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​CHAPTER ONE
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When the sun had surrendered the last bit of crimson resistance to the encroaching twilight, the killer decided it was about time to get moving.

The air hung heavy, cool but not cold, the sky clear and deep purple. It was a Monday, and the evening crowds that choked the streets on a weekend ran far thinner with the prospect of tomorrow’s workday looming. The killer had chosen the transitional time of day, the time when the workers had shuffled home but the night folk had yet to emerge. It was an hour for dinners and recliners and the viewing of infotainment programs. Waiting for the sun to finish dipping below the horizon before starting was a deliberate choice. The indigo gloom of twilight was the perfect time to skulk about unnoticed. It was not so dark as to make his movements suspicious, while being sufficiently dim to keep his features inscrutable if he avoided bright lights. He hated this part. Approaching his prey always seemed the most difficult aspect of a job for him. This killer did not like sneaking around. He liked to be bold and get right into the fun bits. This had been his way for most of his career and it was how he preferred it. However, some tragic reversals in his fortunes had taught him that some attention and care paid to the stalk could prevent a job from going awry in a manner leading to grievous bodily harm or even worse, failure. No one had ever called him wise, though he was capable of retaining lessons learned if enough personal pain helped to set them. Thus, the shadowed figure moved with reluctant care down the dark sidewalk. 

Soft blue-white light from street lamps stretched to the pavement and splashed against the concrete like synthetic silver moonbeams. The killer avoided these, choosing to stay far to the left and shrink into the shadows of various buildings as he passed. This was Dockside, and he had no fear of street-level scanners or the random risk of a passing police drone. Despite the changes of late, Dockside still remained too lawless a stretch of turf for such things. There would be none of the technological marvels of a functioning Uptown constabulary to catch him out here.

Eyes, however, were a different matter. Eyes Dockside had in spades. The alleys and alcoves of the dirty streets were home to thousands of greedy informants. These were professional watchers, always lurking, always scanning. Of all the eyes he might encounter, opportunists’ eyes remained the worst by far. 

If he attracted the attention of such eyes, he could be marked as interesting. To be interesting was fatal in his business. If he came off as interesting, questions would be asked. Is he a victim? A score? A threat? A liability? Who might find the knowledge of him valuable? Could it be sold? The killer knew quite well how such eyes would view him, and he took great pains to appear uninteresting. This proved a far more complicated task than just being bland. He had to appear strong enough to not look like a victim while not coming off as a threat. He needed to look poor enough to avoid robbery while not looking so wretched as to be exploitable. He needed to avoid bright lights without giving the impression he was sneaking about. It was a dance, really. A delicate waltz where your partner was the whole neighborhood and the price of a misstep tended to be a gunshot to the face.

He wore a plain tan coat, long and closed at the front. Under the drab exterior, a subtle weave in the lining kept the prying eyes of scanners from getting a proper look at all the dangerously interesting things beneath. On his head sat a simple, narrow-brimmed hat that served well to keep his face in deep shadow when he inevitably found himself passing too close to a street lamp. His slacks were black, as were his shoes. Neither was cut in a particularly modern or fashionable style and strayed just to the nicer side of ‘shabby.’ The shoes were clean and in good repair, the jacket pressed and stain-free. The hat was just a hat, neither extravagant nor basic. He kept his hands in his coat pockets and walked with a long, ground-eating stride that spoke of purpose and destination.

If a pair of greedy Dockside eyes saw him now, they would see a mid-level warehouse manager scurrying home after a late night at the office. But it was all just urban camouflage and therein laid the true measure of his tradecraft. Nothing could be taken as seen where the killer was concerned.

Those pocketed hands kept his elbows covering the telltale imprints of the two pistols under that coat, the twin guns nestled under his armpits in a double shoulder holster. Keeping his hands in his pockets also meant he did not swing his arms as he walked. He had never mastered a convincing arm swing with his prosthetic limbs, and this was a convenient way to not have to try. The long coat also made it very hard to notice his legs as he passed. His gait did not appear noteworthy at all, as the swishing garment obscured the slightly off cadence of his artificial legs.

The hat served a similar purpose. The shadows it cast obscured the details of his face enough to keep his features indistinct. The lidless black facets where his eyes would have been (if he still had them) simply disappeared into the otherwise uninteresting field of shifting darkness beneath the brim.

The killer was a walking oxymoron. To any casual observer, he looked as bland and nondescript as a hundred thousand other Dockside denizens. Just another worker bee buzzing within the great hive of the New Boston economic landscape.

Thinking of Docksiders as bees sent his memory back to a bit of trivia from some long-forgotten old classroom holo. His school years had been brief and catastrophic, though a few good memories remained from those nearly forgotten times.

The holo had been one of those poorly assembled educational ones. It had been dull and bland and uninteresting, just like so many other materials presented in an attempt to steer the interests of a violent young man toward more productive pursuits. This holo stayed with him, and the budding sociopath had watched with glee as a single hungry Japanese hornet killed 10,000 honeybees in a solo raid. He distinctly remembered how seeing it happening made him feel. It had amused him to watch the oversized insect simply biting the brave hive defenders in half, one after another until not a single honeybee remained. Watching the enormous insect emerge from the morbid pile of slain enemies spoke to the killer on a level that he could not understand. He knew he liked the feeling, and he had never needed more than that to get by.

The killer now fancied himself in the role of that marauding insect. It pleased him to imagine himself a great predator among prey too weak to thwart him. He would be the hornet, newly arrived to kill and steal from the richest hive in the world.

