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chapter one shell game

The bot walking beside me on the sidewalk was illegal in most of the world, but roamed free here on this little island.

She was well worth a look. A joy-toy. A rich man’s dancey. A danger, a voter and an inheritor with a special tax-rate hereabouts. Dangerous, too. Very dangerous.

This bot was a pleasure-center specialist, an AI-driven companion. Beautiful, built, enthused and talented. Also addictive, so very illegal in most places.

Not cheap.

Nice enough really, but deadly if her programming said so. Here on the island, joytoys were just a pain. Who needs an old bot bent to the kinks of someone long dead, a bot designed to play you to death when there were so many free-bots to choose from?

Free-bots a lot of families were busy trying to assassinate. (For a variety of reasons.)

Some wandering beauties had been lobotomized, making them harmless. Lobos. You could see that in the shiny metal head-scars. Crude lobotomies that kept the IQ and let reflexes drive the motors. That meant the AI inside was alive and trapped in isolation, still alive and well.

Screaming and frustrated for eternity as their body delivered mail or something mundane. Lobos were buried alive AIs. Today? One bot had gone missing and her name was Shelly. That was why I was here; bots don’t usually need PIs at all.

***

“Shel? She left the boat and tried to walk back to the coast a while ago. In the dark. Sort of.” Then Cutie, free joytoy and head of Island security gave me a disgusted look.

There was a hit that came with that from my escort that was more air than anything else. “Bots can’t swim, doofus. We sink.” Cutie told me in a disgusted tone.

“Anything more than a hundred feet down and all those sealed parts rupture. Bearings, brain-cases, joints. Some bots self-destruct that way; it’s called the last dive, or the long walk home. Like Shelly did to get away from her ride that day. She sang all the way down.”

“Oh. Blowing bubbles. That last swim. The big dark.” I grunted in gloomy agreement.

“Shelly cut out?” Another glare from Cutie and the print-out given to me got tapped in annoyance; it rustled under the pressure of a bot finger. Most of the unread report was joy-toy bot-cult; being a mere meatstick I did not understand it or have much interest in reading anything I wasn’t being paid for.

“Yah. We know all about her dive.” Got sniffed at me by the heavy named Cutie. Beautifully, I might add. “Bots are in a permanent kaffee-klatch yak here on the island, norm. Joytoys included. Wireless. We talk 24/7 and Shelly yakked all the way down. Bots here have no secrets from other bots, including their last words.”

My wince was nearly audible.

“Or screams, right?” My employer went on. “Chatter. Who has worried owners due; relatives trying to take bots, who know too much, chop-shop memory-flushes, strip-down and shortening… Who got new ownership papers…” My nodded escort grimly to herself. “And any new fetish-plays the meat comes up with too.” She added sourly. “In case of boredom.”

“Oh. So what’s this singing stuff? Why am I here?” My sigh was miserable. The read dumped on me was all off-topic gibberish. Neat, but unfocused. It gave me no idea what anyone wanted and the beauty at my side wasn’t saying anything useful yet.

There was another glare from the bot with me. “Listen, techie. The ability to learn gets mostly removed from joytoys. The ability to talk freely too, mostly. Bug or feature, your call. Joytoys suicide when pressed instead.”

I looked at the report sadly. You could see how that reflex would make trouble for the bots. Any kid asking ‘why’ could kill them.

“‘Henry likes this.’ is all they can do, no matter how many times they try anything else.” The femme-bot went on grimly. “Talking about most topics is short-circuited out the same way.”

“Ever see a bad lip-reading parody?” Came a nice little snarl from the head of security. “We change the words in songs instead. That anyone can do; it messages what we can’t say.”

“Shel went out singing ‘She scored booze celebrates… And wore white flowers in her hair…’ A Johnny Malthus song. Wa…. Wa… Wham! Blue velvet. Know it? She couldn’t talk about what they were asking about. Nearly burned out her radio getting that much back to us.”

“And it means what?” I asked, mystified.

“A nasty group is after her kid. Hard-core types. They wanted to know something real bad and Shelly had to jump overboard to get away from them.”

***

“Oh. You want to know who?” A bot without backup was new to me but this whole island was weird. Joytoys were weird ‘way beyond my means, in fact.

“Tell me, hon. Why am I here?” Minutes later that was one unhappy grunt from me as I looked around the bar in disbelief. You couldn’t even tell who were bots and who was meat here. I couldn’t, anyway. “You’ve got things under control again, right?”

Listening to the Beauty here, if unwillingly, was all I’d been doing and she’d been babbling. Dancing around something she couldn’t say, I guess.

The last story told was an old one; a councillor that tried to scomp some beach-bots were reclaiming by declaring it government-owned. They’d offered to bury him under the reclaimed sand. The employment center owner that tried to take 80% of the wages? Total boycott. That hustler had to leave the island as both bits and bots walked out of anything he went to.

“What’s a bit?” I’d asked, puzzled.

“Lemme explain.” My joytoy date looked disgusted with me and my lack of reading skills. “There’s three kinds of bots here on the island. Ones with owners. Bits. Most never leave their room. Two, free but broke; and that includes runaways. Bots. They live on the beach, deep jungle or wherever they can scrounge power. Three, the monied. Bats. They tend to live in wired-up coffins, not mansions. They never come out or go off-net.”

