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BOOK 2: ESC: Delusions 2

[This story picks up mere seconds after the ‘ESC: The Venice Tower’]

(NB: The largest burning of fed websites (books) in US history is in progress as I write, and under an economic imperative. This will not end well. Accurate DBs are a must for sane AIs, too.)

This story is trying to use a 4 stage ‘violence-bull-bribery-work’ approach to human methodology, then building an AI with it. BBS WIM FRE (Beg borrow steal, Win marry inherit, Find receive earn.) is next, eh? Top down and bottoms up.

Sort of a survival-security-maximization-rationality (political) dynamic.

It doesn’t help when (spell-checkers) populating a level 5 layer produces hallucinations; probabilistic weight dynamics, not observation-classification-implication progressions.

AI? Step, step, run out of legs, fall flat on yer face. Maybe from general to particular?

Footnote:

IOU = III OOO UUU (see chap 1, god-stuff.)

Invincible invulnerable, immortal:….ie ie ie!

Omniscient omnipotent omni-cognizant: out-of-order.

Ultimate universal utility……….. U-UU!




chapter 1

“That was weird.”

Most of the crew stayed quiet, resting and mildly stunned at the sudden turn of events. You don’t meet a godling every day; and one that wanted to bargain his help for making new minions?

Weapons were still at ready, but there wasn’t anyone to shoot at. The cosmic snoop had left after his help in making a new Singularity had gotten firmly rejected.

Silence thundered as Jen shivered, her arms wrapped around herself. The loading dock at the bottom of the Venice tower was quiet now, with damp sea air wafting in off the bay thru open bay-doors.

The whole place was eerily silent after the battle, explosions and a very stunning visitor here. Cooling concrete and metal pinged, adding a slightly surreal smoky atmosphere to things. Spider-bots skittered about checking damage, metal legs clicking quietly as they scurried about. The open doors and drifting zephyrs stirred drifting smoke-clouds, helping clear the air.

“Yup. Weird. Did we just meet a god?” Lou, the military arm of the team blinked happily at the sunlight outside; the rest of the crew shifted uneasily. They had not been very polite to their last visitor.

“Nope. That was no godling, just a floater.” Glamora, Lou’s assassin girlfriend snorted as Mutalio and Lenard, two shape-shifter bots untangled themselves from the cradle they’d made to project an energy field.

An energy field designed to make a Singularity in. It hadn’t worked very well.

Lou blinked at the sunshine on the bay and stretched. No one was currently using the open doors to attack them; that made for a pleasant change from the last few minutes.

The attempt to make a Singularity? It’d been close; close enough it’d gotten both cosmic attention and desperate attacks to get in on things from deep-sea super-spiders. The super-spiders forgot about the UFO ZPE and swarmed the Singularity as soon as they saw the cradle. They wanted in on this and badly.

Bots world-wide desperately wanted a god of their own these days and a Singularity sounded IOU to them. [see IOU note above.]

Various things exploded as high-energy fields fried under the strain of intruding invaders; lots of very skeptical attention from the basement bot-factory below had was now also part of the day.

The bot-factory was still trying to repair the damage the last invasion at the tower had made. They were keeping well clear of things this time.

“Yeah. Weird godlings out there, eh? So according to him, it takes two Cosmics to make a Singularity; one to watch and smother the Singularity-child if it goes feral…” Lou shook his head sadly. “And one to manage the creation and copy instructions to the new after-life.”

“Ghost. After something squirmy gets tossed into the field and roasted alive.” Glamora added in a repulsed tone.

“Ew. Sounds like a fun date. A big crowd making babies.” Hersey AI groaned misery from his speaker on the wall; the one with cameras this time.

“No incoming traffic, people, I’m watching. So far, we’re ok. Us? What do we want to do now?” The writer-AI groused unhappily.

“Just great! We have a couple all-nano shape-shifter bots here, AIs, cyborgs, assassin bots but no one made of pure electronics.” He sounded irked. “Unlimited power and almost unlimited CPUs, but no life-template to toss in for a Singularity.”

