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The sun rises over Dockside much like it does everywhere else. A flaming yellow dwarf star ninety-three million miles away hurling energy across the empty void takes little notice of the things caught in its light. 

The disdain is mutual, as daylight is no friend to Dockside. Under the unforgiving light of day, the streets and buildings cannot hide the signs of hard use and rough trade. A study in gouged and abused gray, the borough’s origins in blue-collar sensibilities and criminality color every surface. 

Shadows, however, allow New Boston’s beating heart to flaunt her charms while hiding all those ugly scars. When the sunlight at last fades from red to indigo and on to black, it is replaced with bright smears of electronic color that slash the streets with vibrant reds and greens. Towering holographic effigies rise above the crowds to hawk temporary reprieve from the banality of everyday existence. Everything glows. Everything moves. Everything sings.

Dockside wears the shadows like lingerie, draping the pools and strips of darkness across her saturated neon landscape with all the craft and care of a stripper. Bands of deep blue and inky black reveal just enough of what lay beneath to titillate, seduce, entrap. The unwary come in droves to her bed each night, summoned by the whispered promise of an inveterate liar.

When morning comes, as it always does, the sun will find them spent and drained. Used up and cast aside, each will find their way back to wherever they came from with wild tales to tell of their crazy night on the town. 

Here are some of those stories.
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He always started at the top.

A bridge, a tower, even a nearby hilltop, it made no difference. Entering a new hunting area necessitated reconnaissance, and simply looking over the landscape always felt like the best place to start. His current perch offered an excellent view of Dockside and all its strange little neighborhoods. Twelve hundred feet above the streets, the emitter array of the tower locals called "Apollo" thrummed with the soft crackling of its enormous graviton field emitter. On standby, the cavernous concave dish seemed innocuous enough. The stray arcs of cascade ionization occurred with enough regularity that the loud popping no longer startled him. When the interlocking fields of force that negated gravity collided with the air, stray electrons could get ripped from their orbits to send streaks of electrical energy dancing along the periphery of the gravity beam. If an orbiting shuttle summoned a shaft to go down, that noise would ascend into a crescendo of roaring static and waves of thick blue-white lightning. He had been a touch too close the first time that occurred, and only his enhanced reflexes had prevented a catastrophe. Getting ripped apart atom by atom because he was too stupid to stay clear of the planet's largest docking array was no proper end for an assassin of his stature.

Safely out of the way, he settled his gaze over this new city. He did not “look” in any classical sense, of course. The best descriptor that came to his mind was “listening.” He sat on a windy ledge, legs folded beneath him in seiza, and opened his mind. Without a target or a goal, he simply dug deep into the dozens of sensors that lived within the sleek cybernetic goggles covering the place where his old eyes once lived. It boiled down to letting the information flow while his subprocessors parsed meaning from the deluge. He saw the heat of bodies on the streets below as a squirming mass of moving orange blobs against the cold blue of dirty concrete. He saw the lines of energy crisscrossing the buildings as sharp azure streaks pulsing between massive reactors in basements and rooftop mezzanines. He saw the haze of interconnected sensor beams as conical orange clouds swaying in discrete arcs between traffic grid sensors. Sounds moved the air in subtle oscillations of pressure—the hum of gravitics, the murmur of wind through the canyons of concrete and steel below, the noise of speakers blaring music and advertisements. The air carried aromas to his nostrils, parsed and categorized by his AI with atomic precision. Street food, ozone, firezene, and blaze melded into one solid cloud that set his nose to twitching.

Visible light he ignored. The streets and buildings below him blasted light in every frequency in all directions. Nothing meaningful lived in that photonic cacophony. Just like the people who lived here, it was all too jumbled and noisy to be useful. He saw all of this and none of it. Content to let the computers installed in his skull sort out the details, he directed the faculties of his organic brain to simply observing it all. He did not look for any given thing, rather he waited for something interesting to make itself known.

