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Chapter One
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Roland Tankowicz was once again in a bad mood. 

Astute chroniclers of the man’s emotional states might point out that he was often in a bad mood. Brave souls, possessed of courage in excess of intelligence, might go so far as to opine that all of his moods seemed to fall on a spectrum that ranged between ‘mild irritation’ and ‘homicidal fury.’ They would not be wrong, but this was a special case.

Specifically, his irritated state was wholly the responsibility of external actors, and not a function of his more general grouchiness.

“I’ll give you that one for free.” His voice could be likened to the sound of a giant piece of industrial machinery as he growled the words through the evening rain. “The next one of you to try that shit is going to die screaming.”

The objects of his ire found themselves at an emotional and strategic crossroads. The seven young men dressed in black coveralls and hoods paused in mute wonder, minds boggling at what they had just witnessed and wishing with ardent furor that they had the time to engage in a conference to discuss it. In silent agreement, the men deduced that they did not, in fact, have this kind of time. Instead they gaped in slack-jawed stupidity, each waiting for another to do something brilliant or perhaps burst into some kind of spontaneous and effective action.

Roland sighed. It was a sad testament to his existence that the easiest way to tell if folks were new in town was to observe the type of weapons they employed in their inevitable attempt to kill him. This felt like the sort of thing that said a lot more about his life and his choices than anything else, though this was a probably not the best time to reflect upon it.

For instance, this stalwart crew of bravos was quite obviously not a local group. This was clear to Roland because he now sported eight neat little five-millimeter holes in his shirt. It was a new shirt and it was unique in that it was a nice dress shirt that he actually liked. Tailored to fit his bizarre proportions, the garment resided well within the twin categories of ‘stylish’ and ‘expensive.’ Or it had until a group of black-clad fools decided to make an attempt upon his life, at least. It was now ruined, and somebody was going to have to account for that to Lucia. Roland was a brave man who had seen violent action on twenty different planets, and he was not volunteering for that dangerous duty. Acceding to tactical necessity, the big man decided that one of these poor, stupid, soon-to-be-maimed morons was going to be the one to do it.

His volunteer materialized in the form of frantic incoming bead fire from a dark shadow at the end of the alley. There was a disturbing constant in these interactions that remained a perennial mystery to the big man. A distressing proportion of these cagey killers and criminals, upon seeing exactly how inadequate small-arms fire was when applied to battling Roland, seemed convinced that employing more of the same would make a difference. Objectively speaking, there was no way that shooting Roland ten times or a hundred times was going to be any more effective than shooting him once. It simply did not matter. Roland’s skin was impervious to small arms, and his shirt could not get any more ruined than it already was. With a resigned sigh, Roland ignored the frenzied hail of hypersonic projectiles and charged.

Roland’s size often led folks into the hasty assumption that he must be slow. This was an entirely understandable mistake for those unfamiliar with the man to make. Six inches shy of eight feet tall and as wide as a small car, moving with any kind of speed would necessitate strength and agility far in excess of what a reasonable person might think feasible for a man of such stature. If that same (likely doomed) individual knew that Roland weighed nearly a thousand pounds, he could be justifiably relied upon to dismiss the thought of so large a person covering a distance of say, thirty feet, in one half of one second.

While the misapprehension might be entirely understandable, the person was likely to die horribly all the same. This hypothetical miscreant, being not so hypothetical in the wet alleyways of this particular Dockside Friday night, might have six friends with him as well. They would be no help to him, which would make him sad during the all-too-brief moment of clarity he enjoyed before Roland hit him.

Roland’s hand struck the coverall-clad attacker in the chest. At the last instant, he opened his fist to strike with his palm. As an afterthought, he pulled the blow so as to not shatter the man’s ribs or sternum. Instead of a gruesome and instant death, the unfortunate thug accelerated from a standstill to approximately thirty miles per hour in the space of about an eighth of a second. The breath left his lungs with a whoosh and his feet separated from the ground with so much violence that he left his boots behind. 

Off into the mist and drizzle the man flew, until the unforgiving stoicism of a concrete wall arrested his flight and he crumpled to the street with a sloppy splash. His hood had slipped from his head during his transit, and a clue as to his origins became abruptly visible. Others may not have seen it, considering the rain and darkness, but Roland’s night vision was far better than average. The sight of it made him regret sparing the man’s life, though this was an oversight he could rectify later if he wanted to.

The big man straightened, rolling his shoulders back and cocking his head from side to side as if it was stiff and needed a stretch. It did not, but Roland was not above showboating just a little. These men were about to pay the full admission price for their attempt on his life, and Roland figured they were thus entitled to the whole production.

“Somebody,” he growled, “is going to have to answer for my ruined shirt.” He turned to assess the remaining six men. They stood in the alleyway, hunched against the slick walls with guns in their shaking hands. Their black workman’s coveralls were sodden and clinging to their bodies, black hoods pulled low to cast deep shadows over their faces. Roland needed very little light to see, so the effect was wasted on him. It was yet another deficiency in what should have been a textbook hit, if not for a single fatal flaw in the execution. These obviously professional killers had thought they were hunting a man. Their weapons were concealable yet lethal. They had picked an ambush point that was private and had only one exit. They had struck with accurate fire from more than one direction. If Roland had been anything other than what he was, it would have been a perfect assassination. Roland, however, was exactly what he had been made to be. Thus, it followed that the little squad of hitters was about to suffer a slew of career-ending injuries.

