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chapter 1 mutants

“But we already have lots of mutants! Real ones. They’re under the underground, remember?”

Pookie was not listening to me, she was on a rampage again.

You do not want to be in the same room with a rampaging cyborg, just by the way. Or even a cranky one. She-who-must-be-obeyed gets real vicious at times and my little crown-of-creation Mindy wasn’t any different.

“Our mutants, you meathead.” That got indelicately sniffed at me as my own personal cyborg bodyguard pouted her misery and stomped around our apartment living-room. Mine, really, but she got touchy about that too.

Having a teensy overbuilt blond bounce and jiggle around my bachelor-pad was always fun, even if this one could rip your arms and legs off without raising a sweat. I sat back and tried to decipher my live-in’s current snit around the distractions she was providing.

It wasn’t easy. I was still enjoying the distractions when Mindy decided to show irritation with my lack of progress. I tried a general gambit, just for fun.

“The girls are on the island trying to wear the boys out. The cyborg-clone ones they dragged out there with them, remember?” I sighed and tried to signal male distress at being left out of things. She wasn’t listening. “I’m the only one around here not clone-grown, right? So which mutant do you mean, dear?”

That got another unladylike snort aimed in my general direction and more semi-focused pacing. I wasn’t sure my place could take the strain for much longer.

With the empty addition next door the girls had demanded while they were living with us still a handy hole in the wall, the place seemed empty without a dozen or so teenage cyborgs flitting around the place. I could almost understand Mindy’s boredom and distress right now.

Almost. She had only me to pick on now and I was getting tired of it, tho.

“There’s clones and there’s clones, Tracker. Then there’s mutants. Sixty or so next-gen changes slip in even after the best sterilization. Chemo-mutes, stress, diet? Cells change and grow to meet conditions, both the hard and easy way.”

Mindy was glaring off into space again and looked like she was trying not to blow a fuse. “Everything is a mutant, especially you mix-ups.” She snapped at me. “You dice-born you.” That came as a definitely sarcastic ending.

“None of them.” She clarified, glaring at me like I was being stupid when my best blank look did not earn me any more info.

“Call me Tracker. You’re allowed.” I grunted back at her. Mindy always got this way when she had to deal with things she couldn’t control. I was used to it, but the rest of the world had a very harsh lesson coming especially whatever was currently bothering her.

She did tend to get focused; cyborgs on full-automatic are a hard bunch to handle.

Mindy was experienced, too. Battle-trained, security-hardened and starting to get antsy again right now.

“Just gimme a clue here, Hon.” I stuck in. “Which mutants? Ours? The local ones? Angel trying something new? Corp-clones? Third-world nano-born? The crystal corps?” I went on hopefully, listing our friends and neighbors as best I could. “Henry up to something? Melody, maybe? Naturals?”

“None of ‘em.” Mindy muttered as I ran down, a little embarrassed at how many mutants there were out there. I’d never thought about this before either. “I’m worried about our girls, Tracker. The six UFO wonders we rescued and their baby-maybes to be.”

“Eh? The girls aren’t much more than a couple years old.” I started uneasily, squirming a bit. “Isn’t that a little early for thinking about next-gen troubles?”

“They look eighteen, live with their boyfriends and are just as stupid as any other teenager.” Mindy went on grimly, glaring at me like I was dense. “Two years old or not. Tube-grown, remember? They were born full-grown.”

“And they can move like mercury. Watch.” She grunted at me, tweaking her AI armband a bit. Mindy had dropped goggles in favor of a bracelet a while back. “Hey!” She chirped into it authoritatively. “Fashionistas assemble! I’m fluid, who’s in?”

“He gave you shopping-money? Incredible.” A wondering voice promptly answered. I recognized it as half of our redhead twin-team. “I want to know how you did that. Now.”

“Thigh-highs! Big-hair day! Shopping!” Came a blond-sounding squeal.“Me! I’m in!” There was a muffled answering noise to that. Number two blond had instantly agreed; it sounded like a mouthful of something bready there.

“You and your pixie boots.” A brunet remark cut in. “I want to attract IQ points this time, not slobber.” Grunting approval came thru in answer to that. Number two tall girl, our other brunette.

“Ew. Miniskirts again?” A sad other redhead sigh passed them by. “Naw. Borg to the max. Scare them a little, make them work for it.”

All seven of them started up then. The whole band dissolved into chatter, squeals and ‘ews’ with everyone talking at once. Mindy was even injecting her own insights into the melee and doing her best to keep up with the next-gen cyborgs we’d helped raise.

The girls started to natter and bang and I was lost. In seconds. Among other things the girls switched sides too often for me to keep up. After a few moments of female tintinnabulation my girl sighed and shut the band down, seemingly in the middle of a frantic color-highlight debate.

I hadn’t noticed why. Actually, I was lucky they didn’t go full-net and leave me out of things entirely. Sort of. You learn the hard way not to try arguing with any of seven cyborg girls who can all use the same mind. Trust me, you’re outgunned six ways from yesterday. Always. And they’re a couple steps ahead of you whenever they feel like it.

There was one thing from that girlish explosion. “The boys too? The island will be invading tomorrow, I guess.” I asked carefully as Mindy sighed and slowly relaxed again, looking pleased with herself. “Does Harvey know they’re breaking training?”

“Will he care?” I asked myself quietly.

“The boys stay, they’re allergic to shopping. He can’t stop the girls from going.” Mindy corrected me with an especially dirty look. “You go find some cash, tight-wad. You’re paying for this.”

“Hey!” My pained reaction to that news was genuine. Those girls went thru money like it was air when shopping and expected me to pick up the tab.

“No mention of maternity-suits, sudden weight gains, morning illness and so on.” She explained to me briskly. “No hint of anything except knock-em-dead, not knocked-up. Knock on wood. They’re still cool.”

“That two minutes of gossip is gonna cost me a shopping trip for everyone?” I asked skeptically. “For a negative? Isn’t there an easier way to find out if the girls are preggers, like hacking into their bio-feeds or something?”

“Whoa, wait. Fine, shopping. But we keep them out of Henry’s.” I added as a thought struck me. If these cyborg-girls were anything like their adopted mother, they’d spend more in Henry’s weapons-lab than most small nations ever made.

