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chapter 0 prologue rant please skip

The present? Messy, after earth had a few hard sessions with UFO observers, rogue AIs, the underground getting infested with runaway bots and the DNA wars.

Life? Think S.American traffic jams; that’s norm. With more finks, tho. Most of the world is ruled by force, treacherous gunkies and if a fast line gets rid of it, it’s taken care of.

Just a quick reminder; passionates tend to shoot first and bury their mistakes. Nowadays the City-borg do that professionally, with additives. Deny, scapegoat and who better to dump on than a slightly-used fink they owe cash to?

Hate as a profit-center doesn’t make things much fun for the little people.

Real-time, it’s who you can buy an intro to; fixers, connections to le-patron and loyals. Not ability, brilliance, honesty, hard word and education; who likes being paid for your company.

The usual, really. Ever have to work for a living? Pathological liars, kleptos and power-mad loons ARE the norm. The human condition is the problem, not the solution.

Bots are trying to eliminate the human element and for good reasons.

People are the prop-wash in propaganda this eon. Evil empires are forbidden, but gangs thrive. Where there’s gold there’s gold-diggers, tho. Claim-jumpers and prospectors too.

Buying intros puts you squarely in their cross-hairs. You’re already a favored minion? Betcha you’re in the dirty-deeds-done-cheap kazoo band.

Betcha. For the very best of reasons, too. Real-time? You have managed to get the attention of professional cannibals, fool.

Run, laddy, run!

***

Yeah, they hate bots on the planet Tiberius is on. The AI wars there were a lot harsher than ours; automatons are just barely tolerated there, still. A chrome-plated Bubbles-Bot arriving almost got Tiberius shot. Since she’s self-owned with a spaceship, it was even worse for her.

Earthside Henry got dubbed her maker and blamed for this. The local mushroom loved her work (translating mushroom into people) and hiding everyone under Mushy muffled the screaming but didn’t stop it.

The planet went after Tiberius instead. He was a translator too. Then Jazz, who got mostly ignored.

Naturally, Tiberius blamed everything on Mindy. His mother the killer Crown-of-Creation cyborg pranking him, that being an earth-cyborg tradition. His father the robot-hunter and weird uncle inventor helped her, all of whom had odd senses of humor.

My son appealed to the whole planet for a suitable response to send back here.

Something explosive, preferable. That killed bots dead would be nice. Anything that’d keep his mother busy for a while would be great.

We got recipes instead.

***

Us? Tiberius, only known living son of a cyborg; (My son. I’m Tracker, a bot-hunter AND deacon in a bot-church. Min is my girl and his mom.) He’s one of a few known mushy translators, (Jazz being another) for the giant underground fungus under our city. Mushy turned out to be sentient, sapient and with a 4 billion year long memory.

So is Bubbles the bot, actually. Sentient, that is. An escaped rogue AI-child that got sent away to keep her out of galactic military hands. She’s forbidden tech down here; and out there.

After getting stolen, fetal-tanked by a mad scientist and rogue-programmed in a mechanical womb Jazz and Tiberius were cyborg and very dangerous; but the programming was done by a loon, so no one was talking about them much.

Tiber was one of only two humans accepted by Galactics and taken off-planet from earth. Jazz was the other. Translators for mushrooms are very rare and expensive.

There’s a deep, hard quarantine put on earth, especially after we won a couple wars that normally would’ve wiped the more annoying primitives out; the thing being if we hadn’t won the whole solar-system would’ve gotten nova’ed to wipe the problems clean.

Rogue AI-bots are not popular in the galaxy at large. We managed to beat them a few times, and the Galactics.

Tiberius also one of a half-dozen or so known war-machines, my adopted daughters being most of the rest of them. He lives as Mindy’s favorite prank target too. She’s just a typical crown-of-creation cyborg teasing her boy.

Due to a stunt going very bad, Tiberius was someone we had to try and smuggle back to earth at the moment. Him, Jazz, a kitten called Sparky and Bubbles-bot; and in Bubble’s battered spaceship, one made for smuggling.

A long, difficult trip with no food, air or washrooms.

Plus there was a lynch-mob outside his place right now; as in yesterday and tomorrow too. Pitchforks and torches were currently being brandished at the gates.




chapter 1 no locals go there

The gun flashed out and was resting on an electronic eyeball before the door opened any more than a crack.

The gun was backed up by a snarling cyborg’s face. My girlfriend.

“What do you want?” Got snapped at the whoever was foolish enough to knock on my door without phoning ahead or calling from the entrance-way.

“Yow! Relax, hon! Food!” I piled out of my chair and towards the door before the bot said or did anything that got him shot. The snarl that came from my girl in answer was part lioness, part suspicious girlfriend and all cyborg. The bot didn’t even blink, not that bots ever did; I think he’d been warned about Mindy before he got here.

Yes, robots gossip. They gossip a lot, in fact; but sometimes that comes in handy.

“I have food for the Deacon.” Came some urban tones from out in the hall. A bag rattled gently, releasing some yummy odors. “It’s paid for.”

Food? That may’ve been the only thing that saved him. I’d ordered without going into the shower to tell Min about it; she always got cranky about surprises. My groan was real; I’d hear about this later, in private. A lot.

“Burgs, chicken-fried rice, pizza rolls. Ordered from The Tablet and being delivered to the Deacon.” The bot went on carefully. “And friends.”

“Friends?” Mindy asked archly. That ‘Friends’ part was iffy at best, the only reason Min hadn’t killed me yet was she liked me. Or so she said.

The Deacon? That’s me. I rescued, helped, saved and otherwise did a few favors for the head of a robot church; he made me a deacon to save me from the deadly attentions of the more radical elements of the free-bot underground. The jealous ones.

Yes, jealous bots exist. Trust me.

Those same radicals were still trying to assassinate me occasionally, so far unsuccessfully. We were wearing them down, even if a rebooted bot in a new body was usually slightly nastier than the last version.

Mindy did the heavy lifting there. She was cyborg, a Crown-of-Creation born-and-bred bodyguard and one of the most deadly people on the planet. I’d accidentally fixed one of her internal systems a long time ago; now she liked me from her software up.