All too soon, the door to his destination stood before him. One more barrier to clear and he would be off the street and away from the curious and opportunistic eyes of the Dockside night. He faced the unwelcoming white panel of metal and took a deep breath. Then he extracted his right hand from his coat pocket and pressed a cold mechanical finger to the access panel. The screen lit to a comforting green glow and politely indicated he should either present his access card or submit to a retinal scan.

Doffing his hat, the killer leaned his head toward the scanner and angled his right “eye” to be read. Despite a conspicuous lack of retinas, this process caused him little worry. Unless this building had state-of-the-art corporate or military scanners, his prosthesis would have no difficulty spoofing a reading that would satisfy the scan.

His confidence being well-placed, the door slid away without incident. He found no receptionist in the ground floor lobby, the poor little worker bee having left for the evening at least an hour earlier. The killer walked into the reception kiosk and reached out to the information terminal.  From a gray metal fingertip, a small interface jack extended, and he inserted it into the terminal’s maintenance port. Then he waited. Cracking the building security system took eighteen seconds. How his bionics managed such feats, he could not comprehend. Nor did he care. His employers had paid a king’s ransom for all his hardware and it was enough for him to know that it worked. 

The reception kiosk computer had very little in the way of security-level access. It was just high enough on the command priority list to tell him who was in the building and the alarm status, but not much else. It indicated the target’s presence with a helpful blinking message, and so the mysterious infiltrator elected to proceed as planned. A few clandestine cred transfers to the local police had ensured the irrelevance of security alerts to the completion of this operation, so he wasted no time or effort on worrying over alarms.

There were eleven people still in the building with his target on the top floor. More principled assassins would be vexed by this. Eleven pairs of eyes represented a lot of potential witnesses, and witnesses were problematic. This killer was not vexed in the slightest. He was delighted. He was about to begin the fun part, and eleven more people meant eleven times the fun. He smiled and unbuttoned his coat. Gray-black hands darted under the folds and emerged with guns both large and exotic. As the cold mechanical digits found their places on the grips, a subtle electrical connection burst to life. The lenses over his eye sockets ignited with targeting information and diagnostics on both his internal cybernetics and the weapons in his grip.

The killer was a gunman born and bred. He had held his first pistol at a mere seven years old. He not been without one since. His instructors and tutors over the years had always taught him to treat the weapon as an extension of his own hand. If he appreciated irony, it would have occurred to him that thanks to his employers, his guns actually were an extension of his hands now. He did not appreciate irony, so this was lost to him. What he did appreciate was that he had never been so connected to his tools and his vocation as he stood right now. Much of his past life existed as a foggy mess of incomplete impressions. His employers said this was a necessary part of his conversion, so he endured the confused fugue states and bizarre nightmares as a matter of course. The memories of his guns, however, remained clear and bright. His skills and instincts persisted when other parts of him could not, and it was only those moments when his guns pressed against his palms that he felt like a complete person. This did not bother him as much as it might bother others. He was a killer after all. His profession was all he had ever needed.

He addressed his AI out loud because his hands were full. “Nonna?”

Deep within his ear canal, a woman’s voice came through with toneless computerized inflection. “Ready.”

“Give me the Gunslinger in five.”

“Acknowledged.” 

The killer took an expectant breath and waited. He hated this bit, yet loved it at the same time.

Five seconds later, the killer’s senses exploded. A hundred wired connections running through his brain all crackled to life and began to manipulate the electrical bustle within it. Motor neurons accelerated into a frenzied state and the gaps of his synapses fairly buzzed with unrestrained action potentials. Other cybernetic implants recognized and counteracted the inevitable seizure activity this caused, and a sophisticated AI started to massage the resulting chaos onto a steady stream of high-speed neural commotion. After a brief sixty-millisecond calibration period, the system stabilized and a cocktail of assorted pharmaceuticals suffused his overclocked brain. The mix of anti-anxiety and mood-stabilizing drugs prevented him from having a psychotic break, and he soon experienced a kind of detached floating sensation. Everything he perceived stood out sharper, yet less clear at the same time. It was as if he existed only partially inside this world, while much of him viewed it from outside as well.

At six seconds, he felt like himself again. A faster, more alive, invulnerable, and unstoppable version of himself to be sure, but himself all the same. A feline grin peeled his lips back across his straight white teeth, and the killer took off like a cheetah for the stairwell.

At the second floor he encountered a man reassembling office terminals. It was a banal maintenance task and the worker in question could never have predicted that his menial job would result in so spectacular a demise. The first ceramic bead from the killer’s right-hand gun took him through the forehead and sprayed his brains against the wall behind his workstation. With his reflexes cranked well past any human threshold, the killer moved to the next victim before the last shards of bloody skull hit the floor. Bionic eyes relayed information in infrared, ultraviolet, and visible light spectrums simultaneously. Such a torrent of data would have been far too much for a human ocular nerve to transmit and more than a human brain could ever hope to parse out. The killer was not subject to such petty limitations. He was not handicapped by a pathetic human ocular nerve and his brain had bandwidth to spare at the moment. Examining all the sensor data, monitoring the various readouts in his HUD, and working two weapons simultaneously was as easy as walking and chewing gum for one such as him.

He coursed through the building like a homicidal hare. Two more late-workers fell to perfectly placed beads that entered the eye and exited out the back of the skull. Getting head shots had always been a fun challenge in the old days. Now, it was a matter of rote. The guns, his hands, his eyes, and his brain all acted as one. There was no disconnect, no distinction between where he pointed his focus and where the beads flew. If he could see it, he could hit it. His guns did not even have triggers to pull as the act of pulling a trigger would often spoil a normal shooter’s aim. He only thought about shooting and his victims fell dead. His arms absorbed and redirected recoil, eliminating another common cause of missed shots. It was no exaggeration to say that the killer had been built to shoot, and in this he was perfection itself.

