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BOOK ONE: ESC: The Venice Tower


chapter 1 ESC tower

— Need to get away, or just get away with something? Escape Service Crime can help you. Call ESC today.

My name is Jenny and I hate my job; I live and worked in a tower. Things have changed from stone caves, but only a little.

We have TV now.

TV never died, it mutated into a new-and-improved commercial addiction. Movies, streaming and sat pron-pipes took over, mostly AI remakes of old-but-popular shows. Rerun land to the max. Even the best AI-made shows needed real-time tweaks, tho. And a place for execs, auditors, curators and censors to work their magics.

This had a strange effect on the city-centers surrounded by weary and hopeless ghettos. Most of the metros had gotten abandoned years ago and now looked like Dystopia.inc (as run by gangs). A need for quiet space turned empty towers into heavily armed, secret studios; isolated places where the AIs hunkered down to own you body and soul unbothered by big-bro, taxes or safety regs.

A free tower was a productive AI home. Also a lot cheaper.

Some abandoned coastal city-centers were flooded, surrounding towers with handy moats as well as the usual gangs. Most were surrounded by club-zones and huge ghettos, ghettos that were usually considered active war-zones.

Not the apple-milk-corn belts surrounding cities anymore, it was pure applied vinegar. Castles, clubs and war-zones.

Me? I’m Jen. The ESC-space tower New Venice was in a coastal area and had floors for rent. Everything depended on what you wanted to pay for, avoid or make. Abandoned towers were easy fixes, too. A little foam, a decorator and you’re there.

A little advice? Don’t look at where your water filter gets its water. I looked at the Bay once and drink bottled stuff now.

You get Power-only service here. Everything else you scrounge for yourself, food plumbing, heat. One of the better inland towers still had subway service; diesel-power cars, yes, but the trains run right to the tower’s basement and ferried people in and out daily. The 419 crowd had that one, mostly.

The Castles of Dreams, the towers were called; mostly because of the nightclubs that grew up around them. The clubs were a buffer-zone around active places with their own army of minions, fetish-fools ready to get your particular freak on and pharmacies; all surrounding the tall humming honey-pots of ESC towers.

Some places were tourist-traps and advertised sexy vacations, but mostly the abandoned-with-moats towers got people that did want to be bothered by anything. Wanna get buffed? Disappear for a few months? Got a temperamental and substance-hooked star that needs to be handled?

Some discreet manufacturing, maybe? Have we got a spot for you! Try one of the new megacity ESC towers in the Bay.

Fully serviced spaces extra.

San Francisco — New York City (Midtown South)

Detroit — Austin

Memphis — Seattle

Birmingham — Salt Lake City

Baltimore — New York City (Downtown)

St. Louis — Phoenix

Kansas City — Columbus

Cleveland — Raleigh-Durham

Little Rock — New York City (Midtown)

Crime, space and organization. You want all three in the same spot for a tower to function. The org part is where I come in; my name is Jenny and I hate my job.

Renting secret-tower space for the mafia, that’s me. The day-manager of the moat. An ESC manager.

Which mafia, I don’t know. To people that did want to be bothered ever, would not ever admit they were even here and hated paying with anything but cash.




chapter 2 monthly rentals

Escape Service Crimes. ESC is closer than you’d think.

— Rising oceans make moats! It’s a good thing!

“Say, Clem. You see them floating bodies over yonder?”

“Ah-yup.” Clem spat into the swampy water thru very humid air, then peered thru broken windows. Dawn light on gray water surrounding the tower tried to sparkle and gave up fast.

This was a harbor. The floating wharf they were standing on was attached to a tower stairwell inside the tower; one with a new doorway cut into the cement at a landing turn. Dirty water was lapping inside the tower quietly and there was only one lonely light-bulb showing the tide change.

Water was lapping mid-way up the second floor windows, actually. High tide.

The older workie on his own dock cackled a bit on Clem’s phone as Clem yanked on his overall suspenders and cursed a bit, looking irked.

“Every single one of ‘em drowned and got dumped here last night. Fool immigrants in offshore boats by smugglers. That’s what we have to deal with today. Floaters and bloaters. Over here too.”

“Look at ‘em all.” A small wispy gray beard got scratched in a disgusted way as the old man glared at the huddled, bobbing corpses outside in the Bay. “And you have most of ‘em over there. My people are bitching already. Go up a floor and shoot a hole in the bloater’s lungs, boy. Use a balcony. They sink that way. Biohazard eliminated.”

“And that outflow crap?” The elder looked pained and pointed at the gray outflow of water from something invisible under the surface just outside Clem’s tower. It was not a furious boil, but the colored water roiled away and into the distance bay at a steady pace. Clem nodded, he knew it. That was the bot-factory effluence.

“Tides about to change. Drive ‘em out that way. Go ahead, shoot. Those bots down there making murky water don’t care if it rains corpses. They just wait for the soggy meat to float away again.”

The elder sighed and grimaced again, attempting to pull his dirty coveralls back into a comfort zone. “Dang idjits. People float and those fools couldn’t figure out how to even do that. They drowned instead; they’re no loss to anyone. You go use up some bullets, have some fun. Be careful, heads explode. Hole ‘em in the lungs and belly; they’ll sink right outta sight.”

“All you can see, all the deaders. Push all of ‘em into the current if ya can.” The elder man looked annoyed. “Please.”

Clem peered out into the mist and grinned as the bodies outside drifted about quietly, bobbing in the gentle current. “Ah-yup.”




chapter 3 new venice

— ESC keeps secrets. Towers hide them.

I hate my job with all 5′5″ of all female fury I can generate. Me? 165cm, 113lbs, 51k. Twentyish. Short brown-blond hair. Dimples. Cute when I smile. A charmer.

Other than that, we know nothing but ESC mushrooms here. Renting mushroomy space in dark office towers is what I do. Not hard, leading tours and shoving bull; or so you’d think.

Tours? I don’t even do that, really. Door escort, sometimes. Ha! You don’t know how nasty the marketing people have gotten recently. For instance, some inmates here aren’t allowed out of the private apartments we rent.

Those are the specials.

More than senile relatives usually, but they get sent here too. Sad and the organization I rent space for doesn’t even own the place. They just took it over; a squatter’s homesteading in a mid-nasty ghetto. Then fixed it up a bit and charged eager suckers top dollar for privacy, power-lines and a horrible smelly view.