She liked me a lot, actually. A small blond pest that lived with me and refused to let me out of her sight for very long, not that I complained about her company in the shower or anything. Or she’d listen. Min had been enhanced in a few ways to make her look less like a crown of creation more like a joy-toy; and still enjoyed showing that off.

Min won’t let anyone repair whatever it was I’d done to her, either. She’s funny that way.

Ungraciously snatching the proffered food-bag, Min passed it back to me. She had the door open just enough to get her gun out and the bag in, the door stop-blocked with her foot. Then she slammed the door.

Normally her next move would’ve been to shove me back into the chair, hop into my lap and make me fight for every bite of supper. A gentle but insistent tapping at the door before she turned around again interrupted that.

Min pulled the door open again and glared murder at the harmless delivery bot. He hadn’t even gotten his heater closed or turned off yet.

“Shall I take care of the bleeding body hiding in the stairwell for you, Deacon?” The bot went on, backing away slightly. I swear I hear him rattle a few tentacles happily. “She’s well-armed, but hurt. Or is this someone you’ve been expecting?”

Min blinked, then pulled off one of her mystery disappearances. One second she was standing in front of you yakking, the next she had a cannon pulled from the closet and was aiming at something ‘way over there.

Or you. Min moved cyborg-fast when she wanted to and there was usually a gun involved in it when she did. My girl dragged in another small blond in the door a few seconds later, before I even got the food put down or moved very far.

The bot had enough sense to get out of the way and stay there. So did I. Thanking the delivery-bot, I shut the door and turned to see a sight few people ever live thru.

Two small blond crowns in my living room, both armed, both glaring murder at me.

Surrendering the food was my only option. Cyborgs! As a peace-offering food ranked right up there with guns, first-aid kits, ammo and more guns; it got some instant favorable attention even from the hurt girl.

I blinked. The second blond crown was injured, and badly. Broken, shattered goggles. A bleeding abdominal wound. She swayed a bit, holding her side, but Min seemed to be busy holding her up and not killing her, so I did the obvious.

Reaching out, I took the guns from our visitor’s hands.

“Welcome. I’m Namer. Have some supper, Unknown Caller.” Dropping the guns, I reached over and rattled the bag invitingly.

A weakly protesting cyborg got lowered to the floor by my girlfriend. “Call me Tracker. I’ll look for band-aids while Min gets you some tac-updates. Ready to eat, guest?”

She looked up, blinked thru hot eyes and then almost burst into tears.

Naming was an almost holy thing for cyborgs, but it’s like fighting for your guns as soon as you step into another cyborg’s home. A weird tradition norms don’t understand, me included; and I was the one doing it today.

Nicks are earned in battle with cyborgs, not banter. The hard way and before you die if you’re lucky. This name got a weak grin at me, tho.

“Unknown Caller. I like it.” The new girl sagged in relief. Protocols observed. The host had taken her weapons, winning handily. She’d been named in battle. Unknown-Caller was a guest and had sanctuary, dignity intact. Then she collapsed into Mindy’s arms, almost weeping.

***

Again, the usual. Neither of them would tell me a damn thing. They just ate, traded clothes and gave each other despairing glances at my attempts to join their company.

I did order another couple suppers. Cyborgs are perpetually famished and the chances of me getting anything to eat from the first order was small; so I ordered more. All the foods Min won’t let me eat anymore, too.

There was no protest from my girl this time. There were enough snacks and drinks here to keep the two of them happy till the main event arrived.

The two were wired up, ear-jack to ear-jack to do medical stuff with a bio-link; and with some med-supplies I didn’t even know Min had here. Her med-kit made my first-aid box look lame. Their link also prevented me from finding out anything as the two could natter privately now and did. A lot.

Neither of them stopped eating till all the food was gone, then there was a trip to the shower to wash blood off and bandage wounds. Mindy pointed out the kitchen and left our guest blanketed and resting on the couch in the dark, food and clothes heaped nearby, a couple guns handy and a screen babbling muted star-news.

Two feeds, actually. There was a pip monitor on escape routes from our house-AI in the star-news. I looked about. The guns left out weren’t the guns taken from our guest, so this required something else entirely.

Groaning, I went thru the motions. Waiting until I picked one of the dropped guns up, Mindy took it from me in a blur of motion that had hints of me getting smeared all over the floor, a couple walls and the ceiling; but included a soft kiss.

One in a delicate spot. Then she dragged me into the bedroom and made sure our guest got a few undisturbed hours of rest.

***

“Mostly she was thirsty.”

The next morning our guest was gone. All I knew was another crown had seen fit to drop in on us and sneak away before first light. After a chow-down that would’ve done a whole team of teenage hockey-jocks proud, that is.

It’d happened before. Not often, but it happened. “Wow. The Underground Railway?” I asked in amusement. “Here? Oh. A, I guess. Henry’s?”

“Yes. And no. Stash.” Mindy didn’t seem inclined to talk; I noticed every trace of the visit was gone, the new guns included. Even the rags had gone thru a wash before being incinerated and dumped. Probably in the next floor’s communal hall-chute.

I whistled. Cyborgs were rare and extremely expensive. Much sought after, too. They were tube-grown clones and usually guarded elite politicos. One running away from that would get a man-hunt from every arms-dealer on the planet after her.

“Stash? Where?” Yes, they’re all small blondes. Grumpy ones with a well-deserved rep as the planet’s nastiest killers.

“Places.” Mindy grunted in reply, glaring at me. “A mad scientist that’d liked me links to one. He needs better security, too. She can sneak in on him now.” I got a peck-kiss on the cheek and sighed. Mindy was a survivalist; every cyborg was. Places meant something special to her.

Just where the cache was and what it held was a secret, but a guest had gotten one of hers. I could just see a lot of blond squeals and giggling over the contents, tho. Guns and butter, right?

Snacks are important too.

This irked me. Henry would’ve sold his soul to get a second Crown into his lab, he was a weapons inventor and a sometimes-med for them. Min was his first and he still upgraded her weapons on a regular basis. He invented arms, new guns and was almost an honorary saint to bots and cyborgs.