“Forever.” I added firmly. “Nobody has enough money to finance a trip there for seven cyborg-girls. Not even Henry.”

“Party-pooper. Wait till they start making their own cash.” Mindy pouted at me, triumphant about something. “Then it’ll be anything they want. You’ll be sorry then.”

“You’ll be sorrier. Those sweet young things will make more money than you.” I snapped back. “Now, about the mutants you were worried about…”

“Mine.” Mindy answered with a blush, going coltish all of a sudden. “I’m due, Tracker. I’m trying to prep here. I might be a monster. The babe might be.”

“Ew. You’re going to turn into a panic-stricken worry-wart the second you get preggers?” I asked carefully, looking at my better-half carefully. “You worried about food, clean air and exercise too?”

“Not with cyborg-systems. I could live happily in places that’d kill you in seconds.” My girl had a very pat answer for that. Too pat. She’d been doing serious thinking on the subject, I could tell.

And hadn’t jumped me yet. Warning bells started going off in a deep, dark corner of my brain as the shoe finally dropped.

“Oh. You already have. When?” I asked weakly. Certain mysterious events started falling into place and after taking a good hard look at my favorite girl, I tried to smile. “And do we get married first or what?” Was my next statement. It surprised even me.

“Not telling.” That came back real fast, the marriage part ignored. Mindy was worried about something and seriously if a permanent deep-net didn’t interest her.

Our bio-net was a 16-hour-a-day obsession with Mindy. If she wasn’t doing anything else, she was working on me. Us. Our hormonal relationship; something like that.

“This is a secret, Tracker. Me, pregnant? The authorities, the corps and the Universities are all way too interested in what would happen, remember? You keep your mouth shut about this.”

“You think the manhunt for an escaped crown-of-creation by the arms-dealers was intense, wait till you see what they’ll do to get their hands on a preggers one.” Mindy whispered to me quickly. I looked over at a blinking light on the wall. Yes, she’d shut the house AI down.

This explained the unstable reactions from the house-bot recently. Mindy had been hacking our home-AI to cover things up again. Then it hit me hard. My girl was gone slightly, had been for a while and I was about to become a daddy to a brand-new type of people.

The first cyborg-grunt marriage in history was about to pop more trouble on a war-weary world. From tube to terror; via the baby-factory this time.

And it was my problem.

“You can’t be the first to do this.” I said weakly as my brain fried in my skull.

Being the center of attention for the whole world was normal for Mindy; that was more or less what she was designed to handle as a presidential bodyguard. That and being able to take the whole world apart with her bare hands, that is. But everyone with half an interest in cyborgs peering over her shoulder to see what her kids turned out to be from now on?

There were far too many people trying to build, grow or nano next-gen cyborg tech right now, regardless of who was against it. A natural-born would be several steps in a simpler direction and they’d all be very keen to horn in on this.

There were complications. Min and I both had nanites no one else did, or at last traces of them. UFO varieties, Henry’s specials, corp weapons, the full nine yards. Being front-line in more than one war with the rogue AIs had made all sorts of interesting troubles in the applied tech-wonders departments.

Henry swore we were both clean, tho. So did the Mushroom below. The galatics hadn’t tried to sterilize us recently either. I began to wonder if the new UFO observer Angel was buddying with at the capital would have any meddling up his sleeve. He had better tech than anybody local, but it was locked up behind a million years of experience of dealing with primitive races.

That experience was mostly saying ‘no!’ and making it stick. Even if we had managed to keep our local systems running under a class-two galactic-citizenship test, we were still a class five civilization under isolation-ban till we proved we could do something interesting, useful or better than the galaxy at large.

“Preggers. You. I’m gonna need a minute here.” I said carefully as my brain blew a few more fuses. “With you on my lap, pest.”

That got snapped out as Mindy looked at me wide-eyed. You could see every system she had frantically buzzing right now as she tried to figure out how I was handling this. “Full-net, if you want. While I’m still stunned, Ok?”

Full-net included base bio-feeds. Bio-net linkups let little-pest meddle as much as she wanted with my drives; you learned the hard way not to let her do that. I’d developed an extreme allergy to coffee when she’d decided I was drinking too much of it once.

No one, not even Henry, knew how she’d managed that. A smug and gloating Mindy would not tell anyone either.

She jumped me so fast I didn’t see her move. Cuddling in and muttering to herself, Mindy was linking up before I’d even finished the invite. Very fast, very worried and also very distracting.

Her mutter-chant sounded like ‘sensation, stimulation, morph.’ to me, another of her tantric drills. A new one I was expected to ka-push my electronics to, according to the playbook.

She had plans, you could tell. A few seconds later I didn’t have enough left to worry about any of them. I had bigger problems than Mindy’s hate for my taste in fast-snacks right now and one of them was in my lap.

One tiny little voice in the back of my brain kept droning on. My girl was preggers and we were about to take on the whole world and more, again. About to take on the whole world, a new UFO-observer type, our cyborg daughters and each other all at the same time, in fact.

Then release a brand-new human on them all.

***

“You were playing politics again, weren’t you?”

Used hard and put away wet, again. Mindy’s tantric had been a little extra-intense today and I was lying there gloating, filled, fulfilled and drained.

Shouting at Mindy as she showered and got ready to overwhelm the rest of new day was the only course left for me; recovering any shards of my dignity left lying around our place next.

Things had changed. Almost the same as the old day, but I was in the loop now.

All the girls knew Mindy was expecting and had for a while, I was betting; it’s hard to hide things like that in crystal-net or whatever the girls were using for com-link these days. I was guessing I was the last of the important people in her life to know about this development.

Henry’s lab would be hard to hide anything in, for instance. Melody would know, she was tribal-medical and Mindy’s glowing would give it away the second she saw her.

Even the four billion-year-old mushroom under the city probably had a clue and Mindy rarely did anything but attack him in crystal-net.

Crystal-net was kind of an over-mind thing. Hard to explain and I invented it.

Sighing happily, I stopped worrying about the gossip circuit. Things weren’t that bad, really. Mindy’d been humming when she left me to clean up.

