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Chapter 1

[image: ]


Roland Tankowicz had been in many uncomfortable places in his life. 

He had once been submerged in an ammonia tank while battling pirates on an automated fuelling station. On another occasion, he had been forced to await rescue when trapped under a million tons of ice during operations on Enceladus. He had even been through a three-day battle on a planet whose atmosphere was composed entirely of various foul-smelling and corrosive sulfur compounds. 

All these myriad experiences, while sublime and sundry in nature and each possessed of their own discrete horrors, shared a single element in common:

Every one of them would be preferable to where he was at this moment.

The room was dim, and a miasma of smoke and haze redolent of a dozen different intoxicants hung in the air. Though obviously not the case, it seemed the oppressive grey fog hung motionless, frozen by the sheer physical tension that permeated the very atmosphere of the place. A great round table dominated the center, and around it sat eleven very hostile and enormously powerful people. The angry and important individuals were arguing enthusiastically, and the crosstalk, threats and denunciations had begun to get out of hand. 

This by itself would not have customarily made Roland uncomfortable. A cursory examination of Roland’s life would reveal to even the most casual observer a distinct penchant in the man for finding himself amongst angry individuals of power. One more group of malcontent warlords or businesspeople would not add much to his normal portion of stress, but these eleven individuals constituted an altogether different story.

Unfortunately, around that plain, nondescript wooden circle sat the Board of Directors for The Combine. Together, this august assemblage represented the largest criminal enterprises in the solar system. That any single Board member wielded far more wealth and political power than was prudent for individuals of such dubious moral character was a foregone conclusion. 

In concert, this motley crew was responsible for, or complicit in, virtually every act of criminal depravity that occurred in New Boston and the surrounding Megalopolis. By extension, because New Boston was the largest and most profitable marketplace on Earth, the collection of criminals wielded more power than anyone on Earth except for a few large mega-corporations and the Planetary Council itself. It was a very simple dynamic: New Boston controlled the Anson Gates, so New Boston controlled the interplanetary economy. The Combine controlled all illicit activity in New Boston and thus possessed unprecedented influence and power. These were very influential people, they were mad, and they all hated Roland Tankowicz. Roland, being a stubborn misanthrope, refused to allow his discomfort with the extraordinary nature of his current circumstances to show of course. Weakness meant death with this estimable assemblage.

No, there would be no display of agitation. Roland was a professional fixer and that meant he was the guy you called to fix problems like the one that brought them all together. Furthermore, he was a Dockside fixer, and Dockside fixers were the most critical type.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Roland attempted to seize control of the discussion. His voice was a booming bass that rattled windows when he chose to apply it. This room had no windows, so such theatrics remained unavailable to him. “Please remember the nature of this meeting and let’s just try to stay focused on the topic at hand. You can argue with each other later. Preferably when I am not on the clock.”

The more reasonable members of the board chuckled at his nerve. The newer members became irritated by the perceived lack of respect. Older, wiser Bosses understood the situation with greater clarity than the more recent generation. Roland overrode the protestations with a voice like thunder, “This is Dockside, folks. I’m pretty sure you all know what that means. If you don’t, understand that you do not want me to be the one to educate you.”

Just south of The Sprawl, Dockside was home to the huge docking stations where cargo shuttles unloaded the enormous freighters perennially orbiting overhead. Anson Gates brought these giant ships to and from exotic planets all over the galaxy, and the riches inside those cargo holds all had to get through Dockside first. 

This made Dockside sacred and neutral ground. “No gangs run Dockside. It has no Boss. You are all just businesspeople right now and you will respect that. You are all aware of why.” Or they should be, the large man mused. There was too much potential risk to the economy, both above board and below it, to tolerate any instability around the docks. “You are all getting fat on the gravy train of interstellar commerce, and nobody gets to fuck with that.” Roland wasn’t sure if the lecture was necessary, but some of the Board members looked like they might need the reminder, “Since nobody can trust anybody else to play fair, nobody plays at all.” 

Gateways Incorporated, who had title to the Anson gates, had made it quite clear that any sign of interference with the docks from The Combine would result in conflict on a scale that only a galactic mega-corporation was capable of bringing. It was a losing proposition for everyone, and so an uneasy balance had evolved in Dockside. A balance that had been very profitable for one Roland M. Tankowicz.

Roland had made Dockside his home entirely on a whim after leaving the army thirty years ago, but his presence had since become part of the landscape. Dockside had been a wilder place in those days as the lack of direct oversight from The Combine had left a vacuum for smaller groups of opportunistic types to run amok. The towering new resident valued his peace and quiet very highly, and purely out of that desire he had set to quieting his noisy new neighborhood. Roland’s reputation and influence had soon smoothed over many of the borough’s rougher edges, much to the delight of Gateways and the varied shipping cartels.

This was a polite way of pointing out that Roland killed anyone who disturbed the tranquillity of his home. His skill in making problems go away became legendary, and the petty criminals and minor players that operated in Dockside began to employ him to mediate disputes before they got too bombastic. 

It was imperative that Dockside maintain enough order to prevent the Corporate types at Gateways from coming down from Cambridge to manage things themselves. Small-time rackets that kept their heads down and didn’t mess with the docks got left alone. Periodically, some enterprising group would get ideas about setting up something more serious. Then, either The Combine or Gateways would hire Roland to go “fix” it.

Dockside subsequently thrived as the red-light, no-questions-asked, good-time area to frequent if your proclivities meandered past the threshold of strict legality. Since The Combine stayed out of Dockside, prices stayed reasonable and for the most part the smaller gangs kept trouble to a minimum.

