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The first of the bounty hunters to show up was woefully inadequate.

The unfamiliar male stomped into the dim yellow haze of the Smoking Wreck with the self-assured braggadocio of a man who was very accustomed to being the toughest guy in the room. He did not walk, or amble, or saunter. This one swaggered. Every footfall clumped the dusty floor like the kick bass in a thrash-metal song, and his long brown coat swung with casual elegance with each step.

He was tall, lean, and had a jaw square enough to lay bricks on. His tan face was layered with the perfect, old-west stubble young men lusted after and old men seemed to grow naturally. He wore a wide hat that threw his face into deep shadow, and a stubby cheroot vibrated between his teeth. From within the artful blackness shrouding his face burned two pinprick embers of orange light. His eyes were glowing bionic orbs that flicked and darted as they took in the whole room.

It was a comical and clichéd look, a cultivated appearance betraying the deep childish insecurities of a small man with small man sensibilities. Naturally, the crowded bar went silent as he entered. Of course it did. It went silent because he wanted it to. His whole entrance was a bit of practiced theater carefully designed to produce this one effect. Dockside was a simple place, and so the trick worked.

The newcomer raised his head, letting the weak light from the dim bar touch his face and reveal the perfectly symmetrical features of a man unafraid of plastic surgery. There was a dramatic, practiced pause as the man blew gray smoke from his nose and let the crowd get an eyeful of his affected menace. Then, mercifully, he spoke.

“I’m looking for Roland Tankowicz,” he drawled. His voice was a laconic, grumbling growl that said more about his smoking habit than anything else. “I know he comes here and I know y’all can tell me where to find him. Just tell me what I want to know and there won’t be no trouble.”

If the man was expecting the crowd to recoil in fear or perhaps show defiance, he was disappointed.

The crowd was not afraid, and they showed their intractability with the same Bostonian irreverence that had tweaked Mad King George’s nose seven centuries prior.

The crowd laughed at him.

It started as a couple of nervous smirks, then a barely suppressed chortle. Soon, a guffaw erupted from the back and that broke the spell for all of them. Every scruffy patron of the dingy bar began to laugh at the man in the hat and this vexed him greatly. As quick as lightning, his hands whipped his jacket back with a flourish and his palms slapped the ivory butts of his custom Colt Dragoon pistols. The guns leapt from their holsters with a twirl, and the right-hand weapon unleashed a gout of fire and a deafening crack as it put a projectile into bar's already chipped ceiling. The laughing stopped.

“Listen up you rubes! My name is Wild Bill McClintok, and you are going to tell me what I want to know or I am going to punch holes through all of yer goddamn faces!” The nickel-plated pistols sent flashes of reflected light dancing across the sea of faces as he spun them in his hands and sent them home to their holsters with a satisfying slap of steel on leather.

A voice from behind the bar spoke. It sounded gruff, gravelly, and not particularly impressed with the gunslinger. “Well my name is Marty Mudd, and nobody here gives a flying fuck whether you are looking for Tank or your mama's lost virtue.”

The crowd parted, still chuckling, and Bill McClintock got his first look at Marty Mudd. Specifically, he got a look at Marty’s shotgun. The large one. The one that was pointed at his face. It was the same one that was being held with rock-solid stillness by a four-year veteran of the Planetary Expeditionary Force with two tours in the Venusian secession.

Wild Bill instantly regretted returning his pistols to their holsters. If they had been in his hands still, he could have dropped the grizzled bartender with a hip shot. His Press Point implant made his aim nearly infallible, but something about the perfectly unwavering silence of the enormous weapon pointed at him made him pause. McClintok was a very fast draw, but the look in the bartender’s eye was sending a clear signal, and the message was: “Go for it, buddy. Make my day.”

Bill chose discretion over valor and touched a hand to the brim of his hat. “Have it your way, rubes. Just make sure you let that big bald bastard know I’m looking for him.”

The goddamn crowd laughed at him. Again. The bartender winked at the bounty hunter and shook his head. “I think he knows, buddy.”

Wild Bill scowled and looked over the crowd again. Something was wrong. Their smug faces contorted with restrained mirth as if they all knew something obvious that he did not. The shotgun dipped and the ugly man behind the bar shook his head at McClintok like he was a simple child who did not understand how the world worked.

Joke’s on you, asshole. 

This was the lapse Bill had been waiting for. His hands returned to the butts of his pistols faster than a man could blink and his bionic eyes were marking targets for each one before they cleared the holsters. An example was about to be made. That much was clear. But then something went wrong.

Somebody must have gotten behind him and hit him with a club, because an explosion of pain erupted from the base of his skull and pitched him forward, spoiling his draw. Wild Bill spun, trying to paint the target with his eyes to direct the pistols and dispatch the sneaky bastard, but the bionic orbs found no assailant. Just a field of black writhing shadow closing in on him from behind, obscuring his vision and confusing the sophisticated scanners that served for his eyes. He fired twice into whatever it was, but this achieved nothing. Another flash of pain lit up his forehead and snapped him backward. His legs got tangled in a chair and Wild Bill McClintok fell to his ass in a writhing heap. His long coat, so elegant and artfully badass, wrapped around his legs and he kicked spastically to clear his boots from the tangle of sturdy leather so he could rise to face the threat.

A massive foot thundered onto the tails of the coat and pinned the bounty hunter to the floor. Bill didn’t waste time worrying about it and simply emptied his pistols upward and into the owner of that boot at point-blank range. The pistols were not the sort of things normal hoods might carry. Dragoons were novelty weapons, conspicuously large and powerful. Most people needed augmented strength simply to handle the heat and the recoil from the big guns. But if you could take it, the 8mm slug-throwers were about as nasty a sidearm as one could find for putting the punishment down. The explosions of light and showers of sparks as each ceramic projectile struck and shattered against whoever was attacking him blinded Bill and obscured the features of his target. Bill didn’t care. Fifteen direct hits later, both guns clicked home on empty chambers. Wild Bill noted with no small quantity of dismay that the boot trapping his coat had not moved.

