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chapter 1 echoes

The hospital corridors were a chill and lonely walk in quiet times and not everyone came out of these walks the same as they went in. The intern hurried thru the graveyard shift as best he could, all senses alert.

Echos of a past life? Ha! Around here you didn’t know of whose past life anymore; the old farts here for rejuvenation, the staff getting hunted or the weirdness doing the hunting.

The weirdness-part was actively ghosting around making zombies and stalking us very quietly; no one knew what it was yet.

This ghost was rumored to make zombies by surprise, even out of bots. For some bot-staff it was hard to tell the difference.

Here in the corridors of the new earth-colony hospital it echoed a bit; the empty places late at night were very quiet. Med tubes hummed, and that was about it. The for-profit wing echoed with the sounds and feel of things being actively sterilized renewed and contained.

Unfortunately, not contained enough for the crowns and cyborgs that worked here.

The wandering intern shivered as he trotted thru the silent coolness on foamed soles. There were rumors of things stalking the staff in here, things that changed you from the inside out. Alien bugs brought in and accidentally turned loose probably, and nasty ones.

Even some Mindy-bots had gotten erratic and left their employment here; and erratic changes were not something you ever wanted to see in a sex-bot specialist.

Zombie sex-bots? Ew. That thought got a shiver too.

Most staff moved around fast, so it was hard to tell what changed, exactly. Or who. Not many stayed very long anymore. Rumors flew, tho. Cyborg norms sometimes left impromptu; both the hospital and colony proper for isolated mountain-top huts. A couple had more galactic getaways in mind.

The intern shivered. The corridor was supposed to be clean but not spooky. UV light, sonic sweeps and old disinfectants were evident. He sniffed and sighed, looking up wryly. Old-and-Big money got anything it wanted, including the soaps they’d known as children.

Even if they had to come here to made young again, that was doing it the hard way.

Illegal, immoral and dangerous procedures turned old farts back into rowdy youths here. A very profitable and dangerous biz mostly done in secret; with sometimes dubious results.

Over-enthused sex-fiends were a common result. Some people collapsed as twitching burn-outs, or ended up with the IQ of a turnip.

Some were young again, tho. Or at least looked and acted it. Relatives and governments watched closely and fumed helplessly as the money in the family got spent frivolously. There were more than grumpy great-great-grandkids anxious to inherit that objected to these treatments; more than a few governments had aversions to any more immortals clambering into the economy.

Free-Bots were bad enough. Old goats with century-old grudges were worse.

Some genetics used was not entirely reliable, or very long-lasting. Some drugs were more than a little expensive and had to be gene-made to spec. Very addicting, most of them; till the regrowing body learned to make enough for themselves.

The changing elderly did not need to chained to beds very often, but it had been known to happen. The new alien changes were harder to stop. There were private guards all over the hospital as usual but most of them were looking for impatient relatives to shoot, not sneak attacks by silent aliens and unknown entities.

Most of the nurses here were professionally deadly bots before they got hired; tangling with any of them was not advisable, even for other cyborgs.

Even they avoided the emptier regions at night.

***

The tank was hours from getting to its next destination and the path there was made of chewed-up timber; mostly clear. Rex lumbered along at a medium speed, not fast enough to spill coffee. Min slurped hers and looked thoughtful.

“Exchange data set 2,2 with data set C 2,2. Social and alluring. Optimize trees.”

“Forbidden operation.”

“What!” Fuming at her console and the tank’s meddling AI, Mindy ignored the jostling of her million-ton toy grinding thru the heavily forested wood-work of the new planet. She was muttering dangerously and in a very unladylike manner now.

Someone had put restrictions on her tantric-files and that was never supposed to happen; she was the unquestioned commander of the tank. Especially the unquestioned part. Whoever had done it was about to have a bad-tempered crown-of-creation happen all over them. The file got popped for inspection.

***

Min’s Tank Tantric : Social Work

A: Like want need should

Show-piece slave-meat partner.

B: Hungry curious bored emotional

Favors duty rape.

C: Successful social animals

Attractive alluring provocative captivating.

D: Ruined, broken, trained, cured.

Relief, relationship, development.

(switch 2+3 from above)

1 Connect (ka-push electronics)

2 Accept [accept ask work]

3 Needs [like want need should]

Game-play, (hers) : person property behavior,

fact law procedure.

Popular, pretty / enthusiast, adventurer,

working, partner/ hungry, didn’t-ask.

Game-play (sex)

My way, your best, kapush here.

Ruined, broken, trained.

Clean up, cured, free.

Game-play. (his) Innuendo, euphemism, roles.

Tart, nurse, librarian.

Master, commander, warlord.

***

The file was fine, the operations were blocked. Naturally, I got blamed for this even if Min knew the odds of me even finding the file were remote. Fine. I’ll tell you, but in my own way. Tracker on!

