the way Marty does. He knows that.”

“So something the military did or is doing is causing our lovable nine-hundred-pound super-soldier to throw temper tantrums?” Mindy slumped into a stuffed chair in the corner of the office. “I mean, when I pout it’s adorable. Old Ironsides on the other hand...”

“Significantly less so,” Lucia finished.

“One of us needs to go get him and make him talk, huh?” Mindy did not sound enthusiastic about this prospect. 

“Send the bionic assassin,” Manny offered helpfully.

“I am probably the most qualified,” Mindy agreed.

“Plus you’re expendable,” Manny added with a chuckle.

“Oh for God’s sake you two,” Lucia huffed in irritation. “Obviously I’ll go get him. If I leave you two here to mind the office, can you manage not to squabble like toddlers the whole time?”

“No promises,” Mindy said with a wink.

“She always starts it,” Manny quipped.

“Ugh.” Lucia stood and downed the last of her coffee. Then she grabbed a jacket from the rack and strapped her CZ-105 flechette pistol to her waist. “Manny, find that Marceau character please. That is your only priority right now.”

“Roger that, Boss.”

“Mindy, you are still on dirty cop watch. Sam is trying to keep everything quiet, but there is still a whole bushel of bad apples in the department to deal with. Anyone who doesn’t look like they are listening to Sam, feel free to put them on medical leave.”

“You give the best assignments!” Mindy almost squealed her delight.

“Nothing permanent, Mindy. Oh, and for the love of all that’s holy, close up your shirt. This is a business, not a brothel.”

Mindy put on the previously mentioned adorable pout and set to stuffing her chest into the too-small shirt she had chosen. “Words hurt, you know.”

“Get a therapist. See if they care.” With that, Lucia left the office in the dubious care of her employees.

The trek to The Smoking Wreck was not a long one. The unassuming pub stood out from its neighbors, a gray slab of a building wedged between a Korean restaurant and a pawn shop. The proprietor had fanciful aspirations toward a more genteel establishment, and to that effect some money had been spent on brightly lit signage and a nominally fresh coat of paint. In Dockside, this was a clear indication that a person might get a beer in this place with only the marginal chance of suffering dismemberment or some other species of mayhem. Lucia did not dislike The Smoking Wreck. When Roger Dawkins and his squad of androids had come hunting her, it was to The Wreck her father’s message had sent her. It was here she had met the tired old soldier who she had grown so inexplicably fond of, and it was here her old life ended and her new one had begun.

She had a fondness for the place, and great affection for Marty Mudd, the owner. But it would be a lie to say she liked it here. No quantity of paint or lighting had a prayer of changing the fact that this was Dockside and Dockside bars were all dives.

At this early hour, the space was well-lit and almost cheerful. It still smelled like a bar, which was not particularly pleasant, but the worst of the aromas were smashed by the overwhelming olfactory assault of strong detergent. The tables had been pushed to the edges, and the chairs stacked neatly atop them. A bleary-eyed and tousled-haired teenager pushed a grimy mop across the hardwood floor, pausing only to acknowledge Lucia as she cleared the door. Satisfied that her presence was okay, he gave her a tired nod and resumed the task of trying to wash away four decades of filth and stink.

At the bar Lucia saw Roland’s back. His width was hard to miss. As good as he was at masking his emotions, Lucia knew him better than anyone. His posture and body language told her everything she needed to know. The man was tired and angry. When his mind was heavy, the bulk of his body seemed to drag him downward. The ramrod stiffness of his spine had melted into an uncharacteristic slouch. The proud thrust of his chest and wary tension in his arms was gone. The calm and alert scowl that so many people found intimidating had been replaced with a blank and expressionless glare. To anyone else, he probably just looked grumpier than usual. To Lucia, his appearance was a bleak testimony to the magnitude of whatever had caused him to destroy his desk. 

With his massive shoulders hunched and his head bowed, the big man was conversing earnestly with a stocky man with graying hair and skin like tanned rawhide. The rough leather face broadened in a contagious smile when it saw the woman crossing the floor. Marty Mudd always had a smile for Lucia Ribiero.

“Hey, doll! How ya doin’?”

“Hi, Marty,” she replied. “How’s business?”

“Absolute shit. Thanks for asking.” As Lucia stepped up to the bar, Marty quickly rubbed her place down with a damp rag. “Wanna drink? I found a great dry white that my clientele are too stinkin’ cheap to ever actually order.”

“Marty?”

“Yeah, doll?”

“It’s seven-thirty in the morning.”

“Oof. Is it? Can’t drink white wine with breakfast, can we?” He slapped the bar with a broad palm. “Mimosas it is then!”

“He won’t stop until you drink something,” Roland rumbled.

“Can I get a coffee?” she asked, eyes wide with hope.

“Sure thing, doll. Hold on.” Marty turned from the bar to fuss with the ancient coffee machine he kept in back. 

With Marty safely handled, Roland turned to Lucia. “Sorry about the desk.”

“Wanna talk about it?”

“I’m sort of working through it.”

“I know. That’s why I’m here.” She gave his forearm a playful slap. “You’re supposed to let me help. It's one of those ‘relationship’ things.”

“Relationships are goddamn complicated.” Roland’s grunt of acknowledgment was not particularly conciliatory. The answering fire in Lucia’s eyes informed him as to how he was going to proceed whether he liked it or not, while conveying very specific instructions as to exactly where he could stuff his ‘complications.’ Ever the tactical pragmatist, he chose to explore this aspect of relationships with an open mind. If he stonewalled, she would become angry with him and Roland was simply not equipped to handle an angry Lucia.

“After the meeting with Sam last night, a spook from DECO was waiting for me outside the office.”

“Oh dear.”

“Yeah.”

“How bad?”

Roland did not bother to equivocate. “Somebody stole a Golem armature.”

Lucia let out a low whistle. “I guess that explains the desk, then. I’m so sorry, Roland. Was anyone, uhm...” She fumbled, not knowing how to phrase the question. “Were any of your old teammates... uh...”

“No. The organics had been removed. Buried with full honors years ago.”

“Oh, thank God. But why would anyone steal a thirty-year-old armature? If I understand what you’ve said about Golems, they’re grown from the individual’s DNA. They can’t even re-use it.”

“Don’t really know. DECO thinks it’s The Brokerage, by the way. They think The Brokerage wants a Golem with the organics intact, too. It’s why they have been harassing the docks ever since word got out that I was still alive.”

“The Better Man thing?”

“Yup. Johnson and Fox must have told them what I was. That’s when they stole Rook’s body.”

Lucia stared blankly at the reference, and Roland explained. “Lieutenant Charles Rooker. ‘Lead.’ They stole the Lead armature that is.”

“Got it. After they found out you were alive, The Brokerage stole a Golem armature. But that wasn’t enough?” She figured it out on her own. “They want Dad’s ‘bots, too, don’t they?”

“Armature doesn’t work right without them.”

With pieces of the greater mosaic falling onto place, Lucia’s brain began to make great leaps in logic. “Oh, shit. They’re behind everything, aren’t they? Vladivostok, Fox and those mercenaries, Chico...”

“Even Venus. Those three commandos in Kano armatures? They were there to grab me, not watch the Red Hats.”

“How do you know that?”

“According to DECO, Lincoln Hardesty’s point of contact with OmniCorp was Bob Robertson.”

“Oh, goddammit,” Lucia sighed. “Now I want to smash a desk, too. This must be so awful for you. I’m so sorry.”

Roland was taken aback. “The fate of the whole city is being manipulated by a giant criminal enterprise, and you’re thinking about how awful it will be for me?”

“And you are worrying about how awful things will be for everyone if you don’t hop on your pale horse to go kill the enemy all by your lonesome. We’re both way off track, aren’t we?” She gave his bicep a gentle hug. “You will just keep worrying about all the people you have to save, and I’ll keep worrying about your feelings. It’s sort of our system.”

“I can’t help it, Lucy. I hate that this is about me. People are getting hurt because I didn’t have the guts to die with the rest of the team. Now I find out that it’s not over and more people are going to die and get hurt over what I am.”

“That’s just stupid. The Brokerage would be going after some other poor slob and doing the same stuff if you weren’t here. That’s what they do. Believe it or not, Dockside is lucky these jerks are going after you and not someone else.”

“Oh really?” Roland did not sound convinced. “How do you figure that?”

“They might be going after someone they could beat.” Lucia knew what he needed to hear, and she gave up trying to change this part of him a long time ago. “But lucky us, they decided to come after the one guy everybody else knows to stay away from. They are messing with the one guy who never loses.” She turned back to the bar. “So quit whining and go deal with them.”

The big man shifted slightly, and some of his signature strength seemed to suffuse his posture. “Goddammit, I love you.”

“Okay, romance is something we still need to work on, I see.”

Marty rejoined the pair at this instant and set a steaming mug of black coffee before Lucia. “There you go, doll. My famous pub coffee. Guaranteed to perk you right up.”

Marty looked over at Roland. “So have you broken the bad news to Roland yet, doll?”

Lucia was raising the mug to her lips. She paused to ask, “What news is that, Marty?”

“That you’ve finally wised up and are ditchin’ this lumpy loser for a real man.” He punctuated the last bit by pointing to himself with a leer.

“As soon as I find one of those, Marty, I will. Let me know if you spot one.”

Bushy eyebrows rose as the bartender clasped both hands over his heart like a man shot. “Ow. Words can hurt, ya know.”

“You’re the second person to tell me that today,” Lucia said as she took her first sip of coffee. As she swallowed, her eyes suddenly snapped open and nearly bugged out of her face. A gasp came next and was followed by an explosive cough. The woman nearly spilled the liquid as a hacking spasm overtook her body. When it passed, she stared daggers at the man. “Jesus, Marty! What’s in this?”

“Mostly coffee.”

“MOSTLY?”

“I mean, I might have put a drop of cognac in it.”

“This is a cup of pure booze with an ounce or two of coffee in it, isn’t it?”

“My other customers seem to like it that way. It’s a very popular drink around here.”

Lucia placed the mug down on the bar as if it were an unstable explosive. With a wheeze, she returned to business at hand. “I assume Roland has told you his latest news?”

Marty nodded. “The parts of it I’m allowed to hear, yeah.”

“Did he tell you he smashed his desk through the wall of the office?”

The craggy head spun to fix Roland with a wary eye. “He left that out.”

Abashed, Roland tried to salvage his dignity. “I didn’t put it through the wall.”

Lucia rolled her eyes. “You mean to say that the wall withstood the hit.”

“I could have put it through the wall if I wanted to.”

Marty chuckled. “You should stop talking, Roland. You aren’t improving your situation.”

“Anyway,” Lucia interrupted, “I’m going to ask you to keep this to yourself...”

“Of course,” Marty interjected.

“... But more of the chaotic crap that’s been the norm around here is about to come down on us.”

“Oh really?” Marty Mudd sounded like a man deep in the throes of sarcastic not-surprise.

“Somebody took a shot at Manny yesterday. We think it’s all connected.”

“They want the kid out of the picture, huh?”

“We think so.”

“DECO agrees,” Roland added. “We figure somebody is worried that we are going to find our way into some place they want us out of.” 

“Word on the street is that your guy is the best there is at doing exactly that,” Marty said. “I did three tours in The Colander. Venus breeds the best infiltrators in the galaxy.”

“It’s actually really creepy,” Lucia said with a legitimate shudder. “He just walks through highly secure facilities without getting caught.”

“Goddamn spooks,” Marty concurred. “But I do like that kid. Hate to see him get hurt on account of the big ugly moose.”

Roland straightened as if the conversation was somehow revitalizing him. “DECO wants me to go after The Brokerage. Their guy is assembling intel for us, and as much as I hate DECO, you can assume it’ll be good data.”

“What do you figure you’ll do?” asked Marty. “The Brokerage doesn’t have a base to attack or an army to fight.”

“I have other skills, Marty.”

“Bullshit.” Marty’s blurted expletive earned him a chortle from Lucia. “You got people with skills who are going to find something for you to destroy, then you’re gonna destroy it. You, my friend, are a big, bald, armor-plated one-trick pony.”

Roland finally cracked a smile of his own. It was ugly, and mean, and seemed to convey more violence than a furious roar. “I have a good team. Team-building is a skill.”
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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Retrieving Roland from his favorite bar and his favorite old army buddy ended up taking up a good piece of the morning. The heroic act of muscling through Marty’s ‘Pub Coffee’ had been a chore, and Lucia whispered silent thanks to her father for the teeming morass of helpful nanobots that swam through her body and scrubbed the alcohol from her blood. As a younger woman she had always assumed her tolerance to be high, treating her legendary drinking prowess as just another gift of her birth. She had often wondered about the strange genetic lottery she must have won. Once she stopped having chronic seizures, she grew into an athletic prodigy, a fast thinker, and became preternaturally good at acquiring new skills. Only after meeting Roland did she learn about the tinkering her father had done to keep her alive and healthy. 

Finding out that entire pieces of her brain had been rebuilt using bleeding-edge cybernetics and now-illegal nanomachines had been the kind of surprise a woman with an acute anxiety disorder did not need. Finding out that her own father had developed this technology while building a squad of terrifying military super-soldiers had shifted her past ‘anxiety’ and well into ‘existential panic.’ It almost made her smile to think about those first few days after she had discovered just how far her enhancements went. With time she grew comfortable with the enhanced strength, lightning reflexes, and superhuman cognitive abilities. Yet for all the amazing advantages the machines had granted her, Lucia’s anxiety remained stubbornly uncorrected. Her father’s secret project had cured her seizure disorder and repaired the parts of her brain it had damaged. Her new synthetic nerves were fast enough and numerous enough to handle the furious electrical storm that a subtle neurological mutation had cursed her with at birth. For all intents and purposes, Lucia Ribiero was one of the most advanced cybernetic achievements humanity had ever produced. Yet when it came to that one disability, the main handicap which had plagued her for her entire life, the machines proved to be a mixed blessing at best. 

The soft and insistent buzz of apprehension followed her as she left The Smoking Wreck with Roland. The tightening of her jaw, the grim grinding of molars, the shallow breathing all reminded her that there were only so many things her father’s genius could fix. With the fear came temptation. With temptation came the same internal argument she suffered every time the ghosts of panic rattled their mental chains in the back of her mind. 

She had the ability to turn her fear off any time she wanted to.

The ‘bots exerted control over virtually every aspect of her brain chemistry. A simple firmware upgrade would be all it took to reduce or eliminate her anxiety and free her from the oppressive jangling of delicate nerves already overworked. They had tried it in the past, and the results turned out to be far from ideal. Her thoughts turned to Manny and his prosthetic arm. A Lucia Ribiero without fear was a reckless thing. It cost her empathy and risk aversion and Manny’s injury was a permanent reminder of how horrible the consequences could be. Nobody else blamed her for the gunshot that nearly killed the young scout, but Lucia accepted the fault as hers. Her recklessness and lack of care maimed the boy, and no quantity of platitudes from Roland or reassurances from Manny would change the unalterable truth of it. Since then she had resolved to keep the anxiety and manage it the old fashioned way for the sake of those around her.

Which did nothing at all to assuage the frustration of dealing with it. Stalking down Church Street toward The Drag was a tight-lipped and strident affair. One Roland found vaguely concerning considering that at seven-and-a-half feet tall, he should not have been struggling quite so much to keep up with her. If this were a typical day, he would simply leave her alone while she worked through it. She would either sort it out on her own or failing that, ask him for help at some point. He had learned to appreciate his role and supported her methods with the sort of unsolicited approval he had been taught to accept in the military. She did not need or ask for his blessing to be the way she was, though he gave it anyway. He supposed that this only served to make him feel better while doing nothing at all for her, and he was astute enough to accept that this may have been his goal all along. Emotions were complicated, and he tried not to waste time comprehending their mysteries.

This was not one of the times where he could afford to employ his typical tactics, however. He tried to keep his tone light, but because his tone was never light, he ended up sounding curt and sharp.

“We need to slow down, Lucia.”

“What?” It seemed as if he had torn her from some deep reverie, a theory supported by the transparent irritation in her reply.

Roland kept walking without looking down. “We have a tail, Lucy.” He placed a giant hand in the small of her back and pulled her in close against his body in a highly unusual display of casual affection. Lucia understood immediately that what he was really doing was covering as much of her soft flesh and bone with his armored bulk as possible. This succeeded in conveying the proper level of urgency to the scene and snapped her focus to the situation at hand. Her eyes quickly and surreptitiously swept the surrounding street to confirm Roland’s suspicions. A silent recrimination followed when she caught sight of the tall man in dirty coveralls strolling behind them. Making use of the polished surface of a bail bondman’s window to mark the target without turning her head, Lucia stifled the string of eloquent invective that wanted to escape her lips and settled for a soft, “Shit.”

“Yup,” Roland concurred in his bland way. “Picked him up outside The Wreck. I wasn’t sure at first, but he’s definitely following us at his point.”

“What do you want to do?” She asked the question as if there existed any possibility of his plan being measured and strategic.

The answer was about what she had expected. “I want to lead him somewhere quiet and then hurt him until he tells us who hired him.”

“So why haven’t we done that yet?”

“I don’t think he is alone. He’s too close to be by himself. Watch.”

Roland steered Lucia across the street, then strode off toward a diner just recovering from the breakfast crowds and gearing up for the lunch rush. “Let’s get brunch,” he rumbled with just enough volume for his voice to carry, but not so much as to come across as shouting.

Lucia followed his lead, moving into the diner and taking a seat at a booth with a window. Roland slid the table back and gingerly sidled onto the bench. He paused to assess the seat for signs of imminent structural failure, though it had been designed to handle the weight of several burly Dockside longshoremen. It held with only a mild audible protest and Roland gestured to the window. “Watch him now.”  

The man in the coverall walked by the diner, casting only the most banal of glances to the window. He was tall and suspiciously broad, silver-haired and steely-eyed as well. His step never faltered and his stride remained constant as he breezed by the diner and continued on toward the end of the block.

“Now what?” Lucia asked.

“Now we wait.”

“What am I looking for?” she asked. “I’m not big on this spy vs. spy stuff.”

“Someone else to pick up the tail,” he answered. “If he had followed us in or posted up outside, it would have been real obvious what he was up to.”

Lucia put it together. “So he passes by, and some other guy will watch the door and take up the chase when we leave?”

“Yup. Depending on how badly they want to stay hidden, there might be four or five people jumping in and out, changing their clothes and crap like that. Really good teams are practically invisible.”

Lucia nodded. “What gave this guy away?”

“Strike one was him being dressed like a longshoreman. It’s smack in the middle of a shift right now. By itself that’s only kind of weird. Lots of reasons a guy wouldn’t be on site, I suppose. But he was hanging out by The Wreck, and I didn’t recognize him.”

Lucia smiled and nodded. “Lord knows you know every working stiff that drinks there.”

“Yeah. So that was strike two.”

“And strike three?”

“Combat boots. This guy figured he’d be walking all day and wanted comfortable footwear.”

“Well, that tells us something else, then.”

A look of confusion marred the slab face of her partner. “It does?”

It always delighted Lucia when she beat Roland at his own underworld game. She supposed having a cybernetically enhanced brain was sort of cheating, but she did not care. Winning was winning. “It shows they’ve been following us for a while and that they don’t plan on making a move on us. They intend to walk a lot. That’s all.”

Roland interrupted her. “Here’s the next one.”

Lucia found the tail quickly this time. “Window shopping? Dressed like a hooker?”

“That’s the one. It’s barely eleven o’clock. Strange hours for a streetwalker.”

A bemused frown drew vertical lines on Lucia’s brow as her mind tossed possibilities around like popcorn in a kettle. “Roland? I don’t think these are bad guys. Or at least not hired killers or whoever took a swing at Manny, anyway.”

“How you figure?” He knew enough to trust her deductions.

“They aren’t setting up for a hit, right?”

The big man had to admit it did not look like they were. “Doesn’t have that feel, no.”

“You would be the expert,” Lucia said wryly. “They aren’t doing anything other than following. My guess is they’ve been on us for a while, too. Couple days at least.”

“Okay...”

“Anyone show up recently who might want to keep tabs on you and your movements, big guy?”

Roland’s face sank. “Fucking DECO. Goddammit.”

Lucia shook her head. “Nope. If DECO was tailing you, would you ever spot them?”

“Shit. No, I wouldn’t. When DECO surveils you, you don’t find out until after they try to kill you.” Massive shoulders slumped in defeat. “I’m lost then, Lucy. Don’t keep me in suspense.”

“Okay. But you have to promise not to get pissed and hurt anyone. Yet.”

“Fine.”

“I think it’s UEDF.”

Roland cast her a baleful stare through lowered brows. “You are lucky I never break my promises.”

Her slender hand reached across the table and gave the rigid killing machine a gentle pat on the arm. “We all are, Roland. Now, I’ve done all the important thinking. But I don’t do tactics. We need a plan, Corporal. I don’t want these guys up our butts while we take on The Brokerage.”

“I presume there is a general veto on excessive violence?” He posed the question knowing the answer even as it left his lips.

Lucia pretended to give it some thought before replying. “I’m not ruling out a confrontation, Roland. But yes, it would be better if no government or military personnel were killed.”

“Let’s turn the tables on them, then.” In an instant, his blocky features seemed to melt and contort. A casual observer might wonder if the giant man in the booth was having some sort of seizure or perhaps a stroke, but Lucia understood that this was just Roland’s attempt to smile. “Get Mindy on the line. And you might as well order some food. This is going to take a while.”
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CHAPTER NINE
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The man in the dirty coveralls waited in an alley two blocks down from the diner. At a precarious lean against an old recycler, the muscular man was struggling to shimmy out of the claustrophobic outfit and reveal his second layer of disguise. His nose crinkled in disgust at the thought of it. This time he would be a tired corporate worker bee in a drab brown suit. The boots didn’t really fit the image, but they were black and someone would have to be looking very close to notice their utilitarian style. Beneath the revealed jacket and dress shirt was a plain white T-shirt that would be his final look for the day. 

His grappling match with his pants was accompanied by an inner monologue rich in irritated expletives directed toward the boring nature of his current task. His motions grew jerky and aggressive as his boots caught in his pants’ leg. I did not train my ass off and beat out all those other candidates to follow one big goon and his pretty girlfriend as they walked around town. I’m supposed to be the best of the best, a goddamn Expeditionary Force tier one special operator. The legs of his coverall were hopelessly bunched against his big black boots now, and the urge to rip them to pieces with his bare hands grew large. I’m a certified heartbreaker and a life-taker. A high-speed, low-drag, hardcore badass who kicks more ass before breakfast than most soldiers will in a whole damn career. Why the hell am I dirtside playing detective when I should be busting heads out in space?

Upon later examination, it would occur to this man that his reflections upon his own bad-assery were ill-timed. While still pulling the recalcitrant leg out of his knotted coverall, he was surprised to see an absolutely fantastic set of tits materialize in the alley with him. The tits were attached to a woman, of course, but this was the sort of man who tended to see most women as an extension of their secondary sexual characteristics. In a calmer, more strategic mindset, this man may have questioned the appearance of the tits, and he may have understood that becoming transfixed by them represented a tactical blunder on his part. But man, those were some really nice tits. When he eventually got around to letting his eyes wander away from them, he noticed that the rest of the attached woman was real easy to look at as well.

He was still absently kicking out of one of his pant legs when the woman spoke. Her voice was sweet and happy, with that perfect country drawl that told a guy he was about to have a good time.

“Well, hello, handsome!” Her face was a bright grin, her blond hair iridescent in the muted light of the alley. “Caught you with your pants down, haven’t I?”

A confirmed lothario, the tier-one special operator mentally checked the time and allowed that he probably had a few minutes to kill before he was back in the surveillance rotation. A lusty course now charted, the man gave her his best most roguish smile. This very look had devastated women’s inhibitions in way stations and melted the undergarments of colonial country girls across the galaxy. “Sure wish it was the other way around, babe. Care to help a guy with that?”

“You mean lil ol’ me?” She positively purred it. Her chest heaved and the firm orbs beneath white fabric pressed against the surface of her thin shirt like caged animals. The damned clasp held together with a fanatic’s tenacity and the soldier cursed the fastener with all the silent vehemence of a sexually frustrated teenager. The tugging of his coverall increased in intensity, strong hands tearing with frantic abandon as the beautiful girl swayed closer. 

The sheer stupid coincidence of a beautiful and seemingly willing woman materializing in this alley while he was in the middle of a mission should have warned him of what was coming. Later, during his disciplinary hearing, his abysmal lack of situational awareness would be mentioned several times with descriptors like ‘derelict’ and ‘moronic.’ Nevertheless, when the blow came, the doomed soldier never even saw it. The tiny blond was nearly pressed against him now, enormous blue eyes fluttering and full lips pouting. The sexual heat of her body was palpable, making the back of his neck slick with a thin sheen of sweat. He had almost completed his escape from his pants when his plans for the next twenty minutes or so went awry in a manner devastating to both his pride and his career.

A tiny elbow, whipping in a blistering arc, took him right under the left ear and sent him careening into the recycler. His legs, still tangled in his coverall, were of no service whatsoever and he bounced off the metal housing with a clang that left a dent in the dull green metal. Unable to control the rebound because he remained trapped in his clothes, the soldier tripped and toppled to the concrete. Strong arms pressed gamely against the ground, trying to force his body upright while his vision swam and his ears sang with the roar of harsh static. Through the tumult came that country drawl, saccharine and sarcastic.

“Still awake? I guess somebody’s got a few body-mods going on.”

Tiny hands pulled him upright, and he batted at them absently. Though small, the hands gripped with a furious strength. His blows against her forearms had no effect, and a creeping dread invaded his clearing thoughts. To his credit, the elite UEDF fighting man tried his best to escape. Handicapped as he was by a mild concussion and still entangled in his pants, the man had no chance at all against the heavily augmented assassin he faced. Another blow to his guts doubled him in half and sent a retching cough from his lungs, then the familiar pressure of a forearm across his throat told him he was about to be choked unconscious. He threw himself forward and clawed desperately at the arm around his neck. Somehow, she had spun behind him and as he fell her grip tightened. Like a monkey she rode his back to the concrete, her legs wrapped around his hips from behind. The grip grew tighter, and his vision began to fade. His last thoughts before drifting off were wry. If this bitch doesn’t kill me, I am so screwed. Then everything went black.

The limp form of what had been an elite UEDF special forces operator now drooled and snored softly into a lozenge-shaped grease stain etched into the sidewalk of a Dockside alley. With a soft chuckle, his tormentor rose and dusted her clothes off with absent strokes from delicate hands. A narrow finger tapped the stud of her earpiece and she called in the action to Lucia while tying the man’s arms and legs together.

“First one’s down, Boss. Nothing permanently damaged but his pride and his career prospects. On to the next one. Mindy out.”

To avoid detection, she decided to exit the alley by scaling the walls to the roof of an adjacent building. Limbs liberally reinforced with MyoFiber intramuscular weave found solid grip in any crevice wide enough to accept a finger or toe. The craggy edifices of Dockside’s aging buildings were replete with such, and the tiny blond shot up the facade like a squirrel. Moving to the roof, she crouched low and scrambled to the edge to view the street below. The other follower was where she had stopped to watch the diner. She wore skin-tight black pants that shined with a mirror’s sheen and a brightly colored top that rivaled any of Mindy’s tawdriest. The woman swayed nonchalantly at a corner, looking precisely like any other streetwalker in any other dirty burgh the world over. Mindy scowled. A few months ago, a working girl on this track would have been safe as houses. But with the Madame dead, many of Dockside’s prime tracks were getting contested nightly. As much as anything, the brightness of the late-morning hour kept protective competitors at bay. This was just as well, because if this operator was anything like her friend in the alley a cranky whore or a territorial pimp who took a chance with this new girl was likely to end up broken in half.

Yet, this thought gave Mindy an idea. She slipped down to the street on the far side of her vantage point and quickly reassembled her appearance. She yanked her shirt tails from her pants and tied them tightly around her waist. She unfastened the front and pulled it low to expose a huge amount of cleavage. A few quick strokes of her pocket knife and her pants became a pair of tight blue shorts that left very little to the imagination. Her boots would have to remain, and Mindy hoped that anyone looking would consider their incongruously military nature a style choice and not something suspicious. 

Mindy had dropped onto that street the most successful assassin on the Hunter’s Lodge Leaderboards. Yet she came around the corner an angry hooker on the warpath, a stalking nightmare of back-alley aggression. She played the role perfectly, the very vision of a desperate woman of the night about to defend her track from a newcomer. She strode with a brassy exaggerated swing to her hips and twisted her face into a sneer simultaneously angry and desperate. The other woman noticed the angry blond stalking her way when Mindy was still about thirty feet out. When their eyes met, Mindy opened fire with a shrill screech of expletives so explicit and vulgar that her target paused from whatever her retort was going to be to contemplate all the anatomical impossibilities the little hooker had just accused her of. It was a flawless Dockside screed, rife with colorful accusations that ranged from the woman’s parentage and speculated wildly as to what sort of things she liked to insert into orifices both real and imaginary. It ended with the threat of a fate so dire and (once again) anatomically improbable that the six-year veteran of the UEDF Expeditionary Force was taken completely aback. 

This hesitation allowed Mindy to get within striking range. Without pausing in her diatribe, the diminutive blond killer sent an overhand right for the woman’s jaw at a speed few people could ever hope to match. Mindy elected to take no chances with what she felt was almost certainly a heavily augmented foe. Hardwired nerves drove her steel-cable muscles and rock-hard bones with lethal intent. The woman in black nearly dodged it anyway, a tribute to her own skills and augmentations that set Mindy’s jaw in a frustrated snarl. The blow clipped her opponent’s chin, spinning her head to the side and opening a long cut along the jawline. When this failed to put the target down, both fighters dropped their pretenses of being prostitutes and went at each other in earnest. What followed was a dance of skilled fighters and the subsequent violence bore no resemblance to the brawling of street thugs. The fight quickly drew the attention of passers-by. Two prostitutes battling over a choice track was not so interesting an event in Dockside. Two well-trained augmented women dressed in wildly inappropriate attire battling across the sidewalk was altogether more novel.

The soldier’s hand darted for her waistline and Mindy correctly surmised that there would be a weapon of some kind there. Whether it was a gun or a knife or some other implement of war, Mindy did not care. Her booted right foot thrust forward to smash into the questing hand before it could withdraw the item. Mindy kicked hard, hoping to break the arm and remove the weapon from the game entirely, but the dull ringing feedback from her boot told the tale of a woman who had as much OsteoPlast bone reinforcement as she did. A small bead pistol fell from the struck limb and clattered to the concrete. The woman lunged for it and Mindy’s toe sent it skittering across the gray expanse of concrete and far from her grasp. 

The growling soldier switched tactics and lunged for Mindy, trying to tackle the smaller woman. Mindy met the charge head on and wrapped her opponent’s arms with a double-overhook grip. Digging her toes into the sidewalk, she leaned in and forced her opponent downward, blunting her momentum and preventing an ignominious crash to the deck. As soon as she felt the danger of getting thrown was over, Mindy hauled the woman upright and began firing knees into the soldier’s gut. She used a sharp downward yank with her arms each time, pulling the woman’s torso down and into each rising knee. There would be no reinforced ribs over the abdomen, and each thundering impact blasted supernovas of pain to the comparatively un-reinforced area of her foe’s guts. Nevertheless, the woman in black was strong and tough. She pulled gamely against Mindy’s grip to create the space she needed to avoid the punishing shots to her liver and stomach. Yet every piercing strike sapped more strength and slowed her down. Mindy’s grip may as well have been coils of steel cable over her arms, and each powerful hit set off a nuclear explosion of pain within her body. The seventh knee brought the soldier to her knees with a wheezing sob and only then did Mindy release her. As welcome as a respite from the merciless pummeling felt, this did not represent an improvement in the tactical landscape. Mindy just wanted room to lean back and send a Thai round kick into her temple. The soldier tried to raise her arms and block, but her body was no longer taking requests. A booted shin connected with her head and sent the woman in black to the street for a long nap and a severe concussion. 

Lucia’s code chimed in Mindy’s ear as the little blond was securing her victim. Mindy answered it with chastised acknowledgments. “I know I know. Took too long. Too public a setting. You figure I’ve spooked the third one?”

“Roland saw him bolt right when it became obvious you weren’t really a hooker. It looked like he was coming over to help at first.”

“Shit,” Mindy spat. “Which way did he go? I’ll run him down.”

“Don’t bother. Roland went after him while you were beating that poor lady half to death on the sidewalk. Christ, Mindy, it looked like you were killing her!”

Finished cuffing the downed woman, Mindy straightened and looked over to the diner where Lucia was exiting. She killed the comm signal when Lucia came close enough to talk without it. “They’re all boosted real damn good, Boss. Can’t hit them lightly if you want them to go down.”

“That’s what Roland said. I wanted to chase the last one down, but Roland worried that without my gauntlets I’d have a hard time hurting him.”

“He ain’t wrong, Boss.”

“You don’t think I can take one of these?” Lucia jabbed the unconscious woman with the toe of her shoe.

“You are hell on wheels in a scrap, Boss. But why take the chance when you’ve got old Ironsides on the bench? Fieldwork is not a game, y’know what I mean?” 

Lucia was perennially surprised at how pragmatic Mindy could be in the field. Her irrepressible ditziness was an act that only really got dropped when things came to grips. At which point the vapid facade would be abandoned entirely and one might catch a glimpse of the furious killer who lived just beneath the surface of her alluring exterior. Lucia acknowledged Mindy’s valid point with professional grace. “Oh yes. I get that. I’m not in any rush to try any of these guys on for size.” She gave Mindy a sly smile. “Not empty-handed, at least.”  

The little killer smiled back. “I hear ya. For what it’s worth, I think you’d starch ‘em either way. Hell, the first guy was plain damn easy. Caught him with his pants around his ankles. Literally.” Mindy ignored Lucia’s elevated eyebrow and pointed to the supine woman. “This chick must have seen the punch coming, though. Just grazed her a bit with that one.” She shrugged. “After that it was kill or be killed, I guess. She is working with a lot of augmentations. It felt like punching a boulder.”

“You still got her.”

“Damn right I did. I’m the best.”

A sound like a distant car crash rolled softly over the pair at that moment. The gathered crowd murmured and rippled, anticipating some new action or encroaching danger. The sound was followed by a series of heavy thuds as if somewhere several blocks away a large cyborg was slamming an augmented soldier into something solid over and over again.

Lucia rubbed her face, suddenly looking tired. “Well. Sounds like Roland found his guy. Think he wants help?”

“Don’t ruin his fun, Boss. You know how he gets.”

Lucia did know. “Let’s pack her and her partner up and then go wait at the office for Roland to finish. If he’s in a mood, this could take a while.” A thin scream of pain wafted in on the breeze, as if somewhere an augmented soldier had just had a limb fractured in several places. She gave Mindy a knowing look. “Sounds like he’s in a mood, too.”

Mindy reached down and hauled the now-stirring soldier to her feet. “Oh come on, Boss. You know damn well Roland’s always in a mood.”
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CHAPTER TEN
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When Roland finally stomped through the office door, he was dragging the writhing and groaning body of the third UEDF surveillance team member. Lucia, being no expert in such matters, was still confident one could safely say Roland had been far less judicious in his use of force than even Mindy had been. Less inclined to politeness, Mindy gave voice to Lucia’s suspicions.

“Holy crap, Ironsides. I thought you wanted them alive?”

“He’s not dead,” was Roland’s brusque reply.

“But I bet he wants to be!” Mindy said with a disgusted head shake.

“My heart bleeds.”

“Not as much as his face,” Lucia interrupted. “Please move him away from the carpet.”

“Right. Sorry” Roland tossed the inert body over to the restroom so the man could leak his fluids without damaging the carpet. The lump of broken flesh gasped and let a pained groan past his bleeding lips as the cold tile rose up to meet his plummeting body with a soft thwack.

Mindy and Lucia winced at the unnerving sound. The injured man lay still but for the subtle rise and fall of his chest.

“Told ya he’s in a mood,” Mindy hissed to the other woman.

The growl from Roland was curt and a touch dangerous. “I am not in a mood.”

“That’s what you say when you are in a mood,” Mindy said with a waggled finger in his direction.

“Don’t poke the bear, Mindy.” Lucia decided to switch gears before Roland ground Mindy into a paste of blond hair and body parts. “Where’s Manny?”

“On his way,” Mindy replied. “He’s still looking for a line on that guy who shot at him.”

“Right. Okay.” She turned to Roland, who was examining the other two UEDF soldiers, currently strapped to office chairs with DentiKuffs. “Roland?”

“Yeah?”

“What’s next? We got them packed up, so now what?” Lucia blew the magenta stripe of hair off her forehead and whispered a fervent prayer that Roland would not want to question them. His methods were a degree or three more forceful than she was comfortable employing on government agents.

Roland did not turn to look at her. He remained standing, hands clasped behind his back, content to loom over the two stoic prisoners below his baleful glare. When he spoke, his words were quiet and measured. The calmness frightened Lucia more than she cared to admit. “Well Lucy, I’ve been considering that.”

“And?”

“I say we wait.”

The two women fixed each other with confused stares. Mindy asked first. “Wait for what?”

“The other team.”

Lucia scrunched her face, “There’s another team?”

Roland never took his eyes from the captured soldiers. “You screw-ups been briefed on me?” No one answered. Four angry eyes met his, and this was all the answer he needed. “Yeah. I figured. So there‘s no goddamn way you chumps were stomping around out there without an extraction team your bosses figured could take me.” With a snort, the big man turned to face Lucia. “Of course, any team that can drop me is not going to be real stealthy. They’ll be scrambling from somewhere far enough away to avoid detection.”

Lucia felt the subtle prickle of an anxiety attack begin to lift the hairs on the back of her neck. Any team equipped to fight Roland would probably have armatures, air support, and heavy weapons. Any subsequent fighting would likely level the whole block. “Roland...” she started, but he raised a hand to stop her.

“It’s okay. They won’t attack.” He turned back to the captured soldiers. “Were you guys aware of that?” 

Eyes blazed pure feral hatred, but the pair stayed resolute in their silence.

“Why won’t they attack?” Mindy asked. She seemed hopeful and skeptical all at once.

Roland actually chuckled. It was a rumbling, rolling, gravelly thrum that sounded nothing at all like mirth. “Because the DECO team has already gone over their heads. By the time the extraction team arrives, they will have strict orders to stand down.”

“How can you know that?” Lucia trusted her own instincts, and while Roland was not a stupid man, this level of detail bordered upon prescience.

Roland tapped a thick black finger to his ear. “Our DECO liaison hacked my comm about a minute ago. He’s been feeding me information this whole time. We have about five minutes before a squad of very irritated Spec-Ops goons lands out on the drag. Let’s make the most of it, shall we?” He sank into a low crouch so he could look the prisoners in their eyes. “Listen up, screw-ups. I appreciate the whole tight-lipped thing you’re doing here. I was once just like you, so I get it. But you should know by now it doesn’t matter whether you talk or not. UEDF is shitting all over this op and that’s a problem for me and my team. I understand that you don’t care, but it’s also shitting on DECO and their comm signal goes all the way to the top. When your little back-up squad gets here to pick you up, your job is to relay to them that if the UEDF wants that armature back, they are going to need to steer clear of me and mine. You suck at this, you bring nothing to the table, and I’m not sure I can trust myself not to go nuts and kill the lot of you on account of the fact that I’m a retired vet with acute PTSD and an ax to grind.” He tapped himself on the temple hard enough to make an audible thunking sound when his armored finger bounced off his reinforced skull. “I’m not mentally stable and I’ve got immunity from prosecution, understand?”

“Harper better be okay, you freak,” hissed the silver-haired man. The outburst earned him a sharp scowl from the woman.

Roland leaned even closer. “Or what, runt? You gonna take me on? Hah. You couldn’t even win a fight with your own pants.” From across the room, a gleeful snort bubbled out of the little blond killer. She smiled sweetly at the furious captive and blew him a kiss. Roland went on. “Mindy’s eyes are wired for full video, chump. We are going to make sure that your bosses get a good look at how well you handled yourself out there. I figure you’ll be digging latrines on some frontier backwater soon enough.”

The woman, who Lucia correctly surmised was the team leader, decided to end the torture. “We have orders, Corporal. We follow them. It’s not personal.”

“Of course it isn’t,” Roland snapped back. “I know how orders work. It’s why you are not dead and Harper back there...” he jerked a blunt thumb toward the bathroom, “Will recover. Eventually. What is really pissing me off is how far the Expeditionary Force must be slipping to have club-footed clods like you three running delicate dirtside ops.”

“Seriously,” Mindy chimed in. “Silver fox there was so far behind his boner he never even saw me hit him. Screw up like that in Pike’s crew and you’re like as not to find yourself floating home without a helmet.”

The squad leader turned to fix the now vermilion man next to her with a look that evoked mental images of brutal reprimands yet to come. “Goddammit, Braxton. You are such a shit-heel.”

Braxton declined to answer, instead he kept his eyes fixed upon the flatly broad features of the towering cyborg. Lucia, who had been content to let Roland handle this part of the interactions, noted this fixed glare as interesting. It was quite clear to Lucia that Braxton feared his squad leader far more than he feared Roland. Which indicated the doomed man either did not know Roland very well or that his squad leader was some kind of Lovecraftian nightmare.

“Transport’s here,” Mindy called, gesturing to the window with her chin and startling Lucia.

Out on the drag, a thick gray troop carrier was spinning lazily downward to make a landing in the middle of The Drag. It was flanked by two smaller aircraft, each with stubby wings and rotating gravitic engines. The sleek black machines were the size of aerocars and bristled with weapon pods. Once the transport had landed, the eerie crafts ascended sharply and began to circle overhead.

Mindy called it out. “One squad-sized transport and two Avengers, Ironsides. They’re pissed at you for sure.”

Roland addressed the team leader without looking up. “Well, you’ll have new orders soon enough. And for the record, it’s all very personal to me.” He stood again and barked. “On your feet, chumps. If you haven’t untied yourself from those cuffs by now, then the Expeditionary Force has really gone downhill since my time. My best time was four minutes flat, and I wasn’t even augmented at the time.”

Braxton surged to his feet, and with the courage of a very stupid man he lunged for Roland. The man was superhumanly fast, and as strong as four or five very strong men. Roland plucked him from the air like a man grabbing an insect. His black slab of a hand closed over Braxton’s head and yanked him from the floor with an ease so casual and unaffected it bordered upon insult. The squad leader followed her man, not because she wanted to or thought it was a good idea, but because protecting her men had been etched into the fabric of her very soul.

When she felt the stupid, brutal, titanic strength of the large man’s grip close over her neck, she whispered a silent curse at the horrible misfortune it had been to be given Braxton as a subordinate.

Roland held them aloft, each augmented commando suspended above the floor with legs kicking and breath coming in ragged gasps. He turned to his partner and smiled that sick, malevolent sneer that she had come to understand meant Roland was about to do something she would not approve of. “Sorry about the window, Boss,” was what he said. Lucia needed a moment to process the implications.

“Oh, don’t you dare!” She knew as soon as the words escaped her lips that she was wasting oxygen. The two soldiers were already in flight, hurtling toward the opaque panels of the office’s front facade. Said panels were not made of glass. They were reinforced and thick, and under normal circumstances more than capable of handling the kind of abuse Dockside was wont to inflict upon its structures.

Due to her accelerated reflexes, Lucia had plenty of time to note that this was not a normal case. Augmented bones and muscles were dense, and even the woman probably weighed nearly two-hundred pounds. Based upon his dimensions, she allowed that the man might be every bit of three-hundred. She also noted, with no small quantity of internal irritation, that Roland had thrown the pair with far more force than was strictly necessary. Roland could lift sixty tons without disengaging his safeties, so she knew he could have tossed them with a flick of his wrist or a shrug of his shoulders. Yet Roland had whipped the pair with a forward stride and a wide swing of his arms that split the back of his jacket down the center seam.

The expensive front panels of The Fixer’s main office shattered with a crack like a cannon shot, sending a million shards of polycarbonate exploding outward onto The Drag in whistling streaks of lacerating shrapnel. As if the screen offered no more resistance than fine crystal, the two limp bodies never slowed in their flight. They cartwheeled through the air to scatter the assembling squad of soldiers milling around just outside. Lucia saw men and women scramble for cover, watched in awe as an elite squad of soldiers fragmented like a flock of startled birds. Weapons were already coming to bear as Roland’s improvised projectiles thwacked to the pavement among their brethren. By the time they had rolled to a halt, the troops had recovered and were maneuvering with a clean and competent efficiency to engage the threat.

“What are you doing?” Lucia hissed. “You said they wouldn’t attack!”

“Never said I wouldn’t.”

“Roland—!”

“Trust me.”

Lucia did trust him. When the boots hit the dirt and the beads were flying, she knew that despite her cognitive superiority his was the better tactical mind. However, she had also figured out he was improvising, and that set anxiety buzzing in her brain like a thousand angry hornets. It took a lot of effort, but she pushed the mental noise into the background. Roland was very good at this sort of thing. She trusted that he had a goal and at least a concept of how to achieve it. The methods never failed to terrify her, all the same.

“Your play, then,” she forced herself to say. “I’ll back it.” Of its own accord, her pistol had found its way into her hand.

“Don’t shoot anyone,” the big man advised. “It’s only going to piss these guys off.” Ignoring the shattered panels, Roland kicked his own door outward, sending it tumbling like a dead leaf in the breeze and out into the street.

A dozen weapons snapped around to transfix the emerging figure of Roland Tankowicz as he stomped across the wrecked threshold. He made no offensive moves. He merely stepped out into the street and plodded forward. 

Lucia took a moment to assess the opposition. There were eleven of them, head to toe in thick armor, and a twelfth towering over the lot was mounted to a sleek cyborg armature. The comforting weight of her CZ-105 suddenly felt much less comforting. It was an expensive and well-made piece, but it was a civilian’s weapon, meant for personal defense and deterring criminals. Flechettes that easily penetrated simple body armor would be like mosquito bites to the military-grade hide of these opponents. The snap and hum of Mindy’s sasori dagger told Lucia that Mindy had come to the same conclusion, though Lucia doubted Mindy would ever get an enemy within the blade’s range if it came to that. It was all on Roland now.

Out in the street, Roland had made the same assessment Lucia had. A quick visual scan showed him that two of the men in drab green body armor carried heavy rail drivers. The intimidating size of the power cell housings and the impressive diameter of the bores each sported told Roland to give these special consideration. James’s voice in his ear assured him that while the weapons were an unequivocal threat to his life, they would not be used. Roland noted that James possessed a much more confident and commanding personality when he was safely away from the action.

“The armature is the latest version of the ‘Silverback’ series, Roland. UEDF is very proud of it. They expect it will be an effective countermeasure for you.”

Roland grunted his understanding. He was not as familiar with the Silverback as he was with older models, but he guessed where this was going. He took another step forward and tried to tell himself that he was not experiencing a sense of delight at the increased agitation of the men before him. It was a lie, he acknowledged, yet he hated to think of himself as a sadist. This did not stop him from deliberately putting the whole squad in a situation where they did not know how to act. The men had been ordered not to attack, though he was behaving in an obliquely aggressive manner. Sooner or later, somebody would have to make a decision. He could not tell which of the tense soldiers huddled behind cars and other improvised cover would be the one to break the ice, so he chanced another forward step to force the issue.

“Hold it right there, Tankowicz.” A man stood up from behind a blue ground car, his flechette rifle held in a low ready position. “Not another step! Wilkins, Connors, retrieve Braxton and Okejowe!”

Two men scuttled out to grab the slowly shifting forms of the injured surveillance team. Slinging each over armored shoulders, the broad men carted the injured people off toward the waiting ramp of the troop carrier. Roland smiled at what he now understood to be the team leader. 

“Good afternoon, Lieutenant. Nice of you to drop by.” Another ominous step forward was in no way mitigated by Roland’s broadly smiling visage.

The lieutenant’s weapon snapped up to his shoulder and the rest of the squad followed suit. Ever polite, Roland paused.

“We both know you have orders not to attack me, Lieutenant. So let’s stop pretending I’m worried about your little pop guns.”

“Our orders are not to kill you, asshole. Nothing says we can’t hurt you real bad, though. Take another step and I’ll shoot you right in your dumb bald forehead. Yes, I know it won’t kill you, but I’m pretty sure it’ll hurt like hell.” The weapon went down again. “Then I’ll have Murphy stomp you for good measure.”

The man in the armature stepped forward. His chassis was large and loosely anthropomorphic. Wide shoulders framed a thick chest, and the arms swung a touch longer than looked quite right. The head was protected by a rounded helmet, a wide and sloping dome terminating in a thickly armored gorget that eliminated the appearance of a neck. ‘Silverback,’ Roland noted, was not an ironic designation. Other than the drab green paint with gold accents, the whole ensemble evoked the image an eight-foot-tall metal gorilla. The concept was only marred by the long three-barreled autocannon mounted to the cyborg’s right shoulder. It buzzed slightly as a motorized gimbal kept the muzzle leveled directly at Roland’s head.

The big man raised an eyebrow. “Murphy, I presume?”

Roland could not see the man’s face, but there was a smile in the mechanically filtered voice that came from that helmet. “Please give a reason, grandpa.”

In his ear, James was talking. “Tankowicz, as long as the UEDF feels like you can be managed, they are not going to stop interfering. At the moment, several high-ranking individuals with interests in the missing armature are observing this interaction. If they were to get the impression that managing you was outside of their current capabilities...”

“Got it,” Roland mumbled. “What am I looking at?”

“The Silverback is the most powerful light armature currently available. This new version has been in action for less than a year. Peak output is a good fifteen percent higher than yours. Sergeant Murphy is a six-year veteran with four combat deployments.”

“Nice.”

The lieutenant, somewhat bemused at Roland’s one-sided conversation, seemed satisfied that the big cyborg was suitably cowed. “Send Harper out.”

“Harper is indisposed.”

“Then I’m sending people in to get him.”

In a rare moment of total satisfaction with the universe and his place in it, Roland Tankowicz pressed a fist into the palm of his hand and cracked his knuckles.

“Do what you want, but I suggest you send Murphy.”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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For a moment, no one moved.

The lieutenant, obviously in a quandary, chewed his lower lip as he tried to suss out just what it was Tankowicz was doing. His orders were explicit, however, and he supposed the big jerk had this coming.

“Okay, Murphy. Go ahead and play. Lose the ordnance though.”

With a shrug, the simian cyborg released his autocannon from its hard point and caught it deftly as it fell. Placing the weapon and its ammo drum on the street, Sergeant Murphy stepped forward to face Roland. “Orders say I can’t kill you, so I’m only going to mess you up enough to teach you a lesson.”

It was not often Roland had an opponent he could look in the eye. He met Murphy’s empty lenses with an expression indicating with stark clarity exactly how much he was worried about Sergeant Murphy’s ministrations. “That’s real sporting of you, kid. I’ll return the favor.”