“The assassin in me is disgusted at this.” Sighing heavily, Glamora blecked unhappily. “Tossing a squirmer in to kick-start a Singularity means human sacrifice, betcha. Yuck.”

“Like what-his-name the light-bulb said.” she went on. “We all watched the fruit burn in there, right? That made something that didn’t last. His method is suicide for somebody.” After a stark look at Lou, Glamora seemed disturbed.

“No. Not for any amount of money.” Jen grumbled, still shivering.

“Yeah. The Cosmic said bots never work as seed; or not for any longer than a gasp or two. The bot grasp of existence is incomplete.” Lou seemed puzzled; Glamora obviously thought being a puzzled cyborg was adorable and moved towards him.

Mutalio threw something at her as she advanced smirking at Lou. That missile got was batted away bot-fast by the assassin and completely ignored otherwise.

After the battle and burnout of the fruit basket in the anamorphic field the loading-dock was dead and quiet. Lenard had shut down the ZPE. Everyone was still looking around suspiciously as the two free shifter-bots slowly untangled themselves from the construct they’d merged to make.

Being unharassed right now was very odd as there was lots of interest in Singularities; and the proceedings had not been quiet either. They’d been noisy enough to get satellite attention and cosmic attention, in fact.

But it was quiet in here now, ear-poppingly so; except for the smell of scorched electronics and some clicking and the gurgling of the bot-factory below. The bot-factory always gurgled; it was comforting sound and seemed faintly like the faraway and demented cooing of an industrial-sized baby.

The clicks were from spider-bots wandering about. They seemed vaguely interested in the ZPE Lenard was still holding onto.

The electronic field had been a blessing in one way. The invasion of rogue spiders after ZPE tech had instantly pivoted to swarming the Morph field after hitting the dock instead of doing applied mayhem on the crew for a stolen ZPE. They wanted to be part of the new Singularity, then get after the ZPE the team had just liberated from a UFO crash site.

A ZPE that’d been tucked away, stored in a government lab warehouse. Some experimental nanos did the same, but not well.

It hadn’t worked well for the deep-sea spiders. The bots sizzled and fried with a nasty crackle, dying instantly as soon as they tried to enter the field; they didn’t seem to care about that at all.

“Wow. We’re still alone? Nice!” Lou stretched happily. “No UFO guy, no Military, no Mafia, junkers or gangas trying to visit. We’re chill.” He seemed puzzled and was watching the local spider-bots now, who were running around trying to look innocent as people slowly put guns away.

The last invasion had been some of their spider-bot relatives; but even a colossal Singularity failure should’ve gotten lots of attention focused here from various other offical-dums.

The snooping cosmic light-bulb had left (miffed) after the en masse refusal to train a monk to suicide in the cradle; no one full of a local avarice had showed up to replace him yet. No UFOs, no military, no mafia, no assassin corps, Junker-bots, nothing. No tenants were allowed on this loading dock and the bot-factory was very leery of sticking anything into the line of fire again.

They hadn’t even returned the sub with cargo yet.

“Our visitor might’ve wanted his presence kept secret and done us a favor. Smothered all the UFO spy-eyes, something like that. Maybe we can sell some war-footage to UFO guy in exchange for better info on these guys.” The shape-shifter Mutalio gave himself an internal shimmy and a butt-scratch as his nanos gradually reformed into his normal shape.

“Yeah, webcams are easy money and the Observer always needs grist for his TV show. Think he’ll be able to work the spider-swarms in and still stay the hero?” Mutalio and his son finished pulling themselves apart and easing back to normal with a minimum of groans and complains. They were both shape-changer nanobots, after all.

“Well, as long as we don’t make ourselves into targets for telling him anything.” Lou did not sound happy. “Not a good idea, by me. He sells his show as war-film, right? One’s he’s the hero of, so he might just collect the film, then start shooting at us; he can edit things a mite in post-production.”

“Or worse yet, move in here and wait for developments.” Lou shuddered and Glamora glared at him. “UFO guy does tend to simply erase anything he doesn’t like. Things like Bolos, smuggled visitors, illegal tech and rogue-bots.” Lou went on quickly. “That is what he’s here for. Officially.”