The haze of gun smoke parted like a billowing gray curtain and a large bald head pushed through the fog. The head wore a pug nose and an oppressive slab of a jaw. Small black eyes sat in deep hollows under a heavy brow that scrunched and furrowed in obvious irritation.

The face stopped mere inches from Bill’s. Beady black eyes met glowing orange bionic eyes. A pregnant pause followed, and then a voice like thunder growled a single syllable.

“Ow.”

Wild Bill did not know what to say to that. What could he say? That was enough firepower to bring down a herd of elephants. It would have dropped a man in light power armor. He toted the ridiculous hand cannons for exactly those reasons, and ‘Ow’ did not seem like the appropriate response from anyone on the receiving end of such a barrage.

“Sting a little?” The bartender still found it all funny, it seemed.

“He’s packing goddamn Dragoons, Marty. Dragoons!” The big man sounded irritated.

“No shit?” The bartender sounded impressed. “I bet that smarts, then!”

Bill recovered his senses at this point and fumbled at his belt for a reload.

“Really?” The big head asked, incredulous. A black hand the size of a dinner plate rose and McClintok got a clear view of a single finger poised to flick him between the eyes.

What the fuck...?

Then a familiar explosion of pain sent flashes across his vision and he dropped the speed-loaders from numb fingers. The force of the hit rocked him backward, and the back of his head bounced off the floor with an awful thunk.

When I find that motherfucker with the club I’m gonna...

He never finished the thought, because the giggles from the audience made it clear that he had not, in fact, been hit with a club. It was far worse than that. The big bald sonofabitch had been flicking him with a finger the whole time. Wild Bill was proud to the point of narcissism. The humiliation of the moment was just about as much as he could take.

“Get the hell off of me!” Wild Bill spat and yanked furiously on his trapped coat. “I will have your goddamn ass in a sling you big stupid...”

The big hand dropped to the floor and grabbed a handful of leather coat, and then yanked hard. Bill barely had time for his jaw to click shut before he was dragged ass-over-teakettle across the floor. The giant lifted the coat by its tails and the humiliated bounty hunter rose from the floor until his feet flopped over his head. He spilled out of his duster to crash like drunkard face-first in the dust. As he rose, his own coat was tossed over his head, and he swatted it away to clear his line of sight.

The laughter of the crowd roared in his reddening ears, but the bounty hunter’s hands went back to his belt with speed fueled by pure rage. Wild Bill McClintok was just about done with this place and this humiliation. His right-hand Dragoon was reloaded faster than an eye-blink, and he spun it in his palm to bring the muzzle to bear on his enemy.

In the interminable instant that followed, Wild Bill’s accelerated reflexes gave him the time to ponder a few key aspects of his position with sudden and depressing clarity. Subtle truths that should have already been obvious to him chose this moment to coalesce into cognition, and Wild Bill had just enough time to consider his folly before its consequences manifested as painful reality. It was all those little things that, when taken as a whole, became big, important truths.

Things like: “I’ve already shot him fifteen times to no effect, why do I believe a few more will make a difference?”

And: “Gee, that looks like an enormous fist coming straight for my face.”

It was this last one that hurt the most. Quite literally. A black fist the size of a Christmas ham collided with Bill’s face before he could squeeze off a shot. If getting flicked by the big man’s finger had caused an explosion of pain before, then his fist was a supernova. Wild Bill was certain he felt his brain bounce off the inside of his skull before consciousness fled him like startled birds after a gunshot. Orange eyes blinked and fizzled as the tall man lost his feet and crashed backward into the bar with a sickening slap. Those burning bionic eyes faded to darkness then, and he flopped over sideways. His head struck the floor undefended by any attempt to break his own fall and the bounty hunter lay still, drooling and bleeding on the dusty floor of the Smoking Wreck.

Marty Mudd laid the shotgun on the bar and looked up at the giant. His voice twisted with paternal disapproval, “Jesus, Roland. Tell me he ain’t dead? I can’t have the cops here again. And if he’s registered? Dammit. I am going to end up blacklisted by the Lodge. Again.”

The giant clumped over and checked the body on the floor for signs of life. Roland had minimal medical training, so his technique was to poke the bounty hunter rudely with the toe of an enormous black boot. Wild Bill responded with a soft gurgle, then gasped.

“Not dead,” Roland grunted. Then, louder, “You registered, Bill?”

Wild Bill followed the thread of the booming voice and used its guidance to drag himself to consciousness. His hands, floppy and flaccid, pushed gamely against the floor but his elbows refused to lock and he could not force himself upright.

“Blughgghhhh...” He burbled helpfully, “Guhwahhhh...” followed and his useless arms scratched at the floorboards, desperate for purchase.

“Roland!” Marty sounded annoyed. “Pick him up, please.”

Some sort of industrial vice clamped onto Bill’s neck and he was soaring. This seemed an unlikely development, but that is how it felt to his failing cognitive faculties all the same. When his stomach had caught up with his body and his vision stopped swimming in and out of focus, Wild Bill realized the big bald man had picked him up, and he was now standing. Swaying, actually, and suddenly feeling very sick.

“Bucket, Marty,” Bill heard the rumbling voice caution. He wondered if it was some kind of code word. Then he felt an overwhelming urge to throw up. So he did, violently and with much volume into a waiting bucket.

“Bucket,” it appeared, was in fact a code word. It meant, “Get this guy a bucket because he has a concussion and he’s gonna puke.” Wild Bill approved. These guys thought of everything.

“Chair,” the big man boomed. Bill wondered if that was another code word. It was. It was code for, “Get this guy something to sit on before he pukes on my shoes.” Wild Bill found himself seated on a plastic chair in short order. It helped his stomach to not be standing, and he was relieved to have it.