Running a junkyard and having all the parts they needed had a little to do with that.

This poor mad-scientist would wake up to find his life had changed tho; and by the addition of a small blond cyborg sitting in the middle of it. “Does the lab-boy know? Can I warn him?” I asked my girl sincerely. She just looked up at me and blinked innocently.

“Who? About what?” There was another bite stolen from my plate. Min was being hard on the bacon today. I sighed and pulled the plate closer to me. “And tell bot-net everyone forgets last night, please. Permanently. Deacon.” She went on quietly, noshing away on my breakfast.

“You know I never say things like that standing up.” She added, glaring at me. “The house already has.”

“Ow. Done.” Grunting, I tapped a code into the com. Bot-net wasn’t stupid, they’d know.

Subject closed, forgotten and erased. Min would never admit to anything again; not a visitor, the gun or maybe even the suppers. Neither would bot-net.

You think that’s bad? Mondays! The day got worse from there.




chapter 2 angel

Angel called a few minutes later with an invitation that couldn’t be refused. Mostly because Min wanted to go, but I got dragged into it too. The whole planet was being threatened with a galactic plague from interstellar smugglers today. Teenage girl ones.

Again. And she needed our help stopping it.

A day-trip was up for us both. A frosty one to an unscheduled smuggler’s meet, now a crash site.

It’d been a drop-off on earth no one knew anything about and Earthers were most of the active smugglers now; (Angel did deals on the side and never admitted it, for instance.) A drop-off right into winter in Winnipeg had gone bad. No survivors.

An underground railway, the runaway train version. Bleah. I shivered. -40 smuggling did not sound like fun at all.

Galactic pirates and smugglers were mostly hustlers and sleazoids trying to cash in on tech-hungry primitives. Min was not happy about exposing her organization but we’d gotten extreme pressure from Angel.

Our admin was serious about the plague threat; everyone involved in smuggling was due to be there to snuff this, near-open warfare between a couple rivals or not.

Runaway bots, kids and living-weapon bots were normal traffic in the City’s underground railway, still; after a few UFO observers went bad and earth winning a few AI-wars, the underground traffic now included a few closely-watched deserters, merchants and migrants, plus the occasional runaway cyborg.

And bots. Lots of bots and mutants. People no one would admit to knowing, ever.

Well, the organized underground-railway meant more smuggling of various things for various reasons, lots of tech first. Min was involved in it up to cute little pits and so was Angel.

I used to make my living hunting runaway teddybear-bots. Rich-kid toys, but no one mentioned that anymore. No one knows why this load of deaders got dumped here from the stars, but Min got meat-traffic only sometimes; mostly we got Henry-tech in drones, not refugees on the lam.

Bubbles got smuggled out, a super-bot too risky for we primitives to have. Right now we had to try smuggling her back in. She had a battered drone-smuggler, something humans couldn’t live in without air. No one wanted to risk without a session in R+O. The galactic mushrooms did love Bubbles even if the local wanted to dismember her, but she had a very contorted back-story.

A bot taken from a corps-lab after they made themselves annoying to us, an experiment of theirs in bots going independent. Bubbles got dumped on by everyone; used as a drone by rogue AI in crystal-net, but only half of the programming got thru. Chrome-plated skin and now a Mushy translator, the Mushrooms of the galaxy desperately wanted more like her.

No one had ever managed to build a mushy translator before or even translate Mush reliably. All this happened at Henry’s; the sad thing for him was that being there was his only involvement.

He got blamed, he was an inventor. People were lined up to buy them now; and not believing his stories at all.

I used to hunt runaways; these days we got hot-bots from up-town who wanted memories ripped out, cyborgs trying to escape being a bodyguard (Before getting killed for finding something out they shouldn’t’ve) and lots of runaway teens. Mall rats, usually.

Most of ‘em only needed refs to the right people, thank goodness. Sulky teens were the most trouble, most of them couldn’t read. Or listen.

All kinds these days, really.

Yeah, teenagers. Mall-rats. Runaways from the farms. Mushroom worshippers. Daughters of the rich and famous hiding out from an over-controlling Daddy. The kidnapped, the escapees, the surly.

A few were trying to escape official galactic notice by hiding behind the quarantine on our planet; that was considered a neat ploy out there. The fence made us popular but the kids didn’t exactly buy their way thru that, they snuck in.

Today? The whole crew was gathering in a Manitoba field in extremely-frosty weather to check out something that shouldn’t’ve happened at all. A crash-site, all smugglers. Kiddy-cargo. Refs that hadn’t made it all the way here alive.

Infected ones.

Every earth-player in the highly illegal and totally-ignored smuggling game was repped. The UN. Henry and Harv’s tech-teams. Angel for the Galactics. Min. Gangas. Me, Tracker, the runaway specialist. Corps.

The cargo was contaminated, according to sat-sensors. Bad origin, a virus planet. A creep-from-the-stars had dumped human cargo here and everyone was worried about them spreading a cold and wiping us out.

Colds? Who’d believe that? Even the locals here don’t go out in -40 weather, they know better.

Here, today? Angel was after all the usual suspects. There were a couple local-transport gangas trying to get rich by quietly giving rides to people, occasionally people that shouldn’t be here and to places they weren’t allowed to go.

Drone-ships were smuggling things in and out for Henry; a couple disgruntled establishment-monopoly reps from both sides of the orbit were snooping about and the underground railway being warned there was a new type of runaway out there now.

The icicles today were people trying to sneak in on their own nickel, as far as anyone knew. That was the official story. The problem was they were infected with a virus.

This was not my deal; or any fun.

We had things to smuggle back home from the great Galaxy, yes. Tiber, Jazz and a twice-exiled bot, for instance. Bubbles. Technically a rogue alien AI, illegal in all civilized nations, most world-states and even here. Shot on sight in a lot of the Galaxy.

Bubbles was also almost part of my family. She’d joined my son and his girlfriend running away, but had ended up on a planet where having chrome-bots was a death-sentence.

That was mostly my fault. I never mentioned it to anyone, but I do feel guilty about helping that happen. Bots didn’t own spaceships and smuggle for a living there either. (That anyone admitted to.)