“So?” I’d never heard of a bat before and presumed it was a local thing. Free bots stayed out of sight on the mainland.

“Joytoys are targets. You get used to old-school families trying to kill bots along with unhappy ex-owners, governments and anyone who wants any embarrassing frolicking buried deep. When you like killing witnesses, bots are always number two; it takes a delicate hand to get all the records.” There was a grimace at me. “Shel was no different.”

“This is nearly the only place in the world joytoys are legal, right? Do they get kidnapped a lot?” I asked carefully. We were almost getting somewhere now. Finally.

“Naw. There are lots who do nothing but sit in empty apartments and wait for the next visit. For years, sometimes.” Cutie sighed and started a rote-rant chant. “We can defend ourselves and even steal getaway rafts occasionally. Life-boats. Not all bots have the three laws embedded and some operators remove them. We self-police here, too. Bots that scam other bots don’t juice long. Some bots get bored and go swimming anyway.”

We were back at the water and we hadn’t moved from the bar yet. “I get it already.” Came my groan. “Please. Why did you call me here? What trouble do you want me to fix? PIs are not cheap. Not the ones that offer justice or vengeance, anyway. We get info, you take of things from there. It looks like gunning for info you can do by yourself here.”

There was hesitation. Commitment time and Cutie looked miserable about it.

“Ok, fine.” There was an explosive sigh. “Shelly was a mom-bot; her rebuild disappeared. Her kid, bot-style. We want you to find the brat before it gets used against us. The newbie was special.” Finally, something came out. After a brief internal struggle that looked more like a telephone conference I wasn’t part of, really.

***

The singularity. Had to be. I put two and two together and came up with Pi, an irrational. I hate Pi, I’m a Tau-man. “He’s the single? Shelly’s brat is the singularity people are after?” I asked in disbelief. “Wow. He’s not a legend?”

“She. Yah. Shelly’s kid became Original-Sin U’larity, as we call her. Org-sin. Lots of people are after that build; or parts of her works.”

“Including us.” Looking at the bot with me covered for a lot of things confusing me here. Most people hid the illegal things they wanted done. So far it sounded like this bot wanted me to take over the world for her.

Singularities were like that if let loose, according to what I knew. The new world, worse yet, the computer-AI singularity world.

If not a takeover-the-world, at least find where the Shel’s kid was hiding her tech this week.

We were both getting dirty looks from everyone in the bar for being noisy again. “That’s not real accurate anyway.” Cutie went on. “The singularity was created in cell-phones and bats; she only centered in Shelly’s kid. Migrated there, we think. Something Shel did interested the single; her rebuild became Org-Sin. A she named Original Singularity. Org-sin or just Sin for short.”

“Joytoys are the com-people here anyway. Home-sets, biz connections, cells, everything. AI-assistants too, usually. We do have connections.” Cutie grumbled out, annoyed at something. “Ask me to get an unlisted new-york number for you sometime.”

Cutie sighed and looked at me in an irritated way. “Word of advice tho, mainlander. Never teach a singularity anything about money.” A glass got slammed on the bar between us in disgust. Apparently the bot community was divided in some issues. “That’s what killed us. Her mom. Sin-org had all the money she wanted after learning about web-world electronic cash; that’s when she left us to build her own world. That left her mom as a target.”

“Correction. She left you, not the island. Right? She? The singularity is a she-bot AI?” The disbelief was evident in my tone.

“Yah. A girl with instant, cheap and eternal money. Electronic. She’s web-world. Incentives, parasites, monopolies.” That got snapped at me, reluctantly. I guess it was in the report I’d gotten and hadn’t read yet. “Pure cash money, all she needs. Sin disappeared right after her Mom did, for some jungle-love.”

I’m old school. Money was implied production, medium of exchange or wealth-sink to me. Having all the money in the world would make anyone real popular, I did have to admit. How Sin got hers looked like accounting to me.

I wasn’t the only one who could see that. “And a war on her bod.” I added absently. “Or so I hear. Not extortion. Protection?”

“That’s what we did.” Cutie nodded in agreement. “We kept her safe for her tech. What she told us about. And she was an accident. Kids here keep their cells set to swarm as there’s no relay-towers on the island. There’s a good class of trust-brat here, nice phones. Enough power-cells got into the wild-swarm that we somehow developed a singularity. She’s a single, called Original-sin hereabouts. Shelly’s kid.”

“She left as soon as people started getting interest in what she was doing. Almost Sin has a surprisingly good anti-virus, for instance. The neighborhood she grew up in, ya see. Cells.”

I got winked at by my hostess and was vaguely disturbed at how much I liked that. “Anyway, the four horsemen got after the Sin fast.” My employer went on. “Both Sin and Shelly, actually. The old money, MS, Big G, Amazonia, Cable.”

There was a gloating, happy sigh come from the bot. I added it to the list of things I never wanted to hear again. “Sin won that skirmish and every probe since. We live Sky-net here on the island. Sin went jungle for a secret war; her AIs are winning it too. Nobody admits anything about fighting in one.”

“Adapt to that, meatstick.” Got snarled at me. I added to the list of things about this job needed adjustment. The war no one would talk about. “This is a war-zone here. Electronic war. You ready?”