Where no external challenge existed to satisfy him, the killer chose to manufacture one. Since speed was important on this job, he had already resolved himself to eliminating all witnesses with head shots in under twenty seconds. This presented a formidable task if he included transit times between rooms and floors. The doctors always badgered him for quality field testing, and this looked to be a very solid test of all his systems. His AI would need to plot the most efficient course possible while still accounting for numerous random factors. 

Four more worker bees died on the third floor, shot in passing as he sped to the stairwell with only the most cursory attention paid to the act of killing itself. The people on the fourth floor were likely just starting to react to the sounds of his shots. They would be confused at first due to the nearly silent nature of his weapons. Each discharge came with a soft hiss that, but for the supersonic crack of the projectiles themselves, would be hard to detect at any real distance. He knew how prey thought. The worker bees would be wondering what those weird popping sounds might be without being overly concerned by them.

A tired-looking woman met her end with a bead to the temple as the killer burst from the stairwell door. She stood standing for what appeared to be a long time, slack jawed and eyes unfocused as a plume of red mist expanded from the far side of her face. Another woman at the end of the hall dropped her DataPad, raising her hands to scream. As the white plastic device commenced its slow descent toward the carpet, a white-hot streak from his left-hand weapon entered her open mouth and took the top of her head off.

He killed the next one in passing, taking aim through an office door window. It was easy enough to let the fat man’s impressive heat signature guide the killshot home. He died not even knowing what had happened.

The eleventh to die was a young man. He entered the hallway from the last door at the far end. It would be a long pistol shot for most people, but the killer was not most people. The hapless youth stopped abruptly in the act of throwing his coat on and looked backward over his shoulder when a bead entered his head just under his right ear. It must have arced downward because the exit wound nearly decapitated the dead man. The killer did not care. His clock showed nineteen-point-seven-one seconds. While he had technically shot the last one in the neck, he decided that it still counted as a head shot and skidded to a very satisfied halt.

A quick check of his scanners told him the target was still in her office and did not appear to be disturbed by the chaos just outside it. The woman had to be half deaf not to be at least curious about the all the weird sounds outside her door. The killer did not waste any more thought on it, and instead he reloaded his guns and addressed his AI.

“Nonna?”

“Ready.”

“Give me baseline in five.”

“Acknowledged.”

Five seconds later, a crushing malaise and sluggishness washed over his body. Thirty seconds at super-speed had seemed like thirty minutes. In comparison, returning to the real world was like hopping off a space fighter to ride a bicycle. The familiar nausea and headache tried to rear their heads, but Nonna stayed ahead of them and the appropriate drugs were administered automatically. Seven seconds after that, he felt like himself again. A slower, less alive, more pedestrian version of himself, but himself all the same. He straightened with a shudder. Then he walked to the end of the hallway to finish the job.
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The Madame was feeling her age tonight. She kept finding herself looking out the window over the stretch of city where her office sat when she should have been working. Yet for some reason, she could not help but wonder about all the changes the town was going through. Being old enough to have seen many things change gave her enough perspective to accept that this latest bout of transition seemed no better or worse than any of the others before it. New Boston had ever been a place of transitions, both temporal and physical. Then her eyes wandered out and over the rooftops, and she smiled. 

Some things remained immutable constants.

The shining towers of New Boston’s jeweled crown were easy to see from nearly anywhere in the surrounding megalopolis. They raced like illuminated silver daggers up into the misty skyline to puncture the low-hanging clouds. Like the peaks of great metal mountains, the soaring edifices of Belham Tower and the Gateway Spire dominated the night sky and stood as defiant signposts declaring with ear-shattering volume that one now viewed the center of the richest district on Earth. Every facet of the borough designed, crafted, and presented for the express purpose of reminding a traveler that this is where the rich people lived. More specifically, this is where they belonged.

Likewise, the character of the other districts seemed set in stone as well. Her glance wandered over to her east where she could just barely make out the gray uniformity of The Sprawl. There, endless blocks of offices and factories stacked neatly into rows pressed against each other, humming and thrumming with subterranean vibrations as they belched interminable tons of consumer products for export to their attached warehouses. For every warehouse or auto-factory, a tall office building stood in silent watch. Inside these, thousands of business people in smart gray and brown suits would scurry about like bees looking to their various tasks in a steel and concrete hive. Accountants would account; salesmen would sell. Managers would manage and couriers would curry. The Sprawl clunked along like a machine filled with other machines: a matryoshka doll of people and equipment, each one nestled inside the next. It was a greedy thing as well, gobbling up resources and spitting out products like a hungry worm turning soil into compost. Where humanity began and the machine ended remained anyone’s guess, and drawing such distinctions was not conducive to productivity.

Dockside squatted to the west. The Sprawl was to Dockside as Uptown was to the Sprawl. Dockside existed a full step dirtier and darker than its industrial neighbor, but much like Uptown and The Sprawl, a delicate symbiosis existed between the two.

With so many of their interests intertwined, the border between Dockside and the Sprawl stayed a nebulous, poorly defined thing. A person traveling from the Popsi bottling facility to Farragut Shipping’s main dock would be absolutely certain when they stood in the one district and not the other, but that same person might struggle to define exactly where they had crossed over.