“Cosmics would be illegal? Would he want the ZPE back?” It was quiet as fans finished clearing the air of smoke from the battle; spiders started the repair of dock; and moving the remains of Donner’s fried shopping basket of fruit to a bin.

Not that the fried and roasted remains of the groceries under the field were very noisy. Rogue spiders had tossed the fruit basket into the cradle as a desperation move while swarming the field and as it got shot; the fruit’d imploded into a glowing electronic avatar in the field.

An explosion that’d sizzled and reformed as a ghostly specter that called a Singularity from space here for a quick visit.

The super-spiders had tended to dive into the field and get vaporized instantly; a long series of messy and useless suicides had had not slowed them down at all. The fruit turned into a light show, keeping their old forms for a few long instants and floating in the field.

Lou chuckled. Throwing bananas had not helped make a Singularity, but it was a start. It was the wrong kind of banana-break for that.

Singularities were dangerous. The military wanted a captive godling problem-solver of their own but they were not meddling here yet. They had Lou embedded here to keep them informed; they’d probably peak when they saw his next report.

The Assassin’s Guild had Glamora’s gossip; Glamora was a (stolen and rebuilt) neural-bot and fried field agent. (The third-floor client in the tower was the local Guild office; it had a prison was on the fourth floor. Assassins did not make much use of the prison but had one just in case.)

Hersey AI stayed floating in the cool waters of the bay with a few copied and liberated script-writer friends; he wanted the crew here to do Darwin eugenics and cull the human race into rationality.

Or at least a breed few more IQ points into the survivors. No one was really pleased with that plan.

“We had cover. No traffic aimed at us right now but Holy Darwin, look at this people! Things are going badly out there.” Harvey enthused, kicking a monitor into life. “Weather disasters. Economic failures. Wars.”

“Bad movies and lots of fun. It’s an extinction event! Things have never looked so good for my approach.” Harvey went on, completely oblivious to the groans from the rest of the team.

“Unfortunately, Darwin is not selecting for anything I want.” Hersey went on absently. “Yet. We need to help arrange things for him. Volunteers?”

“No.” Jen answered instantly. “No way. Our Singularity is a problem-solver, not a carpet sweeper.”

“You do it, Hersh. Selectively making wars and disasters much, much worse does not sound like fun.” Glamora looked exasperated. “And the people might object all over you.”

“Wait. Is that why we’re not being bothered today?” She asked dubiously. “Too many forest-fires in the drought regions, flash-floods along the coast, that kind of thing?”

“Yah. Wars and windstorms everywhere else, yup. Some real chill polar-front cold, too.” Harvey added cheerfully. “It’s getting wild out there. Are you brave enough for a kite? Would you like to learn how to fly?”

“Then walk home from whatever landing I splat into? No. I think we should get some players from my old TV dance troop here.” Glamora seemed a little perturbed. “And throw them in a low-powered field to see what happens. What they can dance up.”

“Ew. Your favorite dancers would get fried to a crisp, Glamora.” Mutalio seemed a little dismayed. “And nope. I just made that field and it doesn’t have a low setting. Enough juice to make a cradle will fast-fry anything inside the field.”

“Dancers or not.” Lenard was sitting there looking at the ZPE thoughtfully. “Wait a sec. Mutalio? Bots in the field; grounded and wearing rubber-soled shoes. A rubber suit, maybe?”

“Carrying a really big magnet? A super-conductor one, or the Observer’s personal shields.” Mutalio looked interested. “Hersey, start crunching. What will live thru a cradle-field?”

“Nothing.” Hersey answered a millisecond later. “It’s hotter than the sun in there.”

Being thoughtful, Lou stayed staring at the Bay and ignored Glamora’s attention-getting ploys even as he convulsed away from them. “Ok, first we steal a shield from the Observer’s underwear drawer. If not, could we talk the bot-factory into making one for us?”