The bloodthirsty screaming reverberating thru our command-center cabin was my first clue something personal had gone wrong.

It wasn’t aimed or about me yet, but I was the only other person handy and my girl was being very shrill about something today. Peeking over Mindy’s shoulder, I sighed relief.

Tantric, and the file seemed normal. It was Mindy’s bent approach to development sex, not recreational giggling; something she ardently practiced on me three times a week. Her files were not corrupt to my eyes, even the notes on me.

And no, no one knew what she was trying to develop. Me, her secret mind powers, sainthood? Just more of whatever she could get away with (and talk me into) was my guess.

Being the lump in her life I needed time to recover, learn and heal between romps. A lot of it, sometimes. I was a norm, not a cyborg like Min; something she occasionally forgot whenever she could.

“Unable to restructure and rebuild data tree, Rex. Why?” My pest snarled at the AI running her tank bluntly, sure the AI would know what she was talking about. Rex was the tank’s name, or something he answered to anyway.

Coughing gently, I squirmed in the secondary chair and raised my hand before Rex could point an accusing and imaginary finger at me. That got me the benefit of one beady eye from Min.

“It’s locked. Because you turned a null-grav romp into extreme gymnastics last week, dear.” I said, without taking my eyes off the screen in front of me.

“Bouncing us off walls, all that. Well, me, anyway. It took me days to recover from rope-burn. And as your partner I get a say in our romping before it gets dumped on me. Rex agreed.”

“We’re stuck in that mode now, right? A two-way. Nobody thought your files would get locked, trust me.” I did not look up at her. Provoking Min with an even glare might get me twisted into a squealing knot and us both gassed.

The Rex-the-tank did not like things like screaming, roving romps; he tended to vigorously gas anything that looked like the battle of the sexes and apologize profusely later.

Working the bugs of the tank’s AI system out was nasty; both for the tank and us. Rex did not trust our more rowdy domestic disputes; or noisy romping period, really; and that was only one of the problems.

My preferred diet was another.

Rex-the-tank had been a wedding gift; ours and Mindy loved it. She had her own live-in battle-wagon and there wasn’t anything on the planet that could stop her anymore. In fact, it’d take a several orbital strikes to even annoy this behemoth; Rex was huge, very smart and very tough.

You’d only get one shot at him, you see. Then Rex’s defenses would find and flatten the annoyances even if they were in orbit.

He was an old and cranky AI the federations had dumped here for reasons of their own. Min’s new toy was currently being used to cut and crush roads between settlements, oceans and the spaceport; and doing that by flattening whatever was between the two points. Even mountains. Rex objected to being used as a bulldozer but had to obey his official commander, Min.

Removing hills was undignified, for instance. Grinding leftovers like tree-trunks into splinters and pounding paths right down to bedrock with freight trips bugged Rex. A million tons of tank with orbital firepower capacity can cut thru things fast, but Rex whined about beating up trees and rocks.

Draining the swamps was mucky work and he didn’t like it. Yes, we’d put the guns back; Mindy had insisted. Rex had managed to smother his objections at being ready for active duty. Somehow.

Sometimes we bored thru the hill instead of grinding it into gravel or a path over the top. That kind of thing depended on Mindy’s mood and Rex’s technical objections.

You got used to Rex the slightly-wonky tank AI. He was old, cranky and obsolete. In fact, his onboard-drones were smarter than me; something they’d demonstrated several times already, but that was no real big deal. So was the operations AI, the cook, the stores-master and what looked like a roving vacuum cleaner.

“Null with ropes? You loved it. Especially the ropes part.” Mindy hissed at me, furious. I was talking threesomes with the AI without getting her permission first today. That was another sore point between us that hadn’t healed yet.

Rex, like most of the auto AIs, snooped 24/7 and would not shut up. Ever. Mindy didn’t care what we were doing till the AI had started criticizing her philosophy and approach to fun while we were still in the middle of it. Heckling, really. I hated getting nagged like that, period.

I’d gotten enough cyborg heckling from our daughters as they grew up.

Rex’s observations had made Min furious but she’d refused to turn them off. The tank itself was military with a military attitude; Rex was more than a century old and sometimes seemed almost senile. Having been updated into an unstable but operational insanity more than once didn’t help him, it just layered the madness.

His suggestions were all of the faster-better-done variety. Quirked into a sly rule-bending personality by a hundred years of several determined operators, then retired to Min’s care and feeding when he got too cranky for greenhorn operators to handle?

Rex was a case and knew it; he claimed his suggestions were more like the hiccups, something he had no real control over.

Rex was now off-planet, out of federation loyalties and stuck on a planet of rogue bots, AIs and cyborgs. Retired to the enemy camp? Pure hell for a military type. The tank’s supplementary AIs, all half-million of them, were stressed at this development and it showed sometimes.