This muddy interstitial stretch of no-man's-land was slashed by cargo tram lines and called ‘The Approach’ by locals. The exact dimensions and edges were oft-debated topics among those who lived and worked inside it. The zone languished in obscurity, a land defined by its neighbors and yet excluded from them. A few bustling retail establishments and some decent restaurants wedged themselves between blocks of factories here, yet even such places as these lacked the defining grit of a true Dockside establishment. Confounding the identity crisis, any of these sites remained far too lowbrow to be at home in the Sprawl, either.

Madame Madeleine liked The Approach. It was a place of transitions filled to the brim with transitional people much like her. The zone defied definition as did the aging woman staring at it through a fourth-floor office window. Like her, The Approach lived its days a permanent outsider, forever ignored by its neighbors and underestimated by competitors. This appealed to the old woman’s sense of irony, as her entire career mirrored this perfectly.

The gentle chime of an intercom shocked Madeleine into movement. “Yes?” The reply came serene and patient, betraying none of her surprise. She had grown more prone to bouts of introspection these days. Getting old did not suit her.

The voice of her assistant came through the small speaker at her terminal. “The receipts are in, Madame. I’ve sent them to your DataPad.”

“Thank you, James. I’ll look them over before I leave. Don’t wait around though. Take off early and go have some fun.”

“Thank you, ma’am.” James sounded delighted. “I will!”

“Ah, to be young,” she chuckled. Youth was overrated in her opinion, yet she did not judge anyone for enjoying it. She pulled the charts up on her DataPad and started to thumb through the screens. There were many screens and many receipts, for Madeleine was rich in the kind of way that made the very concept of money fuzzy. The Madame knew money to be fickle, and there existed many things far more powerful than electronic sums saved in banking computers. She bet her life on that knowledge every single day.

Considered by those in the know to be the most powerful woman in New Boston who wielded no actual power, Madeleine delighted in her stabilizing role amongst the quasi-legal factions that crisscrossed the underside of New Boston’s thriving economy. Despite her obvious success and influence, she had been fastidious in avoiding any sort of collusion with either the legitimate governments or organized crime syndicates. She could have if she wanted to, but she did not want to. Madeleine craved dominance in a much subtler fashion. She turned the corners of her mouth in an old woman’s smile as the distant memories came flooding in. 

There existed a common saying among the New Boston criminal circles. It went, “Sex sells, and in New Boston, Madame Madeleine sets the price for it.”

This was not hyperbole. If a person purchased the time and attentions of a companion anywhere within the New Boston Megalopolis, one could be certain that The Madame was getting a piece of the action. This person could also rest assured that his price, conduct, and overall rating as a customer would be recorded and held either in his favor or against him depending on how things went. Good customers enjoyed better prices and enhanced services; bad customers suffered consequences that ranged from ‘subtle rebuke’ to ‘death of a horrific nature.’ Therein lay the genius of her operation: customers found themselves held to a standard, and in exchange services were also held to a standard. Once her ‘customer profile’ system took off, The Madame found herself spoiled for choice when it came to both clientele and contractors. Soon after that a franchising system grew, and the rest was New Boston history.

She kept her office modest though quite large by necessity. Supervising her empire required a staff of nearly a hundred middle managers and logistics personnel, and keeping them located in one place was essential to maintaining an orderly operation. The Madame courted order the way young women courted emotionally unavailable men. A youth spent surviving the horror of Big Woo slavers had burned into her a deep and fundamental need to exert control over her environment at all costs. She considered her composure the only good thing to come of that nightmare as her dedication to such strictures had made her wealthy and powerful. These were lessons well-learned, and she never deviated from them.

Seated at her desk perusing the week’s receipts, The Madame heaved a heavy sigh. Drooping lids tried to close over eyes heavy with age and a life hard lived. Her hair had turned gray, her body now stooped, and she was oh-so-goddamned tired all the time. Ruling over empires was a game for the young, and her aversion to gene therapy and plastic surgery was starting to feel like a petty affectation as the weight of time grew heavier every day. She refused to keep herself pretty though. Beauty was a thing to be exploited, not pursued. Madeleine had enough of that to last ten lifetimes. It was natural enough to profit from it, of course. Though for her own part, she considered herself done with the attentions of those who thought her beautiful. Her beauty had been a curse her whole life, and now happily rid of such nonsense she could focus on what really mattered. At least when people talked to her now she could safely assume they were not trying to get under her skirt.

Her attention, having again drifted away from the task at hand, returned to the reports in front of her. She did not like what she found in them. The marketplace for illicit goods and services wobbled in a precarious state, and this did not suit her need for control at all. The last batch of squabbling over Dockside had spilled into the other districts and destabilized all the markets to an unacceptable degree. The consequences for this were apparent in the volume and margin numbers reported by many of her franchisees.

Some good news accompanied all the bad. Her brothels in Dockside continued to turn a brisk profit. Better than ever before, now that the introduction of organized trade guilds for the various criminal gangs had put a few extra credits in the pockets of all that horny street muscle. Dockside had a lot of street-level hoods, which was typically a good thing for her. These rough men and women liked to have a good time when cash could be spared for it. An extended period of various criminal enterprises fighting over that territory had kept the cash tight. Tight fists did not go to whorehouses.

The Dwarf made things worse by being his usual greedy self and hoarding money under the pretext of financing the resistance. Madeleine would have bet a year’s pay that the disgusting little hairball had made profits coming and going on the whole sordid operation. It was ever his nature to seek personal gain in every situation, and the century-old prostitute knew a thing or two about the intractability of human nature. The man simply could not help himself where money was concerned.