This sort of recon required creativity, and no one had invented a computer capable of creative thinking in the field yet. Not at the level he required, at least. Even the best combat and espionage AIs could only enhance the abilities of a skilled operative. No megacorp or military had yet produced a synthetic brain that could match human intuition in a rapidly evolving operation. There were simply too many variables. Sometimes, a good operator had to stop thinking and start feeling.

Yamabushi, as Oyabun liked to call him, did not like this city. Compared to Tokyo, Dockside rotted from the inside out. Between the hours of midnight and dawn, the city abandoned all pretext toward appearances and maintenance. Sweeper drones scurried into their alcoves, police drones vanished to more affluent zones, and municipal employees faded into the sea of bodies churning along The Drag. The assorted trash and filth collected in alleys and on stoops, waiting for the sun to rise and drive the hideous hordes of addicts and criminals away. He supposed there was no point to trying to hold that line, considering the throngs of unwashed gaijin lurching to and from Dockside's numerous dens of iniquity. No behavior seemed too depraved, no act too disgusting for these animals.

No, he corrected himself. Not animals. Barbarians. Unthinking, uncaring primates speeding crotch-first into oblivion in a drug-addled haze of hedonistic pique.

He felt his lip curl of its own accord and made no attempt to stop it. The drugs, the sex, the myopic apathy of it all made him want to puke. He imagined that for a moment. Vomiting uncontrollably from his perch on high and raining bits of his dinner down on the glassy-eyed zombies below felt oddly appropriate. He wondered if they would even notice. Probably not.

Barbarians.

Wasting any more precious life in this gruesome trash heap of a city disgusted Yamabushi. With no more information to be gleaned from his vantage point, the dark figure stepped from the top of Apollo tower and into the empty air. Head first, he plummeted toward the streets below. The wind whipped his purple kimono into snapping tendrils of reinforced cloth and stealth weave. The potential loss of ECM coverage did not bother the falling man. No quantity of high-tech fabrics would hide him once he activated the gravity harness beneath, anyway. He did so less than a hundred feet from the ground, wincing when the straps bit into his underarms and thighs. A gentler stop might have been more comfortable, but doing it this way meant the traffic grid would see his illegal tech for only a split second before he cut the power and dropped to the ground. By the time the traffic AI recognized an unregistered gravity field and dispatched a drone to investigate, Yamabushi had already alighted onto the concrete and started walking away. As long as he did not loiter near where he landed, the poor drone would find nothing, file a report, and return to its patrol.

The streets turned out to be no more appetizing from ground level as they were from the air. Yamabushi walked at a brisk pace, acutely aware of the curious eyes marking him at every turn. His strange garments did not blend with the coveralls, cheap suits, and gaudy clubwear worn by the thick crowds surrounding him. Yamabushi made a note to himself that not everywhere in the world shared his taste in clothing. What would not garner a second look in Tokyo might as well be a Halloween costume in Dockside. Still, no one seemed to care much about the tall man in the purple robes and conical hat walking the streets. His artificial eyes could not be hidden, though even those earned him no more than a casual second take. The reasons for this were obvious. It seemed like everyone in Dockside was some kind of outsider. Yamabushi's eyes scanned everyone, and the quantity of mutants, gene-freaks, and cyborgs moving among the masses dwarfed any other place he had been. That might complicate this job, though he doubted it would change the outcome either way. It was a variable to be accounted for and nothing more.

His AI guided his path, allowing Yamabushi to walk the streets with a confidence identical to someone born and raised here. His hand rested on the pommel of his vibroblade, an unconscious tick that he could not shake. Fortunately, his bizarre weapon seemed to go unmarked. Even being armed with an anachronistic sword appeared unremarkable here. These barbarians lived their lives like zombies, he decided. They went about their days in a haze, sleepwalking to and from whatever stupid indulgences drove them to ever leave their beds. He wanted to cut them all down, hear the buzz of his tachi and feel the tiny drag of resistance as the edge passed through each neck. He could not indulge the whim, but thinking about it improved his mood.