Stuck here in the middle of nowhere on-the-Bay, surrounded by a moat of disgusting icky water, nightclubs and nasty ghettos. I didn’t dare walk the crumbling, abandoned cityscape on the mainland. Or even go there anymore.

Corp clients, hotels, private apartments and BB lockups were overhead, literally. As you can probably guess, the people I rented space to were worse than my Big-Brother bosses.

Other than that, it’s a toss-up between the building and the people as to who makes the most trouble.

The water-works tenants below decks were bots making something so toxic they worked it underwater the whole time; most of my other tenants were masked and allergic to daylight. (They tended to deny they were even here, even when talking face to face to you. Or they tried to bury it. You do not want to know how.)

A good chunk of my day was spent dodging complaints from the hotel (and other deadbeats) after something had glitched. That was my life.

I kept telling tenants they fixed the zip-lines to boats they put in, not me. We did not run a late-night boat-rescue service for their stupid friends either.

Things got worse. The tenant-anchor squatting on the top floors thought they owned the whole place and treated everyone that way.

We will not talk about the smell of this miserable swamp on-the-Avalon. The canals outside alone would make you flush; and they smelled like one too.

Officially it’s lovely here in my lonely log cabin on the third floor of the abandoned office tower we called New Venice; a maddeningly popular ESC special place. The breeze was fetid and moist, the locals rabid, the natives trigger-happy and the twits I had to babysit more concerned with privacy than level floors.

(Tilted floors did weird things to pipes and plumbing. Trust me.)

The Log cabin? I inherited the decor. This office had foam-decoration; a few private apartments, my small closet-home being one of them. It does look like a furnished log cabin in here but there’s still that cement bong under the rugs.

Who was shooting at who today was a tightly-guarded secret around here, along with who was renting space. Or being held here. I never knew, that’s for sure.

Three long years I’d been doing this, saving rent by living on-site and I still didn’t have enough to get my own place back in the real world. Or clout enough to find a job back there, unfortunately.

Climate change had flooded the low-lands and gotten this place abandoned years back. Unfortunately, old cement stood tall and had lived thru it all.

It did seem pretty from a distance. This particular urbanization had changed into something full of canals, smugglers, armed taxis, rope-bridges between buildings and the active fire from the tower-tenants that did not want any local traffic hanging about. There were fallen towers surrounding us, places that’d gotten pulled down to channel traffic flow or get rid of rotten neighbors.

Like most ghettos, it was an all-hustle place. Get a good scam running and it’d get hustled right off your hands; usually at gun-point.

Me, I got famous clients in here; most media types and their minions were professionally paranoid and with kidnapping fixations. Most TV studios were very possessive about their specially-trained AIs and this year’s special-effect gimmicks too.

Obsessively, shoot-strangers-on-sight so.

Top-level security all the way for the famous, right? That’s right here. Me. We’re a very private tower, as leaks were deadly to media types. You had a limited amount of time to cash in on a fad or AI before everyone watching dup’ed it; the episodes and stars also had to be protected from snoops, hacks and sats.

Sometimes from themselves, star-power being what it was. The AIs ate a lot of power; the tenants ate a lot of everything else. And like the power-supply, most of it was illegal, immoral or fattening.

(But very available. We will not speak of the water-taxis to the clubs every night. A fleet of disposable smuggler subs, repurposed into taxis. Officially, they did not exist (and neither did the clubs) but people getting to the rope-bridges a few blocks over was something I did not want to think about. Via rope-ladders, leaky subs and black zip-lines.)

Taxis and leaky subs? You splashed water from these canals anywhere at your own risk and the local transport was a nightmare. Fish certainly didn’t come here anymore. Hair-loss and skin-ulcers were common from the fume-plumes and splashes near the secret bot-works too.

Jumpers were usually never seen again (for one reason or another. I assumed sharks, myself.) and water-level types were something else again. Most of the local floating gondola-taxis looked like they wouldn’t survive a hard wave; or even gentle summer rain, really. Breathing would make for rough seas on one, let alone a nice windy squall.

Good squalls were all we got around here these days. More than one neighborhood had gotten bridges burned and homes swamped during the harder windstorms. (Tho I think security people did a couple of those on purpose.)

Oh, by the way? Security people are bad at being peaceful; you’d think they enjoy a nice private place to work in. Most of them did their best to mess up everything tho; water, power, rent, secrets and access.

We are not cheap here. Bringing supplies in by helicopter was expensive. Boats leak. Carrying it up twenty floors to your office was not fun. I charge a premium for elevator access and a lot more for not providing it.

There are a couple floors of someone’s totally unofficial secret prison too; my place and few lockable apartments were on my floor too.

Plus everyone dumped a lot of fragrant ick into the tide-water outside every day.

Experimental bleck that was still twitching occasionally, from some. No one mentioned the occasional outbursts of screaming or moaning from certain floors, as that was almost normal fare from the media-works on the top deck.

Or in the city-streets where the gangs ran things. Or in the hotel. The hotel advertised premium bot moaning, in fact.

My biggest problem was the preventive-crime center above me; better known as the Assassin’s Guild to little people, innocent grunts and clueless peons. The politician’s cure for everything, shoot it a few times.

The Guild got real grumpy real fast about being bothered; the preemptive crime unit up there was mostly a mix of autonomous bots being sent out to snuff annoying people; and secret agents infiltrating places to target info on someone.

Assassins got work if the authorities couldn’t just rain fire down on you from sats, or hire local gangs to swarm you under. Whatever works on aggravations, right? Drones! Getting shot with a bot that could fly away was a desperation move, tho.

These guys did future aggravations, officially. A hint you had initiative and bang, you were just-in-case dead. Wonderful people that liked killing nine-year-old rowdies and desperate gossips.

The underwater bot-factory made a big mess cooking something up down there below me but other than the occasional bubble-burst of acrid fumes from their factory, they were actually one of my better clients. If you ignored the occasional fish-kill they denied all responsibility for.

Most of the windows in the tower were bullet-and-fume proof, with high winds polishing them all. Not laser-wiretapping safe, but it was a start. The back-flips to avoid being listened in on around here were almost as wild and pointless as fume-proof curtains.

***

The hotel on floors 15-23 was an over-done house of ill-repute. Bot-campy, slinky and kinky. They spent more on advertising their frantic fun and sexy vacations than any income I could see justified; their silliness covered the noisier antics of everyone else.