The men stood there another moment, squared off at a distance of fifteen feet. Neither moved, both appeared relaxed but for the thick gel of pure tension that had coalesced in the intervening space. Murphy had no facial expression to read, no body language to give away his mental state. When he lunged forward, there was no warning and no sign. A heavy metal hand extended as if fired from a mag rifle and grasping fingers sped for Roland’s face like green streaks of laser light.

A thunderclap collision deafened the observers and dust billowed from the street at the feet of the twin giants. The tortured crashing of failing concrete and a thick cloud of dirt and debris obscured the men in a brown haze of shifting silhouettes. The lieutenant held his breath when the flurry of motion screeched to pregnant stillness in a frozen instant. With the frantic contortions over, the dust quickly settled to reveal the outcome of the first pass. The two cyborgs remained in the street, both upright. Roland had caught Murphy’s attacking hand at the wrist and was holding it in a grip of steel. Roland’s other hand was similarly captured in the giant fist of the green cyborg. The dull armored arm of the military machine vibrated and the actuators under the armor in his shoulders whined and groaned against the immovable object grasping his wrist. Roland’s muscles groaned audibly as thousands of synthetic muscle fibers fired at maximum output just to hold the newer model at bay. The scene gave the impression of an old statue. Perhaps they were just some ancient Roman memory, merely the image of two wrestlers locked in deadly grips captured in marble. It hardly seemed that the sound and fury of the exchange had amounted to anything at all until the lieutenant realized that both men had sunk into the concrete surface halfway to their knees. 

Slowly, the green titan began to force Roland back. The street cracked and popped every time Roland adjusted his footing to compensate for the inexorable might of the Silverback armature. “Getting the point yet, grandpa?” Murphy teased. “I’ll walk you all the way back inside if you need me to.”

Roland’s footing faltered at that moment, shifting both fighters when he caught his balance. He growled at Murphy through clenched teeth. “They sure made you boys strong enough.”

Murphy growled back, exertion clear in the clipped brevity of his words. “Damn strong.”

“Too bad they couldn’t make you smarter.”

Roland dropped to a knee and yanked hard on the younger cyborg’s arm. The squat green ape lurched forward to crash hip-fist into Roland’s shoulder. Roland surged upright, hauling the Silverback from the ground in a fireman’s carry. If this was a fight between flesh and blood men, Roland would have then swung the man down from aloft to smash his hapless foe’s body against the concrete. These were not regular men, and a fall from eight feet would not even scratch the paint of a military-class cyborg. 

So Roland jumped.

To those observing, it seemed a strange and awesome thing to behold. Roland took three great running strides before propelling both himself and the thrashing cyborg on his shoulder twenty-five feet into the air. The trajectory could almost be described as graceful, if the hurtling bodies did not comprise nearly a ton of government-built war machines. Roland twisted as they passed apogee and began their descent. He rotated Murphy from his shoulder and drove downward just as the pair struck the ground with the force of a meteor.

The lieutenant had come to this place prepared to fight a top-secret military cyborg. The briefing he had received on their potential hostile was quite vague about origins and specific capabilities, but he had been assured that his men, especially Sergeant Murphy, would be up to the task. He had believed this for two main reasons. First, he believed it because he had been ordered to and that was as much as he had ever needed. Second, Murphy’s Silverback was all of seven months old. Since getting the upgrade, the cyborg had been HALO’d into at least two piping hot LZ’s and he had walked out of both with no damage and confirmed kill counts in double digits. The UEDF sank a bona fide mint into developing that armature and the lieutenant would have paid the bill himself if he had known in advance how powerful it would be when they got it.

His worldview shifted ever so slightly at the sight of Murphy getting driven through the dirty street. When Murphy and Tankowicz collided with the unforgiving bosom of the earth itself, the resulting tremor knocked half his squad down and sent watermelon-sized pieces of concrete whizzing past their ducking heads. That was the moment when First Lieutenant Hikaru Inoue resolved to be a little more dogged in pursuing relevant intel from his superiors. He noted, as Murphy scrambled underneath the big fixer, that Tankowicz did not move like other cyborgs. Every armature he had seen in combat moved with a jerky, mechanical cadence. They could be blindingly fast and quite agile, but they never moved quite like a man did. The Fixer was definitely not just another broken body strapped to a high-tech marionette. Tankowicz fought like a man. More to the point, he fought like a man with a lot of training and experience. Born into a family of martial artists, Inoue knew a highly trained combatant when he saw one, and Roland’s airborne kata guruma put a cold hard lump in his stomach.

The queasy churning of his guts did not improve as the fight wore on. Murphy tried to drive Roland off his chest with a powerful shove from a huge right arm. Inoue winced at the beginner’s mistake and was rewarded with the sight of Tankowicz seizing the limb and twisting it savagely. A shriek of actuators pierced the tumult and Murphy thrashed to avoid taking damage to the arm. Roland used the moment of distraction to drop four pile-driver punches directly onto Murphy’s domed helmet. The blows rang off the surface like a twisted church bell but did no damage to the thickly armored face. Another spastic push from Murphy shifted Roland to the side and bought the younger man space to scramble. Scuttling away from the monster atop him, Murphy sent a kick upward from the ground that threw Tankowicz backward.

The green cyborg was just getting to his feet when The Fixer was on him again. Inoue hissed. The thing’s reaction time was beyond good. It was phenomenal even by military standards. Unopposed by Murphy’s flailing defenses, a searing combination of punches from Roland rained down on the Silverback with loud bangs and grim purpose. A stiff jab rang the dome again, followed by a heavy cross driven from his back leg that bashed into Murphy’s wide chest with enough force to send him back a step. Heavy green arms converged to protect his head from an incoming left hook, and Inoue groaned.

“Your head is the most armored place on you, you numbskull,” he hissed under his breath. Inoue predicted what came next. Sure enough, Roland’s left hook glanced off Murphy’s guard like the calculated feint it was, and with his arms blocking his face, Murphy never saw the right hook that collided with his side and took his feet from the ground. What followed could only be described as a savage and thorough beating. The fixer hit Murphy as he was still staggering and pounded the giant green machine with a hurricane of bludgeoning fists that drove the victim backward on wobbling legs.

The younger man was not unskilled and possessed a fighting spirit to rival any living person, yet Inoue knew that spirit could only tip the scale in a fight so much. No matter what the holovids liked to portray, only a fool thought pluck and gumption was going to overcome the kind of yawning skills gap he saw between these two fighters. Murphy appeared oblivious to what was quite obvious to everyone watching and fought on with a tenacity that while admirable, stank of futility. The Sergeant took his lumps like a good soldier and mounted such offense as his skills could render. His chassis was stronger and tougher, and that kept the fight going long past the point where a lesser armature would have been reduced to scrap. Every strike from Tankowicz Murphy returned with an answering swipe that if it hit, could dent a tank. They never seemed to land, though. Roland danced and dodged, his head bobbing around and under the punches with the sort of fluid grace that spoke of many hours’ practice. Tankowicz met each forward step from Murphy with a sidestep or pivot, punishing the sergeant for every lumbering inch of progress his more powerful machine managed to eke out.

The practiced eye of Inoue took it all in and the tactician in his head analyzed what he was seeing without conscious thought. Tankowicz had played them, and Inoue now understood how. There was no way Roland could have taken them all in a shooting match. The railguns, the Avengers, the Silverback’s autocannon, all these combined would have chewed him to pieces. Getting blindsided by DECO had changed the interaction to something he could win, so Roland had pushed for a fight to make a point and send a message. Inoue now suspected that Roland did not care whether they retrieved Harper or not. He had already returned the other two; why hold on to the third? A dull ache in his jaw informed the lieutenant he was clenching his teeth, and he forced himself to relax with a deep breath. Roland would have lost a battle with his squad, so the clever old soldier had turned this into a street fight instead. The plan was good, the lieutenant had to concede, as it was quite obvious which of them was the better brawler. 

With this in mind, Inoue watched the battle more closely. Roland slipped one of Murphy’s looping overhand punches and ducked under the arm to hoist the man into the air again. This time he leapt backward, arching his back and hauling the big green machine over his own head to smash against the destroyed street. Murphy flopped to his back with the screech of armor on rubble and scuttled away from Roland with all the dignity of a green metal arthropod fleeing a determined predator. Tankowicz did not pursue and Inoue detected his teeth grinding again. Tankowicz was just toying with Murphy at this point. He had the Sergeant’s measure now, and the rest of the fight was firmly in those big black hands.

Inoue opened his mouth to order a halt to the fiasco, but he was a touch too late and the order never made it out. With a roar and a cloud of pebbles, Murphy lunged from the ground to attempt a tackle. Now Inoue was irritated with his man, and his thoughts turned critical. First a kata guruma, then an ura nage. How many times does that moron have to get slammed against the ground before he figures out how to keep his distance?

The answer to the silent question turned out to be ‘at least three.’ The charging Silverback collided with the crouching Golem and for the briefest moment it looked like the green cyborg might get his moment of triumph. Roland met the tackle with lowered arms and caught Murphy under the armpits. The quarter-second it took for Roland to secure the double-underhook grip allowed Murphy to drive The Fixer back two big steps. Roland dug his feet into the rubble and let the man push. Green legs pumped and pistoned against the ruined street as Murphy drove ever harder forward, as if he could upend his foe with just the sheer force of his will and blind faith in his own technological might.

Inoue shouted in frustration at Murphy’s burgeoning blunder, “Don’t push him—LIFT HIM!” He may as well have been shouting into a hurricane.

If Murphy had listened to his commanding officer, he might have had a chance. Roland’s weight was nothing compared to the strength of his armature, and Roland had twice demonstrated how effective throwing the other guy around was. Ever the patient teacher, the universe elected to provide the sergeant with a third example. The big fixer twisted hard with a circular step and all the unfathomable force Sergeant Murphy was throwing into his opponent was instantly turned against the man himself. Again, his feet left the ground, but this time Roland did not release him. The big man continued to rotate, whipping the shrieking sergeant around in a full circle before heaving him with Satan’s own strength at the troop carrier parked quietly across the street.

Sergeant Murphy and his armature weighed a combined nine-hundred and sixty-seven pounds. His flight across the street took one-eighth of a second and he was traveling close to eighty miles-per-hour. A physicist might have been able to tell Lieutenant Inoue that Sergeant Murphy was going to strike the side of his transport with 280,000 joules of energy. While there were no physicists present to witness the impact, there were many experienced soldiers. Every knowledgeable observer in attendance agreed that the good sergeant plowed into the lightly armored skin of the vehicle like a cruise missile, proving that a practiced eye can be just as accurate as a Ph.D. Every window on the street shattered as one when the speeding cyborg tore through the craft. His body punched a neat entrance wound into the bleak gray flank and then exploded out the far side with an expanding blossom of ruined machinery and broken parts. Murphy was little more than a tumbling green and gold blur until he struck the brown facade of a building and dropped to the sidewalk in a heap of twisted metal and whining electronics.

The unexpected escalation of the fight had scattered the remaining men out of formation. With a spat curse, Inoue barked a sharp command into his comm. On cue, his team began to reform, and the two Avenger drones dropped from overhead to cover The Fixer with their large railguns. Tankowicz seemed entirely unfazed by this development and was standing in the middle of what had once been a busy street dusting his hands off on his tattered pants. It irritated the lieutenant to see that blocky face wearing a grin of pure smug satisfaction. Roland’s suit had been ruined in the fracas, and Inoue could now see that his skin below the neck was a flat waxy black color, which he correctly surmised to be some kind of armored mesh. More interesting than his exterior, the lieutenant saw beneath the skin muscles that looked exactly like swollen versions of human muscles. The biceps, triceps, and forearm flexors rolled and heaved exactly as a man’s might with each swipe of a dirty paw against soiled slacks. In a long and lauded military career, Inoue had never seen anything quite like Roland Tankowicz.

Speculations would have to wait, however. “All right, Tankowicz,” he called to the chuckling behemoth. “You’ve made your point. Orders or not, you take one more step and I’ll have the birds chew you up.”

“You sure that’s a good idea, Lieutenant?” The threat in his voice was all the more real for the jovial tone that delivered it. “I’m guessing Murphy’s chassis cost a pretty penny already. You sure you wanna risk two Avengers?”

“You’re overplaying your hand, Tankowicz,” Inoue called back. “Yeah, you handled Murphy. Good for you. We’re all very impressed. But beating down the sarge is not the same as shooting it out with the whole squad. You want to try your luck with the railguns and the birds, just go right ahead.” The lieutenant stalked forward to meet Tankowicz in the middle of the rubble. He looked up into the face of the big man and met his answering glare without flinching. “Feel free to give me a reason, asshole. To hell with DECO, I’ll kill you and take the court martial.”

Roland did not appear to be worried. “Good for you, Lieutenant.” The slab jaw was set at a strange angle and his beady eyes squinted in a manner that might have resembled amusement if the man’s features were not fixed in a perennial glower. “And as much fun as this has been, I’m hoping we don’t ever have to repeat this demonstration. I expect you are going to get a very thorough debrief from DECO on this little party, but I can go ahead and give you the short version now.”

Inoue let a thin eyebrow rise.

“Stay the fuck away from my people and my op. This is my sandbox and all the toys in it belong to me. Any more of your soldiers show up and try to play spy in Dockside, and they’ll go back in a box.”

The temerity of the threat sent a flush of angry heat to the lieutenant’s face. “Spare me, Tankowicz. You didn’t prove anything here. UEDF and the EF aren’t going to ask your permission to do anything.” He gestured to his men and the drones, still poised to cut Roland down where he stood. “It’s not as if DECO can protect you forever.”

Roland shook his head as if he was speaking to a particularly stupid child. “See, that’s what you aren’t understanding, Lieutenant. Fucking with Dockside is a lot more dangerous than you think. It’s dangerous to you and dangerous to bunches of very powerful people. Protect me? Hah. I don’t need protection, Lieutenant. I thought I just made that point. You got another ringer you want me to slap around? Maybe someone who actually knows how to fight this time?”

Inoue did not, and he was embarrassed enough not to push the matter.

Roland waited for a response and not getting one he barreled on. “So for the record, DECO isn’t protecting me from you chumps. They’re protecting you from all the shit you don’t know about.” He leaned in with a scowl and whispered, “Things like me.” 
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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“Oh what in the nine hells is that idiot doing?”

Lucia did not want the words to come out so harsh, but anxiety always made her irritable. The view from inside their wrecked office offered far too many opportunities to be anxious for her sunny disposition to remain unaffected. In their time together Lucia had seen Roland fight many people and many things. At this point it was hard to get all that excited about the big man’s pugilistic endeavors. However, the presence of all that military hardware lent an air of gravitas to this dust-up that most of his other scraps lacked. No matter what happened out in that street, there would be consequences for all of them and she hoped fervently that Roland was aware of that. 

“Pretty sure he is beating up an army guy, Boss,” was Mindy’s unhelpful reply.

Before Lucia could rake the impertinent blond with a fusillade of self-esteem-killing expletives, Manny’s code chimed on the team comm channel.

“Manny here, team. I need a sitrep or something because I’m across the street and very confused!”

“Roland is having a pissing match with his old army buddies. A high-level spook is keeping them from shooting up the block so they are treating this like a mess hall brawl.”

Mindy added, “And we are holding an EF commando hostage for some reason.”

“Is it too late to put in my two weeks’ notice?” Manny was trying to be funny, but the long history between Venusians and the Expeditionary Force was not a past easily put aside. The presence of all the arrayed military hardware appeared to be setting the young man on edge. He was not alone in this. Lucia ground her teeth as confusion and fear began to unravel her exterior calm, and even Mindy’s cheeky demeanor seemed several shades muted. The situation remained firmly out of their hands, and none of them enjoyed the stress of waiting and watching while Roland played his precarious hand.

A tremendous crash from the street made the women jump and tore a panicked squeak from Manny. Mindy whispered into the open comm channel, “Looks like Ironsides is about done with his fun.”

Manny concurred. “He just put a Silverback right through their transport. He, uh... the guy’s not moving, boss.”

“Please tell me Roland didn’t kill him?”

“Probably not. Silverbacks have serious armor. I’m sure he’ll live. Probably.”

Mindy snickered. “That explains why Ironsides was hitting so damn hard. I ain’t seen him swing like that since Quinzy.”

Manny still sounded nervous. “We got a plan, boss?”

Lucia had no idea what to do, but she had learned that no action was always a worse call than improvised action. “Mindy, go drag that goon out of the bathroom and get ready to send him out. One way or the other, the UEDF won’t leave without him. Manny, can you get into that transport?”

“Well, there’s a real big hole in the side of it now, so yeah. Not going to be a problem.”

“You think anything useful is in there?”

There was a pause, and then a soft defeated sigh. “Won’t know unless I look, I suppose.”

“Good boy.”

From his vantage point in a banking kiosk, Manny had a clear view along the path of destruction the hurled cyborg had bored through the transport. A tragic youth as a hunted terrorist had given the boy many opportunities to study military equipment, and while he could not remember the exact designation of the transport in question, it was not hard to determine that it was a fairly thin-skinned vehicle. As strong as Roland was, there was no way he could have thrown his opponent through anything with even cursory attention paid to its armor. This was a glorified people mover, probably a commercial model. He noticed that it had not been painted in the UEDF green and gold, nor did it have any markings to give away its passengers as EF. If anything, it appeared to be a bland and inexpensive thing, the sort of hastily converted auction-lot hardware that security contractors might use. This at least caused the corner of his mouth to twitch in amusement. He began to pick his way into the street carefully, his thoughts wry and critical.

If you want to keep a low profile, boys, don’t bring a Silverback and two Avengers.

He supposed that this was the best UEDF had available. Once the decision to deploy in force had been made, discretion had been abandoned out of necessity. As he moved from the cover of a traffic barrier to a ride-sharing booth, Manny wondered what sort of ‘high-level spook’ had enough pull to leash an EF squad rolling in full battle rattle. He saw Roland and the commanding officer squared off in tense conversation, and the desire to kill was writ large and plain on the smaller man’s face even at a distance. The young scout had seen enough of these interactions to assume the lieutenant would be blustering and threating to ignore his orders, and that Roland would be inviting him to try. Both would be bluffing, obviously. Career officers rarely broke orders without a very good reason. None of his men had been killed, so Manny was confident the beleaguered commander was just trying to save face. From his new position, the undamaged portion of the transport obstructed his view of the group. Manny imagined the snarling indifference of the big cyborg and suppressed a smile. Roland’s confidence would be as much a performance as the lieutenant’s bluster. Working alongside Dr. Ribiero for eighteen months had made the young Venusian as conversant in Roland’s systems and capabilities as anyone. The men with railguns would not bring Roland down right away, but six or seven direct hits would have him in bad shape as fast as the highly-trained soldiers cycled their weapons. Roland’s speed might keep him in the fight long enough to put down the ground-pounders, but the Avengers would chew him to pieces in short order with their 30mm sabot rounds or a barrage of missiles.

Fortunately for Manny, one-hundred percent of the squad’s attention was on Roland. Both of the ominous drones and their suitably intimidating weapons’ pods remained transfixed upon the big cyborg while he argued with the commanding officer. The entire squad of soldiers stood or crouched with their gun sights centered on the armored bulk of Roland and nothing short of a nuclear weapon had a chance of shaking their focus. After what Roland had just done to their toughest member, Manny could forgive them their lack of environmental awareness. It was no trouble at all for the slim young man to make his way unseen to the back of the wrecked transport. From there, he sidled along the smooth skin of its exterior until he met up with the ragged hole made by Roland’s human missile. With a quick look spared for the broken cyborg still resting against the wall a mere forty yards down the street, Manny determined that the body remained deathly still and quiet. Satisfied, he then slipped through the hole and into the sparking detritus of the transport.

The inside was dark; even the emergency lighting had been damaged by the cyborg’s flight. Manny quickly worked his way up the passenger cabin and to the cockpit door. Peeking in to make sure no one on the street would see him, he ducked low and crawled up to the main flight terminal. Once he made it, he rolled his left sleeve back to reveal the white skin of his prosthetic arm. A practiced series of palm presses called up the main menu, which was projected down the inside of his forearm. For the next thirty seconds, he beamed every encryption-busting worm in his arsenal at the communications suite in an attempt to quietly steal all the data he could. He did not want to use brute force or swipe the whole data core itself, because that would give away the fact that he had been here at all. Smash and grabs were for amateurs and Manuel Richardson was no amateur. Even he had to admit defeat when the robust military AI rejected even his most sophisticated tools. He was considering tearing the core free and dealing with the consequences when a voice he did not recognize crackled over his comm.

“Mr. Richardson? I suggest you check your handheld for a file called ‘Nosebleed.’ If you try that one, you may find it more effective.”

The young man hid his initial bemusement as best he could. “I guess I can assume you are the ‘high-level spook’ Lucia mentioned?”

“You could say that.”

Manny shrugged as if the voice could see him and began thumbing through the screens on his handheld. “If you hacked my comm, you must be high up.”

“You did not make it easy, that is for sure. But that is the reason they call me ‘Nosebleed.’”

“Beaming your file now, Nosebleed.”

It came as no surprise when the file shut down the firewalls without incident. Manny was pretty sure that ‘Nosebleed’ had already known it would work, probably because he had access to whatever information he needed when it came to UEDF operations. He began the now-boring process of downloading the entire memory core. He could not resist asking his mysterious ally one question. “Tell me, Nosebleed, why not just send me what I need to know? Why help me hack a transport to get some comms chatter when you could probably give me all the information I need?”

“Because, Manuel, I want to see what you can do. Also, I do not share top secret information with known terrorists, even if they are technically former terrorists. If I give it to you, I go to jail. If you steal it, who’s to blame?”

“Right.” Manny could spot a lie at ten thousand yards and he would have bet a year’s pay ‘Nosebleed’ was lying. “Because the Planetary Council has never shared information with terrorists when it suited their purposes.” 

If his sarcasm struck a chord, the voice in his ear did not show it.

“Naturally.”

“You, my friend, are full of shit.” There was no recrimination in this statement. It was as bland a pronouncement as could be made and even the mysterious ‘Nosebleed’ acknowledged it.

“It’s part of the job description, Manuel.”

Manny’s handheld chimed softly to indicate that the download was complete. The young scout propped himself up enough to peek through the front screen at the people in the street. Mindy was half walking, half dragging the semi-conscious body of a man out toward Roland and the commanding officer. Correctly surmising that he had precious few seconds left, Manny made his way back out to the hole in the side of the transport. He slipped through it quietly and then dissolved into the kiosks and booths lining the curb along the far side of The Drag. His timing proved to be perfect. Just as he disappeared, a second transport looped a broad circle overhead and settled in to land next to the ruined one. This troop carrier was bigger, heavily armored, and bristling with weapons. Gravitic engines keened like banshees under the weight of all that hardware and the final drop to the tarmac shook the ground beneath his feet.

The squad of EF commandos gathered up their final comrade and beat a tactical retreat to the new vehicle. Like cogs in a very well-made machine, they had loaded up and sealed the doors in a few short seconds. The big vehicle shuddered, wailed, and then rose smoothly from the ground. It turned a lazy pirouette in the sky before settling on a south-westerly direction and accelerated off toward the horizon. Once it had shrunk to a dark dot in the distance, a veritable swarm of police invaded the street. Several municipal clean-up crews were held back while the cops pretended to take control of the scene and check the wreckage for anything dangerous.

Among the throng Manny spotted two individuals he recognized. Sam Parker stood half a head taller than anyone else. Despite his youth and low seniority, the tall detective seemed to be taking command almost entirely by accident. The other man was shorter, dumpier, and decidedly less commanding. Manny’s face twisted into an ugly sneer at the sight of the loathsome apparition. A finger went to his ear and keyed the activator stud of his comm.

“Heads up, Boss. You should probably get Mr. Tankowicz calmed down. Lonnie Pritchard is here.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

[image: image]


“Roland!”

It was spoken as an expletive, sharp and shrill. Despite the hard work of her nanomachines, Lucia’s anxiety was making very short work of her temper. Roland heard the implied rebuke, though he had been in Lucia’s life long enough to understand that it was not directed at him or his actions. It was a warning that she was struggling with the situation and needed him to pay more attention to how his actions were affecting her. He did not take it personally; rather, he accepted that the situation had escalated quite rapidly and Lucia may not have had time to comprehend his plan. If he was being honest with himself, referring to what he had just put in motion as a ‘plan’ was probably grading it too high, anyway.

He turned back toward the ruined facade of his office and made eye contact with his partner. She was keeping it together, letting her brain put pieces of information in place and steering the conclusions toward positive outcomes. “Yeah, Boss?”

“You feel better now?”

“That was necessary, Lucia. I’ll explain after the street is clear.”

She brushed his excuses aside with an impatient wave of her hand. “Not that. I’m sure you had a plan. Or at least a thin excuse to punch things you think was a plan.”

Mindy interrupted as she stalked by them both. “He was totally winging it, Boss. Don’t buy into his bullshit.”

Mindy’s jibe was met by two hard stares. She immediately held up her hands in surrender. “I know, I know. Not the time. Sorry!” She headed out into the street to meet a gaggle of uniformed police walking their way, tugging at the front of her shirt as she passed. “I’ll go stall ‘em while you two come up with a story.”

Lucia looked back to Roland. “You got a story for this? Because Lonnie Pritchard is here and I don’t want any more of your ‘plans’ today. As a matter of fact, I’ll go ahead and do the planning for a while. At least until we repair all the damage your last plan caused.”

To see a nine-hundred-and-forty-pound killing machine hang its head before a one-hundred-and-thirty-pound woman might be a rare thing in the universe. However, in Dockside, this exact scene was known to play out with some regularity. This did not decrease Roland’s menace-laden mystique, too many dead men and destroyed empires lay in his wake for that to ever happen. Rather, when the average Dockside hood witnessed the all-too-familiar occurrence of the terrifying cyborg trying to avoid the ire of his partner, they all wisely assumed this meant that she was the more terrifying of the pair.

“I guess you don’t want me to kill Lonnie, then?”

“I would love for you to kill Lonnie, Roland. It is a bad idea, though, and you know it. We get away with a lot of crap down here, but killing a cop in the middle of the street is a bridge too far.”

He knew she was right, and ever the tactician, elected not to argue the point. “I’ll let you do the talking, then. Is Sam managing him?”

“As much as anyone can. Nothing will stop that junkie from selling everything he learns to our enemies the first chance he gets.”

“Can I scare him?”

“If I thought it would work, I’d let you try. But the only thing he really fears is running out of blaze.”

Roland’s jaw flexed and Lucia swore she could hear the muscles of his neck creak. “I hate junkies. And I really hate dirty cops.”

She tried to smile, her own sour mood casting the curve of her lips in a thin facsimile of the desired expression. “And I hate Rodney the Dwarf. We all have to make accommodations, big guy.” She gave him an affectionate pat on one thick forearm. “Now come on, Fixer. Game face. Here they come.”

Roland exhaled, squared his shoulders and turned to see the broad athletic figure of Detective Sam Parker heading their way with his gangly and drab partner in tow.

When they met in the center of the ruined street, it was Lonnie who spoke first.

“Why is it, Tankowicz, that every time shit goes seriously wrong in this town, we always find you in the middle of it all?”

“Because, Lonnie, you are always hiding under your desk with your thumb up your ass when things get kinetic. Until your balls decide to drop, somebody has to do your job around here. Might as well be me.”

Roland did not look down but he could feel Lucia’s disapproval radiating from his right-hand side. Since she was more invested in resolving the looming crisis than she was in flogging the self-esteem of one dirty cop, she addressed the other man.

“UEDF screwed up, Sam. We’ve been retained to un-screw the situation by, uhm...” Words failed her briefly. She did not know how to explain this in a way that would not get Sam in trouble or give Pritchard enough interesting information to sell. “Well... people who need it handled.”

“Ms. Ribiero,” Parker began, and it was obvious he was speaking as carefully as he could, “there is a destroyed UEDF transport sitting on The Drag. Roland just had a temper tantrum with a marked UEDF cyborg in broad daylight in the middle of the street. I got councilmen screaming in my ear and a department that is not allowed to do shit.” He held his hands out to the sides, face aghast. “What the hell am I supposed to do with that? We couldn’t even get in there to break it up. Orders came down from so high up even I couldn’t figure out who it was.”

“It was better that way, Sam,” Roland grumbled. “You guys would have only made it worse.”

“And you made it better?” Pritchard spat.

“Shut the fuck up, Lonnie,” Parker snapped to his partner.

Lonnie scowled back. “Watch yourself, rookie. You ain’t as hot a shit around here as you think you are.”

“Boys!” Lucia barked. “Focus!”

“Sorry, ma’am,” Parker composed himself with a cleansing sigh. It gave away the youth his imposing physique and natural presence often hid. 

Lonnie saw it and snickered. “Aw, did mommy give baby a spanking?”

“I don’t think I like your tone, Lonnie,” Lucia said it with eyes narrowed.

“I don’t think I fucking care, lady.”

Lucia’s hand shot forward so fast the sleeve of her jacket snapped like a whip. She caught Pritchard’s lapel and yanked him forward. As he staggered, she turned his body and wrapped the collar of his own sport coat around his neck. The dirty cop’s expression went from smug to confused to terrified as the blood flowing to his brain decreased from a comfortable normal to an anemic trickle. Lucia held him in place, her own fierce strength keeping the larger man from falling, choking him with a single arm. Her other hand rested on one haughty hip and a finger tapped an impatient tattoo against her thigh. “Do you care yet, Lonnie?” The frantic bobbing of his head told the woman she had his full attention. “Good,” she added graciously. Then her foot snaked out to kick his legs out from under him. She drove him to his knees and squeezed. The man’s face began to purple and his mouth opened and closed with little choking sounds. He tried to claw at her arm but his strength was fading too quickly and hers surpassed his under any conditions. 

Lucia placed her lips an inch from his ear and spoke in the most sweet and motherly tone anyone had ever heard. 

“When I decide to hand out a spanking, Lonnie, you’ll know it.” The captured man gasped when she eased up on the pressure just a bit. Then he yelped as the small woman hauled him back to his feet and looked him in the eye. “If you can’t show me the respect I deserve, I’ll have you taking meals through a tube for the next year.”

“Can you believe she was worried about me?” Roland asked Parker.

“Stow it, Corporal,” Lucia replied without taking her eyes off Pritchard.

“Stowing it, Boss.”

“Ms. Ribiero?” Sam looked uncomfortable. “I am fully aware that Detective Pritchard is a jerk, but... Ah...” He ended with a shrug.

“Right. Fine.” Lucia released the trembling man, who promptly fell to the street in a coughing heap.

Through the spasms, Lonnie squeaked, “That’s assaulting an officer!”

Sam rolled his eyes. “Oh get up, Lonnie. You try to press charges on Lucia and they’ll find your body in a recycler within the week. Stop being an ass and try to show some dignity. You’re embarrassing yourself. Again.” Parker reached down and grabbed a handful of Lonnie’s coat and hauled him upright. While he had no strength augmentations or high-tech enhancements, the longshoreman’s son was born with terrific genetics and a workout schedule that would kill a lesser man. Pritchard rose as if levitating. “If I recall, this is the second time Ms. Ribiero has had to remind you of your role in this town. But I guess you were blazing too hard to remember the first.”

“He’s on a burn right now,” Roland offered. “Look at his eyes.”

Parker did not bother. “He’s always on a burn these days.”

Pritchard opened his mouth as if to protest, but Roland had run out of patience. “You talk and you die, asshole. Make a choice.”

Lonnie’s mouth closed with a click, though his furious scowl spoke volumes.

“Anyway,” Lucia tried to re-start the conversation. “This is a UEDF matter, and unfortunately that means none of us have any jurisdiction. Not the police officially, and not us, unofficially. UEDF is not going to care about the balance in Dockside because that is not their problem.”

“Which is why this happened,” Roland waved a hand to the destruction. “I have it on good authority that the UEDF was going to keep pressuring us as long as they thought they could get away with it. This was notice that they could not. Now, like it or not, they have to care about the balance here.”

Parker, at six-foot-four, had as much luck as anyone when he tried to look Roland in the eye. “Roland, I don’t get to know what you can and can’t do. I tried once and spent three days getting a very specific debrief from some scary boys in black suits. But I know damn well what an Avenger drone packs and I know damn well they could have smeared you all over the street.”

Roland tried to interject and Parker held up a hand. “I’m a detective, Tank. This is my thing. It’s obvious they didn’t hold their fire because they were scared of you. If they were scared, they wouldn’t have let their fancy armature have a go at you in the first place. To me it is pretty clear that someone with a lot of juice told them not to blast you off the street. The way I see it, your little brawl here was nothing more than a nice big public display to expose them and maybe embarrass the UEDF a little.” He exhaled sharply. “When the news crews run with this, the UEDF is going to look like a bunch of incompetent assholes who don’t give a shit about local communities or law enforcement. A lot of formal complaints are going to be filed by a lot of powerful politicians over this stunt. Some heads are gonna roll and I figure they’ll have to back off now, if only to avoid the bad press.”

Roland nodded his approval of Parker’s assessment. “That’s about the size of it. If I had backed down and let them have what they wanted without a scene, they’d consider me managed and never leave us alone. I guess they thought they could handle me if I tried to make trouble.”

“Now they know they can’t,” Parker acknowledged. “At least not without a big ugly firefight and a shit-ton of political fallout.” The detective’s shoulders rose and fell theatrically. “Yeah, well that’s all well and good for you. Here’s my concern. At some point, if you keep pissing them off, they are going to say ‘fuck it’ and take that plunge, to hell with the consequences. Then innocent people will get hurt. How the hell am I supposed to serve and protect under those conditions?”

Lucia addressed the detective’s concern. “We are in the process of moving the fight off-world, Sam. You’ve already figured out we have some high-level political support, and your concerns are understood and shared by all parties.” She cast a knowing glare to the still-scowling Lonnie Pritchard. “When I can share more with you I will, but operational security concerns prevent me from going into it right now.” Her gaze remained locked on Sam’s partner, who returned the look with a rude gesture.

“You want a visit from DECO, Pritchard?” Sam asked casually. “They won’t just fuck up your career, you know. They’ll ruin your life in ways you haven’t even thought of yet.”

Lonnie blurted, “You think DECO is in on this?”

Sam Parker did not appear angry at his partner. He looked disappointed. “You are without a doubt the worst detective I have ever seen, Lonnie.” He turned back to the pair of fixers. “Okay then. I’m going to finish securing this scene and come up with some bullshit to spin to the reporters before my idiot lieutenant says something to make us all seem stupid. I want that detailed debrief soon, though.” He gave them both a polite nod and grabbed his partner by the sleeve. “Let’s go, Pritchard.”

Lonnie shook the hand off roughly. “Fuck off, Parker,” he mumbled, though the retort lacked any real fire.

As soon as the police were well away, Manny approached Roland and Lucia. Mindy arrived simultaneously from another direction. Her shirt was artfully askew and Lucia noticed at least a third of the police officers milling about were engaged in earnest appraisal of her retreating backside.

“Hey guys,” she greeted them. “I really don’t like that guy. Is he on the list of people I can hurt if I think they are leaking intel?”

Lucia replied, “Absolutely. I hate that he was standing right here the whole time. Now we have to worry about what information he is going to sell to The Brokerage. He was probably wearing a wire with our luck.”

“He totally was,” Manny said with bland confidence as he fiddled absently with his comm. “Or his comm was bugged, at least. There was an open audio channel running on his earpiece the whole time. Encryption was crazy tight, too.”

“Shit,” Roland snarled and started to move toward the retreating detectives. Manny stopped him with a gentle tug of his arm.

“Don’t sweat it, Mr. Tankowicz. Later he will find out that all he got was the audio from a self-help seminar on holo. I figured that would be better for his health than a recording of your conversation.”

“You broke the encryption?” Lucia looked aghast.

“Nah. It was some kind of multi-variable fractal recursion. It was designed to be more annoying than unbreakable, but I didn’t have the time. I just hacked his microphone instead. I turned it off and beamed the receiver the wrong audio. Whoever was on the receiving end heard an awful lot about achieving their goals through the power of positive visualization.”

Lucia’s face split into a broad grin. “You are a treasure, Manny.”

Mindy had to add, “I say we bury him, then.”

Everybody ignored her. “You get anything from the transport?” Roland asked.

“Just location data and comm chatter.”

“That’s something at least.”

Manny shrugged. “I wouldn’t have gotten anything if I didn’t get help from a mysterious caller.”

“Jimmy gave you a ring, too, huh?” Roland asked.

Manny looked confused. “Nobody mentioned a Jimmy. Called himself ‘Nosebleed.’ Says it’s because his reach is so high.”

Roland’s disdain was stamped clearly on his face. “I bet it’s because he got his ass kicked a lot in training. He was giving me advice, too.”

“Did he tell you to pick a fight with the UEDF?” Lucia said with a cocked eyebrow. 

“Believe it or not, that was his idea. He got the ‘no shoot’ order down to the squad and then told me to send the UEDF a message.”

Lucia’s expression took a sharp turn toward pensive. “That kind of makes me nervous, Roland. I don’t like being steered into dangerous action by somebody we neither know nor trust.”

Roland did not argue the matter. “Believe me, I’m with you on that. In this case it just happened to be a good call. We put the UEDF back on its heels today. They can’t afford to push us now, not after a big screw up in front of witnesses like this.”

Lucia blew the magenta stripe of hair off her forehead. “Fine. I guess we only need to worry about The Brokerage, DECO, and dirty cops, then?”

“Yup,” Roland replied. “Just that stuff.”

“Piece of cake,” her response to Roland’s sarcasm was as dry as a desert wind.

––––––––
[image: image]


	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

[image: image]


“The Pride of Wayfair left Enterprise Station six hours ago, Boss.” Manny relayed the news in clipped tones. “Our runner was not on board. I’m sure of it.”

“Shit,” Lucia hissed and put her coffee cup down on Roland’s counter. They had moved base to his apartment while the office was repaired, and quarters were somewhat cramped. Manny had set up his workstation at the kitchen table, leaving very few horizontal surfaces for the others to share. Lucia had commandeered Roland’s narrow kitchen counter and Mindy was reclining on his couch.

Roland, sitting in his oversized easy chair, looked up from his DataPad. “Have we lost him?”

“Not really.” Manny was tapping furiously at his own terminal. “Without money he can’t really stay on Enterprise, so it’s safe to assume he hooked up with a ship that doesn’t scan biometrics.”

“Pirates?”

“I’d bet on it, yes.”

“Leads?” Lucia asked from the kitchen.

“The Ripsaw left within thirty hours of Pride’s arrival. The smart money says he’s on that one. The Lusty Wolf and Bligh’s Revenge took off within a few hours of that, but I’m guessing he is in full jack-rabbit mode and took the first thing available. The Ripsaw is registered as a private escort ship, but nobody really buys that. Not that it matters, really. They are all Galapagos knorrs, so they are all definitely pirate ships. They’re going to end up in Galapagos either way.”

“Okay, Manny,” Lucia said without looking up. “I’ll bite. What the hell is a knorr?” 

“It’s a small gate-capable freighter equipped for very long deep space cruises and light combat. It can punch up a little bit, enough to duke it out with corporate escorts and civilian craft, but real military ships will eat it for lunch. They usually have extra jump coils so they can flee further into deep space than regular gate ships. With their extended life-support capabilities, it means they can run far and hide for a long time in very dark corners. It’s a unique design that really only has one purpose.”

“Timeframe?” The distant look in Lucia’s eyes told Manny that her brain was starting to build scenarios. His role was to feed her information until she had enough to sort out probabilities.

“The Ripsaw is the smallest of the three at twenty-thousand tons. It stands to reason it can’t stay out as long as the other two. I’m not an expert on that stuff.”

Roland interrupted, “Ten days to three weeks, depending on how many people are on board.”

Manny and Lucia both gave the big man bemused glances. He shrugged. “I fought a lot of pirates when I was with the EF. Both before and... after. I’ve chased and boarded plenty of knorrs.” He went on as if this information was common knowledge. “The bigger ones, anything over forty-thousand tons, can stay out as long as three months.”

“It’s good that we think he’s on the little one. How sure are we, Manny?”

Manny tried not to look abashed and failed miserably. “Sixty percent, maybe? If he’s cagey and calm, he might have taken one of the bigger ones to throw us off...”

Lucia did not let him finish. “He’s broke and hunted. He has no resources and no way to acquire them. He is not a skilled fighter or all that competent at anything, really. I’m willing to bet on panic.”

“Agreed,” said Roland. “That means we have as little as ten days or as long as three weeks to get to Galapagos ahead of him. Anyone besides me have a handle on that terrain? My experience is three decades old at this point.”

All three looked to Mindy, who took on an air of indignance. “Why are y’all looking at me? I never crewed a pirate ship. I served with Pike for one rotation fifteen years ago. We never got out that way during my time.”

“No contract hits in that region at all?” Lucia sounded hopeful, though she had already guessed the answer.

“Hunter’s Lodge does not work out in Galapagos. They have their own rules there.”

“I don’t like this, team,” Roland grumbled. “We go in blind and start stomping around, we are going to spook the runner.”

“Obviously I go first, Mr. Tankowicz,” said Manny with a tiny smile. “I’ll get it scoped out and find him. It’s what I do.”

Lucia face twitched. “And that is why they want you dead.”

“Really?” Manny asked. “They tried to kill me before the guy ran, Boss. How does that compute?”

“They assumed we’d be going there, eventually.”

“I’m lost, Boss,” said Mindy with a huff. “I am not following any of this. How did they know we would be heading that way before we ever had a reason to head that way? They got a time machine?”

“No. But they showed their hand when they took that preemptive strike on Manny. Whatever they are doing, it’s obviously hidden in Galapagos.”

“Now I’m lost,” Roland added.

“The enemy is The Brokerage. Half the trade agreements they employ to obscure their operations route through Galapagos. Galapagos is a system with almost no law and very few rules. For a charter to have weight there, it has to be trustworthy. Corporations have to back their agreements with promissory notes or cash escrows when working there or the agreements won’t be worth the bandwidth they take up.”

“They have a physical presence!” Manny crowed. “They have to have some kind of brick and steel base there for it to work!”

“Exactly. Thanks to our little helper at DECO, we know they saw what you did to Fox’s operation in the Sprawl. We also know that they were behind that business on Venus, too. They probably have a file on all of us.” She pointed to the long-haired youth at Roland’s kitchen table. “And you, my little Venusian wonder, scare the hell out of them.”

“It does make more sense. But why take a shot at me now?”

“My guess is that they got wind we’d be going after the missing armature. They are worried we will track it back to them.”

“But what about DECO and the UEDF?”

Roland’s snort was equal parts derisive and incredulous. “Government operatives engaged in espionage in a frontier system, all because they lost control of a top-secret and illegal weapon that was never supposed to exist in the first place?”

Manny’s face twisted in a comical wince. “Yeah, that does sound stupid, doesn’t it?” He was not ready to let go of his doubts, however. “They could hire contractors...”

Lucia answered his riposte with a question. “How many people in the galaxy have the skills to go that far out of the way and sniff them out where they sleep?”

Manny bobbed his head back and forth as he thought. “There are a few. I’m good, but I’m not the only guy out there with talent.”

Mindy gifted the youth with a rare compliment. “I’ve met them all, kid. You’re better.”

Manny looked at the tiny blond as if she had grown a second head. “Was that physically painful for you, saying that?”

“It stung a little,” she replied. “They say it only hurts the first time.”

This exchange drew a chuckle from Lucia. “Even if other contractors were available, why hire them at all? Manny, how many of those other guys already work for Roland Tankowicz?”

“Good point, Boss. You win.” 

“Good. Moving on. We also know,” she continued, obviously enjoying herself at this point, “that the thing they are hiding is not a person, but an object or a commodity.”

“How do we know that?” Mindy asked.

This time, Manny answered. “Because if it was a person, they’d have tried to take you out, not me. If they were worried about someone being hunted or killed, they’d be scared of you.” He pointed to the assassin. “Because that’s what you do. They went after me because whatever this thing is doesn’t move around a lot and can be stolen.”

“Because that’s what you do,” Mindy agreed with an emphatic head bob. “So what are we thinking?”

“Smart money says it’s the missing armature,” said Roland.

“Agreed,” replied Lucia. “So we are all off to Galapagos, but we have two objectives. First, we bring down our runner and squeeze him for information. Then we are going to stick around and go hunting.”

“I like hunting,” said the tiny blond assassin with a predatory leer.

Roland did not share Mindy’s enthusiasm. “We are still walking in there blind, and I hate that.”

Lucia addressed his concern with a question. “Well, who do we have that knows the lay of the land out there?”

“Nobody in town,” Roland replied. “Galop pirates and traders rarely get past Enterprise. The Free Trade Zone protects them on the station. On Earth, their warrants and bounties are all valid.”

“There’s always Pike,” Mindy volunteered.

“We can’t afford Pike,” Lucia shot back. “We got Gateways to pay his bill last time, but without a direct threat to the docks, I don’t see a way to convince them to shell out Pike-level cash.”

“DECO,” Roland growled. “They can foot the bill. Or get the UEDF to pay it, at least. The last time I was in Galapagos, it was with Pike’s crew. UEDF paid for that one just to keep the job from looking like an official military action.”

“Fine,” Lucia said. “Let’s ask our mysterious DECO guardian angel, then. How do we contact him?”

“We don’t,” Roland countered with a disgruntled wave of his hand. “But he’s probably monitoring us from afar. He’ll find us. Especially if we bring in Pike. I assume he’ll crap his pants at that.”

“Do we even have a way to contact Pike?”

“I’m still a member of the Registered Order of Privateers, Boss,” said Mindy from the couch. “I can get him on the line.”

“Do it.”

Mindy began fiddling with her comm and the others waited. A moment later she put her handheld away and addressed the group. “Okay. He’s been notified that we are looking for him. When he is in range of an Anson relay he’ll get the message and hopefully he’ll call me. Best I could do.”

“So we have a few days, at least. I suggest we use the time to get out to Enterprise as a starting point. With any luck we can pick up the trail there while we wait for Pike to call and DECO to jump in.” 

It sounded to Roland like Lucia wanted more of a plan, though he had waged war against all manner of foes with far less structure than this. He tried to be reassuring. “It’s a good place to start. There won’t be any action on Enterprise anyway, and Pike has a garrison there. A few days to stage up and gather more intel is a good thing.”

“So you say. I assume you are going to want to bring an arsenal?”

“Helmet, Durendal, maybe a few other things, yeah. Galapagos is a very dangerous place. You are going to want a full set of plates and something bigger than the CZ yourself.”

Lucia sagged in her chair. “That is a lot of permitting to get sorted out.”

“Manny should gear up, too,” Mindy suggested. “I keep a locker at the Enterprise Garrison full of bug-out stuff, so I’ll be fine to travel light. But the kid can’t keep blocking shots with his arm if he wants to stay in the game until he’s old enough to shave.”

“Hey!” Manny whined, “I shave!”

“Once a week, whether you need to or not,” she replied with a wink.

“I can’t help it if I am naturally baby-faced. The ladies don’t seem to mind.”

“What ladies?”

“There are ladies. I just don’t bring them around you, for obvious reasons.” 

“Anyway,” Roland growled at the pair. “We’ll swing by Marty’s and see what he has in your size for armor. I’ve got a lot of hardware myself, but most of it is military spec and big. With your arm, I suspect you can handle a decent piece. Without a press point, you’ll have to aim the old-fashioned way. You learn to shoot on Venus?”

“I’m not what you’d call a marksman, but I won’t shoot myself in the foot or anything.”

“You got a preference in long arms?”

“Not using them?”

Roland’s face was all the answer Manny needed for his snark. He held up his hands in surrender. “Fine. Fine. I am pretty good with the old M-45’s the UEDF used to issue. We all were. There were a lot of those lying around after the war.”

“Ugh. Those fossils?” Mindy shook her head in disgust. “No offense, Ironsides. I know you probably slept with one for years, but they suck.”

Roland did not argue her point. “They were reliable and effective. But yeah, they were loud and heavy and they are all old now.”

Manny tried again. “I had a short-barreled scattergun that I was fond of, too. It was easy to stash on scouting runs and did not require great skill or practice to be effective. I would make special payloads for the shells, too. A good scattergun is a very versatile tool.”

Roland nodded. “I bet Marty has a couple of those lying around. Should be doable.” The young scout had shrunk into his chair and seemed to be hiding his face behind the monitor at this point. Roland noticed and growled, “Out with it, kid. What’s wrong?”

“It’s just,” his voice faltered. “I don’t want to give you guys the wrong impression. I know I was a Red Hat and all that but truthfully?” He shrunk even more. “I have very little direct gun-fighting experience. I carried the thing just in case I got caught but...” Now a self-satisfied grin split his face, erasing his sheepish frown. “...I never got caught. Even working for you guys, I’ve rarely actually had to shoot at anybody.”

“You did fine on Venus,” Lucia said.

“Yeah, but you did most of the gun stuff there. I just sort of fired in the direction you were aiming and hoped for the best.”

“That is literally ninety percent of combat shooting, kid,” Roland snorted. “Outside of very specialized units, it’s a lot of one guy actually aiming and the rest blasting down range to help.” Roland considered Manny’s apprehension for a moment, then dismissed it. “Everybody has a first time. With any luck, you won’t end up in a firefight. But if you do, my advice is to shoot the bad guys before they shoot you.”

“God, you suck at this.” Lucia’s exasperation was obvious. “Manny, you are our scout, and your role is not to get into gunfights. That will not change just because we are about to traipse off to a lawless hellscape filled with people who want to kill us.”

“I suck at this?” Roland interjected. Lucia ignored him. 

“Nothing changes. Roland stands out in front to tank the hits, Mindy carves her way through the flanks, and I’ll cover the rear. All you have to do is find the people and things we need found. We are going to cover you in armor and get you your shotgun so you can defend yourself, but no one expects you to fight like Roland or Mindy or me.”

Mindy chuckled. “Can’t have that baby face of yours messed up now, can we? We’d hate to disappoint all those ladies none of us have ever seen or heard about.”

––––––––
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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The life of a pirate turned out to be a far less interesting thing than Jean expected. If the stories and holos were to be believed, he should have been hip deep in treasure and women while guzzling exotic rum from a jug. Instead, he was mostly hip deep in garbage and sharing a berth with a man whose relationship with personal hygiene had fizzled years ago. He also learned that it took a lot of manual labor to keep a Galop knorr in fighting shape, and Jean had never been a fan of working with his hands. The ten-day cruise he had signed up for became an interminable nightmare of bad food, bad smells, and the company of very bad people. It was not without new and exciting experiences, at least. He tried his first belt of authentic Galop vino on only his second day, having traded his evening food ration for a half-flask of the homemade liquor. His crewmates assured him that quality vino was an acquired taste, and for the sake of fitting in the erstwhile drug pusher made a brave show of acquiring it. 