A flashing orange arrow in his HUD indicated his next turn. Yamabushi paused to examine the alley before stepping into it. He neither saw nor scanned any dangers in there, a condition he found unsettling. The target was a known criminal mastermind. The lack of defenses made no sense. He stepped into the shadows. The darkness offered no challenge to his optics, so Yamabushi's steps remained confident if a little wary. Once into the alley the noise from the street faded with every step. After a few hundred feet, he found a gray steel door set back into the right side of the alley. The door itself stood plain and uninteresting. The obnoxious holograms and speakers so common on The Drag had been omitted here. Only a simple painted sign that read "Hideaway" adorned the boring flat expanse of the metal panel. Here his sensors picked up the first signs of defenses. 

First, he noticed the thickness of the door. Why a punk rock nightclub needed a door thick enough to stop an assault armature, Yamabushi could not say. His scanners revealed the powerful actuators, multiple locks, and reinforced frame of a portal tough enough to withstand heavy bombardment. Why? wondered Yamabushi. The door was obviously designed to keep something out. However, Yamabushi could not imagine anything large enough to threaten that door fitting into this alley. What was his target afraid of?

From behind the mysterious plate of steel, scanners peered back at him. He could see their fields of view washing over his body. They would find very little, of course. His kimono bore enough stealth and ECM tech to stump military-grade equipment. For whatever reason his target neglected to defend the approach to his castle, the man made up for this with the gate. Perhaps he felt safe behind his intimidating barrier.

At head height, a viewing panel in the door opened to reveal a pair of beady black eyes and a crumpled nose. The existence of a sliding panel and not a screen like everywhere else added to Yamabushi's confusion. 

"You coming in or just gawking, weirdo?" asked a gruff voice.

Yamabushi did not answer right away. The rudeness of the inquiry coupled with the dirty surroundings offended him enough to force a pause while he collected his wits. At last, he said, "I am coming in."

"Right," said the man behind the door. "You ain't gonna like tonight's crowd, ronin. But if you play nice, you can stay."

Yamabushi's lip twitched at being categorized as ronin. It revealed the doorman's familiarity with his caste, something no gutter-dweller should understand. Yamabushi found that very interesting, considering how far from home this job had taken him. He bowed his head slightly. "Your house, hogo-sha. I will abide." He had no intentions of honoring this house, but the bouncer did not need that information.

In horribly accented Japanese, the man replied, "Arigato gozaimashita." The door made several clanking sounds and then slid to the side, revealing an enormous man of some advanced years. He wore a gray suit that did not fit well, nor did it look well-made. When Yamabushi stepped forward, the doorman placed a thick hand on his chest to stop his progress. Yamabushi looked down at that hand, bemused and irritated. The calluses on the doorman's knuckles had calluses of their own. The fingers looked like they had been broken and healed many times. A lightning-bolt scar ran across the back of the hand, disappearing under the sleeve of his jacket. The man spoke, again with a terrible accent. "Furumatte, kudasai. Wakarimasu ka, ronin?"

"Hai," said Yamabushi, dipping his head once more. This man knew things he should not. His reply took on a more informal tone. "Anata no setai, hai? Wakarimasu."

"Domo," growled the doorman. "Watashi no setai." The big man stepped to the side.

Beyond the doorman, the nightclub appeared to be having a slow evening. Yamabushi expected noise and crowds. He expected to smell the stink of unwashed bodies and clouds of narcotic vapor. He saw none of that. He heard no loud music either. A few scruffy patrons milled about the floor and the rows of tables along the edges were more than half empty. Several people sat at the bar and chatted with the pink-haired bartender. He could hear their conversations, which revolved around trying to secure the attentions of the scantily clad woman as she served drinks that smelled like equal parts solvent and sadness. A five-second eavesdrop made it quite clear that the woman had no intentions of touching any of her paramours, though she was not above exploiting their desire for bigger tips.