A happy Mindy is a Mindy that just got away with something; you learn things like that. This time it was more than bot-tantric, the school of weird fooling around she obsessed on.

“Yes, politics. Not play-time, not drives. Do some reading, Tracker.” A muffled shout came from the shower. “It’s on your goggles. And prep for the girls.”

“I’d hurry if I were you, they’re due here in a few hours.” came a muffled shout at me over the shower running. “And might want you there.”

***

“I can do whatever I want, I’m the military governor here, not you.”

Angel almost had apoplexy at that statement. She was greeting the new UFO Observer’s hologram, here to replace Greysuit, the old UFO observer who’d happily left the planet the first chance he got after getting stranded here in a war Angel had created around him.

“You aren’t the Governor of anything, you’re an observer. No protectorate agreement has been signed.” Angel was fumed back at the alien in a controlled rage.

The fresh new UFO-type glanced thru his personal shields at her coolly, then gave Angel a disgusted look. “Find my boss and convince him of that.” He said with a nasty edge in his voice.

“Till someone stops me, this planet is mine to play with. I’m anything I want to be, up to and including Emperor of land, sea and air. Your whole world, peon. Galactic Overseer. Now go ahead and do something about it.”

Angel was more than quietly furious, she was murderously furious; you do not do things like this to even an older model cyborg. The new UFO observer dropped from last ship thru the system wasn’t what she expected; or hoped for.

He was an idiot. A corrupt mad-scientist who was going to use superior tech to make the earth his personal playground and laboratory.

“You have no ship. You’re grounded here. You mean to say we get to shoot at you till the next supply-line comes thru?” She asked him pleasantly, still grinding her teeth. “We do have the tech to break you, you know.”

“The old shields, maybe. These multiphased randomized ones are much better than the last few used here.” The pretentious twit went on contemptuously, eyes cast skyward.

“Or so I’m told. I’m a biotechnologist, I just push buttons for the war-stuff. The quartermaster seemed sure of that when he issued it to me, tho. You did manage to mess up the last couple of teams here; that got an upgrade necessary. Even in the life-boat left here, they told me that much.”

“And you don’t think we can break your tech.” Angel grinned nastily. “Or that shield. How silly of you.”

“Ha. Protection is one of the conditions of getting anyone to come to these backwater planets, girl. They pin something on you, promise a LOT better tech than the natives have, a semi-functional panic-button and free transport.”

The observer went on sulkily, obviously bored. “And all the equipment I want. Get real, human. This type of work is a five-year sentence for offending the powers-that-be back home. You get dumped out here with your lab and told to like having a free hand.”

“Very humane sentencing, really. We can do whatever we want, including the stuff forbidden at home. What got us sent here? Doing it there. Get used to it.” He advised her absently. “Or stop me. Those are your only choices.”

“No one really cares if I accidentally sterilize the planet anyway. That’s one of the reasons I’m here.” He admitted candidly as Angel fumed and tried to control her temper.

“No one liked what I was doing at home, it was considered dangerous. Unethical, even. They liked you even less. Dangerous and unethical. You aren’t popular, this is exile, I get to fool around a lot. Tag, you’re it.”

“Genetics is weird. You get both constellation and cascade effects.” The alien went on dreamily as Angel glared at him. “That’s my play.”

“And lab accidents. Humans? Over 500 built-in reflexes to build on. Then natural mutes. Radiation, chemo, environmental, developmental, age… The works. You could try your whole life and not get what you wanted to come out; or get anything to stay stable over a couple generations.”

“And I have the tech to try whatever I want here.” He went on happily, looking at his fingernails.

“Every female on the planet might start birthing Zantars, for instance. They have tentacles.” He added as Angel looked confused for a moment. “Or just end up sterile. Anything I want to try out.”

“This is another class-two test, isn’t it?” Angel exploded at him, snarling. “Just what gives you the right to experiment on us this way?”

“The right? You can’t stop me.” The biotechnologist smirked happily. “Not in this gods-forsaken backwater world.”

“The next check-up is in three years, maybe. Five is closer to normal. Ten would not surprise anyone. They won’t care what I’m doing, either. They just wave as they fly past.”

“That’s all I need, really.” The giggle from the observer was nasty. “Listen, female. In about another two seconds you won’t even be able to see me. Ever again, if that’s what I want.”

“That’s what the last few Observers thru here thought.” Angel growled, still fuming. “Including the military ones. You want to learn the hard way too?”

There was a thoughtful pause from the little alien “Yes.” he finally said.

“They gave me the chance to try my dreams, girl. Things I could never get funding or permits for back home.” The Observer sighed happily and went on. “In isolation, with a planetful of subjects, and any method I want to use. Genetics! Nanites, viruses, surgery, chemo-spray… A dream come true. One unhappy native isn’t stopping me.”

With that, the new Observer disappeared. New shield-tech, a type that was nothing on any of Angel detectors. Not even a dust-spray showed anything. Dislocated holograms were like that.

“You’re just lucky it’ll take me a few weeks to get anything together.” A disembodied voice went on dreamily. “Or I’d be starting today. Surveys of shed skin cells, easy. A few probes for samples. Then to work. Soon!”

There was a happy, heartfelt sigh come from midair, then a quiet chuckle. “Goodbye, primitive. And good luck.”

Angel sat there and ground her teeth as the room quieted around her.

***

My home had been turned into a college-dorm again, complete with seven fairly unclad killers comparing trophies; I was standing in the middle of it with my mouth open.

Have I mentioned my girls were world-class beauty-queens with lots of razor-sharp edges yet? Right at the moment they were perfecting girly weapons, too. I didn’t have a chance here.

“We came, we shopped, we conned.” Was the single comment directed at me from the still-bustling group. The rest of them were buzzing conversation… The parts that weren’t private-net links that is… and it sounded mostly like an art debate. I think. It was hard to tell. The girls being cyborgs, my home also sounded like a war-room at times. “Com, con, coo, cop!”

They were playing with new guns almost as much their new clothes.

The girls were definitely not letting me in on their secrets today, not even Mindy. I was just a handy target for testing their wiles; and they were abusing that regularly and hard.