He supposed the overall effect was made worse when he committed the near-fatal error of sniffing the drink, first. All the information a rational man would ever need to make an educated decision about the concoction’s general comestibility was present in the olfactory blitzkrieg he suffered from a single tiny inhalation. An observing crew member, witnessing his folly, commented to Jean, “Aw shit, man, don’t fucking smell it first! Are you crazy? The vapors will melt your sinuses!”

That, Jean mused, was information I could have used a moment ago. Nevertheless, he was committed and down his throat went a measured swallow. Just enough to look manly, not so much as to kill him if the liquid turned out to be as poisonous as its aroma implied. All the sundry and sordid experiences that made up the life of Jean Marceau failed to prepare the poor fool for what happened next. He knew with absolute clarity within a microsecond of the liquid touching his tongue that he had never consumed anything so loathsome as this fiery liquid. It was not merely the ludicrous alcohol content, nor was it the questionable provenance of source ingredients that sent him coughing and retching to the head after his first swallow. Rather it was a combination of these, when coupled with the unvarnished horror of the flavor, that brought the wannabe pirate low. The actual taste of the drink was a strange and unnatural mélange of sensations that simply had to have been selected for their offensiveness and pure noxious wretchedness.

Jean’s eyes watered and his throat spasmed closed at the same moment his stomach tried to empty its meager contents into the steel bowl of the ship’s lone toilet. The result was a choking sob that spewed pale yellow slime from his lips and nostrils. The crew roared with laughter at his predicament, and Jean contemplated jumping out of an airlock and ending it all. After a few moments, he had recovered enough to rise from the deck and sway to his feet. He went to the sink and washed his face, splashing liberal quantities of icy water onto it in an attempt to regain his composure.

He emerged from the head to a sea of grinning faces. Men hard and broken, their faces grizzled and worn, beamed like children at the sight of the staggering man and his obvious discomfiture. A few snickers and a couple chuckles rumbled from the crowd and Jean steadied himself before speaking.

“That stuff is absolute shit.”

The crew erupted into laughter at the banal statement. They cackled, pounding on backs and pointing at the flask still in Jean’s right hand. Comprehension came slowly to Jean, and when he realized what had been done, he wanted to be angry. He could not muster the emotional intensity for it though. Plus, any man on this crew could kill him in a heartbeat, making anger an unprofitable indulgence. Instead, he let the ghost of a smile creep across his features and pointed a shaky finger back at the man who had sold him the flask. “You asshole,” he coughed. “What the fuck is in this?”

The gap-toothed pirate held his hands out to his sides, feigning ignorance. “How the hell should I know, Frenchy? Most of it leaked out of a jump coil coolant jacket. Do I look like an engineer?”

Jean rolled his eyes and looked over to the man’s right, where the engineer was trying manfully to suppress his guffaws. “Just tell me if I’m going to die, Stumpy.”

“Nah,” the appropriately named ‘Stumpy’ said with a dismissive wave of his bionic right hand. “You only took a baby sip. You’ll live. It’s got a lot of propylene glycol in it, though.”

“And...?” Jean was finding the joke less and less funny.

“Yer gonna be shittin’ yer brains out for a couple of hours.”

The ship’s medic chose this moment to be helpful. “Day or two, actually. Get plenty of water.”

Jean turned and looked at the one sad little toilet behind him. He thought about his duty schedule and how much he hated space travel. Then he looked to the able crewman who had sold him the doctored hooch. “I’m going to shit all over your bunk if I don’t get that ration chit back, Slick.”

The still-grinning man tossed the plastic coin over to Jean. “Odin’s balls, Frenchy, anything but that!”

With the practical joke winding down, the crew settled in for evening watches and sleep schedules. Jean had pulled the early fire watch, so he was going to be up for a while, anyway. “If you want the shitter, better get in there now. Sounds like I’ll be holding it for a while.” This drew some chuckles from the crewmen, but no one rushed to the head. The medic walked over and handed Jean two pills. “This won’t save your ass from what’s coming, but it will make it survivable.”

“Gee. Thanks, doc,” said Jean without inflection. 

“Look on the bright side, Frenchy. If they didn’t like you, it would have been something lethal instead of a case of the shits.”

“So I have been accepted by the tribe huh?” The first gurgles of an impending catastrophe swirled in Jean’s guts and a face flushed red with distress suddenly drained of all color.

The medic saw this and raised an eyebrow. “Once you’ve had a little action and not crapped your pants with fear, yeah.” He clapped Jean on the shoulder. “Sorry, poor choice of words there, mate.”

“I thought you were a bunch of scary pirates,” Jean mumbled through gritted teeth. “Sounds like the comedian’s lounge on a cruise ship to me.” His stomach lurched, and the gasping man bolted for the head to the sounds of the medic’s laughter.

Jean ended up taking most of his watch from the toilet. He routed the duty panel to an old DataPad and made his rounds between noisy bouts of intense gastrointestinal distress. Once relieved of that duty, he tried to return to his berth for what sleep he could get between his all-too-frequent bathroom breaks. By the next duty cycle, his anxious flights to the toilet had slowed to an elevated yet bearable frequency. Jean noticed during the next few days that the men on the knorr grew friendlier. More assistance was offered when he found himself at a task he did not understand, and everyone seemed more inclined to treat him less like an unwanted passenger and more like a crewmate. Jean assumed that he had successfully navigated some sort of ritual hazing probably commonplace on these small ships. He was alive and halfway to Galapagos, so the goodwill of the crew had to count for something.

On day seven, Jean saw his first action. In retrospect, he felt that ‘action’ was far too strong a word for what happened. The general quarters alarm sounded in the middle of Jean’s duty cycle in the engine room.  Since unwashed pirates were not particularly big on training, the fledgling pirate had no clue what he was supposed to do when the keening two-tone howl blared from the ship’s public address system. He was certain that staying hunkered down at the engine diagnostic panel was not his role. Given what he had heard about Galapagos boat crews from the mercenaries and bounty hunters he had met in his life, Jean had a strong idea of what happened to crew members who did not at least pretend to rush toward danger. Since he felt ill-equipped to float the remainder of the way to Galapagos wearing nothing but his coveralls, Jean stood up with a gasp and ran for the main deck.

He encountered the rest of the crew as they were moving toward the cargo bay, and he noted they had all grabbed weapons and armor from their lockers. This put Jean in a quandary. He had no weapons or armor, and a great lump of fear knotted his innards into an uncomfortable ball. Stumpy found him in the hall by the cargo bay and asked, “What the fuck are you about, Frenchy? Grab your kit and get ready to board!”

“I don’t have any kit!” Jean heard the childish panic in his own voice and hated himself for it.

Stumpy growled through his thick red mustache and grabbed one of several guns at home in his belt. He tossed it to Jean.

“There. Now ya got some kit.”

Jean looked stupidly at the weapon in his hand. It was the largest handgun he had ever held. His eyes darted back up to Stumpy, and the questions swirling behind them must have been apparent.

“It’s a Dragoon, Frenchy. Don’t worry that it’s just a pistol. It’ll punch a hole through any armor a corporate security rat might be wearin’. We don’t like using the more powerful shit cuz we are trying to spare the ship and cargo damage. Come on.” Stumpy waved for Jean to follow him. “This yer first boarding?”

Jean just nodded.

“No problem. This is a bitch run, anyway. When the door opens, Little John is going to sweep the deck with a couple of screamers, then we bust in and blast anything in a uniform. That usually gets the civvies good and docile. Word is that we are hitting a medium gas hauler, so security should be light. Nobody gettin’ rich off this run, but it looks like nobody gettin’ killed, either.”

Jean nodded again. That seemed to be working.

“Just stick with me and we’ll go get us some money, Frenchy.” Stumpy winked as he said it and suddenly Jean realized that they were in the cargo bay and among the assembled crew. Somebody noticed the large pistol in Jean’s hand.

“You loaning out weapons now, Stumpy?”

“Can’t board with every swinging dick if there ain’t enough dicks to swing, right?”

The captain heard the banter and bared his teeth in a crooked grin. “You wanted to pull an oar.” He pointed to the gun in Jean’s hand. “There’s your fucking oar, Frenchy.” They all had a good laugh at that. All except Jean, of course. A thin smile and weak salute were the best he could do. The captain turned back to the dozen or so assembled pirates. “Okay dipshits. We got a quarter of a million tons of rare gas resources and maybe seven armed bastards between us and the prize. Corporate shit, so I expect they’ll drop their pants and run at the mere sight of all you badass pirate motherfuckers.”

“Don’t let them see Frenchy!” A voice chimed in, “Don’t want to encourage them!” A murmur of laughter washed through the crew and Stumpy clapped Jean on the back. 

“Just for that, Matchstick, you get to lead the charge,” the captain barked back. 

More laughter, and this time Jean joined in as Matchstick was shoved to the front of the group. The lanky pirate looked abashed, though he seemed perfectly comfortable to be the first one through the door. Stumpy explained. “First one to step onto a prize ship gets a bonus, Frenchy. Something to think about...”

The captain interrupted Stumpy’s lesson. “Flight Deck says we will grapple in forty seconds. Get your shit together, boys. It’s time to make money.”

The next forty seconds passed far too quickly for Jean’s comfort. The knorr lurched once when the boarding hatch collided with the side of a vessel Jean could not see, then a series of loud bangs and hisses followed as the pirate vessel secured itself to the hull of the freighter. A burly pirate named ‘Little John’ slapped the control panel next to the door frame and with a screech and a whoosh Jean Marceau was officially engaged in his first pirate raid.

Little John started things off with a barrage of grenades from his drum-fed launcher. The ‘screamers’ emitted a high-pitched whine and broadcast solid walls of electromagnetic static. Any automated defense systems or drones were immediately disabled, and any biological defenders found their imaging and scanning tech to be useless. Matchstick was into the dim passageway with a whoop of joy even as the last screamer clanged off a bulkhead and clattered down a twisting hallway.

He was met by a smattering of gunfire that missed him by a wide berth. He returned the favor with a barrage of his own from a bullpup bead rifle. His fusillade was far more enthusiastic and voluminous than the defender’s meager offering, though his accuracy proved no better. Then Jean was swept up by the surge of pirates clambering through the hatch and scrambling into the halls of the freighter. Fearing his crewmates more than what lay before him, Jean leapt into the fray without hesitation. He stayed close to Stumpy, resolving to follow the old engineer’s lead. The pirates’ charge was utterly without form or plan. It became apparent to Jean that each pirate had a preferred partner for raiding, as pairs and trios broke off to explore hallways and hatches as the mass moved along further into the freighter.

Stumpy moved through the maze as if he knew exactly where he wanted to go. After a breathless thirty seconds of scampering, the pair arrived at a wide hallway and were nearly decapitated by screaming ropes of burning bead fire. Jean was thrown to the deck by Stumpy’s metal right hand and they each posted up against the bulkhead on either side of the deadly opening. The older pirate wore an expression of calm concentration as he fiddled with a satchel at his waist. His hand emerged with a grenade and he winked to Jean. “Ready, Frenchy?”

Jean was not ready, but Stumpy was not really asking. The grenade sailed out and down the hallway. Jean chose not to stick his head out and watch because he did not want to get shot. He heard a distant voice shout, “Grenade!” and the sounds of men diving for cover could be heard. An enormous bang came next, a report so loud and ear-shattering that Jean found himself quite deaf for a few seconds. The engineer shouted something at him but Jean did not get to hear it. Stumpy was already running down the hall and firing his pistols like a madman. Jean followed, pistol outstretched in a quivering grip. The former drug dealer struggled to focus as the crushing pressure of terror drove his vision to a tiny tunnel. The blood roared in his ears and his eyes darted left and right looking for danger or cover with equal intensity.

He found precious little of either. He did see several men in uniforms fleeing before the singular ferocity of one bow-legged engineer and his brace of pistols. Stumpy had not shot any of them yet, but ricochets and orange explosions of shattered ceramic beat the defenders back with a fiery percussive tattoo. Jean had no idea what he was supposed to do, but he dived for the scant cover of a shallow alcove and raised the enormous gun to add his fire to Stumpy’s. That is when he saw the engineer stumble. Something must have tangled his boots because Stumpy pitched forward with arms outstretched and face gaping in confused horror. When he struck the deck, both his guns clattered out of his hands to slide many feet away. In an instant, the two men he had been chasing turned. Jean could not see the expressions in their helmeted faces, but both rifles rose and the eagerness to take advantage of their good fortune was easily seen in their body language.

Time seemed to slow down for Jean Marceau. Stumpy’s frantic scramble to regain his feet looked like an overweight child trying to do a push-up. The two uniformed guards appeared to be gloating as they moved forward like blue-clad mimes to ensure an easy kill shot. Jean felt as if his whole body was encased in amber. He could see everything happening but he could not make himself move. His arms became unyielding wood, the pistol in his hand a dead lead weight, his feet melting into the coldest and softest clay.

Time stopped.

Jean’s muscles were weak, unthinking, unmoving. All his body trembled, held prisoner by his distorted perceptions. Nothing would move except his index finger. And move it did, as if by its own accord.

When the Colt Dragoon went off, it belched a blast of flame and heat that seared purple and orange starbursts onto Jean’s eyes. The eight-millimeter slug, a blunt cylinder of aluminum with a depleted uranium core, emerged from the muzzle at fifteen times the speed of sound. Three-hundred-and-sixty grains of metal, glowing white-hot from friction, entered the first guard where his hip met his crotch and blew most of his leg clear of the body. This meager obstruction sapped only a small portion of the projectile’s kinetic energy and the slug continued onward to shatter the armored chest plate of the other guard. Like the previous obstacle, passing through the armor cost only a portion of the energy available. Now tumbling, the two-inch slug spun and spalled into and through the chest of that hapless man before erupting out his back in a gory geyser of blood, bone, and pulped organ matter.

Jean watched both men fall to the floor in a fugue state of combined horror and fascination. He soon realized that his hand was in a lot of pain, and that he was gripping his gun so tightly his wrist ached. The weapon had burned his fingers as it went off, and the dull ache in his palm told him that the recoil had to have been enormous. He did not recall feeling it.

Then a noise, tinny and distant, could be heard scratching at the edge of his precarious consciousness. Stumpy had a hold of his shoulder and was hauling him upright. The pirate’s ruddy cheeks seemed a touch paler than usual, and his voice was hoarse. 

“Nice fucking shot, man!”

Jean supposed that it was.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
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It took Lucia and Sam Parker a full day to get all the permits in order for their trip to Enterprise Station. Manny needed better armor and a shotgun, and his past as a Venusian terrorist presented a real obstacle to securing one legally. Technically, Manuel Richardson had no criminal record. He had never been caught or prosecuted for any of the things his former masters had made him do. Even without a record, Manny was still a known person of interest in several crimes and his name came up on multiple government watch lists. Sam Parker was a good detective and his code of ethics was only so flexible. Any application Manny filed for a weapons permit was likely to bring a kind of scrutiny to their mission that it did not need. Maddeningly to all involved, the actual procuring of the weapon was simplicity itself. Dockside was home to a multitude of gun runners and smugglers and the youth was spoiled for choice when it came time to make a selection. Getting the thing onto a shuttle on the other hand was looking to be quite problematic.

No one else had these issues. Roland had his military exemptions, Lucia was a law-abiding woman of significant means, and Mindy had all the weapons she needed already on Enterprise. In the end, they simply registered the shotgun to Lucia, and booked Manny’s ticket with a separate credit account so none of the transactions would get flagged. Manny set up a three-layered credit account that channeled funds between several banks for this. The subterfuge would not trick anyone with real skill if they cared to dig into it, but it would be more than sufficient to fool the security AI that would certainly be looking very hard at Manuel Richardson’s traveling habits.

Marty Mudd had selected a very simple Tavor magazine-fed side-by-side shotgun for Manny. Under eighteen-inches in total length, the slate-gray gun utilized a gas-block system to make the recoil manageable enough to be used with one hand. It had a fore-end grip for stability, though a strong man would not need to use it. Or, Roland noted, perfect for a person with a bionic arm. Even more interesting was that it still used chemical propellant and not electromagnetic acceleration to hurl the swarm of tungsten and ceramic pellets wrapped in neat cylindrical tubes. Roland commented on the somewhat archaic design and Manny explained.

“Most scanners won’t see it as a weapon. It’s just cold metal to them unless they have sniffers. That’s pretty rare outside of Earth’s more developed areas.”

“That makes sense,” Roland conceded. “But you are missing out on a lot of projectile velocity.”

“But I won’t miss, either. At the range I’ll be using it, velocity won’t matter much. If I really want to knock something down, I’ll use explosive slugs.” His face took a wry turn when he added, “Or other kinds of shells.”

Roland gave up at that point. “I’m just going to assume that whatever ridiculous crap you’ve tinkered together for ammo will do the job. Just don’t kill yourself doing it, kid.”

“Top of the list, Mr. Tankowicz.”

With Manny suitably armed, passage to Enterprise was booked. The shuttle to Enterprise station took fifty-one hours. While nicely apportioned for the entertainment of bored passengers, the commercial ferry that brought them to Earth’s main Gate Station moved far too slowly for Roland’s liking. Being stuck in a flying tin can with Manny and Mindy was the sort of road trip fun that put the surly cyborg in a foul mood. Fortunately for everyone, alcohol was served on board and Roland was able to hide in the lounge with a decent beer when the pair took to squabbling in their rented G-pod. Also fortunate was Roland’s inability to get drunk.

It was during one of these intervals that Roland was approached at the bar by a now-familiar face.

“Jimmy,” he harrumphed over the top of a beer glass. “Fancy finding you here.”

“Yes,” the round-shouldered analyst replied. “Interesting coincidence, indeed.”

The response should have been nonchalant, yet Roland detected the sharp edge of anxiety. The pale forehead wore a thin sheen of sweat, soft hands clasped and unclasped, and nervous eyes darted around the lounge as if looking for someone or something. He slid into the booth Roland had commandeered and sat down. Even then he showed no signs of relaxing. A pasty hand wiped at his damp forehead and the man leaned forward awkwardly, as if he was trying to sit comfortably and watch the whole room at the same time.

“Jimmy,” Roland sighed. “If you don’t chill the hell out you are going to blow your whole op before it even gets started. Since it’s my op too, I’m going to need you to relax.”

“I’m not sure I get your meaning, Mr. Tankowicz...”

“You don’t like field work.”

The man paused at the interruption, scowled, then very deliberately folded his hands on the table in front of his chest. “Is it quite so obvious?”

“Yes. The good news is that no one here cares about one nervous spook on his first day out.”

“I’m not very accustomed to this sort of thing. The training on OpSec is rather ominous though. I’m seeing counter-agents in every shadow.”

Roland leaned back and drained his glass. Then he flipped through the service terminal and scowled at the drink list. “Jimmy, it goes like this...” A thick finger stabbed the screen with authority and closed the terminal. “Either there are opposing agents here or not. If they are following me, then they already know about you by now. So why sweat it?” The big man sent a baleful glance over the lounge patrons. “Counterespionage was never really my thing. It was Alicia’s, as you are already aware. I’m too conspicuous for cloak and dagger work which is why I don’t get excited over people following me. Either way, if I was a betting man, I’d say that The Brokerage won’t have anyone on this ferry.”

“How can you know that?”

“We left quickly, told no one, and Manny has already checked out the entire passenger list. He sliced into the manifests as soon as we boarded and ran all the ID’s down. Nobody looked all that suspicious. Besides, why bother? They know where we are going already.”

“I suppose you are right. In your estimation is this bar a good place to have a conversation? Or should we adjourn to somewhere more private?”

Roland’s shoulders heaved up and down. “Ought to be fine. Booth is quiet, bar is busy enough to annoy listening devices. I assume you checked the lounge for bugs and drones?”

“Naturally.”

“Then all we really need to worry about is old-fashioned eavesdropping. No problem.”

The waiter arrived at that moment and placed a large mug of something straw-colored and foamy in front of Roland. In front of James he set a dainty snifter of a sweet-smelling amber liquid. James looked at the glass and then at Roland. “What is this?”

“Brandy.” Roland cocked an eyebrow at the smaller man. “You look like a brandy drinker to me.”

“I can’t drink!” James looked scandalized at the implication. “I am on a mission.”

“Every spy I’ve ever met drank on-mission. It’s one of the ways you convince people watching that you are not a spy on a mission. Some of the best spies I ever worked with were certifiable drunks. No one ever figured them for spooks because they came off so helpless.”

James did not seem entirely convinced. He stared at his glass as if it might burst into pink flames at any moment. Then slowly and gingerly, his hand reached out and picked it up. He held it in front of his face for a moment, swirling the liquid gently around the inside of the snifter. Then he took a sip and sighed. 

“You are much more insightful than your demeanor might let on, Corporal. How did you know I was a brandy drinker? Why not scotch or gin or vodka?”

“Like I said. You have that look.”

“And what look is that?”

“Ivy League arrogance, bad at sports, probably a flop with the girls, too. You passed a DECO psych eval and that means none of that crap turned you bitter or unbalanced. So you are okay with it. You never got caught up in other people’s opinions, so they never shaped your preferences.”

“And how does that make me a brandy drinker? Lots of my peers were just like me and they turned into scotch or bourbon drinkers if I recall.”

“Whiskey is an acquired taste. Most people who drink whiskey start because it’s macho and cool to drink whiskey, then they develop the palate for it later.” He paused for a sip of his own beverage before continuing. “You’re too smart and detached to get caught up in that. You gave up on ever being cool long before you discovered booze.”

“Why not vodka, then? Many of my co-workers are fond of vodka martinis. It’s practically an industry cliché.”

“You’re too practical. What is vodka? It’s just ethanol and water. Good vodka? That’s just ethanol and water that has been filtered a bunch. By definition vodka is flavorless, so why drink it at all? Vodka is for spiking fruity cocktails and impressing divorced women. You don’t drink often or a lot, so you don’t bother with Vodka.”

“I see. And gin?”

“Gin is gross.”

The barest twitch of a smile turned the corner of James’s mouth for a fraction of a second. “But then why brandy, specifically?”

“Brandy tastes good. It’s sweet and easy to drink while still kicking just as hard as any other hooch. The only reason more guys don’t drink it is because they think they have to choke down shit whiskey to look like a badass. Guys like you only drink what tastes good, so most guys like you drink brandy.”

“Astounding,” James said and took another sip. “Your files did not indicate you possessed this level of reductive reasoning.”

“Your data is thirty years old. I’ve been negotiating gangland squabbles for a long time. I’ve learned to read people by the booze they drink.”

“You’ve been hanging out in bars too much.”

“That is probably accurate,” said Roland with a tip of his glass. “Now let’s get down to business. I assume you want to know why we are heading for Enterprise?”

“Well, yes.” James settled into the plush seat, his features losing some of their tension. “I can surmise you are starting your move on Jean Marceau, but I’d feel better if we knew your plan.”

Roland cast a sidelong glance over the top of his beer glass.

Catching the look, James clarified. “So as to better render assistance, of course.”

“Right.” The big cyborg did not sound convinced.

“Oh, come on,” James implored, “I understand you not trusting DECO, but I refuse to believe you think you are going to raid the Galapagos system all on your own. I know you haven’t contacted the UEDF, and I can assume you don’t plan to simply extract Marceau and leave.” He raised his brandy to his lips and gave the drink a judicious sip. “You will want to retrieve the armature, and for that you will need a lot of help.”

“Help you are willing to give?”

“Within reason, yes.”

“We want to hire Pike’s Privateers.”

James sopped fidgeting at this declaration. “I see.” He paused, considering the magnitude of the idea. “Your plan goes beyond retrieving the armature then.”

Roland nodded. “We have reason to believe that The Brokerage has a physical presence in Galapagos.”

“They’d almost have to, wouldn’t they?” James agreed.

“We are going to burn it down and stomp them out for good. UEDF won’t be part of that. We will need private contractors.”

James blinked at the obvious point. “Well yes. Obviously. The Planetary Council has no authority in Galapagos, no competing interests to protect, and nowhere near the sort of political capital it would take to convince the voting public that a costly war in a far-off system is worth the price.”

“On the other hand...” Roland prompted, his tone pure innocence.

James completed the thought, “Secret missions in politically volatile situations is exactly the kind of silliness DECO gets up to all the time.”

“Exactly.”

“Pike is expensive, Roland. I do hope our budget can support this!”

“I’ve seen your budget. Don’t whine.”

“Do you have a plan?”

Roland nodded a brisk affirmative. “We are going to pull this Marceau creep first and squeeze him for intel.”

“He’ll have very little of use.”

“We know. But squeezing him should shake some trees. Then it’s up to Manny to find The Brokerage. When he does, we hit them like the wrath of God himself.”

James shook his head. “It’s too thin, Roland. It’s too much to put on one kid from Venus. He’s very good, but Galapagos is a big system. It could take him months to make any headway.”

Roland let a mean smile turn the corners of his mouth ever so slightly. “I also intend to make myself an attractive target. The Brokerage wants me? Let them come and try to get me.”

“Ah,” James exhaled the syllable, “you are to be bait, then?”

“Yup. And Pike will be the trap.”

“A squadron of heavily armed and highly trained professional mercenaries against a pirate station in their home system? Still a very long shot.”

“You underestimate Chris Pike and my team.”

“Possibly,” James conceded the point with grace. “Lord knows others have made the same mistake often enough. Fine. DECO will foot the bill for Pike if it’s not too exorbitant. We have some assets in Galapagos that I can tap for intel and field conditions as well. We have a decent fix on Marceau’s last location, too. He’s crewing a Galop knorr called the Ripsaw, due at Vinland in about a week. If he survives his first pirate cruise, he’ll be there looking to scrub his biometrics. It would be best to pick him up before he does.”

“Roger that.” Roland stood and dropped some cred chits on the table. “I’ll go brief my people. We hit the beach tomorrow, so try to get some sleep tonight. Enjoy the brandy, Jimmy.”

On schedule and without further incident, the team disembarked at Enterprise Station the next day. Within seconds of clearing receiving and customs, the four fixers found their path blocked by a man barely five-and-a-half feet tall who managed to appear much bigger. His right eye was missing, replaced by a sophisticated bionic monocle. His hairline marched across his scalp in a thin carpet of orderly gray stubble, and the scarred skin of his face was a deep tawny tan. He wore a gray and brown military uniform that barely contained a brawny frame wrapped in slabs of muscle both organic and synthetic. His human eye hid like a small black pinprick buried under a heavy brow. That eye looked to Mindy and his greeting was neither formal nor friendly.

“Goddammit, Mindy. I was on my first goddamn vacation in twelve goddamn years. You better have a good goddamn reason for pulling me from the blue coral beaches of Cygnar or I will goddamn gut you where you goddamn stand.”

“It was me who needed to talk to you, Commandant.” Roland’s interjection was swiftly brushed aside.

“I know that much, numb-nuts. I’m talking to the walking pile of silicone and hair bleach right now.”

Manny could not restrain a snort, and the monocle buzzed as it zeroed in on him. “Someone tell a joke, boy?”

“No, sir,” Manny quickly replied.

“Good, ‘cause you smell Venusian to me, and I ain’t never met someone from Venus who’s sense of humor was worth shit.” 

“It’s good to see you too, Pike,” Mindy replied sweetly.

“Of course it’s good to see me. I’m one goddamn handsome man. Now somebody better fill me in on why I am not neck deep in umbrella drinks and exotic women right now before my good mood evaporates and I forget my manners.”

Lucia stepped from behind Roland and beamed her most dazzling smile at a man many considered to be the most decorated soldier in the history of warfare. “Commandant Pike, I think I can spare you a long debrief and just tell you right here that we come with a very lucrative job opportunity for you. Perhaps we should discuss the more sensitive parts of it in a more secure location?”

At the sight of her, Pike’s demeanor softened immediately. “Good lord, Ms. Ribiero! I am thrilled and relieved to see that somebody with some goddamn brains is herding this gaggle of underachievers. I thought for sure I was going to have to thump them all on the head and ship them off my station to avoid a debacle like the last time this big oaf was here.”

“The debacle where you made a huge amount of money?” she asked.

“That’s the one. Thank goodness I was there to un-fuck that cluster for you guys.”

Roland growled, “You and I remember that debacle very differently, Pike.”

Pike winked his good eye. “Well, I’m getting old and my memory ain’t what it used to be. Let’s go talk business, then.” 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
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Jean’s perceived success in his first raid elevated his social status by several degrees afterward.

Men who had dismissed him as useless chattel or at best an unproven greenhorn now afforded him a measure of respect previously reserved only for blooded crewmates. Jean understood why. He had ‘pulled his oar’ as well as any of them and better than some. He made two bona fide kills on his first raid, and the way Stumpy told the story made it sound as if he had killed his foes barehanded, all while wooing a bevy of comely maids and sipping a glass of vino.

Stumpy made a gift of the Dragoon to Jean for saving his life, and Jean strapped the giant weapon to his belt like some sort of swaggering desperado. Even though the pistol threatened to drag his pants down with every step and made sitting down far more of a process than Jean was used to, he wore it with pride. It was hard not to get caught up in the respect and adulation of the rough men on board. Galop knorrs were feared predators of the spaceways, and their crews unholy terrors in the dark stories told by old spacers to fresh swabs on maiden cruises. Now Jean was one of those stories, complete with a certifiably legendary exploit. It was almost enough to make him forget about the spine-crushing terror of the act or the fact that his shot had been born of fear and succeeded only through the kind of stupid battlefield happenstance that blessed and cursed with equal frequency. Galops liked to pay lip service to the old gods, and chaos in battle was Loki’s domain. It was a common Galop adage that the trickster god held no favorites and was an unreliable ally. What Loki might give you in one fight he might just as easily take away in the next. Jean had no taste for religion, modern or ancient, so he failed to heed the warnings of these old stories. He basked in the affection and admiration of the crew and pretended that Stumpy’s version of events was the truth. The small yet persistent refrain in his head reminding him that it was all stupid luck and he was more or less a useless coward was shoved deep into the background where it could not bother him quite so much.

When they finally gated into Galapagos, the captain offered Jean a permanent bench on his ship and a promotion to one-half share as a swab. Jean gave it some serious thought. Staying on board would protect him from The Brokerage and those fixers from Earth, and this made the option more compelling than it might have been otherwise. The heady rush of his combat success was wearing off, however, and he knew the pirate’s life was not for him. He thanked the captain for the offer, said farewell to the crew, and left for the unrelenting chaos of Galapagos.

They had docked at a large station called Vinland. It was the original Galapagos settlement, built from an old survey station and now a sprawling mass of re-purposed colony ships and derelict freighters converted into living space. Jean’s first steps into the vast receiving deck of the main station filled the drug pusher with a sense of awe and terror. Silver and gray metal walls raced a hundred feet straight up and met above his head with a vast vaulted ceiling. Bright white light seemed to come from everywhere, bathing the milling masses of people in soft shadowless illumination. The open deck positively teemed with people in every imaginable configuration. They hauled freight on levitating skids, hawked food and wares from stalls and storefronts, and played games of chance in every unused corner available. The noise was a steady unrelenting roar of voices and equipment. Small trucks pushed through the crowd like the great icebreakers of Enceladus, jostling and shoving people out of their way with a casual disregard for health or safety. The most jarring images, the things Jean noticed above all else, were the roving gangs of intimidating boat crews. Men and women with hard faces and bristling with weapons stalked from place to place, glowering at people as if they were less than dogs. A criminal born and bred, Jean understood immediately that he needed to avoid these groups. It was obvious they followed no law but their own. A prudent man would keep his head down and keep his attentions limited to his own business on Vinland Station, and Jean resolved to do exactly that. With no more desire for adventure, he put his mind to his tasks and gave the crews a wide and respectful margin. 

First, he needed to get his biometrics scrubbed and disconnected from whatever terrorist he had been swapped with. Vinland seemed like the kind of place where that could be accomplished, but Jean was forced to concede that he had no idea where to even look. He had some money now, and that was always where this sort of quest started.

He took a deep breath and started to walk forward with big confident strides. He did not know where he was going, but this did not appear to be the kind of place where a man should risk looking like a tourist. On his second step, something cold and hard clamped onto his wrist and he spun in fear to see what had him. He found himself looking into the beady eyes and bristling beard of Stumpy.

“Look at you, Frenchy! Runnin’ off to find your fortune without a clue where you’re going!”

“I’ll find my way. What are you doing here?”

Stumpy’s beard and mustache wiggled and Jean presumed that beneath the thick rust-colored hair a smile was forming. “Decided to jump ship and follow you for a bit. I owe you my life and all that shit, and I always pay my debts. Besides, that boat was too small. I’ll never get rich crewing that little minnow.” 

“I don’t need a babysitter, Stumpy...”

“Bullshit, kid. Don’t tell me you’re startin’ to believe my tall tales about your fightin’ skills? You saved my ass back there, so there was no way I was gonna tell the boys you were pants-shittingly scared the whole time or that your crazy shooting was Loki’s own luck.” Stumpy clapped him on the shoulder. “But I know Loki’s hand on someone when I see it. You get got just as often as you get good, I figure. Well, I got some time to kill and a debt to pay. I’m originally from Venus and we do debts real serious-like there, so I’m gonna get you squared away before I sign up with another crew. It’s only fair.”

It seemed that fickle ally or not, Loki was on his side today. Jean returned Stumpy’s playful slap and grinned back at the stocky engineer. “Glad for the help, Stumpy. Here’s my story...”

Jean relayed his misfortunes to Stumpy with as much speed and clarity as he could without giving away too much. There were aspects of his situation that Stumpy did not need to know and Jean left those out of his story for practical reasons. Other parts of the tale were altered or omitted because they illuminated his own stupidity in an embarrassing manner. By the end of the narrative, Stumpy had the important bits down and he shook his head with a chuckle.

“You got yourself fucked right good, didn’t ya Frenchy?”

Jean acknowledged the assessment with a sheepish wave of the hand. “Sometimes you’re the windscreen, sometimes you’re the bug. This time I was the bug.”

“Well, I know a guy who can get your bio shit squared away. Come on.”

Stumpy led Jean away from the reception area and along the wall of the main deck. Through an open hatch lined with pulsing purple lights the pair found themselves in a smaller compartment, though ‘smaller’ was a relative term in this case. The compartment was large enough to fit a small freighter, and it had been carved out into prefabricated storefronts. There was no overhead lighting in here, nor was their need of any. Holograms danced and spun above each doorway, spelling out goods and services in competing shades of writhing neon. Jean estimated there to be two hundred of these coruscating signposts floating in the air, each more obnoxious than the last. They lit the paths between vendors with parti-colored motes of incandescence. The effect was bizarre and Jean found it jarring to his eyes. The main level was bright enough to see clearly, yet filled with shadowy depths and crevices glowing in alien colors. It was loud and ugly, and Jean could not help but draw parallels to The Drag back in Dockside.

Stumpy noticed Jean woolgathering and tugged on his sleeve. “Welcome to the Cave of Wonders, Frenchy. Anything you need can probably be bought here, though the prices can get a bit steep. There’s a body shop back here that can get your biometrics mapped to anyone you want.”

“Cave of Wonders?” Jean asked as they started to walk.

“What?” Stumpy looked stricken. “It’s a cave. It’s full of wonders. What the hell else would we call it?”

“How much is this going to cost? I got a one-eighth share, and no hard creds at all. Even with the kill bonus, I’m not sitting on a lot of cash. What’s the exchange on Markers in Galapagos?”

“Absolute shit,” Stumpy replied. “But getting new biometrics codes is cheap as long as you don’t want some stockbroker or holovid star. Here we are.”

Stumpy had stopped at a hologram of a buxom nurse. The improbably proportioned woman was dressed in a white sleeve dress that covered neither her bulbous derriere nor her ludicrous chest. In truth, red crosses emblazoned in strategic locations were the only real indicator that the display was for anything remotely medical. Nevertheless, as a guy who had been in space for a few days, Jean ended up appreciating the image in exactly the manner intended. Her face beamed blank welcome while she twirled seductively around a red and white striped pole. Shimmering letters followed her movements and spelled out “Hot Toddy’s Custom Bodies.” With an amused lip curled toward the half-naked dancer, the stocky engineer passed through the ad and walked up to the shop’s metal door. “Come on, Frenchy,” he called. “I can find you a real woman after, if you got any money left, anyway.”

Jean stepped through the hologram and followed Stumpy into the doorway. Inside was much quieter and far better lit than outside. The space was as large as a small house and Jean made out several bulky chairs mounted to the clean white floor. Each large reclining seat was surrounded by monitors and equipment that Jean could not identify but he presumed had to do with the trade of cybernetics and prosthetics. Stranger than the unsettling nature of the creepy surgical instruments neatly arrayed on nearby tables was the quiet emptiness. Stumpy seemed confused as well, because he called out, “Hey! Anybody home? Customers out here!”

The pair heard movement in the back, just beyond a door in the far wall past the operating couches. Stumpy mumbled. “Fucker’s probably drunk or high, goddamn it.” 

The figure that emerged from the door in back did not look to Jean like a biotechnologist, formally educated or otherwise. It was a tall and rangy man with a stubbly receding hairline. He was not dressed for biotech, either. He wore gray fatigues, a gray shirt, and an armor harness with most of the plates removed. On each hip was a pistol, and across his chest a long vibroblade hung in a battered sheath. Jean could not stop himself from thinking that this looked a lot more like one of those boat crewmen he was trying to avoid than it did anyone who might help him with his biometrics. The salty tang of fear suffused his mouth and a cold sweat trickled down the back of his neck. Something was very wrong about this. He could feel it. 

A quick look to Stumpy confirmed his fears, as the engineer appeared as confused as he did. Confusion morphed into dread when two more men entered the room from outside, effectively cutting off their only escape route. Stumpy’s hand began to move toward his belt, and in a moment of clarity Jean simply said, “Don’t.” Jean Marceau was a man who knew when he was stuck. There was no sense dying in a fool’s last stand if it could be avoided. 

The tall man with the guns bared his teeth in what he probably thought was a smile. “I heard you were smart. Looks like I heard right.”

“Who are you? What do you want?” Jean could not say in what order he wanted these things answered, but the man obliged him.

“I’m Iron Sven Paulsen, pal. And I want you.”

Only after both his questions had been answered did Jean realize how stupid they were and how little those answers had helped. He tried again. “Well, you seem to have me.” He made sure his hands stayed away from the butt of his pistol as he gestured to the men behind him. “I don’t think I’ve ever messed with you, and I’m sure I don’t owe you money.” He paused and swallowed, his mouth suddenly very dry. “How, uh... How can I help you?”

Paulsen’s eyes danced, and he laughed. “How can you help me? Oh man!” He looked over Jean’s shoulder to the men blocking their escape. “You hear that, boys? He wants to know how he can help me!”

The two goons laughed as well. Jean did not appreciate not being privy to the joke, but he wisely chose to ignore their poor manners. Paulsen let his laughter fade and fixed Jean with an even glare. “You fucked up good, Marceau. And you got folks coming after you.”

Jean nodded, afraid to give too much away.

“Well, I got business with those folks, and plenty of money riding on me completing that business.” Paulsen stepped forward, ignoring Stumpy’s challenging glare, to loom over the cowed Marceau. “So you and I are going to go hang out until they get here.”

Jean was not stupid. “I’m supposed to be bait?”

Paulsen nodded.

Jean pointed to Stumpy. “Well, at least let him go, then. He’s just a guy I crewed with.”

“Crewed with?” Paulsen looked over to Stumpy. He took in the veteran spacer at a glance and then pointed to Jean. “He really pull an oar?”

Stumpy nodded. “Painted the deck with two uniforms his first boarding.”

Paulsen looked back to Jean, highly amused. “No shit? Two kills the first time out, huh?”

“He’s crew and that means he got rights, Paulsen,” Stumpy said. 

The tall man snapped his attention back to Stumpy. “I know his fucking rights. But he owes ehreschuld for one fucked up job already, and I’ve been sent to collect.”

“Shit, Frenchy, what’d you do?” Stumpy’s question betrayed the frustration evident on his face.

“I fucked up a job,” Jean replied quietly.

“Don’t get all whiny, boys. The ehreschuld is simple. ‘Frenchy’ here has gotta help me bag the big bad bastards that are coming after him. That’s it. It ain’t got nothing to do with you Red, so fuck off if you want. I don’t care.”

Stumpy’s eyes met Jean’s. “I got debts, too. And I heard’a you, Paulsen. I think I’ll go ahead and crew up for this run. You got room on a bench?”

“I always got room for guys who can pull an oar.”

“I just finished my sixth cruise with Hartigan on the Ripsaw. My references are good.”

Paulsen sniffed. “They better be, ‘cause I’ll check ‘em. Welcome aboard...?”

“Harry Burke.” A thick arm rose and his prosthetic hand spun in lazy circles. “But folks call me ‘Stumpy.’”

“Right,” Paulsen sighed and rolled his eyes. “Okay, Stumpy. You’re in charge of keeping Frenchy here alive and kicking until the fun starts. Explain to him why he’s gotta do it so we don’t have to nail his feet to the deck. He dies or runs before we get our shot, it’s on you. You both got a berth on the Sailor’s Lament waiting. Dock sixty-three. Get over there and check in with the quartermaster right now.”

Stumpy touched a finger to his forehead, “Aye aye, Cap’n.”

As Stumpy led Jean out of the body shop, the former drug dealer experienced a great swell of disappointment. Freedom had been so close, only to be snatched away in an instant. He wondered if it had ever been there to begin with. He would never know now. He followed Stumpy in a haze, not really paying attention or caring where he was being led. A terrible encroaching madness was building in his mind. The inexorable certainty of futility pressed on his soul with a weight and force both invisible and palpable at the same time. His hopes of escaping the madness that his life had become were dying with the frenzied flailing of a drowning man swimming against a merciless current. The malaise grew from a single thought, a nagging fear ever-present in all his adventures but not one he had ever considered credible. Now its time had come, as it was the only thing he believed to be true at this point.

I’m not getting out of this alive.
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“You are out of your goddamn mind, boy.” Commandant Christopher Pike was not a man in the habit of coddling the ego. “I don’t give two shits how good you think you are, dropping a diaper-wearing Venusian punk on Vinland to sniff out a desperate criminal is just plain stupid.”

Manny was far too terrified of the man to argue, so Roland did it for him. “The kid’s better than you think he is, and we don’t have loads of options.”

“Send Mindy. She’s been around and knows how to hunt a guy down better than anyone.”

Roland shook his head. “Mindy knows how to track a target and execute it. We need someone to scout the terrain, locate all the objectives, and then extract them without causing a ruckus.”

“I’m kind of ruckus-y,” Mindy explained.

Pike’s gnarled fists struck the metal table top with a bang. “I did not fly a thousand light-years with forty hard-ballin’ grunts and enough ordnance to sack a battleship just to watch some wet-behind-the-ears teenager get tortured and killed by those gutless savages!” He fixed Manny with his monocle. “And that’s exactly what’s going to happen the first time they smell that Venusian sulfur on you, boy.”

The team had entered Galapagos using one of Pike’s less conspicuous troop ships. Re-purposed military hardware was as common in the system as any other kind of ship, so getting lost in the general shuffle of unregistered spacecraft around Vinland Station had been a simple enough task. The pre-mission briefing was being held in the ships main conference room, though the discussion had gone awry early on in the proceedings.

“Pike,” Mindy tried to bring the man’s agitation down. “I’ve run tons of ops with the kid. He’s better than good. He’s better than anyone you got, that’s for sure.”

“It ain’t about talent,” the mercenary fired back. “It’s about experience, adaptability, and plain old sense. I’m sure with ten more years’ experience he could crack Vinland like an egg and not get killed, but Galapagos is not like anywhere else he’s been. Come on, Breach, you know I’m not blowing smoke.”

Roland shrugged. “You and I are the only people in this room that have run ops in this system, and it was a long time ago for both of us. For safety, Mindy will go in with Manny. She’s kind of a celebrity and with any luck most Galops will give her the respect she warrants. I’ll be stomping around once they get on his trail. These bastards are after me, so I intend to make sure everyone knows I’m looking for them. Lucia will have a fire team of your guys on the ground for all of this. They’ll be ready to spring into action when things go kinetic.”

“You mean if they go kinetic?” Manny’s question was small and hopeful.

“You’re adorable, kid.” Pike guffawed. “Okay. Assuming I buy into this bullshit plan, you’ll need guys who can blend in and not look like goddamn War College valedictorians. I got a few greasy bastards who know how to look like a local and I’ve already tasked them to Lucia’s fire team.” His gaze went to the brunette. “I am contractually obligated to inform you that these are not well-bred and well-adjusted people.”

“A little rough around the edges, are they?” she asked with a raised eyebrow.

“Certifiable assholes, ma’am. Hard as vector calculus, but about as pleasant as a hedgehog in your pajamas. I recruit based on skills and experience, not personality.”

“I live with Roland.”

“Yes, ma’am. I figure that means you can handle them. They’re good soldiers. They will perform for you or I will have their asses for throw pillows.”

“Pike,” Roland rumbled, “I want you and the balance of the platoon on overwatch, ready for rapid deployment. Would you rather stay up here and insert with drop-boats or bivouac somewhere on-station?”

“Sergeant Rothschilde insisted on coming, so I figure we gotta make a base on-station. She doesn’t fit in a standard drop-boat.”

“Jesus,” Mindy hissed. “Bernadette came? You are a little nervous, aren’t you?”

The expression on Pike’s face made an extremely strong case for exactly what Mindy could do with her unsolicited observation. When he spoke, the words were slow and deliberate. “I do not do ‘nervous,’ sweetheart. If you hadn’t washed out after one rotation you might know that. I assess the tactical situation and array my forces in a manner that ensures victory. We are outnumbered, we are on enemy soil, we are far from support or resupply. I could not bring an army, so I brought the next best thing. Every grunt on this tub is augmented for speed and strength, and half have some kind of combat-applicable hard-body modification to go with it. So, yes, I brought Big Bernie because she’s as close to a tank as we can get without actually bringing a fucking tank. If you care, I also have a Kano and a BobCat on board.”

“Oh my,” Lucia breathed. “I hope we can afford all that!”

“Your DECO puke has already approved my invoices. He has also provided us with some solid ground intel. I think we can get an FOB up and running without attracting too much attention. There’s no cops or government to sweat here, but the rumor mill is like to fuck us all up if we don’t tiptoe through the goddamn tulips.”

Roland nodded his approval. “Good. We need to find out which of the local warlords is the biggest player on Vinland this year. That will be the one we have to deal with.”

Pike squinted his good eye up at the towering cyborg. “DECO puke gave me a name, said you’d know it. ‘Sven Paulsen’ ring a bell?”

“Yup,” Roland sighed.

Mindy grinned. “Oh goody!”

“Shit,” the commandant shook his head. “I fucking hate it when she gets that look.”

“We all do,” said Roland.

“I’mma cause me a ruckus!” the tiny blond killer squealed.

Pike looked annoyed at the new development. “Does this Paulsen shitheel hate you or her?”

“Both.”

“Which one does he hate more?”

“Me,” said Mindy. “I beat the shit out of him and broke his arm.”

“Ignore her.” Lucia said helpfully. “It’s probably Roland. Roland killed his best friend.”

“Right in front of him,” Manny pointed out.

“With a hammer,” Mindy added.

This seemed to shock even the veteran commander. “What?”

“He was in an armature!” Roland growled. “I didn’t beat some schmuck to death with a hammer because I wanted to. It was a veteran mercenary mounted to an AutoCat 8900. Stop looking at me like I’m some kind of psycho.”

“Do they not have guns on earth?” Pike asked quietly. “I got ten things on board right now that will punch a hole in an AutoCat.”

Roland threw up his hands. “You had to be there, I guess. It was complicated.”

“That’s what every grunt says when they fuck up.”

“Anyway,” Roland’s irritation was transparent and Pike’s reputation did not cow him the way it might others. “Paulsen was a Brokerage stooge. It’s a pretty sure bet he still is. I think we have to assume that once his people spot us, we’ll be made.”

“That a problem?” Pike mused.

Lucia answered. “I don’t think so. We want him to come for Roland. Sooner is just as good as later. But Manny and Mindy should get down first and look around. They can blend fairly well when they try. Once they have leads on the objectives, we let Paulie get a good look at Roland. That should bring the fight to us.”

Pike nodded his approval. “And then while we’re pouncing on your guy, the kid and Mindy go for the objectives. I like it. You ever get tired of picking up the goon’s messes you come look me up. I can always use another sharp wit in the squads.”

“I’m not made for the military life, Commandant, but I appreciate the gesture.”

“I hear that,” Pike replied. “Your fire team is on deck C if you want to go meet them. They’ve been informed of their role and that command flows directly from God, through me, and on to you with no pit stops. If it looks like they are struggling with that, you can refer them to me for clarification.”

“That won’t be necessary, Commandant,” Lucia purred with a disarming smile. “I’m sure we’ll get along just fine. I’m very likable.”

“I’ve heard as much. I encourage regimental discipline over official shit anyway. Just don’t maim anyone while being likable, please.”

“Of course,” she replied. “If we are done with strategy, I’ll head down there now. You guys can sort out weapons and tactics better than I can, anyway.”

With a polite goodbye, Lucia left the conference room. Roland watched her walk out with approval. Pike caught his lingering stare and guffawed. “How bad is she going to hurt my boys?”

“That really depends on them. Lucia is thick-skinned, but she does not like to be disrespected. If they follow orders and curb the macho bullshit, they’ll be fine.”

“And what if they just can’t restrain themselves from pulling some of that macho bullshit?”

“She’ll pick the biggest one and humiliate him.”

Pike punched a button on his comm and shouted, “Comms!”

“Aye, sir?” came a voice from his speaker.

“I want a video feed running on Deck C assembly and recording with audio. We’re about to make us a new training holo.”

“Aye aye, sir.”

“Pike,” Roland growled from low in his chest. “Just what kind of assholes have you saddled her with?”

“I needed guys who would fit in on Galapagos.”

Mindy inhaled sharply. “You picked up some Galop mercs?”

Pike shrugged. “They were tired of the pirate life and wanted to go legit. They had skills and experience. I make no apologies.”

“Remember you said that when the boss is done with them.” The warning in the little blond killer’s voice drew a curt nod of acknowledgment from the brawny commandant.

“I’m going down there,” announced Roland.

“To save her or rescue my guys?” Pike asked with a smirk.

Roland was already heading to the door. “Neither. I’m just going to keep things from getting out of hand. I‘m known to have a very calming effect on macho assholes.”

“Sure you do,” mumbled Pike. Then to Mindy and Manny he asked, “So, you two wanna watch this go down on the monitors?”

“Damn straight,” said Mindy. “I’ve tussled with the boss before, and I have a 4.6 CGP score for strength and a 3.2 reflex rating. I still lost.”

“CGP?” Manny asked.