In order to not look like a complete idiot, Yamabushi stepped further inside and headed toward the bar. People noticed his strange attire, and surreptitious glances evolved into pointed staring with each step he took. At the bar he met the green eyes of the bartender with his own black lenses and bowed. "Do you have sake?" he asked.

"Sure do," she replied. "Warm?"

"Hai."

The woman turned to reach for a bottle on the shelf behind her. Yamabushi noticed how the bottom of her iridescent pink shorts rose to reveal the curve of her buttocks when she stretched. He appreciated both the female form and theater enough to let a small smile touch his lips. The subtlety of the show belied its strength. A man might believe he saw a taste of something meant to be hidden, when in fact it was all just bait for the unwary. It marked the woman as a skilled manipulator. Considering the low intelligence of the clientele, she probably made a lot of money here.

When she turned around with the sake bottle, Yamabushi frowned. The bottle looked brand new and unopened. This should not have surprised him. No one in the bar looked like they drank anything other than cheap spirits and watery beer. But why, then, did they even stock it? How did this bartender, who had likely never served anyone sake in her life, know exactly where to find a fresh bottle and how to serve it?

Am I being paranoid? 

The thought bothered him, as paranoia and the assassin's trade went together like bows and arrows. The one did not work without the other. It seemed a small thing to focus on, though. There were many plausible reasons to keep sake at this bar, and any good bartender would know where to find any bottle in stock. He tried to quiet the feeling of dread growing in his guts. He scanned again, tightening the cone and drilling hard for more intelligence on his surroundings. He found numerous weapons under shirts and jackets. He saw body modifications both hard and soft. What he could not see, hear, smell, or scan was anything beyond the room he stood in. This, too, bothered Yamabushi for reasons he could not articulate. Of course the deadly criminal overlord shielded the areas beyond the bar and club. That was just prudence in practice. Why did that make him so nervous?

His drink clunked to the bar in front of him, and he looked up to see the smiling face of the bartender. "Boss says it's on the house," she said with a flirty wink. "Enjoy."

Yamabushi's heart sank into his stomach. He reached out, taking the small ceramic cup between a thumb and forefinger. He raised it to his lips, scanned it for poisons, and drank. When it was empty, he set the cup back down on the scratched surface of the bartop. "And is the boss in house this evening?"

"Sure is. He's in the office. He says to enjoy the drink, and then go home."

"And will he consider our business concluded if I do so?"

"Yup. No hard feelings."

"And what if I cannot agree to his terms?"

The pretty girl's face fell, and Yamabushi caught the flash of fear that marred her features for a split second. "Please just go, okay? I don't know what's going on, but it's always so awful when new people don't listen. I really don't want anyone to get hurt."

Yamabushi believed her. "You are not one of his retainers, are you?"

"I don't know what that means."

"You do not serve. Fight. Die."

"I serve drinks," she said in a small voice. "I'm telling you, if the boss says you can go, you should go. Not everyone like you gets the option."

"He extends a courtesy, yes," said Yamabushi. "He is polite, offers hospitality, and takes no offense to my presence. Your master is very evolved for this... kind of place. I would not have thought him the kind of man to be so familiar with the ways of my people."

"He's not my master."

"Isn't he, though? Maybe 'master' is not the right word. Your lord? Your daimyo? Oyabun?"

"Employer," she replied.

"Ah. Yes. That is a better word. He employs you. Pays you for your time and skills, and you offer nothing more. How... western."

"And what about your master, then?" She sounded annoyed.