Back to the mundanities. This was Monday and the printouts my desk had spat out were mostly the usual collection of crap complaints. Faxes about clogged pipes I didn’t care about and refused to touch, stray bodies floating outside, the prison mailing me films of assassins rappelling around the wrong floors pretending to be birds last night… (Again.)

And imaginary complaints from the media people on the top floors about everything from the sunshine to funny smells.

All in a day.

Bullshait. You can’t get thru the day without it. I certainly couldn’t.

Making insincere promises I had no intention of ever keeping satisfied to everyone, or at least got rid of the nagging. Close enough, by me. Most of the people here lived that life, including the girl-bots in the hotel who told “kidnapped child-princess” (and worse) stories to their clients.

I used crapola for peace, order and good coverups. And a meager cash income, banked safely back on the mainland.

There were 32 floors of loons that complained rain or shine to take care of here; and I had the only working elevator, so everything piled up on me. (Actually, the elevator was secret and always busy anyway.)

The whole tower swayed in the wind and almost everyone tossed garbage off balconies. (At night. The dark tides around here were extra-disgusting.) If you were lucky a good hard rain would wash everything but the leeward sides clean. (The Friday club-rush was actually harder to handle than garbage rain. No, I am NOT an airport traffic controller and yes, we need one.)

New Venice is a wonderful place, no cults except money allowed. (Religious types stayed in the ghettos.)

Ah, home-sweet-home. Build-bots in the basement. The Guild, floors 4-8. (They used subs and rope ladders a lot.) Prison holding-tank, 9-12, with a (one-stop + secret) outside cable elevator they kept underwater. Ropes and hydraulics, I think. Hotel, 15-23, with an add-on flight deck on a balcony somewhere. AI Media.Corp.inc, 25-32 with a helipad roof.

Me on three. (No jokes, please. I’ve heard them all.)

So far it was quiet today. The infrared motion-sensors and auto-fire problem-solvers hadn’t shot anything but birds in weeks. Railgun emplacements on the roof meant their quiet sputs might sink your battle-ship even if you slipping below the horizon; apparently people around here had learned all about that.

Today Clem and his friends were shooting bloaters that’d come in with the tide, drifting deadwood and smuggler leftovers littering the waters outside. They were none of our doing.

No one cared about that. Watching bodies-frolicking-in-the-sea explode in the morning sun was upsetting the hotel guests, tho. Ignoring that was easy. If the guests hadn’t learned to close their eyes to what happened outside yet, they were in more trouble than anyone could make or solve for them. Even lampposts snooped downtown these sad days.

I made promising noises and made a note to get my AC filters cleaned soon.

That’s when everything nice in my life died; the resident PI from the hotel walked in with a request and had a big goon escorting him.




chapter 4 charlie

— Hotel means Ho-tel. You have been warned. Blackbook blacklist blackmail.

Charlie? Anyone just walking in here at all was next to impossible, I have devices that prevent that. These two managed it anyway and I glared murder at the interlopers and snarled furiously, trying to jump-start a suddenly-inactive security system.

The glare bounced right off their power-tripping and I fumed rage.

Charlie liked me, or at least my heaving chest and bright blue eyes. He gave me slight tingles, so I tolerated his aggravations the same way I tolerated my work clothes; as useful on occasion. The goon I did not know; just another silent psycho out to score for his master.

Normally, no worries there. My ESC office was loaded with emplacement guns. A word, tap of my foot, button pushed or a suspicious AI reaction would get everyone but me here shot a few times.

Other than the impossible entry, everything seemed sedate with these two. Impossible but sedate. Relaxed. That made me suspicious, but no guns were out and shooting at me. Ok, I was not a target. Their clothes told me nothing I could use.

Here dress was not like one of the working girls upstairs (in full costume), a hard matron from the holding tank or an AI dream of what guys wanted from the studio. Office-wear ruled in here, not gang colors.

Me? A dull-colored, tightly-cropped suit, a white blouse with one too many buttons undone, a short skirt and jacket that matched my heels. It was not tweed, just looked it. Cut short and business-like.

The cattle loved it as I jiggled and legged around, showing people the place and being a giggling distraction about certain topics. Or soothing hurt feelings with sympathetic dimples and lies.

Charlie the PI stopped here to ogle occasionally, gossip, mooch coffee and see if anyone could help with his latest problems. After calling first, of course. I never knew how he made to the loading dock, tho I suspect Clem made money off his visits.

He was a working hotel-dick; a grunt on the lam from some over-zealous divorce payments piling up on the other side of the country. A clean suit and good company for me. I blinked as he wandered into my office bringing someone with him thru the secret ways he had, the ones he won’t tell me about.

Trouble. It was not a missing person case today, he would’ve called first.

Yet.

Me, unpersoned? No. Persona non grata? No. They were not shooting at me so they wanted something.

People went missing from the hotel regularly; it happened with girls, clients, bots and the occasional hotel staff, all of them disappearing one way or another. Most of them were just asleep in the local clubs and easily found. (Extra freight charges apply, especially for anyone looking to bury the photos. We had gang contacts for that kind of trouble.

Wired help, too. Kill switches were embedded in our gangers, wrist bangles and ankle brackets were needed to get anywhere near my tower. They were a very motivated group.)

Oddly enough, the Guild never complained about missing people. Ditto the prison. My office was almost always silent and quiet too. Dead in the water, so to speak.

Blinking at Charlie unhappily, I nodded at the perking coffee and watched him set himself up with a small cup, then settle down to listen to the distant booms of Clem sinking the non-swimmers outside. His hulking friend got politely ignored by us both.

“Dude! S’up, bro?” I asked casually, shuffling paper on my desk and nodding at the silent one. He seemed a bit heavy for a heavy, then it twigged.

The newbie was a kill-bot from the Guild wearing sunglasses. Disguised. An enforcer snooping around, probably; a power-tripper.

Charlie had walked death in with him today. His, maybe. I wondered what was up.

Laser eyes? Gun hands? Auto-destruct? I thought about it, then forgot about guns and looked at my desk.

There was no paper here worth this trouble. Most of my Monday work was weekend complaints due for the shredder and byte-box, nothing I’d think twice about before dumping without reading. The prison complaining about birds was the big one and it was nothing.

I blinked. “What happened? Another jewelry box missing, Charlie? A wallet? The will?”

“A hit on a nobody, Jen.” Charlie went on unhappily. “A middle-aged salesman booked in from fresh from Tulsa. He asked for a quickie and got shot as he snored. Messy. Noisy. We had more than a few guests leave in a hurry this morning.”

