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​CHAPTER ONE
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Astrid’s back hurt. 

It was not so much the inexorable march of decades bothering her sciatica. Rather the creeping pain grew from the endless stooping and bending of interminable days at planting and harvesting. The unrelenting cycle of digging, scraping, and sowing did not agree with the wry octogenarian. The ground was tough, and the soil unforgiving. The packed clay yielded little in the way of nutrients, yet an assortment of bland root vegetables still managed to thrive in the dim yellow sunlight and stingy dirt of her adopted homeworld.

Fingers that had started to gnarl with arthritis pushed and twisted at the harvester controls, and the machine crawled along the row of tubers like a grumbling monster. Steel claws gouged the dirt into furrows as twin augers extracted the starchy horde from the recalcitrant mud. At her age, riding the harvester was a privilege earned. The younger folk were left with the more physical chores, as suited their strong backs and agile feet. They worked elsewhere today, leaving one old woman to drive her harvester in peace and quiet. This suited her mood, as today she was wont to woolgather. She did not begrudge the children their energy, and hoped they gathered as many rosebuds as the hard reality of life in their colony allowed while the bloom of youth still suffused their cheeks. Lord knows she had done it when it was her time. Astrid had been young once. Young and beautiful, if memory served her. Though she supposed she might harbor some bias in that regard.

She had finished her trek down one long row and was turning the harvester to the next when she spotted the first of the raiders to come over the hill that separated this field from the thick line of taller vegetation surrounding it. He was a tall man, though his clothes draped his shoulders in worn and dirty strips. Scraps of a pressure suit and the tattered remains of an armor harness hung from his thin frame, and his face wore a haunting mask of hunger, fear, and desperation. He was followed by another, less thin, less tall. This one wore the same warring expressions of terror and starvation.

She had already turned her machine and opened the throttle as wide as it would go by the time the rest of the war-torn crew of pirates had crested the hill. The harvester was not fast. It was faster than Astrid could ever hope to be, so she pushed the handles forward and prayed for a miracle. Oddly enough, Astrid was not as scared as another might be in this situation. She was well beyond the age where the prospect of death or the other kinds of unspeakable horrors that such men might visit upon her brought any real fear. In truth, any torture even superficially atrocious would simply kill the frail old woman, and death was not the sort of thing that held much in the way of dread for Astrid. She had lived plenty already and was not inclined to be greedy.

In a way, she was relieved. Once the men caught her, and she was quite certain they would catch her, she knew that at the very least she would get to see her John again. She missed John more than anything else. His brash smile, his easy confidence, the curl of his lip when he gave her that knowing smirk. These memories kept her going through the harsh winters and heavy toil of this colonial existence. When he had left his body behind on this bleak rock of a planet, he had taken so much of her happiness with him that her heart yearned for their eventual reunion. She would endure the grim mechanism for effecting such without complaint.

She beamed a distress signal to the citadel, including as much detail as she could while driving the cumbersome piece of farm equipment. The more data they had, the easier it would be for them to find her. Or to find her corpse, if that was how things went.

Astrid did not get far. One of the great plastic tires of the harvester exploded with a bang that startled a gasp from the old woman. The machine lurched to the side as it collapsed onto the exposed hub. After a moment of frantic spinning and mud-throwing, the harvester lost all momentum and ground to a halt. Astrid sighed and hoped she had done enough to warn the colony. Now it would be upon her to hold the secret of its location long enough for a rescue to be arranged. She was not sanguine about this part, as the farmers who worked these remote fields had been in this position more than once.

Living so deep into the frontier systems had given the group all the freedom and autonomy they had wanted, but the distance from established law enforcement also left them at the mercy of those depraved souls that prowled the spaceways with less-than-legal tendencies. They were too poor and too remote to be an interesting target for pirates. Yet every so often a wounded ship filled with ruthless marauders would find their little world and set upon them for repairs, resupply, or worst of all, entertainment. 

The look of these men told Astrid that they were not here for a holiday. The first man to make it to her stalled harvester was rangy and feral-looking. Bloodshot eyes stared unblinking through the harvester canopy as bandaged fingers worked frantically at the hatch. The haggard face and distant gaze told the tale of a man who had been hard put-upon at some point. Astrid presumed they had lost a fight with another ship, then landed here for repairs. Theirs was the only planet with a breathable atmosphere in this sector of space, and a fleeing crew of pirates would not be spoiled for choice if they needed a place to hide.

The hatch at last surrendered to the fumbling advances of the wild man and slid open with a hiss. Rough hands grabbed at her simple coveralls and dragged her up and out of her machine. Astrid did not resist. There would be no point in doing so, and she would only encourage the men to hurt her if she tried. A rude shove sent her to the ground, and she rolled to a sitting position with the protesting aches one might expect for an aging woman stuck in a harvester all day.

She saw twelve men staring down at her. All wore the same angry and malevolent expression that spoke of far too many months in space. Still, the old woman found little in the way of fear in her thoughts. This was a welcome observation, as she did not like to be afraid and was not particularly interested in all the stress and drama a good bout of panic would likely generate in her current situations. Besides, she knew that their depravities would bring her closer to her John once more, and it was hard to be angry or sad or afraid when she looked at it that way.

One of the men stepped forward. It was always easy to identify the leader in a group like this. Astrid had met and known many pirates in her long life, and their social hierarchies were rarely more sophisticated than those employed by a pack of feral dogs. The leader was always the biggest, or the meanest, or the most cunning. He would lead because none of the others would be strong enough to stop him, and the rest of the command structure would follow in descending order of how much each one feared the leader. The captain of this crew was a big, battle-scarred monster of a man. Tall and wide, with shaggy hair wreathing a scalp crisscrossed with gruesome scars. More scars twisted one side of his face into the caricature of a lopsided sneer, while the other sat fixed in a hollow-cheeked façade of exhausted malice.