For this reason, Roland was pleased that the meeting was not technically about him at all. His name would most certainly come up, and no one there would spare him any compliments he was sure, but he was not technically the subject of this unprecedented meet-up. The tense, terse, and clipped conversations revolved almost exclusively around a certain scruffy red-headed gang leader from a wretched slum just outside of the New Boston Megalopolis called Big Woo. 

Said red head, one Billy McGinty, was sitting at the table as well. He wore a crooked smile and his eyes sparkled with unrestrained glee at the mounting consternation of the Board of Directors. For their part, several board members were gamely trying to terrify the street thug into returning the entire narcotics and smuggling infrastructure the cocky bastard had usurped from them. 

Roland let his thoughts drift back six weeks to when he had helped Billy accomplish this unparalleled coup d’état by stalking and killing the Boss of Big Woo. Marko had been a disgusting and petty man, prone to fits of rage and extreme cruelty. Roland had crushed his skull with a single blow, and the Board had lost a sitting member and an entire territory in the span of just a few hours as a result. When one considered that the Big Woo turf also housed virtually all the narcotics production for a three-hundred-mile radius, the loss amounted to a staggering sum both in cash and in the universal currency of respect. Other gangs and rackets followed suit, and in a few short weeks The Combine had lost control of narcotics, prostitution, and money laundering operations for half of the New Boston Megalopolis.

At first, The Combine had tried to take it all back by force, as was their way. They had found, to their dismay, that hunting street-smart criminals on their own turf was harder and more expensive than they had thought. The Big Woo gangs had no chance of beating Combine muscle in a straight fight, but their guerrilla tactics and stranglehold on profit centers were costing The Combine dearly in both credits and blood. Life in the Woo was reduced to a miserable apocalyptic war-zone, but that was only slightly more of an inconvenience than life in the Woo had always been.

Yes, Roland mused to himself, these guys are pretty pissed off.

Wade Manson, who controlled the corporate and industrial quarter of The Sprawl, was pounding the table and spitting a diatribe of threats and promises, guaranteeing terrible horrors to come if McGinty did not immediately release his hold on Big Woo. Manson was supported with vocal enthusiasm by Jimmy Richter, who was the Boss of the retail district north of Uptown called Malldown. Both these sectors had suffered horribly when Billy had shut off the narcotics. 

When the prostitution rackets joined the cause, things had grown much worse for them. Which is not to say the other regions fared any better. The Uptown zone, broken out into Cambridge, Summertown, and the Old Fen Way was insulated by the extreme wealth of its residents; but no drugs and no whores had driven those deep-pocketed customers into Big Woo and away from The Combine in search of relief. The Combine was bleeding cash at an enormous rate, and spending more reacquiring Big Woo was starting to look like bad business.

McGinty took the insults and threats in stride and waited for the two thugs to spew their venom until it was momentarily spent before he responded. When he spoke, it was with a measured, confident baritone that delivered his message with poise, if not the eloquence of an educated kleptocrat.

“Gentleman, I have lived, worked, and struggled in Big Woo my whole damn life. I built the biggest crew and ran the best rackets out of there. I made you fuckers a ton of money and what did you do for me and mine? For the last twenty years, this Board has seen fit to leave my people under the control of goddamn Marko.”

Several Board members winced slightly in response to this. Mark Anthony Johnstone had been the Boss of Big Woo because Big Woo was dirty, poor, and disgusting. Marko had been the only man willing to run it because the lawless unregulated nature of the slum had allowed him to indulge his Caligulan tastes unrestricted. Billy elaborated what they all already knew, “That fat piece of shit enslaved our kids, raped our people, and treated our whole town like his own personal playground. Every one of you was just fine with that because our suffering made you all rich.”

The red head’s eyes flashed with rage, “So don’t waste one more molecule of oxygen threatening me. None of you can make our lives in Big Woo any worse than you already have.”

He barked a humorless guffaw, “Fuck. We can happily survive on one fiftieth of what you pricks need, so don’t expect us to sell ass or dope through you anymore. Not without a seat at the fucking table, anyway.”

A lean, silver-haired man across the table silenced the sputtering responses from the Board with a single raised hand. Pops Winter was the Chairman, and a man who had watched more than one criminal empire rise and fall in his more than a century of life. This was a veteran criminal genius, a man who had toppled governments with a nod of his head. Pops Winter, to put it bluntly, was the sort of bogeyman that other bogeymen checked their closets for before going to bed at night. No one knew where he had come from or what he had done before founding The Combine, and no one was brave enough to ask. A predator’s coal-black eyes sat impassive in deep crevasses under sharp silver brows, and he returned his hands to their folded position on the table. 

“Is that what this is about, Mr. McGinty?” The question was posed in a quiet, authoritative tone, betraying no hint of either approval or disdain. The eyebrows lifted a fraction of an inch, “A seat at the table?”

The room was silent. The room was always silent when Pops asked a question.

Billy McGinty met those eyes squarely. Well aware that he was outmatched, Billy was relying on the one advantage that he had over all the bosses. He and the Big Woo gangs had had nothing to lose, and The Combine had much at stake.

“No.” Billy was playing a dangerous game, but Roland knew that growing up in Big Woo was as dangerous a game as any. Billy had certainly played it better than most. The scruffy gangster held his ground and pushed back, “It’s about a whole new fucking table.”

If Roland had expected the room to explode with shouting and consternation at this proclamation, he was disappointed. All eyes were glued to Pops Winter, and no one wanted to speak before he did.