The location of the ambush, selected so carefully to keep the ambush-ee from escaping, now served the same purpose against the ambushers. There was only one way out of the alley, and Roland was blocking it. Charitable individuals might choose this moment to point out that this situation was entirely unfair. There was no way this squad of assassins could have known that their target was the sole surviving member of a top-secret warfighter enhancement project. They could not know that his whole body was constructed of exotic techno-organic bone and muscle analogs driven by the same power cell used in large military vehicles. No one had told them that his skin was thickly armored, or that his neurological processes were greatly accelerated by the millions of nanomachines that swam around his manufactured body.

Roland was a technological juggernaut birthed by the darkest corners of the industrial-military complex, manipulated and enslaved by a secret cabal of corrupt military and business leaders, and subsequently discarded when his existence became a liability to the government. Roland did not like to discuss such things, and the Planetary Council would have him imprisoned or destroyed if he did, so it was unsurprising that a bunch of lightly armed killers of indeterminate origin found themselves ignorant of their own inadequacies.

Bereft of any other course of action, the remaining men opened fire in unison with their sidearms. Beads streaked across the alley in a fusillade not unlike the one their unconscious compatriot had just attempted. The shiny black shadows, slick with the rain, lit up like orange flashbulbs as the incandescent trails of ceramic beads lanced through the raindrops and bounced off Roland’s chest with showers of sparks and the hiss of steam. The rest of his shirt began to tear away in smoking bits as a hundred direct hits abraded the cloth from his body. It exposed the flat black color of his dermal armor mesh, and the darkness of it sank his form even deeper into the shadows.

Roland shrugged out of the rags and leapt forward. The assassins scattered as he lunged, but they were far too slow. He caught a black-clad foe in each hand on his first pass, and sent each into the walls with far more force than was strictly necessary. Bodies thwacked against masonry with wet thuds and the dull pops of snapping bones. Roland was supposed to be pulling his punches these days, and the changes that had come to Dockside in the last few months were encouraging him to adhere to a lighter touch than in previous decades. However, he had a hunch about this crew, and if he was right, a few of them dying this night would leave the universe better off for his trouble.

More beads exploded against his back. A few remaining assassins had slipped in behind him and were emptying their magazines at close range. The enterprising killers were seeking out weak points, with rounds striking him in the back of the head, his knees, and the creases of his shoulders. Roland spun a half turn and saw three men posted in solid shooting posture, methodically dumping ammo into him with professional accuracy and rhythm. They were close, so Roland stomped on the ground between the clustered group as hard as he could. A foot like a piledriver, driven by leg muscles that could drag sixty tons from the floor and backed by nearly a thousand pounds of mass, drove into the asphalt. The street lurched as a circle of radiating cracks darted away from Roland’s boot and nearby puddles erupted into geysers of water vapor. The shooters lost their footing because the ground itself heaved violently beneath them and both men crashed to deck in a tangle of limbs.

The last man still standing decided to take his chances with escape and bolted for the mouth of the alley. Roland could not have this, so he scooped one of the fallen shooters from the puddling crater into a monstrous hand. With the flick of a thick wrist, the remorseless giant hurled the screaming man at his fleeing partner.

The two full-grown men collided at speed, one flying through the air, and the other running with singular focus. Their heads smacked together like coconuts and the sound of it communicated to Roland that he may have hurled his missile with a touch too much energy. Neither projectile nor target moved once they came to a halt on the ground, and the poor lighting and the rain made it impossible to determine if the growing puddles beneath them were water or blood. Roland assumed it was blood, which was generally a safe assumption under the circumstances.

The alleyway, so recently alive with the lights and sounds of a pitched battle, went dark and quiet once again. The dull white noise of accelerating rainfall muffled the distant groans of dying men, and for a minute Roland simply stood with his head cocked to one side. With his auditory gain turned up as high as he could, the big cyborg simply listened. It took a moment to filter out all the other sounds of the rainy Dockside night, but one by one he eliminated them and was left with nothing besides the breathing of his victims and the shuffling of those still capable of some small degree of movement. Soon, he heard a small whine and the immobile onyx statue became a darting black wraith. He scooped the first man he had downed from the ground and flipped him to his back, revealing a small explosive device clutched in a desperate fist.

The man’s face, pale and drawn with pain from any number of horrible injuries, wore a small sanctimonious expression as their eyes met. That look changed to confusion when he saw neither fear nor shock in Roland’s. Thick fingers closed around the clutched grenade in the limp hands of the semiconscious man. The massive black paw engulfed the smaller hands, preventing the killer from releasing the spoon and triggering the device.

Roland leaned in to put his face very close and grinned. “We figured you guys would show up eventually. Now, in a second I’m going to release that pin so you can blow yourself up. Before you go, I want you to die knowing that this little thing,” he squeezed the hand, cracking finger bones against the grenade they held, “won’t even scratch my paint.” 

Roland hoisted the man aloft, still trapping the explosive in a balled fist. He marched his gurgling captive over to a recycling container and keyed the lid open. The injured man, suddenly realizing what was happening, began to lurch and gasp, unperturbed by how much his thrashing aggravated his already serious injuries. The gasps took on a desperate, terrified wheezing tone when Roland lifted the man over the dumpster and held him there, dangling by his own mangled hand. Roland’s other hand closed around his neck and with a ruthless, merciless twist, the pitiless cyborg tore his doomed victim’s arm from his shoulder. A spray of arterial blood followed, and the heaving gasps of pain morphed into a tortured scream that for a moment drowned out the rain itself. Eyes bulging, the bleeding man could only stare in abject horror at the leaking nub of his own arm as shock and blood loss began to close the door on his cognitive faculties.