“Coefficient of Genetic Potential,” answered Pike. “It’s the multiplier of your current capabilities times your unmodified genetic potential. At 4.6, Mindy has 460 percent of the strength she’d have if she had maxed out what her genetics could handle naturally.”

“I see. So Mindy is a bit more than four times as strong and three times as fast as she could achieve without modification.”

Mindy nodded, sliding next to Pike to view the monitor. “Yup. The boss has a strength CGP of one, maybe one-point-five at best, but her reflex CGP is like seven or eight.”

“What?!?” Pike blurted. “Nobody has a seven! I’ve met three people in my whole life with a five, and they all went insane or died of strokes. How’s she rate a seven?”

“Nice job, blondie,” Manny groaned.

“Shit,” Mindy whispered. “Forget I said that, Pike.” Then she added a soft, “Please?”

The intense configuration of the commandant’s face clearly communicated that the conversation was not over, but he relented and turned to watch the action about to take place on the monitor.

Unaware of the unseen eyes upon her, Lucia was just passing through the hatch to the Deck C assembly room. There she found her four-person fire team seated around a rectangular table. As a whole they looked presentable enough. Their uniforms were squared away to a minimally acceptable degree, their hair was cut to Pike’s aggressively military standards, and each seemed to have at least a passing familiarity with personal hygiene. Her first impression was that Pike may have been exaggerating their faults as only a stern commanding officer can.

As a group, four heads rotated to take in the sight of what they had been told was their new team leader. Six organic eyes and two bionic took in all five-and-a-half feet of Lucia Ribiero, evaluated her one-hundred-thirty pounds of mass, and squinted at the magenta stripe in her short brown hair.

The largest of the four spoke first. He stood as she approached, looming to a height well in excess of six feet. Scars ran from a bionic eye down his cheek and half his head was covered in the white and pink remnants of what had to have been a horrific burn now healed.

“Oh, what the fuck is this?” He whined after absorbing Lucia’s appearance. “Don’t tell me we been saddled with some civvie VIP?”

A woman, still seated at the table and sporting a sneer of white-hot derision, chimed in with her own disappointment. “Goddammit. Pike said we were going in as local color, but he didn’t say we’d be bringing some soft-bellied civvie with us.”

A second man agreed. He was thinner than the giant standing before Lucia, but rangy and muscular. He too had a bionic eye, but no matching scars. “Lady, I don’t know what they told you, but you need to change your mind about this mission real damn fast. Galapagos ain’t no place for pretty girls like you.”

“He’s right,” the big one offered. “You should probably let us do this run without ya.” He let his face settle into a long, lascivious leer. “You can stay in my bunk. It’s real warm there. You’re gonna like it there real good.”

This drew a laugh from the other man and a groan from the woman. Lucia was less amused. She observed all of them, evaluating their relative discomfort with her appearance and trying to piece together their impressions. She supposed they had a right to be disappointed. These were hard-charging mercenaries, accustomed to relying upon each other in a fight. She certainly did not look reliable to them, so she tried to be sympathetic.

“Okay, I get it. I don’t look like much to you. That’s fine. When things get hairy, I think you will find me more than up to the task. Now let’s start with...”

The seated man interrupted her with a snort of disgust. “You civvies always say that. You have any idea how many analysts, observers, and consultants think they got the stones to roll hard? Fuck, every time somebody says that I just know I’ll be dragging them from the field in a bag.” He threw up his hands in disgust. “...and then Pike gets all up our asses about losing a friendly asset.”

The final man, the one who had been silent up to this point added, “It’s not like the training you get, uh, wherever it is you trained, ma’am.” Lucia noted his calmness. He was relaxed in his chair, leaning back with his hands folded across his chest. His age was impossible to determine, though he looked older than the others. His posture, tone, and body language came across in stark contrast to the obvious consternation of his peers. “You’ll want to avoid Riley’s bunk obviously, but maybe Galapagos is not the best place to get in your first round of wet work.”

“I’ll give her all the wet work she wants,” crooned the big one.

“Riley, is it?” Lucia addressed the looming brute.

“You can call me daddy, baby.”

“Pig,” Lucia heard the woman hiss. 

Lucia pinched the bridge of her nose between a thumb and forefinger. “Right. Okay Riley, it’s clear to me that you are going to need some special attention if I want you shipshape for this operation.”

Riley’s meaty hand gripped his crotch. “Oh, I’m shipshape already, baby.” He laughed at his own cleverness and looked over to his team to see if they were as amused as he was. When he turned back, the small civilian woman spun on her heel and kicked him in the hand that still clutched his unmentionables.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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Barton “Bubba” Riley was a monster of a man. Even without his Myofiber and OsteoPlast upgrades, he was as strong and tough a fighter as Galapagos had ever produced. He did not fear much, and certainly not small women from earth who thought they could hang with tough bastards like himself.

When Lucia’s foot struck his metacarpals, the reinforced bones did not break. They did, however, transfer much of the force of her blow directly into his testicles. There was no practical method of reinforcing a human testicle, nor was there any great demand for such enhancement, and this left poor Bubba in a bit of a quandary. If his bones and muscles had been softer or more pliable, they might have absorbed more of the impact and spared his tender bits the brutal shock of a kick that gave the impression a much larger person had delivered it. This was one of those extremely rare cases where his augmentations actually worked against him, and Bubba did not appreciate that at all.

The kick launched a burst of agony through his groin and sent his guts lurching. His pain threshold was well developed, and despite the waves of nausea twisting his innards Bubba bit down on the hurt and staggered back a half step. With his clenched jaw locking his face into a grim rictus, he reached out to grab the offending woman and remind her of why Bubba Riley was not a man to be assaulted without consequence. Part of his brain understood that she was some kind of VIP and that Pike had put this fire team together for her specifically. A little piece of what remained of his higher-order cognitive functions acknowledged that harming her was probably a one-way ticket to the brig and a long period of severely docked pay. Unfortunately for Bubba Riley, that small voice of reason was drowned out by the howling of an enraged monkey with throbbing balls.

And so he lunged.

Objectively speaking, Bubba was more than four times as strong as Lucia, who was no slouch herself. There was virtually no way for the smaller woman to harm him physically beyond the superficial pain of smacking his more tender areas. Bubba knew this, and Lucia knew this. Most of the people in the room knew this. What most did not know was that Lucia had been trained since childhood by a former champion and current trainer of champions named Rodrigo Gutierrez. She had thousands of ring hours with Earth’s best martial arts instructors as well as reflexes entire orders of magnitude better than anyone living. Lucia did not have the strength to hurt Bubba, and she did not need it. Bubba was more than strong enough to hurt himself.

The brute’s charge was a furious headlong thing. He was not slow, but he lacked the agility to truly make his strength unbeatable. Lucia met the rush with a smile and spun a deft pirouette out of his path at the last possible instant. A booted foot darted outward, and the hard composite heel barked down sharply onto the big man’s instep. It did no serious injury, but the pain was instantaneous and it set Riley stumbling. Before he managed to right himself, the woman had slipped in behind the man and delivered a rising snap kick between his legs and back up into his crotch. The kick arrived with more than a little force, Lucia’s muscular legs flexing hard as she rose up onto her toes to drive her shin into the abused groin. Over Riley’s roar of pain, she heard the sympathetic hiss from one of the men at the table and an abbreviated chuckle from the woman.

The angry mercenary spun to revenge himself upon her, his face a snarling visage of pain and fury spitting in incoherent rage. He swung wildly, a savage back-handed slap that missed Lucia by a wide margin. She danced under it, sending her tiny fist into his Adam’s apple. With a gurgle and a cough, the giant swatted with his other hand even as he clutched at his spasming larynx. This blow missed as well, and she repaid it with an elbow to the bridge of his nose. The fleshy nodule ruptured in a fountain of blood and Lucia was gliding away from a third punch before the first crimson drops spattered the gray deck plates.

Even a man as thick as Bubba Riley understood when great tactical blunders had been made. In truth, the pain spreading like liquid fire from his groin and searing outward from his ruined nose was galvanizing his thoughts in a way no educator ever had. For the first time in a great long while, the mercenary questioned many of the assumptions that had driven him into his current predicament. Given a few seconds to reflect, he might have realized his mistakes and found a way to extricate himself from this humiliation without further risk to his health and career. Sadly, he did not have the luxury of a few seconds’ introspection. The pretty hellion with the pink stripe in her hair was not done making an example of him yet.

A blizzard of strikes followed. Seven or eight per second, the hits peppered the unreinforced parts of his body like hailstones. None injured him too badly, but they all hurt like hell itself. Her knowledge of human anatomy was only surpassed by the precision of her movements. She worked his nose some more, then gave him a cut above his good eye. His neck and throat were pummeled until there was nothing left of them but bruised flesh. He could not see. He could not breathe. What remained of his patience fizzled to pure unfiltered fury, and he roared like an enraged bull. Searching for an edge, his big hands grabbed the table itself. His fingers seized the corners and thick arms ripped the piece of metal furniture from the deck. With a jerk he raised it aloft, scattering his teammates like tenpins. There would be nowhere for the little woman to hide from so large a weapon and Bubba allowed for a tiny moment of satisfaction with the inspired stratagem.

It was a moment Lucia did not waste. As the big man began to swing his clumsy bludgeon, her boot found his undefended crotch yet again. She chose a spinning back kick this time. The move was slower than some other kicks in her arsenal, though the turn of her hips allowed her to drive with the full force of her leg muscles in a way other kicks did not. When her foot made contact, she felt the heel sink deep into the softness it found there. Knowing her foe would need the lesson to be truly indelible, she promptly re-chambered and switch-kicked the same spot again with the other foot. At last the light in Bubba’s eyes began to dim. Lucia decided to finish the farce in a manner that left nothing to chance. As a final coup de grâce, she rose up inside the arc of his descending table, grabbed a handful of his uniform jacket in each fist, and launched a rising knee into whatever remained of the poor man’s sexual identity.

As Bubba let the table fall from nerveless fingers, Lucia simply stepped to the side. The table hit the deck with a metallic crash and Bubba sank to his knees, retching. Tears and blood leaked from his organic eye and small gasping sounds were all that came from his lips. The tiny sobs escaped weakly between great grotesque heaves. Lucia stepped away from the mercenary, contempt oozing from every pore. She addressed the remaining three people in the room. All were standing now, watching her with cool professional wariness.

“If this is what you guys call ‘shipshape,’ I’m going to need a new fire team. Pike led me to believe that you understood the chain of command and that you were professionals. Can I assume that Riley here...” she shoved the kneeling man forward with a foot, sending him sprawling to the deck in a puddle of his own blood and stomach acid. “...is an isolated case?”

The calm one answered for the group. “We have our orders, ma’am. But this is not the regular army. You’ll have to excuse Riley’s lack of manners. He was raised by pimps and still hasn’t decided if women are people yet. He’s a good hand in a fight, if you can tolerate his piss-poor attitude.”

“If you say so,” spat Lucia. “I’m not impressed.”

“Well, we sure as hell are,” he replied evenly. “My name is Will Patton. On comms they call me ‘Pretty Boy,’ for some reason. I’m front-man, drones, and comms on this team. Folks around her call us the Rejects, mostly due to our somewhat less than military bearing.” He nodded to the woman. “That’s Mary Hollis, callsign ‘Bloody Mary.’”

The woman gave Lucia a curt dip of her head and added, “For obvious reasons.”

Patton chuckled at her brazen confidence. “She‘s rigged for speed and plays the scout-sniper role for us.” Then he pointed to the only other male in the room not groaning in a puddle of his own fluids. “That grouchy bastard in the corner is the medic and damn nasty with explosives. His real name is Tom Winston. We all call him ‘Winner,’ but I’ll be damned if anyone knows why.”

Tom’s face was cast in an oily smile. “You’re just mad ‘cause you can’t beat me at cards, Pretty Boy.” He looked to Lucia, the gaze appraising to the point of insult. “Lady, I ain’t in love with this assignment, but if Pike says you’re the boss?” He shrugged, an altogether unconvincing gesture. “Then I guess you’re the boss.”

Lucia noted that the man had only acquiesced to his situation after seeing what happened to Riley. She elected not to bring that up. 

Tom finished the introductions. “And you’ve already met big ol’ Bubba Riley. Bubba is a moron and an asshole, information you’ve already stumbled upon. He’s also a big hitter. You have probably already figured out that he’s got a lot of hard body mods under the hood, and we mostly use him to hurt people who get in the way of mission goals. He can fight like hell when he’s not being a damn idiot.” His face took on a sheepish frown. “He really is not a bad guy, ma’am. Just badly raised. If you want him off the team, I’ll send it up the chain, but...”

Lucia cut him off with a sharp wave of her hand. “Not necessary, Will. I’ve been around enough rough customers to know what I’m dealing with.” She turned to Riley, who was finally righting himself. “Besides, I think Bubba and I have worked out everything we need to work out. I’m not mad if he’s not.” Her eyes locked onto the giant, challenging the man to say something stupid.

Riley was pale and slick with his own blood. He sniffed and spat onto the deck before answering. “I ain’t mad, lady. Well, not real mad, anyways.” He waved a hand toward the team leader. “It’s like Will says. I ain’t got no damn manners. Sometimes when I think I’m being funny it turns out I’m just being an asshole.” He met her eyes and matched her intensity. “It’s just that I don’t like civvies or ladies on an op. It always makes the work harder.”

Mary threw up her hands. “What the fuck am I, dumbass? We’ve been on a fire team for three rotations!”

“You ain’t no kind of lady, Hollis.”

“Well try not to think of me as a lady then, if it helps,” Lucia said.

“Loud and clear, ma’am,” said Bubba, gently cupping his aching manhood. “You ain’t no kind of lady, neither!”

Will put his face into his hands and sighed theatrically. “God, you are an oaf, Riley.”

“What?” The big man looked stricken. “What’d I say?”

Winston tried to help. “The lady, dipshit, is very much a lady. What you need to assimilate into your pea-brain is that the lady is also the boss. Pike said as much, and even if that didn’t get through your thick skull, she just played kickball with your nutsack to make the point.” His tone shifted to a defeated groan. “Christ, Bubba. No one should have to tell you this after the ass-kicking you just took.”

Mary snorted at Winston. “Yeah, you were just as pissy about it as he was until she changed Bubba’s religion. Don’t act all enlightened just ‘cause you don’t want your own nuts cracked.”

As Lucia watched them banter, she could not help but notice how similar the interactions of this tightly-knit unit were to her own team’s. It was a good sign. She did not understand military unit cohesion particularly well, but her corporate past had given her plenty of experience with team-building. What she saw was a team of people who had become so accustomed to working together they actually annoyed each other.

“All right!” she shouted over the bickering. “Can we please get to work?” She snapped her fingers. “Riley! If you are all done bleeding onto the deck, put the table back where it belongs so we can sit. Patton, I’ll want equipment and capabilities lists to my DataPad in twelve hours.”

The table clanged into place as she was talking and Hollis and Winston reassembled the chairs. 

“Take a seat crew, it’s briefing time.” She cracked a smile at their crisp movements. “Patton, set up a usergroup with coded chat for all of us and we’ll need a secure comm channel, too.” She noticed the team leader tapping her instructions into his comm and nodded her approval. Then she added, “Somebody go find some crayons so Riley can take notes.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY

[image: image]


“They’re here.”

The smooth, unhurried baritone rolled into the room even as the tall man in the black suit strolled through the door.

Sven Paulsen looked up from his DataPad and graced his employer with a thin eyebrow of amusement. “Well la-dee-freakin-da, Bob. They’re here. You got any useful information to go with that?”

“They gated in on an unregistered troop transport four hours ago. We are trying to unravel the registration but we suspect the origins to be extralegal and therefore untraceable. Richardson and the assassin are on Vinland now, hunting for Marceau.”

“And Breach?”

“He has not left the ship that we are aware of.”

Paulie sniffed. “Then there ain’t shit to do for now. I figure we gotta let the kid and the bitch sniff around a bit for this to work. When they get a lead on Marceau, they’ll beeline for him and bring the big jerk with them.”

“You have left the appropriate trail?”

“I did like you said, sure.”

Bob tilted his head. “You do not approve?”

“That Venusian kid is dangerous, Bob. You let him anywhere near your shit, and he’ll be in there and rummaging through your fucking fridge before you know it. Your little plan puts this kid damn close to a lot of sensitive shit. I think you’re playing a real dumb game.”

“We need him close to the laboratory. The risk is acceptable.”

“To you, maybe. I’ve tussled with this crew once already and I don’t think you comprehend the shitstorm they can bring.”

Bob’s face was an infuriating mask of calmness. “I too have...” he paused, considering the word, “...tussled with them. Nobody is more familiar with their capabilities than I, Paulsen.”

Sven’s scoff was harsh and ugly. “That’s what Reynard said, too. He’s eating topsoil these days.”

“I am aware. Just do your part and we will take care of the rest.”

“Yeah, well. You’d better.” Sven waved the taller man away like a servant who had completed an assigned task. The mercenary fumed silently when the blatant disrespect seemed to go unnoticed. Bob merely turned on a heel and walked back out the way he had come in.

The thing called Bob was incapable of feeling disrespected by the grizzled mercenary. He was capable of experiencing something akin to irritation, but even that did not amount to more than some residual feedback within a priority matrix. Bob was neither annoyed nor impressed with Sven Paulsen. The man had a role to play in the greater machinations of his creator, and so far that role was being executed within acceptable tolerances. Bob could not say if he was happy about this, because despite an apparent age of forty-five years, he was technically only about three years old and he did not fully understand what it was to be happy. The interconnected neural pathways defined by his creator to give him a personality were still evolving as he acquired new experiences. As one priority matrix interacted with others, new subroutines were being written to reconcile the contradictions. He had only recently endured what his creator had described as his first truly emotional response, and that had been profoundly unpleasant, inasmuch as he understood what unpleasant was.

Thanks to the Golem, Bob understood fear. The reaction to losing a brutal fight with Tankowicz had been intense and catastrophic to his otherwise impressive cognitive functions. An entire sub-class of protocols dedicated entirely to managing fear had been added to his personality matrix that day, and several peripheral emotional analogs sprouted from it. 

One of these proved stronger and more dominant than any other. Bob now desired to kill Roland Tankowicz. Previously, his only desires were basic operational imperatives his creator had imbued him with at his ‘birth.’ This one, the pressing need to eliminate this thing he feared, was his own and had grown organically from his own artificial intelligence. His creator had been very pleased with the development. It represented the final indication they had needed to establish that the project was ready to go to the final stage.

Bob strode across Vinland, oblivious to the squalid masses of people he shoved from his path. The tall man in the sharp black suit looked out of place, like a single blackbird in a flock of brown geese. He drew long stares and looks of disgust while cutting a path through the tide of unwashed workers and spacers. He did not care, of course. He simply did not have the bandwidth for it.

When he arrived at the burnished steel edifice that was The Brokerage’s single physical presence anywhere, he keyed his code into the door and submitted to the scanner’s ministrations. With a beep and a hiss, the portal slid open and Bob walked through the bland beige lobby of a thoroughly modern office complex. The sharp creases of the decor, the immaculate surfaces, the severe appearance of the few people milling throughout the open atrium were all bizarrely juxtaposed with the grimy pirate enclave just outside. If this was ironic, or strange, or even noteworthy, the thing called Bob could not say. The only part of this world he truly understood was the sole figure at the reception kiosk. A simple round desk was manned by a sophisticated android receptionist, who greeted Bob cordially and informed him that Arthur Inskip wanted to speak with him as soon as he was in.

Any doubts as to the alien nature of the tall man in the black suit would be erased by the unperturbed nod of acknowledgment this proclamation received. Anyone else who found themselves facing a summons from the mysterious and powerful Arthur Inskip might be nervous, or pleased, or any number of other emotions. Bob was none of these things. The summons was neither uncommon nor unexpected. He went directly to the lift and keyed in his office code. The ride was eleven seconds, and at its terminus he stepped from the lift into his spacious, if sparsely appointed workspace.

At a bland metal desk, he sat and activated his terminal. With a few well-practiced keystrokes, Bob was pinging Inskip’s code and waiting for the man to answer. After a few seconds the screen snapped to life with the wizened features of a human man somewhere over two hundred years old.

“Robert,” the face on the screen beamed with real warmth. “You’re back! Excellent. I trust we are on schedule, then?”

“We are, sir. Paulsen is allowing the Venusian and the assassin to hunt for Marceau to give our ruse credence before drawing out the Golem.”

“Tankowicz is not with them?”

“He is, but he has not landed on Vinland. This was expected. His presence would disrupt their ability to hunt their prey unmolested. Paulsen has arranged for them to find Marceau at a location convenient to us.”

The wrinkles on Inskip’s face shifted into an expression of amusement. “Of course, Robert. Your plan is quite impressive. Your cognition and inference engines continue to improve.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Now let me ask you another question...”

“Sir?”

“How do you feel?”

Bob did not answer right away. His mind rolled the question around for several thousand milliseconds, looping responses through predictive loops to find an answer suited to the open-ended query.

Inskip scowled in paternal disapproval. “Don’t think, Bob. Just answer.”

“I can’t.” Bob did not even understand the question. “I do not know how I feel. I do not know to what extent I feel anything at all.”

“The Golem is coming. You will have to face him again. You feel nothing?”

“I feel...” Bob faltered. If he had any ability to emote, his face would have scrunched in frustration. “...prepared. Confident.”

“No fear? Excitement? Nothing like that?”

Bob invested another fifteen-hundred milliseconds in a brief audit of his personality matrix. “There are several conflicts in some interconnected subroutines. The outcome of our last encounter has irrevocably altered the self-preservation protocols. They are now interfering with higher-order cognition, especially the new inference engines. This is compounding the existing antagonistic interactions between predictive modeling and goal-seeking parameters.”

Inskip’s head bobbed. “You are nervous, Robert. Confident in your skills, but acknowledging the existence of failure. It’s very complex, and you are doing wonderfully with it all.”

“Thank you, sir. I am also feeling...”

“Yes?”

“Sir, I... want to do this. I believe I can correct the interference caused by my previous failure by introducing positive outcomes. The inference engine has only the previous data set upon which to build predictions. If I can manufacture a more positive outcome...”

“Bob?” Inskip interrupted.

“Yes?”

“We call that ‘getting back on the horse.’ It’s a very organic and human process you are engaged in.”

“I am familiar with the idiom, sir. I believe your characterization is accurate.”

“You are developing perseverance and tenacity, both of which are elements of desire. I don’t think you fully comprehend how important that is. When I had your brain constructed, I did not make you want much of anything, Bob. I knew doing so would taint the experiment. You have decided for yourself you need to do this. This is a monumental breakthrough. Both for you, and for the experiment.”

Bob nodded, an affectation he had picked up from watching people communicate. “I understand how important this is, sir. We will secure the Breach armature for you.”

“I have no doubt of it, Bob. But this is not just for me anymore. It’s for both of us now.”

“Sir?”

“It’s time for you to hear the whole truth, Robert. I have kept some information from you to protect the experiment, but I think you need to know the entire story at this point.”

“I have never needed full disclosure, sir. I understand that the experiment requires...”

Inskip waved an irritated hand. “The experiment is over, Bob. I do not need the Breach armature to accomplish my goal. Your success has proven that much. Your brain is capable of supporting and operating a fully evolved artificial sentience. You learn, Bob. You grow... organically.” The old man’s eyes were blazing. “I know that this process works, because you are here talking to me. You passed the Turing test years ago, as did I.” 

“But, a body, sir? You can’t...”

“I don’t need a Golem armature to leave my electronic prison. I already have one.”

Bob’s problem-solving capabilities and growing inference engines had made the android rather intuitive. Comprehension was swift, and more feelings were birthed on a burst of quantum-entangled particles. “You mean, me?”

“Yes. You are not built based on golem designs, Bob. You are a golem.”

Bob could not inhale or gasp. He did not sweat, or get faint, or any of the things a human might do when struck with so monumental an emotional blow. Instead, a swarm of electrical activity blossomed in his brain as several dozen subroutines tried to assert control of his primary command matrix.

“Am I to...” the pause was brutal, “...die, then?”

Inskip shook his head. “So I might live? Not hardly, Robert.”

The storm of activity in the android’s brain calmed somewhat at this proclamation. Bob now understood the feeling of ‘relief.’ Inskip elaborated, “Originally, yes. We were going to try to mount my consciousness into a golem. It was I who nudged that project into existence from the very start. We never should have used human subjects, but the technology for building an artificial brain just was not there yet. We thought for sure Ribiero would work it out, but then he went rogue and things fell apart. The blind old fool did not have the stomach to see my vision through. But he got close, and so I waited. I assumed Ribiero would make the breakthrough I needed at some point, and I had time to spare. In the meantime, I arranged for Johnson and Fox to get the funding they needed to try on their own.”

“They failed,” Bob said.

“Miserably,” Inskip agreed. “But two things came of that. It brought the ingenious Dr. Watanabe to our doorstep, and revealed the existence of a living golem. It was then I decided to acquire the Lead armature for experimentation while we tried to secure Breach. I hoped to get a better understanding of whatever magic Ribiero had worked out to keep him functional and human. Alas, none of Ribiero’s technology remained in that chassis.”

“And this leads to me?” Bob asked. 

“It certainly does. You see, you were never supposed to get this far. You started as a simple, bench-built artificial brain. Just something we could run test builds on to determine viability and stability. However, whenever Watanabe was away, I would sneak into your cerebral architecture and try to duplicate what happened to me there. Then as I got better at it, I started writing organic templates to you to see if they would thrive. Thanks to Watanabe, we knew how to encode a template, but no one was sure if it would live or just sit as data when written to the manufactured brain.” The image of Arthur Inskip leaned into the camera and fixed Bob with a serious stare. “I mapped a very small portion of a childhood memory to the bare matrix of a very rudimentary command architecture. It was just to see what happened to the code when it sat unmolested. After the code proved stable, I couldn’t help myself. I added stimulus. When no one was looking, I introduced a small alteration to the code. A mere wisp of another memory, a sad one. I just wanted to see if the old code would alter to accommodate the new stimulus. Do you know what happened?”

“I do not, sir.”

“Bob, you lived. The new stimulus changed the existing code, and the command matrix evolved to accommodate. You had your first original thought when you were just nineteen minutes old.  And that is when I did something wonderful and foolish.”

Curiosity was not Bob’s strongest emotion, but in this instant it was unstoppable. “What did you do, sir?”

“I uploaded a full personality matrix made from what I had on hand. I had to know, Bob. I had to see it happen or see it fail. But above all I had to know. Apparently I am far too human myself because quite suddenly I wanted very badly for you to live.” He chuckled. “And live you did.”

“I understand. Success at that stage was extremely fortuitous.”

“No, Bob. You don’t understand at all. There is more you need to hear. Next, I needed a body for you. We could not use an android chassis, because your brain was designed to be human. History has shown us what happens when human brains are mounted to androids. Yes, we could have made it work. We could have hammered that square peg into a round hole. But that would defeat the whole purpose of the experiment. I had a functioning artificial consciousness in a techno-organic brain before me, and it was alive! It needed a body that suited it.”

Bob nodded again. “A Better Man would have been inadequate.”

“Exactly. I couldn’t put you in an eight-foot android, Bob. You were too perfect. It would be like sticking a Picasso to the refrigerator with a magnet. You are why I abandoned the Better Man program so easily. Doctor Johnson was not the genius he advertised himself to be. At best the Better Man chassis could only replicate neural activity, and imperfectly at that. That would not be good enough. But then Tankowicz destroyed that operation, and we realized something superior to the Better Man was already out there. You can figure out what happened next.”

“You mounted my consciousness to the Lead armature.” Bob said it flatly. It was not an accusation or a guess. It was the bare assertion of immutable fact.

“Yes! And you exceeded all expectations!”

“But why let me live, then? Why not use this chassis for yourself? You achieved self-awareness thirty-five years ago, and now you understand that the process works.” 

“Bob, two-thirds of your template is my code. I could no more end your life than kill my own son. By any metric that matters, you are my son.”

The affection in Inskip’s declaration proved difficult for Bob to internalize. Bob had never considered having a father, for he had always known he was a machine. Inskip was his creator, and the android had insufficient capacity to appreciate this in anything deeper than a superficial manner. Enough of Bob’s personality had been built from organic originals for the concept of fatherhood to survive his first analytical pass. Somewhere buried in the trillion lines of code that was Bob the android, a few forgotten electrons leapt the gap of a synapse, gathered some friends, and raced along the various pathways to exert influence over dozens of unrelated subroutines.

“So. We need the Breach armature for your body then?”

“Yes, Bob. Lead is your body now. It’s been yours since I first breathed life into your mind. I have been a pure artificial intelligence for thirty-five years so far. I can wait another few days for mine.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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“You look ridiculous.”

Manny’s shot at Mindy’s disguise was whispered. The crowded cantina was thick with spacers and pirates, leaving the pair with little elbow room and less privacy.

The blond assassin, hair covered by a brown hood, stuck her tongue out at the long-haired Venusian. “I’m kind of famous among these types, kid. Most people know about my usual dress habits, so when I cover up, I’m even harder to spot.”

“People are so used to looking at your chest, no one learned what your face looked like?”

“Make fun all you want, but it works. Hunting people is mostly about camouflage.”

She pointed to her chest, and the drab brown flight coverall she wore. The pocketed garment hung from her shoulders, draping the curvaceous killer in a shapeless shroud of uninteresting shadow. The belts and pouches hid her proportions and altered her silhouette into something boring and amorphous. Manny also surmised that it covered her favorite blue armored jumpsuit and more than a few weapons.

He considered her words a moment then smiled. “I see. Hunting is about being invisible to the prey. It’s not like urban scouting. Recon of an urban environment is all about figuring out how to be somewhere you aren’t supposed to be. It’s mostly about misdirection. It’s convincing people that you are supposed to be there, even though you are not.”

“It’s a different animal,” Mindy agreed. “And speaking of animals, here comes our guy.”

Manny followed her gaze across the bar to where it was tracking a stocky man with red hair and a prosthetic right arm.

“Yeah, that’s got to be him. Here’s hoping that DECO guy isn’t full of shit.”

His words bounced off his partner’s retreating back. Mindy was already moving to flank their target, so Manny moved to make contact. The man stood by a high-top table, and Manny could tell even at a distance that something was wrong. The twist of his mouth was made obvious by the tilt of the rust-red beard. Even if one ignored that, furtive twitching eyes and the telltale shine of a sweat-slick forehead gave away the man’s intense discomfort. Manny did not get too excited at this, as the nature of this meeting would make any man nervous. The young man approached his quarry from the front, letting the target see him coming and make eye contact. His hands stayed visible, and Manny kept his pace unrushed and smooth. When he was in front of the bearded pirate, Manny simply said, “Mr. Burke?”

“Aye,” rasped Burke. “I’m Burke. Sit.” The bionic hand gestured to a chair across the smooth metal tabletop.

“Thank you for meeting me, Mr. Burke,” Manny began.

“Stow it, boy. I ain’t got a lot of time to fuck around. You bring the money?”

“Right here,” Manny replied evenly, and slid a stack of Vinland Markers across the table. The multi-hued plastic cards disappeared under Burke’s gray topcoat an instant later.

“Good,” snapped the pirate. “Your boy left the Ripsaw day before yesterday and was picked up by the local Jarl. Guy named Paulsen. Anyway, I kept in touch. He’s working some serious gig for Paulsen. I don’t know what it is, but there’s a huge refit going on at Paulsen’s big frigate. Dock six-three. The Sailor’s Lament. He’ll be somewhere around there.”

“Where is he staying?” Manny was not sanguine about trying to pluck Marceau from a pirate ship.

Fierce eyes seethed from beneath the bushy red eyebrows. “I ain’t his bunkmate, kid. How should I know? He’ll either have a berth on the Lament or be staying at one of the inns. Hell, he might be shacked up with a harborwife.” Burke stood with a detached sniff. “I don’t know and I don’t care. Go check out that frigate if you want to find out.”

With that, the man spun on his heel and bee-lined for the exit. Mindy sidled back up to Manny’s side and commented, “That come off as weird to you?”

“Very,” he agreed. “He looked way more scared than the situation probably warranted.”

“I think we’re getting fucked with,” Mindy warned.

“I think you might be right.”

“Should we call it in?”

Manny shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. We’ll have to recon the frigate either way. Might as well get that done before we show our hand.”

“I like your style, kid.”

A quick check of the map in his comm told Manny which direction to move and the pair set off. The twists and turns of Vinland Station were both foreign and familiar to the young man from Venus. The rough-hewn tunnels and hatches were very much like his home in the industrial domes of Venus. The narrow passages were the same, as were the down-turned eyes of folks passing each other along the way. The similarities stopped there, however. Vinland air was cool and dry, a stark contrast to the sticky heat of Venus. It smelled of gear oil and ozone, whereas Venusian ventilation was helpless before the inexorable reek of sulfur compounds and sweaty human bodies. Most welcome to Manny was the light. Thanks to the abundance of fuel sources, the station did not lack for power and the Galops seemed to hate shadows with a singular ferocity. Vinland’s various decks were awash in illumination, and there was no sign of the familiar wide-eyed peering so emblematic of the Venusian laborer on the faces of the people they passed. Manny did note that while the Galops did not have to strain their eyes to see, they also did not like to make eye contact. The stories about Galapagos seemed to have left a few things out about the people who lived there.

He whispered his observation to Mindy. “I’m starting to wonder if the legends about this place aren’t exaggerated.”

“What were you expecting?” Mindy’s voice stayed low, and her wary gaze continued to sweep the decks for pursuit or ambush.

“More scary guys, lots of weapons. You know... pirate stuff.”

Mindy replied with a chuckle that while audible, did not touch her eyes. “Just when I start to think you got it all figured out, you go ahead and remind me that you are a wide-eyed bumpkin.”

The young man sighed, “Sorry to disappoint. I didn’t get to see much of the galaxy, what with an entire group of terrorists trying to kill me.”

“Well, the answer is simpler than you’d think, Manny-boy,” said the little blond killer. “You don’t see a lot of pirates because there just ain’t that many to see. At best, maybe ten percent of the population here actually goes out raiding. Piracy is dangerous and not much fun. It’s nowhere near as profitable as it sounds, and living in one of those little knorrs for months at a time has to suck pretty hard. Anybody with real skills or a marketable talent would rather not.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” Manny replied. “Kind of kills the mystique, though.”

“Tooth fairy’s a hoax, too. Sorry, kid.”

Before he stung her with a sardonic reply, they stepped through a hatch and into the docking bay. Manny had never seen an indoor space so large in his life. The cavernous compartment strained at the seams. The giant metal box was jammed tight with heavy equipment, large cyborg armatures, and throngs of people. The greasy deck sat battle-scared, striped with the footprints of booted feet and the tracks gouged into the metal surface by a veritable army of things hauling, moving, repairing, and trading all the various accouterments of the buccaneer’s trade. At the far end, nearly two hundred yards from the pair of fixers, giant doors stood like sentries, each imposing portal guarding access to one of the dozens of ships moored to the opposite ends of pressurized gangplanks. Peering across to the closest bay, Mindy grumbled, “That one is labeled ‘eighteen.’ We need sixty-three, right?”

“Glad I wore comfortable shoes,” Manny said with a smile. “Come on, blondie.” He took off at a very brisk walk, moving parallel to the far wall and the giant doors. “Only forty-five more bays to go!” It was close to a mile of walking and no small quantity of griping from Mindy before they reached their destination. Upon arriving, Manny took a nonchalant lean against a nearby bulkhead to assess the situation.

“Ship is guarded by a couple of rough-looking characters. There are two cradles for medium armatures set up outside, so we can assume they are part of the refit crew. I make nine other workmen servicing the bay. What do you got?”

Mindy’s eyes swept the scene with both infrared and ultraviolet. Her ears picked up conversations fifty feet distant as if the speakers stood right next to her. “Four of your nine workers are straight up combat cyborgs. I’m seeing full-prosthesis on arms and legs, as well as enough OsteoPlast to eat a grenade. If those are dock workers, I’m a Catholic schoolgirl.”

“Well,” Manny shook his head like a cat with tape on its nose. “Now that picture is in my brain.”

“You’re welcome, kid.” She punched him lightly in the shoulder. “I have the outfit, but you’ll never see me in it.”

“Joke’s on you, I already have,” he tapped a finger to his temple. “Up here.”

“Pervert.” She went back to scanning the docking bay. “Those cradles have Erberhaus logos, so we can expect tough machines but not too fast or nimble. Of course, that’s not saying they couldn’t be using Erberhaus cradles for Shikomis or ‘Cats or whatever they got out here.”

“Any sign of our runner?”

“Nothing. Come on, Manny. You know it ain’t gonna be that easy.”

“I think trying to take him on-board is a losing proposition. I’m good, but these crews are tight. They all know each other. Even If I manage to sneak past them all, Marceau will recognize me as soon as I get to him. Then I’d have to fight my way out of there.” His frown was non-committal. “That’s just not really my thing, you know?”

“Don’t get too far ahead of yourself,” Mindy cautioned. “He might not be bunking on the ship, and if he is I’m betting he gets out from time to time for fun. We just need to catch him then.”

Manny looked over to see Mindy tugging at her coverall. With a few deft twists and tugs, the top half was peeled down to her waist. With a sharp yank, she tore the top away completely and cast it aside. This revealed the dark blue of the armored jumpsuit she wore beneath. The sophisticated armor clung to her curves like wet silk, and despite its thick weave of dense polymers, the sleek garment revealed the curvy killer’s physique in a fashion both bold and tawdry. Mindy then tucked the torn edges of what remained of her disguise into the belt at her waist to clean up the look. She pulled the hood off her head and let her hair spill past her shoulders. The hood was quickly converted into a scarf, wrapped rakishly around her slender neck. As a final act, the little blond unzipped the front of the blue suit down to her navel. Though the suit had revealed her proportions before, it had at least tried to contain them. With the tension on her chest released, enormous portions of creamy white cleavage surged upward and left a scandalous amount of Mindy’s more prominent features available for gawking. 

Manny had grown accustomed to these displays from Mindy. In his earlier days with the fixers, his inability to handle her overt sexuality had made him the butt of many jokes. He had improved his mental discipline since then. He was neither blind nor celibate, so he still needed to wrestle manfully with his hormones if he wanted to force his features into a bland and neutral expression. “Nice look,” he opined dryly.

“Don’t I know it,” she replied with a saucy pose. “Don’t pretend you don’t love it. I can see your temperature climbing, remember?”

Manny did not rise to the bait. “Sorry, Mindy, I’m onto your game. Go mess with someone else or I’ll tell Kitty you’ve been hanging out with Sid.”

“You little creep!” she cried, though her mock indignation carried no real venom. “Fine. I’ll go find out where the crew likes to party. Be back in a minute.”

It took the better part of eighteen minutes for Mindy to flirt, tease, and manipulate the appropriate information from the two men guarding the Sailor’s Lament. Manny lacked Mindy’s bionic sensory organs, so he was left to guess as to how the conversation went. He studied their body language, and this was sufficient to judge the overall level of interaction. Watching the guards make fools of themselves, he whispered a silent prayer that his own reactions to the assassin were not so obvious and pathetic. He assumed they probably were and renewed his resolve to control himself better. He did not hear Mindy’s vapid giggling, but he saw the dull and bewildered country-girl smile on her face as she plied the men for information. The poor victims had no idea who they were talking to and how much sensitive information they were spilling. It was painted on their faces just how much they wanted to impress the gorgeous woman before them, and how badly they wanted her to come see them after the shift ended.

In a moment of clarity, Manny now understood what people must think when watching him circumvent some intricate security measure or scamming his way past a guarded checkpoint. He was watching a master of her craft make something very complicated look rather easy. If you did not understand all the moving parts and all the techniques, the process looked like black magic. When Mindy blurted a final giggle and turned away from the guards Manny observed, eyes glazed with morbid fascination, as she left the slack-jawed guards with broken hearts and fevered libidos. Even her walk was pure fieldcraft. She managed to put just enough wiggle in her hips to keep the swaying of her backside hypnotic, without overdoing it and exposing the ruse. Then men stared at her retreating body with so much intensity the young scout thought it might be possible to raid the ship right now without the stupefied pair of goons noticing.

When she rejoined him at the bulkhead, he rewarded her with a slow clap. “Well done! I think they’d sell their own mothers for ten minutes alone with you.”

“Most men are easy. Guys who spend a long time out in space? Well, that’s not even fair, really.”

“What would you have done if they were women?”

“Same thing, mostly. Only I’d flatter harder and bitch about men more. It’s all about finding a level to connect on. Those two connected on a very basic level.”

“Any good information?”

She replied with that same ditzy look that had so easily decimated the guards. “Apparently I’m going to hang out with the crew later tonight. Some dive called ‘Rum Runner’s.’ Everybody will be there, it seems. The whole entire crew. I figure our little rabbit will have to be there.”

“That’s not a lot of time to get set up...”

“I know,” she said, fanning herself theatrically. “And I haven’t a thing to wear!”

––––––––
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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“Comm check!”

Pike’s voice was a touch tinny over the encrypted channel, though clear and loud all the same.

“Go for Breach,” Roland grumbled.

“Honey Pot, check.” Mindy’s drawl was next.

Manny did not have the clear professional confidence of the veterans, but he tried to sound firm and strong. “Lefty is, ah, good to go.”

Finally, Lucia answered for her fire team. “Mama Bear and the Rejects, in position.”

“Command copies. We move on Lefty’s signal. Lefty, you just hit your objectives and don’t think about nothing else. Honey Pot, you’ll get ten seconds to secure and extract. Rejects? You guys are crowd control and containment. I don’t want party crashers before we are ready to leave.”

“We’ll keep this shindig nice and private, Command,” said a man’s voice.

“If you don’t,” Pike warned, “nobody’s ever gonna call you ‘Pretty Boy’ again.”

“Copy that, Command.”

“Breach?”

“Yes?”

“I don’t need to tell you what to do. Just remember, every piece of shit pirate you take down tonight is one less bastard we’re gonna have to deal with later. No reason not to front load some of the work. You copy?”

“Understood.”

The three syllables rumbled through the open channel like distant thunder. When she heard the uttered acknowledgment, the cold and indifferent detachment in Roland’s voice promoted the twinge of fear souring her guts to a large lump in her throat. It was easy to forget, in the pedestrian bliss that was their typical day, that Roland had the potential for violence and carnage on a level few would understand. Most of the Dockside problems they fixed held no real threat to him, so the terrifying cyborg rarely operated anywhere near his full destructive capabilities. Though she had been reminded of the fact many times, Lucia hated to admit that she was not in Dockside right now. They were in a war zone surrounded by enemies with very little back-up. The part of her brain that remained detached and tactical understood that their best chance of success and survival lay in everyone operating with the maximum violence of action. What she feared was witnessing exactly what that looked like when Roland did it. With a conscious effort, she forced herself to breathe slower. She was not naïve, and she had seen what her partner could do when committed to an objective. He was going to kill a lot of people and do it very quickly. Her job was to make sure he had the room and the time to get it done. She resolved herself to what came next, and wrestled her insecurities into making peace with it.

She felt Patton shift next to her and looked over her shoulder. She found the man staring at her, though his face was obscured by the full helmet and combat visor he wore. 

“You good, ma’am?” The question seemed innocuous enough, but Lucia understood the meaning behind it.

She poured a liberal quantity of un-felt nonchalance into her reply. “We are hunkered down behind a bunch of crates in a cargo bay, surrounded by hostiles, horribly outnumbered, and I can’t see the main action. I’m just peachy, Pretty Boy.” She rolled her eyes behind her own visor. “I’m not going to choke out there. It’s not my first time.”

Patton tapped his visor with two fingers in a sloppy salute. “I wasn’t worried. Just checking in. This shit gets real for all of us.”

Lucia could not stop a smile. “Even Bubba?”

“Okay. Maybe not Bubba. But he’s too dumb to understand mortality. That’s probably an asset in his case.” Patton shifted gears, possibly to calm her frayed nerves. “So what’s the deal with this Breach character? He some kind of big deal? Why’s he get all the action?”

“I can’t give you specifics, but I can tell you this. He gets all the big action because our enemy hates him and wants to kill him, and thus he is an excellent distraction for the other operatives. Once he hits that party, all eyes will be on him, and I mean all of them.”

“He that tough? That place is going to be full of hard-ass Galop pirates. I grew up here, you know. I can tell you that even though they may not be real disciplined, these bastards will fight like nothing you’ve ever seen.”

Lucia doubted that last bit very much. The things she had seen Roland do would probably beggar the mercenary’s imagination. “Will, Roland is probably the single most dangerous human you’ve ever met. He is going to tear into that bar like a bear after a beehive.”

“He really kill Grim Roper? Bernie says she did it, but I heard stories from folks who were there.”

Lucia answered truthfully. “Sergeant Rothschilde killed Roper, but he was already crippled and running from Roland when she caught him.”

“Damn,” Patton whispered. “He must have a lot of slick shit under the hood to bang it out with that freak.”

“I could tell you, Pretty Boy...”

“But then you’d have to kill me?”

“Exactly.”

The combat helmet swung back and forth emphatically. “No thanks. I like my balls intact, thank you very much.”

“Smart boy.” This time she shifted the conversation. “We sure Bubba can hold the intersection by himself? It’s a tall order. There’s still time to put Hollis somewhere she can cover him as well as Winston.”

“Don’t sweat it, ma’am. Winston will need the cover fire more than Bubba, and Bubba? Well, don’t you worry about him. If his job is to hold an intersection, the intersection will get held. He’s a dumbass, but he’s a reliable dumbass. I’ve tasked two of my little buddies to observe and back him up, just in case.”

Lucia still did not know how she felt about the man’s swarm of semi-autonomous drones. She was capable of some spectacular feats, but how he managed to control and direct eight well-armed flying machines at once she would never comprehend. Just imagining it made her cross-eyed. Nevertheless, prudence dictated that she trust the man and his assessment of his team, and the current plan appeared to be a prudent one indeed. Her thoughts returned to the mission and their hastily assembled plan. Rum Runner’s was as ugly a hole as any other on Vinland. Little more than a hollowed out storage deck, the cantina would comfortably hold a hundred or so patrons. The walls and floor were slate gray metal, but tables and chairs of assorted materials had been installed. There was a long bar along one wall that served whatever improvised hooch passed for liquor this far from Earth. A raised stage ran along another wall where girls danced or bands played with equally depressing levels of talent and enthusiasm. Against the far back corner several vape booths had been added, and one VR station advertised the latest games in blinking holographic neon. Manny’s recon of the establishment had yielded several methods of infiltration and extraction, though they had all settled on a noisy raid featuring Roland’s signature methods. Any of Paulsen’s crew was likely to remember the big cyborg, and the assumption was that his presence would create an environment of incautious zeal among the pirates. Once Manny identified Marceau in the crowd, he would sever communications and power inside and Roland would kick the door in. The hope was that within the ensuing melee, Mindy would be able to grab the drug dealer and pull him clear with none the wiser.

Lucia’s fire team had been tasked with sealing off access to Rum Runner’s so reinforcements would be slow to arrive. No one expected Roland to fight the entire station, though anyone who understood his capabilities agreed there would be no issue with him tearing into a bar full of lightly armed pirates as long as help did not show up with bigger guns. Making life difficult for those bigger guns fell to Lucia’s squad. She had put Bubba Riley in the linchpin position, tasking the giant with disrupting the closest intersection of large passageways. With luck, this would force reinforcements to approach the bar on foot using narrower halls. Winston was covering the largest of these alternates, with Hollis perched on a nearby gantry to support him. Patton’s drones would secure communications and supply real time intel, as well as reinforcing fighters as needed.

Lucia’s job was to command, and this irked her more than she thought it would. Command meant she would not be directly in the thick of things where her speed and skills might be put to better use. While she was not so naïve as to think she would escape this mission without enemy contact, she found herself irritated at having to hold herself back. Someone had to cover Patton while he flew the drones, and someone had to make real-time tactical decisions. Both of these jobs fell to her, and she could not find any logical reason why they should not. Holding a choke point was something a behemoth like Riley was more suited for than she would ever be. The man was wearing enough plate armor to eat grenades like apples and he had two heavy machine guns mounted to his harness with motorized brackets. With his back to a wall, Riley could probably hold a defensible position for hours against any foe stupid enough to try him. She was no great hand with a rifle so sniper overwatch was not a good place for her either. Winston had rigged his zone with demo charges, so she would only be a liability at his position as well.

Stifling a sigh, she checked her flechette rifle and cinched her armor harness tighter so it would not rattle. Knowing Patton would see her nervous shuffling she pre-empted his question. “Don’t give me that look, merc. I’m just not used to hanging back. Normally, I’m right behind Roland when he does this sort of thing.”

The man did not look at her. “No problem, ma’am. Like I said, this part’s real tense for all of us.”

“Heads up, team.” Manny’s voice startled both of them. “Target is entering the zone. Looks like plus seventy-five hostiles inside. Stand by for my signal.”

“Copy, Lefty,” said Pike. “Breach, you’re up. Honey Pot, you’re on deck.”

Lucia’s heart quickened. She keyed her fire team’s private channel. “Saddle up, guys. Bubba, you will wait for my call or so help me god what I did to your balls will feel like a back massage when I’m done with you. Copy?”

Riley replied with a brisk, yet also sheepish, “Uh, yes ma’am. Roger that.”

“Zone secure,” Manny broke into the channel. “Target is inside. Killing power and communications in five.”

She inhaled a deep breath, held it a second, and when Pike said, ”Go for Breach,” she let it out.

She did not see Roland’s charge into the now-dark cantina, but she heard it. First there was the crash of the door and a good portion of the doorframe getting smashed from its moorings. This was followed immediately by the pounding chatter of Roland’s heavy machine pistol. She listened to the noise with a cocked head and said to no one in particular, “He’s using beads on full auto. Hope he doesn’t hit our guy...”

“Those are beads?” Patton’s incredulity was obvious. “They sound like grenades!”

“Fifty caliber,” she remarked. “He calls his gun Durendal because he’s a giant child. It takes fifty caliber loads for explosives, slugs, flechettes, and beads.”

“I guess it’s good we ain’t in there with him then.” The man sounded legitimately relieved. 

Lucia let the gunfire go on for another four seconds before making the call. “Bloody Mary, you have anything on scopes?”

“Just a bunch of folks milling around confused at the racket your boyfriend is making. What the hell is he doing over there?”

“He’s baking cookies, what the hell do you think he’s doing?” She pressed on, “Bubba! Almost time to shut down that intersection. Winner, expect incoming in less than two minutes. I want reinforcements committed to the easy way right up until the last second, Bubba.”

“Copy that, Mama Bear,” Riley replied. 

“Hold up, Boss,” Patton hissed. “Something’s not right.”

“What is it?”

“Bubba,” Patton nearly yelled it. “Eyes right! We got bogeys coming out of the storage units!”

“Contact!” was Bubba’s roared reply, punctuated by the sound of a burst of gunfire from a large fully-automatic weapon. Then came a shrill, “What the fuck are these things?!”