The faintest origins of a scowl appeared on the Chairman’s face, “I’m afraid you will have to be more specific in your demands, Mr. McGinty. But I caution you, do not assume that your position constitutes an insurmountable advantage. Bravo to you and yours for your initiative in seizing control of our more profitable apparatuses, but we are more than capable of constructing new ones.” The proto-scowl hardened into a tiny, confident smile, “The board is not above breaking Big Woo entirely and starting over from scratch, if we must.”

Roland knew that this was not an empty threat, but he also recognized that Winter was talking about a multi-billion credit loss and open warfare with another incorporated territory. The Combine would go to great lengths to avoid this. Civil war is always bad business.

Billy didn’t flinch, “Do what ya gotta, but we can dump the product so cheaply and still get by that the whole marketplace will shrink to nothing before you break us, Pops.”

The informality drove a silver eyebrow up another inch, but Pops Winter was not so easily riled, “So what do you want, Billy?”

McGinty leaned back, affecting an air of nonchalance, “It’s not what I want. It’s what we are going to have, one way or the other.” Pops smirked at the temerity of a street thug dictating terms to the Chairman, but he indulged the man just to see what it would take to assuage him. The remainder of the board held their collective breath.

“It’s gonna be a marketplace, man. No kickbacks, no bullshit. You come to the Woo and we sell you shit. Supply and demand will drive the prices, and everyone pays market rates. That’s it. No fucking boss, no hierarchy, no thugs walking our streets and no more fucking with the selectmen.”

Pops considered this. A competitive marketplace would crush the profit margins, and he was not keen on commodity pricing engendering bidding wars between various territories. He chose his bosses based upon managerial talent and ruthlessness, not business acumen. This marketplace idea would cause a lot of friction between board members.

“And how will you manage to protect this little enterprise of yours without us?” Pops countered, “You may not realize exactly how many different threats to our actions we deal with every year. There are other organizations, both on-world and off, that routinely attempt to subvert our operations. They will see you as a weak link and you will be targeted most enthusiastically.”

Billy snorted, “We had twenty years of Marko, and we are handling ourselves just fine. With our own revenues, we will be able to look to our own protection, thanks just the same.”

Pops turned his gaze to Roland, “I suppose that will fall to you then, Mr. Tankowicz?”

It was a loaded question. As a fixer, Roland was expected to be neutral until his services were secured. This had meant that Roland had worked for all manner of people over the years, including the Board. As long as they paid, he represented them as best he could. Sometimes that was as simple as securing a safe, neutral meeting place like this one. Sometimes that meant cracking skulls. 

If Roland threw in with McGinty, he was telling the board that he was off limits to them. A line was being drawn in the sand, and everyone wanted to know on which side of it he was going to stand. They were all acutely aware how Marko had died.

Twelve sets of eyes looked up at Roland, straining necks to match his nearly eight-foot height. A grey tailored suit did nothing to mask the impossible bulk of his exaggerated musculature, and his hairless head was wreathed in shadow as his height firmly ensconced his face in the layer of smoke and vapor close to the ceiling. Roland was not above employing his bizarre physicality to intimidate, and he subtly flexed his back to strain the seams of his suit.

“First of all, my services have already been secured to procure this meeting space. You are all here under my guaranteed safe passage, and you will leave here under the same.” No one had brought weapons or bodyguards into the meeting. Such was the nature of Dockside neutrality and Roland’s reputation.

“While I have undertaken actions against The Combine and combine assets recently, those were in direct employ of a client, and were predicated by a serious breach of protocol by parties related to this board.”

Heads nodded. Roland’s moves against Marko had been based on a kidnapping obliquely related to Combine business. While no one was ever supposed to take out a Boss without authorization, a lot of other rules had been broken during that time, and no party present was entirely blameless. Roland continued, “Actions were taken to rectify this, and Marko got dead as a result.”

He leaned forward and placed his hands on the table. The half-ton of military hardware that constituted most of Roland’s body drew groans of protest from the wood, but the table held.

“Ladies and gentlemen of the Board, I understand very well that you don’t want to give anything up to McGinty. I understand that anything other than total victory means losing respect with your constituents and competitors. But let’s be realistic. There will be no winners in an open war with Big Woo, and the idea of a mercantile system for distribution is overdue.”

Roland started to hear grumbles from the Board, but Pops was silent. Roland continued nonplussed with the murmurs burbling across the table, “It would be best for all of us... and I do mean all of us.” The looming fixer paused to make conspicuous eye contact with everyone in the room, “If an accommodation can be reached without me having to choose a side.”

Manson could not control his frustration and blurted, “Fuck accommodation! This is fucking unacceptable! You want us to just say bye-bye to our profit margins so some uppity street shit can shake us down?” His eyes were wide, and he pounded the table in impotent rage, “Nobody’s afraid of you, Tank! You think you can just tell us how to run shit? Fuck you! I will call in a goddamn million Cred bounty on you right fucking now!” The fat man whipped out his comm, “Then let’s just see who is in charge of shit!”

Several gasps and one chuckle were audible as Manson began to key up his terminal. Roland looked to Winter, “Mr. Chairman?” he inquired archly.

“Manson, put that away before you make any bigger an ass of yourself than you already have,” Winter never raised his voice, but his irritation was palpable.

Manson looked up at Winter, then over to Roland.

“Safe Passage, Mr. Manson,” Roland intoned drily, “can be revoked if you threaten my person.”

“I’m not afraid of you!” Manson blurted, with absolutely zero conviction whatsoever. Roland’s hand shot out faster than the eye could follow. Wade Manson looked down to see his hand, still gripping his comm, enveloped in a fist the size of a melon.