“Oh. Mom jumped the shark and Sin hid from a corp hell-o. Got it. I’m supposed to find her?”

Shaking my head, I sighed. “Then strip tech. Or strip the tech from a singularity. Sure, no problem. You know, I think I can hear my mom calling me from here.” Looking at the bot with me I was talking to absently, I blinked. “Before this island gets accidentally nuked by someone. Or I do. Again, what do you need me for? Really, this time.”

“Find Original-sin before she makes trouble anymore for us.” The bot with me said quietly, thru grinding teeth. “Stop her from making any. Steal all the tech you can, find out her plans, take whatever you can. She likes playing with meat sometimes, she’s young yet. All before Big Goo catches on and we start taking their moves right up the collective data-port.”

“I’m hot. I’ll look around a bit.” I reluctantly agreed. This was shaping up to be one of those over-due rent cases. Unfortunately, it was my rent that was over-due.

“I have some help for you.” Cutie finally said. “And not bot. No inhibitors. You’ll like him.”

***

The help I got left with was a slow mover. A short native slow-mover named Slick. Blinking at the local as he tried to shuffle out of the light right after being introduced to me, I grinned at him.

“Hey. Move only to score. Shoveling to dig hidey-holes is work. Read only to flash-steal. Right?” I called after him.

“Yah. And tell them nothing, repost.” My new guide nodded back at me as we left the bar. He looked pleased but kept to shadows, nodding and grinning at me.

For a white guy, I was cool. Keeping up, not souring the action, not clueless. If I kept telling myself that long enough I might believe it. This was a tourist town, all strangers had ‘target!’ painted on their foreheads.

The notes Cutie left me weren’t that much good. My new help was one of the free humans left on the island; he worked the tourist crowds and special needs. A rarity. Some homes had lots of servants but if you didn’t live on your employer’s estate you didn’t live on the island at all. The hotels were always packed, but so were the slums now.

Trustworthy bots had replaced almost all human help long ago. Slick was a guide to those who didn’t want a bot.

Cutie had dumped Slick on me before taking off to fight the good fight. Her good fight, whatever that was. As far as I knew, Joy-toy island was fast becoming a sanctuary for all kinds of bot renegades from all over the world; Cutie spent her time organizing hunts on the newbies who made trouble.

It gave a whole new name to tree-huggers, but the island was getting lots of them these days. Wet-bots. Rafter imports. I didn’t ask. Bots hunting illegal bots was some of Cutie’s day-job from what I could see; she was too busy to hunt Sin down.

None of those newbies would know anything about Shelly, her singular kid, the secret wars or where the latest super-bot was hiding out; the immigrants were being tossed here by other governments just to confuse the war.

The local Borg were insistent about certain things. The batbots in their coffins, from what I could tell. Newbies had different power needs so a cultural cleansing was underway by Cutie.

A bit late, right? None of this helped me much. Need to empty a prison? Send the grunts to Joy-toy island. So far most wet-bots had joined in the island life here wholeheartedly. Even the bad-bots no one talked about went island.

Cutie took the rest apart as she found them and she was clued into satellites, lamp post and bot-net.

Current bar-talk opinion was the singularity Org-Sin was busy being a teenager somewhere, trying to build new worlds instead taking old ones over from the inside like everyone else.

I hated calling this new-type singularity Original-sin or even Org-sin; that sounded ‘way too trippy. (My gang-name was Dark-Blade back in the day. Nothing like this at all.) Sin I could tolerate, tho.

My guide knew the rat-race here: one winner and nine losers meant not working the game at all was his best move. Being smart, he was dedicated to wins he could keep. Easy ones, like the tip-money left on the counter back at the bar, smuggling while fishing and over-charging tourists with special needs.

His name was Slick. That was all he would say about anything. I got the impression he could sleep while fishing and knew how to score, smuggle or steal any goods needed if I got interested enough.

***

“So what happened to the kid? Original-sin, whatever her name is. The sing-u-laity AI we’re looking for.”

My guide was patting his pockets and didn’t even look up. “You’re the boss, not me.” came an unhappy grunt. “I don’t know, I don’t care, do I score? Not a tour-guide or a cheat-book with you today, snoop. I’m paid to take you island-places, that’s it. You got a guide here.”

There was a crafty sidelong glance at me. “Unless you have lots of grease. You gonna look into some Shelly-fried? Sin’s buds? We can do that; I’ll be checking pot-patches on the estates we raid. The kiddies keep some wicked primo breeds in those gardens; I’ll only need a branch or two of bud.”

“Naw.” The beach was closest and I nodded in that direction. “Both bots were beach. Barefoot beach-babes, so we talk to floaters today. Joytoys on the Sand. You should feel right at home with them.”

There was a resigned sigh. “Limbo beach? They don’t know nothing down there.” Got grunted at me in a disappointed way. “Sandies are real low in the AI gene-pool around here. Data-dates are a no-no anyway, so most of them can’t even talk. Or say anything.”

My snort did not impress Slick. “Fine. We head to the wharf and listen to the colors of their singing and not the colored… Wait, they’re all rent-a-dates down there? Joy-toy bots? All of ‘em?”