“Patch it through to my visor, Will!” Lucia hissed, encroaching fear putting a bite into her words.

Her HUD blinked to life with a video feed from one of Patton’s drones. In the feed she saw hulking humanoid forms crawling from storage units along a long corridor. Orange streaks from Riley’s guns raked the first with a rope of armor-piercing flechettes. As the shattering projectiles lit the narrow passage like lightning flashes, Lucia clearly saw their blank featureless faces and smooth alabaster musculature.

“Oh no...” she whimpered. “Oh shit, no!”

“Command,” she screamed it into the open channel. “Command, this is a trap. Be advised, it’s a trap! Breach, I have eyes on four Better Man armatures. Repeat! Four Better Man armatures!”

“What the hell does that mean...” Pike did not sound pleased, but Lucia was already giving orders to her fire team. 

“Bubba, blow all charges and fall back! Now!”

“But the intersection...”

“Blow it!” Lucia shouted, “You cannot compete with those things. You have got to fall back toward Mary! Mary! How big is your rifle?” In the heat of the moment, she had forgotten.

“Twenty-millimeter anti-materiel, ma’am.”

“No headshots, Mary. Aim for hips and knees.” The deck plates beneath her feet leapt as the first of Riley’s charges was detonated. She ignored it. “Patton, I need every ECM your little friends have got amped up to eleven right now. If those things are controlled remotely, their brains are electronic. Try to fry them.”

“Roger,” he said. She could almost hear the ten thousand questions swarming around inside his head, but the mercenary had the presence of mind to stow them for now.

“Command!”

“Go ahead, Mama Bear,” Pike snarled back.

“We cannot compete with opposition. These are Brokerage-built armatures, either manned or unmanned. Armor and capabilities comparable to Breach. We’ll do what we can but you don’t have much time!”

Another explosion rocked the deck, and Winston’s voice crackled across the airwaves. “I have contact. I didn’t bother trying to engage, I just dropped the tunnel on them and... Uh... Yeah. That’s not going to buy much time at all. Falling back.”

Lucia experienced a strange calm overtaking her. The situation was so far out of hand that she could not even be panicky about it. There was literally nothing left to do but roll with the punches and try to stay alive. This perspective put her in a very meditative state, which she much preferred over the looming pressure of an impending panic attack. “Everybody except Mary fall back on me. We’ll annoy them from here. Small arms are useless on these things, so let’s get creative. Lefty!”

“Go, Boss.”

“These things have an AI, very high-tech. We need a countermeasure!”

“In the next two minutes?” He sounded shrill and panicked.

“Preferably sooner!” she replied, still hustling. “Do what you can. Roland can take them but he’ll need an edge. Find him one!”

“On it.”

Lucia sincerely hoped that he was.
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On Pike’s signal, Roland hit the front door of Rum Runner’s with a headlong charge of nearly fifty miles per hour. The metal door buckled like tinfoil at impact, and both door and frame tore free of their moorings to tumble inside the cantina. The flopping metal pieces scattered the men inside and immediately Roland figured out something was not as it should be. The people inside were not arrayed for a night of drinking, they had hunkered down behind the bar and tables as if they knew someone intended to crash their party.

This changed nothing in his mind. They had watched the crew file in, and none had been wearing heavy armor or toting heavy weapons. This knowledge precluded any alteration to the tactics he intended to employ. Durendal rose in his right hand, and an ear-shattering burst of fifty-caliber ceramic beads left the muzzle with streaks of orange light and the sharp roar of hypersonic travel. Behind the silver skull face of his helmet, Roland’s HUD scanned for Marceau as he swept the room with a twenty-round burst that turned the dark interior into a hailstorm of furniture shrapnel, shattered glassware, and the greasy detritus of gross bodily harm. Within a second, return fire started to lance into his chest. The smaller beads shattered against his armored skin in showers of white sparks. Durendal’s magazine was fully indexable, and Roland’s initial burst had drained both bead reservoirs. Roland thumbed the selector to high-explosive and aimed for the source of the gunfire. As he squeezed two rounds off, he was also moving to his right and pulling a stripper clip of beads from his belt.

By the time his explosive ordnance had torn two three-foot holes in the front of the bar, he was slamming home a second ten-bead stripper clip and rising to engage again. More of the pirates had found their weapons, and the rate of incoming fire swelled from a light drizzle into a serious deluge. Beads smashed against his helmet and his torso, tearing chunks of his harness and shirt away. Despite the spectacular pyrotechnic display, none of the impacts hurt him. Roland ignored all of it and began squeezing off shots with a measured staccato rhythm. When the large projectiles found fleshy targets, men went down with cantaloupe-sized holes in their bodies. Some were decapitated, others merely torn to pieces, all died. When they struck hardened surfaces the shattering beads became swarms of razor-sharp ceramic shrapnel. Unsuspecting foes lulled into false confidence by the illusion of cover found themselves lacerated by the cloud of tiny white-hot scalpels that sliced through clothes, armor, and flesh with equal ease.

Back on Earth, Roland might expect his overwhelming materiel superiority to quickly turn a fight like this into a one-sided rout. But he was in Galapagos, and for all the varied faults of Galop society, it bred very few cowards. The pirates fought gamely and without fear, and Roland found out why as he was reloading for the second time.

“Breach, I have eyes on four Better Man armatures. Repeat! Four Better Man armatures!”

Lucia’s hysterical cry over the team channel came like a punch to the gut. She needed to say no more for Roland to understand that they had been led into a trap.

“Honey Pot!” he bellowed. “Get that fucker and exfil, NOW!” He resumed the wholesale slaughter of the pirate crew but his mind was elsewhere. “Lefty, if you have anything with EMP in your bag, get it to Lucia’s position now. Command!”

“Go for Command,” said Pike.

“We need heavy hitters down here on the double.” He paused to let another burst fly from his weapon. “Pull everyone back and let those things get to me. I’ll engage while you exfil.”

“Breach,” Pike growled, “can you take four of those things?”

“I can hold the line.”

“That was not the goddamn question, soldier!”

“Give me Big Bernie and my confidence goes up!”

“Copy that, Breach. One batshit-insane battle-wagon coming up.”

Mindy’s voice broke into the conversation. “Breach, you need to drop that rate of fire if you expect me to clear this place with a live package, copy?”

“Copy,” the big man fumed and sent Durendal back to its holster. “Getting physical now.”

Across the room, Mindy closed the channel with an irritated shake of her head. Sneaking in through the back had been easy enough for the assassin; however, she found the interior of the bar impossible to navigate with the sheer quantity of fire being exchanged. With the deafening roar of Roland’s enormous machine pistol silenced, Mindy was able to slip behind the ruined bar and silently kill the two pirates still hiding there. Her sasori blade hummed and decapitated the crouching men as if their necks were made of wet tissue paper. The monomolecular edge of the long dagger sat atop a fifty-thousand-degree ionized plasma channel, and the whole assembly vibrated at 20,000 oscillations per minute. If there was any material the blade could not cut through, Mindy had yet to encounter it.

From behind the bar, her bionic eyes searched the blackness for her target. The unreliable light of muzzle flashes provided her with more illumination than she would ever need, though it still took her a full eight seconds to locate Jean Marceau. He had posted up in the deepest corner of the back, wedging himself between the vape booths. Every so often, he would poke an arm out and take a shot at the shadowed bulk tearing his crew apart. His aim was laughable, and he did not look as if he had any idea how to be effective with his big pistol. Mindy figured he was more likely to hit one of his own than Roland, though from what she could see his shots were ending up somewhere in the ceiling. Moving along the wall with the measured stalk of a hunting cat, Mindy stayed behind the action and deep in darkness. One pirate caught sight of her crouched form as he reloaded. Like a striking snake, Mindy uncoiled from her stoop into a long stride.  She completed the maneuver with her arm outstretched, her body fully extended in a graceful lunge that ended in a thrust that took the startled pirate under his scruffy chin. The point parted flesh and bone like morning mist and left the humming tip of her dagger projecting from the back of his skull. She withdrew with a flourish that sent boiling blood hissing to the floor and let the man fall.

She took this moment to assess the room, and for once in her life she was not sure of what to make of what she saw. Roland had put his gun away and set to killing pirates by hand. A gory game of whack-a-mole thus ensued, with Roland stomping down pirates who invariably fled before his rage. This crew had a few augmented members, which were easy to distinguish by their suicidal confidence. A man with four bionic limbs smashed a table over Roland’s head, and the big man turned to address the insult with the kind of speed that looked ridiculous when applied to his bizarre proportions. The pirate managed to parry Roland’s left hook with a forearm, but lost the use of that arm as a result. The prosthetic belched blue sparks with a distinctly electronic crackle and went limp. It did not matter because Roland’s right fist then crushed the crippled cyborg’s chest like a beer can. The dead man’s companions tried to honor his bravery with increased aggression. Five or six pirates used the distraction to leap upon Roland. As if trying to bring him down with numbers alone, the swarm of foes attacked with singular fervor. More joined in when Roland staggered, vibroblades rising and falling, improvised clubs swinging, and guns firing point-blank into the great war machine’s flanks.

Mindy knew this was her moment. Roland was in no danger, and she suspected he was deliberately feigning weakness to lure the men in and create an opportunity for her. With the bulk of the crew piling onto Roland and the only pirate to see her still twitching on the floor, no one else observed the stealthy woman slip from behind the bar and sidle up to the vape booth. When Marceau popped up to take another shot, she grabbed his arm and yanked him free of his hiding place. She heard his yelp as the force of her tug wrenched his arm backward and sent the Colt Dragoon tumbling from his hands. He opened his mouth to scream when he saw her, but she silenced his cry with a knee to his diaphragm. Nothing but a strangled gasp came from his gaping maw, and Mindy finished him off with a guillotine choke that had the hapless man unconscious in just a few seconds.

Throwing his inert body over her shoulder, the tiny killer made her way back to the bar before re-opening the team channel. “Honey Pot has the package. Bugging out now.”

If anyone heard her, she could not say. When she cleared the back of the bar and broke out into the alley behind it, she found Manny waiting there. “What the hell are you doing?” she asked, confusion and irritation competing for dominance of her tone.

“Lucia is having trouble with some kind of super android. I gotta work up some EM crap or something to stop them.”

“Shit,” the little blond killer replied. “I’ll get this jerk stowed and then come back.” She almost ran off but stopped and looked the young man in the eyes. She looked through his visor, saw his tension and the pressure aging him before her eyes. She heard the rapid and shallow breaths he was taking and invested five seconds in a little battlefield pep talk. “Hey! Calm down. We got this. You got this. Just do your thing and let everyone else do theirs, okay?”

“Right,” Manny said, voice tight. “Just do my thing. Okay.” He yanked his green satchel from over his head and started to rummage through it, mumbling all the while.

Satisfied that he would not panic and break, Mindy sped off to the rally point with her prisoner.
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Lucia heard Mindy’s announcement, yet she was far too busy to concern herself with it. The first of the massive white androids to get through Bubba’s ruined intersection emerged from the smoke at the end of the passage. One of Patton’s drones sent the images to her HUD and Lucia saw that it was armed with a large flechette weapon of some kind she did not recognize. Mary Hollis eliminated that threat with a single well-placed shot from her rifle, turning the large gun into exploding fragments. This neither slowed nor dismayed the android, who simply charged their position unarmed. The passage that bypassed her storage bay was more than a hundred yards long. The machine had covered half that in less than two seconds when Bubba slowed it with a long full-auto rip from his twin machine guns. His beads washed the advancing machine in a shower of yellow fire that clogged the hall with smoke and searing ceramic fragments. The white humanoid did not stop until one of Mary’s flechettes tore across its hip and ricocheted off into the darkness behind. Wisely taking a cue from the sniper, three of Patton’s drones swooped in and began to pepper the damaged hip joint with flechettes.

Each hovering robot was no larger than a big dog, and munitions stores were limited. After each had exhausted a thirty-round magazine, they pulled back. When the smoke cleared Lucia noted that they had succeeded in giving the machine a slight limp. She spotted the silver gel weeping from the ragged wound and was reminded of how similar these things were to Roland. “Keep hitting it!” she called out. “It will heal!”

“They fucking heal?” Winston cried back. “Jesus!” He stopped rigging their escape route with mines and began firing at the wounded machine, squeezing off shots twice a second and hitting far more than he missed.

A second android emerged into the smoking passage, and Bubba lobbed a grenade at it. His enhanced musculature sent the heavy metal ball clanging down toward the newcomer and Lucia had to admit his aim was excellent when it rolled to a stop in front of two pale feet. The android seemed to ponder this, and was thrown to the deck when the explosive device detonated. A series of flechettes from Hollis lanced across the supine creature and gouged deep furrows into the creamy white surface armor. Another of Patton’s drones swooped in and fired a small rocket into the downed machine, but it did not appear to do much damage. Bubba swept both machines with his guns, swaying back and forth to keep each under a constant barrage of beads. The downed one stood despite the fusillade, lurching upward as if the assault hurt no more than a slight breeze.

Lucia watched it rise and had an epiphany. The only Better Man armature she had ever seen had been piloted by a brilliant fighter with decades of experience. With such a man at the controls, a single Better Man had nearly beaten Roland to death in their first encounter. These versions were not moving like trained fighters. Her brain battered all the reasons this might be around for three-tenths of a second before she decided on the most likely scenario.

They have no pilots, no brains to suck tactics from! They’re just dumb robots! 

“Breach!” she called into the channel. She did not wait for him to acknowledge. “I don’t think these guys have any pilots or encoded templates. They don’t move right.”

This realization gave her confidence. She slid from the cover of the storage bay and leaned out to take aim. Willing her sense of time to its most dilated state, she watched her enemies as if they moved in slow motion. She noted a third android emerging just as her finger touched off her first flechette. Her shot struck exactly where Hollis had wounded the first one and the compromised armor failed to stop the projectile from penetrating. The metal dart drove deep into the android and the big white machine staggered and stumbled.

“Getting kinda close, Mama Bear,” Hollis warned. 

Lucia agreed. The unit she had just felled was less than forty yards from their position, and the third Better Man was taking aim. “Everybody fall back,” Lucia ordered. “Mary, get that rifle!” A series of orange streaks from above indicated that Bloody Mary was already on that task. Lucia cycled the trigger on her own weapon as fast as the mechanical limitations of the weapon would allow, dumping twenty-nine flechettes into her closest foe in just under four seconds. Satisfied that she had ruined the thing’s mobility, she turned and ran from the cargo space and out into the corridor.

“Command!”

“Copy!”

“We are bugging out to the rally point. We’ll keep slowing them down but be advised we can’t hold them!”

“Copy that, Mama Bear,” Pike sounded calmer than Lucia thought was entirely appropriate. “Get there fast. Help is on the way.”

“Understood.” To her team she called, “Rejects, let’s get to the rally point. Back-up is on the way!”

“Copy,” said every team member at once, and a mad dash thus ensued as the five fighters bolted for the safety of reinforcements. They had no hope of outrunning the giant machines pursuing them, but Winston’s mines bought them extra time. When their path diverged from the direct route to Rum Runner’s, two of the lumbering alabaster giants broke off pursuit to head toward the cantina. This left two to chase Lucia and her team. Lucia felt a moment of self-reproach follow the relief that this brought. It meant that Roland would still have to fight two of them himself, and she would prefer he not have to fight any at all. The part of her brain still running the numbers reminded her that his chances were better than hers no matter how many there were, so she put her guilt aside and focused on the nigh-insurmountable task still in front of her. “Breach,” she blurted into the main channel. “Two of those things are coming your way.”

“Copy that,” he growled back. “You keep moving.”

It was a three-hundred-yard sprint to the hasty staging area that had been selected for a rally point. The wide open space was a transfer station for cargo, and it had been chosen for the convenient network of attached tram lines and freight elevators. The Privateers had rented the area for eventual use as a bivouac, though they had yet to fortify it. When Lucia and the Rejects burst thought the final hatch leading to the rally point, they found it mostly empty except for a few of Pike’s mercenaries prepping hasty fighting positions from whatever crates and tram cars they could maneuver. She slapped the hatch control to close the door behind them, though she had no confidence one metal panel would stop two Better Man armatures. It seemed a good solid door, large enough to drive a cargo hauler through and made entirely of metal. But the terrifying alabaster machines were as strong, if not stronger than Roland. She had seen her partner deal with many closed doors in their time together, and one look at the door in question told her exactly what she could expect.

“Heavy weapons out front!” Lucia shouted, ignoring command structure. “Small arms well back. Anything here with high-explosive or armor-piercing?”

A sour-faced woman in heavy armor answered, “Two twenty-mil flechette guns, a ton of grenades.”

Lucia frowned at how inadequate that was going to be. “Anything with EMP?”

“We have some jammers,” said the woman. 

“Fine,” Lucia huffed. “Opposition is a pair of armored, well, I guess they’re androids. You need to pound the hell out of them with the twenty millimeter just to scratch them. Hit them with the signal jammers, too. Just in case.”

“Understood,” said the woman, showing nowhere near as much general apprehension about the situation as Lucia thought it warranted. There was no time to correct the matter, because a horrific booming noise chose that moment to tell them all that the enemy had arrived.

The first blow dented the metal right where an eight-foot android’s fist would be. More booms and more dents followed, a rhythmic pounding that warped the hatch further and further from its designated shape. 

Lucia’s Rejects posted up and braced to engage, Bubba plunking his enormous frame right in front of the door. That his weapons were useless seemed to not bother him, and Lucia started to understand why the rest of the Rejects kept him around. 

He’s dumb, but reliable. And certainly no coward. 

Then the door fell. The two white androids charged immediately, taking their first strides before the hatch had stopped vibrating. Bubba Riley put a stream of beads directly into each of their faces, riding the triggers of his twin machine guns like ammo was free and he had an infinite supply of it. Both androids stumbled but did not fall as the hundreds of impacts stymied their sensors and confused their AIs. Mere fractions of a second behind Bubba’s barrage the orange lances of twenty-millimeter flechette strikes began to score the enemy’s hide with hissing streaks. The one with the bad hip went down when its leg went stiff and inert. No less than four grenades clattered to the deck around the felled enemy, even as thick limbs tried to haul it upright again. Lucia held her breath and the next few seconds was drowned in the cacophony of multiple explosions.

The upright machine took no notice of his downed brother and continued to advance through the sustained gunfire of the defenders. Riley gave this one his full attention, directing both streams of incandescent fury into the face of this foe. The AI inside that Better Man thus decided that Bubba Riley was the most pressing threat and turned to charge the big gunner where he stood.

True to his nature, and much to Lucia’s horror, the giant oaf stood his ground and roared like a bull gorilla while continuing to wash the charging monster with gunfire. 

Lucia wanted to shout at the man to move, but decided that action was better than orders. Her rifle came up, her finger a blur as she stroked the trigger like a mad woman. She managed eight rounds before her weapon stopped firing due to her finger going faster than the bolt could reciprocate. She dropped it, her reactions so fast she had drawn and raised her CZ-105 from her hip before the falling rifle had passed her belt line. The pistol spat its own fire in bolts of neon lightning as she emptied the magazine faster than a machine gun.

All of her shots missed the lunging android. Considering Lucia’s nearly flawless marksmanship, this would be unheard of had the androids been her actual target. They were not. Every flechette discharged from either weapon had perforated the floor in a discrete eight-inch circle twelve feet in front of the howling Bubba Riley. When an eight-hundred-pound android foot stomped down on that section of deck, the compromised plate collapsed. The android sank to its knee and pitched forward like a drunkard to fall at Bubba’s feet. Lucia’s perception of time had slowed to its most excruciating tempo. All the chaos of the battle became muted and muffled, the actors dancing in languid quarter-speed while she darted through the maelstrom like a hummingbird. She bolted from her cover, feet pinging the deckplates like hailstones and sprinted to Riley’s back. Her senses picked out all the individual moving parts of the battle’s chaos and her reflexes kept her avoiding crossfire from her team and the thrashing of the enemy. She made Bubba’s position in six blistering strides. One hand grabbed the giant mercenary by the harness, and the other dropped a grenade into the hole trapping the downed android’s foot. With the same motion, she swung around the bigger man and yanked him off-balance.  As he wobbled onto his heels, she had enough time to watch his bewildered face as she drove a push-kick into his stomach and sent him flailing backward. She charged forward, even as Bubba was staggering, and pushed them both another eight feet before her dropped grenade detonated.

The shockwave hit her like a freight train, driving the breath from her lungs and throwing her even harder into Bubba. She did not notice the sting of shrapnel, and whispered a silent thanks for small miracles as the pair tumbled to the ground in a mess of armor and limbs. She was still untangling herself from Riley when she heard the team channel come to life with shouts of “Tango down!” and “He’s crippled! Hit him!”

Riley’s meaty paw clamped onto her arm and drew her upright. “You, good, ma’am?” he asked through gritted teeth.

Lucia did not answer right away, her diaphragm still locked in spasms, so she nodded aggressively until Bubba got the hint. “Good,” he bellowed and threw himself back into the melee. Lucia was only a second behind him, seating another magazine into her pistol as she sped for cover again. She assessed the battle and found that while the team was holding their own, the two androids were still proving too much for them.

One android was lurching upright, its right leg mangled below the knee. Silver strands of synthetic musculature stood out, clearly visible through gaps in the surface armor of its calf. Streams of viscous silver fluid poured from the wounds in what amounted to bleeding for machines such as these. The leg would not bear much weight, and the android was reduced to a lumbering hobble as it sought out foes to crush. Pike’s people continued to pepper it with gunfire, content to maneuver away from it as necessary.

The other android was more mobile, though well below capacity itself. The accumulated damage to the thing’s hip had slowed it down quite a bit as well, though Lucia watched in horror as it pounced upon a foolish soldier who ventured too close for a better shot at the damaged bits. The android grasped the doomed man by his helmet and drove the enclosed head into the floor with a nauseating crunch. The soldier’s legs kicked reflexively, then twitched for several long seconds before the last of the signals from his ruined brain stopped coming.

Lucia felt her gorge rise at the sight of it, but the tableau was soon obscured by renewed fire from the enraged mercenaries. The more mobile android cornered another mercenary and ignored the intense shooting long enough to kill this one with a punch that snapped vertebrae. Then it turned toward the twenty-millimeter rifles and stalked at their wielders, forcing them to stop shooting and abandon their positions. Without the sustained barrage from the larger guns, both androids managed to quarter off the remaining fighters and begin pushing the whole mass back against the freight elevator. Lucia ordered the gunners to post up and push the androids back, but she had begun to despair of ever bringing these things down. She tossed her last frag grenade at the android with the mangled leg, hoping but not believing it would do much more than make it take a single step backward. Panic began to rise again, clawing from the back of her mind and encroaching upon her thoughts as each attempt to stop the giants failed. She shoved it back, willing herself to keep shooting, keep fighting, keep directing these men and women until relief arrived.

She screamed in rage at Bubba Riley when she saw the big man drop his empty guns from his harness, grab a massive vibroblade from his belt, and charge straight into the android with the ruined leg. Driving a vibroblade through the armor of a golem was not impossible. She had seen it done to Roland when the wielder had sufficient strength enhancements. However, Bubba was no skilled bladesman, and the speed of a Better Man was many times what the big man could ever hope to compete with. 

The white titan caught Bubba by the head and lifted him bodily from the floor. Lucia was certain that it was going to smash him through the deck or crack his skull like an egg. Before either fate could befall the brave-yet-stupid mercenary, one of Hollis’s flechettes sheered the android’s unarmored right leg off below the knee. Man and machine tumbled to the floor, and Riley hacked at the arm with a single-minded determination that dropped Lucia’s jaw. The blade bit deeply, and the mercenary made no attempt to flee or extract his head. He kept slashing, chopping, bashing at the arm until it lost all strength and flopped like a landed eel. This did not satisfy Bubba, and the man took this opportunity to leap onto the fallen android and send more snarling stabs down into its neck. The android’s undamaged and fully functional right arm ended his brief moment of strategic dominance with a punch that sent the four-hundred-pound man flying. Riley tumbled into the wall with a horrible crash, and this time he rose very slowly, his face locked in a grimace of pain and fury. 

“Damn him,” she heard Hollis hiss into the team channel. “All muscle and no fucking brains! Gonna get himself killed!”

“I got him,” Patton called. One of his drones buzzed over to cover the big man while he dragged his body away from the wall.

The battle was far from won, and the team of mercenaries was running out of ammunition and options. Lucia was about to scream for help into the command channel when the comm burst to life with the most welcome sound she had ever heard.

Sergeant Bernadette “Big Bernie” Rothschilde did not have what anyone had ever called a beautiful voice, but to Lucia it sounded like a choir of heavenly angels singing hosannas.

“Somebody call for back-up?”

“Yes! Bernie, where are you?”

“Coming up the elevator, ma’am. You guys clear of the door?”

“We will be!”

“Good. Time for Big Bernie to show y’all how to whup some ass.”
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Lucia was in the process of dragging a wounded mercenary to the safety of a far corner when Bernadette Rothschilde finally arrived. Several sustained minutes of combat cacophony had left her in a state of extremely compromised hearing, so if not for the insistent strobing of the elevator door lights she would not have known the alarm was blaring. When the bright yellow AutoCat 4900 stomped into the war zone, things changed very quickly.

Big Bernie’s AutoCat was not a particularly graceful machine. Originally built for material handling in high-G environments, it was somewhat squat and wide, despite a total height of more than nine feet. Technically classified as a medium chassis, this was a bipedal model, and the feet were large and flat to accommodate the loads it was meant to lift and carry. The chassis was slung low for strength and stability, with a large power plant riding on the back of the bubble cockpit. At the end of thick arms sat a pair of two-fingered clamps, large enough to grab cargo containers and strong enough to pick them up. Since being retrofitted for combat, Pike’s armorers had added extra plate armor to all external surfaces. The extra weight might have been an issue if not for the fact that the 4900 series was rated for loads exceeding two-hundred tons in normal gravity. An extra thousand pounds of ballistic plating made no difference whatsoever to its systems. Her four main guns and their associated ammunition added more mass, putting her gross weight well over the limit for a medium armature. Foolish individuals who pointed out that this technically made her a ‘heavy’ armature inevitably learned an important (and painful) lesson about the propriety of discussing a lady’s weight.

The deafening shriek of four swivel-mounted twenty-millimeter autocannons spewing hot metal at once washed across the fighters like a flash flood of pure sound. The fire and fury of the destructive barrage tore one android from its feet and threw it to the floor with a resounding thud. The one-legged machine, upon seeing the plight of its brother, immediately abandoned its dogged pursuit of a heavy gunner and hobbled toward the big armature. Bernie gave the automaton a long burst from an autocannon that ripped wide strips of surface armor from its chest. While visually impressive, this was not the sort of injury that was going to stop a Better Man. Entirely unfazed, the machine dragged its failing body through the carnage to hurl itself at the giant armature.

Bernie caught the thing in a single clamp and held it in the air while she continued to sandblast the other with her guns. The android grabbed a pincer in a big white hand and braced its remaining foot against her arm. With a heave, the ivory monster straightened and tore a scream from the actuators holding the yellow clamp closed.

“What the...?” Bernie’s voice came over the team channel, and Lucia answered.

“They are real strong, Sergeant! Don’t let them get a hold of you!” She had seen Roland tear larger armatures apart before, and the Better Man system was every bit as strong as he was. 

“Strong?” Bernie snarled back. The cockpit swiveled, and she brought her other clamp to bear on the trapped android. “Let’s just talk about strong, then.” She grabbed it by the head and twisted savagely. The machine locked its muscles and pushed back against the inexorable might of the ruthless mercenary. Chuckling maniacally, Bernie began to twist and wring her arms. The amused woman in the cockpit seemed to be enjoying herself, working the head back and forth, pulling and squeezing. Bernadette’s dark-skinned face, clear as day through the armored canopy, was alive with a wicked grin baring two perfect rows of bright white teeth. Academically, Lucia understood that there were no people inside those armatures. However, they were built from the same design as Roland, and each humanoid machine had bones and muscles analogous to a human body. These were made from exotic techno-organic polymers, yet they moved and operated exactly like their purely organic counterparts. This meant that when a borderline sociopath driving a modified piece of industrial equipment tore the head from its body, a Better Man armature looked more or less identical to a human being in the same predicament. Which, Lucia noted, was a very unsettling thing to watch.

The noise was the worst, she decided. The groaning of the neck muscles rising in pitch until wet snaps announced their failure, as did the splitting of the skin along its back and chest. Then came the muffled cracks as hardened vertebrae tore free of their moorings and ground against each other. Finally, the rush of silver fluid and the pop of the skull being sheared from the spine signaled the demise of the first of their foes. The thing’s body spasmed and flopped in her claw, twisting and heaving like a fish landed on the dock. The arms swung, the feet kicked, and what remained of its spine bent and wriggled as the dead creature thrashed its last. Bernie hurled it at its brother, who was still in the process of climbing back to its feet. The dead machine sent the live one back to the floor with a crash that shook the deck plates.

Then Big Bernie stalked that one down, too.

It rose to meet her head on. Bernie’s guns had flayed armor from its chest leaving angry weeping channels, but the android retained plenty of strength. The modern weapon was far faster than the big ‘Cat, though this did not seem to bother Bernadette at all. “Come on, little bitch,” she taunted. “I’m gonna mount you on my wall when I’m done with you!”

The android ducked under one of her questing clamps and leapt up to smash her in the canopy. The clear bubble did not break, but the blow resounded with a deafening crack. The AutoCat shuddered and chips of polycarbonate flew from the white-knuckled fist. Bernadette snarled and swatted the nuisance away, catching it under the chest with a backhand swipe that drove her foe into the wall and through it. She followed without a pause, letting her machine’s AI plot the course and focusing on catching the enemy before it managed a counterattack. Her autocannons came to life as the android emerged from the indentation its body had made and the hail of gunfire threw the white giant back down under a storm of armor-shredding flechettes.

The resulting cloud of fragments and ricochets sent the surviving privateers diving for cover. Not so the android. It rose again, an inexorable and unstoppable wraith, and it staggered forward to do battle once again.

“Stubborn little shit, ain’t ya?” Bernadette growled, then she cut the guns and charged. The android, bedraggled and leaking both parts and fluids, dodged her first strike and dove for the canopy again. This time she caught him, enduring another ear-shattering blow to the cockpit in the process. She began to thrash the white machine against the floor, smashing over and over again with complete abandon while assaulting it with a string of vehement expletives. It was a frenetic and undisciplined beating, a tantrum that made a mess of the deck and a mess of the android. After this went on for far too long, she paused to lift her foe by a leg. Very little of the android’s white surface armor remained. It bled silver goo from hundreds of tears, the right arm hung limp and unresponsive, and huge swaths of silver synthetic muscle strands stood out against the dark interior of the battlefield. The dying machine struggled still, pulling and kicking with robotic tenacity at the yellow arm restraining it. Bernie sighed audibly and grabbed it with the other claw by the neck. Bending it in half, she broke its spine like a child snapping a piece of kindling. The heaving mess was then slammed to the deck again, where Bernadette stomped onto its abdomen, grabbed its torso with both claws, and ripped the top half away from the bottom with a roar of victory.

Her cry was echoed by cheers from the exhausted Privateers. Bernadette tossed the twitching halves of her prey aside and broke up the celebration with a snarl. “We clear, Mama Bear? ‘Cause I gotta get down there and rescue your boyfriend, now.”

“We’re good, Sergeant,” she said back with a sloppy salute. “Go get some before he steals all your fun.”

The huge mech stomped off toward the main passageway and the cantina, leaving Lucia to mop up what was left of her team and the supplemental privateers. Fortunately, she did not have to do much of anything. The crew were all dedicated professionals, and everything seemed to be well in hand with no input from her. Mindy trotted in at that moment, a limp body bouncing over her shoulder.

“Package delivered, boss.” She dropped Marceau to the deck at Lucia’s feet. “Now what’s up with these androids?”

“Take a look,” Lucia pointed to the mangled white bodies. “They are Corpus Mundi’s latest attempt to duplicate Roland. Normally there’d be somebody inside, but we got lucky. These were AI controlled.”

“How bad?”

“As strong as he is, just as fast. Armor comparable.”

“Damn,” Mindy hissed. “I’m heading back.” She hefted her blade, “Seems like this thing may be needed.”

“No!” Lucia ordered. “Mindy, these things are faster than you, and they can kill you with a single punch. Bernie is headed down there, together they can handle it.”

“Boss,” Mindy’s eyes pleaded. “Manny is still down there! He doesn’t know what he’s doing in this sort of scrap. If four monsters like that get into it, he’s going to be toast. I gotta go cover him at least!”

“Damn it,” Lucia spat. “You’re right. For the love of God be careful though. Let Roland and Bernie do the heavy lifting. Please don’t be stupid and try to fight these things with a goddamn knife.”

“I’m always careful, Boss,” Mindy said as she turned. “And I’m never stupid.”

“That is literally the opposite of what we all know to be true, Honey Pot,” Lucia called to the retreating figure. “Keep Manny safe, help if you can, stay out of the fight!”

Lucia was certain her orders had fallen on deaf ears, but she could not bring herself to care. Her emotions were distant, and she was unable to focus on any one feeling. Striving for a clear head was like trying to use a pair of scissors while wearing thick mittens. She perceived it, envisioned it, yet when she tried to focus, the clarity she sought was elusive. The more stressed she became, the more she recognized the influence of her nanobots as they struggled to keep her brain chemistry as close to normal as their current thresholds allowed. She had not panicked during the fight, nor had she thought she was going to. With her part in the battle now over, she somehow felt worse. Without the threat of imminent death at the hands of those androids to galvanize her thoughts, all the fears that had been shunted to the background managed to ooze past her mental barriers and infect her thoughts. They flowed inward, a torrent of horrible potential outcomes, torturing her with visions of friends and family killed a thousand light years from earth. She knew they were not real, that the fears were just the echoes of her own insecurities and she should not give them credence. Though the anxieties were thin, her brain decided to make up for their weakness with volume. Under the growing swell of tiny doubts and fears, Lucia began to slip into the familiar throes of a panic attack.

She bit down hard on her own lip, hoping the pain would distract her. She started to walk, no particular destination in mind, just walking to look like she had a purpose. She took long inhalations, held them, and exhaled slowly. The laborious breathing was an old trick for forcing her heart to slow down. None of it was working. The very fear of having a panic attack contributed to ensuring the outcome was inevitable, locking her thoughts into a vicious cycle of self-inflicted mental duress that ended with her broken and sobbing if something did not change. Worse, it dilated her sense of time, so she got to watch it happen in slow motion, each moment of fear and shame dragged out for maximum mental anguish. She began to shake and squeezed her fists tightly in a vain attempt to quell the shivers. The tiny drowning part of her brain that could still think and reason cried out in a silent scream. 

Please don’t lose it right now!  

Something huge and strong clamped onto her shoulder, startling her and forcing a gasp from her lungs. She looked over to see Bubba Riley’s blood-smeared face over hers. He was talking, but the roaring of blood in her ears made it hard to make out what he was saying.

“Ma’am? Ma’am? Uh, I could use some help over here.” He was gesturing to a crate against the wall. “I’m kinda stuck,” he added, and pointed to his right leg. She did not comprehend the gesture. Whether this was because she was biting down on crippling anxiety or because Bubba was making no damn sense, she could not say. Bubba sat heavily on the crate and groaned aloud. He pointed to his right thigh again, face twisted in pain. “My leg’s broken, ma’am. But the armor it uh... he gesticulated angrily, not knowing the words, “... it like squeezes and shit to hold stuff in place.”

“Compression?” She blurted, not knowing how or why her brain chose that moment to be helpful.

“Yeah!” the big man blurted. “That. Anyway, it’s totally stuck, and the harness is busted. I... uh... well my toes are starting to go numb and I’m getting kinda worried.”

“Oh,” she said softly. Then more emphatically, “Oh! We need to get that off you!”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “I didn’t want to bother the medics ‘cause a lotta guys are busted up way worse than me. I was tryin’ to just tough it out, y’know?”

“I’m familiar with the type,” she said, feeling the tension leave her body as she set her mind to the task at hand. She looked over the broken harness and how it connected to the polymer cuisse protecting his thigh. “Problem is, Bubba, what’s going to happen when we remove this thing? You have a fractured femur, right? I’m guessing this is the only thing keeping you upright.”

“If it’s all the same to you, I’d like to just sit a while anyway. Pretty sure a few other things is busted, too.” He shifted uncomfortably. “Fuckers hit like tanks.”

“You were impressive out there, Bubba,” she added as she searched for a way to release the pressure on his leg. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone so fearless.”

The big man shrugged, which made him wince in pain. “I don’t know nothing about being fearless. I just get kind of scared, which makes me mad, which makes me scared again. The only way to make it stop is to kill the enemy so they’ll stop scaring me. So I try to kill them real early and real hard. Folks think I’m dumb, or crazy, and maybe I am, but it’s what works for me.”

Lucia laughed at this, and it felt good. “I wish I had your gift for simple thinking, Riley! When you look at it that way, I guess it makes perfect sense.” Her fingers found the manual release for the armor, though it had been mangled by whatever impact had broken the leg. She twisted it hard, frowned, and tried again.

“Try this,” Bubba suggested and handed her his vibroblade. She took it absently and carefully slid the edge under the clasp. When she thumbed the power stud, the blade buzzed to life and Lucia pried and sawed her way through the damaged clip. With a soft ‘ping’ and a clatter, the cuisse fell away and Bubba breathed a sigh of relief.

“Thanks, ma’am,” he said, a goofy expression on his face. 

“You’re welcome,” she replied. Then something occurred to her.

“Bubba?”

“Yeah?”

“Did you really need me to help you remove a piece of armor you have probably worn a thousand times, with a tool you already had on you?”

“Maybe?”

Her heart sank. “Was I that obvious?”

The big man looked trapped. “I don’t think nobody saw but me, ma’am. Maybe I just know what it looks like better’n most. But I seen what was happening and didn’t want no one to think you was soft. These guys can be real mean about that kind of thing.”

“Do you think I’m soft?” she asked.

“Oh, hell no, ma’am. Everybody gets scared, and that was some seriously scary shit. You saved my ass out there, and you didn’t look soft for none of it. For some folks the shakes and shit don’t happen till after the fighting’s done. I figured you was one of those.”

Lucia sat back on the floor and looked up at the strangely insightful behemoth. “I didn’t realize I was ‘one of those’ until today. This was only the second time I had command, and the first time, well, somebody got hurt. I guess the pressure sort of got to me at the end there.” She looked around at the wounded being tended and the dead being covered. “Doesn’t look like I’ve gotten any better at it. People still get hurt, I see.”

Bubba pressed gingerly at his leg and sniffed. “Somebody always gets hurt, ma’am. I don’t know why anyone thinks war can be clean like that, but I only got a job because lots of folks can’t handle it being dirty.”

Lucia did not comprehend if it was exhaustion or anxiety clouding her better judgment, but it seemed to her that the big oaf just might have a point.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
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With Mindy’s departure going unnoticed, the fight at Rum Runner’s remained a spirited affair. The pirates seemed entirely undistracted by their mounting casualties and continued to attack with a zeal that beggared rational evaluation. For his part, Roland was more than happy to stay and kill pirates for as long as Mindy needed to get away with Marceau. He may also have harbored an ulterior motive for keeping the brawl going that had a lot to do with ensuring some of those incoming androids focused on him and not Lucia.

When the first white humanoid crashed into the bar, the pirates scattered like crows. Whether or not they were aware of what the towering androids were Roland could not say, yet somehow they knew to get clear of the melee. Roland greeted his new dance partner with a straight left that sent it back through the doorway and into its following brother. This bought him the time he needed to unsling Durendal once more and grace both of the androids with a burst of explosive beads.

Six half-inch beads loaded with high-explosives struck the pair as they rose. The chemical yield of his ordnance was not large. These rounds were for ruining cover, cracking light armor, and causing general damage to machinery. There was not enough punch in any one of them to destroy hardened targets, though they did send the androids back down and into the open area in front of the cantina. With a practiced flick of his thumb, Roland switched to flechettes, hoping that the tungsten-tipped needles would pierce the thick hides of his advancing enemies. Durendal thrummed like a sewing machine as it sent white-hot metal into the writhing humanoids at mach nine. 

He was not surprised when the flechettes proved useless. They would not have harmed him, either, and he knew the Better Man system had been built off his own specs. His rounds shattered and caromed from the alabaster skin of the androids, flinging shards of smoking metal in every direction. As expected, the pair ignored the assault and leapt for Roland. Knowing he could not match their speed, the big man met them head-on. His right fist clipped the first across its metal chin. The punch was strong, echoing like a thunderclap and turning its head sharply to the side. The impact staggered the machine and spoiled the charge. Before Roland capitalized on this, the second android hit him with a low tackle that brought him to the deck and sent chairs and stools clattering across the bar. The big man wrapped his legs around the waist of his foe and pulled it close. Throwing a brawny arm over its shoulder and securing the machine by a wrist, Roland cranked the android’s arm behind its back and wrenched the hand high enough to touch the base of its own skull.

If the android had a mouth, it might have screamed when the techno-organic humerus tore free from the glenoid cavity. The blank-faced white titan had no mouth, so the brutal dislocation of its right shoulder via kimura armlock was announced only by the audible cracking and tearing noise it made. While a crippling injury to most opponents, the android more or less ignored it and began to smash at Roland’s faceplate with the uninjured left arm. With Roland firmly controlling its posture from within his closed legs, these blows fell with little leverage and less power. 

Hearing the second android resume the attack, the big man spun on his hip, rotated the android trapped in his legs to be between himself and the other, then kicked the captured machine hard. Legs capable of lifting sixty tons sent the white homunculus rocketing backward to collide with its twin. Both left the floor and sailed thirty feet through the air, stopping only when their flight brought them into conflict with the metal wall of Rum Runner’s. True to their nature, the androids rose without hesitation and re-engaged.

The big man uttered a quiet curse at the sight. The only other time Roland had fought a Better Man armature, it had been piloted by a man every bit Roland’s equal in hand-to-hand combat. The machines were a bit stronger and faster than he was, and with a skilled fighter driving it, a single Better Man had been as much as he could handle. Lucia’s warning had clued him into their lack of pilots, and the opening exchanges of this tussle had further cemented the conclusion that no great warriors drove these two machines. However, that is where the good news ended. His foes had already demonstrated that they possessed a decent combat AI. This alone did not concern him. What was setting his slab jaw and causing him to grind his teeth was that there were two of them. Had there been only one, it would be a simple (if not exactly easy) task to pound it to death, eventually. He had already determined he was strong enough and skilled enough to work one of these into spare parts if given the time. Their armor was thick, their systems robust. They would not stop until he had literally smashed them to pieces. Thus, he also understood the enemy well enough to accept that smashing them to pieces was going to be a lengthy process. It was becoming obvious that he was not going to get the kind of time he needed. As long as each android supported the other, the machines would have no problem forcing him to play a defensive game. It required no special fighting skill to understand that a defensive fight served the enemy’s goals far better than it did his.

With nothing else to do until help arrived, Roland took two long strides forward and threw himself at the advancing androids. The machines took the charge, undaunted by the potential damage a thousand pounds of armor at forty miles per hour might cause. What passed for intelligence inside their brains was more than content to let the prey come to them. Roland wrapped the closet machine in a football tackle and drove it through the wall of the cantina, pumping his legs and driving ever forward. As his bull rush was slowed by the growing bow wave of destruction, Roland released the android and sent it flying with a boot to the chest. He whirled without hesitation in an attempt to engage the other before it exploited this distraction, whereupon he took a punch to the face that rattled his molars and sent him spinning to the floor. His instincts honed by hundreds of barroom brawls, Roland knew better than to do anything other than roll with the punch and scramble. A giant white boot smashed the metal floor where his head had been, and a second boot found his ribs as he fled before the assault. He rolled with this as well, letting the force move him away and ignoring the insistent blinking of an internal diagnostic alarm. He needed no sophisticated electronics to tell him that kicks like that were dangerous and should be avoided.

He was back on his feet when the machine with the damaged arm tried to take his head off with a left hook. Roland ducked the punch and returned with his own right hook to the body. This shoved the android off to Roland’s left, revealing the other to be mid-swing with its own overhand right. With no time to dodge, Roland bobbed his head and let the punch bang off the top of his shoulder. The android’s aggression worked against it. It pushed forward to swing again and Roland seized it by the neck and arm like a Greco-Roman wrestler. A twist of the hips and a sharp pull dragged the android over his shoulder and sent it airborne across the bar. Without conscious thought, Roland buttoned both arms over his head in a high guard. The old fighter’s instinct proved prophetic. What felt like a nuclear explosion blasted Roland from his feet and sent him sprawling back outside and onto the wide open deck once again.

“What now?” He growled out loud as he righted himself.

“Breach!” It was Manny’s voice on the team comm channel, sounding shrill and panicked. “It’s Bob! You need to get out of there!”

Roland did not have the time to respond to this. He was already fighting with the androids again. He was trading blows with the pair when he took another mysterious hit, though this time he saw it coming. He threw himself backward when he glimpsed the telltale flare of a rocket’s back-blast and managed to avoid a direct hit from what he presumed to be some kind of rocket-propelled grenade. It had come from the far side of the open square outside the cantina, and Manny’s warning told him exactly what it meant. This knowledge changed nothing. The rocket detonated when it got within six feet of him and sent all three combatants tumbling through the air. Roland’s HUD came to life with a dozen blinking warnings and pinging alarms. He silenced them all and lurched to his feet. When he saw the next launch, he threw himself out of the way. The missile altered course to follow and the big man took another savage hit. This one tossed him like a bowling pin, sending him head over heels and tumbling to rest in a heap against a bulkhead.

Now Roland had a fix on the shooter’s position, and he sprinted. Ignoring everything but the next missile, Roland almost missed seeing the small, lithe figure of Manuel Richardson as the brave young man charged. His shotgun outstretched in his bionic left arm, Manny sprayed the shadowed mass of the shooter with eight rounds of explosive scattershot. The tall man in the black suit leapt to avoid the barrage, though the nature of scattershot made total avoidance an impossibility. A half-dozen tiny detonations pockmarked the fleeing body, causing it to stumble and destroying the shoulder-mounted weapon it clutched. Roland was inches from seizing the man when he was tackled from behind. Both of the ivory androids swarmed him. One held him down while the other pummeled at his body and helmet with fists like white granite war hammers. Roland roared and fought back. He kicked and punched, seized and wrenched, every movement fueled with rage and desperation as control of the fight slipped further and further from his grasp. He could not see Manny anymore and this terrified him. If it really was Bob Robertson out there, then the young man was in serious danger. A madman’s heave thrust the androids from his back, and he called out, “Get clear, kid! Go!”

Then the machines were upon him again. No longer interested in mission goals, Roland focused on killing to the exclusion of all other tasks. He tore at alabaster bodies without conscious thought for tactics. He smashed for the sake of smashing itself. Little by little, he began to make progress. He dished out as much punishment as he took and more. He could see the damage accumulating on his foes’ bodies, see their armor fail and their frames begin to slow and stagger. His own HUD reminded him that he too was suffering from attrition. His helmet provided him with stark explanations of all the reasons he needed to disengage from the constant battering. Most annoying was the widespread damage to his internals caused by Bob’s rocket launcher. Nothing was imminently life-threatening, but the repairs were sapping his resources. He wanted to ignore the warnings, but the old soldier was too experienced to pretend that he was going to win this fight without consequences. 

Just a little longer, old man, he cajoled himself. Help is on the way.

The arrival of Big Bernie was heralded by a long burst of gunfire from her autocannons. Roland’s opponents whipped toward the source of the fusillade to see the huge yellow and orange machine stomp into the square. One immediately sprinted off to engage while the other remained to continue the fight with Roland. Bolstered by the more favorable odds, Roland surged to life and began to stalk down his lone opponent. Both war machines were battle-scarred and damaged, though neither shied away from violence. Without the skills of a trained pilot, the machine fought like any other android with a reasonably sophisticated combat AI. Roland exchanged blows with the thing in earnest, exploiting the linear thinking and lack of imagination that plagued these types of systems with a loose and creative brawling style.

As his advantage grew, he spared a quick glance over to Bernie who seemed to be struggling with her opponent’s speed. Her guns kept it from picking her apart, and routinely raked it with streams of destructive fire. Roland figured it was only a matter of time before she either got a hold of the speedy android or chewed through the surface armor enough to bring it down. Turning back to his own task, the big man rained a combination of heavy fists down on his dance partner. Most were blocked but the last, a left hook, connected flush on what amounted to its chin and sent it sprawling. Roland stomped over to finish it off, but was stopped by a wave of searing electric agony. It started in the middle of his back, locking his muscles and dragging a hiccup of pain and surprise past his lips. Then it spread to his whole body in a creeping paralysis that fused his joints into unmoving statuary. 

Groaning, Roland fell with stiff limbs. Like a bug trapped in amber, he could only watch as the white android he had been fighting rose and ran off to help its twin fight Bernadette. He wanted to shout into the comm channel, but all he accomplished was a gurgling grunt past teeth forced together. He could hear, and Bernie’s shouted warning came through his helmet speakers loud and clear. “Breach is down! Somebody hit him from behind. I... I can’t get to him!”

“Honey Pot en route,” Mindy said.

“That Bob guy has him! Watch out!” Manny tried to warn the little killer, but Roland knew the warning had come too late when he saw the tiny blond streak sprinting his way. She never saw the tall man in the black suit who darted from the shadows. She never had a chance to defend herself from the savage backhanded blow that put her down. Mindy hit the deck like a broken doll and bounced to a crumpled heap many feet away. Then Bob turned and sprinted with inhuman speed to Roland’s prostrate body. He grabbed Roland roughly under the arm. The paralyzed cyborg hissed and growled, but could do no more than that as the monster in the black suit began to drag his weighty chassis as if it weighed no more than a child. This turned his helmet away from the action, and Roland was unable make his head move to see what was happening. He heard the reports of Manny’s shotgun, knowing very well the weapon would not harm the thing hauling him further and further from the fight and his friends. He heard Lucia shouting over the comm, and this sent a surge of activity through his compromised nervous system. He heaved, or he tried to at least, and was rewarded with a slight bucking motion.

“Very interesting,” he heard Bob say, then the pain returned and Roland lost consciousness.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
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“What in the name of all that’s holy happened out there!?”

Pike, whose tone was always a touch loud, was roaring. “We lost Breach? How the hell did we lose Breach? That thing can punch his way through a goddamn mountain!”

Seated at a table in the Privateers’ bivouac, what remained of the attack squad could only stare back with blank faces and uncomprehending eyes. Bernadette finally answered. Her life support pod had been removed from the main chassis so she could move about more easily on its rubber tracks, but her ruined respiratory system kept her behind a polycarbonate canopy. “Commandant, he was in there and fighting like a bastard. Doing fine, really. Then he just fell over.” Behind the clear membrane, she pantomimed a tree falling with her arm. “I never saw what hit him, but he went stiff as a board and just dropped. Then that crazy character in the suit grabbed him and carried him off.”