His voice was little more than a hoarse whisper. It was a scared and desperate thing, and no quantity of assumed authority could hide the anxiety of a man near the end of his rope.

“Where is the settlement?” The question was asked with blunt expectation, and the leader was treating her compliance as a foregone conclusion. Astrid acknowledged that he must have come by that honestly. The man had likely tortured all manner of information out of any number of prisoners. One white-haired old woman was not going to be an issue.

Astrid was already committed to being an issue either way, and his fearsome mien could be damned for all she cared. Her people would need time to respond to her message. “Oh my, sir. I don’t think you want to worry so much about a few dusty colonists. Why don’t you just take this load of tubers and head on back to your ship? They are engineered to be complete nutrition, and there’s enough here to feed your crew for quite a few weeks. Take them and go.” 

The pirate captain was not amused. “I’m going to do that anyway, old woman. We need other things too. Medical supplies, tools, parts. Things like that.” 

“We don’t have much here, Captain.” The lie came easily. Astrid stood up slowly and with much effort. Then she continued her attempt at negotiation, “But we don’t mind sharing and trading if that’s what it takes.” If a few parts and supplies sent these men away, the colony would give them up gladly. There was no profit in a fight if one could be avoided.

“Do I look like a trader?” The captain’s tone was flat, his lack of inflection oddly incongruous with the half-smile of his scarred lip. 

“I am an old woman, Captain. I try not to judge.” 

“Where is the settlement?” he repeated with more menace. “Don’t act like you can talk your way out of telling me. The boys here have been floating in a tin can for quite a while now. You might be a little overripe, but everybody’s real hungry, if you get my meaning.” 

Astrid did get his meaning. While the thought of enduring the forced attentions of this gaggle of unkempt barbarians sent a jolt of apprehension through her body, she could not bring herself to care as much as others might. If it meant she got to be with her John, she could endure it. 

She laughed at the men, stirring a murmur of growls and grumbling from the assembled pirates. “Boy, I’ve been living on this barren rock for sixty years now. There isn’t anything you monkeys can do to me that can’t be fixed with strong coffee.” 

“Tough talk, hag. Let’s see if you are as hard as your words, then.” 

The big pirate stomped forward and seized her arm in a vise-like grip. He hauled her to her toes with far more force than was strictly necessary and shoved her back into the harvester. She struck with a soft thud, and a cry of pain escaped her lips before she could stop it. The pirates laughed at her weakness and began to encircle her tiny frame.

Astrid closed her eyes and thought of her John. She thought of his strength, his ferocity. She thought of the times he had defended the colony from men just like these. He was so strong, so skilled. A warrior born and bred, his addition to the colony had been the only thing that had kept them alive those first years. There was no enemy he could not vanquish. No monster he would not slay.

Scarred hands clutched at her. Dirty fingers tugged at her suit and tore at its seams and zippers. Astrid did not fight them. She kept her eyes shut tight and thought of her John that night at the harvest ball. He had been so dashing and handsome in his uniform. His medals, arranged in multi-hued rows, flowed like waves cascading over the bleak charcoal gray of his tunic. Boots shined to an iridescent black, he had stood square-jawed and uncomfortable at the social event. The other girls had been afraid of him. His size and ferocious nature frightened them. But not Astrid. Her heart had leapt at the sight of him. She knew that she would love this man forever the moment she saw him.

Her jumpsuit was frustrating the pirates, and a savage jerk on a well-constructed zipper sent her stumbling back to the ground. She landed hard on her hip and this time managed to suppress the cry of pain that tried so desperately to make itself heard. The men were shouting now. Arguing like a pack of hounds over who would be the first to violate her wrinkled flesh.

She closed her eyes again and remembered.

Astrid had been beautiful then. Her hair had been long and so blond as to look silver at night. She had graceful curves and slender limbs. Her face had been soft and bright. The young men of the colony courted her with a lack of subtlety and shame that scandalized their mothers. Astrid had ignored them all. One look at her John and she had known she would never give any of those clumsy boys a second thought. John was wide as a doorway, thick as a tree trunk. The overwhelming solidity of his presence had made the scared little frontier girl feel safe for the first time since she had come to this world. John was a rock, and even better, John was her rock.

With a horrible ripping noise, the zipper at the front of her coveralls finally gave up its stubborn resistance. Her chest was exposed to the damp air, and a cheer arose from the panting beasts when they saw the pure white of her undershirt. The captain’s voice rose above the mounting cries of his barely restrained crew.

“Where is the settlement, bitch? You tell me now and I’ll make sure the boys treat you with respect.” He spat the last word, derision and sarcasm layering his promise with transparent hypocrisy.

But Astrid was not hearing him. She was not even there anymore. She was dancing with her John at their wedding. Leaning into his chest with her cheek, letting the strength of his arms move her about the dance floor like she was so much gossamer silk. His feet slid across the floor so smoothly it baffled the assembled guests, stymied that so large a man could move with such grace.

“Goddammit, woman!” The captain’s barked expletive tried to pull her from her reverie, but she did not let it. “Are you deaf?”

Astrid said nothing. She was old, and she was tired, but she was not deaf. Her eyes snapped open at the first faint thud. She quickly darted furtive looks at the leering men, desperate to know if they had heard it too. The others had not heard it. They were not lying on the ground with their ears pressed to the cold dirt like she was. Then another thud, felt as much as heard, vibrated the clay under her cheek, and she smiled.

“Boss, I think this bitch gone crazy,” a pirate said, seeing her smile and not comprehending it.

“Just our luck,” the captain snarled back at him. “We find one goddamn person on this useless rock of a planet and it ends up being some batty old hag.”

The old woman sat up with a groan, resting her back against the harvester. “Gentlemen,” she said politely, “I think you should take the food and go. You still have time.”