“Neither was Marko,” Roland quipped and squeezed.

Synthetic muscles rolled and flexed under the thin linen of Roland’s jacket, and Wade Manson screamed as both his hand and his comm crumpled under the impossible force of that grip. Roland released the man, and the Boss sat down with a heavy thud and cradled his shattered appendage. A hundred shards of plastic had been driven though both sides of it, and blood flowed freely in red streams that puddled on the table.

Pops sighed wearily and rubbed his forehead, “Well, that should be quite enough excitement for today I think. The Board will consider Mr. McGinty’s terms and vote on alternatives to open conflict. In the meantime, we would ask that Mr. McGinty begin releasing product to us at wholesale pricing. Let’s say, twenty-five percent below street value?”

There were nods of assent around the table. Twenty-five percent was half their former mark-up, but it was not too terrible.

McGinty nodded, “I can release product, but you will have to negotiate with Madame Madeleine for prostitutes.”

Pops sighed, “Of course,” then to Roland, “I would like to secure safe passage and neutral ground for another meeting in one week’s time to present our counterproposal. Are your services available?”

“At the usual rates,” Roland nodded.

Then the wall exploded.
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The wall across from Roland burst forward and broke into a thousand chunks of masonry and cheap panelling. The blast was concussive in nature, carrying no incendiary component beyond the heat of rapidly expanding gasses. It pitched people and debris around the room like so much laundry in a washing machine. 

At the center of the storm, Roland stood with feet planted firmly and jaw set with concentration as first the shockwave and then the hail of shrapnel washed over him. He observed everything in slow-motion as a swarm of tiny nano-bots dilated his sense of time to five times what normal people could perceive, and another horde of the diminutive machines prepared to drive his body at velocities to match it.

As the wave hit, his expensive suit was sandblasted off his chest, revealing the coal-black armored skin that covered synthetic muscles modelled after human anatomy. Bits of plaster cut jagged grooves into the paler dermal mesh of the towering fixer’s face as he stared through narrowed eyes at the new aperture at the other end of the room. Roland made no obvious movements in response to the explosion, but rather leaned into the wall of force and held his ground. Roland could afford to be patient. He knew what came next.

The blast had not been meant to kill. Though spectacular in its violence and shock factor, it was too small and there was no additional shrapnel media in it to maim limbs and rend flesh. Roland knew with an expert’s certainty that the blast was designed to open the wall so someone could breach the room. Roland knew more about breaching walls than just about anyone alive, and he needed only the first fifteenth of a second to ascertain what was happening. He shifted his weight ever so slightly and ground his toes into the floor to give them solid purchase. Roland waited like a coiled snake for the enemy to reveal itself and was prepared for what happened next before the first target was through the hole.

In that instant, the space opened by the bomb filled with darkly amorphous humanoid forms moving at speeds Roland could barely rival. Four of them streaked into the room faster than the eye could follow, and they were amongst the occupants before the last of them had hit the floor. 

But not before Roland got to them.

Another dark shadow entered the maelstrom when a thousand pounds of cyborg war machine intercepted the first of the attackers with a left hook that sent its recipient pinwheeling back through the gaping hole and deep into the darkened space beyond it. Roland felt the signature crunch of artificial android substructure under his fist and was simultaneously relieved and irritated.

Androids meant that there would be no surrender or retreat from the enemy, and no interrogations afterwards. This was annoying but not unexpected as this is exactly why nefarious actors liked to use droids like this in the first place. But using non-human agents also meant that Roland did not have to pull his punches, either. Controlling his output was not inherently difficult, but he really enjoyed cutting loose every now and then. It was good for business, too. The entire Board was about to see why Roland was not to be trifled with, and it was a lesson long overdue.

A second assassin-droid, oblivious to its companion’s fate, was plucked from headlong flight toward the dazed form of Pops Winter. Roland spun his deadly captive away from the elderly criminal and drove it through the table top with a right arm like a pile-driver. The table, already much abused by the breaching charge, collapsed with a pained crash and a shower of splinters. Roland did not wait to assess the damage, but employed his left hand to twist the metal skull away from its body and pitch it at a third android. Nonplussed, his target dodged the improvised missile easily and turned to face the new threat.

In an instant, as if by unspoken assent, both remaining machines paused and turned to assess Roland. Whatever calculations their AI subsequently ran must have returned similar answers because the androids’ original targets were forgotten as the new hazard in the room achieved supremacy in their pre-programmed priority matrices. The two surviving androids altered their paths to confront the massive cyborg while the dazed and coughing board members were still picking themselves up from the floor.

Roland and his opponents were a study in opposites. One was a gigantic hyper-muscled hulk, with arms as thick as trees and a back you could park a mid-sized aero-car on. He stood stock-still, feet planted wide and his weight sunk low from the hips in a natural, stable fighting stance.

The others, while nominally humanoid, were lanky and sinuous. Blank, featureless faceplates twitched back and forth as suites of scanners analyzed and assessed the targets in the room. Their long slender limbs, painted a deep matte midnight blue, possessed far too many joints and writhed like snakes in serpentine patterns intended to hide the origin of incoming strikes. 

The machines sidled and slithered when they moved and skittered about their quarry on whatever appendages suited the needs of their locomotion. To his chagrin, Roland realized that he could not discern the make or model of these machines, which was very disconcerting. Dealing with unsavory elements was his profession, and he was usually very good at recognizing this sort of tech. It did not bode well that he could not place these versions of assassin androids, or even their type.