Mindy looked like she had several new dance outfits for Marley’s place on the go and was mixing them up now. All of them were stunning. So was she. And the girls were playing with them too.

“Except for you, goody-two shoes.” A snarky remark floated by. One of the girls was not all that interested in fashion; one of the brunettes and had gotten targeted. She had sensible clothes on and looked like a moody librarian who liked to move around a lot. A tall, leggy one with lots of bad intents.

One designed to kill, actually. She was the only one wearing visible weapons, but I was sure all the clothes gotten today were weapons in their own right. Cyborgs are like that.

The girls were lounging around the apartment after a hard day of spending money, cleaning out shops and I was more than a little bewildered by the mess they had made of my place.

Mostly that my home looked like a change-room. Some garments strewn about I could identify, that much I was sort-of thankful for. Some of them were just weird. Just what the costumes, disguises, war-paint, dust-ruffles, laces and the rest of it was made things than a little scary in here.

The weapons part, remember? Arsenic and old lace had nothing on my girls. What good is a scarf if you can’t take down a tank with it, really?

Mindy caught my eye with a particularly telling jiggle and winked at my continuing stunned amazement. “Don’t look next door, Tracker. That’s where the deliveries are going.” She leaned over and husked in my ear, completely destroying whatever concentration I had left. “It’s a weapons shop in there too. Stay out of the lab, mere fleshy human. It’s dangerous in there.”

“Hun-hun-hun.” I sputtered out, still trying to get my thoughts back out of the gutter. “Room?” One of the redheads grinned and popped a move with a very elegant butt that wiped all thought from my brain. Then she giggled and the rest of the room smirked at her in reply.

One of the blondes went by before I could recover and used both hands to tug on my arm. That gave me an eyeful of a full bust topped with wonderful sparkling blue eyes. “Stay out of the washroom too, Tracker.” She whispered to me as I tried to get refocused. “It’s kinda deadly in there right at the moment. Let it air for a while.” Then she let go and wandered away before I could say anything.

“Weapons lab?” I finally sputtered out as things slowly began to sink in. “You were at Henry’s? Oh crap. I am not paying for any of this.”

“He offered to trade a film of the change-room for a couple weapon upgrades.” Mindy said quietly, posing in front of a three-way mirror now. “We agreed. The miserable old perv had couple new tricks we really wanted in on.”

I looked, fascinated. I’d forgotten Mindy had dimples there. They were really cute, too. I tore my head away reluctantly. “Ow. That miserable old fart is watching right now? Henry!” I finally got out, looking around at house-cams.

“No.” Mindy grumbled, peeved. “Just you. And blink every once in a while, Tracker. Close your mouth and breath too. It’ll do you good.”

The home-AI was filming right now, I think. It looked like it. Face trackers for drama shots, full-scans for moves. I hoped it had a better sense of decency than I did. “Can Henry’s heart take all this?” I asked carefully as a small freckled redhead having a big-hair day started a joy-of-being-ditzy dance in one corner, practicing something to music only she could hear.

She was lip-syncing the words as she danced too. Red looked a little spaced as she gyrated and there was even a small pot-light trained on her. I winced. The girls were sure doing this up purple. Red’s moves looked part fan-dance, part line-moves, part MTV and all distracting. Totally fascinating. I finally put my hand over my eyes to get any other thoughts moving.

“No. We send Henry a copy when we’re done.” Mindy called out, both hands over her head and palms out now. She twirled for me and got more naughty thoughts moving in my head again. “After we film at Marley’s. Edited, naturally. He might even be there; he had a list of things he wanted to see us do.”

That came a fast sotto-mutter from her hardly-moving lips. “In my act, pervert.” She added as I opened my mouth to protest. “The girls want in on the show too, tho. I said OK.”

“There’s gonna be a riot.” I murmured, looking around the room. “You know most girls At Marley’s rent their time out, right? Rent-a-dates, including the dancers?”

“Can we at least warn the grunts there this is an all-cyborg crown-of-creation show?” I whimpered as more moves popped. “It might stop a few of them from getting themselves hurt cheering themselves to death.”

“Yah. Like they’ll be able to bother any of us.” Mindy snorted at me. “There’s also some news from Angel.” She went on absently, trying a series of hand-moves now. It was fascinating. “It seems the latest UFO Observer is another mad-scientist-type who wants to experiment on human DNA. Whole continents at a time, or something like that. She wants some help hunting him down.”

“I bet she does. I bet he did. Marley is gonna pay you to do this? Does she know that yet? And I want to see this film before Henry does.” I grunted, irked. “We might even want a copy here.” I added as the blonds zipped by again.

“Dang. Is there anyplace safe left in my place to me to sit?” I asked plaintively, whimpering by now as I looked around at the female mayhem being practiced around me. “I can’t take a much more of this. Not standing up anyway.”

“Perv. Nope. I’m cooking in the kitchen. Touch anything and die.” That came from one of the girls busily clanking things in the nook. I leaned over and peered in my cooking area. A blond was dressed as a chef there and she smiled brilliantly at me, in a very leggy, mini-skirted sort of way. “Stuff Radiant taught us we couldn’t try on the island.” Came from a totally different direction. I missed which girl it was talking to me now.

Too many chefs spoil the broth? Not in this case, it seemed. Cyborgs! At least they weren’t finishing each other’s sentences today.

“Girls. Shelia, Stella, Sally, Sharon, Selma and Sandra. Whoever you really are today. And Mindy.” I added as an afterthought. You could tell that little almost-omission annoyed her no end.

My girls also traded names on a moment to moment basis just to bug me. It was a twin thing, I think. It had something to do with them being electronically linked from the tube-birth on.

“I’m overwhelmed here. Listen, do your charms and wiles work on the mushroom? You know, our deep, dark underground four billion-year-old slime-mold friend?”

“Yep. They work on anything with a pulse.” Came the quick answer. The girls were totally confident of that, it seemed. “Even in crystal-net, which none of us can do anymore.” Came from the general direction of the bathroom. “All guys are dumb, Tracker. You should know that, we’ve told you often enough. Why, what do you want?”

There was general agreement to that muffled comment from the john. It sounded like lipstick was being applied in there.