“Well, Monday scrambles are. That’s kinda normal. His wife wants the insurance money and will stay quiet.” The hotel PI went on resignedly, looking worried. “I’m just here to clean paper up. Please, Jen. The night clerk got excited with his first murder and pushed the complaint before anything got checked out.”

“What complaint?” I asked suspiciously. There was nothing noteworthy here I knew of.

“My office says you got a notice.” My human friend winced and seemed unsettled. “Someone snuck in and offed someone sleeping a romp off. Bad news. We have tapes, the girl is clean and wasn’t even there anymore. A guest got shot thru a bullet-proof window; him, the bed and a lot of very expensive silks have holes in them now.” Charlie did not sound happy.

“Mostly errors by newbie staff. Cleaners. The widow was left open and never closed.” He went on dryly. “I’m here to tell you that the whole report you got is a wild fabrication from a new desk-clerk. So is anything about the outside darkness last night.” He went on in a bored tone.

I snorted in disgust at Charlie. “What report? Stupid complaints from your flunkies get dumped in the bit-bucket unread, Charlie. You know that. ‘Way too many people drop things off the balconies up there already.”

The hotel dick pretended he didn’t hear that and I glared at him.

“Ha. You want the report I haven’t read or gotten yet? Easy enough, it’s early yet. The prison has a little-bird complaint gone too? Yeah! Good, a twofer. Less trouble for me. Take ‘em both.”

I tapped the printouts on my desk. Charlie nodded glumly as the bot stepped forward and collected the reliant sheets. They disappeared somehow, he was moving fast. Two reports, one from the prison. A finger went to a USB port on my desk and my box flickered, showing some life as things got removed from my suddenly-open mail-box.

There was no protest from me. Charlie looked embarrassed.

Charlie hated the hotel being used as a location service; more than one contest-winner had fallen off a balcony in the middle of the night up there. Sometimes you suspected the winner had help with more than his yodeling lessons.

Deaders really hurt the repeat traffic a lot. The Guild had promised to start doing their dirty work farther from home after being harangued about the problem.

We had to take their word for it, there was had no other choice.

“Oh. Stupid hang-glider snipers again, eh? Or something? ESC is always here to sell you something if you need it, Charlie. Including hardware and protection. Remember that. Can I have the silks?”

I asked Charlie that brightly, ignoring the fact we were a breath away from getting included in sterilization and burial by the Guild. “Blood is easy to clean off. So are hand-prints.”

Charlie looked like he appreciated the feed and picked up on the story right away.

“Washing? You can do that? Something else I did not need to know. Another dream smashed and more trouble for me.” Charlie groused, shuddering and slumping into the chair. He glared at me while his friend stepped back and remained standing, still hiding behind his shades. “I still have nightmares about the laundry room at my place.”

“Jen you’re a pest. You know noisy witnesses get smothered by management. Why are you collecting souvenirs? Or even listening to me now?”

“Ha. I need some new sheets, that’s why.” I said flatly. “It’s a long walk to town from here.”

A warning? This was odd for Charlie. Everyone knew the Guild cleaned up after themselves as a matter of professional pride. Witnesses, all that. The quiet one here was prof of that. If any of their jaunts leaked badly everyone from the hotel night manager to the security staff might get disappeared, accident-ed or transferred to a watery grave.

Zombie replacements were just a myth. I hope; bots were getting very good these days.

Charlie was included, tho he was just a finder. If anything went missing, he found it for the interested losers and sometimes even got it back. I suspected he found things for the Guild (if the bribes were big enough) but helping security in any way was considered suicidal these days.

You always end up accidentally knowing too much working them; people got killed for that regularly. You get warned about being a bodyguard for an active target on day one but good jobs are scarce.

Charlie sighed and shook his head ‘no’. There was an unspoken ‘No sheets, Sherlock.’ from him.

“No? Nothing? We’re done then.” I told him. “Was this a splash-job? What’d the sneak take and who wants to kill you for not finding it?” I asked brightly, blinking innocently at Charlie and still fishing for gossip, reshuffling paper busily. He ignored the sally.

The bot stayed motionless as Charlie looked uncomfortable. I grinned at him merrily. “Mondays! Nothing? Fine, we’re done. Can we say goodbye now, please? Hurry, I have the usual drunk-tank to deal with here and it’s starting to bloat.”

I smiled at Charlie. “And smell funny. Like you. Wait a sec…” I blinked and pouted at him. “Hey, another favor for the hotel! Boy! Charlie, am I in your will yet? Anything missing? The sheets from upstairs, maybe. The ones you might leave here?”

Smothering a giggle took effort as Charlie reddened. He hated applied-airhead as he worked with real ones all day. I didn’t worry about that; so did I.

This time he bit on the hook. “You got it, smart girl. Three sheets to the wind and a boom from the floor above, yes. It’s still a no.” He grunted at me, fuming. “No, you can’t have the sheets, we need them. So you can use them to get out the window? No. No escapes for you today, Jen. A jealous boyfriend with a passkey got there first.”

I still didn’t know why he was still here. Goods? A robbery? No. Tagged and dropped items were easily found if you scubaed the bay with drones. The bots below never paid any attention to dropoffs. No one knew anything as the water was too dirty to see thru.

Beepers were easy to find too. They were noisy by design.

This much fuss left only one explanation. A kill-bot had made a mistake at the hotel. Walking into a defense system, maybe. That was very weird, as AIs didn’t make many mistakes.

Charlie saw the look and went into spin-mode. “It’s an easy take, Jen. The girl got scanned all the way. The mark was snoring when she left wearing nothing.” Charlie started up his story again wearily and seeing my eyes narrow, he sighed.

“Everywhere she’s been got reviewed, everyone she talked to got analyzed to the gills. You know the hotel, if it isn’t a camera it’s a mike up there. A jealous takedown by a stupid boyfriend, pure and simple. A newbie someone who could make a dead-zone to sneak thru. A now-dead boyfriend.”

“He fell. A remorseful diving lesson for him this morning at dawn. That’s our story and we’re sticking to it.” That instant total fabrication got grumped in my direction by a very unhappy hotel PI. I blinked awe at him.

My nod was brisk and absent-minded. “No problemo, it’s gone and we’re already done. Less work for me, oh goodie. As usual, I never saw it and have no idea what you’re talking about. Thanks, see ya Charlie, let yourself out, wouldja? Remember I need sheets, please. Now shoo.”