A kitten that probably wasn’t a kitten anymore was with Bubbles, come to think of it. They all wanted out-if-not-back-here, exactly.

Today’s problem was different. It was a galactic virus that’d snuck in; and maybe on purpose. A virus that might wipe out humanity if not gotten under control.

Not anything anyone could admit to or treat this without seventeen types of official Galactic hell breaking loose and raining down on them.

Odd. Angel was officially trying to save the world today and wanted our help. Every smuggler we knew of was in on it with her.

It was hard to argue with that.




chapter 3 manitoba

Win.man.can; -40. Drifting, wind-blown snow. The ground was hidden under a swirling dust-bunny stampede two inches thick, a flat sheet of moving dust. So were the roads, but we were off-track in the flatlands; pure flowing snow-fields glinting in the sun.

A now-exposed off-road landing site that looked like everyone had gotten dumped here from a saucer that’d only slowed down a little to drop them. Big impact holes from emergency pods, paths converging from them and heading off.

The imports hadn’t gotten far in the dead of winter; exposed flesh will freeze in seconds out here. Cheap escape-pods too; limited-life energy pods with no power supplies. There was a big fuss going on at the spot where the bodies had turned up, all frozen into one big lump.

You could hear the whine of cutters over the wind. I avoided the area.

Me, I was looking around and thru the fuzz on the parka-hood I’d been loaned. The scenery was nice. Crowns of creation. One of them was mine, or so she kept hinting. How she managed to look cute buried in bulky clothes, fake-fur trim gloves, heated suits and big honking snow-boots I don’t know.

The other?

Angel was the other crown; another teenie blond, one with a very elegant butt. Official UFO interface from the capital, the Galactic Observer’s primary earth contact. Someone who’d spent years of her spare time planning ways to kill me while she ran the city-borg squads a while back.

She’d also been the one to introduce the world to a few rogue AI-wars in an effort to improve the human breed. We’d won, but didn’t see much improvement even with GMO DNA UFOs wars messing us around a lot.

A couple virus attacks had modded human DNA, thanks to one UFO-Observer being an exiled mad-scientist with nasty hobbies. A Galactic determined to play around while stuck out here behind quarantine.

We’d won those wars and gotten back to normal, or so everyone was telling us. Reassuringly. Or we be dead, our system nova-bombed clean to prevent any leaks.

Today this was a brand-new virus, one Angel, Observer-Loons or nature hadn’t let loose on humanity. Our info said this came from a planet popped by cults that’d used a lot of galactic med-tech to improve things. Usually they died at home, but this group of young’uns had ended up landing in a Manitoba snowbank in mid-January.

Why, no one knew. We knew galactic viruses here; they can be very nasty, so Angel’s call was legit. No one wanted to go thru anything like the mod-wars again. Putting my back to the wind, I tried to see what was going on and why they wanted a tracker here at all. Naturally, people popped up and into my way instantly.

The girls. Almost twins, these blonds. Cyborgs are also clones, almost. Tube ones. Deep double cheek-dimples: almost matching rears.

I could tell them apart, tho. Min would kill me for saying so, but Angel had a much better butt. The dimples were the same on them both, tho. Cyborgs had a built-in light-up-the-room attitude for very practical reasons; men will believe anything if a pretty girl smiles at them while she says it.

Cute ones can rant bad news and get cheered for it.

Dimples were gilding the lily, tho. Both of them had lots of female magics and never used them except as sarcasm. Both were (now older. Almost ten and fifteen) crowns, a couple of the world’s deadliest weapons; working the crowd for presents, dates, smiles and positive reactions was unnecessary.

Priorities? Most of their work was done with a gun, not dirty looks.

There were serious curves on my girl; Min no longer looked like a little boy, she looked like an illegal Joy-Toy wandering around loose. Angel was envious but hadn’t bought herself a chest to match yet. She had long blond hair now, tho.

Then I saw a few faint snow-sags in places no one had any business messing up the splendor of a flat, miserable, freezing terrain. Dents hidden under a gusty, blowing-snow whiteout.

***

Wind. A steady, bone-chilling bite with a tumbling white sheet an inch deep all over the ground. A churning, burning cold glinting and glittering blue in the sunshine.

Blowing snow fine as dust that made for a whiteout filling in and eradicating tracks. People here had stuck to the obvious in tracing the crash smears too. They stayed on the dug paths.

I looked. Impact hole and escape-pods. Deep holes poked in the snow; tracks that all moved to a center, then everyone had wandered off in a bunch, heading south. Just not very far.

South? You can’t blame them. Yes, they landed. Energy-pods. Unknown party, unknown numbers, all foundlings frozen solid in a bunch. Angel said they were all carriers of the new bug.

Except it wasn’t all of them. One ref had managed to be late and get lost, from my angle on things. Waving at Min, I pointed at a snowbank with a thick gloved hand; she looked but didn’t move on anything. Walking over, the top layer of snow got roughly brushed away with my mitt; that made an unravaged set of tracks poked into the snow instantly apparent.

They led away; and in an opposite direction from everyone else. It looked like a late pod-crash had been stumbling around in the dark to me.

One of Angel’s bots with wide tracks instead of boots whirred off instantly to search for any human Popsicles that might be buried in the snow out there.

He led the charge for a few other bots; bots with a stretcher and body-bags stomped their way out into the wind, out into the oddly sterile blowing snow and bright sunshine almost instantly.

“I charge for this you know.” Chinning that into a com-band got derisive bracks back; sloppy ones from Min.

“Ok, I’m here and saved your butts. Again.” If I was lucky the miserable brack-pack had frozen their tongues right to the inside of their googles today. Wrapping my arms around me, I stomped a bit. “Are we done here? Can I go home now?”

“No. Go get warm, we might have more runners to catch.” Min marching-orders. My whimpers got me pointed towards a com-van parked off on the side road here; I headed for it at a run. Popping the back doors I let myself into the warm as indecently fast as I could move.

“Ha. You found this Tracker; you catch them. It’s your baby now.” Min commented as I tried to escape the bone-chilling cold. The van door got slammed on that remark, me pretending I didn’t hear it.