Or being removed. It might’ve been oil of some type, there were several war-paint kits lying about, mixed with assembled and partially disassembled weapons. There was even a sheathed wooden practice sword lying around today, I noted. Two of them, in fact. One already cracked.

“The mushroom doesn’t have a pulse.” I said, annoyed. “That we know of.” I added as several heart-breaking pouts got aimed my way. “But as long as you’re here and kittened out…”

I explained what I wanted them to try and got about six words into it before everything went south on me. The idea got a couple quick giggles, then the whole troop went net to discussed and rebuild it into something functional. Mindy included.

There was even a quick kiss blown in my direction from Mindy while they were discussing things in a silent, full net-mode linkage. Idea assimilated.

I’d be lucky to even recognize the plan when they were done fiddling around with it, but apparently the girls liked the idea enough to start setting things up.

***

“There was a riot?”

“Yeah. Not much of one. More of a tussle, but all six of the girls got in on it.”

Mindy smirked, a little proud. “Marley’s really pissed the girls tried anything on her regulars.”

Oddly enough, Min did not seem depressed at all that her new dance-team had just got itself barred from the underground for being too rowdy for the lawless to handle. “Poor Henry. He tried to be the gallant about something and the girls had to zip into the crowd to pull him out.”

“Ha. Wade thru the crowd in chunks, if I know them at all. Would’ve taken the six of them about three seconds to level the whole underground if they wanted to.”

“Henry caused the riot then?” I asked carefully, looking at my fingernails studiously. “Not the girls being provocative and maddening the crowd beyond all endurance?”

“Something like that. Both. The story will improve with retelling.” My girl smiled at me, a proud and happy mom right at the moment, you could tell. “But it did turn out to be a good workout, Tracker. The girls haven’t had all that much experience pulling punches with norms before. Except on you.”

“I do not like the sound of that.” I grumbled, stretching my neck a little. “So our girls took off and went mushroom right after the mess at Marley’s?”

“In a bunch.” Mindy nodded absently. “They carried Henry home first. Promised him a really good movie from the tapes at Marley’s if he healed fast enough, then went down to talk to the great-old-one down there about Angel’s latest problem.”

“Asking for their crystals to be renewed, if I know them.” I grunted. “Something he won’t do for them last time they asked. Or the time before that, or the time before that.” I groaned. “The things I miss when I leave you alone for more than twenty minutes at a time, Mindy. Aren’t you supposed to be hiding from baby-snatchers or something? Or at least babysitting?”

“I was with all my babies all day and they did themselves proud. Everyone got up and walked away after the riot and the girls could’ve been thrown everyone thru the nearest wall.” Mindy said smugly. “I told Marley that a few times later.”

“Better hope she believes it. Hiring a cyborg dancer will spread as bad news anyway.” My rumblings were getting ignored, so you knew I was missing something here. “Wait. How many of the girls went on before the troubles started?” I asked suspiciously.

“Everyone but me.” Mindy finally confessed, blushing. “I was supposed to pole-dance the finale, but we never got that far. Did you know Stella can walk across shoulders in a crowd? Tables, chairs and people without missing a beat?”

“Our librarian? She’s a tumbler?” I asked carefully. “Ow. I didn’t know that.”

“And Sally’s the comedian. The other brunette. A popular one too.” Mindy added gleefully. “The crowd kept expecting those two to do something other than yak, but they never did. Well, till Stella walked all over them. Trotted, really. They loved her anyway. The other girls wedged their way to Henry as a team and carried him out.”

“Wow. We have overbuilt blue-eyed blondes, super-elegant green-eyed redheads, leggy brunette killers and you.” It looked like a puzzle to me. “Who all trade names at a moment’s notice, the pests. You’re telling me the crowd at Marley’s rent-a-date place liked the leggy brunettes most. Really?”

“The blondes were first; Not a hard sell there. Sally and Sharon would’ve gotten cheered for standing there breathing. They change costumes and do the twin-thing.”

There was a happy giggle at the memory. “The redheads worked a stunning team-dance, but Stella has the touch. Crowd-magic. They loved her when she crushed a borg helmet with her bare hands.” Mindy said seriously. “Sally really slayed them. Selma and Sandra have routines that’d kill in Vegas but Marley liked our librarians most.”

“Oh. I see, And one of the snap-back zings got Henry upset at a regular. I don’t think they’ll do that again. The crowd, that is.” I mentioned quietly. “Oh, well all’s well that ends. Did they get paid?”

“In advance. Marley is not stupid. Three sets of twin-acts in one night? Gorgeous female ones? Cyborgs? We got Friday, first set without even asking for it.” Mindy was gloating again. Her girls were a wild success, literally.

“That was today, Tracker. I get ten minutes at most, normally. Mid-set change-over.” She added seriously. “And I started as last-show warm-up.”

“Our girls could’ve taken the stage all night.” Mindy went on happily. “And kept everyone glued to their seats. They’re good.”

“Oh. Do they like the work?” I asked carefully. This was the important part. If my kids liked the stage, the world was about to lose its best and only crystal-cyborg warriors to Hollywood.

“Not a lot. They made more in tips than pay, tho. That was nice.” Mindy sighed happily again. “Say, where were you anyway?” She finally asked suspiciously. “You knew we were going to be there tonight. Even Teddy made an appearance, the furry little runt.”

“Ask him for copies of the bot-tapes before you edit Henry’s giftie together then.” I said carefully, thinking hard. “You’d be surprised at what tapes the bots can put together when they want to. Or what they score on. Marley’s surveillance tapes too.”

“If he says no I have access.” I reminded her gently. “And you have clearance at Marley as a bouncer. I’m a deacon in the bot-church, remember? Anyway, do you remember that idea I had? The one the girls took over so fast?”

“Yeah. I’m on it already. Both suggestions. Accessing the tapes, copies being dumped to our home-box.” Mindy grinned at me, tapping her goggle-band. “Bot tapes, Marley’s and ours. I fixed your goggles for you again, by the way. They know me now.”