The unvarnished weirdness of that suggestion, coming from a half-naked old woman in the clutches of ruthless bandits drew gaping looks of abject confusion from the crew. “Time for what?” The captain had to ask this. Curiosity demanded it.

“Time to run,” she said, her words flat with grave certainty. “He’s not so fast as he once was. But he is close now.” 

“Who the fuck are you talking about, old woman?” The pirate captain’s frown pulled at the scars adorning his face. Astrid knew that look. He was trying to figure out if she was crazy or just suffering from head trauma.

“My John,” she said with a dreamy faraway look in her eyes. “He always comes to my rescue. You should go. He gets terribly angry.”

“Oh, fuck this shit—” one of the pirates started to say, but he was cut off by a roar that crashed into eardrums with the force of a tidal wave. It was an unearthly, inhuman sound, equal parts electronic noise and the baying of some giant hound. Hands clapped over ears when the wall of sound struck, and the pirate crew jumped and scattered before even looking to see the source of it.

“Whoops,” Astrid sighed lazily, “too late now...”

The captain recovered first and whirled to the rear, scanning for whatever had made the horrible sound. His crew was not far behind, and a dozen men swept the hillside with a dozen weapons.

It crested the hill a moment later, and with unhurried strides a metal monster cobbled from bits and pieces of a child’s nightmare clumped toward the slack-jawed pirate crew. It was more than three times as tall as any man, and as wide as the harvester Astrid leaned against. Two legs, two arms, and a steel-encased torso whirred and clanked as it moved. Swarms of dull metal actuators and cams moved across and against each other as each lumbering footfall moved the steel giant closer to the downed old woman and her erstwhile captors.

The pirates opened fire, and a pyrotechnic display to rival any in the galaxy erupted across the broad metal chest of the advancing behemoth. Guns roared and spat flame in three different colors across the tuber field, washing the thing in hell and shrapnel for long seconds before power cells ran dry and magazines were spent. 

The giant, unaffected, broke into a trot. Each step shook the earth as the intervening hundred yards of farmland shrank to nothing with just a few gargantuan strides. Before any of the doomed men understood the magnitude of their folly, the great and terrible thing was among them and they were dying in horrible fashion. The captain noted, before his life was ended by a metal fist two feet across, that there must have been a man inside that thing at some point. It fought like a man, at least. It did not move like a machine. Rather it stepped and struck in the way of someone who had learned to fight with a body of flesh, and not the chassis of a steel colossus. It was a thought left unexplored, for in the frenzied space of just a few seconds all were dead, and the machine-man stood quiet and stoop-shouldered among the mangled bodies of what had once been a pirate crew.

Astrid stared up at it, a small smile on her lips and eyes brimming with tears. Finally, she whispered, “Hello, John.”

From deep within its chest, a groaning voice rumbled, “How... long?”

Astrid stood, and beamed her brightest smile at the living coffin of her beloved husband. “Very long,” she replied softly and walked to the creature. It turned with the squeak and groan of strained iron and kneeled in front of her. A giant hand, three-fingered and cast in cold gray, arose palm-up toward the tiny woman. Astrid took a single finger in both her hands and brought it to her face. She closed her eyes and pressed it to her cheek. The surface was cold against her skin, but she held it there until it started to warm from the contact.

Then she smiled. “I have missed you so much.” It was a whisper, and a single tear escaped her eyelids and rolled away unheeded. 

“Missed... you... too,” it replied. 

“You’re still strong, John.” She opened her eyes and smiled at the thing. 

“Still... beautiful...” it responded. 

“Flatterer,” the old woman laughed in spite of herself. 

“Don’t... want... to... go...” 

“Shhhhhh...” Astrid interrupted. “I don’t want you to go back to sleep either.” More tears were coming, and she did not try to stop them. “But you must. I miss you terribly.” Her voice caught, but she refused to sob. “But keeping you awake is worse. You must go back to sleep.” 

“How.... long?” he asked it again.

“Eleven years, four months, nineteen days, nine hours,” Astrid replied without hesitation.

“Too... long...” it groaned, but Astrid shook her head furiously at it.

“No, John! I’d rather have you sleep most of the time if it means you can still remember me when you are awake.” 

At first, their little settlement had often been a target for random groups of raiders looking for easy prey. John never failed to protect them when enemies came. Astrid had always loved John for his commitment, but each successive battle took a piece of him away from her. She had watched their doctors put her John back together after every fight, each time replacing more of the man she loved with machines. Soon there was little left of her John that was not a replacement part. But she had loved him all the same. 

As word of what happened to attackers spread, the raids had slowed down. But for their guardian, the damage was already done. Astrid’s lovely, brave, selfless John was little more than a few pounds of crude organic matter entombed inside a great metal weapon. Even worse, the price for his strength had been so much greater than the mere loss of his flesh. Every waking moment, the peerless guardian would bleed memories into the electronic aether of imperfect cerebral symbiosis. The colonists had taken to putting him to sleep between raids, to keep his faculties as sharp as they could for when they were needed. 

Thus, Astrid lived as a widow but for those moments when danger loomed and the need for her John drove them to wake the titan from his slumber. 

Astrid had learned to live for these brief interludes. Moments where she could, for a minute or two, be with the man she loved and who loved her above all else. But she was so old now, and the raids did not come so often as they once had. Her John spoke the fears she could not. 

“Might... be... last... time...”

“I know.” The sobs came now. There was no stopping them.

“Want... to... stay...”

“I know, John. But you can’t. I couldn’t bear it. I’m sorry for being so selfish.” She sniffed and wiped her face against her sleeve, “But I’ve watched you die a dozen times, please don’t make me watch you lose your mind. Lose us.”

She heard the rumbling of tracked wheels and the growling of large engines from over the hill. She forced her face into a smile. It was a small, strained thing, but she tried to make it sincere. “They’re coming with the crawler, John. It will be time to sleep soon. If I’m not here when you are awake next time...” 