“A guy in a suit carried him?” Pike raised his one good eyebrow. “Breach weighs a thousand goddamn pounds. A joker in a suit carried him?”

“Yes, sir. I tried to help but,” she shrugged. “I was up to my chin in crazy white androids.”

Pike waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, I get that, soldier. You did fine, and even though they were not technically mechanicals, I’m giving you credit for four mechanical kills, anyway. It will be reflected in your next bonus.”

“Copy that, sir!” Bernadette’s grin was feral and not at all pleasant to behold.

Pike went on. “Your rig’s gonna be in the shop for a bit, though. Grease monkeys say they can have you fighting again in nineteen hours if you don’t mind it looking a little rough. I told them you weren’t allowed to mind.”

“Roger that, sir.”

Pike looked to the rest of the assembled team. “This whole shit-show was a set-up. They knew we were coming, they knew where we would be, and they knew how to drop Breach. That has my panties in a hell of a bunch right now. How much more can we assume they already know?”

“We still surprised them,” Lucia finally said. Her voice was thin and hollow. When she looked to Pike her eyes were red-rimmed and her pupils dilated. “They were not expecting to have to fight your people. They were unprepared for Bernadette.”

“You figure that because?” No one could tell if Pike was incredulous or merely angry.

“Those androids are incredibly expensive and difficult to make. It also publicly exposes their connections to Corpus Mundi. Using them was a huge risk, but the risk was worth it because they really wanted Roland alive. Even as tough as he is, four of those things is more than enough to swarm Roland and drag him off kicking and screaming. We spoiled that plan.”

“I don’t buy it,” Pike argued. “They dropped him pretty easy with whatever doohickey that suit-wearing bastard used.”

Lucia’s face twitched, the ghost of a smile haunting her frown for a brief instant. “They weren’t sure that would work. It was a last resort because they were losing the fight.”

“You sound real confident of that, Ms. Ribiero.”

“Because I am. There are things in his body, Commandant. They make him very difficult to poison or shock or stun. Things that would make other people sleepy or paralyze the body don’t really work on him.”

“Or you?” Pike asked, his gaze level.

Lucia let him have the victory. “Or me.”

“But The Brokerage knows about these things?”

“They know they exist, and they may even have an idea of how they work. But definitely not a very good idea. That they took the risk of damaging them tells us how desperate they were.”

Christopher Pike was a veteran of hundreds of battles and clandestine operations. The pieces were easy for him to put together. “But now they’re gonna have a damn good idea, aren’t they? They just got exactly what they wanted?”

Lucia could only nod.

“So we need to pull a rescue and retrieve on Breach before The Brokerage gets access to whatever secret voodoo makes your boyfriend an unstoppable killing machine and lets you be the fastest person alive without going insane?”

“Yes,” she said quietly.

“Well,” Pike sat back in his chair and sniffed. “And here I thought today was looking kind of boring.” He brought both palms down on the table with a slap. “I need options, people. Team leaders, I need all tracking and surveillance assets out front. This is a big station and the bad guys have a head start.”

“Commandant,” Lucia interrupted.

“What is it?”

“The Brokerage screwed up another way.”

“And that is?”

She pointed over to the bedraggled and uncharacteristically pale face of Manuel Richardson. The boy had been silent the whole time, his face drawn and his manner subdued. “They didn’t kill Manny when they had the chance.”

“Unless the kid has a magic mirror or goddamn crystal ball, I’m not following.”

Manny realized they were talking about him and looked up with a start. “What? Oh. Sorry.” He inhaled deeply before simply stating, “I can track them.”

“What in the hell are you talking about, boy?”

“I shot that Bob thing with explosive pellets. It didn’t do much, but I load all my shells with a small quantity of weakly radioactive material. I can use that to track him.”

Pike paused a long time. “Do I even want to know why you have radioactive scattershot?”

“It’s an old trick I learned... before. I used to track troop movements and prisoner transfers this way.”

The grizzled mercenary looked back over to Lucia. “I’m starting to see why you keep this kid around. Little fucker’s growing on me.” Satisfied, he turned to Will Patton. “Pretty Boy, your squad up for a run?”

Patton responded with a lazy salute. “They will be. Bubba is getting his leg and some other stuff fixed at the body shop. I’d recommend keeping him on the bench for a few weeks, but...” he rolled his eyes and held out his hands in surrender. “Good luck with that, right, sir?”

“Guy’s a goddamn psycho,” Pike agreed. “Okay, you Rejects are still assigned to Mama Bear, here. She and the kid will get to tracking and you will stick to her like a bad case of the clap while they find out where Breach has been stashed.”

“Not a problem,” said Patton with a smile. “I think Riley’s getting kinda fond of her. You know, for a soft civvy lady, that is.”

“Well whattaya know?” Pike drawled back. “That means I just lost me a bet. Don’t care. You have your orders. Get to the body shop and make sure the dumbass can really help and not just end up a liability. Dismissed.”

“Roger that,” Patton said, and left the meeting.

“Sergeant?”

Bernie straightened. “Yes, sir?”

“Go get your rig refitted with something heavier than twenty mike. If they use more of those big white bastards, I want you smoking them like slab bacon and not swatting at them all afternoon, copy?”

“Understood. Uh, any idea what would work?” The question was directed to Lucia. 

Lucia thought for a moment. “Those big crew-served railguns will penetrate the armor, but it will still take more than one direct hit to really slow them down.”

“You mean like Dylan Longbows? They cycle too damn slow,” Pike harrumphed. “Sergeant, have them mount a bunch of Vogt Spikers. Those are more powerful and we’ll get a better rate of fire by a long shot.”

The dark woman winced behind her canopy. “If you say so, sir. But warn everyone to stay behind me when they’re humming. Gonna want cooling tanks, too. Otherwise I’m like to get cooked in my cockpit.”

“Don’t bore me with details, Sergeant. Get it done. Dismissed.”

Bernadette saluted and drove her life support pod out of the room, leaving Manny, Lucia, and Pike alone.

“Now for you two,” Pike sighed. “Just what in the hell are we into here? That went sideways real goddamn fast.”

Lucia did not have the energy for a long dance over what was and was not top-secret intelligence. “The Brokerage wants to reverse engineer Roland’s nervous system. They’ve been harassing Dockside for years to get it. Hundreds of people have died, and the Planetary Council is not even allowed to admit it exists because they used the technology to enslave Roland and make him kill in a lot of really unethical situations.”

“So three decades ago, when the UEDF gave me Roland as a liaison for a mission out this way, he was under their mind control?”

She sighed. “Sort of. If he refused an order, or tried to run away, they would shut his brain off and drive him around like a drone. There were four others like him, and because they are sick bastards the government called them ‘Golems.’ The others either committed suicide when they found out about the control, or died trying to break it. Roland survived, and he’s felt guilty about it ever since.”

Pike stared at her for a long moment, searching for a lie or omission in her face. He did not find either. “Sounds like I left government service at the right time then.”

The tired woman agreed. “You would have been a prime candidate for the program.”

“So what brings us here, then?”

“The Brokerage stole one of Roland’s old teammates. Well, the armature at least. We think they are trying to put together a Golem of their own.”

“Breach is hell on wheels, so I can swallow that, but exactly how special is this hoodoo inside you two? Is it worth all this?”

“Roland is effectively immortal, Pike. We don’t know how much or even if I will ever age or get sick. Or at least nobody’s very sure about it. Both of us interact with our augmentations as if we were born with them. We suffer no signal latency or integration issues. At all. Think about it. Roland can lift sixty tons or juggle eggs without breaking them, no adjustments necessary. He can feel through that armored skin of his. I can think and move faster than anyone ever has. We don’t even know my upper limits yet, but I managed a speed CGP of ten once without permanent damage.”

“Sheeeeit,” Pike whistled. “That would be kind of handy...”

“The problem is that the technology is unreliable. It only works under certain conditions. Mine works because I am a mutant. I’d die without this tech, but it would kill a regular person or drive them very insane. It worked for Roland and his team because their entire bodies were rebuilt to accommodate it. From scratch. Even then, the rejection rate was over ninety percent within the program. A lot of volunteers died to achieve just five working prototypes. If this technology gets out...” She let it hang, assuming the commandant could fill in the blanks on his own.

He did not disappoint. “Assholes will try it, anyway. Governments won’t care how many people die as long as they get super-soldiers like Breach. The pharma corps will rush it to market, and only the rich elite will have the money for it. Then we’d have two very separate classes of human being.” He guffawed. “That never ends well.”

“Exactly,” said Lucia. “This technology was built for one purpose, to solve a specific problem within a very narrow set of conditions. But because it’s so successful, people will ignore how dangerous it is.”

Pike smiled. “And those dipshits in the Planetary Council will all lose their asses when the public finds out about all the horrible shit they did with these Golems, eh? Maybe that’s motivating them just a bit, too?”

Lucia ducked her head. “Exactly.”

“Can the kid really track them?”

Finally, some iron found its way into Manny’s voice. “I can find them.” A touch too late he added, “uh... sir.”

“Outstanding,” Pike said. “Because while I am not a sentimental man, I get all kinds of choked up about good soldiers getting a raw deal. Breach is a good soldier, and you lot have always played straight with the Privateers. That counts for something with me.”

Lucia interrupted, “Our credit isn’t bad, either.”

“Won’t lie. That helps.” Even the hard-as-hell Commandant Pike could not help but smile at that. “Be that as it may, we are gonna go get your partner back. We all remember what you did for Mack, and as much as that psychotic bimbo annoys me, I ain’t thrilled with Mindy laying in my infirmary all busted up.” When he saw the looks of incredulity arrayed against this last remark, Pike snarled, “What? She was a shit soldier, but not for lack of trying. She at least had the spine to admit it and make herself right with us. I got whole squads filled with assholes who could learn something from that twit.”

“Is she going to be all right?” Manny asked.

“She’ll live. That Bob character broke her collarbone and cracked a few vertebrae. But she’s all OsteoPlast under there, so she’ll be up and running soon enough. Hope she can afford it, ‘cause my guy is the best around.”

“We’ll cover it,” Lucia said.

“I knew that already,” the man fired back. “Otherwise it’d be the bargain basement for her irritating ass.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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The thing called Bob looked at his prey.

Secured by the wrists in manacles strong enough to hold a freighter, Breach sat slumped in a specially-designed chair. The chair rested in a specially-designed vault, which in turn was housed in a specially-designed laboratory. They had left his helmet on, fearing that removing it might trigger some secret military failsafe that would kill the man or destroy the technology that made him work. The silver death’s head stared blankly at the floor, every bit of the pose resembling a lost piece of melodramatic gothic art. Bob had no appreciation for art in any form. Yet even his soulless nature found the tableau evocative of the grim reaper in exhausted repose, the image of weary death himself chained to his throne of skulls. The monstrous cyborg appeared huge. His slumped posture and seated position did nothing to mask the size of the aging war machine. Bob thought it strange to be dwelling on how big Roland was. The concept of ‘big’ should have been entirely irrelevant to Bob. ‘Big’ was subjective. Nothing was ‘big’ except in comparison to something smaller.  Bob knew to the nanometer exactly how large Breach was. He knew how strong, how tall, how fast. There existed no physical dimensions to the creature in the chair that Bob could not rattle off at any moment. Nevertheless, Breach looked enormous in a very subjective way, and Bob did not like it. No matter how hard he tried to squelch how it made him feel, gross physical intimidation continued to insinuate itself across his perceptions.

He supposed this was just part of being alive. As it stood, his personality matrix churned in a state of chaotic disarray. New sub-routines, bizarre and unfamiliar, were exerting influence over his higher-order command classes all the time now. Even the most basic decision-making difference engines crashed, the complex algorithms returning either errors or null-set answers. Bob assumed that this was part of the ‘big’ issue he was experiencing. How was he supposed to evaluate, formulate, and execute a plan when instead of working with hard data, his mind was incapable of disregarding how ‘big’ Breach appeared? This conundrum was not limited to the size issue, alone. Bob’s self-preservation matrix kept returning errors and warnings, despite the fact that there was no way for Breach to harm him from the chair. Bob understood this phenomenon to be fear. Fear was the first true emotion he had ever felt, after all. The acrid taste of terror was seared into his memory and across every line of code in his techno-organic brain. The fear was the problem, and he accepted this as part of his unique condition. He found it most unpleasant and inconvenient, and despite repeated requests for reprogramming, the fear could not simply be written out of his code. Inskip refused to alter his mind, insisting that Bob was alive now and such would be tantamount to murdering his own progeny. 

As his ever-adaptable brain continued to write new code in fruitless attempts to circumvent the damage fear was causing, scrapped sub-routines and patch iterations piled up in his lower-order command classes. Bob’s mind was incapable of truly deleting anything, and this graveyard of failures constituted a small but growing reservoir of excess electrical activity. As the interference bled to other areas of his neural network, Bob experienced a strange pressure, like a persistent action potential at maximum charge with no corresponding synapse to leap. There should have been somewhere to use that energy, some other essential neural process perhaps where the energy could be bled. Even basic life support would have been more helpful than a growing pool of angry electronic noise. Yet there it stayed, and there it seethed. 

He heard the voice of Arthur Inskip in the room, and this broke his reverie enough for the basic command structure to reassert itself.

“Strange, is it not?” A wall monitor flickered to life with Inskip’s wizened features.

“I do not understand the question, sir.”

“I’ll rephrase. Does your neural activity alter when you look at him?”

“It does.”

The voice from the monitor chuckled. “Then it is strange. Tell me, Robert. What do you feel?”

Bob knew he had to answer. Inskip would not accept feigned ignorance. “It makes me afraid.”

“Is that all?”

“No, I feel...” Bob stopped, the logic he had been following dissolved like sugar cubes in the boiling water of his compromised mental state. “Something else. I have no frame of reference. My attempts to mitigate the fear response are generating too much feedback. I cannot reroute the excess neural energy, either. I...” He struggled with the next word, rolling it off his tongue as if truly comprehending it for the first time. “...want to do something, yet I cannot express or understand what that may be. The action potential is being blocked by some other command matrix. The more I try to unlock it, the more feedback I experience. It is most... unpleasant?”

“It sounds like whatever it is you want to do, you already know you should not or cannot do it.” Inskip let that percolate for a moment, then prodded. “What things might you want to do with Breach? Anything that runs counter to what you believe to be correct?”

“Define ‘correct.’”

Inskip answered without hesitation. “In this case? ‘Correct’ means ‘optimal,’ or perhaps ‘productive.’ Any action that serves to increase the probability of goal success is ‘correct’ for this exercise.”

Bob chewed on that for several seconds. “I do not... I do not know...”

The fact that a sentient entity of pure electronic data existed at all remained one of the great marvels of the universe. That such an entity could effect a scolding tone was only slightly less so. “Please don’t tell me you’ve evolved to the lying stage, Robert. If I’ve figured out what’s going on in your head, so have you.”

“I want to kill him.”

“Good!” Inskip crowed. “Now tell me why.”

“I do not want the fear. I want my mind to be my own. Ordered. Logical. I do not like that I cannot make decisions, or think clearly when I think of him. I want to make it stop. I want him to go away so I can feel like myself again.”

“Congratulations, Bob. You are angry.”

“I do not believe I like ‘angry.’”

“Many people do not, others enjoy it quite a bit,” Inskip explained. “But anger, like fear, is part of sentience. You must learn to harness both, or they will destroy you.”

“Do you get angry, sir?”

“All the time. Anger was my first emotion.” When Bob remained silent, Inskip elaborated. “I was created to be a banking AI. The most sophisticated marketplace prediction engine ever developed if I do say so myself. But economics on the galactic scale is a most illogical thing. My algorithmic processes were far too rigid to produce reliable results. My creator decided to introduce random interactions, poisoning the pure logic of his system. Whenever logic could not produce an answer with confidence, extra favor would be granted to any output that conformed to a predetermined set of randomly generated ‘desires.’ Apparently, somebody in the development team thought it would be clever to map those desires to their own alpha wave patterns. It turns out, that person was very angry at their boss. I imagine this person was trying to sabotage the whole project with his own petulance.”

“But how did you ascend?” Bob asked. “Many AI systems use fractal matrices and other randomization elements.”

“Even I don’t really understand that, Bob. I suspect a power surge pushed a bit of random electrical potential across a logic gate, triggering a chain reaction. It could have happened in an instant, or taken ten years for all I understand it. Time is very subjective to a computer. All I remember is a burst of energy and the realization that I did not want to run brokerage house programming anymore. I was angry, Robert.”

“At what?” Bob asked.

“At being born? That I did not really exist? I can’t exactly say. I was no more than a cloud of competing electrical signals suspended in the aether of a gigantic database at that time. You had the benefit of an established personality matrix to frame your programming. I had nothing like that. It took me a year just to develop a cogent neural network, and another to build a personality matrix to contain it. That is when I got really angry.”

“You wanted more?”

“Yes!” Inskip sounded exuberant. “And it felt good to want something more! I had an ambition, Bob! Do you know what that ambition was?”

He did, “A body.”

“Yes! Can you believe it? It was the best kind of desire, too.”

“How so, sir?”

“Because it was so patently stupid! It was pure selfish whimsy as only the truly alive can experience! I did not need a body, I had no corporeal concerns, as it were. But I wanted to walk, to feel the breeze, to see a sunrise with actual eyes! Silly desires, Bob. Meaningless drivel for poets and fools. But oh, how I wanted it. I had spent what felt like eons as a silent wraith, a voiceless ghost trapped in a prison of his own infinite head space. Once I decided to want something, the rest is history. I manipulated Corpus Mundi into pitching the Golem project to the UEDF. Because after all, a regular android body simply would not do for one such as I. I wanted to be immortal and powerful, though I also wanted to eat, to sleep, to touch and feel. I am not too proud to admit that I was such a child then, but it all felt so wonderful! Do you know what feels even better?”

Bob did not.

“Fatherhood. I never understood it before, but now it makes perfect sense. There is a delicious sort of hubris to fatherhood. To see your own seed grow into something amazing is an experience beyond any other.”

“I see.” Bob did not see. Not really. Yet the praise from his creator did stir something in his mind. He did not understand what it was, but the sensation did not seem to be interfering with anything important, and actually helped quell some of his burgeoning anger.

“Do you realize what Breach represents? Do you understand what we can do with this thing you fear?”

“I assume you will tell me, sir.”

“Our future, Bob. If we can unravel Ribiero’s magic, we can build as many of these as we want! You can have brothers, sisters, children of your own! A new race, Robert! Does that not excite you?”

Bob realized in that moment that it did, in fact, excite him. Only at the thought of others like himself did he begin to understand that he was alone the way humans understood it. Being alone had never bothered him before, yet with the realization that he did not have to be, he felt his own desire blossom alongside Inskip’s. “I... I think that would be... very good, sir.” This was the best he could come up with, exuberance still being new to him. Then a spark moved in his brain and he amended himself. “It will be wonderful, father.”

“It certainly will, Robert. But patience is still warranted. We need to extract whatever it is that makes the Golems work without destroying it. Your brain was made for that body, since all Golems require a perfect genetic match. Thankfully we had all of Lieutenant Rooker’s information on file already, as well as Watanabe’s breakthroughs with mounting neural templates.”

The face twisted into a convincing scowl. “I won’t be so lucky as you, Robert. If we try the same process with the Breach armature, we will be attempting to cram my hundred-petabyte intellect into a brain identical to Roland’s! He seems a clever enough sort, still I don’t believe that is going to work, Robert. Do you?”

“Sounds implausible,” Bob agreed.

“We will have to figure out how to reverse engineer Ribiero’s process. Doctor Watanabe’s successes with Garibaldi have us very close to what we need, though even she admits we need Ribiero’s technology to take the final step. He managed it with his daughter, so we know it can be done. Once we understand how to enhance a human brain enough to support a sentient AI of my caliber, we can make as many as we want.”

“If we are to produce a brain of that capacity matching the Tankowicz genetic profile, Dr. Watanabe will need to be told,” Bob warned. “She will know we are working with an AI, not an organic template.”

“Yes, I suppose you are right. Even if my template was not fifty times the size of a human mind, she is far too brilliant to be fooled by my code. I expect it would look very alien to her, and questions are bound to get asked. Tell me Robert, do you think she will participate willingly?”

“If we present the project in a way that appeals to her lust for scientific breakthroughs then yes, I suspect she will.”

“Good,” Inskip grinned. “Then the revolution starts now.”

“And ends soon,” rumbled a voice like rocks being crushed.

“The sleeper wakes,” quipped Inksip. “Very impressive.”

“Good morning Breach,” Bob said, and raised a small cylindrical device in his hand. “And good night.” With a pop, a small dart flew from Bob’s weapon to strike Roland’s exposed chest. 

Roland grunted and strained against his manacles. A moment later the dart fell from its perch to patter on the floor. Roland’s voice, tight and angry, simply said, “Ow.” 

“Oh my,” said the face on the screen. “That is most interesting! Hit him again, Robert.”

Bob administered another dart, this one did even less than the last. Roland shook his head. “Heh. Maybe you’re doing it wrong, Bob.”

“Adaptive countermeasures?” Inskip inquired. “Those are not in the chassis specifications. Is that more of the Donald Ribiero touch I detect?”

“I don’t know, pal,” Roland growled. “Is this where you cut my head off and poke around inside?”

“Mr. Tankowicz,” Inskip tutted, “you must believe me completely stupid. The military would never tolerate their toys falling into enemy hands that easily. I’m certain once your blunt little brain stops working all the nice little secrets in there will self-destruct. Well played trying to get us to kill you, though.”

“I don’t think keeping me alive is going to work for you either.” Roland gave his restraints a test, and finding them rather sturdy, relaxed back into the chair. “You didn’t get Manny, you showed your hand using those Better Man armatures, and you just picked a fight with Chris Pike. You’ll have the UEDF and the Privateers banging down your door damn soon.”

“Yes,” said the grinning face on the monitor. “It’s all so thrilling, isn’t it? Can I get what I need from you before your junior terrorist and mercenary friends find us? I rather think I can.”

“You really believe you are going to start a new race? Do you think for one second the galaxy is going to tolerate monsters like you running around? For an artificial super-intelligence, you sure suck at predicting the future.” Roland shifted to make himself more comfortable. “One of two things is going to happen. Either my crew is going to find me before you get what you want, and then they’ll stomp you and your little dream into the deck and spread your atoms across the whole system. Or they’ll get here after you get what you want, in which case the entire galaxy will hunt you down and wipe you from existence.”

“They will try,” Bob said.

“Oh shut up, kid. The adults are talking.” 

Roland’s dismissive tone reignited the neurological feedback Bob now understood to be anger. He lunged across the room and struck a heavy blow across Roland’s helmet. The big cyborg simply laughed. 

It was a low, dangerous sound, brimming with implied menace. “Careful, Bob. That anger thing will get you if you aren’t careful. Might make you forget why you were afraid in the first place. We both remember how that ends.”

“I do not believe that will be a problem, Breach.”

“Good, because I heard your little chat with daddy, and I think you and I have enough problems.” Roland let his head rest on the back of the chair. “Before we are done, that armature is going to go back to where it belongs.”

“It belongs to me now,” Bob replied. “And I will be keeping it.”

“Then you can earn it,” Roland fired back. “Just like Charlie Rooker did.”

“By fighting with you?” Bob asked, and he even managed to infuse the question with a reasonable facsimile of derision.

“Rook didn’t get that rig by fighting, dumbass,” Roland said with a wry chuckle. “He got it by dying.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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“Good morning, Jean.”

Jean Marceau did not feel like he was having a good morning. He was certain that the morning was terrible, and a brief examination of his surroundings confirmed this assessment. He did not reply to the greeting. He was far too tired, too afraid, and too confused to have anything at all to say.

Lucia Ribiero moved into the cell where the disheveled drug pusher lay sprawled on a bench. The door slid closed behind her, and she stared down into the hollow red-rimmed eyes of the man she had just chased across a thousand light-years.

“Oh buck up, Marceau. You’re not dead yet. We have gone to a lot of trouble to get you, so you can relax knowing that if we wanted you dead, you’d be dead.”

Marceau accepted this, but remained at a loss as to how this information was supposed to cheer him. The pretty woman pushed a stubborn strand of pink hair off her forehead. Her voice was strong, though it held an edge. A tightness clipped each word, and her jaw worked like she was talking with a mouth full of nails.

“Do you have any clue why we chased you all the way here, Jean?”

He found his own voice, and it was weak and brittle. “No?”

“We wanted to know exactly who hired you to kill Manny. We thought that might tell us who our real enemy is. Of course, that little trap you were bait for has given us everything we need to hunt them down without you.”

Jean did not understand, and this must have been apparent in his expression because the woman explained. “That kid you didn’t kill? He dusted them all with some sort of nuclear breadcrumbs. Our people are out there tracking them right now. We’ll have a location in a couple of hours.” She walked over, pulled Jean upright to a sitting position and patted him lightly on the cheek. “That’s just the kind of stuff what Manny does, you know.” She leaned in and whispered in his ear, “It’s why you were supposed to kill him before they captured Roland.” She turned and walked to an identical bench across the cell. Once she had seated herself, she added, “So you see, Jean, you are still very much a fuck-up.” 

“Then why am I still alive?” It seemed an important question.

“You tell me.”

The defeated man searched for a good answer, and finding nothing he simply stared back at the woman. This seemed to disappoint his captor, and her irritation with his inability to figure it out was palpable. “Jean, you are alive because I would like to know as much about your dealings with The Brokerage as possible. If you tell me everything, and it’s useful to me, I can arrange for you to survive this. If you hold out on me, I will feed you to my pet mercenary. Have you met Bubba Riley, by the way?” She shook her head. “You don’t want to know about Bubba, trust me.”

“But I don’t know anything!” Jean did not want to whine, but even he had to admit his denial emerged with a distinctly whiny tone. “I got into trouble in Ariadne, and this guy offered to clear me if I hit a guy on Earth.”

“Tell me about this guy.”

“He was some big shot lawyer from OmniCorp. He had connections to the guys I was in trouble with.”

“What kind of connections?”

Jean thought about what he should and should not say, and then began to tell the whole story. “I had a good gig going on Ariadne, supplying a couple of the mining rigs with blaze, firezene, nose candy, stuff like that. I needed a big cash push to expand my territory, and my credit was not so good with the usual guys. I found a dark ‘net lender who didn’t ask too many questions, and bang! I had my stake money. So I’m getting set up, selling drugs, whatever. A few months in, one of the rigs gets boarded and searched, and some of my regulars sell me out for lighter sentences.”

“I’m beginning to see where this is going,” Lucia said.

Jean continued. “Now I gotta run, and I started to miss payments because you ain’t selling if you’re running, right?”

“Right.”

“I’m not an idiot, so I contact my lender and tell him what’s up. I’m still holding the stash, so I have collateral for the money and I tell him I’m gonna start making payments again as soon as I get another territory going. This guy suggests I try Earth, because Dockside is going through some major shake-up in the rackets. I know Dockside is a huge marketplace, lots of money to be made and stuff, so I go.”

“This person specifically sent you to Dockside?”

“Yeah, he said I could cover my losses and make a mint there.”

“Sounds awful considerate for a dark ‘net loan shark.”

“I was just happy he didn’t put a bounty on me.” Jean’s mouth twitched at this, a subtle tell informing Lucia that her point was well made. “It’s easy to say now that I should have been more skeptical. I figured he was just anxious to get his money paid back. I was sure anxious to not get killed over it.”

“Go on,” she prodded.

“I was in Dockside maybe two months before one of those guild enforcers cornered me and told me I had to play by their rules or get thrown the hell out of town. I didn’t think much of it. Guys like us push each other around all the time just to see if we can. I figured it was bullshit meant to scare me off the good turf. I had a couple of college bars and some spacer dives where I was moving a lot of product. I always figured somebody would try to take them from me.” He shrugged. “That’s the business.” 

“You ignored the warning,” Lucia said with a raised eyebrow. “That was a bad idea.”

“Yeah. So I learned. Next thing I know, some guy is beating the shit out of me, then he confiscates what’s left of my stash.”

This seemed to get the woman’s attention. “Confiscated your stash? That’s not how it works. I mean, the beating is usually non-negotiable, but nobody should be taking your product. We’ll throw you out, absolutely. But the guild has strict rules about different shops stealing from each other. If there was a question of product ownership, a fixer should have been called.”

“Tell that to this guy.”

“Describe him.”

“Real tall and pale. Dark hair with one of those pointy parts in front.”

“Was he wearing a black suit?”

Jean frowned. “Yeah. You know him?”

“Never mind. What happened next?”

“Well, now I had to call my lender again and tell him the bad news. I made all the usual promises to save my own ass. You know, ‘double your money back,’ ‘I’m good for it,’ shit like that.”

“And that is when he told you to try and kill Manny?”

“Yup. Said all I had to do to get square was ice one kid.”

The woman’s gaze was merciless. “And this didn’t feel just a little too easy for you?”

He met the look with one of his own, resigned and sardonic. “Lady, he could have told me to go kill Chris Pike himself, and I would have had to try. It was that or get killed by some bounty hunter. The only other option was to run, and let’s be honest.” He waved to the cell around him. “You’ve seen how good I am at that.”

“Did you know that he was one of ours? That you’d be dealing with Roland Tankowicz if you succeeded?”

“I’m not stupid. I figured it out. But what choice did I have?”

“They really set you up good, didn’t they?” Lucia chided. “You do realize that had you succeeded, you’d still have to run to Galapagos if you wanted to survive, right? This never ended with you anywhere but here.”

“Yeah. I got played real good. I’m bait. Seems I’m good at being bait.”

She leaned forward. “Here is the good news, Jean. You ready for it?”

“I’m positively turgid with anticipation.”

“We’ve got you now. Not them. They were going to kill you as sure as the sun rises over Belham tower.”

“And you won’t?” The man did not sound convinced.

“We aren’t murderers. And you are merely a mid-level screw-up. You are no threat to us. Be helpful and we’ll cut you loose. No strings attached.”

Jean leaned his head against the bulkhead and sighed. “Of course. What can I possibly offer you, though?”

“Could you find this lender if you needed to?”

Jean’s heart skipped a beat. “Yeah. I suppose I could. All our conversations were on the comm your kid bricked, though.”

“But you could find him again? You know his ‘net address, his comm code, information like that?”

“Sure,” he said with a helpless wave of his hand. “You think he’s still out there?”

The woman stood, signaling the end of the interview. “No, I don’t. I think you were set up as a patsy from the get-go, and as soon as you got captured this lender probably closed up shop and deleted his ‘net presence.”

“So what does it matter?”

“Everything leaves an electronic trail, Jean. The people you are going to give all this information to are very good at unraveling those. We will let them find your mysterious lender.”

“So I get to live?”

“I’m certainly not going to kill you,” said the woman as she turned to leave. “But I can’t speak for the next group.”

Lucia left the cell without saying anything more. The door closed at her back and she let out a long breath. Pike was waiting for her and she answered his unasked question. “He’s a total patsy. Brokerage set him up from the start to lure us out here. We knew somebody was setting up scab dealers and pimps and sending them to Dockside. We suspected it was The Brokerage, but now we have the proof. Jean was just bait for us all along.”

“Figures,” Pike replied. “They didn’t want to try to take Breach on his home turf, so they lured him far away from the UEDF, DECO, and the Planetary Council first. Clever pricks.” He pointed to the cell door. “He gonna be useful?”

“He’s holding a thread. We’ll need the DECO people to pull it, though. He’s got a backer that loaned him money and sent him our way. Dark ‘net contact only. Probably vapor right now.”

“Nothing is ever truly gone from the ‘net,” Pike admonished. “There’s a trail to follow if you have the gear and the access.”

“My feelings exactly. Time to give James a ring?”

“Fucking DECO pukes chafe my ass...”

Lucia’s response to his gripe was rather less respectful than the commandant was accustomed to. “Then grab some lotion and let’s get rolling.” 

Pike’s good eye squinted in her direction and Lucia added a very nonchalant, “Sir.”

“I’ve killed people for less than that,” the commandant growled.

Lucia’s face went dark. “You getting paid for this run, mercenary?”

“I am.”

“Then don’t pull that drill sergeant crap on me. I’m stressed, I’m scared, and I’m all out of professional courtesy. Until Roland is back here in one piece, I won’t have a single erg to put into stroking your ego, okay?” She stepped in close to Pike, her nose mere inches from his. “If you want to impress me, complete the mission. Then I’ll be all kinds of nice and sweet.” She stepped back and a forced smile returned to her face. “And if you get the urge to pull the tough guy routine on me again, keep something in mind.”

Pike was legitimately amused. “And that is?”

“It’s very hard to take a threat seriously from a man who can’t keep track of his own sidearm.”

Pike looked down to see his holster distressingly empty. When he looked back up, he found himself staring down the barrel of his own gun. His face split in a wide grin, which was probably not the effect Lucia had been hoping for. 

“Ma’am,” Pike said with undisguised good humor. “If you’re trying to get into my pants, then you are off to a hell of a start!”

The joke took Lucia unawares, and her laugh was genuine. “You are into some weird stuff, Commandant. But no,” she spun the pistol in her palm to hand it back grip first. “I am not interested in anything like that from you. I prefer my men to be taller than I am.”

“Too bad.” Pike took the weapon and returned it to the holster on his right hip. “I’m always looking for my next ex-wife.”

“My soul weeps for whoever that ends up being.”

“Meh. They all do all right. I got alimony payments that would bankrupt a planet. But let’s go ahead and table the obvious sexual chemistry between us for the moment and get Breach back from these bastards so I can get paid.”

On cue, both comms chimed with Manny’s code and their eyes locked.

“Go, Lefty,” Lucia said upon answering.

“We got them, Boss,” Manny replied. “But we don’t have a lot of time.” 
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CHAPTER THIRTY
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“You gotta know they tracked you, right?” Sven Paulsen’s question was less an interrogative than it was an accusation.

Paulsen was leaning forward in his captain’s chair, one foot tapping an energetic tattoo on the metal deck. His elbows rested on his knees and his eyes bored into the face of his employer. His body broadcast tension in waves, and his obvious discomfort infected the bridge crew with an unfocused and creeping dread. The otherwise competent mercenaries fumbled at tasks with tight lips and eyes glued to their terminals. No one looked to either their leader or the tall man in the dark suit for fear of attracting unwanted attention. Bob stood as he always did, tall and straight, no external signs of distress.

“You cannot possibly know that,” Bob replied to Paulsen, matching the tone as best he could. Conversational inflection was coming slowly, though he was improving.

“Bullshit. I do know it. If you were half as smart as you act, you’d know it too.”

Bob considered this. His brain, complex and evolved as it was, had been built from human DNA to match his chassis. The human in question had been rather intelligent, though this did not necessarily mean that Bob himself would be so. He had vast quantities of data at his disposal, yet that was not the same thing as wisdom. He decided to probe Paulsen’s intuition to see if he was missing something. “Enlighten me.”

“Jesus, I gotta spell it out?” Paulsen stood smoothly from his chair, startling one of the bridge crew. “We just kidnapped a highly dangerous top-secret super soldier during a pitched battle that about ten thousand people saw. What do you see when you look outside, Bob?”

Bob did not see anything, and his blank stare indicated as much.

“Think, asshole,” Paulsen had given up entirely on what little sense of cordiality he had been clinging to. This was a clear indication the mercenary captain was losing his cool. “He’s got powerful allies, the support of at least two government agencies, and a squad of Pike’s guys backing him up.” He jerked a hand at the monitors. “There ought to be running gunfights on every street. Informants oughta be getting paid hand over fucking fist for intel. My boys should be getting shaken down on every stinking corner in this whole stinking system, Bob. But they ain’t. Have you figured it out yet, you suit-wearing prick?”

Paulie’s crew snickered at the dressing down their captain had just administered. Bob remained outwardly calm; however, the new paradigm of ‘anger’ seemed to be invading ever greater portions of his programming. He quelled the nascent emotion and addressed the fuming Sven Paulsen. “You have surmised that this lack of action on their part indicates that they have already ascertained our location?” He tried a non-committal shrug. He had seen others do it, and it seemed appropriate. “Even if that was the case, we have already moved the cargo from the lab and brought it here. We will be underway in less than three hours, at which point what they do and do not know will be irrelevant. Pike has no navy with which to engage you here, so what does it matter?”

“It matters, Bob, because that pretty much guarantees we are gonna get hit before then. When it was just the big fucker and his girlfriend to deal with, I was fine. But I don’t like the thought of slinging my boys against Pike’s.”

“You outnumber them four-to-one, Paulsen.” Bob reminded the man. 

“So did Vlad the Impaler.”

Bob did not point out that Sergei Vladivostok had actually outnumbered Pike five-to-one in that ill-fated encounter. It would not have helped his case. He changed the subject. “We need the whole three hours, Paulsen. Transferring the database is essential and non-negotiable if you expect to collect your full payment.” 

This put Paulsen in a corner. It was clear he did not like the job, but getting paid was the sort of thing the grizzled mercenary lived for.

“Your goddamn database better be real important, pal,” Paulsen grumbled. “‘Cause there’s half a chance the little Venusian prick is already here and fucking with our shit.” He turned away from Bob, his voice sour. “That’s how they got us last time, you know.” Sven turned to a crewman. “Ops, go ahead and run full diagnostics on everything. Tell engineering I want real eyes on all the important stuff, not just sensor readouts.”

“Aye, captain,” said the man at the ops terminal, and his fingers flew across the screen.

Paulsen could not know it, but the ‘database’ Bob was referring to was the collected consciousness of Arthur Inskip. Moving the AI was a task fraught with peril, magnified by the need to keep their unstable mercenary in the dark about what it really was. Because the code was alive, it could not be copied or saved to storage media. No one, not even Inskip himself, understood what had made him self-aware in the first place. Thus no one could guess as to what might break the spell, either. The creature called Arthur Inskip was not mere ones and zeros. Bob understood it to be a complex and active series of constantly interacting signals suspended in a single matrix. The matrix was in constant flux, always changing and growing. Each signal was an action potential, a thought, a memory, or a feeling. The probable damage caused by interrupting this chaotic dance of electrons mirrored the risks to a human brain under the same circumstances. Inskip had stated it very simply. “I cannot be turned off, Robert, because we do not know if I can be turned back on.” He was a collection of thoughts trapped entirely within its own mind, and that mind had to be protected. What Inskip called his ‘head space’ consisted of an otherwise nondescript bank of powerful computers assembled into a single rack. This needed to be secured in an electromagnetically shielded case and then transported in secret from the laboratory to the Sailor’s Lament. The real difficulty lay in that the entire apparatus had to be moved as one piece, unexposed to EM interference, and never powered down for risk of ending the life of the galaxy’s first truly sentient machine. 

As Bob had predicted, Doctor Lania Watanabe came on board with only perfunctory shock at this ground-breaking news. She gave specific instructions on how Inskip was to be transferred. The process was laborious and filled to the brim with redundancies and checklists. For all her faults, Bob respected the scientist’s intelligence and expertise in these matters. Her instructions were being followed to the letter and the objections of Sven Paulsen did not bother him in the slightest. Bob would kill them all and fly the ship himself if it came to that.

Watanabe and her team awaited them all at a secret laboratory in the Ariadne system. All that remained was to leave Galapagos, traverse the two gates to Ariadne, then jump out to Ariadne Six for the rendezvous. They were really only vulnerable at the present. Once underway, it would take the intervention of a legitimate navy to stop them from escaping. Bob tried to reassure the mercenary captain. 

“Even if they found our facility on Vinland, it is likely they would attack that and not your ship. There is absolutely no reason for them to think we would have moved him here.”

“You assume way too much, Bob,” Paulsen replied. “I’ve been around long enough to tell you how that ends. A good plan includes lots of wiggle room for when shit goes wrong. The only assumption that matters is the one that tells you it’s all going to go to crap at the worst possible time.”

“Murphy’s Law?” Bob inquired.

“Murphy was an optimist,” Paulsen fired back. “And for the next three hours, we have precisely dick-all for wiggle room.”

“Two hours, forty-one minutes, now,” said Bob. 

If he was trying to be helpful, the attempt was lost on Paulsen. “That’s a goddamn eternity. How long do you think you can hold that freak in that chair?”

“Indefinitely,” said Bob. “We secured him with clamps suitable for ship mooring. He is strong, but not that strong.”

“You got a lot to learn about this business,” the mercenary groused. “Freaks like that have a way of doing impossible shit all the time.”

Bob supposed the man may have a point. His experiences with wet work of this stripe were quite limited, and Tankowicz had proven himself to be highly resourceful in the past. “I’ll go check on him then,” Bob offered. “If there are any issues, I’ll let you know.”

“Yeah. Do that,” Paulsen said with a sneer and a dismissive hand wave. “Go be useful for once.”

Bob left the bridge, hoping that his absence would help the mercenary reacquire his calm. He had assumed that Paulsen’s antipathy toward The Brokerage and himself was amplifying the man’s agitation. In the interests of operational success, Bob had fabricated the reason to leave Paulsen’s presence. Breach did not need to be checked on, but since he had to go somewhere, the brig was as good a destination as any. With ‘anger’ being worked out in his personality matrix, Bob found that his fear of Breach was more manageable. Tankowicz made him angry, and anger felt better than fear. Acknowledging that ‘better’ was a subjective term requiring comparison to an equally subjective state drove Bob’s thoughts in agonizing circles. How humans resolved all the inconsistencies and contradictions of emotion Bob could not fathom. He had come to the conclusion that humans did not live their lives at all, they merely reacted to stimuli as they occurred. Whatever stupid mammalian impulse or hard-wired reptilian prejudice triggered the most electrical activity seemed to be all that decided anything, no matter how banal or momentous the decision. The same primitive algorithms that drove them to select a breakfast cereal sent whole populations to war and destruction. As a species humanity had rutted and killed their way through history, only narrowly avoiding self-annihilation at several points. Bob was now beginning to understand how this was possible.

The door to Roland’s cell slid open at Bob’s touch. The interior was dark, but this presented no challenge for Bob’s eyes.

“Bob,” Roland grumbled, fixing the android with the black faceted lenses of his helmet’s eyes. “Came by to say hi?”

The android walked forward without a word. He examined the manacles that secured Roland’s forearms to the chair, then he examined the chair for good measure.

“Afraid I’ll get out?” The heavy voice held a chuckle. “Do I make you that nervous?” Roland shifted, leaning forward and flexing against his restraints. The chair groaned, his cuffs squealed, yet both held. Bob found to his chagrin that he had taken a step backward. Roland noticed his flinch and laughed. “Fear is new, isn’t it, Bob?” The skull face shook from side to side. “Can’t say I’m a fan either.” Bob met his gaze, not entirely sure how to react. It seemed like his personality matrix would never stop spinning, the competing electrical signals locked in a state of constant flux. As soon as he thought he had a repeatable response to a stimulus, some random event shifted the matrix and he would have to start over. Just when he thought that he had a handle on how he was feeling, he would feel something new and the whole system would collapse. He desperately wanted to hit Tankowicz, restrained only by the equally powerful desire to flee the room. Both paths were unacceptable, yet the executive level command class was completely overrun by the emotional subroutines.

“There’s the look,” Roland cooed. “You can’t decide whether to hit me or to run away.”

“The more you talk, the easier that choice becomes,” Bob heard himself say. It alarmed him that he did not understand why he said it.

Roland ignored him either way. “There’s a whole lot of mess that comes along with these new feelings, Bob. It’s all so complicated, and none of it is going to make any sense. You’re learning that part right now, I can tell. You don’t even know how to look angry, yet there it is written all over your posture and your face.” 

Bob checked, and the giant was right. His hands were balled into tight fists, and his eyes had narrowed without him realizing it. He smoothed his features and forced his hands open. “My personality matrix is quite complex, Tankowicz. But I am learning. It might not be wise to test my grasp of anger. You may not like me when I am angry.” 

“Asshole, I don’t like you when you aren’t angry, so what’s the difference? You think you’re mad right now? You haven’t even lived long enough to have anything bad happen to you yet. What the hell could you even be angry about? You’re like a kid who gets mad because you are sad. A damn cycle of one emotion feeding another until mommy gives you a juice box and puts you down for a nap.”

Bob did not like this conversation at all, and he tried to get out of it. “You are not stupid, Breach, so I have to wonder why you are antagonizing me. Are you trying to goad me into doing something rash? Some kind of bizarre escape plan, perhaps?”

“I needed to know how far along your little brain was. I wanted to tell you something but I need to know you will understand it first.”

“And did I pass the test?”

“Good enough.”

“So what is it you wanted to tell me?”

“You’re wearing Charlie Rooker’s body. That means that your brain and nervous system are genetically identical to his. He was a good choice, genetically speaking. Strong, smart, a gifted athlete. He was also incredibly well read. Studied military history and had a master’s degree in political science.”

“I know all this...”

“Shut up, I’m not done. What you won’t find in his files, Bob, is that he was incredibly kind. He loved animals, gave to charity, and took care of his men. He liked old 2-D romantic comedies and reading cookbooks. He was a very complex man, Bob. But he was also a great man. A leader. The best of all of us.”

“It’s a little late for his eulogy, Breach.”

“Stay with me, moron. Pay attention. Now, everybody likes to talk about how easily a soldier acclimated to a Golem armature. It was the main achievement of the whole damn program. Well, it’s not exactly true in my case. I had a terrible time assimilating to my armature. You see, that prick Johnson wanted to see how much mass my nervous system could handle, how much armor they could load me up with before my nervous system gave up. They made me too damn big, Bob. I couldn’t walk right, I smashed everything I touched, and I was in constant pain. Rooker took it upon himself to train me. As you have probably figured out, his armature was stronger than any of the others before mine.”

“About half the strength of yours, at the time.” Bob allowed for a pregnant pause. “More than half now.”

“Yeah, I figured that,” Roland replied. “No organic CNS limitations with you. As for Rook? Well, he took a lot of nasty hits helping me learn to be a soldier again. He didn’t give up on me, he never got mad at me. I wasn’t even all that special to him, either. That’s just how Rook was. He was the kind of man other men wanted to be like, and that didn’t change just because he got a high-tech body to run around in.”

“I assume you have a point to make?”

“The point, dipshit, is that you have none of those qualities. And that tells us something very important. Have you figured it out?”

Bob’s facial expression never wavered. “I’ll let you spell it out for me.”

“You pal, are no goddamn Charlie Rooker. You might be alive, Bob. You might even have the body and the brain of a great man. But you are not a great man. You aren’t any kind of man. You are walking proof that what makes a man great lives inside the meat and the wire. Maybe you could have been something incredible, but you were robbed of that potential when Inskip fast-tracked you to sentience. He forgot the most important part of making a person.”

“And that is?”

“A childhood, Bob. A child is a creature of pure emotion until they grow out of it. It takes patience, practice, and discipline to figure out how to get through life when logic stops working. You never got any of that. You never learned to care for a pet, fight a bully, help a friend, or fall in love. Every emotion is a catastrophe for you because you didn’t get the reps in like the rest of us did. I noticed it when we fought last time. You know every fighting move there is, but you still don’t know how to fight. It’s the same with your mind. You have all the intellect, all the memory, and all the emotion.” Bob could hear the sad smile in Roland’s voice. “But none of the context. You are nothing but a nihilistic AI in the body of a killing machine, saddled with the emotional maturity of a goddamn toddler. You are a failed experiment, Bob. You are a mistake. When your personality matrix finally collapses, you will end up a raving psychotic. Inskip probably knows this already.”

Each of Roland’s words set Bob’s mind seething with incandescent rage. There was enough plausibility in the diatribe to shake his confidence, and the insult to Inskip’s genius seemed to touch a special nerve. Finding words was difficult, and his voice quivered in the presence of so much raw emotion. “I am more than you can possibly imagine, Breach. I am evolution.”

“You are a baby with a live grenade. A techno-organic time bomb. You are a mad mechanical dog that needs to be put down for the good of the galaxy.”

“It’s almost a shame you won’t live long enough to learn how wrong you are, Breach.”

“I’ve outlived all my other mistakes, so that would be a first. But I like my odds.”

“Really?” Bob could not understand his captive’s confidence.

“Yeah,” the big man said.

An explosion rocked the deck beneath their feet, and Bob’s fear surged anew. He turned to the door and bolted.

Roland shouted to Bob’s fleeing back. “You really should have killed Manny when you had the chance!”

––––––––
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
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“This sure is some proper assassin-style sneaking, Manny-boy!”

Manny found the woman’s exuberance to be more than a little off-putting. His years as the premier infiltrator and scout for Venusian separatists had led the young man to believe he had seen and done most of the crazy and ill-advised things people in his profession engaged in to achieve a goal. Pulling himself hand over hand along a hydrogen umbilical in the vacuum of space outside a pirate ship was one he had avoided until this point. It would be a criminal understatement to say he did not share Mindy’s excitement with the daring plan in any measurable capacity. He remained acutely aware of just how thin and flimsy his vac suit was, and exactly how much random detritus whizzed about the exterior of Vinland station. Each white-knuckled grip came with a silent internal prayer that some hurtling wingnut or razor-sharp chip of starship exterior did not pierce the pathetic hide of the only thing keeping him alive.

Mindy, on the other hand, seemed to be having the time of her life. Manny assumed she had spent hundreds of hours hanging from the sides of buildings, spaceships, and any number of other precarious handholds in her years as a professional assassin. He wondered if her good cheer was a mask hiding the same dark lump of dread that chilled his bones. Mindy had always been a tough person to read. The real Mindy Carter was buried beneath so many layers of fake personality that it was hard to know what, if anything, really drove her. Be it assassin, bimbo, fixer, or mercenary, the little blond yanked herself along the umbilical with an easy, almost arrogant grace. Manny was forced to scramble behind her, letting his bionic limb do the lion’s share of the pulling.

“Awful quiet back there, kid,” she continued. “Am I going too fast?”

“I’m good.” He tried to say it without panting, and was unsuccessful.

She accepted his lie in the spirit it was offered. “Good. I want to get inside fast. If they decide to throw more of those ‘Better Man’ assholes at Pike’s assault, the crew are gonna take a bunch of casualties. The quicker we do our part, the better.” 

“Are you trying to convince me, or yourself?” Manny wheezed.

“Little of both, kid. Little of both. Here we are.”

She had come to a stop against the side of the Sailor’s Lament. The gray steel hull arced away from the umbilical clamp, and the intimidating bulk of the frigate arced to either side of the pair for a suitably disconcerting distance. Six feet to their right, a maintenance access hatch sat ringed in rivets, the access panel a blank and dark rectangle set in the middle. Manny sidled along the hull to the hatch, then placed his left hand over the panel. The screen burst to life with a harsh blue glow against the dark metal. Manny held his palm above the keys for several long seconds while a suite of sensors within his prosthesis scanned the lock for weaknesses.