Poor Rodney probably hated the new system of trade guilds. An uppity street-hood-turned-criminal-mastermind named Billy McGinty had managed to unravel the old system of rival gangs that had served The Dwarf so well. He even got The Dwarf to go along with it somehow. How he accomplished this, even the Madame could not say. Either way, the docks sat quiet once again and without the gang leaders hoarding the cash, creds were flowing very nicely among the enforcers, runners, pushers, and thieves of Dockside. Such folk stayed the perennial big customers for Madeleine, and when the money flowed at street level, her franchises in Dockside always did very well.

This was a fortuitous thing because the collapse of The Combine had the rest of her pleasure houses struggling to stay afloat. Not that they lost money; rather, her profit margins in Quinzy and the Sprawl had thinned to unacceptable levels. Southie, The Brook Line, and Woke Fields still broke even, but she considered this indistinguishable from a complete and utter failure. To The Madame, treading water might as well be drowning. She would need to see to the management of those franchises personally. As much as she wanted to expand into new territory, Cambridge, Summertown, and the Old Fen Way simply did not present viable locales for practicing the oldest profession on a franchise model. Certainly not as long as they stayed obsessed with image and fielded a police force with no sense of humor whatsoever.

Malldown made money still, at least. Yet this did not make her as happy as it should have. Malldown’s resilience to the economic downturn stood out as an anomaly, and The Madame did not trust anomalies. She nursed deep suspicions about what might be going on in Malldown, and those suspicions involved a very short and very greedy little dwarf from Dockside. She frowned, trying to decide if it was worth looking into or not. She was not sure she cared what Rodney was up to, as long as business kept booming. A thin finger tapped the desktop in a rapid tattoo while she considered calling in Tankowicz. It might be worthwhile to have him look into it. The Dwarf feared The fixer, and this might kill two birds with a single terrifying stone.

She tabled the matter to think on it some more before deciding. Tankowicz had grown rather expensive these days, and she remained unconvinced that Malldown presented a situation in which she cared to be involved. More to the point, the hour had grown late, and she was tired. Another sigh came unbidden as the old woman leaned back in her chair. A small, thin-lipped frown creased her lined face as she thought of Roland. She was old enough to remember when he was just another high-end hitter trying to hide out in Dockside during the wild days. She employed his services often enough over the last three decades and had observed his career with interest. It became harder and harder each day to see him as that angry and confused young man anymore. He had grown into something far more complex over the years.

The big man had been an important part of her rise, though he never realized it. One of the reasons so many working girls and rent boys flocked to her banner was her reputation for taking care of them. The pleasure business attracted a lot of dangerous customers after all. Tank’s unsubtle ministrations ensured that those who mistreated her workers suffered horrific consequences. This often proved a more complicated task than one might think. Many of her clients came from the rich and powerful segments of the population, and a lofty station made a proper chastisement tricky. A regular leg-breaker might be bought or intimidated if enough money changed hands, and when a rich man felt threatened, it usually did. The solution for how to rebuke a rich and influential person lived in employing someone singularly unimpressed with such things. Enter Tank Tankowicz. If that monster was ever intimidated by wealthy or politically connected people, Madeleine never heard about it. Once paid to make an example of a rough john, the example got made whether it was a lowly drug dealer or a billionaire industrialist. 

The reason for this was obvious: money and power meant nothing to Roland. The man dealt exclusively in the currencies of violence and death. Madeleine did not know where Roland had come from, but he was a far wealthier man than most when it came to those. When folks rich with credits had to settle accounts with Roland, they often found their wealth immaterial and their relevant balances deeply in the red. She understood the way of such things, probably better than the giant oaf did. Madeleine dealt in pleasure and fantasy, each vice powerful coin in its own right. Thus, she had always felt a special kinship to New Boston’s most famous fixer. It made no difference to her that he did not reciprocate. Both of them had in their own way discovered things more valuable than money, and the knowledge had made them powerful.

The old madame could not help but think it a shame he was now under better management. What she used to pay him was a pittance against the value of actual services rendered. The Madame loved herself a bargain, but wasted no energy on pining for the old days. 

Realizing she had lost track of the accounts yet again, she gave up on finishing the reports. She had never been the type to lose track of time woolgathering though it would be a lie to say that it had not been happening more often lately.

“Doddering old woman,” came a mumbled rebuke to herself. Then she pushed her chair away from her desk and stood. Knees and back immediately competed for the titles of ‘stiffest’ and ‘most painful,’ and she could not easily declare either to be the victor. Calling it a draw, she grabbed her coat and shuffled to the door. When it opened she was startled to see a familiar face standing at the threshold. At first taken aback and then annoyed, she scowled into those dark eyes and barked, “What the hell are you doing here?”

“Working,” came his clipped reply, and then Madame Madeleine died of a single gunshot wound to the forehead.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Kitty liked her job for the most part. 

On one hand, her co-workers were universally awful and the customers even worse, but on the other hand, the pay was good and the tips often better. She had to put up with a lot of crap, but it kept her off the docks and out of the warehouses. As with so many other aspects of her life, Kitty had learned to take the bad along with the good. This job had more good than bad, so she tried to appreciate it in a reasonable context.

Tonight presented an example of the ‘bad’ that had to be taken with the ‘good.’ Mondays always drew poor crowds and the barely quarter-full main bar was about as good as she could hope for. Kitty hated the Monday crew. Morose and sneering street hoods sat drinking cheap beer and engaging in what an optimistic person might refer to as ‘conversation.’ If Kitty told the blunt truth, these interactions amounted mostly to grunting and arguing over the tops of dirty beer glasses. Most of her regulars came here for two things: to curry favor with The Dwarf, and to stare lustily at Kitty. She could do nothing about their ambitions with her boss, but as long as they bought drinks they could look at her chest all they cared to. It was no skin off her nose what went on in a man’s head when he drank. If they got ideas about making fantasies into realities, Barney would set them straight like he always did. The burly doorman had three grown children of his own and he could be downright paternal whenever Kitty’s virtue came into question. 