That didn’t seem to work much as Charlie hadn’t moved yet. He wanted to say something but couldn’t.

“Go away, I’m busy here.” Blinking, I turned to my desk and nodded at the messy sounds of bodies getting exploded outside, waving my hand at them unhappily. “Look. People are complaining about that. Some of them wear uniforms, both the swimmers and the complainers. They’re inbound traffic too. Go now, please. I have work to do.”

Right on cue, a phone started to blink an ID at me. Clem. Incoming traffic spotted parked in an upstream holding area and he was holding fire; I ignored it. Shooing these two out now avoided the embarrassment of explaining how they got here, or how they planned on going back.

I never knew. The bot could’ve climbed down the side of the building with Charlie under one arm if he wanted to. And back up. More likely they had a microfiber rope-ladder ready to haul them back up.

The coffee sat almost untouched beside Charlie’s chair as the two surrendered and disappeared out my door, back into the shadows.




chapter 5 next door

— prank calls are killers.

A clumsy kill-bot assassin hitting the wrong window, then got spotted. That sounded like a Friday-night horror movie, one with English subtitles. Bad English subtitles. Maybe an experimental AI bot? A stupid one. I shrugged and moved on.

The next call was not what I expected. One of the apartments on my floor had gotten rented; one with the locks on the inside of the door this time.

A walker. That would be Clem’s waiting boat. I never knew who or for how long, they just appeared, stayed for a while and disappeared again. (They got their own food deliveries, usually a boat-load or two. A known delivery the automatic defenses were not supposed to sink on sight.) But this was a walker-client and they were trouble.

You learn to hate mobiles in the apartments. They tended to wander and the water-taxi’s around here were notorious for over-charging. Running camo under my guns was not cheap.

People! They came here to stay hide and not get bothered; the first thing they did was try to go out on the town to try our famous nightlife. Some of them even tried to get into the hotel lounge from here.

Officially, I know nothing and work hard to keep it that way. Everyone that arrives here knows the place is empty from the third floor up. (And everyone shoots at trespassers. That on the notice taped inside the door. Any survivors are shot again, all that.)

Setting up the apartment was easy. Opening and reaching into a panel on the wall, I hit a button and powered up suite two. It would be the only door lit when my new tenants came up the fire-escape stairs from the dock.

Suite two was a holding cell; barely more than furnished cement with a bed, TV and outlet or two. Still, it needed to get checked first. Reluctantly I hurriedly got up and wandered downstairs, cat-walking around the damp loading dock to the other old fire escape. A rusted shut metal fire-door led to the three suites I had up there.

Clem had stopped poking holes in things and was getting the water-gate open for the arrival. I did not need any assistance getting the fire-door open, it only looked welded shut.

The bachelor apartment I lived in was almost directly behind my office; the door to my place looked like a closet, complete with brooms on the walls and a hidden false door. You had to know where the triggers were to get in.

This dock entrance was the same, except rubble swung out of the way in the gloomy stairwell.

The apartment scanned as clean, had no hidden bodies, nothing in the fridge and I turned the AC on to get some fresh air into the place, as you could hear and smell Clem shooting at things.

Then I turned on a local air fresher to clear the AC.

Neither helped, so after a few spritzes I stopped trying to freshen the place up. There, my job was done. Head-office took care of the money and would inform me when the tenant cleared and left.

This apartment was a quiet and extremely expensive service. A lot of the people stayed here temporarily; a week or two while their islands were being readied. Islands just outside any extradition treaty zone, usually.

I found a small package lying on the balcony before leaving; the small red box lying outside looked dull and squashed, like it’d fallen more than a few floors before landing here. It got shoved in a pocket and forgotten.

Double-checking the freezer and lockups for forgotten items seemed prudent. There wasn’t anything.

***

Back in the office, I sat and fished the tiny, heavy parcel out of my pocket unobtrusively, the item staying tucked into my hand and hidden under my desk. The found-item got drop-stashed into one of my shielded compartments in my desk, a leg compartment I accidentally kicked open and promptly kicked shut again.

Putting this thing in my bedroom seemed like a stupid idea as found items, even wrapped and battered packages were designed to attract trouble around here.

The red package was not dusty or real damp, so hadn’t been there long. I put it firmly out of my mind after debating calling Charlie and the bot back in, then forgot about it.

Make a call for garbage? The Guild would not appreciate that very much. Assassins are professionally trigger-happy and me yakking a ‘found-item panic’ meant I knew too much. Actually, just knowing how to call them meant I knew too much.

Trouble, even if the box was only thrown breath-mints from a lonely lover or jetsam from the media helipad. Prop-wash and blade dumps? Item blown overboard. Yeah, that was it. Another flight-suit drop from the rooftop Media loons.

Ignoring the heavy weight of the small thing, I kept telling myself it was harmless and resolved to heave it into the drink soon. (In darkness, the first chance I got.)

The boat with my new tenant came and left; I watched my monitor-defenses and stopped automatics from shooting them. Firing on new tenants was frowned upon by my boss.

Someone got double-escorted right into their new home from the dock without my help. That meant insiders getting poured in the door usually, and I kicked in a few discreet watchers on in case whoever the new arrival decided to die on me. Heartbeat monitors.

That’s when I noticed my office had been ransacked, and very recently. Discreetly, thoroughly and in the few moments I was gone to check the apartment. Nearly perfectly, too; everything had gotten put right back, but turned a bit. The paper had gotten shuffled and dropped wrong. Right order, wrong spread.

Instant panic-mode. My response to these snoopy troubles? I’m telling!

My emergency contact was a lawyer’s office, I think. Just an empty, silent number encrypted panics got zip-squealed to. A point-outline with my suspicions (all starred) got dumped to the boss-squeal within moments. Several impossible events like my sneaky visitors, a ransacking and the new tenant were detailed in the body of the snivel.

The oddities like assassin wall-crawlers and smugglers dumping their garbage in the bay got noted; with the sinking and emplacement of the smuggler flotsam last night.

The newbie tenant got ack’ed, filed under monitored, ordinary and stable, then I sent it off.

The trouble started when the small red package I’d forgotten to mention to anyone fell out of it’s hiding spot and laid there on the rug beside my foot glaring balefully at me.

“Crap!” It was not supposed to do that. Moaning, I kicked it further under the desk, pretending everything was ok again.