Roland dropped the maimed man into the recycling container and tossed the removed limb on top of him.

“Welcome to Dockside, pal.”

Then Roland closed the lid with a metallic bang and stepped away. Six seconds later the grenade went off and the heavy metal lid of the dumpster cartwheeled forty feet into the air propelled by a gout of yellow flame and a noise like a thunderclap. It crashed to the pavement with a wet clang and Roland nodded in approval. Then he turned to the other downed men to assess and clean up his mess. Of the remaining six, four were dead, one would not last long, and another looked like he might survive long enough to give some good intel. Or he would not give good intel and likely not survive at all. The choice would be his to make.

The big man sighed, keyed his comm to Lucia’s channel, and pinged her. She answered quickly.

“Roland! Where the hell are you? You’re late!” Lucia did not like to be kept waiting.

“Sorry, Lucy. Not going to make it tonight. Something has come up.”

There was a long pause. “How many dead and who’s crew was it this time?”

“Five dead, two badly wounded, one likely survivor.”

“Okay,” she responded, “I’m sending one of Rodney’s clean-up crews...”

“No!” he almost shouted. “No regular crews. Send me Manny and Mindy. We’ll clean this one in-house.”

“Roland...” Lucia’s voice had that ‘tell-me-what-the-hell-is-going-on’ tone to it. It was a dangerous tone, delivered by a dangerous woman. 

He interrupted her. “Better warn Manny, Lucy. The Red Hats are here.”

This pause was longer than the last.

“Oh, shit. Dammit. Timing really sucks on this. Okay. We are on our way.”

Roland closed the channel with a sigh. Then he turned to the only surviving man uninjured enough to be useful to him. He was still unconscious, and a cursory examination made it clear that at a minimum he had a severe concussion. If the extra bends in his right leg were any indicator, it did not appear likely it was going to support his weight for a very long time either. Other than that, his breathing was regular and his pulse was fine. One could be forgiven for assuming this meant the man had been ‘lucky.’ Roland soon put the lie to that erroneous assumption.

“Well, my little friend,” Roland growled at his oblivious foe. “We have about twenty minutes before my back-up arrives and Lucia makes me play in a nice, enlightened manner with you.” Basketball-sized shoulders slumped, “Let’s just see what I can get out of you before they get here, shall we?”
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​Chapter Two
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Lucia Ribiero took one look at Roland’s disheveled appearance and threw him an irritated chuff. 

“Now you know why I never bought nice clothes before,” he responded to her glare with a sheepish shrug.

“This is getting re-goddamn-diculous.” Her irritation was legitimate, but the half-life of clothing in his line of business had always been brutally short and there had been no reason to believe that improving the quality of his wardrobe would alter this. All the same, she did not want the big man to start dressing like a hobo again.

She gave up on chastising him for the premature destruction of yet another pricey suit, and turned her attention to the carnage in the alley. Broken bodies and the charred remains of a recycling unit were strewn about in a random pattern, while greasy streaks of mixed blood and rainwater swirled across the pavement to pool in crimson eddies. A dark eyebrow rose over a pretty brown eye as the astute woman began to piece together the events of Roland’s evening. Her brain, home to millions of nanomachines not unlike Roland’s, began to work backwards from the available evidence to assemble various scenarios. Soon, she had narrowed the possibilities down to eight or nine most-likely versions and she huffed again with consternation at the implications.

[image: image]Lucia’s father had been one of the scientists who had built Roland, and then part of the renegade group that had freed him from government slavery. She had grown up blissfully unaware of this, for obvious reasons. She had always thought her father was just a successful biotechnologist with a couple dozen lucrative patents to his name. As an adult, she was content to be the vice-president of a beverage company and enjoyed a lifestyle that would be the envy of anyone from outside the posh Uptown districts. This carefully crafted existence crumbled abruptly when her father got kidnapped by a giant corporation bent upon bringing Roland’s technology back to the military. That was when her own augmentations asserted themselves, revealing a nervous system and brain almost entirely rebuilt with cutting edge nanotech. Lucia, they found, had the fastest reflexes in the galaxy with agility, balance, and proprioception to match it. The machines drove her own bone and muscle cells to the limits of their genetic potential as well. Underneath the tailored suits of the successful executive was the body and brain of a superhuman. Once she had started turning over rocks in the seedier zones of the New Boston Megalopolis, more than one large and strong man had learned to his chagrin that the lean one-hundred-and-thirty-pound woman was as strong as he was. Over a four-day period of frantic running and gunning, the career businesswoman had morphed into a fantastic field operative. After a whole year of missions, battles, and scheming had passed, those machines had further adapted and refined her skills to a razor’s edge of professional competence.

“They were hunting you, huh?” She tossed the question to her oversized partner.

[image: image]“They thought they were,” he corrected. “I picked them up on The Drag back by Farragut’s. I let them herd me over here, just to see what they were up to. I figured they were moving me somewhere quiet to go for a takedown, and since I didn’t want to wake the neighbors either...” He shrugged with a small smile, “... I thought I’d go ahead and use their own cleverness against them.”

“You missed at least two of them, I think,” she shot back.

“I know,” he agreed. “I spotted one scout, but he never engaged. I thought there might be an officer of some kind out there. If there was, he never showed himself either.”