Without exception they constituted a rough group, equal parts dirty and angry. Many chose this spot simply because Hideaway was the type of watering hole that did not care if your profession wandered deeply into the realm of the illegal. More to the point, this dive preferred it that way. More crime was planned and managed from this place than any other in Dockside, and the clientele stood as a cartoonish reflection of this obscure bit of trivia. Kitty did not mind that so much. With the bar packed full of rowdy thugs out to make a name for themselves, booze and money flowed with equal largess. A girl with a tight body and liberal sensibilities about showing it could make a good living working this kind of joint. She actually enjoyed those frenzied nights. She loved the loud, chaotic mess of it all. She liked the industrial-punk bands that came and played, and she liked the swaggering bravos flush with ill-gotten money who tried to impress her with exorbitant tips even more. 

Those were not usually Monday nights, however. It was a dull, quiet, tight-fisted crowd in house tonight, and Kitty had already given up on making any real money. Now she just wanted to go home. Even that small mercy seemed distant, since the end of her shift approached with a sort of malicious inverse-quantum plodding. The closer it got to last call, the more slowly time moved. With the sweet relief of closing time a mere hour away, it felt like the universe itself slogged from present to future through a sea of thick molasses.

She glanced at the clock above the door for the seventh time in three minutes and growled in the back of her throat when she saw it displaying the exact same time as her previous glance.

“Oh, don’t be all frowny like that,” came a country drawl from across the bar. Kitty uttered a silent curse and plastered a saccharine smile to her face before turning to address the owner of the voice.

“Just ready to go home, is all.” She kept her reply friendly and conversational. People tipped more when they thought it might help a friend. “What can I get ya?”

The voluptuous little blond woman seated at the bar smiled broadly, “Whiskey, neat.”

“Coming right up, Mindy.”

Mindy was a new player around Dockside. Kitty pegged her as an okay sort. She dressed like a hooker, but she would brand herself a hypocrite for judging that too harshly. Small, hugely endowed, blindingly blond, and possessing a chipper way about her that would have been amusing if it was not so intense, Mindy had made herself a regular on the nights Kitty worked. One did not need telepathy to understand the reason for that. 

At least she came off as likable enough, for a customer. Like most of her regulars, the little blond came here more to ogle Kitty than she did to enjoy the booze or music. It was nice to be ogled a little, so Kitty did not take offense. But Mindy also worked for Tank, and that made her something of a VIP in these parts. Normally this would be a good thing. Specifically, the sort of thing an enterprising gal like Kitty might work to her advantage, considering Mindy had obviously taken a special shine to her favorite bartender. 

Kitty would be lying if she said she had not considered working that angle. A fling with Mindy did not make for an unappetizing prospect. The little woman had the kind of figure that could put a teenage boy through puberty in forty seconds. To the boy’s everlasting chagrin, he would find Mindy did not fancy males in that way. Kitty liked boys just fine, though she found girls to be all kinds of fun, too. With her own striking figure, having extra dating options left the popular bartender with plenty of candidates when the mood to mingle came over her. She could have Mindy eating out of her hand any time she wanted to and this both thrilled and frightened her. 

It thrilled because the flirty little blond was a very dangerous woman and Kitty liked danger. Fooling around with the most successful assassin currently working was exactly the species of bad decision Kitty had a reputation for making. A quick glance at the patrons still in-house confirmed that half the people currently in Hideaway were dangerous to one degree or another. One more professional assassin ordering watered-down drinks did not constitute the kind of risk that ruined Kitty’s evening with dread. What made the pretty bartender nervous was the Tank problem.

Kitty turned to the row of bottles behind her and stretched out to grab a handle of expensive bourbon. In truth the bottle had only held expensive bourbon once, its current contents being of a more working-class variety. Most customers could not tell the quality stuff from the rotgut and were as happy with the illusion as the real thing. Kitty made sure to give a good long stretch as she reached, just enough to let her tiny shorts ride up and present her derriere in its optimum configuration. People tipped more when they got to leer at her, Mindy better than most.

After a brief pause to allow the woman a nice gawk, Kitty turned back to the bar and grabbed a snifter. Before she could pour the drink, her customer flashed a knowing smile and wink, placing her hand over the top of the glass.

“Nuh-uh, Kitty-cat. I know Rodney fills those with cheap shit. I can smell it, too.” Her nose crinkled, “I’d rather have the good stuff.”

“Right.” Kitty smiled back. She made it both apologetic and innocent. “Sorry, Mindy.”

“No harm done. It ain’t your fault Rodney is a cheap ass.”

Kitty returned to the liquor shelf and fished around for an actual container of top shelf bourbon. With her back to Mindy she allowed a small frown to mar her features. Mindy might be dangerous in an exciting way, but Tank was just plain terrifying. The hard-boiled Dockside bartender did not fear much of anything anymore, making the big fixer an outlier. She had learned to navigate the dirty streets and treacherous alleys of her home better than most. More than one mugger or would-be-rapist had suffered brutal injury for underestimating the punky pink-haired girl from Z-Block. Kitty rested easy knowing she could handle herself when things got rough. She took great pride in this fact most of the time. But nobody handled Tank, and this made her nervous. She had seen a few folks try themselves against the giant and the results still nauseated her when she thought about it.

Tank had been coming to Hideaway for business as long as Kitty could remember. He never bought a drink. He never made small talk. He never made eye contact with her or snuck lurid peeks at her ass like other men did. His giant body radiated cold violence the way Mindy’s radiated sexual heat. 