“Water,” the giant growled, and Wild Bill was certain he had cracked the code at this point. Sure enough, a glass of ice-cold water found its way into his hand and he gulped it thankfully.

In just a few moments, Wild Bill was starting to feel like himself again. He would have the world’s worst headache for a while, but his eyes were rebooting so his vision was getting back to normal. As a bonus, his stomach did not seem like it was going to heave its contents all over the table anytime soon. Things were looking up.

At least they were until he actually looked up and realized who he was sitting across from. His cognitive abilities had been scrambled rather thoroughly, but as they returned Wild Bill found himself in a strategic landscape he did not know how to navigate. He was a bounty hunter. In his business, you either got your man, or he got you. When Bill finally put it together that he was sitting across from Roland Tankowicz, he could not figure out what the hell he was supposed to do with the information. Roland helped him.

“First things first,” the enormous man growled. Both juggernaut’s hands came up, each clutching one of Bill’s prized Dragoons. The hands closed over the nickel-plated hand cannons and then squeezed. Wild Bill nearly cried when his beloved pistols crumpled like beer cans in the giant black mitts of his quarry. Roland placed the wrecked guns on the table between them.

“Your bounty hunt is over,” Roland spoke without inflection. He didn’t need it. His demonstration had added all the emphasis the proclamation would ever need. “Normally, I’d have killed you and mailed your remains back to your Lodge with a sternly worded message about respecting my privacy. It would have been a very small package. I hate paying postage.”

Wild Bill could not tell if the man was joking or not. He nodded. Nodding seemed safe. The man continued.

“But lately, I have been trying to soften my image. Folks I respect have asked me to try to kill fewer people and engage with my emotional issues in a more evolved manner. You know how it is, right? Man gets so used to just killing everyone who pisses him off that he forgets how to do anything else.”

Bill did not know how it was, but he was too scared to disagree. He nodded again.

“Right. So, I’m not supposed to kill you. My girlfriend hates it when I just kill people. She’s a nice lady unless you piss her off.”

The big man leaned in, and his tone took on a conspiratorial note, “Here’s the problem, bud. She buys all my clothes and gets them tailored for me. It’s really goddamn expensive because I’m shaped like a fucking gorilla, right? So when I mess up an outfit?” He raised his eyes to the ceiling and shook his head, “Wooooo—hooooo does she get pissed.”

Wild Bill was lost. He had no clue what was happening right now.

Roland leaned back and pointed to his chest. Wild Bill could see a massive expanse of lumpy black muscles through the shredded remains of an expensive-looking linen shirt. His eyebrows lifted in recognition.

“Now you get it,” Roland tossed him an affable nod. “You ruined my shirt. Now, there is no goddamn way I’m going home tonight and covering for you. You seem like a cool guy, but I am totally going to throw you under the bus on this one. But don’t worry. I think I’ll hang out here for another hour or two and have a few more beers before I go home and rat you out.”

He leaned forward, eyes glowering as the friendliness disappeared. “This should give you enough time to get the hell out of my neighborhood and my city, if you know what I mean. It won’t be safe for you here after that. Get me?”

Wild Bill gulped, “Yeah. She sounds like a real scary lady. I’ll be outta here in an hour.”

“Good man.” Roland smiled, which was more terrifying than reassuring. “I’d hate for something horrible to happen to you. Have a nice life.”

Wild Bill left the bar on wobbling legs, and to the tune of giggling dockworkers. He made his way straight to the Cambridge ferry station and caught the very next trip to Enterprise station, vowing never to return.
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“A bounty hunter?” Lucia Ribiero’s eyebrows elevated to a prodigious height. “Somebody was stupid enough to take out a bounty on you? That doesn’t feel right.”

“I know,” Roland’s massive head shook, “Guy was barely augmented. Bionic eyes, some neural shit for reflexes, and I’m assuming bone work if he could sling two Dragoons at the same time. But really minor stuff all the same.”

“Did you do the finger-flicking thing to him?”

“Yeah. Didn’t want to hurt him too badly, but he didn’t stay down. So I punched him. That’s how I figured he had skeletal work, too.”

Lucia smirked. Getting swatted to unconsciousness with a single finger had to be about the most demoralizing thing in the galaxy for a tough frontier bounty hunter. But getting punched by Roland was often fatal, so the finger thing was kinder. Lucia appreciated that Roland was trying to kill fewer people. It was a sign he was maturing emotionally. In the six months she had known him, Roland had grown from a nihilistic and violent underworld fixer to less-nihilistic, sometimes-above-board, freelance problem-solver. The violent part was still there, but they were working on it. Roland was definitely killing fewer people than normal, and Lucia took credit for his progress.

“So he lived?” She continued, “What did you do with him?”

“Sent him packing. I told him you were going to be pissed at him for ruining my shirt and he should run while he still had the chance. He took my meaning.”

“I am pissed that he ruined your shirt. You know how expensive your clothes are.” The short-haired woman wasn’t really mad. To Roland’s experienced gaze, she seemed more annoyed than anything else. As for getting clothes that fit, the crux was that Roland was just really damn big. His arms were like tree trunks, and his legs even thicker. His back was wide enough to park a car on. He was covered in knots and ropes of dense synthetic muscle and his proportions were exaggerated nigh unto caricature. While an intimidating specimen, a helpful quality when dealing with many of the underworld players he often had to handle, it meant clothes had to be made from scratch to fit him. This was never cheap if he wanted to look somewhat presentable.