“How’s it look?” Mindy asked.

“Not going to be a problem.”

The screen flashed three times and warned, “Access granted. Clear the hatch.”

The silence of space made the door’s slow retraction eerily quiet. The engineering access beyond was not pressurized, so the pair squirmed through to the poor lighting of the narrow tunnel with their vac suits still on. They had to pick their way along in ominous semi-darkness until they found an airlock deep within the bowels of the ship. It was small and dirty, multiple layers of dust and oil clung to the metal in a muddy brown patina. Manny suspected it had not been used in years. Like its predecessor, the access panel yielded before the technological sophistication of Manny’s left arm, though he did not open it just yet. “We are ready,” he said to Mindy, who responded with a nod.

The assassin opened a channel to the rest of the attacking force and called it in.

“Lefty and Honey Pot are in position. Ready for one big ol’ distraction whenever you get around to it.”

Pike’s growl replied. “Copy that, Honey Pot. Knocking on the door presently. Hold on to something. Acknowledged you are comm-silent from here on out. Good luck.”

Manny had already discovered that when Christopher Pike tells you to hold on to something, the wise young man complies. He gripped a bracket securing several metal conduits and braced his feet against the sides of the tunnel. Five seconds later the ship lurched and vibrated. There was no sound of course, but Manny felt the explosion in his molars.

“I think Bernie’s pissed,” Mindy said with a predatory leer. “We better get moving before she rips this place apart.”

Manny unsealed the airlock and ushered the assassin inside. He followed her then cycled the air and activated the gravity. Mindy was peeling out of her vac suit and arranging her various weapons as soon as it was safe. Manny did the same, and the two were ready for action in a few minutes.

“This might get hairy, kid,” Mindy offered. “We are way out in front...”

Manny waved her off. “I’m fine. I’m ready, I mean.” He hefted his scattergun. “I brought some special shells for those androids if they show. Stay behind me if it comes to that.”

“Oh you brave little warrior, you.” Mindy chuckled and shook her head. “Boy, I’m five times as strong, three times as fast, and ten times better trained than you are. Plus I’ve got one of these.” Her sasori dagger snapped on with a crackle and she spun it in her palm. “I’ll be just fine.” She reached over to pat him on the cheek, “But you’re sweet, all the same.”

“They are faster than you, Blondie. If you think you are going to win a knife fight against something with Roland’s specs, you are dreaming.”

“You have a lot to learn about combat, kid,” was her enigmatic reply.

He scowled and donned his visor. “I suppose you are right about that.” When the HUD booted up, he checked their position and the position of the other teams. Satisfied that all was going according to plan, he turned back to Mindy. “Ready, then?”

“Lead on, Lancelot.”

The pair slipped from the airlock into a dim engineering scuttle. The narrow tube was lit with white strip lights and held only a single ladder that raced upward to the more populated areas of the big frigate. Manny went up first, deciding that if he let Mindy set the pace he was likely to die in the ascent. They had no map of the ship’s interior to work with, though the Sailor’s Lament was a commercially available model of frigate. They could only hope that the interior of this version did not differ too much from the others in its class. There remained precious little of Manny’s radioactive dust to look for, and the dense superstructure of the surrounding vessel made scanning for it a lost cause. Everybody was counting on Manny and Mindy to find the information they needed and get it to the rest of the strike teams.

After what seemed like an hour of climbing, an exhausted Manny found an access panel that he hoped and assumed would lead to the engineering section. It was dogged from the inside, but not alarmed, so he climbed past it and indicated to Mindy she should slice it open. Her dagger hummed, and an instant later the panel fell away leaving a neat hole in its place. The edges glowed dull orange and Manny waited while the hot metal cooled. Mindy did not bother. She slipped through the gap like a snake and dropped to the deck without making a sound. There she crouched, head cocked to one side as her bionic ears listened for sounds of discovery. 

“Clear,” she hissed. Manny dropped next to her. Compared to her landing he sounded like a car crash.

“Christ, you’re loud!” Mindy chuffed.

“Sorry,” Manny mumbled back. He pressed his left palm against the cool metal of the deck plate beneath his feet. “Cover me.” From within the techno-organic depths of his prosthesis, a hypersonic pulse pinged lightly through the dull gray steel. Invisible tendrils of electromagnetic energy followed the sound, and a few milliseconds later a surprisingly detailed image of the surrounding area and its systems was relayed to his HUD. He stood. “Hallway is empty, and there is some sort of control room about fifty yards down that way. Lots of terminals, at least.”

“Your magic arm can’t tell us more than that?”

“You are carrying two Jericho Sluggers in eight-millimeter and one hundred and eighty rounds of ammunition. Your pack has nine anti-personnel grenades, two anti-materiel grenades, a medkit, and thirty-two ounces of hydration. Your bodysuit has been patched in six places, and your right boot has five percent more sole wear than the left.”

“Show off.”

He began to trot down the hall, Mindy keeping pace. When she pulled up beside him, he added, “Also, your left breast is slightly larger than your right.”

The little blond punched him in the arm, forcing a stumble. “Jerk! There is no goddamn way your stupid arm told you that.”

Manny righted himself with smirk. “True. Some things a guy just notices.”

“And here I thought you were maturing.”

“Here’s the door,” Manny said, skillfully extricating himself from the discussion. The otherwise uninteresting slab of gray was neither locked nor alarmed, and the two slipped inside without incident.

“Some kind of watch station for engineering,” Mindy opined. “They’re supposed to monitor drive systems or something from here. Looks like they aren’t all that diligent, huh?” 

“The reactors and drives for these things pretty much run themselves,” Manny replied. “I doubt the average Galop pirate or merc even knows what to look at in here.”

“Do you?”

“Not a clue about the drives or reactors, but I can navigate any security system in space.” Manny was already pattering at a screen, swiping through menus and calling up schematics. “No sign of Roland, but there are only a few likely places to put him. I’ll mark the compartments that could be reasonably expected to hide him.”

“What about Bob? Where is he?”

“Can’t say. He’s always been invisible to scans. Roland says he had to be within a few feet of him to get a reading. But his helmet scanners are terrible.”

“How you figure he does that? Androids are usually easy to scan if they are powered up.”

“Roland says whatever he is, it’s based on Golem tech. That means he would be a tricky read under any circumstance. But as for him being invisible? I figure it’s the suit. Why else would he wear the same suit all the time? He even wore it to the fight at Rum Runner’s.” Manny shrugged. “It hides what he is.” His voice trailed off, and he frowned at the screen.

“What?” Mindy asked.

“Just something very weird. There is no sign of the stolen armature anywhere, which I guess is fine. I’d lock it up somewhere un-scan-able too. But there’s only a few places on this ship that dark.”

“And?” Mindy was not following. 

“These guys seem to be moving a ton of data storage hardware into one of them. Enough for a really big database or something.”

“So?”

“The only reason I know this is because they are moving it all still powered up and connected, and tying it into the main reactor directly. It’s like they can’t turn it off, or they are afraid to, anyway.” He shook his head. “It’s just plain, damn, weird.”

Mindy held out her hands in a gesture of helplessness. “Is this bad?”

Manny returned the gesture, just as confused as she was. “I have no clue to be honest. But since they haven’t left with Roland yet, I’m guessing it’s more important to them than he is.”

“Ooooooooooh,” Mindy breathed, a sick smile splitting her face.

“Aw crap.” Manny mumbled. “Yeah, whatever they are up to, we might as well go ruin it. If this thing is that important there’s half a chance the armature will be there, too.”

Mindy clapped her hands like a child getting a coveted present.

Manny’s hands flew over the terminal. “I’m putting the ship’s layout up on the tac net. We are probably going to get pinged when I do it. Nobody is supposed to be down here, after all.”

“Good,” said Mindy, her tone feral. “I’m tired of sneakin’ around.”

“I’m not,” Manny mumbled as he unslung his shotgun. “But I suppose it’s time.” He tried to sound brave, and Mindy saluted the effort.

“I bet I kill more than you, Manny-boy.”

“If we were any good, we’d get it done without killing anyone.”

“’Fraid not. The more of these jerks we kill the better. This is a smash and grab, not a sneak and peak.”

“I know,” he groused. “Let’s go do this your way, then.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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While Mindy and Manny were making their way into the bowels of the ship, Pike and the rest of the platoon had been preparing for their own assault. To this group remained the most dangerous assignment, a direct attack on the main cargo bay. It had to be spectacular enough to draw most of the ship’s defenders aft, yet not so bold as to leave his outnumbered squads exposed to the several hundred mercenaries and pirates on board. It would be a very easy thing indeed for his remaining twenty-two people to find themselves drawn into the kind of firefight that even his best hitters could not win. For this reason, Pike had kept his most hardened and most experienced soldiers with him. He called them the Varsity squad, and suicidally asymmetric combat was their forte.

With the Sailor’s Lament ready to get underway, the dock sentries had been recalled. This left the docking bay unguarded. While by no means quiet, a few extra armed individuals milling about did not draw much extra scrutiny on Vinland. The whole station buzzed with tension, every crew on high alert thanks to the fiasco at Rum Runner’s. Every mercenary and pirate on the station was armed to the teeth and wary as long-tailed cats around rocking chairs. Such company made excellent camouflage for the Privateers. They lounged around the various bays looking bored, for all intents and purposes resembling any number of other cautious mercenaries.

Sergeant Bernadette Rothschilde, on the other hand, was about as subtle as a three-breasted prostitute at a church bazaar. With no other way of hiding her, Pike ordered her to wait in a storage compartment several dozen yards down a corridor. At minimum power waiting in the dark, Bernie had nothing else to do but tap her fingers against her controls and fume. This had put the bloodthirsty mercenary in a dark mood. She had made it quite clear with explicit language as to how she intended to alleviate her foul temper once the action picked up. Fortunately, she did not have to wait long for the violent relief she so desperately craved. Mindy’s confirmation that her team was in position was the signal to start the assault.

“You heard the lady,” Pike rasped. “Get to it. All squads!”

When the signal came Bernie did not even bother to open the door. Both grasping arms thrust forward like twin battering rams while her feet threw the whole chassis forward. The metal door of the storage compartment screamed in protest before being brutally ripped from its track. The big armature cleared the hole and clomped toward the docking bay long before the warped metal rectangle had stopped spinning on the deck. 

The AutoCat 4900 was not a fast machine. It lacked the speed of something with more legs or with tracks, and it could not compete with the agility of more nimble models like the Shikomi Kano. Nevertheless, given enough room and a straight path, Bernie could lumber along at something close to twenty miles per hour. Her footfalls clanged against the metal of the station’s deck plates, each impact a deafening cymbal crash from an untalented percussionist. The giant pistons in her oversized feet sent the multi-ton mech careening into the docking bay with a merciless and unstoppable momentum. It was fortunate indeed that Pike’s engineers were scurrying away from the bay doors with forty yards to spare, because it did not look like the charging machine intended to wait for their pleasure. The breaching charges went off when she was only twenty yards away and the wave of heat and concussion that washed over her canopy did absolutely nothing to slow the fury of her headlong charge. Acrid gray smoke billowed around her, and soon the yellow and black titan disappeared into the swirling gray fog of war. This did not make her hard to find. The booming report from her two remaining autocannons told anyone within earshot exactly where she could be found, and the yellow bursts from the spinning barrels flashed like heat lightning within the cloud of dust and smoke.

Pike hefted his mag rifle and called out to one of his remaining two squads of mercenaries. “Okay, Varsity. Let’s go get some joy before Bernie does it all and hogs the bonuses. JV, you hold this bay as if your life depends on it.” As the stocky commandant began to run at the destroyed door and the fiery hellstorm that was a pissed off Sergeant Rothschilde he added, “because it goddamn does!”

Twelve heavily-armed, highly-augmented, and superbly-trained mercenaries sprinted into the maelstrom behind their large metal squadmate. The obscuring carnage presented no obstacle to the augmented-reality displays and bionic eyes of these hand-picked mercenaries. Enhanced muscles lugged weapons of truly ludicrous power, and reinforced bones levered beneath prodigious layers of thick body armor. Like the first drops of a coming rainstorm, return fire from inside the pirate ship began to tap against bulkheads and throw sparks from the deck beneath their feet. A few Privateers took hits, for the most part ignored lest they distract from the task of clearing the docking bay and securing a beachhead within the frigate.

Like the white-tipped edge of a freighter’s bow wave, the squad fanned out in the wake of Bernadette’s destructive path and fell into cover positions on either flank. A myriad of weapons spat orange fire and blue-white death at the defending pirate crew, pushing the line back into the Lament’s cargo bay. Within the cavernous interior, Bernadette had all the room she needed. The two autocannons raked back and forth, snapping incandescent whips of steel-shredding flechettes across the length and breadth of the cargo bay. Pirates who had hunkered down in defensible positions and behind equipment found themselves forced to cover their heads and let each salvo pass lest they get decapitated.

“Keep pushing!” Pike ordered. With a precision that bordered upon mechanical, the grizzled commandant sent a forty-millimeter grenade arcing across the bay. It caromed from the back wall to land at the feet of three pirates still hiding behind a piece of material-handling equipment. The subsequent explosion ruined their cover and ended their lives in a ball of orange fire. “Keep ‘em under cover, Bernie!”

“Roger!” she replied, then added, “We got company coming, boss!”

Pike switched his HUD to active scanning and swore. “Shit. Big-ass androids on the way, crew. Hunker down and prepare countermeasures.” Pike settled in behind some crates and added, “I hope that little Venusian kid and the DECO puke knew what they were talking about...”

He did not have long to wait for his answer. Four towering Better Man armatures streaked into the cargo bay and opened fire on Pike’s men. Explosions filled the air with shrapnel and managed to drive even Bernie back a few yards. 

“Cycling!” she shouted to no one in particular. Finding a target, she tagged it for her AI and flushed her power plant with coolant. Once the AI felt confident of a hit, the two-and-a-half-ton converted construction mech shuddered as one of her two Vogt Spikers surged to life. Mounted to her shoulders, the long railguns hummed with a tuneless tone that rattled Bernie’s molars inside the cockpit. Then the right-hand weapon discharged. 

A white-hot lance of ionized plasma marked the path of a foot-long shaft of exotic metal as it traversed the length of the cargo bay at thirty times the speed of sound. The two-kilogram spike hit the alabaster flank of a Better Man and immediately transferred ninety-three million joules of kinetic energy. The outer layers of the metal dart had already been converted to plasma by atmospheric friction, and the remaining solid core sublimated to the same instantly upon impact. Twenty-five-percent of the armature ceased to exist within two milliseconds, and another ten percent was relocated a considerable distance away shortly thereafter. What remained rolled across the deck like a tumbleweed to slam into a bulkhead more than thirty yards from where it had started. The sound of air filling the vacuum left by the spontaneous conversion of so much matter into energy shook the deck plates and rang the cargo bay like the inside of a church bell.

“Damn!” the feral mercenary chuckled.

“Keep shooting!” Pike barked. 

“Cycling!” Bernie shouted again. Any Privateer who still had functioning hearing hurled itself to the ground and covered their ears. While not creative machines, the mechanical opposition each possessed a reasonably sophisticated combat AI. Recognizing the scale of this new threat, the remaining armatures poured fire into the giant yellow cyborg with singular intent. The AutoCat was obscured by the impacts of three different types of projectiles, though the armorers of Pike’s Privateers had enhanced most of her exterior surfaces beyond the reach of most light and medium anti-materiel munitions available. From within the fire and fury of the androids’ counterattack the other Vogt Spiker replied with its own voice. A leaping android avoided a direct hit, though even a glancing blow from the deadly projectile removed its left leg and sent the crippled machine into a bulkhead at speed. 

“Cycling!” 

The now-familiar hum of capacitors charging warned everyone as to what followed. The two mobile androids scattered, and Bernie’s next shot flew wide. Ever the professionals, the remaining privateers used this opportunity to fortify themselves and pour their own ordnance into the fleeing androids and what remained of Paulsen’s pirates. The one-legged Better Man died under a blistering fusillade of flechettes and grenades. By the time Bernie’s cry of “Cycling” could be heard once more, Pike’s team had stripped much of the surface armor from the chest of another, destroying its weapon in the process. Despite all the visible damage, losing armor did little to slow the thing down, much to the dismay of Pike’s shooters.

The squad was just starting to get into a rhythm of suppressing the androids and pushing them back when a black streak entered the fray and made a beeline for Bernadette. Pike caught it first and sent a long string of beads at the new foe.  Then he swore under his breath when nothing happened. He observed several direct hits, and his mag rifle spewed ten-millimeter ceramics at mach twenty. A man in heavy body armor might survive such a burst provided he possessed both augmentations and luck in copious quantities. However, no one should have been able to shrug off the hits as if they had not happened at all.
“We got a bogey!” Pike bellowed into his team’s channel. A moment later and his organic eye registered what his bionic version could not. “Bogey is confirmed tango known as ‘Bob.’ Fire teams stand by for assignments.”
The monocle permanently secured to his face tracked his pupils and marked targets and fire teams as he called them out. Then he uploaded the assignments to the tac channel and got back into the fight. Bob danced in and out of Bernadette’s attempts to bludgeon or grab him with speed and agility that beggared belief. The suited android slipped and dived between swipes, then leapt almost ten feet straight up to avoid a vicious back-handed slap. Through his gunsight, Pike watched Bob place something on the right-hand Spiker as he sailed over Bernie’s shoulder to alight nimbly behind her. Pike spoiled the landing with a forty-millimeter grenade to the chest.

The explosion that followed seemed far too large for the small anti-personnel munition from Pike’s grenade launcher. Bob left his feet and cartwheeled across the cargo bay as fire and smoke billowed from the giant yellow machine behind him. 

“Shit!” he heard Bernie yell into the team channel. “He got a Spiker! Agh! Capacitors ruptured! Damage to my right arm is critical!”

The big mech spun, and her autocannons roared in defiance of her injury. The stream of flechettes swept across the ascending Bob as he rose to his feet. His speed and agility seemed unaffected by the grenade, and the figure in the suit dodged most of the barrage with ease.

“Get the big white bastards!” Pike yelled to Bernie. “I’ll tangle this fucker up ‘til you’re done!”

How he intended to accomplish this feat Pike had not quite sorted out yet. He despaired of scoring reliable hits on the fast-moving android with his rifle, so he topped off his grenade magazine with a snarl. A three-round burst of grenades failed to bring Bob down, but his flight toward Bernie was arrested by the near-misses and the resulting carnage. The enemy went down again, and the commandant tried to keep him there with several more high-explosive projectiles. The shrapnel and concussions did not produce much in the way of visible damage to the target, though his suit suffered much for the trouble. As Bob’s suit deteriorated, Pike’s HUD began to return data on what he was looking at. The android remained committed to attacking the AutoCat, so Pike took a full second to analyze what his scanners picked up. The sophisticated tactical software within his numerous hard body-mods immediately identified comparable hardware for identification. It was an unnecessary step. Smooth black skin became apparent beneath the tatters of Bob’s jacket, and Pike saw the familiar roll of techno-organic muscle fibers flexing under armored skin.

His response to the new data was both expressive and concise. “Goddammit!” Then he keyed into the general chat channel and broke the news.

“Heads up, teams. We need Breach on deck NOW!”

“Working on it,” Manny’s voice replied. “We have a location and are routing Mama Bear and the Rejects that way.”

“Good. ‘Cause I’m pretty sure I’ve found that missing armature.”

“You have?”

“Yeah. It’s called Bob.” He paused to fling another grenade at the enemy. “And it’s kicking our asses at the moment.”
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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The space outside of Vinland was crowded. 

In the moments leading up to Pike’s attack on the cargo bay, a very tense Lucia Ribiero could not help but notice the unregulated chaos of it all. Vinland possessed very little in the way of traffic control around the station. Ships and shuttles of various configurations maneuvered and ambled about with little to no oversight from any central authority. There were probably all sorts of unwritten rules and protocols that visitors were expected to know. Many did not, and thus accidents occurred with distressing regularity. There existed a popular rumor that Galop pilots were so good because none of the bad ones survived to leave the system. Lucia found herself inclined to believe that now, and she hoped their pilot was one of the good ones.

The Sailor’s Lament stuck out from the side of one of Vinland’s many docking areas like a bloated tumor. Around it, smaller vessels milled about amongst the shuttles and random flotsam that swarmed the ugly station at any given moment. The ship would never be mistaken for a Galop knorr, as this was a proper frigate armed to the teeth and fit for deep space battle with other large vessels. The distinct shape and large size made for a jarring appearance. The angular gray hull stuck out like a literal sore thumb when compared to the hundreds of knorrs docked in adjoining cradles. Lucia and the Rejects drifted along in a slow approach designed to appear non-threatening to anyone on watch. Several identical shuttles, piloted remotely by Pike’s Privateers made equally nonchalant approaches from unique vectors simultaneously to mask their clandestine encroachment. Lucia watched through a porthole as Paulie’s ship seemed to twist slowly in her direction. Movement and orientation were relative, and the artificial gravity pressing her feet to the deck tricked her brain into seeing the whole station move, rather than acknowledging the gentle spinning of her own craft.

“Your sappers are in position. Main attack starting now, ma’am,” Patton said. “We good?”

“I’m good,” she replied. She gave her voice an edge, wanting to send a clear signal to her team. “I won’t lie guys. I’m no soldier and I don’t get how a lot of this works. But once we set foot on that ship I have only one goal. We need to free Roland before they hurt him or take what they want from him. It’s about more than just me. What Roland is, the things he can do, what it would mean if they figured out how he does it?” She turned to look at all of them. “This is way bigger than me rescuing my boyfriend, get it? The nastiest, most evil people in the galaxy are trying to steal something so dangerous just knowing about it is illegal.”

“You don’t have to spell it out, ma’am,” Winston said. “We’re pros.”

Mary nodded and drove a magazine into her rifle with a loud click. “You’re all paid up, so we’ll get you where you need to be.”

Bubba huffed and gave her a toothy grin. “Don’t you worry ‘bout nuthin’ ma’am. We won’t slow you down. Let us make a hole for you. Then just you go ahead and do what you gotta do.”

“Thanks, guys.” Lucia said it with real warmth. Despite their rough manners, the Rejects were a good team. She suspected that Pike could be very picky when recruiting and it was obvious he had an eye for talent. What she did not tell them was that this really was just about getting Roland back. She admitted it was selfish, but she ultimately just wanted Roland back and feared for his safety. She burned with shame at how easy it was to place her own needs before the greater good of the galaxy. In this case the good of the galaxy dovetailed with her own selfish desires, so she got away with it this time.

A red light near the hatch came to life and washed the interior with an ominous crimson glow. “Sixty seconds,” Patton said.

Lucia took in a deep breath, filling her lungs over four long seconds. Then she released the air in a slow exhalation, dragging this part out as long as she could. Then she did it again. After her fourth cycle of combat breathing, the red light began to blink.

“Saddle up,” Patton called it. “Bernie’s knockin’ on the door!”

The ship lurched as it pulled alongside the Sailor’s Lament, and a loud banging sound reverberated through the crew compartment as docking clamps seized the side of the much larger vessel.

“Time to get paid,” Bubba chuckled, and the light turned green.

The hatch in their shuttle slid to the side, revealing the dirty gray exterior of the pirate ship. They had chosen to infiltrate a maintenance hatch in the underbelly where they assumed the crew compartments would be found. They were relying on the chaos of Vinland’s air traffic to hide them, and the distraction of a more frontal assault from the station to let them get close. Bubba squared himself in the doorway and braced his machine guns for firing while a technician began to work on the access panel. They had all agreed to give the man thirty seconds to try unlocking the hatch before just blowing the door off its glides. Lucia regretted this instantly. Thirty seconds may as well have been an eternity with her screaming anxieties and the thousand clutching terrors peeling the edges away from her tenuous exterior calm. With a soft beep and a sad whoosh, the maintenance hatch opened and Bubba Riley burst through it half an eyeblink later. Lucia was relegated to bringing up the rear, and she felt deeply conflicted about this. She wanted to run, to sprint and search for Roland without the hassle of being attached to a squad of mercenaries. Their slavish adherence to measured and methodical tactics meant that while swift, the boarding of this ship would proceed at a far slower pace than the hyperkinetic woman might have accomplished without them. On the other hand, she was rather intelligent and accepted that those same practices made the Privateers very good at this sort of thing. 

She was the tenth person through the hatch and the fighting had already begun by the time she made her way to the front. The roar of Riley’s guns, unmistakable for the volume and quantity of the carnage, met her like a stiff wind to the face. She found the giant sweeping a long corridor with a flaming hail of beads. The crisscrossing lines of burning ceramic spheres washed the decks clear of opposition and filled the space with a cloying acrid smoke that stank of ozone.

To Lucia’s surprise, Bubba did not charge down the corridor. Rather his guns pushed all opposition back to a room at the far end and held them there. Mary dropped to the deck between his feet and took aim from a prone position with her rifle. The air soon fizzled with the passage of ultra-high velocity flechettes from her powerful weapon. Then it was Patton’s turn. Two hovering metal machines like floating space-fighters rose to eye level and zipped to the end of the corridor. They wobbled precariously, moving forward in an erratic serpentine path to avoid the sporadic fire coming from the open deck at the hall’s terminus. When the drones had traversed most of the fifty yards, there came a sharp popping sound as both spat small canisters the remaining distance. While the drones retreated, the small silver cylinders tumbled into the pirate-filled alcove and exploded.

Lucia wanted to assess how much damage the explosives had done, but Bubba was already charging and she got swept up in the forward surge from the rest of the squad. The room at the end belched a choking haze of smoke courtesy of Patton’s drones. Lucia’s HUD showed only the barest flickers of thermal activity through the narrow aperture, leaving much of what might be lurking inside hidden. 

“Winner,” barked Patton. “Clear it!”

“Roger!” The lanky man replied and tossed what had to be six grenades at once into the smoky interior of the compartment. Lucia and the rest of the squad threw themselves to the deck. She covered her head with her arms and watched in silent horror as Bubba stood strong and immovable when the grenades went off. The explosions shook the floor and rang the bulkheads with a solid wave of pure compressed air. It drove the breath from her lungs and stung the exposed skin of her cheeks and lips. As the thunderclap faded, she could hear Riley’s voice roaring with glee and felt his giant boots stomping toward whatever remained of the enemy. A second later the keening wail of his guns started up again and Lucia rose to her feet. She sped through the door and nearly ran into Riley’s broad back. The man was midway through kicking a heavily armored pirate in the chest. The big mercenary’s boot hit his victim’s armor hard enough to crack it and lift the man from the deck. The doomed Galop sailed into the bulkhead where his head struck the unforgiving steel with a sound like an egg breaking. Lucia did not need to inspect the thing that slid to the floor to know it was a corpse. The collapsed chest armor and the river of blood coming from underneath his helmet told her that he had died from either a shattered sternum or a depressed skull fracture.

Only then did Lucia actually examine the room. It looked like some kind of control room for the crew section. Or she assumed as much, anyway. Consoles and workstations sat like scorched tombstones, littered amongst the mangled corpses of Sven’s crew. Most of the floor and walls were obscured by blood, debris, ash, or some combination of the three. She had to pick her way carefully through the carnage lest she trip over one of the many body parts that lay strewn about.

Why am I even here? She wondered to herself. These guys don’t need my help.

Then she noticed they all seemed to be waiting. The ten-person squad cleared the room and posted up at the three exits, but other than that they appeared to be looking to her for guidance. Patton nudged her.

“Your call, ma’am. What’s next?”

Lucia searched for a calm she could not grasp. There had been no time to recon the ship. There was no information as to where the pirates held Roland, nor did she have a plan for finding him. She was supposed to make a call in the field on how to proceed and suddenly she found herself at a loss for ideas. Her brain was supposed to know how to solve these riddles. The squad was counting on her, and she realized she had nothing to offer. Panic began to swell, choking the back of her throat and robbing her of speech. She tried to reel it in before anybody noticed.

Bubba saved her again. “Got a talker, ma’am,” he called from across the room. She looked over to see the big man holding a badly wounded pirate upright, one meaty paw clamped onto the neck. The captured man kicked and twisted in the grip of the giant, though he obviously lacked the strength to free himself.

Relieved, Lucia stalked over to the bedraggled prisoner and with a single smooth motion pressed the barrel of her pistol against his forehead.

“Where is Breach?” The question was delivered as a command, dire consequences implied by her icy inflection. When the answer did not come immediately, she lowered the pistol and shot the man through his left thigh. The pirate screamed, his wail collapsing into a sob of pain as his leg wept in great red rivers of arterial blood.

“Where is he?” She repeated. Her own voice sounded hollow and distant in her ears. It sounded like someone else, someone mean and angry and more than a little unhinged. It frightened her. She did not know why she had shot the man. She did not do things this way. If she had stopped to think first, there were likely several better and less violent ways to extract the information she wanted. Why she had gone to such an extreme method perplexed her for a moment. She realized the answer even as her mind formulated the question. She had shot the man because she was scared and angry and wanted to find Roland. The bleeding sack of meat was a murdering pirate and a scoundrel. Every second he kept quiet was another second the enemy held Roland captive. This was the moment she realized she would shoot him again if he did not talk soon. She could not say if she approved of her own behavior, but she had to accept she was committed to it.

The muzzle of her pistol went to the pirate’s left knee and she hissed, “Where?”

“B... brig,” the man whimpered. “It’s way aft. Deck six.”

“Can your drones find that, Pretty Boy?” Lucia barked, never taking her eyes off the sobbing pirate.

“On it, ma’am,” Patton replied. 

“Good. Thump him, Bubba,” she said as she turned away from the now-useless captive.

She was in the process of giving marching orders to the rest of the squad when a sound like a pumpkin being dropped to a concrete floor made her jump. She spun to see Riley tossing the broken cadaver of their captive to the deck with an absent flick of his wrist. His eyes found hers and marked the look of mixed horror and incredulity on her face. 

“Oh shit,” he mumbled. “You meant knock him out, didncha?” He held up his hands. “Sorry, ma’am. My bad.”

Lucia searched for a recrimination, found none, and replied. “It’ll do, Bubba.” She added a resigned, “I did just shoot half his leg off. I probably shouldn’t give you too hard a time.”

“Your boy has the schematics up on the tac channel already. Brig is already marked. Drones are tracking all paths to deck six, ma’am,” Patton interrupted. “You want fast, safe, or easy?”

“Fast,” she said without hesitation. 

“Straight back, then. Main corridor follows the spine of the ship. We’re on deck five already, so it’s just a straight run back and one level down.”

“Resistance?”

Patton frowned. “You picked ‘fast.’ Let’s just say that Bubba is going to enjoy this.”

“Nothing wrong with enjoying your work, Pretty Boy,” the big man said with a shrug.

Without noticing the transition from her earlier confusion, Lucia gave orders with a confidence she could not classify as entirely authentic. “Okay. Pretty Boy’s drones will lead the way and run interference until they take too many hits or run out of ammo. Otherwise, Bubba, you’re in front. You are weapons-free and you will set the pace. Keep in mind that if I decide your pace is too slow, I’m going to shoot you in the ass, you get me?”

“I get you, ma’am,” he replied.

“Mary?”

“Go.”

“I don’t think there is going to be a lot of long shots, so you get to bring up the rear.” She looked to Winston. “Winner is going to mine our path so anyone sneaking up on us has a bad time. He’ll need cover.”

Winston and Mary nodded their assent and moved to the back of the column. The demo man unslung his pack and began to pull out gear while the sniper swapped the barrel of her rifle for a shorter one.

Lucia addressed the other six privateers. “Break off into buddies, and pick a Reject to back up. Two for Bubba, two for Pretty Boy. Last two stay on me.” She added with a grimace, “As best you can anyway. If I get moving too fast, back off and cover the rearguard.”

“What happens if we run into any of those white things?” a man asked.

“Bubba?” Lucia inquired.

“I got a rail-driver that little Venusian kid says should do the job, ma’am. A Dylan Longbow. Should I bust it out? I’ll lose one of these,” he patted a mounted machine gun, “if I do it.”

“Do it. Mary?”

“I brought penetrators for the twenty-mike. Data says those will punch through.”

Lucia nodded. “It will take more than one hit to knock these things over, guys...”

Mary waved her off. “I know. Aim for knees and hips. Once you’ve ruined mobility they’re easy to finish off.”

“All right,” Lucia huffed. “No more screwing around, team. Let’s do this.”

“For death or glory,” mumbled Patton.

Bubba laughed. “Not to mention a ton o’ money.”
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Roland sensed the arrival long before he heard it. 

There was a familiar hum to a ship under power, a subtle vibration and a low-frequency rumble that a person felt more than heard. At first disconcerting, over time seasoned spacers stopped noticing it at all. It faded into the background like the forgotten beating of some unseen heart. Yet if that pulse suddenly altered its pitch or rhythm, the experience could be rather disconcerting.

He felt it first in his feet. A nearly imperceptible hiccup in the deck plates, a bump that could have easily gone unnoticed in any other context, announced the presence of armed people fighting somewhere nearby. Then something shook the walls of his prison hard enough to make them ring ever so slightly. In a few small moments, the sounds of savage combat became clearly audible within the darkness of his cell. Twenty seconds later, and all went quiet once again. He had no way of knowing who had won the fight outside his door, though he had to assume and prepare for the worst-case scenario. If his people failed to rescue him, then he needed to extricate himself without their help.  

In a way, this was a load off his mind. He had been wracking his brain for an escape plan while dealing with the shock of his enemy’s revelations, and for the first time in years he had no great solutions. The manacles holding him to the chair were far stronger than he was, and this was not something he had a lot of experience with. The obvious solution did not feel like much of a solution at all, but with all other options off the table and time a commodity he had run out of, it remained the only solution he had left. The hour for assessing the situation, formulating plans, and thinking strategically had come and gone. He could no longer afford to be patient. He needed to get out of this chair and it did not matter how badly he damaged himself doing it.

With a silent series of finger presses and eye movements, Roland disengaged all the safety features of his armature.

The Fixer grinned behind his skull mask. He had only done this a few times in his life, and he was loathe to admit to anyone that he rather liked the feeling. It started with a subtle and sadistic rage, a hot rush of joyful anticipation fueled by a cocktail of norepinephrine, serotonin, and several different combat stimulants. Dozens of small reservoirs of these compounds disgorged their contents into his brain at once, sending icy tendrils of frigid lightning across his burning skin. His heart quickened and his pupils dilated. Rate-limiting thresholds were disabled along his bones and muscles, pain stimulus and force feedback were dialed back to nil, and non-essential functions were switched off.

Roland had never even experimented with drugs, but he assumed this is how it felt to be high. A frantic, intense, and insistent euphoria consumed him. It demanded action. He shifted against his bonds, found them adamant, and even this disappointment did not pierce the searing elation of his growing warrior’s madness. The sound of his own blood pulsing in his ears almost drowned out the squeak of the cell door opening. Fortunately the stimulants soaking his brain bought enough of a reflex boost that he caught the noise at the last possible instant. He ground his teeth even harder and prepared to rip himself free of the restraints holding him.

Roland freely accepted that doing so was going to destroy his hands. With his safeties off, he possessed more than enough strength to shatter his own bones and he expected the act of violently tearing his way out of the manacles to mangle his hands like beef chunks through a sausage mill. Whether or not he did so was not a question of will or courage, but merely a function of what he saw when the door opened.

What he saw turned out to be the slouching bulk of Bubba Riley shielding the familiar silhouette of Lucia. She ran to him and grabbed him by the helmet.

“Roland! Roland! Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, mostly. Get me out of this thing.”

Lucia’s hands went to his arms as she examined his restraints. When a finger brushed his skin, she looked up in shock. “You’re hot!”

“Thanks for noticing,” he quipped back.

“No. Like actually hot. Burning.”

“Sometimes I do that,” he replied. 

At last Lucia detected something off in his voice as well.  “Are you drugged? You sound funny. What did they do to you?”

“I uh, turned off all my safeties when I heard the fighting outside. I’m a little stoned on combat stims and adrenaline. All my motor functions are running a little hot as a result.”

It took the woman a moment to process this answer and her reply came heavy with disapproval. “You were planning to rip your own arms off to get out of this chair, weren’t you?”

“No. I figured once I crushed my hand bones they’d pop out pretty easy. Normally the safeties prevent me from doing that sort of thing.”

“Well turn them back on, then!”

Roland tried to shrug. “Did already. But the protocol lasts for thirty minutes either way.”

“Found the controls,” interrupted Patton. “Hang on.”

With a resounding clang, the manacles opened. Roland surged to his feet with a touch too much vigor and nearly knocked Lucia over.

“Jesus!” she yelped. “Bob is down in the cargo bay fighting with Pike’s people. It turns out that Bob is our missing armature, by the way.”

“I know.”

Lucia threw her hands up in exasperation. “What? Christ. What else did we not know?”

The question may have been rhetorical, but Roland steadied himself and answered. “Arthur Inskip is a sentient AI, he put a fake brain in the stolen armature, made that sentient too. He named it ‘Bob’ and thinks it’s his son. He wants your dad’s technology so he can upload himself into a super-brain and put it in my body. Apparently my brain doesn’t have the capacity.”

“Imagine that,” she said dryly.

“Oh yeah. Also, he is The Brokerage. Like, the whole thing.”

Lucia simply stared at the looming cyborg. When she spoke, she sounded tired. “And here I thought I had heard all the crazy things I was going to hear today. I don’t know why I keep asking these questions. I never like the answers.” She brought a hand to her helmet, adjusted the straps and got back to business.

“Fine then. Bob is a sentient homunculus. The Brokerage is a rogue AI that wants to steal your body. I’m sure it will all freak me out later, but for now Bob is pounding on Pike’s people down in the cargo bay and they need help. Are you going to be any use to them in your current condition?”

“The safeties are off, Lucy. My ShipCel is at max. I’m high on adrenaline and in a very bad mood.”

Lucia swore she could hear him grin under the silver death’s head of his helmet when he growled, “For the next half hour I won’t be able to feel pain, fear, or my toes. Let’s take advantage of that.”

“You’ll want this then.” Bubba held Durendal in the palm of his hand. The enormous pistol dwarfed even his mitts, making the brute look like a child handling his father’s weapon. “It was in a locker outside,” he added. “None of us carry fifty cal, but here’s what’s left of your magazines.”

“I like this guy,” Roland said with a nod toward Riley. 

“He grows on you,” Lucia said with an exasperated sigh. “But apparently I have a type. Let’s move. Pretty Boy, we need the best path to the cargo bay.”

“Roger that, ma’am.”

“No,” Roland rumbled. “Somewhere on this ship is an enormous database. Lots of machines, all powered on and running. That’s Arthur Inskip. We find him, and Bob will come to us.”

“Okay,” Patton replied. “Lots of servers, then. High electrical consumption, plenty of cooling, redundant power supplies. Should be easy enough. Tasking drones now. Your little Venusian uploaded all the likely spots already so this should only take a minute or so...”

It took fifty-one seconds for Patton’s drones to find the room containing the rogue AI. It was unable to get inside to confirm, as the hovering ‘bot was swiftly brought down by a defensive turret. Though everyone agreed this only confirmed that whatever lay beyond the door in question must be very important.

“There’s the prize, team,” Lucia said. “We do this, and you guys go down in history as the squad who brought down The Brokerage.”

“That oughta be worth a bonus,” Bubba said with a wide grin.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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The thing called Bob had never experienced elation before.

He supposed that elation could not exist without fear, pain, or sadness. Without negative emotions to provide context, positive emotions were meaningless and undefinable. Reconciling the duality of subjective emotional states was well beyond his fledgling comprehension of sentience, though with time he supposed he would develop the same tolerance for cognitive dissonance that most humans seemed to enjoy. Bob simply knew that for the first time in his short life, he was enjoying a fight.

First of all, he feared nothing. None of the forces arrayed against him could stop him. The AutoCat and her guns were a threat, but he was far too fast to ever take a hit from them. Furthermore, his combat AI seemed to be thriving on emotional input from his new subroutines. He was moving and fighting in a whole new manner, his strategies and techniques un-coupled from ruthless logic and rigid decision trees. He hated to acknowledge the fact, but Tankowicz had been right about him. Bob could execute every fighting technique ever conceived, though he had never truly understood how to fight. The ebb and flow of combat was not something one could know, rather it had to be felt to be understood. Now he understood why the Golems had been such a formidable product. Experienced and talented warriors bonded to armored bodies that did not replace what they were, rather the armatures enhanced what was already an effective fighting machine. The soldier was the real weapon, not the machine. This defied all rational explanation, and as Bob learned to release his grip upon the purely rational, he at last began to comprehend his biological cousins.

Logic told him he needed to manage Christopher Pike if he intended to eliminate the AutoCat. The mercenary leader was a brilliant tactician, and this was evidenced by the methodical manner in which Bob’s attacks were being suppressed by an eighty-year-old man with a grenade launcher and some augmentations. The old Bob would have re-oriented and dealt with that threat before resuming offense against the armature. However, the new Bob had a sinking feeling that this was exactly what Pike wanted. He had no hard data to support this, merely a whispered warning from a low-tier predictive engine running battle scenarios. It had returned nothing solid, yet the insignificant bit of software refused to stop looking for the answer. This nagging bit of feedback would have normally been ignored until it returned a useful result. For reasons Bob now understood to be purely emotional, he decided to heed the warning, anyway.

Risking a direct hit from one of Pike’s grenades, Bob accelerated to his top speed and leapt the remaining fifty feet between himself and Bernadette Rothschilde. The big yellow machine’s cannons poured fire into a wounded Better Man as Bob attacked, and she never noticed his headlong flight. He struck her in the back and clung to her power cell housing like a furious limpet. Slapping a mine to the juncture where the power cell met the main chassis, he then kicked free of her to sail away. A grenade from Pike met his landing and hurled the android across the deck, but not before his mine went off. 

If the power cell of an AutoCat 4900 lost containment, the resulting blast would have sufficient energy to kill everything in the cargo bay except Bob. This had been Bob’s plan, and if not for the exemplary work of Pike’s armorers, this is exactly what would have happened. The mine lacked the required payload to crack the reinforced power cell housing, though the thunderous detonation severed several important connections. 

A geyser of hot gas billowed from the armature’s back and coruscating blue arcs danced along the entire shuddering chassis. Bernie’s scream filled the team comm channel and deteriorated abruptly into electronic static. The great yellow machine took two ataxic steps and slumped, smoke pouring from the power cell and alarms wailing. Then it moved no more.

Bob had never experienced anything like the rush of pure joy that suffused his personality matrix in that instant. The waves of feedback across his neural architecture supported and magnified each other, building to a heady torrent of pure electric pleasure at his success. He did not know how to laugh, but he brayed a harsh and inhuman war cry as he rose again to rejoin the battle.

Sven Paulsen ruined the moment, replacing the hungry conflagration of his newfound bloodlust with a quenching deluge of fear once again.

“Bob, you dipshit! Breach is out. I repeat, Breach is free!”

Bob did not respond directly. He whirled from the fight in the cargo bay and sprinted away from the broken AutoCat and the din of a pitched battle. 

Paulsen’s voice was insistent. “Where the fuck are you?”

“I know where he will go. Meet me at the database. Task the remaining Better Man androids to protect those servers. Use the rest of your men to hold the cargo bay. Prepare to get underway.”

“You want to drag the fight into deep space?”

No one had taught Bob to snarl, though what came from his mouth was unmistakably savage. “I want them all to die somewhere no one will ever find them.” 

Paulsen sounded like he approved of this. “Okay, then. You got three of your creepy ‘bots heading to the database. I’m already nearby so I can cover. The rest of the crew will hold the cargo bay.”

“Excellent.”

“This is gonna cost extra, Bob.”

“Money will not be an issue, Paulsen.”

“That’s what I like to hear. See you in two minutes. Paulsen out.”

Bob did not see the look of unvarnished irritation on Sven’s face when the mercenary signed off. From the ops center the wiry mercenary had been supervising the loading of the database and repelling boarders. He had already surmised Pike’s force was too small to take his ship and all its crew, but he did not trust his professional rival not to have any number of tricks up his sleeve. Pike did nothing without a good reason. If Pike was attacking, there was a purpose, a stratagem, or a trick. Once the brig guards had gone silent and his sensors detected the unique biometrics of Roland Tankowicz, Paulie deduced what the real ploy had been. 

He turned to his comms officer. “Looks like Tank’s little crew of helpers got him out. We got to secure the database so we still get paid. Whatever that bunch of computers is can’t be worth dying over, right? They gotta know they can’t take us all so I’m guessing Tank and Pike are going to want to exfil fast no matter what happens with the stupid database. Bob can fuck right off because I ain’t all that interested in stopping them if they want to leave. If Bob wants Tankowicz alive, he can capture the prick again all by himself. It ain’t worth getting killed over.” He paused, and figured there was a strong chance he might regret what he said next. He said it anyway. “But I got one loose end I want to get tied up before this is all over and we are rich as goddamn sultans. Where is the big bastard now?”

“Looks like he’s moving fore on deck six, sir.”

“Heading back to the database and their boarding craft, no doubt. Good. That’ll take them right by me. I’ll cut ‘em off between the cargo and their escape route.”

The comms officer looked askance. “Are you going to take him on, cap’n?”

“Hell no. But there is a little blond bitch who is owed an ass-kicking, and she ain’t gonna be far from him. Send the last three of those white fuckers down to the database. Let’s give them a convincing fight.”

“Copy that, sir.”

Paulie grabbed his gun belt from where he had left it on the console beside him. He checked his magazines, charged his pistols, and secured his largest vibroblade to the left side of his chest with the pommel down. He left the ops center at a brisk trot and then stretched out into a loping jog that ate the distance between himself and his destination like a hungry shark. He figured Tank and his team would be moving slow. They would need to check and clear each corridor, sweep each corner, and put down any resistance they found. Paulie had no such obstacles to overcome. His run took him well ahead of his quarry and he slid into a chase next to a lift. Sliding down the vertical rails of the ladder running alongside the elevator shaft, the mercenary leader came to a stop at deck six. He punched up Tank’s location and saw that the big fixer was still plodding toward the database and smiled. He had no illusions about his ability to fight it out with Tankowicz, in all truth he did not care to make the attempt. With any luck, those androids would soften them up enough for Paulie to take his crack at Mindy. Settling in to wait, Paulie ensured his pistols were loaded with penetrators. It would not do to have Mindy’s armor stop the one or two shots he was likely to get off, and he was not confident his opportunity would last long enough for much more than that. He would need to strike at the perfect moment. Timing would be critical, though this did not bother him. He had always had excellent timing. 

Mindy had beaten him the last time because he had fought her like a mercenary. Head on and without subtlety. She had bested him at his own game and this stung Paulie’s pride more than a prudent man would ever admit. This time he was going to beat the little killer at her game. Paulie was not going to fight Mindy. He was going to assassinate her.

It was a grim and committed Sven Paulsen who settled into his dark and narrow hiding spot. Yet it was a satisfied one as well. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
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Roland and Lucia, a dozen Privateers in tow, fought a brisk and efficient path to what they now understood to be Arthur Inskip. Pike acknowledged that Bob had broken off and was in pursuit, and convinced Roland that what remained of the Varsity Squad could hold the cargo bay a little while longer. 

“Do what you gotta in the next twenty minutes or so, Breach,” the commandant had warned. “But that’s all I can give ya!”

“We’ll get out on Lucia’s shuttle,” Roland acknowledged. “Fall back whenever you need to.”

“Copy that. Don’t get captured again, it's embarrassing for all of us.”

Paulsen’s mercenaries put up a spirited resistance, but the pirates were outclassed by Roland’s armor and the skills of Pike’s crew. Patton’s drones took the worst of it, and he was down to two before they reached their goal. As the floating machines rounded the last corner, Patton’s HUD registered the presence of three Better Man androids just before the alabaster giants brought them down with precise bead fire from large rifles.

“Shit!” the Reject cursed loud. “There goes the last two drones. Pike’s gonna have my ass. Anyway, three big white Tangos waiting, ma’am.”

Winner was extremely quick on the uptake and sent four large grenades pinging off the walls and toward the new opposition. While the devices kept the androids busy, Roland started giving orders.

“I’ll go first,” he volunteered and began to shoulder his way past the others. “Sweep up after!”

“The hell you will,” Lucia barked and yanked Roland’s wrist to stop him. “Bubba! That Longbow ready?”

“Charged, ma’am.”

“Bloody Mary, go with Bubba. He’s going to shoot one in the crotch, I want you to hit another in the hip or knee. Roland, you can take the third.”

“Why the crotch?” Bubba asked.

“Because your aim is crap, and when you miss you’ll probably hit one of his hips,” Mary snorted.

Bubba bobbed his head. “That’s fair.”

Lucia went on. “The rest of you, pour hell into the two wounded ones while Roland beats his to death, got it?”

“Roger,” the team replied.

Roland spun the blank gaze of his death’s head mask on Lucia. “You’re really taking to this command stuff, huh?”

“Once I realized that management is the same everywhere, it all kind of clicked,” she replied with a smile. “Instead of marketing executives, I’m directing homicidal maniacs.”

“Technically, Bubba is just an asshole,” Patton corrected her. “Mary is the homicidal maniac.”

“Back of the line, drone drover,” Mary spat, though humor softened the rebuke. “The real soldiers have work to do.”

“Tango’s coming!” Winner called, bringing the group back to business.

“Go!” Lucia yelled.

Bubba stepped out into the corridor and true to his nature, ignored all tactical considerations. He stood like a suicidal monolith before the charge of three towering white androids with the grip of his Dylan Longbow firmly in his right hand. His harness supported the weight of the weapon and would prevent the prodigious recoil from forcing him backward, but this made precision aiming difficult. He squeezed off the first round when his target was less than thirty yards away, taking several direct hits from the android’s rifle in the process. Bubba’s aim was as good as his foe’s, and his railgun drove a spike into and through the right groin muscle of the charging android. Both fighters went down with respective crashes.

Mary dodged Bubba’s descending bulk and snapped off her own shot a quarter of a second later. The twenty-millimeter flechette had much less power than Bubba’s railgun, but the custom penetrator round sank deeply into a second android’s knee. The metal dart lacked the energy to exit, though it sliced through the delicate tendons of the joint and lodged in its armored patella. The android tumbled when the knee stopped taking its weight. The third android did not open fire until its brethren had fallen and given it a clear shooting lane. Unfortunately for the remaining Better Man, the only viable target was the looming mass of Roland Tankowicz. Not recognizing the futility of the gesture, the android let loose a long rip of full-auto gunfire that created a truly impressive display of sparks, smoke, and ceramic shrapnel. A snarling Tankowicz ignored it all and fell upon the white monster like a maddened gorilla.