Roland had learned in their time together that the most impressive of Lucia’s abilities was not her speed or strength. It wasn’t her marksmanship or martial arts prowess either, though both were suitably impressive. As good as Lucia was in a fight, the galaxy was full of augmented humans who were fast or strong or skilled in the arts of war. It was Lucia’s ability to process numerous data streams and trains of thought simultaneously that made her truly unique. When she focused, and when she kept her anxieties in check, she possessed a positively inhuman quantity of parallel processing ability.

She was employing it now, and Roland could see her face twitch as she put it all together. She had figured out that the hit squad would have had a scout and a leader from their numbers and how they had maneuvered him into the alley. The condition of the recycler and the distribution of debris and gore told her that there had been an explosive in play. She found no craters or gouges in the surrounding walls, and this told her that there had been no large-caliber weapons used and that the men had not missed when they fired.

“Professional group,” she said out loud. “No misses and no signs of wild fire. One of them had a bomb or something, in case they needed a fail-safe.” She looked again at the red smears on the walls, showing up as dark stained areas washed in ragged streaks by rivulets of rain water from overhead gutters. “You lose your temper a bit, dear?”

Roland looked at his feet. “When I realized they were Red Hats, I may have overdone it a little, yeah.” He looked up. “I’d apologize, but I’m not really all that sorry.”

“I hear ya, big guy.” She smirked at him. “I’m not going to give you to hard a time about that. We got a talker?”

Roland gestured to a lone figure, sitting up against the wall and staring at them with a vacant, heavy-lidded gaze. “He’s not real chatty, yet. I think he’s warming up to me, though.”

“Mindy will be here in a minute, then he’ll probably open right up.” Lucia seemed to take delight in the thought of that, which made Roland nervous. He decided to change the subject.

“How’d Manny take it?”

“Fine. More resigned than anything. He’s coming with Mindy.”

Roland shook his head. “This is going to be very interesting.”

Lucia winced at the thought of Mindy’s interrogation methods. “I’m just glad I haven’t had dinner yet.”

“Sorry I ruined date night.” Roland actually was sorry about that. He had only ever dated one person in thirty years, so he took his responsibilities in this regard very seriously. Then another thought hit him. “You haven’t eaten yet? When did you last eat something?”

Lucia’s body burned through energy at several times the normal rate. Keeping her adequately fed was a fairly daunting process, and the consequences of her getting hungry could be dire for any person fool enough to get between her and her next meal.

“I’ll be fine, Roland.” She flicked the magenta streak of rain-soaked hair stuck to her forehead away from her eyes. It sat in stark contrast to her otherwise brunette pixie cut. Roland liked the way the rain was soaking her clothes to her body, faithfully portraying her athletic physique in contrasting blue and black shirt and pants. One year in, and the giant cyborg was still completely at a loss as to why a woman of her beauty, taste, wealth, and intelligence would ever slum it with a glorified goon like him. For whatever reason, he was not the sort of man who was going to spoil a good thing by asking too many stupid existential questions about it. Roland was more than happy to leave the deeper ruminations on love and relationships to the poets and philosophers and just trust that Lucia knew what she was doing. Lord knew he did not, so it was good that at least one of them felt confident.

“What do we have so far?” Lucia pulled his attention from her body and back to business.

“Very little. It’s a good-sized team, so this was not a scouting mission. They knew Manny would be here and that he was with me. They had enough intel to try and hit me first, but like most folks who aren’t from around here they underestimated my capabilities.”

“We have a leak?” Lucia wondered aloud.

Roland frowned. The expression clouded his already heavy-browed face in even deeper shadow, and cast his likeness in competing streaks of darkness and light under the inconsistent illumination of the alley. “I don’t know. It took them a good six months to find him. That’s not so fast that it rules out regular old hunting.” He rubbed his face with a giant gloved hand. “I’d hate to think we have a leak.”

The alleyway lit up in that moment, harsh horizontally directed light burning everything into either stark illumination or blackest shadow. Lucia covered her eyes and squinted into the pair of blazing headlamps casting their garish beams into the tiny space. “Looks like Mindy and Manny are here.”

She registered the hiss and click of doors swinging open and then slamming closed again. Two silhouettes obstructed the beams of light and Lucia removed her shielding hand when the searing radiance of the headlights swung backward and away from her eyes. When her night vision returned, she could see a young man of medium build standing at the entrance of the alley. He was aggressively average in stature. Neither big nor small. Not tall, yet not exactly short, either. His face was a deep tan and smooth, and he wore his black hair long and tied back. He was dressed simply in blue dungarees and a brown jacket. A satchel hung diagonally across his chest, and Lucia knew that it was filled with exotic electronics and other tools of his trade.

Next to the young man stood a tiny blond woman. She was as pale as the man was dark, and her shape was as striking as his was average. The little woman had squeezed shapely legs into black pants so tight as to appear painful and her prodigious chest was barely contained by four brave buttons manfully holding a too-small dress shirt closed against the intense pressure.

The young man’s face was cast in a bronze rictus of tight-jawed apprehension, and the woman was leering irreverently down the alley toward Lucia and Roland. The little blond spoke first as the pair walked into the rain-slick shadows. “Hey, Boss! Roland kill a bunch of people again?”

Lucia gave the woman a look that communicated quite clearly that her humor was ill-timed. “Mindy, this is one of those times when a wise little assassin would stop talking.”

The goofy visage evaporated at this and the small woman had the good sense to affect an air of sheepishness. “Got it. Sorry, Boss.”

Lucia turned to the young man, now staring with distant rage and transparent sadness at the bodies strewn about the street. “Manny? You okay, Manny?”