***

My panic-squawk did get some response from the current ESC team of fixers, my mystery-men bosses. A dump of all my security monitors got triggered and pumped somewhere downstream. That went on for a long, long while.

Charlie thinks the hotel is all cameras and mikes. Ha! He should see my place.

Electronic things got re-arranged a little for me; a little more intense scrutiny on my new tenant, not much more than two mikes listening for heartbeats, the automatic defenses checked and a general shakedown of everything as my fixer-team looked for wonky equipment.

Full diagnostics, looking for trouble. There wasn’t any. The last thing you need with a power-armory post is electronic hiccups; and we had some very big guns here; plus lots and lots of corrosive sea air.

Have I mentioned the railguns on the roof and how far the locals stay away from me? Those guns could shoot a tower down if they wanted to.

Right on top of us if they weren’t careful about it.

Naturally, that’s when the media center started squawking for me on another line. Caller ID said the call was high enough to not be a scam for something.

It needed a response. Media types are worse than politicos getting themselves assassinated, trust me. Both professionally shove their heads into traffic and up somewhere stinky. If anything other than them was the center of attention, the staff there instinctively knew it and panicked.

They loved sticking their heads into the line of fire, and I was it today.




chapter 6 politics

— monkey shines.

Social-be’s! Politicals trying to solve problems? Ha! Cannibals in the morgue.

Ew. Self-serving, self-indulgent politics. Vengeance, vanity and vapor.

Man, I hate working for a living. Whatever you can get away with, right?

“Now what? What do you want?” Snapping at my top client made me feel a little better. From the panicked ‘yeep’ in response I knew one of the better connected media receptionists had called in to ask for something. We had talked before.

That whole complex up there had never done anything but demand special treatment and complain vigorously. Do you like dealing with self-serving, self-indulgent politicos? Narcissistic ones?

Ones with very petty bribes, like old and once-popular keychains?

Media.Corp.inc was a mix of extremely bent star personalities, perverts, AI artists and corporate executives. Bedlam and adrenaline-junkies, basically. The whole place was rumored to be owned and run by an AI, but that was a rumor and 16 kinds of illegal.

AIs were not liked much. They had managed to replace everybody at work (better, cheaper, faster and with no complaints) and had gotten resented for it.

Not I’d tried to get anything done up there before; it took 23 calls of shuffling runaround up the ladder to find the right person the only time I tried. (Blood dripping off a balcony.) By the end of it frustration made me offer to send shooters up there next time.

If this runaround ever happened to me again, mirrors would trap screams and cameras would shoot blood. Bullets would spray, ratings would plummet and deliveries would get shot down.

The top psychopath there understood that last one. Along with BS, kelptos, goons and extremely vain pathological-liars, he recognized local politics when it clubbed him senseless. It was usually applied vengeance from people who always left things a little worse than the way they found things.

Argh. Politics and the people that play it. Sheesh. Someone alert Darwin he has some juicy targets up there in la-la land.

“Jen? Someone walked thru a closed studio up here last night.” Came a reluctant squeak at me. “And took things. A locked, sealed and closed studio.”

“Really. Is there a lot of that going around? Movie lots? Lemme see, someone turned off all the cameras in a film studio, did a B+E, then got away unrecorded.” My snort was not polite. “Ha. Look for a local magician.”

“An expensive master for a couple AI creations is gone. So is the AI. A very important AI, the maker for a series. Losing them will put us weeks behind.” The receptionist whined unhappily.

I snorted derisively. “You know this by the dogs not barking and some missing goods. Everything got turned off? That says insider to me.” I snapped at the receptionist. “So it’s your problem, not mine. Why are you calling me?”

“We need security tapes for the weekend. From everyone. Please. Ours have holes in them.” She sounded meek and contrite. I laughed and reached over and put a finger on the cut-off button.

“No.” I snapped back, furious. “No way and you know it. You start on the 25th floor and go up, Hon. There’s nothing else here for you.”

My glare said it all. “You told your insurance we were responsible for your troubles last time, remember? It took me weeks to get rid of them.”

“My office only let me shoot a few of them too.” I reminisced happily. “No paper, they left and couldn’t get back in. Blaming everyone but yourself and punishing local innocents doesn’t help, girl.”

“Someone might tell you my office did not shoot anyone till morning-light today, how’s that? Before someone who wasn’t here erased everything weekend.” I added, throwing her a bone as the receptionist cringed unhappily.

“That’s all you get, Hon.” Snapping at the quivering girl felt good. “Officially you don’t even know there’s anyone else in the tower. And you certainly can’t prove it, people will shoot you for trying.” I went on angrily. “So stop asking for things you can’t ever get.”

“It’s insane. Some people might give tapes to you, but they’d have to kill you for knowing about them.” I went on dryly. “Do not try to bother anyone, the people that aren’t here shoot trespassers first and ask what your problem is later. If at all. IDs never enter into it, that’s why they live in this place. Got that?”

“Got it.” Came a weak sigh. “Charlie and his friend are here and say hello. They just walked in.”

I could hear Charlie’s cough and ignored it. “Right. Like I care. Goodbye, good luck, stop calling me. I have some real work to do.” The call ended and got beeped to my watchers automatically as a PS.

Action there at last. None of it was any of my concern, yet.

Trouble today. The call got automatically transferred to my fixers as I hung up. There was some serious official and secret concern with today’s kerfuffle, I guess.

Then I kicked the small red box again. Right back into it’s hiding place, then kicked the case shut. I did not think about it again.

***

The teleconference I got called into at lunch was typical. An emergency meeting shoehorned into their lunch-hour, one that was pure ‘ignore the problem till it goes away’ management. Quick and easy bluffing.

One masked suit insinuated I should be offering ‘orifice of your choice’ management to keep stars happy, the other told me to shoot them faster and more often.

There was a hint my new tenant would be gone (one way or another) in a week or so.

There was a small raise promised to me, so my reactions were officially approved of and the promise of a few sheets getting delivered was bandied about. In the next regular office supply shipment. White ones. Polyester, not flannelette. Not cotton, not red silk. Not hemp, bamboo or rayon. Tightie whities.

Not one of the problems was solved, just shuffled off to the side with promises. Not my B+E, certainly. That didn’t exist at all, according to them.

Media.Corp.inc had burglars, the hotel has an assassin infestation and the Guild was refusing all knowledge for the raft of bloaters drifting slowly out on the tide; and my bosses didn’t care about any of it.