Specifically, Roland was seven-and-a-half feet tall and weighed nine-hundred-and-forty pounds when his material reserves were topped off. Roland was officially classified as a retired military-class light cyborg, but this designation was somewhat disingenuous. The product of a secret military super-soldier program, Roland was unique in the galaxy. Instead of cybernetic limbs or a full armature, his body had been built molecule-by-molecule from techno-organic polymers mimicking human tissue. So while a cyborg in the strictest sense of the word, his actual systems bore more resemblance to human anatomy than any machine. His body had muscles instead of actuators or motors, he had synthetic nerves instead of sensors, and he had a slurry of nanite-rich fluid for blood. The entire chassis had been built to the specifications of his own DNA, which meant his brain and nervous system treated the body as if it was the same one Roland had been born with. No other cyborg could match his speed, sensitivity, balance, or coordination as a result. It also helped that building him this way meant he did not suffer violent psychotic breaks or dissociate into rampant sociopathy. Other versions had not been so lucky.

Nearly two feet shorter than her partner, Lucia’s body was curvy and athletic. Her own muscles were tight and well-toned, but they lacked the excessive bulk that defined Roland’s silhouette. Roland thought she looked and moved like a dancer. Fluid athletic grace came as naturally to her as raw physical power came to Roland. She kept her dark hair very short, and she was fond of dyeing a single magenta stripe into the front of her daring pixie cut. Lucia Ribiero was objectively pretty by any standard, but Roland believed she was the most beautiful thing in all of explored space.

“Sorry, boss,” Roland shrugged. “I had to take the hits so no one else there got shot. Can’t have Marty lose all his customers over me. Guy might start charging me for drinks if that happens.”

“I figured,” the woman sighed, then returned to the matter at hand. “So who thinks putting a bounty on you is a good idea?”

“Somebody who doesn’t know me well enough to send a real hitter.”

The woman rolled her eyes, “Obviously. You have not been subtle with your capabilities these last few months. Unless a squad of armatures or a platoon of mercs shows up, we can safely assume that whoever did it is pissed off at you obliquely.”

“Or maybe they’re just cheap.” It started as a joke, but Roland realized there was a real thread there. “I mean, if you don’t have much cash, you are only going to get a certain level of pro. Dropping me is going to take either a bigger, meaner cyborg than I am...” Lucia snorted at that and Roland ignored her, “... or a lot of guys with heavy weapons. If the bounty is small, you just won’t get the right kind of help.”

“You’ll get wannabe cowboys and young bloods out to make a name for themselves,” she agreed. “So we are looking for a guy who doesn’t like you who is also dumb, cheap, or both.”

“Sounds about right,” the big man grumbled.

“Well that could be anybody, really. With The Combine falling apart, and Billy coordinating the Dockside rackets, there are a lot of new players jumping into the game these days.” She blew the stripe of magenta hair away from her face and frowned, “We need intel.”

“That is a fact.”

Lucia slapped Roland’s arm. “You think? Time for Mindy to earn her keep, I suppose.”

Roland could not stifle a wince at the thought. The tiny blond assassin was a new acquisition for Roland and Lucia’s operation, but they had needed the extra hands. When Lucia took over the business aspects of Roland’s life, his income went up exponentially, as did his profile. Now, with a gang war brewing and a major paradigm shift in the criminal sphere underway, Dockside’s most famous fixer found himself with more work than he could do by himself. Naturally, Lucia pulled her weight and then some. Years of martial arts and weapons training at the behest of a paranoid father had made Lucia very helpful in a scrap, but there was a lot more to Lucia Ribiero than expensive lessons.

Lucia and Mindy were a study in polar opposites, and comparing the two of them always made Roland shake his head in wonder.

Most obvious were the physical differences. Mindy’s hair was blindingly blond; Lucia’s was dark. Lucia had an aura of cat-like athleticism, and Mindy was small and compact. Mindy was barely five feet tall, while Lucia was half a foot taller than that.

Less apparent, their augmentations were in contrast a well. Lucia’s body was home to millions of top-secret bleeding-edge nanomachines that enhanced her body and brain in marvelous ways. Mindy, on the other hand, used commercially available biotech to increase her abilities. They were similar creatures, but the two approaches to bionic augmentation had yielded very different results.

Lucia was very strong for a woman her size. She could out-muscle a very big man most of the time, and often did, but her strength was not technically superhuman.  Her nanobots strengthened her muscles by maximizing her own body’s ability to build tissue.  She had strong bones because she got regular exercise and her ‘bots stimulated the natural production of bone cells in her blood. 

Mindy, on the other hand, received regular infusions of MyoFiber intramuscular weave, making her three times as strong as any man alive despite her tiny frame. She had also purchased OsteoPlast skeletal enhancements, and her bones were harder than steel. More than one unlucky victim had learned not to underestimate her for her size. 

The women were both fast, but Lucia’s thoughts and reflexes were more than five times as quick as the fastest human, because her nanomachines could process information faster and in greater quantity than human nerves ever could. Mindy’s reflexes were also boosted, but she would never be as fast as Lucia. Nobody was. Mindy's hard-wired synthetic nerves overclocked her reaction speed significantly, but Lucia was pure magic. 

One would have to mention Mindy’s most obvious augmentation, as it was rather prominent. The little killer had purchased a set of truly epic breasts at some point in her career. This was not for vanity, though she certainly wanted her marks to think it was.  In her line of work, scouting and intelligence gathering were critical aspects of the job, so Mindy had built a body to make both quite easy. Her eyes hid cameras, and her ears held recording devices. Thus, when a drunk Mafioso or tipsy politician saw Mindy in a cocktail dress, he invariably found himself facing the camera and talking into the mic. 

The architecture of her chest did not change the fact that Roland found the woman hard to take much of the time. He supposed she came by it honestly. Mindy had always found it hard to fit in with a group, and losing her only friend and longtime partner on a recent mission had left the little blond assassin in a transitional state. Roland had enough of that baggage himself to at least attempt to be sympathetic. But sympathy was not really in his wheelhouse.