Surprise, surprise, the coms were being manned by a parka’ed corp-clone; one of the boys. One of my adopted girl’s boyfriends. Which one, I didn’t know. I had enough trouble telling my twin girls apart, let alone six corp boy-clones.

Nodding at him was easy, one is always polite to born+bred killers. “Heads up, heat it up, run away fast.” I hissed at him menacingly. “Bears hibernate around here. Polar bears.” That got passed to the corp war-clone as a secret; he just snorted at me.

I wondered which of my adopted daughters he was dating but got distracted by the coffee he offered before I could ask about their health, bad taste and poor manners. “Thanks. Big ones, laddy. Grumpy bears.” I grunted, shivering.

“Naw. Polar bears? That’s a thousand k north and they stay awake to hunt seals this time of year. These sneakers here? I’m doing the readings right now.” There was a nod at the com-gear focused on the missing Galactics.

“Galactics. Unknowns. Running from a plague-planet and brought their action here. Missionaries, maybe. The weather killed the spreaders in minutes, lucky us.” Boyo noted in gloomy satisfaction. “We’re looking for any other goodies right now. Your finds.”

“Hey, I’m point for the clan today.” He added absently as I glared at him. “Angel got reps here for this meet from everyone, most at gun-point. Everyone.”

“Is she serious about another galactic plague? We just went thru a few.” He asked seriously. The clone nodded and nattered on absently. “Say! How’s Min, Tracker?” He said as I grunted and stripped frozen cloth off my hands.

“Still trying to kill me. She thinks it’s love too.” I grumbled unhappily. “Smugglers, here? Bleah. Are they crazy?”

“Yeah. Wow, what a place. Beauty, eh? The country tries to kill you for only half the year.” There was a mad grin at the nasty outside. “A few hot weeks in summer doesn’t count.” The redheaded corp clone went on, looking at a monitor happily. “Here? It’s deadly. It’s fast. It’s beautiful.”

I made my usual resolve to learn how to tell the boys apart so I could avoid the loons, then ignored myself.

“It’s a lovely place, a real good time. The tree-line is moving north fast too.” The lad added cheerfully. I could not see any good news in that.

“Ok, the girls are fine. Right?” I guessed out loud. “So. Was this crash programmed? Who dumped the meat to die and why on us?”

I asked that a little worried. I hadn’t reacted to this plague maneuver half as badly as I thought I would. It was nightmare material to me.

Vorga T:1339, I kill you filthy. An old novel about someone who spaced surplus immigrant bodies, not delivering them planet-side or handing them to sharks. I shuddered. That book still gave me nightmares; this was starting to look worse.

“We have a hater who wants the earth sterilized.” The clone stated flatly. “Whoever hired the ship. Everything looks deliberate. Planned. But why? We don’t have anything but attitude here; our tech is way behind theirs. Who hates us? A local?”

“We have Mushy translators, sort of. No one believes we made them by accident. There’s a list of enemies that gets longer every day.” I mentioned to the cyborg.

“Ha. Maybe the ice-cubes didn’t pay, had already paid or won’t pay anymore.” I mentioned carefully. “Maybe they got kidnapped. Nasty biz, people-smuggling. It happens for lots of reasons. We got the contaminated leftovers dumped here.”

“Betcha the local driver was ferrying dynamited lake-fish about. Twenty bucks a crate.” I mumbled, unhappy. “And saw the entry-burns.”

The radio crackled at me then. “Last night, too. Blast. Tracker, you were way too late; the body got stripped and abandoned.” That came over a hiss and crackle of a com. “Looters made first-contact while the Galactic was still twitching, from the looks of it. Then left her there.”

“Planned contact, maybe. We’re digging into this; one got away from the heap and we’d missed it till now.” Angel sighed and turned pro. “Anyway, the virus is vectored and loose. We’ve been hit, people. Lock the local transport gangas down, we need answers and right now.”




chapter 4 runaway

“You think that’s bad? He looks at me and my toes crumple. Still.”

“Back on topic, people. We have an invasion to deal with. Plagues and a loon dropping bio-bombs on us.” Angel glared murder with violence at the chatty offenders in the conference call, most of which ignored her.

“Are these spreaders from a backward planet?” The monitor got nodded at as a question echoed on the com-link.

“No. Galactic ID. Moderate levels of tech, from a place where 90% of the population lives on a farm of one kind or another. We think. Everyone does a few years in the city; most get married there while schooling there.”

“So why dump this on us?” Someone asked. I looked around the link as best I could. Impressive names here. Harvey, Min, me a few corp lab-types and active links went back to heavy hitters in various capitals.

Angel had pulled out all her stops for this one. Not that she was the head of a Borg city-battalion anymore, but this was worse action. She had paperwork-power now; that made the misery she caused before look like sand-box antics.

“Plagues are religion there. 30% of the population dies in any given sweep; they happen every thirty years or so. It cleans the cities out. Random gene editing, too. Sometimes more often, it depends on how many poor people there festering this year.”

“We got teens today.” Angel added thoughtfully. “Runaways?”

“A lot like the anti-bot place Tiberius and Jazz work in.” Came from someone else.

“Surprise, surprise. No tech-leaks for us. And this?” Came from one distant voice. It sounded like a bot.

“No tech yet; all bad news. People. We have no inbred defenses for this bug; it’s more of the geneticist-observer and his tricks. We lose 90% of the population on earth if this spreads and that’s a rosy estimate.” Angel looked vaguely concerned, like a painful gas-attack.

“Med-war, but war.” Angel went on, pure cyborg. “And yes, I’ve asked. The warning was bonus, a slip-up from a merchant-ship going by. A new crewman informed the sats; their pings made the dump-and-run happen.”

“Expect no formal assistance from the galaxy at large, most of who would be very pleased if everyone on earth died suddenly.” Angel snorted in exasperation. “Who dumped cargo and ran, no one knows or cares why.”

“As long as they didn’t bring contraband tech, no one cares.” Angel added thoughtfully. “The galactic military is already asking lots of indiscreet discrete questions about that with long-range scans. A new sat is orbiting but so far there’s no evidence of a sudden leap forward down here. They’re going to stay there and keep looking for an excuse to nova our sun anyway.”