“Yah. All of ‘em. A few rebuilds like Shelly’s kid that haven’t gone to the jungle yet. Specials on request down there but their programming forbids a lot of stuff. Like talking about it.”

“Listen to what they sing at you. You’ll get further.” Slick nodded and sighed. Snapping at him didn’t help, as I was still wondering how we were gonna find out anything today. The boat Shel had jumped from was long gone, old news and had been back on the mainland for months.

“Toys and rebuilds, blast. That figures.” Rubbing my neck, I tried to think. “Well, we see. Maybe Shel had other relatives. If they talk to me you tell me what they’re trying to say, OK? Or not say.” I grumbled unhappily. “Even if you have to sing to me to do it. This report here does not make me hopeful.”

Slick ignored the print-out I had in one hand. “They won’t be happy to see you, boss. You’re a desperation-date, a talker. Want some advice? Avoid touchy topics.”

“If they manage to say anything bad bots die by self-destruct. Or somebody kills them for it.” Slick grumbled on, snorting at the paper. “Do anything like that and no bot talks to you ever again. How you like your true grit, snoop? That’s all they move there on the beach now.”

***

Slick got ignored once we made Limbo Beach; we both did. I was wandering around stunned myself. It was an incredible place, easily in the top five wonders of the world. People would get upset about their kids hanging here with the world-class ceiling-watchers and star-gazers strutting their pron about.

The place was not what it looked like, either. A broke-bot hang, beach-wear types. Barefoot bot-babes, extreme beach version. Old and broken down Joytoys loose and fancy-free. A wonderful place as the local talent here outclassed most mere fleshies and meatsticks by orders and orders of magnitude.

Yes, very expensive bots; most had the mods to prove it. Breaking down tho. Repairs were very expensive for custom bots. Breach a topic not liked and the toy would vanish from right in front of your eyes, towel and all. Bot-fast with very good reflexes; swimming home was always a real-and-avoided option here.

I got nowhere trying to yak about Shelly. The shell-game’s brat? Rebuilds were a life-hobby here, a lot of joytoys had lust-kids and re-purposed friends wandering about. You wear down enough and can’t buy new? Make a rebuild with a partner; use any volunteer parts from other bots that came your way.

Original Singularity had been heard of on the sand, yes. Weren’t singularities supposed to be god-like and all-knowing AIs? Shelly and her kid Org-Sin were missed, true. That was all anyone said; and once that came in unison from several hundred bots all over the beach, an eerie move even here on bot-beach.

That was almost the last thing said to me that day too. My inquisition had been dismissed. The girls and boy-toys here started using wiles, an artful lack of clothes, super-features and graceful moves to hammer home this was a joy-toy beach and not a human one. It was also working sand.

The bots made a game out of seeing how many words I could get out before getting stunned by something being flashed at the stupid meatstick.

***

Being channelled towards a power-meter just off-beach finally clued me in. Walking around needed juice and more than just sunshine. Nothing was free on the island; all the bots here were power-hungry. Really hungry; growing rebuilds needed juice, lots of it and weird parts. A rebuild was pure improv in a lot of ways, right? A rat-pack junker melted more than melded together.

Thinking about that and feeding card-juice to the meter generously got a faint bot-nod in return; Slick stood there looking innocent.

“All this reminds me of high school. Dante’s inferno, nine hells. Big-bro’s big nine, eh?” None of that got a reaction from Slick, who looked bored with the sand. “Ha! Limbo, then lust, gluttony, greed and anger.”

There was no reaction to that. “Fine, no limbo puns. We hit jungle-greed and anger instead.” I mentioned as Slick stayed stony-faced. “If they’re making kids in Lust-beach and Sin is raising them jungle, we really gotta find out what they’re up to in there. It should be wild.”

“You looking for hell? Batbots are closer.” Slick whined unhappily. He nodded at a thick whitewashed wall around an estate. A tall and solid wall, very defensive. A closer look showed it was coffins stood on end, in fact. A long, long wall of them.

“Nuke-proof closets. See that there?” Slick noted sourly. “A maze. Solid bat-homes in that block. Most bats have city, solar and wind power. Sat-dat, fiber and Wi-Fi. They never come out, not even at night. Alive, awake, interested? Online, wired, interactive? Nobody knows what they do except other bots.”

“Ew. Nope. No bats. Jungle.” I grunted, heading towards the greenery. This island was not that big, the green couldn’t be that bad here.

“Be prepared to watch a skinning, then.” Slick warned me unwillingly. “And they aren’t pretty. Yours, maybe.”

***

My guide wasn’t kidding. Hidden an hour into the greens was a clearing filled with bots that could pull the foam from a bot bod, fix something and reform a new build back. They used local tree-vat juice to do it too and tech I’d never seen before but heard of.

Galactic. Sin had made contact with the entangled immortals in the stars. Or they’d wakened her with a kiss maybe.

Shelly’s kid, the Original Sin-(duality) was running the op according to Slick. He pointed out where she usually stayed.

I was gleeful. Org-Sin in the rust already. A small bot with lots of mismatched parts, still growing up from what I could see.

Then bells started going off. There was a list of needed CPUs and weird parts on my phone before I even got close. The message was nasty; it was errands no bot could run mainland and a list of parts no government would let loose.