None of his reservations about Mindy overrode the strategic reality that this was the type of job she would excel. Mindy was an infamous and respected contract killer and she held registrations with both the Registered Order of Privateers and the Hunter’s Lodge. She had access to exactly the sort of people and information that would be helpful if one wanted to track down a bounty contract. This irritated Roland because Mindy irritated Roland. Admitting she would be useful or helpful would only drive the annoying little blond to greater heights of obnoxiousness.

“Don’t make that face, Roland,” Lucia’s voice snapped him from his reverie. “She is good at this stuff and she really is trying to be less annoying these days.”

“She put gear oil in my coffee yesterday. She told a whole mercenary crew that I was a food service AI mounted to a sex-bot chassis. She snuck into OUR room last week and put a parking ticket on me while I slept. If she really is trying to be less annoying, then she is doing a terrible job of it.”

Lucia tried not to chuckle. Roland’s sense of humor was nonexistent, and Mindy took great delight in pushing the big man’s buttons. She liked to push everyone’s buttons, but Roland was so grouchy she seemed to take extra pleasure in frustrating him.

“Oh, come on, Roland. The parking ticket was funny.”

“Remember you said that when she turns her attention to you one of these days,” he griped. But as usual, Lucia was right, and would go along with her ideas like he always did. “What is she working on now? Is it worth it to call her in?”

“She’s at Hideaway managing The Dwarf and probably hitting on the bartender.”

Roland had forgotten it was Friday night. Rodney “The Dwarf” McDowell ran a night spot called Hideaway nine blocks away, and Mindy had become a regular at the awful dive. This had more to do with the pretty blond bartender than the music or the clientele, Roland suspected. Mindy’s proclivities leaned heavily toward scantily clad girls with questionable morals, and the lusty bartender checked all the right boxes.

“Is ‘Managing The Dwarf’ what we are calling that now?” Roland sneered, “I bet she hasn’t even threatened to kill Rodney yet.”

“She does seem to get easily distracted by Kitty, doesn’t she?” Lucia could not argue with Roland on this one. Mindy was not hard to distract.

“Her name is Kitty?” Roland sounded very surprised by this.

“You have lived here for twenty-five years, Roland. You know every hood, drug dealer, goon, mook, scumbag and hooker for a twenty-block radius, but you don’t know the name of Rodney’s bartender?” Lucia could not believe this. “This is a woman you have spoken to on many occasions. A person who works directly for a man you watch so closely you know how he organizes his sock drawer. You’re telling me you don’t know her name?”

It was too much. And then Lucia realized why. Her face split in a mean grin, “It’s because she used to hit on you, isn’t it?”

“What? No. She never hit on me.” Roland looked annoyed.

“Roland! I’ve seen her do it. You are so adorable sometimes. She made you so uncomfortable that you never even learned her name! I bet you’ve never made eye contact with her, either!”

“Of course I have. Don’t be ridiculous.”  The skin of Roland’s face and neck was an electro-reactive mesh of skin-like textiles. It was tough and durable, dyed an ambiguously Caucasian hue. It stood out in stark contrast with the heavier black armored mesh covering the rest of his body. But thankfully it had no capillaries to flood with blood so he was spared the embarrassment of blushing like a fool.

“What color are her eyes, then?” It was a challenge. Roland rose to it without hesitation.

“Brown.”

Lucia gave a hearty laugh. “Ha! She has amazing green eyes, Romeo. Like, freakishly bright green. If you had looked even one time, you would know that.”

“Dammit,” he growled.

Lucia could not contain her laughter. Interacting with women who were not combatants always flustered Roland. The reason for this was actually quite tragic, but this did not detract from the hilarity of a giant armored cyborg mumbling like a teenager whenever a pretty girl talked to him. It should not be possible for someone so terrifying to look so helpless, but this was one situation that always made it happen.

“Don’t worry, you big ol’ softie. I think Mindy has Kitty fairly well cornered and you won’t have to deal with the pretty bartender batting her eyelashes at you.”

Roland would not give up so easily. “She was only ever after tips, anyway. It’s not like I was paying her any attention.”

“Obviously you weren’t,” Lucia’s eyes flashed with delight.

“Let’s just call Mindy in and have her look into that bounty hunter. Please?” Roland really wanted to change the subject.

Lucia made the call, and ten minutes later the minuscule assassin burst through the door.

“Hiya, Boss!” she squealed to Lucia with far too much enthusiasm. Then she twisted her face into an exaggerated scowl and dropped her normally squeaky voice as low as it could go. In her best approximation of Roland’s grumpy snarl she grumbled, “Hi, Roland, what’s awful today?”

“Somebody tried to kill him,” Lucia said, all business.

Mindy’s irreverent nature was unshakable, though. “People try to kill him all the time. Sometimes I try to kill him, just for fun.” Narrow shoulders rose and fell in a non-committal shrug, “What’s so special about today?”

“Registered hunter, on a contract,” Roland replied.

“OOOOoooooooh!” Mindy seemed more delighted than concerned with the news. “Didja’ kill him?”

“No. But he did have a very bad day.”

“You’re getting soft, Ironsides. Lucy’s a bad influence on you,” Mindy winked at Lucia.

“I’m growing as a person,” his voice was level and flat, betraying no humor.

Mindy stuck out her tongue. “Don’t grow too much. Your shirts are already too tight.”

“Mindy. Focus!” Lucia barked. Mindy would badger Roland for hours if not reigned in. “We need to know who took out the contract. Either Roland can start cracking skulls or you can just log into your Lodge and check the boards. I’d rather not send Roland to the Lodge when he is in one of these moods.”

“I’m not ‘in a mood,’” Roland said. “I’m just not happy about having people try to shoot up my favorite bar, is all.”

“Yeah, your way is better,” Mindy agreed, ignoring Roland. “Let me check in and see who Roland has pissed off this week. Who was he, by the way?”