The machine started to groan, but she cut it off, “If I’m not here? You have to remember, John. Remember us. That’s all that matters. I will have to die someday, John. But we don’t have to. Not if you remember.” 

A large flatbed truck on enormous treads cleared the top of the low hill.

“It’s time, John.” Astrid whispered to her husband.

“Love... you...”

“I love you too, my John.” She would not cry anymore. She kept her face serene and strong as she watched him begin the shutdown sequence for what was likely the last time.

“I... will... remember... always. We... are... forever...” 

The machine stood. It had no eyes. There were no tears for it to shed. 

But it could remember, and it would. 

​
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Docksiders referred to the wide street leading up to their twelve eponymous docking towers as “The Drag.” The beige and gray thoroughfare sliced the district in half from north to south, framed by bars, nightclubs, and other assorted dens of iniquity. The gloomy dimness of this particular afternoon found the street uncharacteristically quiet and empty, courtesy of an exceptional evening’s worth of revelry and a spirited bout of inclement weather. Falling in dense sheets, a heavy downpour washed the dirty concrete with rivers of muddy brown water. The dozens of grimy little streams picked up and carried pieces of the previous night’s debauchery along the curbs in a parti-colored flotilla of recriminations. For the duration of the soggy afternoon, broken bits of plastic beverage bottles and food wrappers raced and swirled along the gutters like ugly little boats in this trash-themed regatta. The bulbous cylinder of an inhaler reservoir tinkled and clinked in a cheerful rhythm, playing the song of distant wind chimes as the flow of water pushed it along the curb. With its contents long-ago consumed by one of Dockside’s army of drug addicts, the empty metal capsule skipped toward the oblivion of New Boston’s sewers much like the ambitions of the pathetic wretch it had so recently served. Its music died when it collided with a food wrapper and slipped through a storm drain to join the tons of other trash and bad memories that were the hallmarks of yet another Dockside Sunday night. Try as she might, not even the power of mother nature herself could strip the grime from this street in daylight. Nevertheless, the stubborn old dame appeared inclined to give it a go, anyway.

Ever the contrarian, Dockside fought back against the perennial gloom as soon as the scolding light of day faded. When the cloud-blocked sun finished its trip across the sky as it always did, when darkness stretched black fingers from the alleys and caves of The Drag’s many businesses, what had been born an ugly street bloomed like a night lily. Opening like brilliant neon petals, the lights of the gin mills and vape dens flickered to life. Dazzling holographic signs and towering three-dimensional advertisements extended across the façades of dull gray buildings, coloring the pallid street with rich saturated colors. The leftover puddles and wet surfaces stretched and warped the reflections, painting everything in lurid brushstrokes of greens, yellows, reds, and blues. The night clubs followed suit, then the brothels and the gambling houses and the fight clubs. Coaxed from their hovels by the sounds of pleasure and the lure of hedonistic delights, the streets soon teemed with the jostling mass of thousands of people. No quantity of driving rain would keep the pleasure-seekers and manic-depressives away from the addictive distractions of The Drag. They came in all shapes and sizes, all backgrounds and origins. The gutter-dwellers of Big Woo and the glitterati of Uptown brushed shoulders on those crowded walkways. Under cover of night, the wealthy folk in gleaming shoes and shimmering fabrics slipped away from the shining towers and epicurean delights of their bejeweled enclave to the north, eager to sip at the rough metal cup of working-class fun and black-market services. From the other direction, the poor and desperate clawed their way from the trash and poverty of the unincorporated slums. They oozed from the tram lines in droves, pockets temporarily stuffed with the weekly wages of Big Woo’s thriving narcotics and smuggling operations. For one night, at least, a poor man could sample the pleasures of sin and debauchery in ways only The Drag could provide. In Dockside, all credits were equal once the sun went down.

Yet the real lifeblood of a proper Dockside evening had nothing to do with wealthy pleasure-seekers or working-class stiffs flush with cash on payday. One more element remained, one unique secret ingredient that made Dockside the place to be for all those delicious activities one might not want friends and neighbors to know about. At precisely eight o’clock every night, the cargo shuttles stopped unloading. The distribution centers would work all night long cataloging and organizing the millions of tons of goods that came down the towers during the day, making this nocturnal respite necessary. At this preordained hour, the lights in the towers dimmed as one to warn all of what was to come. On that signal, The Drag went eerily quiet for eighteen minutes in an elongated moment of silence. For those languid heartbeats the whole neighborhood paused to inhale and brace itself for the chaos to come.

Eighteen minutes is how long it took for the first passenger shuttle to slide down its gravity beam and disgorge its first payload of spacers. Every thirty-six minutes, twelve shuttles made the round trip to space and back, vomiting thousands of travel-weary men and women from parts unknown onto The Drag in noisy droves. They poured into the streets in predictable waves, erupting from the commuter trams and ride-share kiosks like an army of invading insects. They came with cred vaults full to bursting with local currency, unspent wages piled high after weeks and months in space. To a man they were bored. Behind hollow eyes and hungry smiles, they swarmed like zombies in great shambling clumps of men and women ravenous for human company. They craved movement and light and contact and above all, fun. Dockside welcomed the horde with open arms and open doors. Every wide-eyed spacer that oozed down the twelve titanic docking towers jutting from the center of Dockside brought cash and prosperity in the form of untraceable electronic credits. When they left, their wild tales of bacchanalian adventures spread the legend of Dockside across thirty-six gate stations and to fifty-one planets. She played many roles for many audiences. A home, a marketplace, a carnival, a tourist trap. To a certain cagey group, Dockside served as a convenient hiding place.

Roland Tankowicz loved his town for being all of these things. Yet from his vantage point inside a modest office, he could see Dockside for what she really was: a whore. She beckoned to every smiling face and every hungry set of eyes with the same well-practiced come-on. As one professional to another, he could respect that. 