“Yeah,” the dark-skinned youth said quietly. “I always knew they’d come. Usually I’d have moved on before they got to me, so I never had to see them. Feels weird to look at them now.”

“Anybody you recognize?” Lucia was not sure this was a question she wanted an answer to, though she asked it out of necessity.

“No. But it’s been a few years since I was home.”

Roland spoke up. “Well, looks like it may be time to go visit. Are you ready for that?”

Manny shrugged. “Who knows? Is that the type of thing anyone is ever ready for?”

Mindy took a chance on speaking, and for a change, she kept a respectful tone. “Let’s sort out exactly who they are and how they got here without us knowing first, huh? If we are talking about taking the fight to them, then we need to do this right.”

“You’re the expert on this stuff,” Roland conceded. “I was never much of a hunter.”

“First, we pull IDs,” Mindy instructed, and Manny waved a dismissive hand at her.

“There won’t be any. These aren’t Dockside hoods or even registered hunters. These are Balisongs.”

When the women showed nothing more than confusion at this proclamation, Roland supplied the necessary details. “The Red Hats call their in-house death squads ‘Balisongs.’” When this did not seem to clear things up, he explained further. “A balisong is a kind of knife, made to look like a woman’s hand fan when closed. It opens to reveal a blade. It was a popular assassin’s tool in the far east and Polynesia a long time ago.

Lucia looked askance at her large partner. “Each morning you wake up and can’t remember where you put your shoes the night before, yet somehow you have memorized the history of every weapon ever used by humans?”

Roland shrugged. “Limited storage. I save my memory for the important stuff, obviously.”

“Like ancient weapons?”

“Don’t knock it, kids. I killed a heavy armature with a war-hammer once.”

“I was there,” Mindy pointed out. “That was weird to watch.”

Manny chose this moment to pipe up. “There won’t be any ID on them, and their fingerprints will have been burned off. We’ll need retinal images or DNA to identify them. Even so, if they are free-birth Venusians with no previous criminal records, then there will be no records of that stuff either.”

Mindy wrinkled her nose. “What are the chances of them being free-birth Venusians with no records?”

“Pretty damn good, to be honest.” Manny shook his head and said with gravity, “Balisongs are a carefully chosen group.”

“All right,” Lucia threw her hands up in defeat. “Let’s get what info we can and clean up this mess. I can only assume that someone from Rodney’s crew will be sniffing around soon. I’d like for there to be no way for anyone to tell that a terrorist hit squad was here. We’ll take this one...” she tossed a disgusted look over at the wounded terrorist, still swaying and groaning against the wall, “...back with us for interrogation.”

A brisk search of the dead men confirmed Manny’s suspicions. Mindy took retinal scans and DNA from each of them just in case, and then the team confiscated all of the crimson skull caps the assassins had worn. Roland scanned them for augmentations, but as they had all suspected, there were none to be found.

With the search complete, the team hustled the nearly-unconscious Red Hat survivor into a waiting ground transport and headed back to their office. Roland stayed behind to await whoever came to investigate the gunfight.

He did not have to wait long. The red lights of the transport had barely faded into the greasy darkness of the rainy streets when the splish-splashing of several pairs of boots clomped over to his alley. Roland was leaning casually against the wall with his arms crossed, and the approaching group of men met his laconic stare with expressions of frustrated incredulity. There were four of them, ranging in size from medium to nearly as big as Roland. All were dressed in shabby, ill-fitting suits with worn overcoats, and none of them looked comfortable wearing either. The changes to Dockside had come quickly, and so much of the newly-organized street muscle was still adjusting to the new paradigm. Dressing like professionals did not come naturally to this cohort. Roland could sympathize, since he didn’t like wearing suits, either.

“Evening boys,” he drawled.

The largest of the group sighed heavily in his direction. Rain pooled and ran off of his wide-brimmed hat in determined streams as he spoke. “Jesus goddamn Christ, Tank. What the hell happened here?”

Roland waved his arms to indicate the carnage. “Bunch of foreigners tried to take me down with bead pistols. Now they’re dead.”

“Foreigners?”

“They look local to you?” Roland answered the question with a question.

The man leaned over and scowled at one of the bodies in the alley. “They look like hamburger, Tank. You ever consider leaving one alive for questioning?”

“I wasn’t feeling talkative. Whoever sent them will get the message just as clear this way.”

“And here I heard you had gone soft.” He looked around at the mangled bodies and ruined faces of Roland’s deceased enemies and shrugged. “Sure as fuck don’t look soft to me...” he grumbled under his breath.

“I’m all kinds of reformed now. Can’t you tell?” Roland was not big on jokes, and the man in the hat could not tell if he was supposed to take that comment seriously or not.

He decided to ignore it. “Christ, what am I going to tell the cops?”

That was another new element of the Dockside cultural landscape. The end of the turf wars with The Combine and The Brokerage meant that the local police were once again attempting to assert themselves in this little quarter of the New Boston Megalopolis. For the last several decades, the police had been very much an afterthought down by the Docks. Now without the big dollars of giant crime syndicates keeping them at bay, the boys in blue were more inclined to act like they were a real constabulary and not just another gang these days. This was a welcome shift for Roland, though it did not sit so well with the local crime bosses. Roland knew it would all get sorted out, and that it remained supremely unlikely Dockside would ever get a real police presence. He was simply happy to have any improvements he could get.

“Tell them that a bunch of hitters from out of town came after me. Probably because I have more enemies than you have crabs. If they want to come talk to me they know where to find me.”

“The boss ain’t gonna like this, Tank,” the man said with a look of deep apprehension.