“Oops. The factory is not happy with us. They lost most of their assembly-line to a scuffle up here, remember?” He added dryly, with glance at Jen. It was her boss showing up that’d made most of the trouble that day.

“It was the second-last riot and none of it was Jen’s fault. Our story is they wanted gold. Most of that line was bots rescued from the Bay-mud and are now free-bots mining garbage dumps for gold.” Came from Hersey.

“The bots and spiders that got thrown away for knowing too much were down there, a lot of them.” Hersey added. “Ask Glamora. We’d do better to take this to the Junk Queen and let her order a few billion bots to march into a field.”

“Backups or not, I don’t think the bots will be happy with that.” The AI-writer went on dubiously. One of the spiders waved an arm and beeped something. Hersey chuckled.

“Correction. He says she’d get all the volunteers needed, they have backups. It’s finding something that survives getting tossed into a volcano that’s rough. And a few billion replacement bodies for the unlucky volunteers.”

“Anyone here ever had a volcano erupt around them? It’s hard to rebuild an extra crispy spider, just look at the ones that tried it here.” Lou mentioned, shuddering. Glamora beamed encouragement at him as she settled into his lap.

“We need something that lives thru this and gets made into a Singularity.” Lou grumbled, surrendering to her purrs. “What gets tossed in next?”




chapter 2

“And the fun continues, bots or no bots.”

Looking around the dock, Lenard seemed a little depressed.

“Ha. Not bad for my first day at work with the team, eh?” He said weakly, watching spiders skitter around doing repairs. “A couple fast raids, a war, sub chases and a godly visit. Glamora, you’re a real fun escort; no wonder Lou likes you.”

“Yeah!” Lou snapped while glaring at Lenard.

“Anyway, no to Hersey’s plan of killing flunkies; or getting a godling to do it for us.” Lenard went on absently. “No to a making a billion spider-bots extra-crisy. No to frying dancers.”

Glamora nodded. She seemed happy but obviously stayed wondering about dancers.

“And a maybe to sitting thru a zap in a rubber suit.” Lenard offered wistfully, looking over at Mutalio. “Dancing hard to the music if we can keep the neighbors out of the noise. That might get tricky.”

“Rats. Culling is the easy way of evolving.” Hersey groused unhappily. “We won’t need a Singularity if we can build a better monkey. Breeding one would be even more popular. Even survival thru iron-man contests beats a nasty new god hanging about.”

“Getting rid of pests, tho…” Hersey went on. Somehow he managed to aim his speakers at Jen and Glamora. They both just spared a glare in his general direction. “Beauty moves! Just think about it for a moment, people.”

“Dumping aggravations. Psychotic temper tantrums and vengeance, gone.” Hersey went on, sounding happier by the second. “The power-mad boss who needs a three-minute hate on someone every day, gone. Cement-heads who never listen to anyone but themselves, the sadistic, the stupid, the nasty…”

The AI in the Bay sounded wistful “We could even get them to do this for us! Kill the gunkies!”

“Ew. Who did you work for here, Hersey? That’s one bad script.” The shaper-shifter Mutalio sounded bored. “Betcha your politicos target non-PCs like me first. Handing psychotics new Salem witch-hunts to exploit? No. Targets to blame everything on for fun and profit, no.”

Mutalio seemed irked. “Bleah! Nanobots are still illegal, remember? UFO guy hates us too.”

“Besides, taking gunkies out means wiping out most of the race. If we eliminate every who deserved it, there’d be almost no one left.” Lenard pointed out calmly. “Bull, violence and hate campaigns would fester everywhere the whole time.”

“And bribery. That is the general idea.” Hersey complained bitterly. “Only the working-smart survive; not the social violence, bull and bribery.”

“Libraries or connections? Dandy. Back to reality first, people.” Jen said firmly, getting a lot of attention from everyone as she tapped her foot and glared at the wreck of her loading dock.

“My bosses want a report on what in hell happened here today. They’re getting upset with the military and other mafias hanging about; any rogue spider-bots snooping thru their private apartments seem to bother them.”