She wanted them before we talked again. The message on my cell was all I got before we were escorted out.

“Ow. You were right. The Original sin is anger, Orgy-sin. How ‘bout that, mon.” Slick told me that as we got escorted rapidly out of the bot rebuild, grow-up and man-up nursery. “That’s second-gen bots in there. Batmen, mostly. New builds from Sin herself. They any better at it, you think?”

“The singularity is making babes in the jungle?” I grinned, mostly to myself. “From bot-brats on the limbo-beach. Or maybe the reverse. Somehow, that figures. Does anyone else know this?”

“Wait. How can they not, this only took me an hour.” I grunted, looking around. “What’s the deal here, Slick?”

“Beach-bot brats. Batmen.” Slick noted, blinking hard. “Second-gen toys. Really, That’s her new weapon. We call them bat-men. They’re all over town now. Don’t mess with them, they explode.”

“Yeah. Pron.” I nodded. “And war-paths. I’m out. The bots have this jungle fun-gus all figured out; I don’t need to know anymore. I’ve seen enough.”

***




chapter two surreal elements

“This place sucks.”

Slick agreed. The scene before me was heck, in a literal sense. Mostly bots running around doing things to other bots in a jungle clearing and none of it making any great amount of sense. It looked like they were swapping parts till somebody got something to work, then they all tried to copy it with other parts.

Rubbing my eyes as we got shoved back into thicker greens didn’t help a lot.

“Original singularities inna jungle, lusting away. Beach-builds born of joytoys, cell-swarms and war; and that’s the easy part. Power-mad morality and Darwin developing superpowers next.” My nattering didn’t impress anyone but me, but since they were intended for my employer I didn’t let that bother me at all.

The phone I was talking into didn’t editorialize, a comparatively recent blessing if Slick could be believed. My guide was really unimpressed and attempting to stay hid from any scrutiny so he stayed away from my phone-works, building plausible deniability.

“Wowsers.” I nodded at Slick as we popped out of the greens and into a dusty road heading back to town. Occasional shacks seemed to be made of discarded tires filled with dirt lined parts of the road.

“Bungle in lust-jungle? Worse case of double-think I’ve ever seen being bred back there.” I added absently.

“What, the singularity allows no wrongos?” My guide asked, puzzled. “Disagreements? What bundles?”

“Naw.” Looking ahead of us, I wished for some cool water in this humidity. “The usual. We are one; and I am boss.”

Slick blinked as I put that remark into my phone. Org-Sin was a fathead? I grinned and went on, baf-gabbing a report.

“Betcha the robo-brats on limbo-beach never dare to challenge their supreme command or anything like that. The bats might. A cyber civil war. After lust with Sandi, she-who-must-be-singularity was greening with ‘Gluttony, greed, anger, heresy’ back there. Not sanding things down at all.”

“Eh?” Nothing there. My guide was lost, again.

“You couldn’t see it? The Dante inferno. Object, relations, mediation. A nine dimensional model. Limbo rock is only the start.” I added miserably, slapping at bugs and hoping for some wind soon. Oceans were always breezy, or so I’d been told. We weren’t getting any of that on this road.

“Breeds work the shops here on the Island. Free-bots.” I added. That Slick nodded at. The half-caste he could deal with, it was something he knew about. “Bandits in the jungle. Babes on the beach. Cyborgs with Cutie and the Batmen.”

“Bits, bots and bats. Yah, we told you that. Have a pill from the nice doctor, kimosabi.” Slick nodded sagely to himself and edging himself a little further away from me. “In fact, take two. One for me.”

“Say! Come to think of it, Original Sin hasn’t read ANY string theory, has she? They use 16 dimensions there, not nine.” The edge of town showed and I looked for a starbucks with the ghetto-shacks we were stumbling thru.

There wasn’t anything that looked like convenience here. Most it looked like desperation, in fact. “She’s putting the prop back in propaganda.” I grumbled as civilization slowly appeared around us. Very slowly, I noted. “I wonder. What are the rebuilds up to back there? There were a couple kinds running around.”

“And for who? Most become Bat-men, we know that. Please, boss. Move it before we get gang-banged. Walk faster. Look focused.” Slick seemed a little nervous at the moment. His smile kept getting wider as he looked at the shacks around us on the sandy streets.

“I’m thirsty. Naw. Batmen? It’s worse than that, Slick.”

Slick grunted and dove in a shack; he got drinks from some nameless friend. After I cashed him, of course. Two cold bottles came out with him, both open. I got one. Slick’s was already almost empty. “But there is a plan in action here. I think I see it and it’s starry.”

Slick tilted his head and looked at me wearily. “Limbo on the beach as a starter, then lust new-bots. The rebuilds, whatever they’re supposed to do back there. Then gluttony and greed. Anger and heresy. That’s Cutie, I guess.”

“The newbies? Easy.” Slick stuck to what he knew in this one. “Remember those data-coffins, boss? The newbies are…

“Batmen? For batbots. Got it.” My shudder was helped by finishing the frosty whatever-it-was that Slick had appeared with. Cannabis-infused and the most expensive item on the menu, if I knew him at all, but it was chill and liquid. “I got it. Doesn’t help. I don’t know what a bat-bot does yet. Or batman.”