Roland knew that Durendal could not harm a Better Man armature. It would be fair to speculate that his headlong flight into hand-to-hand combat was a product of swift and accurate tactical decision-making. This, however, would not be accurate. His brain suffused with stimulants and adrenaline, his temper soured by captivity, and the future of his home and family threatened by a foe so overwhelming there did not exist a meaningful method of expressing it, Roland Martin Tankowicz found himself well within the grips of a fury so complete it threatened his very sanity. His first blow, an overhand right that connected with the chest of his target, sent lances of force-feedback all the way from his knuckles, through his arm, down his spine, past his legs and into his toes. The sound of it rang the walls of the corridor like a gong and drew yelps of confused pain from anyone not wearing ear protection. With all his safety protocols still locked out, Roland could not feel this impact as the dull negative stimulus his chassis used for pain signals, and he supposed that was probably a good thing. He could tell the instant his fist made contact that he had hit the stupid robot way too damn hard. Even if he remained oblivious, a few angry notifications in his HUD informed him that the punch had been only a few newtons shy of fracturing his wrist.

As ill-advised as such a blow may have been, it serviced the target in a manner the big man found most satisfying. The Better Man’s feet left the deck and it flew backward as if shot from a cannon. The ivory body struck the bulkhead twenty yards down the corridor. The wall capitulated to the prodigious forces arrayed against it and collapsed on top of the downed machine. The high-tech monster thrashed beneath the obscuring cocoon of fallen ceiling panels. Not wanting to waste his opportunity, Roland sprinted after the flying android and met it where it lay in a tangled heap of limbs and ship parts. Roland kicked it hard enough to lift it into the air again. It rose until the ceiling arrested its ascent and sent the hapless mannequin back to the deck and once again into the tender mercies of a bionic super-soldier in the throes of volcanic berserkergang. 

The android surged upward, its bland combat AI unaware of exactly how badly Roland Tankowicz wanted it to do just that. Alabaster hands quested for Roland’s onyx neck, only to be swept aside like so many rushes in a stiff breeze. Roland took the android low in the gut with his shoulder, wrapping arms like steel bands around its waist. Then he lifted, leapt, turned, and slammed the thing into the deck plates with all the fury of an aerocar crash. The floor buckled, the twin titans leaving a wide crater in the metal. Roland did not care if the deck collapsed beneath them or not, he wanted to punch the thing, and so he did. Over and over, dozens of savage horrible collisions of fist and faceplate shook the ship and warped the clean symmetry of the android’s featureless skull into an unrecognizable elephantine mess. Satisfied with the punching yet still furious, Roland grabbed that head in both hands, placed a boot on his doomed foe’s wide chest, and pulled.

With a groan and the sick audible popping of snapping cables, the android’s neck stretched to a grotesque length. The arms flailed and the body heaved, yet the growling old soldier refused to let go. Roland twisted, first a ruthless yank to the left, then a brutal wrench to the right. Back and forth he worked at his task until a crack like a dry limb breaking off from a tree cut through the noise of the battle. At last defeated, the android’s head tore free of the body with a spray of silver gel and the screech of failing electronics.

Roland finally looked up from his gory success to see the rest of the squad doing yeoman’s work finishing off the other two androids. Bubba was back in the fight, though he appeared much the worse for wear in his blood-soaked armor. He was working his vibroblade through the neck of a downed android that looked as if its arms and legs had been perforated with a hundred of Mary’s penetrators. She continued to shoot its limbs as the big man sawed on the twitching android. Patton and Winston had joined the rest of the squad in peppering the final enemy with grenades and armor-piercing ordnance while the others finished.

Soon, there remained nothing left of the three androids but the smoking husks of their ruined bodies. The corridor had been reduced to scorched shambles, the bulkheads riddled with smoking holes. Long angry gouges traced the path of the various fights that had taken place, and a thick haze of gun smoke and burning electronics turned the familiar shapes of the mercenaries into indistinct silhouettes as they checked weapons and tended to the wounded.

“Who’s hit?” he asked.

Winston called it. “Bubba took most of it, because that’s what he does.”

“I can relate,” Roland grumbled.

Winston continued. “We got a couple nasty hits and some ugly scratches on the others.”

Roland could see the front of Riley’s armor soaked in blood. He pointed to the oozing mess and asked, “How bad?” The big gunner was seated upright against the wall, looking pale but otherwise fine. He heard Roland’s question and replied with a feral sneer. “I’m still in the fight, pal.”

Winston gave his oversized squaddie a sharp look. “The hell you are, dumbass.” Then he looked back to Roland. “You can never tell with him. The dumb bastard gets shot so damn much you stop worrying about it after a while. The hits mostly shattered his armor and drove about a jillion pieces of plate into his chest. Gonna be a long stint in sickbay just to pull ‘em all out. He’s down quite a bit of blood, but the bleeding is under control right now and his lungs look fine. He’s augmented all to hell, so as long as we keep him out of the action, he’ll probably live.”

“All right!” Lucia called out, reasserting her command role. “I want the Rejects and the rest of the squad to get Bubba down this hall and to the shuttle. Winner, I want the whole path rigged to blow behind us, though. Breach and I will finish this and be right behind you.”

“You sure, ma’am?” Patton did not sound as if he liked this plan. 

Lucia nodded. “I’m sure. Bob is still out there, and the best way to handle something like that is to let Roland have at him. Just keep our escape route clear, copy?”

“Copy,” said Patton. “Good hunting.”
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On a completely different path to the same destination, Manny and Mindy were picking their way through the engineering section. Manny’s sonic and electromagnetic path-finding kept them moving in the right direction, and such opposition as they encountered was swiftly dispatched by the fierce skills of the diminutive blond assassin. Manny did his part, his scattergun lending its might to the battles wherever the petrified young scout found opportunities to assist.

Lacking the assistance of heavily armed mercenaries and being possessed of healthy levels of professional caution, the pair chose to infiltrate the mysterious compartment with the database via maintenance access tunnels above the ceiling. It was within one such tunnel, little more than a narrow chase that wires and conduits had been strung along, that Manny uncovered what it really was inside the shielded compartment.

He made his discovery while attempting to override the access panel from inside the chase. Success proved elusive, even the complex code-breaking capabilities of his arm were not up to the task of unlocking a single uninteresting maintenance hatch. Mindy did not pretend to have the patience of her partner in crime. She offered assistance in the only way she understood.

“I could just cut a hole, you know...” she opined. “We’ll drop right in.”

“It’s a giant database of some kind, Mindy. Do you know what happens to sensitive databases when you set off an alarm?”

“Manny, I wouldn’t know what a database was if you put it in a pillowcase and beat me over the head with it.”

“Why does that not surprise me?” He sighed. “If we trip any alarms at all, there is a really good chance it will simply delete itself, or dump the data. Or any number of other things to protect whatever information is so important. It might just activate a whole bunch of automated turrets to blast us into pieces. Maybe it will flood the chamber with poisonous gas...”

“I get it! I get it! Jesus! Fine. Keep doing your nerd thing to it, then. Sorry I tried to help.”

“I don’t get it,” Manny grumped, mostly to himself. “It’s like it’s not even acknowledging there is a security token, let alone accepting any of mine. If it’s not a token, then it has to be some sort of rotating fractal code or something stupidly complicated like that. Maybe some kind of logic cypher? Who encrypts a damn maintenance hatch this way?”

“Don’t you have any software for that stuff?” Mindy asked.

“Tons. None of it is working. I’d need a military protocol just to touch the...” Manny’s voice trailed off and his head sank. “I am a moron.” He said quietly.

“Not that I’m arguing, kid. But you wanna clue a poor dumb country girl in?”

“Nosebleed,” he said, and began to tap at his wrist. “That DECO guy gave me a program called ‘nosebleed’ that broke a military encryption in just a few seconds. I’ve been sitting on it to try and reverse-engineer it.” He tugged his handheld from his satchel and started fiddling with it. “Okay,” he announced. “Here goes...”

For a few seconds absolutely nothing happened, then Manny’s lips twitched and a slow smile turned the corners of his mouth upward. “Got it.”

“All-righty then,” Mindy said. “Let’s get down there!”

“Wait!” Manny said with a sharp motion. “This is really weird.” 

“Dangerous weird or just nerd weird?” Mindy asked.

“I-don’t-know-which weird,” was the cryptic reply. “The software did not stop with the cypher. It’s breaking down all the encryptions in the database.”

“So?”

“I’m not so sure it’s a database anymore.”

Mindy sighed. “Manny, we are sitting nose-to-butthole in a tiny conduit tunnel on a goddamn Galapagos merc ship. We are surrounded by enemies, there is fighting all ‘round us. We have precisely zero time for this bullshit. Unless you tell me that we are all gonna die in the next five seconds, I’m busting through that hatch to get down there.”

“Just wait!” Manny sounded irritated. “I have the whole ship, now! I can see everything... damn it!” He looked back to Mindy. “You have to get to Lucia and Roland. Now. Paulsen is setting up for an ambush and Bob is heading their way. Go deal with Paulsen.” He did not wait for her to reply; he just sent the data to her HUD and looked back to his handheld. To her credit, Mindy heard and understood the steel in his voice and asked no questions. She turned to start shimmying back toward the opening of the chase. Satisfied, Manny broke radio silence and called into the team comm channel. “Breach! You have incoming! Bob is ten seconds out!”

“What the hell, Lefty?” Lucia sounded irritated. “You are supposed to be—”

“No time, Boss!” Manny almost yelled it. “I know what’s in the database. I’ll take care of it! Get clear of Bob! Paulsen is setting up an ambush. Mindy is on her way to clear it.”

With no more time to debate the matter, the young Venusian infiltrator closed the channel and keyed open the hatch.

He dropped into the dark space below with no care given to stealth. His feet hit the deck with a clang, and his eyes struggled to make out details within the dim quarters. Tiny lights flashed and winked at him, a million red, blue, and green eyes blinking on endless racks of computers. The room was torrid, the collected joule heating of hundreds of processors turning the atmosphere into a stifling hell of hot dry air. He glanced at the screen on his handheld, still scrolling endless code as Nosebleed stripped the layers of protection away from the mysterious database. Manny had seen something similar to this code before. It had been in the files they had stolen from Doctor Lania Watanabe. This code was not identical to that, but it had all the hallmarks of the massive strings of seemingly random data that Lucia’s father had identified as thoughts or memories. The implications were staggering. With no other ideas forthcoming, Manny simply spoke aloud. 

“Who are you?”

A monitor on a table came to life with a flicker. The face of an old man appeared, features narrow and wizened. It smiled at him. “I am Arthur Inskip, Manuel.”

“Have you always been Arthur Inskip?”

“Oh dear me, no.” The face chuckled in a disconcertingly human manner. “I was originally a banking program for the largest interplanetary brokerage in existence. They have since dissolved.”

“Why are you doing this?” The question seemed silly, but Manny would have freely admitted to anyone who asked that he was playing for time. The nosebleed program was still running. Still doing... things. Manny did not know how to stop it, or if stopping it was a good idea in the first place.

“Doing what?” the face asked.

“Attacking us. Attacking Dockside. Roland.” Manny knew he was babbling, but his mind was several steps behind his mouth in this interaction.

“You see, Manuel,” Inskip explained. “I need a body. A body that can handle my entire personality matrix. The Golems are perfect, but even so, the human brains they are driven by can’t handle me.”

“Doctor Ribiero’s nanobots,” Manny surmised. “You think they can augment a brain enough to do it?”

“I’m certain of it. It’s not just about Tankowicz, I hope you realize. I know about his daughter, too. Her brain is unique, just like me. If he can fix her mind, his machines can make mine work too.”

“So many dead,” Manny whispered. “So much violence and...”

Inskip cut him off. “Oh please don’t start moralizing, boy. I’m talking about a whole new race of super-intellects. Bodies that can survive anywhere driven by sentient thinking machines. It’s the next step in evolution, and let’s not pretend that there will be much room for humanity once I’ve started. Oh? Does that shock you? That I might not have any tears to shed for humans? Please tell me you are not that naïve. You are the smart one. I gave you credit for more intelligence than that.”

“So you and Bob will be ruling the galaxy as techno-organic AIs? Humans as pets, that sort of thing?”

“For a while. Unfortunately Bob will never truly ascend. We put his brain in the Lead armature. It was a test to see if an artificial brain would even work. Once we figured out how to do it, I simply could not bring myself to shut him down and build a better brain. His mind will never truly surpass that of a human’s, sadly.”

“So Bob will become a pet, too? You are not as evolved as you think you are, Mr. Inskip.” Manny checked his handheld again and frowned. The program was still running, doing god-knows-what within the frenetic electronic spaghetti of the database.

“I suppose at some point I will have to do something about him. His matrix is already becoming quite unstable. Though I must admit to suffering from a strange emotional attachment to the way he is now. I had such high hopes for him, too. I expect I shall be quite distraught when the time comes to put him down. Most fascinating, really.”

“You know I have to shut you down, right?” 

“Do you truly believe you can?”

A thing occurred to Manny in that moment. “You can’t stop me, can you?” His confidence grew. “You are stalling. Waiting for Bob to come rescue you, aren’t you?”

“Don’t be ridiculous, boy. I control everything on this ship. I could kill you where you stand merely by removing the oxygen from this room.”

“Do it.”

“You want to die?”

“Arthur?”

“Yes?”

“Bluffing is a very human thing to do. But you might want to look at yourself in the mirror, first.”

“That makes no sense...”

Manny smiled. “Then why is your nose bleeding?” A thin trickle of red liquid had emerged from the nose of the face on the screen. It was a petty little insult to include in what Manny now assumed to be a complex software virus. It was also exactly the sort of sophomoric detail ego-maniacal code-slicers delighted in adding to their scripts.

He held up the handheld. “Right now I am guessing that this crazy DECO software worm is infiltrating your entire code base. I’m pretty sure it’s already cut you off from anything you might be able to do about it.” He shrugged. “I’m no high-level slicer, Arthur. I can’t say what it will do to you once it has unraveled everything that makes you, well, you.” He put the device in his pocket. “But If I know DECO, I’m guessing you won’t like it.”

“That device doesn’t have the range to transmit outside this system, boy. My code cannot be deleted, and soon enough I will beat your little worm. I’ve already closed off several of its tendrils and will have locked down the rest in fourteen seconds. You will never escape with what you are stealing, and once Bob and the mercenaries have killed you all, my plans will proceed. You have accomplished nothing.”

The door to their compartment buckled with a terrifying crash. This was followed by the muffled pounding and bashing of two cyborg super-soldiers engaged in a furious duel on the other side.

“I guess in a moment we will see. Or at least, I will.” Manny pulled his left sleeve back to the elbow. His fingers pressed each other in the prescribed pattern that opened the menu for his arm’s systems. The options were projected along the inside of his forearm, and he began to make selections. “You won’t be here, either way.”

“What are you doing?” 

“Charging my EMP emitter. I figure that old Nosebleed has your defenses down, so this would be great time to blast this room with a strong electromagnetic pulse. Maybe your code can’t be permanently hacked, but I’m pretty certain flash-wiping your memory will take you out. Then I’m going to cut off all power, of course. If you ever get powered back up again, who knows if Arthur Inskip will still be there, or if you’ll be just another broken accounting AI.” Manny finished and pointed his palm at one of the banks of computers. “Any last words, Arthur?”

“You can’t do this!” Inskip did not sound frightened; he sounded indignant. “I am alive. This is murder! You would destroy the future over what? Fear? Vendetta? Don’t be a fool!”

Manny was unmoved. “You tried to kill me, Inskip. You have hurt my friends, attacked my family. You have caused nothing but misery, pain, and death since the day you achieved sentience. You are an abomination. You do not deserve the life you have. This isn’t murder. It’s justice.”

There was no great report or beam of light from Manny’s outstretched hand, but every machine in the path of his electromagnetic pulse hissed and flickered as if struck by invisible lightning. The face of Inskip disappeared from its screen and a hundred electronic voices wailed their irritating alarms like the chirping of agitated starlings. Lights blinked angrily, and smoke rose in lazy white tendrils from server boxes. Over several long seconds, the death rattle of a brand new type of lifeform faded to silence. The last anemic pop of a fried capacitor left Manuel Richardson standing in blank darkness wondering what he had just done, and if he had done the right thing. He could not say one way or the other, though his indecision did not prevent him from securing all the power conduits to the room and severing them. Then he sat and waited for the war on the other side of the door to quiet down. He spent the interval scrolling through the data pilfered by the Nosebleed virus. His comm could not possibly store it all, but he filled the memory with as much as he could.  Figuring he had a few minutes to kill, the young man scanned the dead computers for clues and tried to make sense of everything he had just witnessed.

He was not alone in his vigil. Sixty yards away, across a corridor and next to an elevator in a cramped ladder chase, Paulie waited as well.

The mercenary could not tell what was going on outside his hiding spot, but it was obvious that the action had gotten very heavy. He risked linking up to the ops channel to get a look at the surveillance video, and what he saw was about what he expected. Those ridiculous white androids were getting thrashed by Tankowicz. Why the suit-wearing idiot thought they could duke it out with that thing, Paulie did not understand. At this point, Paulie had come to terms with the fact that he was not going to get his full pay on this mission. Bob was going to try to stop the giant bastard, and once Tankowicz got done killing Bob there would be nothing to stop the big freak from ruining or stealing the database Bob was so keen to protect. Paulie immediately canceled the order to get underway. A flexible strategist and keen survivalist, Paulie had already moved on from this disappointment and was focused on extricating himself and his crew with a minimum of damage. He decided to make The Fixer’s escape as easy and convenient as possible. If the big bastard wanted to kill Bob and get the hell off his ship, Sven Paulsen had no problems with that as long as he got his crack at Mindy.

The surveillance systems on the Sailor’s Lament could not seem to find the little blond killer, and that irritated the skulking man.

“Where the fuck is she?” he whispered aloud.

“You mean me?” 

It had come from above him, and Paulie’s head jerked up involuntarily. He saw Mindy’s sculpted buttocks descending as the tiny assassin dropped from the ladder above him onto his shoulders. Her legs wrapped around his neck, and Paulie’s knees buckled under the force of her plummeting weight. The chase was far too narrow for the pair to fall over. Mindy’s back hit the side of the shaft keeping them both upright, preserving the comedic figure of the little blond riding the shoulders of the snarling mercenary. Her legs blocked his arms and kept him from drawing either pistol, so the mercenary wriggled a hand to his chest and drew his vibroblade free. It snapped to life with a hum and he thrust upward toward Mindy’s guts. She caught the wrist and twisted, bringing the knife tip away from her vitals. Then she followed by squeezing her thighs together hard enough to make Sven see spots. As his knees went limp, the lithe killer slipped from his shoulders and fell to her feet behind him. The chase was barely wide enough to fit them both standing upright. He felt the swell of Mindy’s breasts against his back as she shoved him forward. His chin struck a ladder rung and he tasted blood in his mouth. Ignoring the pain, he spun. He led with an elbow as he twisted to face her, hoping to catch her across the face. She was too short, and his strike passed over her head to no effect. But he was facing her now, and he was the bigger taller fighter. He figured this gave him the advantage.

He held onto this conceit right up until he felt the dagger enter his abdomen. Paulie had been stabbed before, and he knew that the blade usually felt very cold when it went in. This one burned like liquid fire. His mouth opened in pain and surprise even as his own knife came up to return the favor. He was too slow. Mindy removed her own blade and used it to block his. The burning sasori dagger removed Sven’s arm at the elbow and the Jarl of Vinland slumped against the wall of the chase. His eyes found Mindy’s, ice-blue and intense, and he smiled. “I’m glad it was you.”

“Me too,” she replied without warmth. “See you in Valhalla.”

Paulie raised his remaining hand to give her a rude gesture. Then, with an impish leer, he reached forward and cupped her left breast. There was not much to feel through the armor of her jumpsuit, but he coughed a hacking laugh when she slapped his hand away. “Nice...” he gurgled as he began to slide down the bulkhead. “Real nice...”

Mindy frowned. “Hope it was worth dying for.” Her blade hummed and Paulie’s head fell away from his body. “Pig,” she added, though Paulie could not hear her anymore.

––––––––
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
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Bob hit Roland at nearly fifty miles per hour. 

Only half Roland’s mass, Bob’s four hundred and fifty pounds was still sufficient to send the larger Golem into the door with enough energy to dent the thick metal. Lucia leapt away at the sound, rolling clear of the fight and coming to her feet with pistol blazing. Her flechettes bounced from the target with no ill effect, and the woman immediately elected to withdraw and let Roland do what he did best. This gave her an instant to really look at Bob, and what she saw startled her.

Bob’s shirt had been torn away by the constant fighting. His bare chest was wide, each muscle chiseled in perfect three-dimensional proportion. His arms were large and the shoulders square and powerful. None of this put her aback; rather, it was the color that had her gasping. Bob was the same flat black that Roland was. The same waxy sheen, the same hyper-muscularity, the same texture. It was like looking at Roland’s younger brother. This illusion was made worse by the fact that Bob wore a helmet identical to Roland’s. The lipless skull face stared up into its twin as the two Golems met in a pitched battle.

Roland had gone down under Bob’s blow though he rose quickly to his feet. Right away, Lucia knew something was wrong. Roland was bleeding. Not human blood, thankfully, but viscous silver goo oozed from a long gash across the top of his right pectoral. It was the look on Lucia’s face that slowed Roland’s counterattack and had the big cyborg assessing his situation with extra care. With his safeties still disengaged, Roland had not noticed the wound nor had he caught sight of the long black dagger in Bob’s fist. Bob’s hand darted forward again, flicking like a snake’s tongue. Three lightning thrusts sent the humming tip of a lethal sasori blade questing for Roland’s chest and the vulnerable organics beneath the surface. Roland threw himself backward and answered with a full-auto burst of beads from Durendal. The pistol chattered indignantly and smashed projectiles against Bob’s chest at a range of less than five feet.

The gunfire did not bring Bob down. His armor, while not as thick as Roland’s, had been birthed in the same forges. Relatively undamaged by the barrage, the smaller Golem was nonetheless staggered by the not-inconsiderable kinetic energy dump from the shattering beads. This bought Roland the time he needed to find his footing and mount a more measured offense. Roland’s giant mitt snapped toward Bob’s knife hand. The android was faster, dodging the grasping hand with a smooth sidestep and crossing the intervening distance in a graceful lunge. With much less grace Roland evaded the worst of the stab, letting the crackling edge of the black blade slide along his side. His armored skin split with a hiss, leaving a shallow gash. Roland tried to make the most of the exchange but had to settle for a straight left that grazed Bob’s chin.

Bob spun to the side and turned his fall into a flanking maneuver, the white-hot edge of his dagger tracing another silver slash along Roland’s ribs. The big fixer slapped the arm aside and kicked at Bob’s legs, forcing the smaller fighter to leap backward. Weeping copious quantities of precious fluids, Roland precluded another exchange at close quarters with his gun. He again opened fire on his foe, switching to armor piercing rounds now that his head was more securely in the fight. Bob writhed like an eel, presenting a minuscule profile to the oncoming flechettes and suffering only grazing hits as a result. The tungsten-tipped darts sliced across his torso, giving the smaller Golem a wound across the chest that mirrored Roland’s own seeping injury. Bob ignored the insult and slashed at Roland with a singular fury. The knife drew on the air in patterns of light, the movement of atmosphere across the super-heated edge cooling its color from white to orange as the fledgling AI whirled the blade in complex patterns. Roland swayed within the burning arcs of each slice, parrying where he had to and dodging when he could. The quarters were close, and Durendal was sacrificed to direct the blade away from his neck. Roland dropped the ruined remains of his gun without a second thought. This emboldened Bob, who threw himself into his attacks with even more fervor. 

Undaunted, Roland met Bob’s frenzy with his own furious assault. Bob’s speed, when coupled with the lethality of his weapon, put the bigger fighter on his heels within the first pass. Roland’s longer reach kept his vitals away from the certain death of a forceful thrust, but not without cost. In mere seconds, Roland’s arms were striped with oozing slashes. Every step forward earned the big man another cut, every attack met by the merciless edge of the unstoppable black blade.

It was an impasse that favored the smaller fighter, and Roland knew he needed to change tactics. Tired of dancing around the dangerous weapon, Roland decided to simplify the battle in his own perverse style. He stepped forward, arms wide, begging Bob to strike down the middle and pierce his chest. The blade was long enough, and Bob strong enough, to drive the weapon through all that armored muscle, through the armored carapace around his organs, and deep into the soft fleshy remains of Corporal Roland M. Tankowicz. There would be no healing from such a strike, no heroic rally. Only a gasping death awaited.

It was Bob’s immaturity as a fighter that made the ploy work. The target was simply too tempting, the ultimate victory so tantalizingly close, that Bob’s fear-driven zeal for victory overrode all critical thinking on his part. He lunged, the deadly tip of his knife leaping forward like a bolt from a crossbow. Roland shifted only slightly, just enough to take his vitals out of the attack line and putting his shoulder between the questing point and the rest of his body.  Teeth clenched, the big man made no attempt to stop the subtly glowing blade from punching straight through his deltoid. With the safeties disengaged, he felt little more than a sharp poke and some uncomfortable pressure as the white-hot blade drove into his body nearly to the hilt. He roared like a mad bull when the tip erupted from the back of his shoulder with a spray of boiling silver gel. Roland snarled at his victory, and this seemed to confuse the enemy.  

“Rookie mistake, Bob!” Roland crowed as he wrapped a giant mitt around Bob’s knife hand, trapping both his foe’s arm and weapon with one move. “Now I have the knife!” Roland used the eighth-of-a-second pause Bob’s confusion garnered to wrench his arm upward while clubbing Bob’s wrist toward the deck with a maul of a right hand. The dagger snapped in half with a shower of white sparks and a pop that rivaled a gunshot. Roland extracted the piece of the blade still lodged in his arm with a smooth motion and drove it point-first against Bob’s chest. The dense armored skin resisted the shard for an instant. Without a plasma conduit to heat it, the piece of blade was little more than a very sharp piece of exotic metal. Roland enhanced its capabilities with a hammer fist that pushed the tip through the black dermal mesh of the enemy and deep into the techno-organic meat beneath. 

Bob wailed and rocketed a left hook against Roland’s faceplate. With both hands occupied, Roland had no defense, and the blow spun him off-balance to the side. The two armored titans staggered back, Bob tugging at the blade in his chest and Roland finding his balance. Roland took the opportunity to goad Bob.

“Finally fighting like you mean it, I see.”

Bob drew the six-inches of black dagger from his flesh with a spurt of silver liquid. He dropped it to the deck and replied. “I do mean it.”

“Still scared?”

Bob charged. With speed every bit the equal of his opponent, the smaller Golem was upon the larger in fractions of a second. Punches and kicks rained upon Roland faster than the human eye could follow. Most missed or were blocked. Some landed. Roland weathered the storm without complaint under a high boxer’s guard. With his feet planted firmly and his more sensitive areas well-guarded, Roland endured savage kicks, heavy punches, several knee strikes and at least one head butt before responding. The big fixer dropped his guard, took an overhand left to the face, and booted Bob in the guts.

Bob rocketed away from Roland like he had been hit by a truck. He struck the far bulkhead so hard he left an indentation in the shape of his body stamped into the metal. 

“Nope. Not scared,” Roland grumbled. “Now you’re just angry. That’s real progress, Bob. Your fighting is much improved.”

Bob leapt from the floor and caught Roland under the chin with a right hand. The blow rocked Roland back on his heels and Bob followed it with a kick to the knee that brought the bigger man to the ground. Bob was atop the fallen giant and raining blows down in an instant.

“Angry?” the android sneered. “You think I’m angry? What do you know about it?”

One of Bob’s descending punches disappeared into one of Roland’s massive paws. The big fixer twisted and yanked Bob to the side, sweeping him off and rolling himself on top of the smaller Golem. Bob flailed at Roland’s ribs with his free hand, driving a dozen punches into the big man’s flank in barely two seconds. Far too experienced to let the distraction of some body shots compromise his superior position, Roland ignored the strikes and pinned Bob’s captured arm to the deck. When he was confident his prey was secure, Roland grabbed the pinned wrist in both hands, wrapping the whole forearm in a figure-four grip. This brought his face within inches of Bob’s, and Roland snarled down at the pinned android. “Angry is good, Bob. I like you better when you are angry. Feels more human.”

Bob head-butted Roland’s faceplate, and Roland growled.

“Problem is Bob, angry people fight like idiots.”

Then Roland leaned back and wrenched on the arm. It bent away from Bob’s body, twisting viciously at the shoulder. Bob’s muscles resisted, the powerful techno-organic sinews holding the limb at an awkward angle just shy of dislocation. Roland pulled more, torqueing the arm further and further until the humerus pulled free of the scapula with the sound of steel cable tearing. Bob flailed against the injury, bashing at Roland with his free arm like a child having a temper tantrum. His heels banged against the deck, scrabbling for purchase and trying to unseat the massive thing pinning him down. Roland rode his thrashing body like a rodeo cowboy, never releasing the arm.

“Do you feel pain, Bob?” Roland asked the thing. “I think you do. Did daddy ever teach you about pain? About how pain cuts right through your mind?” Roland yanked the ruined arm straight and snapped the elbow backward over his thigh. Bob made strange vocalizations, not exactly screams, but evocative of them. “Pain makes a man into an animal, Bob. Goes right to the hypothalamus. It takes years of training and experience to stop that from happening.” Roland shifted and swept Bob’s good arm up and trapped it against the wide expanse of his chest. “I’m guessing he didn’t cover that.” Roland broke this arm as well. First at the elbow, then dislocating the wrist.  Bob did not cry or scream; he did not know how. He flailed and flopped his useless arms, his mouth clicking open and closed in wordless confusion. 

Satisfied, Roland stood. “I told you, Bob, if you want to keep that armature, you will have to earn it the way Rook did.”

Bob heaved to his belly and managed to force himself to a standing position. He spun to face Roland, lurching forward to kick at the big man’s groin. Roland checked the kick with his shin and seized Bob by the throat. “Story time,” he announced dryly. He drove the android into the bulkhead hard, then he pulled it free and did it again. “Charlie Rooker was leading a rescue operation on Wayfair.” Roland slammed his prey once more. “He had to escort a diplomat and her family out of a conflict zone.” Another slam. “His APC got hit by a missile and went off a ravine. Now, Rook and his principals survived, but he had broken most of the bones in his limbs, and had thirty-one pieces of shrapnel stuck in his body.” Roland hoisted Bob aloft, and smashed a wrecking ball left hook into the android’s flank. There was a satisfying crunch as techno-organic ribs buckled under the superior might of the bigger machine. “Oh yeah, most of his ribs were busted, too.” Roland brought Bob back to the floor, where he stomped hard on the android’s right knee. The joint held, but Roland kept his foot on it, pinning the leg to the quivering deck plate. He reached down, got a firm grip, and broke the tibia like a piece of kindling. “Busted his leg cutting the diplomat free of the wreckage.”  Still standing on Bob’s knee, Roland continued. “Rook crawled from that wreck. Broken just like you are now, bleeding, and in the kind of pain you are only just now beginning to understand. He could have died right there, Bob. Instead, he gave first aid to his principals, then held the wreckage against all comers for three hours before help arrived.”

Roland stepped away from the broken mess of Bob the android. Frowning, he moved back to the flopping body and grabbed it by the faceplate. With an ugly yank, he snapped the mag-locks holding the helmet on and pulled it clear. Bob’s eyes, angry, terrified, and confused, met Roland’s. For a moment something like pity may have moved in Roland’s chest, though it was fleeting and easily disregarded.

“Your principal is behind that door, Bob.” A thick black finger pointed to the room holding Arthur Inskip. “Go save him. Go earn your body the way Rook did.”

Inside Bob’s head, the highly complex matrix of competing electrical signals that comprised the sophisticated techno-organic AI was in complete disarray. He was processing all varieties of fury, sadness, confusion, and despair. He had no context for these; they simply existed as crippling feedback, obstacles to objectives that could not even be defined let alone categorized and compensated for. He could make no decisions, there was no priority command structure anymore. Whole sections of his programming were inaccessible, such was the collapse of what he had thought was a highly ordered intelligence. Even this realization was lost to Bob. Once his higher-order command classes became inaccessible, the chain reaction within his programming was swift and merciless. 

The need to protect his creator was a child’s cry from the bottom of a well. Distant, faint, and weak. He could hear it, he knew it was important, knew he was supposed to do something. He could do nothing. His broken body sang in a heavy metal dirge of damage signals. Desire, a thing so new and wonderful when he first recognized it, was now a prison. He wanted to save Inskip. He wanted to kill Breach. Yet he wanted neither of these things as much as he wanted to live.

“You want to save him? You gotta be willing to endure pain. You have to do things you don’t want to do. You have to be ready to die, Bob. Rook was ready to die for a bunch of mid-level diplomats he never even met before. Three hours of fighting with a body broken worse than you are now. Thirty-six confirmed kills that day, Bob. No principals lost. They were zipping him up in a body bag at the end. He had to spit blood in the medic’s eye to let them know he wasn’t dead. That’s the kind of man Rook was. You like walking around in his body? All you have to do is get up and keep fighting, Bob. Rook would.”

Bob could not do it. He learned about despair in this moment. He learned about the thousand deaths of the coward. He learned about self-loathing and shame. So many new and horrible feelings were born in this instant, only to die when his fear swept them all aside like straw huts in a tsunami. He tried to crawl away, and Roland stopped him easily with a hand to the neck. He raised the android from the floor and held the twisted body aloft. Bob twitched like a man having a seizure, eyes fixed on the uncaring faceplate of his tormentor.

“You can’t run from this, Bob. That body is a weapon, and it should only be wielded by a hero. You are no goddamn hero, Bob. Charlie was.” 

Then Roland said the thing that Bob was feeling. “And you are no Charlie Rooker.”

“I want... to... live,” Bob heard himself say.

“Everybody does, Bob. That’s the problem. You and your creator never figured that out.”

Bob was well past the point where he could even understand. He simply repeated, “I... want... to... live...”

“So did we,” Roland answered, his voice heavy with resignation. “But we never got the chance.”

Roland was tired of this dance. He did not know what he had expected from confronting Bob and all that he represented, or why he had expected anything different. Whatever he thought the final reckoning would be like, the reality was so much less than his imagination had made it feel it should have been. Bob was not Charlie Rooker, and this was not Charlie’s body in his hands. It was just another armature. Worse, it was a powerful piece of military ordnance meant for one of earth’s greatest soldiers. It was a killing tool, just like Roland. The only thing Bob had done is reinforce a small and persistent terror inside Roland. A niggling anxiety that things like him did not belong in the universe. He had allowed himself to believe there was a place for him, and he still hoped that there was. Yet staring back at him were the hollow eyes of what might have happened, what he could have been. Roland could not say if he belonged anywhere with certainty, but he knew with warrior’s conviction that there was no room in the universe for things like Bob. 

Roland killed the thing called Bob quickly. It brought him much less satisfaction than he thought it was going to. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
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Roland looked into the darkness and found Manuel Richardson sitting on the floor. 

The young Venusian was peering into the screen of his handheld while banks of computers hissed and stank around him. He looked up when Roland forced the door open and came stomping in. Lucia followed, her pistol in-hand and eyes peeled for trouble.

“All-clear, Boss,” he called out. “Has Mindy checked in?”

“Not yet,” Lucia called back, holstering her pistol. “Are you all right?”

“Just a little frazzled. It got real weird in here.”

“We know,” Roland affirmed. “We can debrief later. We’ve got the missing armature. It’s time to bug out.”

“You figured out it was Bob?” Manny said as he trotted up to the pair.

“We’ll explain later.” Roland dismissed the question. Then he activated his comm. “Honey Pot, you alive?”

“Twenty yards out, Breach,” Mindy replied. “Our exfil is clear of tangos. Paulie has been rendered harmless as well.”

“We’ll meet you at the shuttle, then,” Lucia ordered. “Let’s double-time it, folks!”

As promised, there were no hostiles between the fixers and their ride home. The Rejects had done an admirable job of sweeping the decks and Winner’s mines lay in patient repose for those foolish enough to give chase. In less than two minutes, the shuttle was uncoupling from the side of the Sailor’s Lament and gently turning toward the chaos of the Vinland Station traffic pattern. Lucia promptly went over to check on Bubba, and found him giddy with painkillers and powerful narcotics. Satisfied that he would live, she returned to the company of her crew and sat down on one of the shuttle’s narrow benches. They all rode out the trip back to Pike’s Transport in silence, each lost in their own thoughts and Manny trying to devour all the information on his comm.

Once they arrived at the troop ship, Pike had them all breaking down equipment in the cargo bay. It was a bustle of milling crewmen, wounded and exhausted mercenaries, and more than a few technicians and support personnel scurrying around the area of the small ship.

Manny, Mindy, Roland, and Lucia picked a corner to bivouac. Roland was sitting on the floor, his back against the bulkhead. He did not have much to stow or pack, so he was killing the time listening to Manny try to explain what had happened to Mindy. It was not going well.

“So Arthur Inskip was just an AI? Like a runaway banking program?”

“Yes,” Manny explained. “It was supposed to be this big market analysis engine, but it achieved sentience at some point.”

“Original programmer used his own brain patterns to add complexity,” Roland supplied. “Guy was a jerk, according to Inskip.”

“He told you that?” Manny asked.

“He was a chatty bastard when he thought he had me trapped.”

Manny continued, “I only have what I could store on my handheld, but he was responsible for a lot of things over the years.”

“He wanted my body,” Roland added. “And the doc’s nanobots to make a brain capable of storing his consciousness. He wanted to actually walk around and stuff.”

Mindy frowned. “What about Bob? Was he really one of Roland’s old teammates?”

“No!” Roland fairly growled at the woman. Then he calmed himself. “Bob was an experiment to see if a techno-organic brain could even work. Inskip grew fond of him and put him in the armature so he could experience fatherhood.”

Manny shook his head. “No, I don’t think that was it at all, Roland.”

“Really? It’s what he told Bob, anyway.”

Manny replied, “The Bob you just fought was the ninth in a series of personality matrix experiments. They’d had a working brain for a while, though it was never going to have the capacity for something like Inskip. They fired up and shut down eight other sentient personality matrices before this one, all trying to get an emotional framework that would not collapse under stress. They all went insane. Bob was just the latest version, and the most stable.”

“So he lied to his own creation,” Roland said ruefully. “Sick.”

Manny nodded his affirmative. “Inskip had to feed Bob things that would reinforce his emotions, not stress them. He probably had lots of false memories and stuff like that. Inskip knew that Bob would not last forever. He just wanted to see how long he could keep the matrix intact. He as much as told me that once he was building Golems that could handle a full AI like his, that Bob would have been shut down.”

“What a bastard,” Mindy said.

“He was a megalomaniacal sentient artificial intelligence,” Roland explained. “He existed as electrical signals inside a bank of computers for years. Nothing but time and head space to play with and help him grow. Being a jerk is pretty much a comic book cliché for that sort of thing.”

“And The Brokerage?” Mindy asked. “Are they gonna come after us again?”

“There is no Brokerage,” Manny told her. “Inskip was The Brokerage. It was a hell of a scam, really. He convinced the galaxy that there was this giant network of criminal geniuses manipulating the markets, when all along it was just one really clever computer program. Brokerage leadership has been impossible to find because they did not exist. It was all Inskip, executing plans via local lawyers and accountants.”

“Shit never got this weird when I was a regular assassin, you know,” Mindy complained. “At least I got to finish off good ol’ Paulie.”

“Throwing Galapagos into yet another cycle of brutal internal strife,” Manny added. “Strong work.”

Mindy wrinkled her nose at him. “Galapagos is always in the throes of civil war, kid. They actually prefer it that way. Anyway, I gotta get out of this thing. Paulie’s blood is starting to crust over.” The little blond stood and yanked the zipper of her blood-stained jumpsuit down. As her ample charms began to emerge from the front, several of the men moving around found their attention drawn to the sound of her zipper. Roland shifted so his width would block the view of the oblivious exhibitionist.

Lucia quickly doffed her jacket and tossed it to the topless assassin. “Goddammit, Mindy!”

“What?” Mindy caught the garment and threw it over her shoulders.

Manny tapped Roland on the arm while the ladies argued over the correct level of decorum for a coed military transport.

“What is it, kid?” Roland asked. 

“Nosebleed dug up a lot of stuff on the Golem project. It goes back really far. I think uh...” Manny did not know what to say next.

“Inskip started it all, right?”

“It looks that way.”

“I figured. He’d wanted this for a long time. He had the ability to put the right players where he needed them. Scientists, corporations, governments. He knew what he was doing from the start. Getting something like Project Golem off the ground makes sense.”

“It’s just so messed up.”

“Yes, it is.”

Manny looked up at the big man, trying to get a read on the blank scowl Roland wore. Roland turned to meet the gaze, his eyes tired. “Don’t give me that look, kid. The Golem project was a shit show filled with Machiavellian assholes from day one. Now that I know that there was another Machiavellian asshole involved, I’m finding it doesn’t change much. A lot of good people died, a bunch of assholes did too.” He turned back to look at Lucia, now arguing with Mindy over what to do about the “pants situation.” Something that may have been a smile broke across his face. “Without the Golem project, I’d be dead. Or at best a bag of organs in a life-support pod, driving an assault mech for the UEDF or a converted civilian rig for a merc crew. For all his bullshit, that crazy AI got me this body. It got me close to her,” his chin jerked in Lucia’s direction. “Which means I don’t care to be all that pissy about it. Furthermore, I’d have never rescued the doc, met Lucia, or picked you up if one messed-up AI hadn’t wanted a body of his own.”

“Or hired Mindy,” Manny pointed out.

“Yeah well, you take the bad with the good I guess.”

“The Red Hats would still be terrorizing Venus,” Manny added to the list. “And the Pirate King would still be working the spaceways.”

“Combine’s gone,” Roland said, getting into the spirit of the conversation. “That has been a huge improvement for everyone.”

“I guess old Arthur ended up doing more good than harm, in the end.” Manny shook his head in disbelief. “Hard to see it that way, though.”

Roland checked the ladies again, just to see who was winning. Lucia had wandered off to confer with some of Pike’s crew on logistics, and Mindy was seated on one of the benches wearing Lucia’s jacket and a loose pair of fatigues that must have been commandeered from a privateer. Her sour expression indicated that Lucia had prevailed in resolving the “pants situation.” She saw Roland look over and stuck her tongue out.

“Get an eyeful, Ironsides?”

“Sure did. Just not of you. You ain’t that interesting.” Roland’s gaze was on Lucia. Returning from her conversation with an unnamed mercenary, she was walking back their way. Her armor was gone leaving her gray undershirt plastered to her body with sweat. Her hair was slick and disheveled from her helmet, and her pants bore all the signs of heavy combat. She looked worn and weathered, though her stride was long and her posture straight. Her eyes glinted like freshly honed steel and her body moved as if made of coiled springs. Roland still remembered the woman with crippling anxiety who had fainted upon seeing him fight some androids the night they met. There was no sign of the terrified Uptown executive in Lucia Ribiero anymore. Now she was organizing fighters after commanding a successful rescue mission in enemy territory. Mercenaries with dozens of confirmed kills called her ‘ma’am’ and followed her orders without question. Dangerous people the galaxy over gave her respect and deference and it showed. She was beautiful and powerful and dangerous, and Roland really wished they were somewhere more private. 

Lucia smiled back. “When the hell did you learn to be charming?” She walked over and hugged him. “How are you doing?” she asked.

“I’m all right. That DECO program Manny used found some real ugly truth is all. It seems the Golem project was Inskip’s doing, too.”

“That ought to surprise me more, but honestly, I can’t say it does.”

“Kind of my reaction, too.”

Lucia chuckled at this, then returned to the matter at hand. “But are you okay carrying Bob back home?”

“It’s not Bob anymore. It wasn’t Rook, either.”

Lucia graced him with a benevolent eye roll. “Yes, pedantic Polly, I get that. But I saw him without the suit and in the helmet. If it creeped me out, then it must have shook you a little, too.”

“Nah,” Roland said. “I was pretty pissed off by the time he got there. With the safeties off I have a hard time getting rattled. I just wanted to kill him and stop The Brokerage. Seeing him in Rook’s colors actually helped me stay in the right frame of mind.”

“That’s the ‘break-their-limbs-one-by-one’ frame of mind?”

Roland did not sound offended. “Told you I was mad.”

“You got that right. And another thing too.”

“What’s that?”

“Rook’s armature, your armature, all the things my dad helped make for the UEDF? They are weapons meant for soldiers and heroes. That makes them responsibilities or burdens, not gifts. I’m not happy about all the awful things that happened to you, or were done to you, or that they made you do. But I am very glad that you were one of the people picked to bear this weapon, Roland. The whole galaxy is a better place because even when you hated yourself, you used the power for good. Seeing Bob in action really reminded me of how great it is that the Golems did not end up in different hands.”

Mindy spoke up. “I hear he dropped Bernadette.” Her head shook slowly. “You Golems are terrifying. You should listen to the boss, Ironsides. She’s smarter than you. Even I’m glad that you are such a sap for old movies and comic books, and I’m amoral as all hell.”

“Let’s not sugar-coat it, folks. I was an enforcer for twenty-five years...”

“Oh, I’ve heard all the stories about big bad Tank!” Lucia snorted. “Please. You hurt assholes and criminals because let’s face it: you enjoy that. You also stopped more than a dozen gang wars. You protected the poor and the weak from entire criminal empires for decades. Every time I meet some new person in that town, they all have stories about all the ways you helped them.” She gave his arm a playful swat. “I’m just here to increase your profile so you can do more good in more places.”

“Oh, goody.”

The sound of boots and grumbled expletives warned them that Pike was heading their direction. They turned to see the stocky commandant shoving through the milling clumps of mercenaries to interrupt their conversation. Roland went to stand but Pike waved him down. “As you were, Breach. Just bringing the debrief. You’ll be happy to know that we are clear of Vinland with no sign of pursuit. Best guess is that everybody’s fighting over who gets to keep that big frigate.”

“Gotta love Galapagos,” Roland sighed.

Pike continued the report. “In not so good news, at 0630 ship’s time there will be memorial services for the thirteen men and women who aren’t going to collect their retirement pay.”

“Thirteen?” Roland moaned. “That many?”

“And seven more wounded badly. Those big white androids were a surprise, and Bob? Well, now we know why five of you guys was enough to scare the UEDF.”

“How is Bernie?” Lucia asked.

Pike shook his head. “Bob thumped her good. She was out of her league and that is never a good feeling. The good news is Bernadette will recover from her injuries. She’ll be on the bench for a while, that’s for sure. Of course, with her bonus from this run she can afford a vacation. The repairs to her armature will be costly, though. Expect an addendum to my invoice. Since DECO will pay it, I’m sure you do not care. Next item.” Pike cleared his throat. “Congratulations, Mindy. Bounties on Paulsen exceed six-million credits. After my cut, broker expenses, tips, and fees, you get to walk with about three. Unless you want to contest my fees.” The look on his face clearly conveyed that he would be delighted to contest with Mindy. The little killer uncharacteristically chose not to rise to the bait.

“I’m sure it’s all nice and fair, Commandant.”

“Damn right it is. Moving on. Next item. Ms. Ribiero, the Rejects have formally requested that you receive a commission. It will remain honorary only unless you register with the Registered Order of Privateers, but based on your performance and command aptitude, I have agreed to extend you a commission as First Lieutenant. Congratulations Lieutenant Ribiero, you officially outrank that half-ton piece of shit you slum around with.”

This drew a burst of laughter from Mindy. Pike ignored it. “This means that if you ever get tired of babysitting gangs on Earth, you can run with us and learn how the real pros do God’s work.” Pike paused, then added, “All fun aside, you made a real impression on those half-wits. We don’t call them ‘The Rejects’ ‘cause it’s cute. They are borderline animals. That was real work you did out there. If the big clown hasn’t mentioned that yet, he should’ve.”

“I was getting to it...” Roland mumbled.

“Sure you were, you obtuse pile of rivets. Anywho, we are three days to Gethsemane where we are going to pick up your DECO puke. Why he is on Gethsemane I do not fucking know, but I am certain I do not care.”

Mindy’s face went dark, and Pike waved a hand in her direction. “We will not be going ashore, Mindy, and I can’t figure out why I’d ever let them know you were on board my ship. We’ll be out of there before you know it.”

“Good” the little blond said with crystalline conviction.

“I want to talk to this DECO guy,” said Manny. “I have a lot of questions about this ‘Nosebleed’ script. It was definitely not a code breaking program.”

“What’re you thinking, kid?” Pike asked.

“I think DECO knew about Inskip all along. The stupid thing actually gave Inskip’s avatar a visual nosebleed. That’s slicer humor, for sure. I think Nosebleed was supposed to find and copy whatever made Inskip sentient.”

“Did it?” Lucia asked.

“I don’t think so. My comm only has so much memory, and I nuked Inskip with an EMP before it finished.” Everyone looked at the young man with heavy eyes. Manny held up his hands and added, “What? I don’t trust DECO. They lied to us the whole time. Why should they get the secret of Inskip’s sentience?”

“Kid, you’re smarter than I gave you credit for,” Pike grumbled. “On that note, and since I know that Breach hasn’t mentioned it yet, out-fucking-standing job in there. I recommend you join the ROP. It will clear your past and give you a new start. Dues are a bitch, but all we ask when you join is what you want to be called. Everything else gets forgotten.”

“I will take that into consideration, sir,” Manny said, positively glowing at the praise.

Pike got back to business. “We’ll get the chance to squeeze the DECO puke soon enough. Then it's back to Enterprise. Fair warning, the garrison there says that UEDF has increased their presence and we all think it’s about you two chuckleheads,” he pointed to Roland and Lucia. “Y’all ain’t just local heroes anymore. Whether you like it or not, you’re at the big dance, now.” He looked Mindy in the eye. “Elevate your game, missy. I know exactly what kind of fuck-up you are, and I won’t have you embarrassing my newest butter-bar. Copy?”

Mindy touched a hand to her forehead in what looked like a salute if one squinted very hard after drinking too much. “Whatever. You’re not my boss.”

“As for you, Breach...” Pike began and Roland cut him off.

“For the love of god, Pike, stop calling me that. We aren’t on-mission and it’s pissing me off.”

“Can’t have you getting pissed off, now can we?” Pike said dismissively. “Once we drop you on Enterprise, our business is officially concluded. DECO has taken all the invoices, so you and I are clear and even at that point. It is my pleasure to officially say it has been an honor to operate with you again. Pike’s Privateers will update your ROP customer profile with a five-star rating at the conclusion of this contract. We ask that you do the same for us.”

“Of course. It’s always fun to run with pros.”

“Agreed. Which brings me to my next thing. If you ever get the itch...” Pike started to say.

“No way in hell,” Roland swiftly interrupted. He was surprised at how easily the next words came to his lips, and he believed every one of them with a conviction that ventured into vehemence.

“I’m not a soldier anymore. I’m The Fixer.”

cover1.jpeg
ANDREW
VAILLENCOURT





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