“Some wannabe cowboy calling himself ‘Wild Bill McClintock.’ Used a pair of Dragoons and had bionic eyes.”

Mindy shook her head and chuckled, “They sent that shmuck after you? I mean, he’s not bad from what I’ve heard, but come on! You are pretty hard to kill. Who sends a second-stringer like him after a monster like you?”

“Kind of what we need you to find out, Mindy,” Lucia had endless reserves of patience. “We need to know who it is, whether it was an exclusive contract or a general contact, and who else might be coming for our big black mascot, here. Can you handle that? Or should we do this Roland’s way?”

“Nah. Let me make some calls. I have a lot of pull with the Lodge. Give me a few hours to sort this out. It’s a pretty big breach of our code to reveal a client, but assassins and hunters aren’t like soldiers and mercs. We operate within a less... uh... rigid set of guidelines.”

“Imagine that,” Roland mumbled.

Mindy frowned at him. “We’re assassins and bounty hunters, not saints. Wanna compare body counts?”

Roland did not. He backed down. “No offense meant.”

Mindy looked sheepish, “None taken. Sorry.”

Lucia rolled her eyes. It was like dealing with children. Deadly bionic children, but children nonetheless. There was enough psychological trauma between the little girl who fled a religious colony to become an assassin and the wounded veteran betrayed by his own officers and turned into a merciless killing machine to fill entire volumes of the DSM.

“Nice. Mindy? Go make the calls, please. Roland? Let’s find you a new shirt.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Wade Manson clenched and unclenched his fists as he waited impatiently for a door. It could be said that Wade Manson had never waited patiently for anything, and thus this door was not specifically the reason for his impatience. Wade was going to blame the door anyway, because Wade was a very linear thinker. The door was between him and his goal, and the door was not open.  That was as much information as was necessary for the man to assign the blame for his present irritation. The fact that he was on his way to a secret meeting about perhaps overthrowing the largest organized crime syndicate in all of space might have added an edge to his impatience. Or it may have been the fact that he was going alone since he could not trust even his own crew not to sell him out if they knew what he was doing. He was a high-ranking member of said organization, after all. What he was doing was a species of betrayal no one was going to overlook. His rising agitation could also have had something to do with his being unarmed. Wade really hated being unarmed. Weapons made him feel good. No weapons made him feel bad. Linear thinking all over again.

Finally, the door whooshed open and Wade stepped off the street and into the lobby. It was an older building, located in the heart of The Sprawl, where a large portion of the thousands of office buildings and workers of New Boston's industrial area made their homes. It wasn’t as nice as Uptown, and a far cry from Cambridge or the Old Fen Way. But the Sprawl was easily light years ahead of Dockside or Big Woo. The lobby had been updated recently, and the reception kiosk was staffed with a courteous-looking reception android modeled to numerically perfect average feminine proportions. It was an expensive model, as it had a high-end emoting package with a fully simulated human face. The ‘bot looked up, affected a simulation of a polite smile, and spoke in warm tones. “Good evening, Mr. Manson. Your party is ready. Please proceed to floor five and find suite 5B to your right upon exiting the lift. Feel free to dial zero from any information kiosk if you need assistance.”

A delicately constructed and nauseatingly lifelike hand gestured toward the elevators while the exactly-average face continued to beam warmth and welcome to Wade Manson.

That is creepy as all hell, he thought with a sneer. But then again, any group that can spend a hundred and fifty grand on a reception ‘bot is the kind of people I want backing me.

He was thankful there were elevators. He considered stairs to be the bane of his existence. Wade was a fat man, and though it irked him to be such, he had only himself to blame. A love of rich food and sedentary pursuits had seen the man’s dimensions expand rapidly once he had achieved his goal of becoming a Boss. He had always meant to slim back down, maybe get some surgery or gene therapy to help. But surgery was painful and risky, and his genetics were a horrific stew of unsavory recessives. It was unlikely gene therapy would do anything other than stimulate random mutations and complicated cancers. He might lose weight, but there was a good chance he would end up an epileptic or worse from it, too.

We can get to star systems a hundred light years away in minutes, but I can’t lose a hundred pounds? So much for living in the future.

It was an old gripe, and even he was sick of hearing himself make it. He simply bought expensive suits and paid for heart surgery when he needed it. Being rich still had its perks, even for a fat guy.

Thus, he stayed fat. He had once been much smaller, back when he first started running with the crews that handled rackets in The Sprawl. When the Combine was newer, and the Anson Gates had just begun to open, Wade Manson had been part of a select class of street toughs who had found their way to the lofty heights of the Board. Wade had done it with his wits, his fists, and a streak of remorseless lethality that cut a swath a mile wide through his very soul. He had purchased his seat at the table with the skulls of anyone who stood in his way. Now his seat was in jeopardy, and Manson would not let that stand.

Hell, he mused, the whole damn table is wobbly right now.

It was a sobering thought, and the implications of a collapsing Combine were too horrific for a man so dedicated to linear thinking to bear. As was his linear way, he had thus chosen not to bear it. He went about working on the solution instead. Naturally, the solution involved Wade Manson ascending to supreme leadership. But then again, what other conclusion could a linear thinker come to? This idea is what had brought him here tonight. The opportunity to secure a backer with the resources to push him to the front of the pack. Even better, they would be non-Combine resources. Resources from outside of the other Board members’ direct spheres of influence were valuable things indeed.

He found the conference room easily and keyed the door. He wasn’t sure what to make of what he saw when it opened.