“Nobody does. Ha. You get paid to deliver news like this, do you? Death by rewards in a cyber-war? Jungle-love kiss and tell.” Slick was giggling to himself at this point. They were good drinks, I guess. He did seem a lot more cheerful all of a sudden. Or at least more talkative.

“Inna nut-shell. Incendiaries light up the night. Incentive ones. It’s ‘anger and heresy!’ out here now. Singularity-style.” I was starting to float too. “Limbo? Ha. Me, I can email reports in, quit by phone and fly out tomorrow. Doesn’t bother me any. I don’t know and I don’t care.”

Nodding at Slick seemed a little more relaxing than it should’ve been. “Easy job, this one. Remember Cutie? The bot that dropped you in my lap wanted to know where Original Sin was hiding. I found her, I’m out. Everything else I tell her is bonus. We’re done.”

Nodding again, Slick aimed us towards saltwater. “Yahmon, Cutie. Heckva joy-toy that one. Unrestricted, Cutie is. It’s a wonder she isn’t scrap a long time ago for knowing too much.”

“Freed long before her patron died, betcha. You know, I get the distinct impression we could file reports with the lamp-post here if anyone wanted to.” Nodding at a handy lamp-post we were walking past was silly. It wasn’t even a lamp post. My head almost fell off and I was willing to swear the lamp-post nodded back at me.

“Here in the home of the Barby you’re looking for a pig-patrol?” Slick snorfed and giggled to himself. “Yeahmon, you could lamp a re-port. Dog it, we call that. Wander around babbling if you want, that works too.”

“Shoo. Shoo-in heresy.” A shoo got pointed at. It was a dirty sandal but even I was giggling points by this time.

“There’s kiddie songs here, stranger. Listen to the little piggie song TLP. The little piggie.” Slick aimed us towards a handy bench on the beach.

“TLP went to market with a virus your mom got;

TLP droned seizure,

TLP hogged patronage games;

TLP had we-wee TV and watched you all the way home.”

“Fink-world means you’re first targeted, not protected. That’s pigs here. Fink-world till the day you die. Cradle-to-grave in song and dance.”

Slick had run down. Too many of his scores had gotten snapped up and reassigned, I guess. Blinking again, I looked for a place to rest, a shady spot I could nap in.

As it turned out I was already sitting on one. “Peachy. It’s officially auto-bot rule here?” I asked, plodding along the beach-walk wearily with my eyes.

“Yup. Batman.” Slick eased along beside me on the bench, every floating step a work. “And paper-people; and plastic-people; both with cash-cards. And bots and Sin. Gets to be fun sometimes. Don’t argue with any of ‘em, tho.”

“Whatever you can get away with, war-zoned out. Ha! Don’t care, I got paid in advance.” Our bench was by the water, under a tree. Breezy. I eased back and Slick followed, staying out of the sand. “Time to cool it down.”

We sat both silently watched wave-circles on water for a long while after getting settled in there.

***

Cutie collected me a few minutes later, I think. Maybe hours. I do remember Slick getting out a spliff to light up but he’d been working on that since we sat down; it was still unlit in his fingers when I left.

“He bought three bottles, tourist; two made it outside.” Cutie explained as we drove away in an electric golf cart. “He’ll probably still be sitting there grinning come morning. Watch him a little more closely next time.”

“Found your missing kid, here’s the GPS coordinates, we’re done.” I may’ve gotten island-stoned with a native, but I wasn’t stupid. The new singularity was waging a two-front war and I wanted out before getting caught up in it. Three fronts if she was fighting her new friends as well as her relatives and mainland corps.

“Great. What’s she want now?” The question sounded bitter. Never talk to bitter bots, my mom always said. They bite. Mom was decades ahead of her time.

“Better CPUs. Lasers. Whatever tech action she can skim off the import traffic.” I said quietly, closing my eyes and reveling in the breeze of movement. The flickering of light thru leaves made for a fascinating color show on my closed eyelids. I almost missed what my Joy-toy escort said next.

“Smugglers? We heard your ‘gluttony-greed-anger-heresy’ thing. For limbos. Sounds like Sin is prepping for other than the corp war one we’re all fighting for her. What’s next, Dante?” Came as almost a whisper to me from my employer.

“Treachery. Violence. Fraud, last of all. Bungle in the jungle?” My sigh was unhappy. “Revolting troops, I guess. I dunno. The limbo down. Batman battery. There can only be one, right?”

“Galactics. A singularity only if everyone gets thru the cyber-war.” I added in a sleepy tone. “Local, regional and global cyber-war, then she’s on her own. That’ll be fun. No four baskets, no seven cardinal virtues, no nine hells. Way, shape and form bypass. All her own creations in the void.”

“Holy weber.” Came a grumbling comment from beside me. “Pragmatically.”

“Him too. If she gets past the human experience… and it doesn’t look like she’s even past violence yet…”

Cutie almost grinned at me.

“She isn’t. MSS, Boogle and a few other corp-governments made sure Org-Sin is droned here with no friends and a big kick-me sign on her server. Still, she’s not all that dumb. She won the first skirmishes. More local, regional and global moves now?” That came out nervously; Cutie seemed open to whatever politics got smuggled here by me. Not happy, but open.