Kitty had seen men with ‘dead’ eyes before. The kind of people who had seen so much horror they could not summon enough leftover emotion to have a facial expression were a familiar sight in Dockside. Hideaway, being a place that attracted that type in droves, allowed her to observe and understand these folks. If a blank stare had represented Tank’s whole mystique, she would not have thought twice about the man. His aura of menace was so much more complex than that. His demeanor, so cold and gruff, had been forged by something different and her inability to place it gave her chills that Mindy shared by association.

Unfailingly polite, he always tipped well for his information. This was literally the entire sum of their interactions for the last seven years. She had tried to engage him, to feel him out. To date, success on this front had proven stubbornly elusive. No quantity of flirting, friendly banter, or gratuitous sexual overture could penetrate his icy countenance. She was the object of a thousand unrequited sexual fantasies every night, yet to the scariest man in town she might as well have been a potted plant. It was the sort of thing that could make a girl self-conscious. 

It did not come across as anger or acrimony when he rebuffed her or outright ignored her. It was as if he did not see her at all. She could not shake the feeling that Tank saw things as either threats or goals. Being neither, Kitty simply did not exist to the man. That had to be the worst part. He did not dislike her; he simply did not register her existence. Worse than this, Tank actually made her boss nervous. 

She had seen him tear this bar apart twice since she started working here. From her post behind the bar, she had watched him kill a dozen men with his bare hands. The local guys had a weird sort of respect for him, especially since the fight over in Quinzy a year prior. They all hated dealing with him of course, but she could tell they all loved having him around at the same time. Kitty just knew he was big, and scary, and more than a little mean.

“Lose a bottle back there, darlin?” Mindy’s voice broke into her reverie, startling her. “Or are you just trying to give me a good look at ya?”

Her vacant smile reattached, Kitty turned and brought the dusty bottle of Eagle Rare over to Mindy’s waiting glass. “Sorry. Long night, y’know?”

Feeling charitable, Kitty let a generous quantity of the tawny liquid splash into the faux-crystal tumbler. Mindy’s nose twitched and she smiled. “That’s the good stuff.”

“You can smell the difference?”

Mindy’s eyes danced with glee. “I have a very good nose. I can sniff out good hooch from bad hooch, or find a rotten apple in a bushel. I can also smell when somebody who started out calm and relaxed is suddenly very nervous.” Slender fingers flipped the glass to her lips, and Mindy downed the whiskey in a single pull. The tumbler skipped over the back of her hand to roll across her knuckles. Then it dropped toward the bar where it was caught deftly in Mindy’s other hand. “Ahhhhhhhh!” the little blond sighed with delight. Then she flipped her hair back to look at Kitty. “Why so twitchy all of a sudden? Is it me?”

Mindy almost sounded worried. Kitty had been so caught up in her thoughts of Tank she had almost forgotten that Mindy spent most of the time in dogged romantic pursuit of her. Though the words felt strange to say, Kitty turned to the most successful assassin in known space and said, “It’s not you Mindy. Sorry.” People who knew Mindy’s profession were usually afraid of her, so the mistake was understandable. Because she had time to kill, Kitty asked Mindy a bizarre question.

“What’s he like?”

Mindy frowned. “Who?”

“Tank.”

The frown deepened. “What do you mean? You don’t...” There was a question in the last bit, both confused and nervous. Kitty nearly laughed at the ridiculous implications.

“Oh God! No! Ugh, no! Just...” she shuddered. “No.”

This seemed to help Mindy relax. “What do you want to know? And why?”

Kitty rested her elbows on the bar, only incidentally giving Mindy a clear view of her cleavage. “He scares me.”

Mindy smiled at this display and shook her head. “Easy, girl. I was doing that trick when you were still in grade school.” Mindy pointed to her own prodigious chest. “I got ’em too.”

The bartender nodded, acknowledging the riposte and stood up again.

“Not that I don’t appreciate it...” Mindy added.

“A girl likes to know she’s appreciated,” Kitty replied. Sandstorms whipping across the Sahara were not as dry as her tone.

Mindy decided to answer the question before Kitty found someone else to talk to. “Roland is not as bad as you think he is.” She stopped, tilted her head and considered this for a moment. Then she tried again. "Okay. I'm sure he's as bad as you think he is. Maybe worse.” She shook her head, “Probably way worse. But my point is that he’s not evil or twisted or anything. The funny thing is that of all the people in here—” she gestured to the bar and its contingent of thugs and killers, “—you are probably the only one who has absolutely nothing to fear from him.”

“Really?” Kitty’s incredulity was writ large in her crinkled brow.

“You’ve seen him tear this place up, right?”

Kitty nodded. “Who hasn’t? He does it real regular-like.”

“So you at least have some idea of what he can do.”

Kitty nodded again. “He’s real damn tough.”

“Yeah, well you have no damn idea. He can do a lot more than bust heads. You heard about Quinzy?”

“Yeah. Supposedly he destroyed a giant cyborg thing with a hammer.” The roll of her eyes indicated exactly what she thought of that particular story.

“Ain’t no ‘supposedly’ about it. I was there.” Mindy waggled her empty glass and cast a lustful look at the bottle of bourbon still in Kitty’s hand. 

Pink eyebrows rose at this. “I assumed the guys were drunk or exaggerating. Probably both.” She poured another drink for Mindy. “Don’t chug this one,” she added.