For reasons not entirely clear to Wade Manson, the room was dark. Not pitch black, but it was very, very dim. Deliberately dim. Dim with a purpose. If the purpose was to unnerve Wade Manson, then it was doing an acceptable job of it. Wade would have liked to proclaim that the vaguely ominous connotations implied by the darkened space were wasted on him, but that would have been a lie. Moving into the darkness made him wary, but this was not unusual since Wade Manson was always wary. Wariness was an important survival trait in his business, even more so now than ever before. The death of the chairman and losing three bosses had made many of The Combine’s competitors and antagonists very bold of late. Enemies were legion from both within the organization and without, so Wade Manson had learned to make caution his mantra. Dark rooms were not inherently risky, but secret meetings in dark rooms with mysterious allies were not how most happy stories began. And thus, Wade was professionally nervous.

He entered with confidence that was mostly legitimate. He paused a moment in the doorway to let the light from the hall cast him in silhouette and frame him artistically in the threshold. While fat, he was also very tall, and when he wore the right suit and got framed the right way, he knew he could be very imposing. Any apprehension about this encounter was secondary at best to the potential for advancement, so after his dramatic pose in the doorway, he put his best foot forward and strode to the center of the room with an air of command in his posture.

His shin struck a wooden chair and the fat gangster hissed through clenched teeth at the lance of pain that shot up his leg at the impact. The chair screeched and slid until it banged against a table with a clatter.

“Fuck!” Wade could not stop the blurted expletive.

“Have a seat, Wade,” a voice ordered. It was neither rude nor unkind, but it was not nice, either. It was a command, but not the command of a superior to a subordinate. It was the command of a parent to a child. Wade decided this was worse.

“Why the hell are the lights off?” Wade spat, more annoyed with his throbbing shin than anything else.

“Because someday, some cop or mercenary is going to get a hold of you, Wade, and you are going to sing like a contract tenor when they do. If you don’t know who I am, then you can’t tell them.”

“I’m no goddamn snitch, pal. And I don’t appreciate getting jerked around like this. I don’t give a fuck who you are, I’m not going to...”

Something struck Wade in the gut. It felt like a club, and all the air in his lungs whooshed out as his diaphragm spasmed. His knees buckled, and he started to drop, but his thick elbows caught the tabletop and arrested his fall midway to the floor. For a moment, he just hung there, legs flaccid and his body suspended from the table by trembling arms. His breath came in strained, labored wheezes and his mouth worked like a grouper’s until his body remembered how to breathe again.

He coughed and stood, strength rushing back to his legs as the oxygen flowed once more. He whirled to face his attacker, but could see nothing in the darkened space.

“Try that again, motherfucker!”

The voice sounded amused, “If you insist.”

This time Wade was ready. When the next blow came, he did not try to dodge or intercept. He simply took the hit to his sizable gut. But with his abdominal muscles fully flexed and his weight centered, the strike was merely painful, and certainly not debilitating. Wade folded his arms over whatever had hit him and trapped it against his belly. Far too canny to release the weapon, Wade hurled himself forward and drove his forehead into about where his antagonist’s face should have been. There was a flash of light and an explosion of pain as the three-hundred-pound Mafia boss smashed his head against something hard and unforgiving. Manson held onto consciousness and kept his weight driving forward, even as red fireflies danced across his vision and a freight train rumbled across phantom tracks inside his head.

The man and his mysterious enemy went to the floor with a deafening crash and Wade Manson at last freed his arms to rain blows on the thing beneath him. It felt like punching a leather bag filled with steel ball bearings, and it was a feeling Wade Manson knew well.

He switched to a two-handed overhead smashing motion, driving fists, elbows, and forearms into the head of what he now knew was an augmented man. The shape of a man was there, but the bones felt like granite and the muscles like spring steel. Wade had fought guys like this before and he knew that if he let up for a second, he was dead. This didn’t bother him. Wade Manson was a street fighter born and bred, and every fight was win or die in his world.

Wade Manson smashed that face without restraint.

He smashed until his lungs burned and his hands were bloody and raw. He smashed until the bones in his hands fractured. When they were useless, he grabbed a nearby chair and swung it like a hammer into the head of his trapped enemy. For several long minutes, an aging mobster dropped vicious, biting carnage onto the head of a hapless foe until he couldn’t feel his fingers anymore.

Then all the pain in the universe gathered in his chest and squeezed. Wade Manson gasped and fell over with twitching limbs and lurched around the floor, shrieking. After what felt like hours, the pain stopped and Wade was able to drag himself to a corner and brace himself there. Tortured eyes scanned the darkness, waiting for the next attack while his fuzzy brain lamented the folly of attending this meeting unarmed.

Gradually, the room grew brighter. The fat man’s eyes strained in the burgeoning light to see what was going on, to determine what the hell had just happened. First, he saw the electric pacification dart sticking out of his chest. The source of the horrible crippling pain was thus revealed, and he ripped the thing from a mushy pectoral with a grunt. Then he saw the table and the broken chair that had been his weapon. They had lost all significance in the growing light, and were now just boring, nondescript brown frames against the lighter background of a tile floor. Behind those, his eyes picked out a dark lumpy mass in another corner. The lights were even brighter now, and he pulled out details from the shadows. It was a man. He looked dead, and Wade realized that this was probably the bastard who was hitting him.

Finally the lights came up to normal in the room, and Wade stood to inspect the corpse. A pudgy paw of a hand, broken and bleeding, turned the dead man roughly by the shoulder revealing empty lifeless blue eyes and the horror of a familiar face.

“What the fuck?” It was ineloquent, but Wade Manson had never been a man who appreciated the beauty of language.

The voice returned, “Well done, Wade. You’ve just eliminated your chief rival for control of The Combine.”

There was no one else in the room, and Wade realized he was being watched from afar. “You can’t just kill bosses, Mister. Jimmy Richter has a whole goddamn crew who are gonna want vengeance for this. Whoever you are, you better fucking tell me what the fuck you got going on or there is going to be some serious shit.” This was not an idle threat. Jimmy Richter, like Wade, was the Boss of a major New Boston crime syndicate. More importantly, he was a member of the Board. Taking out a Board member was not something one just did on a lark.