"I have none," Yamabushi replied. He stepped back from the bar and untied his obi. "I am ronin. A wave-man. Like you I serve no master. Like you I have... an employer." He let the jacket of his kimono fall to the floor. He felt, heard, and saw the bar patrons move in to surround him. He smiled. This was fine. The mess would not please Oyabun, but it was no longer avoidable. His right hand settled onto his blade's tsuka, fingers curling into a grip so familiar he no longer noticed it. "But, child, I do not sell my skills or my time. I sell my blade, and that is my soul." He pitched his voice louder, addressing the tightening circle of thugs surrounding him. "Tell me, dogs, does your employer command your souls as mine does? Are you ready to die for your service?"

It was the doorman who answered. "The boss didn't get to be the boss by having people die for him. He got to be the boss by killing the fuckers who want us to. Jita kyoei, ronin." 

"I am called Yamabushi, gaijin. Not ronin."

"You ain't nowhere near no mountains, mountain man. I'm Barney, and I'm the only guy here who knows what you really are. Now, I managed to convince the boss not to have you ganked the second you got into town 'cause I got history with Oyabun. It ain't The Dwarf offering you courtesy, Yamabushi. It's fucking me. I am giving your boss the respect he deserves. Watashi no sonkei wa doko ni arimasu ka?"

Yamabushi turned to face the doorman. He looked at the craggy features, the broken nose, the scars. This was a veteran of a thousand fights. Won or lost, each battle left its mark on this old man. Combined, the marks told a story in the tapestry of his skin about a fighter who feared neither violence nor death. It told Yamabushi that he might just be looking at a man of honor. Perhaps even a man worth killing. "You demand respect, gaijin? You invoke Oyabun's honor?" The blade emerged from its saya with a hiss and a hum. "I am ronin, gaijin. My respect and my honor live here." He held his sword in a two-hand grip. "Where is yours?"

Barney shrugged and sniffed. "First of all, ain't nobody carrying no swords and shit, okay? Second, we got you trapped in a confined space, outnumbered about twelve to one. I don't think you get what's goin' on here."

"I see twelve dead men and one large coward hiding behind them."

"Hah!" The big man’s laugh echoed off the ceiling. "You're standing there with enough cybershit in you to fight an armature and a sword that can cut through steel. Meanwhile, I'm over here pushin' eighty fucking years old, with a bad knee and arthritis every-fucking-where. You wanna fight me mano a mano? Fucker, that makes one of us a coward, but it sure as shit ain't me."

Yamabushi curled a lip. The old brawler's words stung his pride more than he cared to acknowledge. Through gritted teeth he snarled, "I have a task to complete. Honor demands I complete it." Realizing he might be losing control, Yamabushi forced himself to exhale. It would not do to have these Neanderthals see him agitated. He relaxed his posture, lowered his sword, and bowed. "Though I will take no joy in killing you, I think. I admit you are very strange for a gaijin." The blade rose once more. "But I will do what I must."

The doorman bowed back, and Yamabushi found it uncomfortable to watch the oversized man struggle through the motion. The sword tracking his movements did not look as if it bothered the bouncer one way or the other. The doorman bared his teeth in a feral smile. "If you survive this gig—and you can, by the way—you tell Oyabun that Aza no Okurinushi claims his giri."

Yamabushi froze. The Bruise-Giver could not be this crooked old man. "You lie!"

"I never fucking lie, ronin."

In that moment, Yamabushi believed him. The following silence felt so brittle even his breath might shatter it. Yamabushi again lowered his blade. "You cannot be him. He is dead."

"He is dead. That was my price at the time, kid. Aza no Okurinushi is gone, and now there's just Barney the Doorman."

"Oyabun..."

"Oyabun knows I'm alive. He's honored our little deal real good up 'til now. I gotta figure he didn't recognize I worked here when he sent you. Now you gotta make a choice. Do you fight? Or do you go back and deliver the message?"

Yamabushi tightened his grip, and the tip of his blade rose once more. "You cannot defeat me! Even with all these men, Bruise-Giver, you know I will prevail."