Mindy raised the glass in salute and sipped demurely at its edge before continuing. “I can’t tell you why Roland is the way he is, or even what it is that he is.” She frowned, double checking to make sure the sentence made sense. Satisfied, she continued. “But I can tell you this for sure. Roland doesn’t hurt people without a reason. He doesn’t always need a terribly good reason, mind you. But he’s never gone after anyone who wasn’t at least asking for it.”

“How come he doesn’t talk to me? It’s weird.”

“That’s the really funny part, Kitty. He’s scared of you.”

This was more than Kitty was willing to buy. “That’s just crazy!”

“Nope. You’re his kryptonite. Roland can’t talk to pretty girls.”

Kitty was about to call Mindy out for pulling her leg, but something about that kind of made sense in a strange, perverse way. “So all the times I spent trying to get him to tip more or buy a drink you figure I just scared him off?”

“Yup.”

“Wait a damn minute. You’re pretty. He talks to you!”

“You think I’m pretty?” Mindy’s reply came off as strangely earnest.

Kitty ignored the question. “And that woman, Lucia. He seems fine with her.”

Thwarted, Mindy put on a pout to express her displeasure. “Roland doesn’t talk to me. He growls at me and calls me names. And Lucia?” The whiskey glass rose again to wet her whistle. “Lucia is something else entirely.” The glass descended, and Mindy’s tone grew serious. “Here’s the deal, Kitty. You don’t need to worry about Roland one way or the other. Because as far as he’s concerned there are only two kinds of women in the universe. The first and most important kind is Lucia. She gets a whole category to herself because he is a real basic thinker like that.”

“And the other type?”

Mindy tipped the glass a third time and drained it before responding with a scowl. “All the rest of us.”

Kitty could not suppress a smile. “That’s kind of sweet, actually.”

“He had to be taught not to kill everyone who irritates him, you know. Like actually instructed on how to not murder folks.”

“Okay,” Kitty backpedaled. “That’s less sweet.”

Mindy shook her head. “I’ll talk to him. He doesn’t know he’s scaring you, and he’ll probably feel awful for doing it.” Kitty suspected Roland’s discomfort would greatly amuse Mindy.

Then she gasped at the thought of a chastised Tank coming to see her. “No! Don’t do that. Oh God! That’ll make it worse!”

Mindy dismissed this with a wave of her hand. “Nah. He’s trying to do better, so he needs to hear this stuff. Lucia says it’s good for him. Besides, he’s actually a decent guy if you can get past all his grouchiness and scowling.”

“What’s she like?”

“The boss?” Mindy grinned. “Lucia is even scarier than Roland.”

Kitty scowled, “I was in here the first time she came in. She didn’t look that scary to me.”

“Was that the same night she gave Barney his limp?”

Kitty winced, remembering. “Oh yeah. I was hiding for that part, though.”

“That’s why she’s scary. You already underestimate her, and everyone who does that regrets it. Lucia is smarter than all of us, and she is real big on getting what she wants.” Mindy leaned in to speak without being overheard. “Remember how we kicked The Combine and The Brokerage out of Dockside?”

Kitty did remember. The two giant criminal enterprises had squabbled over Dockside until Roland broke both of them. So much had changed in a year that she hardly recognized her town. 

“That was mostly Lucia’s plan. She put everyone where they needed to be, and then swept them off the board.”

Kitty whistled, low and long. “She did all that?”

“Well, I helped too. Basically the boss sets things up so Roland and I can knock ‘em down.”

“Wow,” Kitty breathed, legitimately impressed.

“Yup. The boss is pretty hardcore. Hard to believe she used to be a fancy Uptown executive sort.”

“Really?” Kitty had forgotten to be bored. “What happened?”

“Long story. The short version is that somebody kidnapped her dad, and she hired Roland to help get him back. A bunch of folks got killed in the process and they’ve been together ever since.”

“How romantic.” Kitty harbored severe doubts about whether or not romance actually worked like that, but the story was good either way.

Mindy’s horrified reaction confirmed her suspicions. “Y’all do romance real different in Dockside, Kitty.”

“You don’t know the half of it, Mindy.”

The chime of her comm in her ear jolted Kitty to attention. Only Rodney used that comm channel, and that usually coincided with bad news.

“Is that blond trollop out there, lass?” The Dwarf’s brogue wore thin tonight, further proof that something was indeed amiss.

Mindy grumbled, “Tell the little shit I can hear him, Kitty.” She tapped her left ear. “They’re bionic.”

Kitty ignored Mindy. “Yeah, she’s here.”

“Send her into me office. Looks like the shite’s just hit the fookin’ fan again.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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It remained a perennial mystery to Roland as to why any of these hoods thought things would go differently. 

For close to thirty years, he had been cracking heads in Dockside, keeping the gang wars to a minimum and ensuring that high-powered Uptown interests felt secure enough to leave the local economy alone. Business had been brisk of late, and while his origins and full capabilities stayed mysterious, everybody in town knew that he was very hard to kill. He was an infamous figure, both respected and feared by everyone who was anyone in the New Boston criminal rackets. That he had to once again hit the streets and put the boots to yet another new group of petty criminals wore on his temper in manner often dangerous to those who found themselves its target.

Nevertheless, there he stood, the hour well after midnight and Roland a looming shadow poorly lit by street lights in a dark alley. Completing the scene, a half dozen drug pushers were arranged in a fidgeting semi-circle before him. Each had a weapon drawn and six gaping barrels stared like unblinking black eyes at his own impassive face. Once again Roland faced down stupid men in a tired Raymond Chandler cliché.

The big man lacked the energy to complete all the requisite steps in this dance, so he skipped to the end. “Oh, you have got to be shitting me, guys.” He could not even muster enough malevolence to growl it. The whole scene was
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