Roland grunted a laugh. “I don’t give two shits what your boss will and won’t like. Tell The Dwarf to stay the fuck out of my way if he doesn’t want to deal with it.”

The man in the hat decided to ignore that, too. He addressed his men instead. “All right. Strip ‘em of anything interesting and then one of you call this in.” He turned to the big cyborg, still leaning against the wall with his arms crossed over his bare chest. “You sticking around for the cops, Tank?”

“Nope. Figured you guys could handle it. Tell ‘em where to find me if they want my statement.”

“They won’t,” the man replied with conviction. “I’ll take care of it.”

“Thanks.”

Sometimes it was good to be The Fixer.
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​Chapter Three
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The captured Red Hat Balisong regained consciousness abruptly. His senses swam into focus with a jolt and he lurched in an inadvertent spasm that sent electric shocks of intense pain through his right leg and most of his right arm. He gasped in agony and then went very still. Instinct told him that the pain would be less if he did not move, and a moment later his instincts turned out to be correct. The white-hot spikes of hurt subsided into shadows of their previous magnitudes and the small man once again began breathing in slow and shallow breaths. He took a pause to assess his surroundings, and as his memories began to organize themselves the injured assassin began to realize that his situation was dire indeed.

They had failed abysmally in bringing down the faithless traitor’s bodyguard, and that alone was as dismal a thought as the man had ever had. Even worse than that, the loss of an entire squad of Balisongs and his own capture served to compound the disaster into a true catastrophe. He was not concerned for himself, such as it was. Despite the undeniable certainty that he would be tortured for information, the man was not so inclined to dread it. This had always been a risk of his profession, and his calling to the cause would keep his resolve as firm and focused as it needed to be. He would give them nothing willingly, and what little they eventually wrenched from him would be nigh unto useless to them anyway. He took a moment to assess his surroundings. He was lying on the floor of a dark room. There was carpeting beneath him, and the sound of rain tapping a determined staccato rhythm on a window could be heard. He did not know if it was day or night, as the window in question had obviously been dialed opaque. He was unbound, which surprised him. Then again, he was currently broken in enough places that restraints would be superfluous. He found himself alert and not at all groggy, which was also bizarre considering the nature of his evening’s calamities. He did not have time to sort out the reasons for this. Escape was more important.

Carefully, he shifted and writhed to a sitting position. His injuries reminded him with each movement of all the places he was broken. It was a depressingly large number, but the pain was merely a distraction. His relationship with pain went deeper than many marriages, and it would take much more than some broken bones to stop him from attempting escape.

“Comfortable?” a voice inquired politely. 

The assassin’s eyes darted around the darkened room in search of the speaker. His eyes were still adjusting to the lack of light, and all he could make out were a few shifting shadows in the oppressive gloom of his prison. He squinted at a dark silhouette, configured in a vaguely manlike shape as it rose from a chair and moved toward him. The assassin showed no fear. This was a simple thing to achieve since he felt no fear. Apprehension, perhaps, and a sadness that his mission was a failure and his life was at its end. Neither of those amounted to fear, though. With a resolve born in the grueling crucible of fanaticism, the Balisong prepared to meet death with a snarl of defiance.

He was robbed of his chance for such theatrics when the figure calmly reached over and turned up the lights. Illumination filled the room, making the injured killer wince and squint. When his eyes at last adjusted, he could see two people sharing the room with him. One was an obscenely dressed blond woman and the other, he realized, was the feckless traitor he had been sent to kill. The boy’s tan face was set in a featureless mask. He was hiding something. It was obvious the boy was crushing an expression that was trying to make itself plain on his face. He had hunted dozens of men across dozens of planets, and he knew when a mark was legitimately stoic and when a young terrified boy was putting on a brave face. The urge to taunt the little turncoat was strong, but something about the expression on the woman’s face told him to forbear. He could recognize his own species and that person was not to be trifled with under the best of circumstances. Instead, he cut to the chase and preempted the boy’s attempt at interrogation.

“You already know that you won’t get anything from me. Why are you bothering with all this, boy?”

The young man’s jaw flexed, tightening the tendons in his neck in an involuntary reaction to the assassin’s voice. The Balisong relaxed, knowing he was already in the boy’s head. “Just kill me. It won’t matter. More will come. Have you told your friends that? Have you told them that the Red Hats have marked them all? Have you explained that our blades are sharp and unrelenting?” He shifted his injured body and sighed, “Oh, little boy. How many more will die for your betrayal? How many good and faithful soldiers of the cause will it take? You should turn yourself in and return to face the judgment of your brothers and sisters.” He pointed to the woman in the room. “You will have her blood on your soul as well if you do not.”

Manuel Richardson scowled at that comment as if he did not understand it. He looked over at the woman and clarified, “You know what? I don’t think he knows who you are, Mindy.” He turned back to the injured assassin and explained this oversight. “The Balisongs are very into an ascetic lifestyle. Lots of isolation and meditation and stuff.”

The woman stood up from where she was sitting and walked over to look more closely at the wounded man. She leaned over and scowled into his face. The Balisong met her gaze without flinching, a smug smirk twisting his lips ever so slightly. Mindy smiled right back.

When she spoke, it was to Manny and not their captive. “That explains why their hit was so sloppy. They always this unprepared or is this a special thing?”

The Balisong frowned at the affront to his professional pride, and Manny did not let him retort.

“They don’t operate outside of Venus too often. I figure these guys were just so damn successful back home they assumed that New Boston would be no different.” The boy cocked an eyebrow at his prisoner, “That sound about right?”