“Ow!” I shook my head sadly. This was a chronic problem at our house. I had the access and gear, Mindy had talent. I could barely make my deacon-goggles talk to me without help; the nasty thing was they always seemed to obey Mindy a lot better than they did me after she fixed them up for me.

“Your idea? Something along the lines of getting a nano-DNA repair kit together, right? Nano-locked to specific DNA.” Mindy went on. “Mushroom, crystal, whatever. You were hoping for mushroom-nanos to help, sort of.”

“Yeah, repair-nanos. From Henry, the corps and the mushroom.” I added cheerfully. “Maybe Angel and the observer too. It’s gotta be a standard something or other somewhere, right? Healing nanos, personally tuned. Species-fix. Something that, with any luck, would reactivate the girl’s crystals. Remember now?”

“Yeah.” Mindy stayed gal-glaring at me. Missing our little girl’s first recital wasn’t a forgivable thing, I guess. Not from all the dirty looks I was getting at the moment.

“Well, after the girls won’t talk to me about it, I went to people I know and asked them instead.” I mentioned cheerfully. “People outside the various systems we normally invade. Illegal, immoral and fattening types. The people after the basement-tech the last crop of nanos made floating about, if any.”

“You asked who? Free-bots?” Mindy asked in confusion. “Street-kids? Who? You don’t know anybody, Tracker. A couple Mall-managers having trouble with people smuggling crapola out trunks and trucks in the parking lot, maybe. And whether they like you or not is another story.”

“Ha. No, I did not spend the night at Sam’s talking to Charlie my accountant.” I grumbled at her. “Or with bots asking efforts to be made. Try again.”

I winced and cringed a bit as a thought struck. “Charlie hates talking to me these days anyway, you know that. Every time I see him I dump aliens in his office, or people like you getting shot at by everybody near him.”

Sighing again, I winced. “Or a whole war. The last time we visited his neighborhood, the local mall and his office building got destroyed, remember? Accidentally. Or at least damaged a lot. He hates things like that.”

“I tapped into the ultimate city resource; user-power. Hackers, the people who make things work in ways no one else knows anything about.” I grinned at Mindy. “Tech-types, dear. User-power tech-support, actually. There are a couple of them that owe me favors for various things. They have access to things even Henry has trouble getting his hands on, if you like the weird fixes.”

“You returned a teddy years ago and tried to cash in on it.” Mindy accused me in a low tone. “Some client you kept wet-ware, right? Hidden from me, you sneak.”

“Some deals are all noise, Hon. There’s no other safe way to do them. Ask Melody’s friend, Marley’s up-town girl about that.” I went on, unperturbed. “I talked to her too.”

“Sandy? Dealer to the Stars? Huh. I never would’ve thought clubbies were good for anything except parties.” Mindy mused to herself. “Freaks and hotties, huh. How would they get new repair-nanos?”

“Talent and drones. I dunno and I don’t care either. Mentioning to a few people I’d pay for a good leak delivered here wasn’t hard.” Staying smug was hurting my face, so I leaned over and kissed Mindy on the top of her blond head. She only flinched a little.

“It’s called grind, dear. You put time, money and effort in. Sometimes you get returns, sometimes you get hustled. It’s a game, so I hit more than a few of them. Everyone I could think of, in fact.”

“Old clients. Clubbies. Quiet tech-types. Dealers trying to get deadbeats to pay up. Gangas outside Marley’s and the underground market.” I added. “Melody. Topside working girls. Rubbie camps. The flea-market and the university crowd. The free-trade zones.”

“Yeah! Say, there’s a few people I haven’t talked to recently. I might be able to score on something too.” Mindy looked off into space. “Did Angel ever get around to canceling the reward on us?”

“Yeah. A few times.” I answered. “The official ones, anyway. Why, you thinking of hitting working Borgs?”

“Just the connected ones.” Mindy grinned at me. “The officially retired ones, independent mad-scientist Cyborg types. You’re not the only one keeping secrets, Tracker. I could put a hint out in a quiet place I know of that we needed this kind of action and possibly get responses. Eventually. Maybe in trade.”

“Angel is not the only cyborg working other gigs now. Most of the hurt ones do guard-work for placed people, or end up as security in expensive labs.” Mindy went on happily. “The kind of place expensive, tailored immortality tech like personalized nanos would migrate to.”

“Immortals? Yeah. Med-tech sounds like teddys to me. Maybe Henry too.” I went on. “Anyway, a couple of these people are hard to get to. You hit them when they have time for ya, so I was busy tonight.”

“Busy? You don’t know busy yet. Learn this, practice that, do anything you want to.” That got an evil eye from Mindy. “Ha. You up to date on any of my stuff yet, hero?”

“Nope.” I shook my head; you could see the wheels turning in Mindy’s mind. As usual, it one a more-or-less one-track train of thought there and involved sheets, pillow-fights and whatever other rompish things that came to mind.

“Dummy. You need pictures or what?” She snapped at me. That came as a surprise, but I sat back and relaxed. I had no real objections to Mindy’s tantric. She was getting good at it and could always surprise you if she wanted. “I can get you a few if you need them.” She grumbled at me. “Idiot.”

“Just tell me about it a couple hundred more times.” I said quietly. “Things do sink in, honest. Eventually. We’ve got a few hours right? I don’t think we’ll get any feedback before our visiting girls get back.”

“Good. Let’s not waste them, Tracker.” With that, I got a very determined lap plopped on mine and some ingenious wriggling happening. “We have stuff to celebrate, fella. Get a move on.”

“My moves, coming on. Game-day on.” I wheezed out. As it was turning out, Mindy had a very talented rear too. “Then we hit the gossip-circuit again. There’s an old world out there that needs saving.”

“A couple new ones too.” Got whispered in my ear. I wondered what she was talking about, but not for very long.

Little-pest had been modding my bio-feeds again. You could tell, the pervert.

***

“This is the part where I get to tell you you’re a thumb-footed numbskull, Angel.” Nodding at the phone didn’t help much. I’d already killed the volume on my end to cut the abuse from her down to tolerable levels.

Ie, none. She was after us to save the world again, after all. For free.

Angel was not happy in her new job as the Observer contact. Since he apparently wanted to kill all the humans (or at least experiment on them) and wasn’t talking to her anymore, there wasn’t a lot for her to do in the Capital these days.