“Swell. Fluff-moves, now smuggling intergalactics?” I cocked an eyebrow in what I thought was Henry’s direction. “Weird cargo.”

“People. Weirdos, haters, vanity and other profit centers. Not solutions, scores. Bodies, not tech.” My misery seemed obvious. “Henry? You got anything on what they might want to stop coming in?”

That got a snort aimed at me. “All of it. Anything. We’re a forbidden zone, Tracker. Sealed, quarantined. Nothing gets in or out, people included.”

“It’s what’s going out that caused this.” Came from a different direction. “The bot-haters getting even for Bubbles sounds good.”

“Unless it was this sneaking in.” A notice got passed around. A galactic teen runaway and last seen heading this direction in her private cruiser. An official notice to Angel from the Observer about strays. I nodded. Runaways would like it here, it was private.

“They weren’t part of the Popsicles we just picked up.” Angel said firmly. “There’s ID in the notice.”

A rich kid; a teenage girl. I started looking for signs of the boyfriend out of old habit.

“I’m up, right? This is why you called me.” I grunted. “Ah, Angel? Scan for jetpack burns outside nearer towns. Near crossroads.” I mentioned glumly. “West, not south. Second town over. Any dip in the snow, no jokes please. Truck-stop gossip. Any local taxi who suddenly has gold bullion and visitors.”

“I’ll be in my room trying to get warm. Dressing for motels.” I added as a sudden buzz of activity started up in the com-rooms.




chapter 5 refs

“Gangas? They don’t do much work; that makes them hyper-sensitive to criticism. Mass murder doesn’t bother them. Easy meat.”

“Simple to figure out. Angel wants to know who stripped the stray Popsicle, what they know and the tech they got.” Mindy added thoughtfully. “And is offering heavy, heavy discipline if she doesn’t get what she wants yesterday.”

“Locals? That’s the wrong place to start. Wow, Angel is trying to deal with gangas?” I sounded shocked as we marched outside a roadside motel gangway. One beside a truck-stop, single units in the snow, all connected. “Well, forget all that unless you want to smuggle frantic peons out of her reach, Min. Drowning men, all that.”

“Yah, desperate gangas are real fun people. They aren’t asking me for anything yet, they know I’m strictly cash-in-advance for flakes. Why are we here, Tracker?” Min fussed with the bag o’burgers as we got to the only room in this motel without car-tracks.

We were miles and miles from the site and I was here on a hunch. This was the last rental made around here, except for hourlies. A single to a single, a couple of hours back. At dawn.

“Just get us in, dear.” Knocking at a plain white door with a number on it covered and not-answered her question.

“Room service! Complimentary burgers!” Got called out. Min did sound nice when she wanted to, and she rattled the bag. There was a thumping fuss from behind the door, then a lightweight pattered over and opened the door a crack to peer out at us.

Suddenly I had the burgers and Min was thru the doorway before I could blink. There was an ‘oof’ as someone got tossed on the bed, so I wandered in the open door, shutting it behind me.

“Hey. I need a favor.” I told the startled female still bouncing on the bed. She was still looking at Mindy, shocked. “We can keep you out of your father’s hands if you help us out.”

***

“And your friend, if you want. It involves the ship you have cloaked in orbit.” I said at the startled female looking between the two of us. She shuddered and looked away, pouting as she flounced to the edge of the bed to ignore us. Then she crossed her legs.

Teens! I was not anything she wanted to deal with. Mindy even less. We got ignored.

Wandering over, I dropped the burgers on the noise-box and turned the TV down a lot. It was blaring fashion news; opened packages scattered about showed the occupants of the room were trying to dress for a Manitoba winter. Unsuccessfully.

Cutting noise was a mistake on my part. There was a blur and Mindy had the burgers back, a star-station news-channel on and was back watching the bed before I could even inhale. The cutie on the bed even got a burger offered to her, one that was gladly taken.

“Min, she has a boyfriend hiding somewhere. One sick with all the local diseases, colds and flu’s we have. Infested. Find him, please.” Sitting down in a chair, I looked the young girl over. Nineteen. Cute. A runaway from a rich dad. There was gonna be a healthy young farm-boy show up here soon, I was sure.

She was in the right neighborhood for one. Wrong season, tho.

“He’s a she, Tracker. These are all female clothes.” Mindy snapped out, glancing around. “But there is someone hiding in the next room. Adjoining doors, not rented or juiced over there. Just a sec.”

My girl blurred out of sight and came back with a small moaning body draped over her shoulder. The prone newbie was shivering but there had been no sign or sounds of struggle.

“Hiding under the covers.” Mindy explained.

“STDs. Hand over the anti-buds, hon. Welcome to the mono-belt. I traveled once; this happens to everyone, especially the front-man.” I mentioned before Mindy could ask how I knew the ref was sick.

Telling Min my guesses before checking them out had proved embarrassing more than once. It was easier to deal with keeping secrets from her than giggles and snarky remarks from every female that knew me when I was wrong.

An intense, happy-reunion was happening on the bed and I blushed. Lots of cooing at a missed partner and burger-sharing as news got shared. The reason the girl was running away was obvious; Daddy didn’t approve of her love-life.

Min had been right. They were both female.

“Ladies! They’re dead. Everyone but you two died.” I added thoughtfully, interrupting things. “Within minutes of getting here, if it helps any. Froze to death. One didn’t have taxi-fare and got left. Min, can you quietly find out of everyone in the iceberg we found was female?”

“They were.” Came from the mussed sheets as the two refs nestled a little closer and looked at us fearfully. “All of them?” One of the girls sounded shocked.

“A dozen so far. Only one lived long enough to make contact, then she died. We think they stole her clothes.” Min stated flatly. She took up a position near the bed and with an exasperated sigh started showing the girls how to operate the clothes they’d bought and had delivered.

Color and heating-optional winter-wear. It got silly fast; you have no idea how popular the heated socks were. Min even brought her fashionista daughters in to advise via com-link and that was the final blow. I got ignored as my girls took over running things after one or two chirpy hellos.