"I don't know shit about that." Barney smiled. "I'm sure you've heard the stories about me, and most of them don't go too good for the other guy. Look around. There's a lot of guns in here and plenty of muscle." Barney held his hands out to his sides. "But we set this whole stupid thing up so we wouldn't have to go chopping into each other if it ain’t necessary. We got no troubles with Oyabun or the Yakuza. In fact, the boss thinks that lots of good business could be done between us, ya know?" He shook his head. "But this assassin shit needs to stop, one way or the other, ya get me? Dockside’s getting’ real weird these days, and we ain’t got time to be scrapping with the other syndicates."

"You set this up? Set what up?"

Barney’s sly smile sent icy tingles up Yamabushi’s spine. He even laughed as he explained. "Motherfucker, you're in Dockside now. You can't take a piss in a porta-can out here without three people selling that info to the boss for five creds and a hit of blaze. We knew you were coming before you even got off the shuttle, buddy. It’s not like you fucking blend in, kid. We saw you climb way the fuck up Apollo and sit up there for half the goddamn day like some kinda dorky gargoyle. When you jumped? Fuck, the boss wanted me to kill your grav harness so you'd splat on the sidewalk. I talked him out of it."

"What?"

“Jesus. I forget how traditional you eastern types are sometimes.” Barney pointed to each item as he ticked them off. “Let’s see. We’ve sliced into your comm, your harness, your cred vault, your identicator, and ahh..." He looked over to the bar. Yamabushi turned to see what he was looking at. He saw the bartender give Barney a sharp nod. Barney grunted. “And now we’ve hacked most of your cyberware too.” He let that sink in, waiting for Yamabushi’s face to register the gravity of what had just occurred. “We got the sickest slicers in the fucking galaxy out here, and that commercial hardware you're running ain't exactly hack-proof if you set yourself up right." Barney gestured to the surrounding bar. "This whole place has been rigged just for you. Just so we could hijack your tech. We knew you were coming, and we knew who you were the whole time. Fuck, man. I don’t wanna call you out or nuthin’, but you kinda made it easy."

As if to solidify this point, the blade in Yamabushi's hand went quiet. The soft hum and gentle vibration disappeared, leaving him with a dead piece of sharpened metal where a sophisticated vibroblade used to be. The weapon suddenly grew very heavy, and the world seemed to lose all sound and much of the color. He could not remember the last time he felt this weak. He refused to panic, yet there was no denying the fear building inside him.

"There goes your reflexes, and most of your strength, speed, and sensory shit, kid," Barney said. He must have noticed Yamabushi's growing apprehension, because he took on a conciliatory tone. "But don’t worry. You still got armored skin, decent muscles, and strong bones." He cracked his knuckles, and the ominous sound felt muted and distant to Yamabushi without his augmented hearing. "Fancy a go with the Bruise-Giver now, kid? It'll be a fuckton fairer, at least. Who knows? Maybe you're the guy who finally gets me."

Yamabushi took a half-second to recall all the stories he had been told about Aza no Okurinushi. The legendary gaijin was spoken of with reverence, his death-shrine at Oyabun’s villa always filled with sake and chocolate. Oyabun himself toasted his memory each feast day. Yamabushi stared at Barney the Doorman without the aid of his cybernetics. He had only the visible light spectrum and his instincts with which to really look at the worn-out old brawler. He searched for something of the legend in the grizzled face and gnarled fingers of this ancient man.

And he saw it.

The canvas of the skin told a thousand stories of enemies defeated and foes slain. The creases, kinks, and scars laid the whole history bare for those who knew how to read them. The crooked nose, the mismatched brows, the cauliflower ears, and the smashed lips, each old wound a brushstroke painting the picture of an unyielding fighter well past his prime. Yamabushi’s eyes at last settled on the raised white ridges of the scar on Barney's hand, and an old memory sparked to life. He pointed to it. "Tell me, then! Where did you get that mark?"