The Balisong ignored the question. “We always get our man, traitor. You will be no different.”

“That’s sort of the thing,” Manny said with a rueful shake of the head. “You do always get your man. I explained that to Mindy, here,” he jerked a thumb at the top-heavy woman, “and she kind of pointed out that she is not, in fact, a man.”

“Definitely feels like a loophole,” Mindy agreed.

The Balisong scowled. He knew Richardson was scared, and he knew the boy was a runner at heart. He could see the urge to flee written all over the little traitor’s face. However, instead of backing down Manuel was trading barbs with him as if he was in total control. Something was keeping him from bolting now, and the assassin began to suspect what it was.

“And so it is behind the skirts of this...” the Balisong sneered, “...tramp you’re hiding, then?”

Mindy’s eyebrows began to climb at the insult, though her posture remained relaxed as the Venusian guffawed. “Little Manny, you have betrayed your family, left your mother weeping and shamed your father’s house. Hookers from the planet of fascist oppressors will not save you from the death you so richly deserve.”

“Hey!” Manny snapped. “Mind your language, buddy. Mindy may be a tramp, but she is totally not a hooker!”

“I’m not from Earth, either,” she pointed out.

The assassin leaned back against the wall, wincing only slightly as broken bones ground against each other. A disappointed look split his face when he spoke again. “You are brave now because you have friends to protect you. You have that big fixer and this brazen slut to help you and suddenly you are better than your family?”

“I’m an orphan.” It was the first thing Manny had said that rang of true conviction, and the Balisong raised an eyebrow at the proclamation. “You animals were never my family. You tried to kill me as soon as I stopped helping you murder babies and old men.”

“Is it murder to kill those who take what is yours? Those who would steal your very home?” It came out as snarl, twisted by a lifetime of hatred and the lessons taught by fanatics. Manny had heard it before and he recognized it now for what it was.

“Yeah. I knew you’d say that, and I don’t really care.” He rubbed his forehead in a bizarre show of weariness. “Do you know why you are still alive, oh brave Balisong?” Manny sneered the name. 

“You think you will interrogate me, of course.” The assassin appeared quite confident and unconcerned with this potentiality.

“Not really,” Mindy shrugged, earning a small smile from Manny.

“She’s right,” the young man concurred. “We already know as much as we are going to at this point. You could tell us where the rest of your squad is holed up, but they’ll have already moved on. You could tell me who sent you, but I already know. You might even have information on the best way to avoid you guys in the future.” His shoulders rose and fell in a big expressive shrug. “Honestly? We don’t fucking care. So, the good news for you is that you get to live. The bad news is that you get to be a message to your masters.”

“You see,” Mindy interrupted, “that big doofus you shot up tonight? He has some history with you guys. It’s old history, but he’s not really the kind of guy who lets stuff go, if you get what I mean.” She winked. “He really wants an excuse to just go hop a ship to Venus and finish up a job he started about thirty damn years ago.”

Manny chuckled, and the Balisong could not help but notice that all signs of fear or apprehension had left the boy’s body language. “You really don’t want that,” the young man admonished his prisoner. “Seriously. If you care for any of your ‘family’ you would be doing everything you could think of to stop Roland from coming to Venus.” 

Mindy gave a sad little pout. “But you’re too stupid to realize that, aren’t you? Look at you, with your stupid smug face and your silly fanatic’s confidence.” She looked over to her partner with a defeated eye roll. “Seriously, right now this dipshit is sitting there with a mess of broken bones thinking that we are the ones who don’t get it. Ugh!”

Her hand went to her hip where she rested the palm against the hilt of a black dagger. “We’re wasting our time, Manny. I think I’m just gonna kill him.”

Manny held up a hand to calm her. “Easy, Mindy. The boss wants us to play this one calm.” He turned back to the prisoner. “We were going to toss you back on a ship to Venus. Obviously, that won’t work because you are a stupid zealot who will just try to complete your mission anyway. Then you will be as dead as the rest of your team.” The young man winced, “Man, was I really as bad as you when I was younger? It all sounds so stupid now. Anyway. We need you to deliver a message, and we were kind of struggling with how to get that message back to the Red Hats in a way even a mind-wiped fanatic like you couldn’t screw up.”

The Balisong stiffened. This was not going the way he thought it would. Everything was wrong, and he could not figure out why. There was no way he was going to go back to the domes with his mission incomplete and he would die in this room before he would ever consent to be a messenger for this traitor. His captors had just said as much, so he could not understand why they were even having this conversation.

“So, we decided,” Richardson continued, “to turn you over to the cops. We figure the InfoNet aggregators will lose their minds over a Red Hat death-squad operating this close to Uptown.”

“Gateways is gonna blow a gasket, too,” Mindy added. “You were five blocks from the Guts, man. Twelve docking towers moving billions of creds a day in goods and services, and you dinks ran an unauthorized hit not two miles away from them!” She shook her head again. “Morons! Do you know how many millions of creds have been spent by Gateways to keep the Docks clear of threats over the last two decades? Do you know how many people have died?” She laughed in the man’s face. It was harsh and mean. That laugh rang with pure, undiluted condescension and it stung the assassin’s pride to hear it. “You colossal dipshit, entire criminal empires were crushed over shit like this! Man, if I was a group of reviled terrorists -ah ‘freedom fighters’- I mean, well I’d just hate to have a giant mega-corp breathing down my neck.”