It always went down the same way. The dark lady seduced her victims, taking every copper cred in their vaults before leaving them spent and drained on the floor of her boudoir. Once finished, Dockside deposited her suitors in the street, confident in the fact that despite the rough treatment the fools would be back next week for more of the same. Roland would find these victims once the sun came up. There would be clumps of pale penniless husks dragging themselves back to the docks to catch the last shuttle back up to their ships. He would find wealthy businessmen in the arms of their bodyguards, staggering toward luxury cars with bloodshot eyes and sunken cheeks. After a Friday night, Roland could expect to find a few corpses come morning as well. That was just part of the game, he supposed. The unforgiving light of dawn would peel back the comforting blanket of darkness to reveal the shame of fifty thousand people who tested their limits against Dockside’s excesses and found their constitutions wanting.

Roland smiled to himself. It was going to be a good night.

He looked over to his right. From the window he could see the docking towers in stark relief against the fading light and weakening drizzle. The enormous obelisks raced into the damp mists overhead like silver and black redwood trees. Above them all, drifting in low orbit, dozens of gigantic freighters floated through space like bloated whales. From the swollen bellies of these steel leviathans poured unrelenting swarms of cargo shuttles. Square and ugly, the clumsy haulers limped away from the freighters and sputtered through the near vacuum of high orbit until snagged by the colossal channel of calibrated anti-gravitons emitted by each of the towers so far below. The shuttles descended, plummeting along the gravity beam with smooth acceleration and equally smooth deceleration. Once safely moored to a tower, the contents of the shuttle were unloaded and sent down the shaft to be distributed to warehouses and distribution centers all over Dockside and The Sprawl. Despite heavy reliance on automation, even complex artificial intelligence did only so much of the work. An army of human hands and brains were still employed to ensure products and materials found their way to their destinations after navigating the byzantine channels of taxes, customs, law-enforcement, and bureaucratic inefficiency. The men and women of this workforce were Roland’s neighbors. The longshoremen, the material handlers, the technicians and supervisors and clerks and janitors and maintenance engineers that moved the vast wealth of the galaxy through the richest marketplace in human history made up the daytime population of the place he called home. He drank beer with these people. He shared the streets and restaurants and grocery stores with them. When the sun’s rays pushed the invaders off the dirty concrete and back to their hiding places, these were the people that ventured out into the light without fear. Roland liked them, and he liked to solve their problems.

Intermittent bouts of rain struck the front window of the small storefront with the droning rattle of a snare drum. The normally clear panel had been dialed opaque to ensure the privacy of those inside. The main door faced the street, a plain gray thing with the name “Roland Tankowicz” softly glowing in red across it at eye level. No title, no comm code, no other helpful information adorned the blank façade and its boring entrance. The name was enough. If you came to Dockside not knowing who Roland Tankowicz was, you need only whisper his name at any bar. Everyone in Dockside had a story to tell about Roland. “The Fixer,” as most knew him, cast a long shadow over Dockside’s seedy underbelly. Stories of the towering cyborg were legion. Many were outlandish, most were terrifying, some of these tales were even true. The themes remained constant throughout all of them, however. This was not a man to be trifled with. Every so often a new player would step into the rich soil of Dockside’s many illicit marketplaces, eager to plant the seeds of personal wealth and power. The galaxy had no shortage of gangsters and mob kingpins who felt the time was right to assert dominance over the highly profitable smuggling and drug trades. Perhaps the intricate web of guilds and trade associations binding the criminal classes into a cohesive system looked too much like legitimate business structure. To the aspiring warlord or mobster accustomed to ruling by force and firepower, Dockside’s equitable factions often looked ripe for the plucking. 

That was not the case, of course. With the swipe of a finger, a guild steward or trade association president could summon Roland Tankowicz to address the newcomer personally. For a not-inconsiderable fee, The Fixer would visit the misinformed fool and attempt to explain the system and incorporate the newcomer into it. Often, the candidate would respond in a negative manner to this overture. That is when, in the parlance of the region, the idiot would get “fixed.”

This exact scenario is why Roland Tankowicz stared out his window this particular evening, watching The Drag come to life before his small dark eyes. Behind him, Lucia Ribiero stood up from her desk and walked to his side. She blew the magenta stripe of hair off her forehead and hooked her arm around Roland’s comically large bicep.

“You have that look on your face, you know.”

“What look?”

“That broody, grouchy, Raymond Chandler scowl you like to wear when you are thinking about something you can’t articulate.”

Roland huffed. Not wanting to grant her the victory, he droned, “Well, it’s a Raymond Chandler evening, at the end of someone’s day.”

Lucia scrunched her face in confusion.

Roland let a tiny smile crease his lips.

It’s a Raymond Chandler evening,

At the end of someone’s day.

And I’m standing in my pocket,

And I’m slowly turning gray.

There’s a body on the railings,

That I can’t identify.

While the yellow leaves are falling,

In a spiral from the sky.

Warming to Lucia’s growing confusion, Roland turned away from the window to look down on her.

I remember what I told you,

But I don’t remember why.

And I’d like to reassure you,

But I’m not that kind of guy.

He winked, then shifted to look back through the window at the kaleidoscopic frenzy of the street beyond. His frown returned and his voice fell to a dark, rumbling whisper.

It’s a Raymond Chandler evening,

And the pavements are all wet.

But I’m lurking in the shadows,

Because it hasn’t happened yet.

Lucia looked out to the street as well. “That’s... oddly appropriate, I suppose. But I never had you pegged for poetry, big guy.”

“It’s a song. A very old one. I read the lyrics in an old comic book Billy found for me. Something about tonight made me think of it.”

“Are you standing in your pocket?” She rested her cheek against his arm.