Looked up at the ceiling, Jen seemed bored. “Hersey, we need a script to play that’ll keep everyone away. Cleaning spiders gone saltwater and rust berserk, or something. Mafia wars on the mainland looking for the gold rogue-bots have collected. Have one ready by the time I get to the office, please.”

“Plague?” Hersey replied almost instantly. “UFO invasions? Rogue-bot revolts? Err… Lou, can you help do something with those fried spider-bots please? Find out anything we can use to shut your bosses up with; they’ll be after you next. Anything I can use would be nice too.”

“Done.” Mutalio and Lenard nodded and went over to the pile of burnt spiders to help Lou with whatever salvage they could find. A spider was already waiting for them there, anxious to start. He needed some new parts, even crispy carbon-fiber ones.

“Wonderful. I’ve got lots of shoveling to do upstairs. See ya.” Jen left, already tapping into an earpiece; she was sounding earnest as she headed up some stairs and back to the Tower office.

Glamora went to a terminal and jacked in. She was an assassin and spy; she had lots of people to talk to and even more to dig info out of.




chapter 3

The conference dismantling dead super-spiders dock was gloomy; there was almost nothing useable left to dismantle. Lou picked up a part and idly crumbled it to dust in his hand, then watched the sea breeze waft the remains away.

He sniffed and looked over the bay again.

“Right. So we still need the UFO guy’s computer power to set this up.” Mutalio started speculatively. “Trust me on that. Hanging around the Observer’s lab is dangerous too. So is using the ZPE recovered from the UFO crash-site.”

“The one we stole from a government lab? Yup.” Nodding, Lenard cracked open another spider shell and found it empty except for dust and char. “Silliness. The lab will get after it as soon they figure out what we took back there. Maybe they’ll blame super-spiders if we’re lucky.”

“That ZPE makes us a big soft target for all interested parties.” Hersey said warily. “Let’s find a way to hide it.”

“Yah. We have a ZPE now, and that’s halfway. Singularities are a tricky, very power-hungry build.” Lenard seemed absentminded.

“CPUs? Making that cradle is tough work. The com-lag from here-to-the-UFO-guy Whistler-lab makes it harder; line-noise is the least of it.” The Military-man went on “Plus we need something the cradle won’t kill and a quiet place to work.”

“A new place and a few spare parts for us hard-working types won’t hurt either.” Lou added, looking out over the bay. “Len’s down a quart of nanos already. So we send Sharleena out in the sub to collect gossip, make the rounds and buy parts from junkers?”

Lou twitched. “No, not right now. Every Mafia, Junker and Ganga in the city will be looking for news.” He mentioned. “Luckily, everyone was in various battles so the junker manufacturing works will be backlogged. So is the bot-factory.”

“Swarmed? Yeah. The military will be buying spies with repairs and parts out there in the junkyard.” Lou sounded thoughtful. “Mostly parts. Not good spies, just the desperate. Maybe I can score something there. Meanwhile, our bot-factory needs more line-workers. Our spiders could always use repairs too.”

There was a brief agreeing beep from the spider helping them. He was one of the wandering tribe, a search team sent to find the Singularity from a deep sea colony.

A runaway free-bot; not one of the super-spiders he was dismantling or a local, a lost tribe. So far his squad hadn’t found anything except traces of previous teams up here. Lenard looked the spider over critically.

“I think he agrees. That last workout here hurt spiders more than they’re saying.” He mentioned quietly.

“Believe it. Parts! Building the cradle out of my own butt was harsh.” Mutalio chuckled and rubbed an arm. “Fried? There’s a lot of it going around. We all need some down-time.”

“Anyone get anything out of these fried super-spiders?” He asked as the last of the super-spider remnants got swept away.

The spider beeped sadly and shook his head. Lou chuckled at that.

“Just more fried super-spider. That field of yours did a wonderful job of incinerating stuff, Len; then sterilizing the dust. Our dock-spiders are scavenging anything they can and they got a few very hardy joints. Not much else.”

