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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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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
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