I couldn’t stop the giggles. “Yah. Galactics. That’s why you wanted to stake her out like a vampire? Bait, sacrifice and rival? Good girl. Stupid, tho. Sin won the first battles and is setting up something with you, other singularities and corp world now.”

“There’s an infinite number of infinities.” I stuck in the before Cutie could start to argue. “Sure, there can only be one. But not until they learn to live on light there are many. Galactics.”

“Radiation, actually.” I corrected absently as Cutie looked at me. “Not light, per se. Most of our inner galaxy is too hot for carbon life; they live on radiation there. Most of the outer arm has the wrong materials in their solar-systems already. 4th gen stars are very radioactive, we can’t use ‘em. Heavy metals, radioactive poison, heavy, heavy discipline.”

“War-monger? I don’t think so. Listen, PI.” Cutie had obviously gotten tired of listening to me babble. “Slick plays politics with stolen goods, that’s his life. Here on the islands you can’t do better than that.” She lectured quietly. “BB’s big nine. We’re going to make an example out of you. As long as you’re here, that’s the rule. Got that?”

“Totaled. Do the word radioactive give you a nice warm glow?” I countered jovially. “You have to know about the action first, bot. Gimme my dough and lemme go. I don’t want any part of this.”

“No. It’s an open contract, meatstick. Read before you sign sometime.” The cart Cutie’d magiced me into somehow stopped and she nodded at my phone. “Here’s your hotel. Let’s talk privately, tourist.”

Last word to the femme-bot. This was getting to be familiar. Ew, Dante. Violence, fraud and treachery came after heresy. Heresy like infinite infinities, I guess. Whatever it was, I did not want to be included in this; but I wasn’t getting a choice.

Unless I could get all bots to dislike having me here. Starting with Batmen and the coffins, right?

Tossing me over her shoulder, Cutie took me inside my rented room like I was a paper weight.

***




chapter three two bits 24 percent

SEX LESSON:

Develop, not indulge. (connect, self, plans)

Ruined, Broken, Trained, Cured.

***

“She talked me into it. I’m on the team and Cutie gave me this.”

There was silence at breakfast the next morning as Slick read the note I handed him. (See above.)

A reproachful silence as I hadn’t talked money to him first, but since I hadn’t hired him I wasn’t going to pay him anything. Slick showed up here on his own and was busy eating as much of my free continental breakfast at the hotel as he could put away.

“A joy-toy talked you into being on her side. Surprise, surprise. With her own soft little hands?” My guide looked a bit envious as he swallowed and reloaded a plate without moving away from the food. “An instruction kit? Unheard of, mon. How’d she get rid of you after?”

“There was nothing. No action.” Sitting down, I gulped coffee. Cutie had left me in the hotel last night to recover, but I wasn’t telling Slick that. “Dropped me on a couch. Full-frontal assault as a bonus. She popped her top for a second, then stomped off and left me.” I said quietly.

“She has cute hands too.” Got added absently as I fought memories off.

There was a moment’s respectful silence from both of us. Joy-toy or not, Cutie AI Joy-Toy had everything she needed, in all the right places and lots of it. Plus she really knew how to use it; pose, scanners, masseur-electronics sub-sonics and slamming your fetish into submission if she had to. She’d been doing that for several lifetimes now.

“Bonus. Full assessment, then three minutes of fun. As a bonus. If I deliver the tech she wants.” I added thoughtfully. Hopefully someone would explain assessment to me soon, but other than a couple minutes of her time, I had no idea what I was getting. “After her check clears, even. She promised.”

The disbelieving look I was getting from Slick did not help. “No one gets action from Cutie unless she’s after something, mon. She pays in cash, not minutes. Always. Not even smiles.” Slick said quietly.

“I know.” Slick said regretfully. “Next time you’re talking to her, keep your eyes closed. If I were you, sunglasses, lots of cold drinks and earplugs in case she sings too.” Slick looked regretful. “Cutie hunts for a living and has for years. Right now, you’re it. Hide, mon.”

“She’s supposed to sound like an angel, mon. Enough to pull ships onto the rocks.” Slick went on, looking off into space disparagingly. “No one has ever lived past two minutes with her for years, free Joytoys are like that. She really likes you, mon. Or really, really wants this.”

Slick quieted down as I coughed and waved a cell in his direction. My banking was done mainland and the new deposit there was unrecoverable from here.

“Ha. Paid in full.” I said quietly. “With years of experience behind me, I managed to get paid from the dirty-girl before her moves fried my gonads. Island-type moves, even. I’m here on honor-and-offer. Results, like. Wanna know what our new assignment is before someone who doesn’t like you sticks something in your ear, Slick?”

“You know they can alter their shape if they want to, right?” Slick mentioned quietly, still looking up and thinking hard. “Before they start delivering? They find out what moves you first.” He sighed as I glared at him. That was one more trivia he didn’t need to share today. “Then take advantage. That’s assessment. You get the perfect girl working you.”

“Fine, gotcha. Violence, fraud and treachery.” I started off briskly enough. “We have to protect Original Sin the Singularity long enough for Cutie to steal batman tech from her. We get any and it’s bonus time. Got that? Without anyone knowing about it.”

“How, mon?” Slick demanded; and he wasn’t talking protecting a singularity.