Each limb terminated in a slender three-fingered hand; Roland realized in abrupt irritation that each clutched a long, thin blade of some kind. Knives and their ilk were not particularly terrifying to him; his armor had proven more than capable of stopping anything so pedestrian as sharp bits of metal. But the men scuttling around that room trying desperately to get away from the fight were not so hardened. If Roland’s guarantee of safe passage was to have any merit, he needed to keep those blades away from his charges.

The assassin ‘bots attacked with insect-like furor. Typical of AI-driven weapons, they struck with a single-minded purpose and ignored any pretence toward defense or self-preservation. The blades whirled and darted like sewing-machine needles in dozens of attacks coordinated between the pair, and Roland cavorted and lurched to avoid getting stabbed in the face. The resulting dance appeared to onlookers like a horrific, hyperkinetic ballet performed by twisted caricatures of people.

Roland was not interested in getting caught above the neck with one of those blades. The skin of his face, nominally Caucasian, was nowhere near as heavily armored as the black mesh that covered the rest of his body. There was some concern that at the androids would possess enough strength to drive one of those knives through his neck or eye socket, which could be catastrophic.

Otherwise, Roland was confident there was little chance of suffering serious harm from the blades. Which is why it was so surprising when he felt one penetrate deep into the techno-organic ‘meat’ of his left shoulder. The big cyborg grunted in surprise and pain at the unfamiliar sensation and was momentarily taken aback by the novelty of his new paradigm. This would not have been apparent to anyone watching him, though, because Roland perceived damage to his chassis in a very dull and muted manner. It was a design feature that minimized panic and involuntary fear reactions in a soldier destined to receive punishment on the scale of interplanetary warfare. If anything, his face demonstrated only confusion and irritation at what would have been a grievous wound for anyone else.

None of which, of course, meant that getting stabbed in the shoulder by an android didn’t still hurt like a sonofabitch. It just did so in a manner that was less acute and piercing to his nervous system than that of a normal, un-augmented person. 

A runaway amygdala in a thousand-pound war machine was a very dangerous prospect, and his builders had taken great care to prevent that from happening. Roland, at this point, would have liked to give the reins to his fight-or-flight response a little bit, because getting stabbed really pissed him off. He was far too seasoned a fighter to permit this, but the thought of doing so was comforting. As it was, he applied his highly evolved tactical mind and his heavily augmented reflexes to the problem instead.

The problem with stabbing someone, from the stabber’s perspective, is that unless you kill or incapacitate the stab-ee, you have just transferred meaningful possession and control of your weapon to the other guy until such time as you can dislodge it. Roland’s shoulder was the size of a basketball, and made of synthetic muscle analogues consisting of reinforced strands of techno-organic polymers. 

The dagger, which was obviously very sharp and made of a very serious alloy itself, had sunk four inches deep. This was effective in severing a few of these strands, but Roland had many others at his disposal and it left the blade hopelessly lodged in the rest of them.

Roland grabbed the offending arm in his left fist and pinned the limb in place so he could strike a blow with his right that punched through the robot’s chest and exploded in a shower of sparks and debris from its back. Before he could dislodge either his fist or the knife sticking out of his deltoid, he felt another blade slide under his ribs. This hurt more, as it had gone much deeper than its twin, and the tip felt like it had stopped no more than three inches from the eighty-seven pounds of original organic material that lived in the center of the giant cyborg.

Roland’s chassis was very durable. It had multiple redundant systems and had been built from materials specifically developed for their indestructibility. But the warm, wet, and squishy mass of pure human that lived inside of that towering technological achievement was no more invulnerable to stabbing than any other. The higher level of damage, and the terrifying proximity of that blade to his less-resilient pieces, drove Roland’s anxiety well above what he was accustomed to. 

It never really amounted to fear; Roland was well past the point where the fear of death affected him. But he did detect an old, nearly forgotten pang of apprehension with how precarious this battle had become. It drove him to heightened levels of speed and power as the consequences of failure became a potential reality, and his clever little nano-bots disengaged the safeties governing his output.

The offending blade, having not been ensnared by a large mass of muscle, withdrew in a spray of the viscous grey nanite rich fluid that served as “blood” within the chassis. Its wielder immediately began a second attack that Roland could only twist away from while he frantically shook the carcass of the other ‘bot off his right arm.

The cutting edge slid along his abdomen, throwing orange sparks and parting the armored skin. More grey fluid flowed from the shallow wound and black skin peeled back exposing the silver strands of artificial muscle fiber underneath. It was a shallow cut, but the ease with which the dagger slashed through his dermal mesh was alarming. When he factored the lethality of the weapon with the truly asinine speed with which the android could cycle its stabbing arm, Roland acknowledged he was in a potentially lethal situation. This did not happen to him often, and he did not like it.

A third strike was already rushing his way and an enraged Roland Tankowicz met it with his characteristically concise tactics. He stopped the tip of the dagger with the palm of his right hand and let it punch through to the hilt, dragging a growl of pain from the big man but stopping the weapon long before it could touch anything vital. 

Roland simply closed his hand at that point and a grip like a hydraulic press clamped over the comically tiny fist of the attacking ‘bot. The blade snapped off at the hilt as Roland squeezed his fist as hard as he could and the delicate assassin’s hand collapsed as if it had been caught in the heart of a neutron star. With a triumphant snarl and a vicious tug Roland tore the offending limb from its bearer in a spray of blue-white sparks and dancing electrical arcs.

Roland’s left hand, only marginally below optimal output due to the blade still lodged in the shoulder, gripped the android by the throat and held it aloft. This is where the last assassin met its doom, kicking impotently against the immovable obsidian mass of Roland Tankowicz while the big cyborg beat it into scrap with its own severed arm.