Manson looked down at the dead body. He and Richter had never been friends, but he had not disliked the man either. He had no vendetta, no competing interests with Richter. Why had Jim hit him, then? Why was he working for this disembodied voice?

The voice answered the unasked question. “I told Mr. Richter that if he took part in this little charade, I would ensure his ascendancy to the high chair. He agreed rather quickly, Wade.”

Manson thought her heard the hint of a chuckle.

“And what about what you promised me? What was your plan for that?”

“If Richter killed you, it would be irrelevant. If you killed him, then I would know you were the kind of man I needed in charge of what remains of The Combine. Richter did not have the mentality for what I need, but I had to know if you still had your edge before I backed you.”

Manson bit his next words through ground teeth, “So you sicced a fucking juiced-up crime lord on me? A guy with reinforced bones and artificial muscles against a fat seventy-year-old? What the fuck is wrong with you?”

“You won, didn’t you?” The voice was placid, amused almost.

“That’s really goddamn easy for you to say. But I’m the one who coulda died.” Wade sat heavily in the chair and inspected his ruined hands. “Fucking hell!” The adrenaline rush had receded, and now the pain was coming in waves.

“Things are changing, Wade. The Chairman is dead. Big Woo is in the hands of a street hustler and Dockside is next on his list. The Combine is over, Wade. Dead. Part of the past. Something else will take its place and I want you to be in charge of that thing. Consider this a job interview and you just nailed it. You beat an augmented thug to death with your bare hands, Wade. My organization respects that sort of drive and commitment.”

A panel across the room slid open, revealing a well-lit area with several dangerous-looking men sitting at monitors. Dozens of displays flashed blue and crimson reflections across the faces of hunched over people as they stared intently at the action portrayed on their screens. A low background murmur of comm chatter and beeping equipment played like the soundtrack of an old sci-fi movie over the frantic movements of the team. It was a bona fide command center back there, and Wade had been eight feet from it this whole time.

One man stood up. He stood medium height, and his physique betrayed a lifestyle big on rich food and low on hardship. Thick silver hair was slicked back against his skull and as he walked toward Manson, one could detect a mild but pronounced limp.

The man’s face was flushed and red, and he extended a hand to Wade, but then reconsidered when he noticed the broken fingers and openly weeping knuckles.

“My friends call me Reynard, Wade. I’d like to welcome you to our little family.”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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The second bounty hunter was not much better than the first.

Roland and Lucia were eating a quick lunch at their new office. Both the meal and the office were modest affairs, just a half a dozen turkey sandwiches between them in an unassuming gray commercial pod. The pod had been a convenience store at one point in its life, and Lucia liked the large windows on the frontage that looked out onto The Drag. There was no prominent signage to indicate what the office was for or who could be found inside. The only sign of who might occupy the uninteresting space was a label painted on the clear panel of the main door that read, ‘Roland Tankowicz.’ There was no business name and no title, just the name in gold block letters on the door. The name was all that was necessary, as it was just common knowledge in Dockside that if you were in the market for a fixer, you could find it here.

The door chime sounded, disrupting the quiet lunch the partners were enjoying. Lucia’s accelerated body burned through many calories, so mealtimes were a fairly sacred thing for her. She was not thrilled when the chime stopped her mid-bite and she rolled her eyes at the interruption.

“You want to get this one?” she asked Roland, her eyes pleading.

Roland was intimately familiar with her eating patterns, and he knew a hungry Lucia was a Lucia far more likely to inflict horribly disproportionate vengeance upon pushy Docksiders. Since his own organic mass was less than ninety pounds and he could get by on far less food than she could, he opted to get the door and indicated his assent with a grunt. His eyes narrowed as he approached the front of the office. 

Roland had not been as big a fan of the large windows of his office as Lucia was. Even though they were reinforced and armored, Roland’s pessimistic nature would have preferred a more hardened façade. He was the kind of guy who got shot at with depressing frequency, and the expansive mass of clear paneling left him feeling exposed. He had to admit, as he walked over to the controls, the big windows gave him a great view of the man at his door. They had dialed the panels opaque for some privacy while they ate lunch, but people inside could still see out through the one-way tinting. Roland paused a moment to assess his caller, because something wasn’t quite right.

It was a very tall, dark-skinned gentleman standing nearly in the street. This struck Roland as odd. The man had rung the chime, and then for some reason stepped back almost off the sidewalk into traffic to wait for him. Roland took a closer look. The man nearly matched his own seven-and-a-half feet tall, which marked him as odd even in Dockside. He wore a sensible suit, neither cheap nor expensive, in light brown. A quick check of the door scanner showed that the individual had no heavy bionics, but a suite of registered soft and hard body-mods scrolled down the screen next to the door. Roland studied these with careful, professional interest. It was a suitably impressive list: heavy bone work, a staggering quantity of MyoFiber, and upgrades to heart, lungs, and pituitary gland rounded out the list. Those were just the registered mods; Roland had no idea what else may lurk under the hood.

Who the hell sent this goon? Roland wondered, That’s a decent set of upgrades for street muscle.

Then he realized what was going on.

“Lucy!” he called back into the office. “Looks like another bounty hunter!”

“Really?” Lucia sounded concerned, but also annoyed. She joined him in the front office. “He looks unarmed, though. How are you going to play this?”

Lucia had seen Roland get shot, blown through buildings, fight exotic cyborg armatures, and generally pummel most of life’s problems into solutions for the last six months. She could not, however, keep the tinge of concern for his safety out of her voice. Cognitively, she understood that there was no way to augment a human enough to challenge Roland in a fight without an armature. She knew this because her father had more or less built Roland for a United Earth Defense Force super-soldier program a few decades prior. The big man was a top-tier special operator bonded to nearly half a ton of top-secret techno-organic muscle
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