“Lurking in the shadows,” he said. “It can feel that way sometimes. The waiting, I mean. Especially when you already know how it’s all going to play out. I like to pretend that things can go our way. That the outcomes can be different. But...”

“There’s a body on the railings, isn’t there?”

Roland snorted. “I’d like to reassure you but...”

“...You’re not the kind of guy. I get it now.” She stepped away from his bulk. “We can give this one to Mindy if you don’t feel up to it, you know. She has the reputation and recognition factor. And the skills to do things the hard way if it comes to that.”

“They paid for me, Lucy. This is what the customer wants. Besides,” a ham-sized fist thumped against his chest. The resulting sound evoked images of a two-ton weight being dropped onto wet sand. “...It’s safer this way.”

“Your body doesn’t obligate you to always assume all the risks, you know.”

Roland shrugged. “What risks?”

Lucia had to acknowledge his point. “Okay, that’s fair. Unless they brought a literal tank, you aren’t going to be in any real danger. But...”

“What?”

“You’re not invincible. I’ve seen you put down enough times to know that. I’m just saying it’s okay to not always jump in front of the guns.”

“It’s my job. I absorb incoming fire to cover the rest of the team. It’s always been my thing.” He shifted, the roll and heave of oversized synthetic musculature drawing tired groans from the seams of his brown jacket. “The more they shoot at me, the less they shoot at everybody else.” He placed a huge hand on her back to reassure her. “On the brighter side, this guy is a world class piece of garbage. If I have to kill him, it will probably be a good thing.”

“That,” Lucia said with a weary shake of her head, “is not really a bright side.”

“If the killing is inevitable, it might as well be a righteous kill.” The words seemed to catch in his throat, drawing a wince. “Whatever the hell a righteous kill is these days.” He laughed, a rough bark of a sound. “This was easier when I was in the Army. The bad guys were easy to spot, and every kill was a noble act of valor as long as the order came from an officer.”

Lucia squeezed his arm. “Don’t go down this road. The universe wasn’t different then. You were just too young to see it for what it really was. Now you know better than anyone what really happens when the ordnance starts to fly. You want a bright side? At least you have the means to make it right. You’re not a soldier anymore, sure. But you are still a good man.”

“As long as you think so, then I can believe it.” Roland rolled his head and neck as if to loosen them. “But now it’s time to go to work. Don’t wait up for me.”

“You know I’m going to. I’ll be on overwatch and comms. I want you to wear the remote so I can follow the action and scan for threats.”

“Sure. Not a problem. It’s really not necessary, though. This guy is an asshole, but he won’t have anything that can hurt me.”

“It’s your suit I’m worried about,” Lucia fired back. “Go put on the gray one. It’s already been repaired a bunch of times. We’ll throw it out after you ruin it tonight.”

“Now who’s being a pessimist?”

“It’s not pessimistic to state a statistical certainty,” Lucia said with a heavy sigh. “You want the truth? It’s time for new suits anyway. You are starting to look like a hobo again.”

“So feral,” Roland said, gruff approval in his laconic rumbling.

“You love it.”

“True.”

“You going to be okay tonight? We really can send Mindy.”

“I’m fine. Really. I hope it goes different, but it’s just sort of depressing how often it doesn’t.”

She smiled. “And so you are lurking in the shadows because it hasn’t happened yet?”

“Exactly.” Roland nodded. “But it will.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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In deference to the rain, Roland took a ground transport to the meeting. There existed no dignified way for him to ride in a vehicle unless he committed to hiring a luxury transport. While the expansive interior of an expensive coach might have been large enough to be physically comfortable, the mental discomfort of being driven around in opulence was something he would never get used to. The big black limousines better suited a gaggle of wealthy Uptown socialites slumming their way through Dockside’s pleasure districts than it did one dour cyborg on his way to a meeting. The hordes of pimps that had invaded the landscape with the untimely demise of Madame Madeleine just two short years prior enjoyed the nicer rides, and that alone put Roland off.

Roland was no socialite and definitely not a pimp. He had walked into this town wearing an old duty jacket with all his worldly possessions stuffed into a single army-issue duffel bag. His needs had not changed much in the intervening thirty-five years, even if his circumstances had. No matter how many nice suits Lucia bought for him, and no matter how much money her business acumen brought to his accounts, Roland would never understand or submit to the excesses of the wealthy. In his experience, wealth turned decent people into insufferable assholes. Then again, poverty often did the same thing. The reliable logic of a dedicated misanthrope always resulted in Roland reaching the same conclusion whenever his mind took this particular stroll. Most people were awful, wealth notwithstanding.

In the dark of a delivery truck’s cargo area, Roland smiled to himself and shook his head. Woolgathering was a bad habit he picked up somewhere along his decades of exile. It never failed to annoy him whenever he caught himself lost in his thoughts. He thought of himself as a man of action, though age and experience were probably changing that. He could not say if this was good or bad, and upon reflection, he found he did not care. Roland felt the truck slow. His bulk shifted from the inertia, and his ears rang with the irritated whine of electric motors under regenerative braking. Thus warned, he stood up before the doors opened, and he stepped down from the tailgate with a surprisingly agile hop. Despite the innocuous nature of the small leap, the impact of his landing made shallow puddles dance in a twenty-foot radius. Rain began to soak his jacket immediately, yet Roland paused in the street for a full two seconds anyway. He could not see the horde of avaricious eyes peering from the windows and alleyways, but he knew they were there. Dockside employed thousands of informants who peddled gossip and intelligence between the gangs for a few dirty creds or a hit of whatever drug owned the rotted remains of their souls. Roland wanted to be seen, and he wanted the news to travel. Being conspicuous was Roland’s way of announcing to the street that whatever business about to be conducted was Fixer business. This was the only warning the army of criminals skulking about were likely to get. The wiser ones, or those with a good understanding of Dockside and its various structures, would pack up their schemes and pick a different street to work. They knew the rules. When The Fixer is working, everybody else stays clear. Roland stood in the rain for a few more seconds while his transport pulled away. His head moved back and forth to examine the street for threats. To nobody’s surprise, he found none.