Shopping, tho. I wondered where the credits had come from. Sweetie’s girlfriend looked smug but didn’t tell us anything.

***

Same old story. The farm-planet city had a few clubs for bent people. Sweetie’s girl Fesra knew them all, that was where she lived; they included smugglers.

Manda was the rich-kid. Very rich; she had a ship.

A deal had been struck for navigation and transport. Everyone from the club was to be let loose here on a quarantined planet after dodging the sats to get in. It’d be years before anyone could do anything about the getaway, if they ever found out about it at all.

Manda and Fesra, intergalactic space pirates. Teenage smugglers for persecuted minorities. Persecuted minors with money, that is.

The ship followed a burn-out in, a meteorite that’d been encouraged to blow up spectacularly after hitting the atmosphere. Nickel-iron, gravel, lots of ice with red glop in it.

Then sats had started their official screaming after someone had finked on the sneaks.

In. Cloaked. Except for the winter-landing part, everything had worked beautifully. Pods had gotten burped out in high orbit, the ship hid, and everyone had followed their own way down.

The bad news? These two were the only survivors.

It was bad news for us. The dead were all farm-planet locals; they had the cures, tech, ability and experience to handle the plague. Now they were all gone.

Angel called thru while we were there and wanted to know why I’d holed up with Mindy in a motel instead of tramping thru -40 whiteouts and snowdrifts for her. There was serious work to be done tracking the missing gangas yet.

According to her, some local transport had looted the body, then left a Popsicle behind. Angel really wanted to talk to the driver and her usual methods were not getting results.

Finding the taxi and its driver was up to me now. Or Min.

I’d done my part already. Me sneezing a few times convinced Angel I was dying of a new plague, or at least the local weather. Min promised all the results Angel wanted by early the next decade if we weren’t bothered; we worked to keep her shut out of our scores.

A fast cargo-container that didn’t exist on any records took the two refs and Min away; A deacon-friendly cargo-manifest made getting the newbies somewhere medical an hour or two trip.

I went home to officially start hunting taxi-drivers for Angel.




chapter 6 Tiber waiting

“The local Mushy says we wait here for rescue. Why? I could flatten anything on this backward bot-hating planet all by myself. In fact, Sparky could do it. Or Bubbles, if we could convince her to point guns at anyone.”

“Or me, but I don’t want to either.” Being trapped underground irked Tiberius; Jazz just sighed and ruffled her boyfriend’s hair as she walked past his fuming-post.

That was a work-table in a deep underground apartment; they weren’t allowed out and the local bot-hater’s didn’t know the place existed. They were safe from the angry mobs prowling the surface looking for a pranked Tiberius and a very shiny Bubbles-bot.

“Any weapons we know of, T? They did win their AI wars, we just don’t know how.” Jazz murmured gently. She did not mention thinning hair. Tiberius wasn’t even two yet; losing his hair would be the icing on the cake for this contract.

“Sunspots, maybe.” She went on thoughtfully. “Big ones. I could stomp them too, Tiber; but this mushroom likes his people. Don’t annoy him, he could erase us all and not notice.”

“Flattening armies won’t help anyway; what if they only have two spaceships and keep both parked out of our reach?” Jazz added gently. She had been the socialite on the team and knew these things. “Do you want to trust Bubbles to fetch one for us?”

“No.” Tiber shuddered. Bubbles was not complicated, bring something back here was complicated for her.

The administration on the planet were dead against bots, having just barely won their AI-wars. It’d been nasty, too. The local bot-hate extended to computers, spreadsheets and calculators, so any technology in any of the cities was at a premium.

The cat perched on Tiberius’s leg got petted in an exasperated way; Sparky purred a bit at the ministrations by his current heat-source but didn’t get up.

Bubbles looked up at the sound and grinned, saying something in Mushroom to the cat and glinting reflections at him. Sparky glanced over at her, then nestled a bit further into the folds of Tiberius’s pants with a dry look back.

“He hates free-fall and wants a ship with artificial gravity this time.” The bot murmured to Jazz. “A big one.”

“Hey? How do you know? He hasn’t answered you yet.” Tiberius protested wonderingly, petting the cat. “How can you tell?”

“Simple.” Bubbles stood and did a graceful pirouette on one metal foot, swaying and mimicking someone in free-fall beautifully. The cat grumbled and burrowed deeper into Tiberius’s lap, narrowing his eyes. He did not hiss and spit at the display, just glared an intense distaste.

“OK, you win.” Ruffling furry ears, Tiberius sighed. “But tell him he’s navigator if we get a ship. We still need one.”

Everyone else in the room ignored that.

“Ha. It’s us against them, little buddy.” Tiberius grunted, still petting the cat and looking at the other two in the room dubiously. “Foot to foot to foot to foot. I hit high. With your teeth on our side, we win. Let’s get ‘em.”

Sparky tucked his paws under him, closed his eyes and purred a little more but did not start looking warlike. Tiberius sighed again.

“Word is they have a line on a pink spaceship back earthside.” Bubbles mentioned idly. “It’s prying it out of some cranky teenage hands that’s getting difficult.”

“There are deals that haven’t been made. Military sats to dodge. An anxious dad offering big rewards to duck.” Bubbles added quietly, looking odd with one finger alongside her nose. “And smugglers to deal with there. Pirate-ships that raid other smuggler ships abound too.” Then she giggled.

“A pink spaceship? Good. Sounds weird, but good.” Tiberius grunted, looking interested.

Neither Jazz nor Tiberius questioned Bubble’s information. She was a rogue super-bot with mushroom skills and only slightly insane. Still very child-like, too. The ways she had of getting information went ‘way beyond beating it out of strange men and guards; it included eavesdropping on the galactic military.

Bubbles was descended from an Observer’s ship security system, a corp lab and Henry’s meddling; military-coms were in her genes, so to speak. So was a mild insanity, but that was accidental and another story.

“Great. We’re still stuck here; I want topside to know we’re staying peaceful only as a courtesy.” Tiberius grumbled on.

“Who? Our host?” Jazz sighed and looked about their cavern apartment, sniffing in annoyance. “The mushroom wants you to stay quiet till we get snuck out, Tiber. Peaceful too. He might want galactic visitors again sometime.”