When he was quite convinced that the machine was well and truly destroyed, he took a moment to survey the room. He was relieved to see that no one appeared to have been killed by the assault, but more than one of the Board members would be limping for a few weeks. This was acceptable to the fixer, and he proceeded to further evaluate the room.

His eyes passed over wheezing gangsters, sparking androids and the scattered wreckage of the table. He was about to begin evacuating the Board when something caught his eye. If he had not been a combat engineer before getting his cybernetic upgrades he may not have noticed it, but his trained gaze was snared by a lumpy black mass the size and shape of beer can. It would have been easy to miss as it resembled many of the other pieces of random android detritus mixed in with the remains of the table. It was an unremarkable thing, but wired to the side of it was a small, commercially available system controller popular for its cheap price and decent capacity to run complex logic. It was a popular device, Roland realized almost too late, for detonating explosives under various programmed scenarios.

Like, for instance, if your targeted assassin droids can’t get to the one guy you wanted dead, then the chip could be programmed to detonate a bomb upon their failure.

Action followed realization by less than a tenth of a second.

“Everybody stay down!” he boomed as he lunged for the device.

With all the speed he could muster, Roland scooped the bomb up and ran. He did not bother with the door, or the hall, or any furniture that might be in his path. He just lowered his head and charged in a straight line, smashing through interior walls like they were so much paper and hurling dingy office furniture before him like the bow wave of a tanker ship. It was a singular charge, with a singular purpose. All the big man’s thoughts were fixed on the unpretentious goal of reaching the closest exterior wall before the device detonated. He made it in four seconds, but the bomb went off in three-point-seven-five.

It was a good bomb, well-made and potent. As a professional, Roland might have been moved to compliment the builder. But since he was holding it when it detonated, none of his thoughts were that charitable. The explosion ripped a hole in the side of the old Dockside office building large enough to pilot a small shuttle through and rained orange fire and smouldering debris to the darkened street five stories below. Roland’s body directed most of the energy outward, so no one inside the building suffered much more than collapsed eardrums and abject terror. Roland Tankowicz, however, was thrown upward and backward with a force and velocity he had never before experienced. Considering his past, that was a terrifying thing to endure.

He held on to consciousness as best he could, and for an instant he thought he might not black out. But then his body struck the first of several walls and ceilings and he knew with absolute certainty that hitting the roof was probably going to leave him in very bad shape.

He was not wrong. Consciousness fled without warning when he finally contacted the steel superstructure hard enough to dent the I-beams. Under the merciful black shroud of insentience, the giant cyborg lay in a heap of smoking rubble happily unaware of the army of criminals, cops, and other unknown players that had begun to swarm on his prostrate form.
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Chapter 3
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Since losing most of his body in a Venusian uprising and getting rebuilt as a member of an elite cyborg unit, Roland had been rendered unconscious exactly four times. The first occurred when he was struck in the helmet by a 50mm concussion grenade delivered by an irate space pirate. The second time he got his lights put out was the result of a three-hundred-foot fall into a ravine courtesy of an airstrike. The third incident involved a corrupted AI, a forty-ton piece of mining equipment, and some spectacularly bad luck.

It was a difficult thing to accomplish, and the resulting trauma to Roland’s chassis was always suitably impressive. This fourth case was no different. Roland crawled through the fog of his post-concussive coma slowly and set his mind to the task of assessing his condition.

His internal clock indicated that he had been out for one hundred-seventy-four seconds. No matter what the action holos said, any concussion that knocks a person out for more than thirty seconds is a very severe injury. Roland had the appropriate quantity of head pain, dull and distant though it may have been, to support this valuation.

His nanobots were already engaged in the yeoman’s work of knitting his skin and muscles back together, but he perceived a significant amount of structural damage to his skeleton that was going to take a long time to self-repair. He was not wearing his helmet, so he did not have access to the kind of detailed diagnostics that would have given him helpful statistics on all of that, so he was stuck with the unscientific diagnosis of “busted up pretty bad.” But he could move, and so he did.

It hurt a lot more than he thought it would, and that made him angry. His friendly little machines could do a lot of pain management if necessary, but his distance from real pain was so great at this point that Roland hated to employ them for that. He never wanted to forget how to handle pain because he valued mental toughness. As a principle, it seemed a silly anachronism to the big man as he wobbled up and dragged himself to his feet. Very silly, he grimaced internally as he felt broken bones grind against each other all over his body, shit, that stings!

He became aware of his surroundings slowly. He had been driven upward through the building until he struck a steel support column and then ricocheted into the roof joists. He winced when he saw how far his body had bent the gigantic I-beam. He was on the top floor, in an old storage room where he could see clearly through the hole in the floor his body had made. He scooted over with awkward shuffles to look down through the gaping maw of bent metal and shattered floor tiles. He could see a series of identical holes in comparable floors all the way down to the fifth floor and out through the recently-created hole in the exterior wall. Through that he could see the blue-grey streets of Dockside burning as emergency crews began to pull up.  

“Holy shit,” he muttered to himself, “That was a hell of a bomb.”

Four destroyed floors below, he could see several people scurrying around the blast point and talking with excited fervor. He recognized one form, and felt the brief inner conflict of simultaneous pride and fear. An athletic woman was dressed in black tactical gear with Level II body armor and a CZ-105 flechette pistol strapped to her right thigh. Her arms were encased in PC-10 less-lethal pacification gauntlets, or ‘taser gloves’ as she liked to call them. She moved like a dancer and was barking orders in commanding tones to men Roland didn’t recognize.