Occasionally, some newcomer or hotshot hitter from deep space would try their luck anyway. These poor souls served as warnings to all the others. Roland hoped that this night would hold no such surprises. Since he could see only the flickering of streetlights on wet walls and hear nothing but the white noise of raindrops on tarmac, he started to feel good about his chances. Tonight was not a night for complications. So, after letting the snitches get a good look, he stomped across the sidewalk to the offices of a local material handling company. The sign on the door read, “Markson Trading and Export, Inc.” Roland did not recognize the name, and he did not care.  The holding company for this office changed hands more often than the weather in Dockside, as the location existed for no other purpose than to facilitate the smuggling of contraband from all corners of the ever-expanding galaxy. Keeping the name and ownership in constant flux left clever lawyers and ambitious prosecutors one step behind the smugglers at all times. It was simply good business.

The flat gray panel slid to the side with an angry hiss as Roland approached. No scanner searched him. No receptionist queried his credentials. There were no security ‘droids or hired muscle to loom and stare while he shouldered through an opening meant for creatures half his size. Roland appreciated the show of respect. His access was guaranteed, and no quantity of business ritual or security theater would change that fact. Roland could remember at least three other occasions where he had torn this exact door from its moorings just to make that point. In the Army, they called him “Breach” after his conversion by the Golem Project. The moniker was not ironic. Wearing a techno-organic body designed to kick down doors and smash obstacles, “breach” defined his purpose with a uniquely military lack of subtlety. To this day he could not shake the feeling that some clever biotechnician tweaked his brain chemistry to love bashing doors just a little more than was healthy. Something about it just felt right.

Beyond the main entrance foyer, a modest lobby awaited. A tall, slightly overweight man met him there wearing a sharp suit and even sharper smile.

“Mister Tankowicz, I presume?” he said in a voice both high and shrill. He fired off words in clipped syllables, as if his mouth could not fabricate the sounds as fast as his brain wanted. “It is you, yes? Yes?”

“Yes,” Roland said. He let the word hang for no other reason than to make the man uncomfortable with the prolonged silence that followed.

“Yes, yes, then. Very good. If you would follow me? This way.” The weird little man gestured with a flapping hand while scuttling toward a door. “Come, come.”

Both amused and bemused, Roland followed. Naturally, he knew exactly where they were going. He had been in this building several times before. He found his guide’s presumption humorous, so he said nothing. The portly man led Roland to what he knew to be the main conference room. The space appeared large and well-appointed for a Dockside establishment, though the decor stayed just short of ostentatious. The walls were well painted and clean, the carpeting obviously quite new. Light emanated from recessed soffits along the intersection of wall and ceiling, washing the bright white surface above and reflecting downward. The ensuing illumination tolerated neither shadows nor glare. It made identifying the room’s occupants an easy task.

Seated at a long table, he spied an older man flanked by two large bodyguards. The thin frame and sparse crop of silver hair stood in stark contrast to the intimidating bulk of the heavies. Roland saw their thick necks and dead eyes and frowned. Each brawny thug radiated danger in taut waves. They were not calm, even though their facial expressions betrayed no intensity of any kind. Their eyes were dead, yet they tracked Roland’s movements like an owl tracked a field mouse. Roland did not experience fear the way normal people did, though the frigid prickle of apprehension danced across his nerves on electric feet. His instincts told him not to take his eyes off the bodyguards, and he obeyed.

“This meeting has my express promise of safe passage, Mister Proctor.” He let his gaze rest heavy on the two thugs, who did not seem to mind. “There is to be no security presence from anyone party to our discussions. This policy prevents... misunderstandings.”

Proctor’s smile crawled across his features like a sick lizard. He spoke with a long country drawl that might have been endearing if the malevolence oozing from his every word was not thick enough to clog the nostrils. “Why, Roland, you would not begrudge a stranger to your lands a little insurance, would you?” The smile deepened. “I know y’all got your own extra-special rules in these parts, but where I’m from a gentleman of my stature simply cannot go anywhere without his loyal guards.”

“Once, just a few years ago, somebody attempted to violate my promise of safe passage, Proctor.”

“And?”

“I killed his agents, destroyed his assets, and dismantled his entire operation.”

Proctor did not sound impressed. “Was it anybody I knew?”

“The Brokerage.”

This made one of Proctor’s eyelids twitch. His face never changed. “Well, what do you know? It seems I have heard of an organization with that name. How is old Arthur these days?”

“Was I unclear about that? Inskip’s dead.”

Proctor nodded slowly, searching Roland’s eyes for signs of a lie. “I must admit I had heard something like that as well. That’s a very impressive boast.”

“I never boast.” Roland was still staring directly at Proctor’s bodyguards. They had not moved a muscle; Roland could not even see them breathe. “Lose the guards before the others arrive or this whole meeting is going to be a bust.”

Proctor stared into Roland’s face for ten full seconds. Roland finally tore his eyes from the guards to meet the gaze with all the intensity of a potted plant. “Roland, you must forgive me, but I am not a man who is accustomed to taking orders from hired help.” Proctor scanned to see if the jab had landed. Roland remained impassive. Proctor acknowledged the miss with a tilt of the chin and continued. “I must also confess to misleading you all with a tiny little white lie. I am not here because I want to join your merry band of communist crime lords. I am here to provide the leadership this region so desperately needs with the Combine gone. I’m here to help, but I’m certainly not here to join up.”

“Then you are going to be very disappointed with the reception you receive.”