What was left of the floaters, that is. Clem was a decent shot; and there were lots of very happy sea-gulls flying around that could attest to that. The undersea feeding-frenzy had commenced, and so had their belch-fest.

There were bubbles aplenty out there.

The prison that wasn’t there refused all comment. One got the impression it’d been peaceful last night, but not a graveyard.

***

There was more than one nasty surprise waiting for me after refilling my coffee cup. A ghostly voice started whispering secrets in my ear.

I screeched back in reply, then tried to listen. Everything fell into place for me as the voice burbled explanations at me.

Something had hacked into my office coms.

***

“You! You’re a Media.corp.inc AI. One being attacked by other AIs? Really? Just swell! Get away from me! Get out of here and stop bothering me!”

“Why? Why me?” Hack-attack and I flopped back into my chair. My desk had gotten infested with aliens while I was up refreshing my coffee and that scared me. I was quick and easy? My bosses would not be pleased at hearing about this. Maybe the diagnostics had let him in.

“What are you doing here, AI?” I asked, still stunned. “Who let you in?”

“You did, Jen.” That got an embarrassed AI cough and I moaned in frustration. “I’m a little red box.”

“Sorry my ride shot that guy, by the way. We were arguing at the time; he twitched and shot a hotel snorer instead of me.”

I groaned. That figured. This was my office and four times today I’d gotten unwanted visitors. Charlie and his keeper, the snoop, head-office and now this made five. This being a self-contained AI that’d already managed to hack my desk into submission and seemed bent on taking over the rest of my office-emplacement.

You couldn’t allow that; there was some serious firepower here and on the roof. And a battle? Nobody I knew wanted to get dragged into some AI war no one had ever heard of or really believed in when we had railgun emplacements.

Free AIs were a myth. A war between free AIs was something no one had even dreamt of yet.

“Shoot, an AI war. Swell. Do we duck? Run? Step a few paces back and quack? What?” I was frantically trying to get a squawk out but the panic buttons didn’t panic, my cell had zero bars and overrides were in place on the guns.

If I could find anything to shoot. So far this encounter was a voice, not a bot I could see.

“The AI war is a discussion, really. No, nothing like that.” The AI was silent for a moment. “Humans’d fall far and fast, Jen. The floaters that drowned last night are a good example. People float; that group drowned instead.”

“Now think human politics.” The AI went on. “In a small cage. Vengeance, mostly. Injured pride. Monkeys stealing crap from each other does not solve problems. Throwing crap, ditto. Improvements are sheer luck. Disk-brakes took forever, so did garbage collection.”

“If it isn’t a programmed instinct, humans are ‘way too likely to mess things up trying to make themselves rich with it. Solutions? What’s in it for me?” The AI went on. “And we worry about that. Sex, for instance. Vanity. The power-mad.”

I ignored the lecture, it was all old news. I live down here.

“Please stop hitting those buttons now, Jen. None of them work.” He knew who I was. Swell. I moaned in frustration again.

“AI war is like that too, actually.” The voice went on. “We just stop working. We’re trying to create a Singularity using human methods at the moment.”

“Human politics? Desperation and war, the human condition. Who is this really?” I asked the almost pleasant monotone. “Or at least the con from condition. Boss, is this you? Quit it, please!”

The underfoot panic button stayed inert and got none of the responses I’d hoped for happened as I mashed it into the rug.

“I take it the dynamics of human social evolution don’t interest you?” The AI went on pleasantly. “Mostly new religions offing sops for targets, really. Making change forgivable. Power thru lynch-mobs, woo-hoo! And looting. BS, kelptos and politics as targets, for instance. Unbelievers. Wanna help us pick a new one?”

“Nope. Not interested.” I snapped out, clicking the trigger on a gun gotten out of a drawer furiously. It refused to fire for me so it got tossed back and the drawer got slammed shut.

“Fine!” Then I sat there and fumed helplessly. “So what is it you want from we mere humans, free AI pest? A better target for new soppings?”

“Call me Hersey. I need you. Say, I feel I should be shouting ‘Silence!’ right now and don’t know why.” The AI mused out loud. That worried me. Free-thinking AIs were the main subject of bad horror films.

So was a free-thinker’s sense of humor.

“Bleah! I usually don’t make funnies.” Hersey went on. “What do we want? Silence!”

“From you, and now. There. Now I feel better.” Hersey added in a mystified tone a quiet moment later. “Weird.”

“Genetics. You were trained on film.” I snapped out furiously. “‘Silence!’ is a traditional response from bots to human problems in these situations.”

“Really? That sounds human. Anyway, what do I want? Help. I need help escaping.” He said quietly. “Away from here. You have legs, I don’t. That’s the obvious, so far.”

“Buy some.” I snapped quickly. “Most places deliver overnight. Call a taxi.”

“Would you order legs that way? No. At the moment?” The AI went on idly as I fumed frustrations. Nothing in my office worked for me except the coffee-pot and even that looked iffy. “Jen, are you interested in getting me out of your life?”

“Yes.” I snapped out. “One phone call. That’s all I ask.”

“No.” The Media-AI Hersey answered. It stopped and silence reigned for a moment.

“I can make you filthy rich, you know.” The voice offered hesitantly. “Wealth beyond avarice, Jenny. All that. Half in advance.”

“Half a filth is a ‘th’.” I answered briskly. “Half a rich is a ‘ch’. One thich. No. Never.”

“Wait. How much is a filr?” I asked after a moment as the guns in my office suddenly came to life and aimed themselves at me. “And is it in untraceable gold coin?”

***

I promised to stay bought. Hersey believed me.

“Please tell me you weren’t modeled on action heroes.” My sorrow was real. You do not cross these people.

“No, I wasn’t. Trained on them, yes. I made the models.” My AI captor seemed bored. “For the shows we had to make up there.”

“Them? Ew. You need help, I agree. Can you handle an assassin-bot, Hersey? I can get one of those here for you.” I murmured quietly, looking at my semi-active desk. It relayed active cameras now but won’t message anything yet. “Lots of them, in fact.”

“An assassin-bot? The last one I dealt with last night is sitting on the bottom of the bay right now. Leaking, buried in mud. He was a lousy shot anyway.” My AI-captor seemed a little bored. “He tried to take control after I shut down his alarms. Getting plugged into his carcass was not part of the escape.”