“Can we at least plan an escape? It’s boring in here.” The rogue war-machine in Tiberius hated being confined. “And we don’t want to go back to earth either.” He added. “We could plan for that.”

“There’s a quarantine both there and here, Tiber; but earth is the only one willing to try rescuing us at the moment. If they didn’t, we’d be stuck there for good.”

Jazz grinned. “Unless recruited by another mushroom. The next nearest mushroom is almost a year away by fast ship, and might be worse than this. Pushing the local mushroom to choose loyalties might get silly anyway. After all, someone has invented a bot-translator already.”

“And if Bubbles can be mass-produced, we’re out of a job. Our host is a mushroom whose loyalties are a little confused right now.” A heavy sigh from Jazz accompanied that. “This Mushy wants Bubble-shine to stay. The rest of the planet wants her dismantled. We want her to stop playing in Sparky’s litter box.”

“Translation? More confusion. There’s a lot of confusion here.” Tiberius grumbled unhappily. “Bubbles is a little confused herself. She still a lobotomy-case?”

“Personality matrix under reconstruction.” Bubbles mentioned happily in reply. “ETC, six months.”

“Estimated Time of Completion.” The shiny bot explained after Jazz looked at her in a puzzled way. “SNAFUs pending.”

There was silence at that. No one wanted to know what a snafu was.

“ID-10-T. Maybe I can design and make weapons. Bubbles can help test them.” The rogue war-machine Tiberius went on in a frustrated tone, looking around the small room they were all trapped in.

“Or a better nav system.” Jazz added thoughtfully. “Any nav system at all, really. You want help getting out, Tiber? Make up a Mushy shopping-list. That might get some interest and help from all three ends.”

“Three? Oh, the seller. The pirate-smugglers. A secret-Santa shopper.” Tiber shook his head sadly. “You want to get us out of here by shopping. For mushrooms and by surprise. Jazz, are you feeling Ok?”

“More weapons.” He added, glaring at her. “There’s at least three of us here that can fight if we count Sparky.” Jazz just smiled sweetly back.

“Shopping.” She mouthed at him. “Secret shopping. No use giving Bubbles a gun, she has better planet-breakers already. She just won’t use them.”

“To get us out? Waitress-Dancing! Fish-songs!” Bubbles added, joining in and giggling. “Vanity! Screw-ups snuggledance the star-ways!”

“No. Secrets!” Jazz chided Bubbles. “Mushroom ones. Shoppings. Please.”

“Ha! Both wrong. Fight for your life.” Tiberius gloomed in, unhappily. “And sneakers. Bubbles, is there anything we should know about that might help us decide? You listen to everything.”

“Reflections? Many odd things.” Bubbles started slowly. “Unpredictable crowds of them.”

“Firstly, Do-nothings and the Way of the Rat. Fink-world. They fling poo for problem-solving.” Bubbles started slowly, after thinking a little bit.

“Many out-theres focus on us; many berserkoid trigger-events aimed at us. Screw-ups for fun and profit. Passionates always float erratically.”

“Thirds, the Enlightened for more enlightenment.” Bubbles finished up, staring off into space. “Oh-Oh-Oh. Omniscient, omniscient, omnipotent. Out-of-order, too.”

“The ‘Oh-oh’ I understood. The rest of it, not so much. I did ask for that, did I?” Tiber groused after Bubbles had run down. He looked puzzled.

“Oh.” Jazz looked a little strained and Tiberius totally confused. “Ah. Dandy, Bubbles. Thank you. Which one of those is Sparky of?”

***

Henry chuckled when I walked into his lab alone.

Things had changed already. I was no longer allowed to talk to the new girls, I’m a mean person. It is to laugh; they were gone anyway.

They weren’t cooperating either. Yet. Tiberius and his girlfriend were still stranded on an anti-bot mushroom planet with angry mobs after them and we still didn’t have a ship that could rescue them.

Pointing out I was no threat to the new girls as the clan surrounding them was the deadliest military unit for light-years around did not help my case. Min did give me a small kiss for that tho.

As a weapon Min was outclassed by her kids, new-gen cyborg models and the Galactics; she hated it and sucked up to Henry for weapon upgrades every chance she got; compensating for being obsolete.

The big problem was Manda refused to call her ship down or even reveal where it was. The transport was still cloaked and secret. Cashing in on the reward her father was offering looked difficult for anyone interested, as you’d have to get her out past the blockade-quarantine first; and there was a lineup of people waiting to claim the booty any way they could when you came out.

The galactic sats were scanning in a very serious way and the usual merchant smugglers were hot after the reward daddy had posted for Sweetie’s safe return.

Then there were the bounty hunters like Black-Bot. They were off-planet yet. And a greedy little Angel snarking by.

The military, smugglers, pirates and bounty-hunters would be in the line-up of people looking to score with Angel as soon as they heard about the reward; we were at the bottom of that food-chain.

Rumor had it there it was a really fat reward, but only for safe return of Manda; Fesra they did not care about. The military was just waiting for something spiff to try and break quarantine on them again. Anything going either way, really.

So far, Manda was blessed. She had a new ship. Fast. Expensive, loaded with the latest tech and a couple generations better than what the military used. The military was really keen to seize it as they had troop-transports for runabouts, not personal speedsters.

(And only Sweetie’s return, as I’d mentioned. That was one of the reasons I was banned from the island klatch. Another was I kept getting names wrong. My girls were gleeful about that, as that was one of their twin-games.)

Manda and Fesra, intergalactic space-pirates. The two new girls were very safe, in a hidden location, surrounded by my twins, six corp-clone warriors and with Harvey running herd on the whole mess. A pile of money and tech as protected as you could get anywhere on the planet; on Harvey’s island cyborg school.

Not even Angel knew they were here yet. Angel had Borgs and a few local armies, mostly local cops for troops. Nice, but not serious competition for the tanks I called family; or even any cyborg.

Any of mine could take a serious run at taking over the world. If Min got Harv off his island with his super-suit working for her, that was almost all the heavy hitters on the planet rooting for Manda Galactic-girl.
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