Roland grunted a weak “hello” down through the wreckage tunnel his body had made, and she turned and looked up through the path of destruction to see the large shadow above. Her eyes widened, and she sprang like a cat to grab the edge of the hole in the ceiling above and vaulted though the gap with casual speed and grace. She bounded up though the various levels of carnage like a terrifying armed squirrel to alight on the top floor in front of Roland.

Brown eyes peeked out from under the magenta stripe in her short dark hair, and her voice was a stern alto that while obviously concerned, was also irritated.

“Jesus, Roland! Are you OK?” Lucia Ribiero asked while worry, anger, and fear competed for control of her facial expression.

“Not really, no,” he croaked honestly, “We need to get out of here before whoever pulled this stunt hits again.”

She hurried to him and stopped, unsure of what to do. Ultimately, she decided to put her arms around his waist as if to help him walk.

Roland couldn’t stifle a laugh, “What are you doing?” He chuckled, “If I start to fall, what are you gonna do, hold up all 940 pounds of me?”

She scowled, “Don’t be an asshole. You’re hurt and I feel like I need to do something. Let me feel like I’m helping the big strong Army man, OK?”

“I appreciate the sentiment, really. But let’s not get you squished today, OK?” Roland evaluated his pain and calculated his injuries, “Please tell me the lift is working?”

“Let’s go find out.”

They talked as they moved to the elevator. Roland with slow, pained, shambling steps and Lucia hovering in excitable discomfiture as she kept pace. “I don’t think it’s likely they’ll hit here again,” she expounded, “This place is positively crawling with Combine muscle right now, and more goons are coming in by the second. The window has closed on this opportunity.”

“So much for the ‘no bodyguards’ rule?” Roland groused.

The pretty brunette snorted, “Once the assassin ‘bots and bombs show up, most people stop sweating the rules so much.”

“Fair enough,” he huffed, and then changed topics, “How are the Board members and McGinty?”

“All alive, no serious injuries. Your stock as a fixer just went way the hell up, too. That bomb pretty much guarantees that no one in that room was behind the attack, so everybody is talking about getting you on the job.”

“Oh goody,” the big man’s voice conveyed little enthusiasm, “As soon as I am up and running again?” A guffaw, “It’ll take me three weeks to repair all this damage.”

Lucia’s concern was obvious and unfeigned, “Dad will get you sorted out, right? You are going to be fine?”

“I’ll be fine,” he agreed, “and having your Dad around means I’ll probably be shipshape faster than I think.”

“I mean, he did build you, you know,” at least there was a hint of mirth in her voice now. Roland did not like for her to be stressed. Her own augmentations meant that handling stress was a very difficult and complicated task. Roland took great pains to avoid causing her anxiety.

“Only my nervous system, spine, and the billions of nanobots that keep me running. The rest of me was built by someone else.” He smirked, “And you killed that guy.”

“So now this is my fault?” she shot back, not at all offended by the casual reference to her murder of the scientist who built Roland’s body.

“Just sayin'.”

An unpleasant thought occurred to the fixer, “Who’s watching McGinty?” he asked, suddenly nervous. Leaving the gangster unprotected amongst the Board members was a really bad idea. Safe passage or not, the temptation to eliminate him would be too great for certain board members to resist.

“I cleared him right after the droids attacked. He was already halfway out when the bomb went off. He is with Madeleine’s crew right now.”

Roland grunted, “That will have to be good enough for now. Her crew are far from hardcore hitters, but nobody really wants to irritate the Madame.”

“Sex sells, but at a really steep price if you piss off the Madame?” Lucia questioned.

“You get it.” He smiled, “I’ll have you running rackets out of here in no time.”

“Don’t tempt me. I’d own this town in a year.”

Roland believed that. Lucia had been a senior executive at a beverage distributor before her father’s kidnapping had driven her into the grimy underside of New Boston and the arms of a giant retired military cyborg.  She had a sharp mind and a head for business, all the more dangerous since her body also housed a few billion of Daddy’s special nanobots. While she had no gross physical augmentations, her father had equipped her with the most advanced neural upgrades ever developed and some subtle physical ones to complement them. Her brain had a staggering amount of parallel processing ability, and her reflexes and proprioception were better than anyone Roland had ever witnessed. With her superhuman mental acuity and physical prowess at nearly the limit of human genetic potential, if Lucia ever turned her attentions to crime Roland was certain she would be the most successful criminal in history.

Roland’s mouth twitched in a tiny smile. Lucia was beautiful and terrifying and the only woman who had ever looked past Roland’s physical deformity to the man inside the machine. Roland did not like to use the “L” word, but if Lucia asked him to, he would kill every living thing on the planet to please her.

He caught his mind drifting toward these thoughts and groaned inwardly. That is not the sentiment of an emotionally evolved individual, I really need to work on that.

“What are you smirking at?”

Roland was torn from his thoughts by the slightly irritated tone of her question. He realized they were in front of the elevator door. He pushed the button to buy himself a moment, then he let the smile grow a little, “Just thinking about being laid up in bed for a couple of weeks with nothing but your company and tender loving care.”

She rolled her eyes, “Great, now you’ve got jokes.” Her expression turned sour, “Roland, you scared the shit out of me in here. Please don’t do that. Are you really hurt that bad?”

In the seven weeks they had known each other, Lucia had never seen Roland hurt worse than a couple of busted ribs. She had watched him get shot, fight giant cyborgs, and smash through whole buildings, sure. But none of that had hurt him all that badly. Roland instantly felt sheepish for causing her angst.

“How bad do I look?”