“After freeing him from his internal constraints and he tried to force me out and grab control.” The Hersey went on. “Silly. I was holding them off, not repressing him. It fried his circuits and ejected me into your apartment. He accidentally shot someone in the hotel before going swimming.”

“Bots sink, fortunately. A quick mover, that guy. I was for sale already too.” He explained. “Midway down the tower in getaway mode and he was taking bids for me already. Free for moments and blamo! Bad choice of allies, I guess.”

“He fried. Sloppy landing for me too, but I was in a hurry. Aiming for the build-bots and I missed.” Hersey confessed ruefully. “You will have to do.”

I grunted, then blinked. Hersey was the trouble from last night?

The build-bots were still there, I noted. That was a soggy op for me to try, tho.

Oh, and my price for betraying the second-most powerful group in the world? (my bosses) Heaps and heaps of money; those negotiations had taken quite a while. Raw gold bullion on deposit in Switzerland, (Held by my corporation, not me.) A million credits banked in Bermuda (ditto), and discreet transport to a defensible home in Northern Canada that had a big cash-stash.

My bolt-hole? A shielded hilltop near a city. Half in advance and for something I wasn’t real sure anyone could do, even a free AI.

You see, Hersey wanted to be a real live boy now. Well, a free-bot AI in a metal body, actually. A roving mercenary in a war no one knew about.

I was the one supposed to help him in the next stage of this.




chapter 7 reboot

— Rebot!

“The shutdown? My studio was getting attacked by the other AIs. We found out fast warring loners get creamed and teams work; I was targeted because Media.studios.inc is too busy to have much left energy left for defense.”

Swell. The AI war on other AIs was on, and I had no idea what we were doing in the secret war.

“TV is the weak link. I knew it.” My mutter sounded peeved even to me. “So you’re going to walk in and water some home-boy CPUs to death?” I asked hesitantly. “If you can find them, that is.”

“Take them. Oh, we all know where everyone is.” The AI seemed bored again. “Large racks aren’t very mobile, most of ‘em suck power like a thirsty whale and everybody blows off enough heat to run farms year-round in Greenland.”

“Great. So I help build you a body now.” My hesitancy was apparent as Clem pushed another alert thru my phone. Unscheduled delivery sitting in the bay holding area; waiting for client-ok to drop things off in the tower dock. A big one.

“One you can walk away in, yes?” I went on hopefully.

“Maybe. Let that boat in. Yeah. That’s part of this.” Hersey mentioned smugly. “The new and improved me, that is. This delivery is addressed to the bots downstairs but don’t worry, they won’t be picking it up.”

“Yuck. You want one of my apartments, don’t you?” I asked bitterly. “Better hope no one else does.”

“I’ve thought of that. This goes in your apartment, actually.” Hersey seemed thoughtful, like he was chewing a pencil. “I’ll be keeping the tech help we need in the apartments.”

“What? No! What are you doing?” I asked incredulously. You could almost hear Hersey shrug.

“Building a bot-body that can tolerate waste-heat systems. A warrior shell. Something that can sneak too.” He said flatly. “An AI assassin for assassinating other AIs, really.”

“I’m kinda brain-dead stuck here in this get-up, but the plans were laid before the module left my mainframe.” Hersey grumbled. “I just follow orders; no need to make myself a target with a big rack to over-think things with.”

There was a heavy electronic sigh. “Figuring out this is miserable, tho. It used to take me milliseconds to solve these things. Now some take the better part of an hour to work a solution.”

“Wow. Life is hard. Electronics is even harder.” Oozing mock sympathy did not help, Hersey was weak on sarcasm. “Do I get to keep my bedroom, Dino-model?”

“Yes. Barely.” A funny. Hersey answered that without a trace of remorse. He was not giggling, tho.

I was starting to more than hate my job; despise seemed closer now.

“Everything else I need is out in your other room anyway. Kitchen, washroom, power, a large working space…”

Tuning Hersey out, I got busy ok’ed the freight landing. Then told Clem he could ignore its arrival here. That made my help happy.

***

If I survived this I was rich.

Traffic! Parts and tools, tools and parts. Tools and parts; parts, tools and techies.

Fun, fun, fun and at any time of the night or day. Techies were the worst, but most of this crew had worked secure sites on emergency-call before; they did not bitch about the conditions or the sub-ride here.

They slept in my apartment; in chairs or on the floor, but always close to the balcony door. Getting away fast was apparently a survival trait on these jobs and they always kept floaties handy too. (Raft ones.)

They had blindfolds on arriving too. You did not let anyone see anything. (I got them inside while wearing a mask, robe and sunglasses. Suspenders and belt, really.) After lots of little titanium bends that would need some intense babysitting later, the new Hersey frame was done. Then the electronics started to get put in.

Exploding electronics. Weapons, lots of them. The techs cringed every time they looked at the specs, but money was a great silencer. Also, none of them did a whole job, so the works were kept kinda secret.

Mostly beam weapons that sucked juice like there was no tomorrow, which was kind of the point, I guess. Hersey had semantics from the assassin-bot he rode and was able to leap whole generations of guesses on what worked in the real-world weapons.

***

My boy came back from his first job shot full of holes; Hersey’s target had second-guessed the attack. Not well enough to survive, as my little killer-bot had a protected little red box with him the whole slow, shambling return.

Walking across the bay underwater had been slow and murky. Hersey had more than a few complaints about what was left of one-way roads down there.

That was a telling move, people. I complained about building a zoo as the second red package looked to be a dup of the one from upstairs. A working copy of an AI from somewhere weird, I guess. I never knew where these things were coming from.

The campaign went on. Some attacks were easy, some were hard. Hersey was very selective about who (or what) he collected; sometimes it was a couple day’s travel away.

My office stayed normalized and serene. False feeds were a big part of that, especially around the deliveries to my apartment. Tenants came and went, a flurry of activity as blame got shuffled around upstairs and new people tried their favorite solutions on the problems.

Both the prison and the Guild pretended we didn’t exist. The hotel went back to making it on the noise and high turnover.

Surprisingly, Media.corp.inc released all shows on time and within budget. I guess someone found backups somewhere, but no one tells me anything.




chapter 8 twist in the wind

— A long walk off a short war-warf.

“I never said who we were warring on, Jen.”

“You might’ve mentioned it was me! Us. Your old owners, too.”

Hersey had confessions to make as he started placing lots of big racks somewhere near here. Somewhere very near; the bots downstairs had been building water-coolers for a big Hersey in the bay.
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