“Listen, girl. I went out and looked, instead of putting AIs on camera feeds. Or trying to Borg things over the way you do. Instant score. Six weird-bots are out already, scoping out the tech-leftovers from the last nano invasion; some of it looks more than useful. Most of it is tech they can’t even ID yet.”

“Or tell you why it works, but it does. There’s more.” I nodded at the camera and started reading items off the list I had in front of me. “Evil deeds, Lab-rat department. Did you know working-girls and rubbies are starting to disappear worldwide? Right off the streets? Whatever this new Observer is doing, he’s burning thru lots of people real fast. Specific types.” I risked a peek at Angel. She was sitting quietly and glaring furiously out of the screen now.

“Somehow.” I grunted, scratching a cheek. A worldwide collection service that managed to keep things quiet was a puzzle to me. This UFO dude hadn’t been here that long yet and he was up to his pits in kidnapping already.

“We have a fast mover here, girl.”

There was a silent snarl directed at me, one I ignored. On the positive side, Angel hadn’t offered to dig up my poor dead mother and send her to the organ-banks in at least a minute now.

That I’d heard. Having the volume off helped a bit there.

“Anyway, we didn’t find him. UFO-guy, that is. The current search is in places that’ve gone suspiciously quiet in the last few weeks; sterile areas of the pacific that don’t have any traffic anyway, for instance. The blank spots on the map.”

One elbow on the desk, I put my chin in my hand and started over it at her, waving the sheet of paper in my other hand like it was important news. “An ‘Isle of Mordue’ type thing would be too easy, tho. Him making himself into a volcano-god type of thing. Right?”

Glaring at Angel like this was all her fault was my only fun here. “The sad part is most of my sources haven’t even gotten back to me yet. You’re missing the gold out there girl, doing whatever it is you’ve been doing. This only took me e hours. So. Have the corps offered us anything useful yet?”

“Think they’re selling to this idiot? Servicing him?” I asked next without waiting for an answer. Angel didn’t seem happy. You could see her lips moving again as she invented tortures to use on me. Since the volume was still off, I ignored it.

“Didn’t think so.” I went on, blinking at her. “And no, the mushroom thinks all this is our problem, not his. We as a race aren’t advanced enough for crystal-net and Mushy intends to keep that for himself till we are. The girls I send down there to ask him say so. He’s not offering any help with new DNA-mods either, whatever they are. Or any of my ideas.”

“My girls are at Henry’s shopping. Trading dance-videos for weap-tech, in fact.” I went on. Angel was sitting quietly, staring at me furiously again. “A warp-drive, right? They’ll get him in the loop, tho nobody knows what or how the newbie is up to yet. Henry will poke around a bit from his shop, looking for us.”

For a cyborg and one of the earlier models, Angel was restraining herself beautifully. I could remember a time when talking to her like this would’ve been instant death-to-pencils, the phone getting punched out, Borgs at the door and some really inventive tortures readied.

She must’ve be peeved, giving up all that power for her current nothing-doing action. Angel’d plunged the whole world into a four-generation AI war from her post as head of the city’s Borg-squad once, and as far as anyone could tell, just for fun. I began to wonder what she’d hoped to get by moving to the capital. Whatever it was, she obviously wasn’t getting it.

Or maybe she already had. It was very hard to tell anything with Angel till she tried to shove it down your throat.

“So, back to you. New mutants, eh? Perfect security means nothing happens and you’re not being perfect there. The Borg? You started a war to get that development. Being a perfect PC means nothing happens, just like the current mushroom antics. Heading uptown taught you being org’ed isn’t a happening thing either yet?”

I looked over the paper at Angel. She was muttering underneath her breath at me again, fists clenched hard in front of her. “Ah, you did find out what the Capital is like. The best and brightest move away like you did, and the leftover parachutes bury stuff. Weirdos get sent to the boonies. Here, in fact. And egocentrics surround themselves with sucks. Syncopates.”

Sighing, I tried to look intelligent. “We have a few forlorn hopes the corps are going the same way, and may they fall over their own laces soon. Right now a new UFO type is about to start altering human DNA on a global scale. You wanted help there, right?”

I chuckled long and hard as Angel had the grace to blush around the various threats she was making at me right now. She winced and reverted to her old habits; grabbing and furiously breaking pencils.

“Security. Organizations. PC-politics. All dead in the water for baby-factories. Natural ones, this time. We think.” I went on. “Useless, whatever your build there is. And even more useless against the current UFO-GMO-DNA threat.”

I reached out and put my hand on the volume control. “You’ve got three seconds to convince me you’re worth talking to, Angel.” I said as condescendingly as I could. “If you can’t, we aren’t mingling any till this is finished up. Got that? You just send money.”

Blinking in the general direction of the camera, I winced and turned the volume back up.

It was instant abuse and very vile stuff. Angel was producing a strong, constant stream of profanity directed at me, my ancestry, imaginary habits and appearance. I nodded and turned it off again.

Then I blinked at her and turned the phone off. If Angel wasn’t going to be any official help, she wasn’t going to be any official help. She was cyborg and would be after command-status anyway; she wasn’t getting any of that here.

For me, triggering the general-alert Mindy had put into our home AI was next; the one that called for instant disappearances for everyone concerned. Our fun was going to be all off-grid from now on. That required fast and serious sterilization and shielding of any info-feeds.

Angel might be useless in this war, but she did have a nasty habit of putting revenge first and results second. Still. She’d be coming after us in a full-tilt bogeyman style till she had cooled down, and I knew cyborgs well enough to know that wouldn’t be for a while.

Henry, Harvey, Teddy and a couple other people I thought important all got the latest word. Angel had a new problem and on the warpath again. Anything she knew about, could finagle or drop on our heads was about to become a weapon.

***

The bo-camp was a LOT bigger than I remember it being and this was the above-ground tent-city area. The underground is a settlement all on its own, the bad parts more so.

I was exploring again, the same way I had when I hunted runaway teddybear robots for a living; it felt good. Stalking targets in Tent-city. Shanty-town. Tech-world. The ghetto. On the hunt again.