Manny affected an air of mock concern. “You’re totally right, Mindy. I bet the Planetary Council might even get involved. That would really complicate things back under the domes. They might even send the Expeditionary Forces back over there.”

“That’s true. Wow! If I worked for the Red Hats, I’d be really worried about my little operation getting exposed like that, so far from home and all.”

Manny chuckled in agreement and gave the Balisong a hard look. “We know you are a free-birth Venusian, but after tonight, you will have a record. Obviously, your career as a Balisong is over, and if you don’t want your whole Earthside operation exposed, you will deliver our little message to your handlers.”

The injured assassin was now beginning to understand his predicament. He was in a unique position, and not one he had been trained for. He could handle the pain of torture, and he was not afraid of death or dying. Even though every fiber of his being was screaming at him to resist, the part of him that could still think logically knew that this instinct was more likely to hurt the Red Hats than help. The traitor was not wrong. Being turned over to the New Boston Police would be a disaster. Naturally he would be disavowed, but the research they had done on the big fixer had indicated that he did have the ear of Gateways. That research had failed to prepare them for his physical capabilities, sadly, but his business operations were well-known at least.

He tried to play it tough. “And what, exactly, is this message I am to deliver? That a dead man sends his regards? Perhaps you want me to tell them that little Manny the sackless traitor and his pet stripper want us to go away? It doesn’t work like that, boy, you know as much.”

Manny gave the man a look that was a cross between disbelief and pity. “You really don’t know who she is, do you?”

“She looks like a common whore to me.”

Manuel sighed again. “Wow. Was I this bad, too? Please tell me I wasn’t this bad.” He gestured to the blond woman, “This is Mindy. She is currently the top-ranked assassin with the Hunter’s Lodge for all systems. You’re an assassin, so can I assume you know what that means?”

He did, but he decided not to respond. This did not faze Manny at all. 

“She killed the Pirate King with a knife, buddy. She broke Iron Sven Paulsen’s arm, and she has a kill count of...” he looked at her.

“One hundred and sixty-three,” she responded without inflection.

“Thank you,” Manny said, then looked back to the prisoner. “I know you don’t give a shit about that. I know you think that you are the baddest thing alive. I don’t care about any of it, myself. You, on the other hand, need to think about what happens to your leaders. What happens to Craddock and Hardesty if the most successful assassin in all of space decides to target them?”

As Manny had predicted, the Balisong was not impressed. “Please. We have dealt with many assassins. One more will not frighten them.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. You are all very brave and awesome. Whatever. Don’t care. Here’s the thing. I’m done running.”

The tanned youth leaned in very close to the man who had been sent to kill him. There was iron in his voice, and he spoke slowly and with great conviction. “Your message is this: Stay away from Dockside. Stay off of Earth. The Red Hats are done with Manuel Richardson.”

The injured assassin sneered and opened his mouth to speak. He was cut off by Manny, who grabbed him by the throat with a grip curiously strong and fingers that felt like steel. His injuries screamed in fresh protest and an abbreviated gurgle of pain swept past his lips. With a strength that felt incongruous to the young man’s small frame, the killer was thrust back against the wall with a bone-jarring thud. He nearly passed out as another thunderclap of agony wracked his body.

A snarl that did not sound at all like a confused young boy fleeing the terror of his youth erupted from the chest of Manuel Richardson. “Otherwise, you piece of shit, Manuel Richardson will be done with them.”
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​Chapter Four
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“You all right?”

Mindy fired the question to Manny as they left the interrogation room. Most of the time it was a supply closet in the back of their office. For tonight at least, the small dark space was an interrogation room. The young man, who a moment ago had been the very picture of resolve and conviction in the face of his enemy, did not look so strong now. His brave façade had melted like spring snowfall as soon as the door closed behind him, and this left him looking pale and pained.

“That was... uh...” he faltered, shaking his head, “...harder than I thought it would be.”

“Well, you did great. I think he is going to send just the message we want him to.”

They passed into the main office, which was little more than a converted storefront looking out onto The Drag. The rain still fell in stubborn drips outside, even as they watched through the large front window the purple gloom of encroaching dawn paint the streets in sloppy blue brush strokes. Long shadows were stretching from the parked cars and signs, the inky blue pools of darkness teasing Dockside with the promise of sunlight. Manny stared out the window for a protracted moment, just watching it happen. He had grown up under the artificial light of colony domes and space stations, so the transitions of natural sunrise and sunset still gave him pause. He was fascinated by the cleansing brightness of a dawn, and how the entire spectrum of color could be dragged through a single place while the night surrendered to the inevitability of daytime.

“It was... strange.” Manny moved to a chair in front of a desk and sat down with a heavy sigh. “Talking to him was strange. I thought it would have been more... intense?” He scowled, and a map of deep lines aged his face by decades for a moment. “Is intense the word? I don’t know. I just thought there would be more... argh!”

“Shouting?” Mindy supplied helpfully.

“Yes, shouting.” His head bobbed in agreement. “I figured that he would be more angry. Like he hated me or something. I mean, he was here to kill me and all, yet it seemed like he didn’t give two shits about me either way.”

“He didn’t give two shits about you, Manny.” Mindy sat down at another desk and looked at her hands. “When I left home, part of me was sure that they would all be sorry for pushing me away. I thought that me not being there would show them that they had been wrong. Because if they really cared about me, they would be sad when I left.” She slowly looked up and met Manny’s eyes. “It didn’t feel all that great when I realized that if they didn’t care enough to make me want to stay, they wouldn’t be all that sad to see me go.”

“So much
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