Barney answered, his voice low and distant. "Assassins from one of the Singapore Tongs attacked us during the festival of moons back during Okino Hokai. Oyabun's bodyguards got him under the table and out of the line of fire, but they couldn't get him out of the damn dining hall. Tong goons had all the doors covered. I created a distraction to draw the Tongs away so he could escape."

"A distraction?" Yamabushi could not believe what he was hearing. "Aza no Okurinushi charged nine armed assassins with just his fists and scattered them like birds! He killed four men with his bare hands!"

"That sounds pretty fucking distracting, doesn't it?" Barney held up his hand, showing the scar. "I was shot seven times pulling that little stunt, pal. I got six more of these in places I don't like to show people."

Yamabushi's heart pounded in his chest. The story was true, and only a select few knew it. He could not fight this man and something much larger than fear drove him to this conclusion. Certainly, he did not want to test his skills against even this aged version of the Bruise-Giver without the aid of his augmentations. However, it was the concept of even trying that he could not accept. The gravity of facing something so much more than just another strong foe felt like too much. Yamabushi did not have the right to kill Aza no Okurinushi. He had not earned that kind of honor. He took solace in one final thought.

Oyabun will understand.

Yamabushi sheathed his blade. "Gomenasai, Aza no Okurinushi. I apologize for disrupting your house, and I shall convey your greetings to Oyabun." He bowed. "It has been an honor to meet you, sir."

Barney again bowed in that awkward fashion. "Domo arigato, Yamabushi-san. Our houses can be real helpful to each other now that we have an understanding. Tell Oyabun that the Bruise-Giver will be waiting for his call."

"Hai. Wakarimasu. If you allow, I will take my leave now."

Barney stepped to the side. "Fine by me."

Yamabushi cast his eyes around the bar one more time while he collected his kimono. He saw the faces of these barbarians, each one as surprised and confused as he was. Could it be that these idiotic buffoons did not know who this man was? Did they really not understand within whose shadow they stood? It all felt so wrong.

At the door he stopped to turn and face the room. He did not look at the doorman; rather he met each other set of eyes with his own. He shook his head, disgusted. To Barney he finally said, "Someday, I will tell my students and uchi-deshi of this day. The day I nearly faced Aza no Okurinushi in battle. The day I called him a coward and lived to tell about it."

"Yeah?" said Barney. "I hope they like that story. You get to my age and the stories are all you really got left."

"Your story will last a thousand years, and you are a wealthy man for it. Goodbye."

Yamabushi left the bar and stepped back into the alley. Walking felt awkward without his augmentations, but he detected the boot cycle starting once he was well out onto The Drag. Soon he was himself again, stalking the streets of this strange town with his mind whirling. Beneath the stink and the noise of this cesspool, he had stumbled upon a legend living in plain sight. He scanned the crowd again, this time eschewing the technology in his goggles and just looking. He saw a hundred faces and realized he knew nothing about any of them.

He wondered how many more hidden legends haunted these streets and alleys.
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Story by Jay Ben Markson

Tuesday morning

The Cold Fish had been a popular spot for warehouse workers coming off shift, the kind of place that served bland beer cheap to gray-faced people in dirty coveralls. They squeezed in like cards into a deck, then shuffled out a few hours later, reddened by suds and conversation, and stumbled home to irritated spouses or empty beds. There were bars like this all over the outskirts of New Boston, squat blocks pocked with tiny windows and garnished with flashing holodisplays advertising Beer! They meant nothing to anyone except the people who loved them, who called them home for three or six hours at the end of a day. 

Now The Cold Fish was a smoldering heap of pulverized cinderblock and splintered hi-tops. Pieces of the ceiling rested at odd angles on the bar, the stairs, the walls. Liquor dripped from the display shelves, sizzling alight when it trickled into a live ember. The Beer! holo, dangling from a window frame, flickered like a half-killed firefly.