It was a littered place here. Most of it was cardboard boxes and blanket lean-tos, really. Tin-shacks and milling crowds of the lost ones. Trash-strewn, filthy and the whole place smelled like old dirty laundry, whatever you wanted to call the place.

This one was big encampment and spread over more acres than it had a right to as an old industrial park. Flourishing and under semi-attack from officialdom, who hated to see anything blight their fair city. Except politicians, of course. Blight was a profit-centre for politics in most ways, an easy buy.

Politics doesn’t change people much, but glitter can mask crap for a while.

I looked around with real regret at the mostly-aimless human carnage around me. Not everyone in town had recovered well from the last nano-war and the broken ones had ended up here.

Watches, googles and brainwashing. A lot of people had cracked while being made into nano-trained geniuses, more lots more had broken when the nanos quit on them. Some just hadn’t made it back into work after being gone for a while. The homeless were gathering in tent-cities these days, mostly sitting around in a lifeless kind of way.

OCF without the compulsion was the least of their problems now. They were nano-fixated on nothing. Scavengers were floating around the crowds looking for tech and lives to steal with more than the helper-bots were scanning about. There were a couple humans working the area, patrolling around and mining gossip for gold as best they could; mostly selling crapola and glitter in return.

I looked and winced. Underbelly people. Cults were recruiting here too; and there were other dealers in evidence. Nasty first-one-free types.

Still, it was fairly quiet. Most of the jackals were too cheap to pay with much more than promises and they had mostly the comatose to work with here. Not much action for them. Not many of the vultures were getting any moves from the loosely milling crowd at all.

The bench-hawkers hadn’t even noticed the narks. The little-old-lady spies, right? Gossips. Even this place had their quota of them hobbling about and they hadn’t started mobbing anything yet.

The camp was a mess; disappearances looked to be a miserable problem to resolve no matter how I went at it. It’d be very hard to notice any people disappearing, for a start. When a sleeping bag and a couple garbage bags was considered classy, someone sleeping somewhere else was not considered a problem. Or very unusual.

Bots were everywhere, trying to do what they could by feeding and watering those who tended to forget little details like that. They were not favorites, as bots got treated like oversized nanos by most residents. Since most of the walking-wounded here just wanted to be left alone with their thoughts, there wasn’t much work for them.

It was obvious a couple self-appointed favorites ruled the place; they weren’t any trouble either. After awarding themselves a noble crown, most of them returned to twitching their memories till disturbed, and it took a lot of poking to disturb them.

Queenies that went out and got things done they weren’t. Pointless things happening here occasionally did rouse them, and sometimes they did try. Nothing useful usually, but they tried.

Not being dumb, I went for the food and water supplies. There was a fountain here, so to speak. The water-supply and shower-john stalls had a long permanent lineup, so I passed those by and headed for vendors instead.

Vendors were showing the most life of anyone here and they knew their regulars.

Even the most soulless tenant had to eat; the vendors’d be keeping track of that crowd.

Carts weren’t the only sellers, I noticed. Some of the broken were fast developing very bad and expensive habits, thanks to a couple wandering sales-types. A twitchy, addicted work-force in the making, or maybe cult-recruits.

The first one is always free, right? Painless. It might even help clear the streets, or at least be very distracting.

I adopted the shuffle used by most wanders here and moved on head down thru the crowds. Phil the weasel, food-cart incorporated, would not be happy to see me.

Skinny-dude was getting most of his supplies by scrounge; and probably hustled from highly suspect sources. His cart was a smoker in the camp; you could see where it was parked from almost anywhere;a smelly white steam-plume.

Oddly enough, he wasn’t parked by the washrooms. He had set up nearer the entrance, right in the middle of what passed as a main-street traffic corridor. An intersection. That made it easy for me and anybody else to find him.

Including the suit talking to Phil as I rounded the corner. Popping back and going full scan-mode on my deacon goggles was easy; a full stealth-alert also put every bot in the camp on notice I was here, active and wanted to stay hid as things got scoped out for me.

I just barely escaped getting sucked into a gestalt with bot-net when I blipped that call thru the deacon-goggles. The bots were really, really really happy to have a deacon stop in here and I just barely got away.

They did respond to my request. Lots of bot-scans promptly kicked into high gear in a wonderfully co-originated way; with a lot more specialized equipment my goggles could match too. I could feel more than hear Mindy coming on-line to see what the fuss was about.

My goggles going on kicked a notice, naturally. If it was serious, dangerous or looked like fun, she’d be joining the goggle-AI in nagging me any moment now. Worse possible place and time for that kind of action, but that was my girl. Protective.

Bots were even worse when it came to protecting one of their deacons, really. Like me. Deacons were evolution personified to them, and very, very holy. Worth saving and at almost any cost, or so they thought. I hadn’t been able to convince them otherwise yet.

Phil and the suit were deep in conversation and hadn’t noticed me; I squatted down around the corner. Back to a handy shack I let the living electronics of bot-net dive deep-data to see if I’d scored big with this or not.

It only took seconds for bot-net to digest this promising new line of inquiry from the hints and scraps of their historical records. “Confirmed, 87%. Procurer. Track-only mode, global.” Came a small text message blinked to me.

I cursed. That little alert came in on a goggle-button designed for low-power notices and not much else. Almost letter by letter. Hurrah, I was being protected and my goggle-feeds had gotten scrambled to the point where text was scanning by on LED-buttons. Dandy. Precautions to keep me hid, even to the point of masking my display-feeds.

Silliness. The feeds? You couldn’t even read them and I didn’t dare the controls. They were probably scrambled too. I mean, who expects to see weapon-readiness and a cat-display in a screen designed for telling you local food and water-supply availability?

Bots were redeploying themselves as I got the updates. From the looks of it, six of them were moving into position to swarm Phil and company if anyone so much as twitched at me wrong.

That contrasted nicely with Mindy, who liked to swarm things before they started twitching. She would’ve darted the suit already, just to make sure she got a chance to talk to him. And anyone who looked like they might want to argue the point if she was in a hurry.

Twice, really. Mindy thought the double-tap a good idea and practiced it on her biohazard opposition whenever she could.
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