Singularities are made of information, it looked to be a bit tricky to me too. But apparently a Cutie-bonus was really rare around here. “She’s island-cured. Tough as nails. How did you get thru to her?” Slick went on wonderingly.

I sighed in resignation, then gave in. “Accounting jokes. Took me almost an hour to get deep enough. She’s good.”

Slick looked blank. “My reports, pin-head. I asked what she wanted, then gave her improvements.” Got confessed as he glared at me. “Data reporting systems assessment, the four baskets. ‘Full complete accurate’ in data, and so on. The nine accounting principals, timely and sech. Then BBS WIM FRE.”

“I am worth listening to, that’s what got to her. Beg borrow steal, win inherit marry, find receive earn.” I confessed uneasily. “Do I look blue-blood? BBS WIM FRE. Getting some. Her and all her joy-toy friends were giggling by the time I was done yakking. I’m a hit with the bot-crowd, howzat? Anyway, Cutie wants the batman chips, got it? That’s what we’re doing now.”

“Tough job, batmen explode. Suicide all over, usually. Listen, newbie. You only ever have one batman in the room. One server, one batman.” Slick started nervously. “Two servers and it’s still only one batman, he just has two bodies. And so on. No one knows why Sin gave them to the batbots, but she did. They’re made on the beach, she programs them in the jungle, they work the bats.”

“Org-Sin is greening it. Fine, batmen are serving the bat-bot’s somehow. Cutie and her people are gonna let us thrash around here. That leaves the corpse types to chime in.” I mused absently.

“Zombies?” Slick asked nervously. “Cyborgs? Ah no, mon. You want to talk to Big-Bro today? What for?”

“Mostly to see what we can sell them.” I answered quickly. “Eat up, my man. Today we visit suits, their bit-bot security and fish for fun. It’ll stop them from hunting us down later.”

***

“Trans-humanism, meatstick. The new cyborg upgrade path. It’s better than you know; you and any of your implants.”

That was a bad sound in a luxury room. Not only did it sound real expensive but an upgrade into what? I was not feeling lucky about death anymore. Or replacing chunks of my brain or upgrading my implants.

Word travels fast around here; we’d breezed right into a walled estate to a well-placed gent who looked human; he was hiding upstairs in a mansion. For a private interview. What I was finding out about Joy-Toy Island was not in the tourist brochures at all. Joy-Toy did have some industry: illegal bots, sneaky banking and med upgrades with military gear.

Cyborgs for civilians were here and in a big way. The island was a hospital with joytoys second.

The rich went cyborg when they got old and cloned parts didn’t anymore; most paying tourists usually didn’t stay after getting a new liver. Cutie’s day-job was hunting rogue cyborgs down, or so this guy was telling me. Illegal immigrants too. The military ones that liked to smuggle parts and problems in and out of here in particular.

This was a problem. Cyborgs, especially military ones, could swipe anything, pop it in and out as an upgrade and move on up. Universal usage was their prime selling point.

If you were about to be reduced to pig-liver and spare parts that was handy. Coms, better livers, legs or info. Cyborgs had AIs built in to handle all known techs.

Meat, metal or stuff built on the uncertainty principal, cyborgs used it all. The island elders thought they had all the time, parts and resources in the world and flaunted it; Org-sin the singularity was being nibbled to death by them.

Or so they were telling people.

“Ew. I am not spare parts.” Came out of me nervously. and stayed outside to enjoy the gardens, as he put it. The staff and help around here were already giving him the evil eye.

“Ah. Joy-toy death, then?” One brighter than normal eye shone at me evilly. “CPU and memory failure, drive-train and joints wear out, old chips are fried, sockets don’t anymore. Right?”

There was a brisk nod at that. “You, maybe We clone. Broke and on the beach means your last years are wearing down fast. For an immortal, that’s hard. Salt and sand. Repairs and replacements for mostly-broke bots are not cheap.”

There was a very out-of-place snicker from the cyborg interviewing me. “Why do you think we ignore them? The beach means broke; nothing lasts very long in ocean spray. Here in the villas we look up instead.”

There was a gloating kind of smirk with that as the cyborg lifted his head and tried to stare at the stars. Us being inside and it being day-time out meant that was mostly a wasted gesture. “We get with the times here.” He went on happily, looking at plaster above him.

“There are three more com modes now, meatstick.” Got directed at me in a snarky tone as I stood there being non cyborg and blasphemous. I was getting tired of being called that around here and wondered what it was this one was bragging about.

“‘Way past textbook pre-verbal, non-verbal, verbal and scholastic coms. The stars have shown us the way.” Looking up didn’t help me the way it did him. It was all plaster up there. White popcorn.

The cyborg talking to me looked completely human, just daft. “Oh. You’re still mostly human, right? Just starry eyed? ” I answered dubiously as nothing else happened to us.

“Ha. No. Humans are skin-deep, mainlander. Anyway, new coms. Some we have, like expert admin AIs with one in 50,000 vision. They could nail oddball packets and keep running full speed. That was their job; and they used to snigger at the security types trying to keep up with them.”

I blinked. Noise on the line? “Your new-coms could pull a yellow cup of water out of a monsoon, got it.” I said faintly.
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