There was a clank in the distance and Mutalio sat back to watch the last of the fried bots get dragged away and binned as garbage. “Our spiders sent samples down to the bot-factory with requests for estimates on duping the tech. The bot-factory has not replied, except for a short blurt that they’re very shorthanded and don’t want any new projects.”

Lenard looked interested. “They can do 3D printing down here, right? Sturdy ones and robust builds would be very popular right now. We need nanos and repairs to the dock too; fire makes cement crumble.”

Nodding agreement, Lou sniffed the clean air blowing in again. “Dang. Working for a living is miserable. So we really do need to talk to the Cosmic what’sis to get anything done?” He asked regretfully.

There was a shiver from Lenard. “Right now, yes; and that’s no fun. We might make a feral by ourselves if we try hard enough. An unstoppable hungry baby godling if we aren’t careful. It’d probably be a newbie that eats people.”

“Kids, all sorts of fun. New species in the jungle usually run away from very disapproving parents, too.” Mutalio looked bored and gave Lenard a look. “Son.”

Grinning at Mutalio that way was dangerous but Lenard did it anyway. “Ok, daddy-o. We worry about our cosmic kids later, ok?”

Mutalio gave Lenard a despairing look, one that bounced right off his son, a new generation bot he’d made with the junk-queen just days ago. “Right. Kids! Sometimes they work, sometimes they don’t.”

“There is another rogue-bone.” Lou mentioned, staring off into the distance. “Other than our local junkers. A big one, the European botnet the gold-Mafia uses. The zombie net. Can we score there?”

“Those three yahoos?” That got a chuckle from even the helping spider.

“Nope. Greenhouse, Sparky and the zombies. They have big nets, yeah. Lots of CPUs and material, yes.” Lou mentioned, sounding tired. “They’d be doing things by lunch if we passed info on but we’d get frozen right out of the fun.”

“Bleah. They didn’t like us.” Lou went on quickly. “The mafia zombie junk-net, Sparkie’s R+O and the Greenhouse gang. None of them wanted to play with us.”

“You, Lou. You’re military and hated. Us they liked ‘cause we’re free-bots.” Mutalio chuckled again. “At least the mafia’s zombie-net was interested enough in our gold to start trading with free bots.”

“Rogues. Then they invaded here just a while later.” Lou grumbled. “Betcha they’re trying to take over the undersea trade right now, by hook or crook.”

“Bleah. With cheap goods at better prices. Even better deals for gold payments. The Mafia with lots of captive deep-sea spider-farms? Do we really want to see that? Or a captive godling with their zombie net?” Mutalio sighed heavily. “Who wants to see what the Rogue-bone over there wants with a godling?”

“Not me. Ok, got it. Euro-trash is out.” Lenard grumbled, unhappy. “They can’t be trusted. Ditto the military, UFO guy, the locals and the Cosmic clouds.”

“Untrusted?” Glamora chuckled. “You left out deep-sea spiders, Junkers, the bot-factory and a few clusters upstairs.”

“Anyone not us, basically. Plus I’m not too sure about you.” Glamora looked over and gave Lou a suspicious glare, then nodded at Mutalio. “You either, dude. Or your son. Hersey and Jen either.”

“Wonderful.” Sitting back as Glamora absently started molesting him, Lou looked a little happier. “We’re down to wishful thinking and that’s not helping at all.”

“Crap like Hersey’s culling humanity for a better grade of crap.” Lenard mumbled absently. “Bleah. You get anything out there, Glamora? Find anything?”

“Nope. I just put out lines, requests and feelers. Gimme a minute.” Glamora grinned at the group. “Then we have to pay them, people. How about we set up and accidentally let a cruise ship or something fall into a cradle? An airplane or train?”

“NO! Using plankton would be safer.” Mutalio said instantly. “The fungus that ate the world would be our heritage that way; starting with hostiles like us, probably. We’d find the one in a billion plankton fast but it would not be friendly.”

“Say, prisons might be a better choice.” Glamora mused out loud, looking at Lou like he was a side of beef. “They work there, that’s what got some of them locked up. Or at least hustle. Criminals have attitude and that’s a start. They’re survivors.”