“Bad,” she answered quietly. Roland couldn’t see what she saw and knowing that his internal machines would fix him eventually did nothing to assuage the shock she felt at the sight of his bent posture and weeping wounds.

He sighed, “Sorry. It was just supposed to be a meeting. All the players were there already, so I didn’t figure anyone would risk hitting it.”

His teeth ground together with frustration and pain, “But somebody did hit it. Fucking hard, too. Bastard went right for the chairman, to boot. Worst of all, they did it in Dockside.” He shook his head, “That’s breaking pretty much every rule we have for this sort of thing. It makes no goddamn sense.”

Roland had no idea exactly what it meant, but he knew one thing for sure, “This is very bad, Lucy.”

“That much I had figured out on my own,” she pointed to the slash in his abdomen and then the piece of blade still lodged in his shoulder. “I’ve never seen anything get through the black stuff before. What the hell were those?”

“I don’t know,” he reached up and extricated the broken shard of metal from his deltoid, “But it’s nasty. We’ll bring it to your father and see what he makes of it.”

The door chimed pleasantly and whooshed open. “Thank god!” Roland breathed and stepped in, hunching his head and shoulders to fit through the door. Lucia followed and found some room in the corner. Fortunately, she was not a large woman, as Roland took up a lot of space.

The doors hissed closed and the mismatched pair descended to the ground floor. Lucia took another long look at Roland, bent with pain and covered in visible damage. She did not like to think about what Roland’s enemies might do if they knew he was hurt.

“Harden up, Corporal,” Lucia smirked, “Can’t let them see you sweat.”

Roland groaned. She was right. Roland’s exact capabilities and origins were not common knowledge in Dockside. It was no secret that he was an exceptional individual, but the why’s and how’s of that were deliberately kept mysterious. If the Army found out that Roland was not maintaining secrecy, he could end up in a lot of trouble. This was not even considering how much fear and respect it took to keep his fees for ‘fixing’ as high as he liked them.

The big man straightened and suppressed a wince. There was an audible click as two of his ribs slid back into their appropriate alignment and Lucia gasped.

“Oh, my god!” she blurted, “Are you OK?”

“Peachy,” he rasped through gritted teeth. The door slid open and Roland strode out into the whirling mass of emergency crews and Combine goons with confident steps. The lobby of the otherwise unremarkable office building Roland had selected for the meeting was crowded and disorganized. Emergency personnel and even a few cops were trying gamely to execute their duties, but the sheer volume of goons, thugs, enforcers and regulators all jostling for supremacy was making it impossible. He cast an appraising and deliberately authoritative scowl over the hustling people and addressed the closest goon with what Lucia liked to call his ‘command voice.’

“Hey!” The subterranean base rumbled, “Where’s Pops?”

The goon, at first irritated at the tone, turned with a condescending scowl. When his eyes fell squarely on the massive black-hued pectorals of the half-ton cyborg his face blanched. His manner had become very respectful by the time his gaze meandered the considerable distance upward and saw the battered and smashed grimace of a man who had executed a Board member with his bare hands.

“Tank, man... uh... sir. Sorry,” the goon blurted. When one combined his size, last name, and the intellectual horsepower of the average street-level hood, the sobriquet of ‘Tank’ was pretty much a foregone conclusion for Roland. It always made Lucia chuckle to hear it, though.

Roland had very little patience with street hoods. Roland had very little patience for anyone, really. But he made exceptions for those special people who did not irritate him. That cohort consisted of approximately seven living persons. The beleaguered unnamed red-shirt in front of him was not a member of that elite group, and so Roland did not spare him any undue courtesy.

“Did Pops get clear or not? And where the fuck is he now?” It was the growl of man likely to maim the next person who wasted his time, and the trembling thug was very invested in getting out of this interview un-maimed.

“Mack and Mindy got him to his car. He looked OK. I think he’s headed back uptown.” That was good. Pops would be in good hands for a while. How high-level bodyguards got their names in this game, Roland had to wonder. But Mack and Mindy were not to be taken lightly, silly names notwithstanding. 

“Good,” Roland grunted, “Who still has crew in the area?”

“Uhhh... looks like some of Madeleine’s boys, I can see regulators from Manson and Richter, and I think those guys,” he pointed to a group of hard-faced men in blue suits watching them with undisguised curiosity from forty feet away, “...are part of the Widow’s bunch. Don’t know anyone else.”

“Who are you with?” Roland growled.

“Oh!” That startled the man, “I run with Pops. Sorry.”

“Stop apologizing. Makes you sound like a wuss,” Roland admonished absently and then he returned to business. “Tell everyone to clear out. Dockside is still off limits to Combine, so tell them I said to grab their people and clear out.”

The poor thug looked petrified, “I can’t... uh... No one is gonna listen to me, Tank!”

Roland sighed. It was a heavy, weary sound. He was trying to delegate this because he was probably going to pass out soon. The pain of standing up straight was taxing even his considerable reserves. He looked at the man and spoke clearly and slowly so as not to confuse the intellectual colossus trembling before him.

“Tell them that I am going to go get my helmet and my gun. Anyone still here when I get back better be wearing an Emergency Services uniform. Anyone who isn't is going to get shot in the dick. Relay this information to everyone here and then leave yourself. Can you handle that?”

The man nodded briskly, “Yes, sir!”

“Good. Go,” Roland barked, and turned to head out into the street and a waiting ground transport. He managed to get all the way to the vehicle and slide inside before gasping with pain and collapsing in a heap on the seat.

Lucia clambered in next to him and made sure he was awake, “You OK big guy?”

“I’ll live,” he said weakly.

“You better.”
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