“I don’t have to be, though, do I?” Proctor leaned forward. “Now I have made a rather serious study of this place, Roland. I know what the real secret to Dockside’s stability is.” He leaned back again and pointed at Roland. “It’s you. As long as you are here, nobody gets to shake up the old plum tree, do they? Why, if you wanted to, you could be the king of this tidy little castle, my boy.” Proctor curled a lip. “But you aren’t the king round here, are you? I wonder why that is.”

“Thrones are prisons and crowns look like shit on me.”

“Well, that’s just a tidy pile of bullshit, now isn’t it, Roland? You’re not the boss around here because you are not a leader. You’re a soldier. I bet you don’t even want a command, do you? I know lots of folks like that. Hell no, boy. You don’t want the responsibility of leadership. And why should you? It’s a huge boring headache! It’s no kind of life for a man like you.” Proctor waved his fists in what he probably thought was a combative manner. “You’re a fighter, Roland. More than that, you are an exceptional one. I’ve spent plenty of time and money sussing out just what you are, my dear Roland Tankowicz. I would never insult you by pretending you were some crude grunt. You, sir, are a virtuoso of violence. You’re not meant to manage a business. You have absolutely no interest in politics or administration. No, sir, you’re here for the battle. You want a war to fight.” Proctor spread his hands, and this time his smile was sincere. “Wars I got, Roland. I represent well-heeled interests that have enterprises across nine systems. Interests in governments, navies, colonies. I can have your boots on the ground tomorrow and your accounts so full you’d never live to spend it all.”

“So that’s what this is all about then...”

“I’m not trying to worm my way into your guilds. I’m here to buy you out. And I have something better than money too. I offer you action. Violence.” Proctor breathed the next word in a heady whisper. “Fulfillment.”

“And you are bringing this to me because once you own me, you own Dockside?”

“That’s a gross oversimplification, but something like that, yes.”

“What happens to Dockside under your benevolent rule?”

“I’ll run it just like the other marketplaces I call my own. Profits will go up. I’ll get richer.”

Roland exhaled through his nostrils. “What about the street war? This town will not go down without a fight.”

“Naturally. But I will win it.”

“Before Gateways swoops in with ten thousand corporate mercenaries?”

“I can handle Gateways if it comes to that. My partners will see to that. Even so, what do you care? You’ll be out past Wayfair sacking pirate ships, battling your way through the cosmos, and drinking beer with your comrades-in-arms.” His eyebrows bounced. “Neck deep in willing women as well, I suspect.”

“You think you’ve got me pegged that well, huh?”

Proctor laughed out loud. “Don’t pretend I don’t. Look at you! Stuffed into a tailored suit like some kind of trained monkey. You don’t even like that suit. You want fatigues, armor, pouches filled with all manner of destruction and mayhem. You, Mister Tankowicz, are a soldier and a killer.” He waved a dismissive hand at Roland’s clothing. “That suit looks ridiculous on you and you know it. Get rid of it. Let’s go have some fun and make a ton of money instead.”

Roland reached up to pinch the bridge of his nose between a thick thumb and forefinger. He took three seconds to form his words before speaking, if only to ensure he maintained the professional demeanor Lucia insisted he use when on the clock. “Mister Proctor, I have neither the time nor the crayons explain just how badly you have misread my situation. It doesn’t really matter, anyway. Either you are here in good faith to negotiate a place in the Dockside Trade Association, or you are here to try to bully yourself into a seat of power. I’ll give a few seconds to decide which one and then I’ll act accordingly, all right?”

Proctor’s smile wilted into a hard frown. “I must say I am chagrined and disappointed in you, Roland.”

“Get used to that. Disappointing warlords is sort of my thing.”

Proctor’s upper lip twitched slightly, and Roland saw the muscles in his neck tense. “I have the resources to take it all by force, Roland. Working with me is the best way to prevent a lot of bloodshed and conflict. If you really care about this town, you’ll do things my way.”

Now Roland laughed. A rumbling, throaty chuckle conveying far more malice than mirth escaped through lips pressed tightly together. “It never gets old, you know.”

“What?”

“Mob bosses who think that somehow they are different from all the other assholes who try the exact same shit and fail. I suppose if your kind was any good at risk analysis, you’d be real businessmen and not crooks.”

Proctor gripped the edge of the table, knuckles white and eyes blazing. “I assure you, Roland, I am not like the others you have dealt with. Choose your next words carefully. Your life depends on them.” 

Roland shook his head. “No, dumbass, you are exactly like all the others I’ve dealt with. You’re not even an interesting species of gangster. Fuck it. This meeting is over. I will be advising the Trade Committee that your intentions are hostile. My word of Safe Passage still applies, otherwise you’d be dead already. If you or any of your assets are still in Dockside tomorrow morning, I will eliminate them all.”

“Don’t be so sure of that!” Proctor spat. The flush of crimson suffusing his cheeks told Roland that the man was losing his temper. 

“I understand that hearing the word ‘no’ is difficult for you, Mister Proctor. But be advised. Safe Passage can be revoked if you threaten my person.” Roland’s posture made it clear that this was perfectly fine with him. He stood to his full height and rolled his shoulders to drive the point home. “Your clock is ticking.”

Proctor stood. His bodyguards stepped forward to flank the man. Both goons nearly matched Roland’s stature, and something in their eyes set Roland on edge. “Call off those dogs before I housebreak them, Proctor.”

Roland’s earpiece squawked, and Lucia’s voice cut through the tension. “They’re androids, Roland. I don’t know the model. Something new or custom. Hard to scan.”

Roland did not reply. He had always known Lucia was going to monitor this meeting. She was incapable of sitting anything out. To Proctor, he said, “If those were expensive, you’ll want to keep them on their leashes. Now get the fuck out of my city.”

“I expected more from you, Roland,” Proctor said. “I really did.” The older man sat back down. “But I guess that’s how it goes. He’s all yours, boys.”

The androids dove over the table.
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