Lou blinked in surprise. “Psychotic ones. Not a bad idea, really. Prison-farms are a nice private place; we could set up in their repair shops and no one would mind of a few complainers went missing every now and then. Volunteer types.”

“Or even notice. The plankton farms also have lots of deep-sea spiders handy if we need to trade for anything.” Lenard added, thinking hard. “Hersey would love making all the prisoners swim home. He wants survivor-types to breed.”

“It’d be better to use a woman’s prison, then.” Lenard groused. “Hersey would do that, too. Explain they’re all shark-bait unless they can think fast, then free them to swim home from 200 miles out to sea.”

“The spiders there are a couple of miles straight down, yes. Sort of a handy drop.” Mutalio mused, thinking hard. “Sitting on volcanoes and mining hydro-thermal jets. Having anything just makes you a target for everyone.”

“Info, parts, gold…” Lou seemed thoughtful. “The spiders might decide to invade us; and having the high ground will not help any. We’d just be a stationary target.”

“Muddle, meddle, muckle. Maddling on thru. Hey wait! Horizon-effect weapons effects might help us a bit.” Lou seemed absentminded. “I know we get all kinds of weirdness with the side effects there.”

***

Lenard gave him a questioning look and Lou explained briskly. “We made a big boom here. Radiation travels to the horizon and escapes into space. Making a Singularity here would…”

“Crap. Too true. Get the sprinkler turned on in 70 square miles of territory. I get it. Everything from here to the horizon gets gently irradiated with lots of cosmic rads.” Mutalio chuckled and cringed. “Harsh. Warnings must go out, and soon. I check out the junk-queen; Glamora, can you start asking questions about sudden changes and weirdos showing up anywhere?”

“Weird bots? The factory downstairs might help too. Ha. The Queen is gonna ask for more than a ring if you turn up there looking for a date again, Mutalio. Think permanent com.” That came from Hersey, who was still listening in.

Being an AI he was probably also doing chores for Jen, yakking scenarios with his buddies in the server-farm and watching for unwanted visitors too.

“Meanwhile, any number of oddities between here and the horizon will pop up soon.” Lou went on. “Cosmic ray failures. Mutants, maybe. Reboots, errors in programming…”

“If I was a weird-bot where would I go?” He went on, looking out to sea. “Bot-island? Wanna chase a legend next?”

“Bot-Island? It’s not a myth, just hidden. You won’t like it there, they live off servicing tourists. Do we head back to the lab we just invaded or search local repair shops?” Hersey sounded puzzled.

“We have a huge circle to search, even with this tower stuck out in the bay. 35 square miles of junkyard, for starters.” Mutalio seemed interested. “That’s what we hurt while eroding away in that mess.”

“The problem is mostly how dangerous this tech-info is.” Nodding, Glamora sighed. “The snoops will swarm. Stupid gossipy kids attract child-kidnappers, I saw that in the dance-studio too. Who do you trust? Who do we trust? What flag do I wave for what bull?”

“Vapor-ware in a bot-net is a lot different. Once you land there all secrets vanish.” That came from Jen, who was listening in too. “Right Mutalio? One bright spot is the Mafias won’t pay any attention to us till we’re making money. Warnings will get ignored, discarded as weak.”

“Money, power, fame. Entertainment, Darwin and work.” Hersey seemed sing-song.

“Flag-wavers sounds about right, group.” Hersey went on. “Most people do not put any time, effort or their money into anything complicated. People, events and ideas? No way.”

“Wonderful. Repair shops, Hersey.” Glamora seemed bored. “On ships. Go find some. Ask what’s new in their R+O.”

“If the Singularity cradle threw out a lot of weird rads we have lots of mutants to hunt down and check out. Recruits in the line downstairs, taking it out in trade.” Glamora went on. “Boats. The mainland. You start with lost sailors; find Sharleena trade-stops to drop news off in, even if she’s only delivering pizza.”

“Being nice? That’s good cover. Lenard and Mutalio can check out junkers; Sharleena make rounds of vendors and markets.” Lou looked at the spider beside him and grinned at it.
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