A pair of men stood in the scorched entrance, eyeing the ruins. One wore a black bomber jacket over a black turtleneck with black boots to match. The clothes were quality but a little too sturdy to pass for the outfit of a mid-level executive slumming it on the fringes. The man inside the clothes was sturdily built too: not very tall, not bulging with muscle, but somehow giving the impression of having been chiseled out of rock rather than born. When he shifted his weight, his shoulders strained at the seams of his jacket. His fingers were thick and frosted with white hairs. His jaw flexed like there was something inside he didn’t want to let out. A badge on his lapel read:

Mr. McSweeney

Franchise Expansion Associate 

A large handgun hung from a strap on his thigh. Dust and blood caked his boots.

The second man was taller and thinner, dressed in a tailored charcoal three-piece suit and cordovan monk straps. His crisp shirt was unbuttoned at the collar, revealing a flash of tan skin at the chest. A tiny smile showed off unnaturally white teeth beneath a tidy moustache. This man had a badge on his lapel too. It read:

Mr. Machado

Team Lead 

Mr. Machado eyed the wreckage of The Cold Fish with languid satisfaction, like a cat who’d knocked something off a table. 

“Well, Mr. McSweeney,” he said, his voice sardonic and smooth, “I guess we had better check if anyone’s alive.”

McSweeney grunted in assent and cocked his head to listen. A few raindrops spattered the ruined bar, hissing when they met fire. After a moment, McSweeney detected a faint whimper. His head swiveled to locate the sound.

“Back corner. Hurt,” he grunted. 

“Excellent,” said Machado. “Let’s see who it is.”

Picking his way delicately around bits of shattered ferroconcrete, Machado made for the back corner of what had been The Cold Fish. McSweeney and Machado had arrived well into the small hours of the morning for this job, so most of the patrons had been at home in bed when the work started. Still, the bodies of some of the Fish’s more devoted clientele lay sprawled across smashed furniture or jammed beneath chunks of debris. None moved. Machado paid them no mind. He headed for the voice in the corner.

“...help me...”

In the back corner, shrouded by dust and smoke, lay a round old man. A replica jukebox rested on his chest, still playing the strains of some late-twenty-first-century crooner. The man was having trouble breathing. His lungs heaved against weight of the machine, and his hands and feet wiggled, trying to find a way to free himself. He looked, McSweeney thought, like an overturned turtle. On the wall behind him was a metal sign that read: Beer is proof that God loves us and wants us to be happy. 

“My goodness, the proprietor survived!” said Machado with obvious pleasure. “This makes our job a lot easier, Mix, good work. Give him a hand.”

The man on the floor peered at them over the bulk of the jukebox. His face went the color of oatmeal. He wiggled harder.

“...please...no...”

“Don’t worry,” Machado cooed. “We’re not going to hurt you. We just have an exciting business proposition. You remember us, right? I’m Match and this is my associate, Mix. Mix, didn’t I ask you to help him?” 

Mix squatted next to the pinned man and got his hands beneath the edges of the jukebox. Machines like this were built to be heavy. They didn’t need to be—these days, you could fit the entire musical output of human history into a memory bank the size of a finger. But some people liked the vintage touch. Vintage, apparently, meant heavy. This one weighed more than two hundred pounds. Mix lifted the jukebox above his head in one smooth motion and tossed it to the side like it was made of paper. It crashed into a banquette and buckled, throwing sparks as it died. The crooner’s voice ground to a stop.

The man on the ground sucked in a lungful of air. His face tried to register relief, gratitude, and terror all at once, and ended up twitching into a quivering, empty smile. He stayed where he was, eyes locked on Mix, his body trembling like an aerocar engine that had thrown its bearings. Mix recognized this reaction. A certain kind of person, faced with a threat they had no hope of fighting, simply froze. It was a prey response, he knew, programmed deep into the small hard lump at the bottom of the brain. He’d never seen it help. In his experience, people who froze died. But in this case, he guessed, it was as good a tactic as any. A fat Quinzy bartender didn’t stand a chance against a lightly augmented PEF veteran following unambiguous instructions
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