“So. Rex shut any mods down on my tantric till you Ok’d them?” Min sounded quiet. That, from a cyborg was very, very dangerous.

“Something like. I didn’t ask.” My shrug bounced right off her. “Cancel the hold, Rex. Please. No more nasty surprises, hon. You can’t just throw me naked into the gym and turn the gravity off the way you did last time. Just for fun.”

Coughing, I shifted a bit, uneasily. “No more costumes either. Or oils. They ride up on ya.”

“Really? Is the gym is still weightless? Wanna play right now?” Mindy bored on, looking at me like I was a side of hanging beef.

“Ok.” I said slowly. “You’re not mad or anything are you?”

“The gym is in the same state, captain-commander. The rec-center was never reset.” That came from Rex. “The tantric is the same too.” He warned dryly. “Leaky.”

I began to wonder if Rex was trying to kill me and glared at his speaker. Min had mentioned weightlessness had been his idea in the first place. The oils she’d used had been his work too.

“Oh good. C’mere. Let’s see if you learned anything last time.” Mindy grabbed me by the back of the collar and dragged me easily towards the rec room, ignoring most niceties as she ripped my paper one-piece off me.

In chunks. “Oh jeez. Ok, ok!” I muttered, trying to salvage the last of my dignity. Mindy giggled at that.

The next few hours were a mix of Min hooting at me and her special brand of performance enhancement, with me floating around weightless in jungle-gym ropes. Both of us trying to plot revenge on a million-ton tank as it barreled down a raw trail thru virgin forest.

And don’t believe anything they tell you. I was not begging for mercy, those were cries of joy.

***

“The blob.”

“A blob. The thing that makes zombies, maybe.” The duty-nurse nodded at her screen.

“Yeah. One. Busy fella, eh? Look there. Travelling under the skin, probably in blood vessels. Caught on tape, only two fingers big. A lump of travelling cholesterol, jelly, not anything we could ID.”

“Alien. Really a ‘right-time, right place’ accident to catch this at all.” She went on dryly.

“The blobs don’t show on any of our scans. None of them. We need to know what to look for.” The nurse went on grimly as the tape looped. “Everything around this guy is perched on standby just in case it shows again.”

“Lemme see this.” A white coat hanging open and stethoscope banging, the resident sighed as he leaned over and stared at the screen some more.

“Yuck.” He cursed softly as something lumpish crossed a bent knee, the film cycling on repeat. It quivered a bit. “And they both lived? No zombies?”

“They lived. Both, we think.” The nurse confirmed dryly. “We had a few guys here that wanted to take the whole leg off when they saw this, tho.”

“Extreme, but that may be the only way to capture one.” The intern groused, thinking hard now. This blob should’ve killed the patient but didn’t. “The computer have anything to say on what it might be?”

“Thirty-two suspects, all much bigger than this one. All of which would’ve gotten noticed by now or made the patient dead. Do we filter blood?” The nurse sat and looked at a monitor. The patient in question was sleeping a regeneration treatment off and showed no obvious signs of having a wandering alien under his skin.

“No, not yet.” The intern considered something. “No other sightings?”

“None.” There was a sad shake of the head. “No gossip, no complaints, no reports, nothing. Whatever this thing is, it stays out of sight.”

“Then we keep watching. Trace from his home-system, others from the area, the usual full program for contagious leaks.” The intern grumped unhappily. “Standard contaminant protocols. Track it.”

“Already doing that.” The nurse confirmed. “Better scans?”

“Full scans. Immediate.” The intern agreed reluctantly. “Now. Bump a few complainers and get him in there.”

Nodding, the nurse briskly turned to her console and started punching in orders. The devices in the room started to hum as she organized paper enough to get things done.

***

“Look, it’s out-gassing.”

“Not a gas. That’s lava. We’re sitting in a lava rain, Tracker. Do not stick your head outside right now.”

Correcting me happily as she sat looking thru the forward screens, Min was blasting a tunnel thru a hill with Rex’s forward guns. These were masers-like guns that ate holes in anything; Min was busy using them to make a new tunnel in some innocent hill that’d gotten in our way.

This was the second roadway system, actually. Built with environmental, political and practical considerations now that we had better data. Min was improving her straight-line highways by building a new and better one.

Vaporizing a hole into solid rock had drawbacks tho; the fumes belched straight back over you and there was a shiny crust of rock getting deposited on the tank right now. Winds were also condensing hot lava on the few remaining trees behind us; it was beginning to look like a glass forest out there, one with trees dripping with yards of shining white angel-hair moss hanging from branches.

You could almost hear them tinkling in the breeze. It looked like a fairy playground.

“Ah, hon? We have air-holes, vents, tracks, scanners, gun-barrels and a lot of other stuff left outside.” The swirling fury of the backwash we were in made seeing what Rex was doing hard; I gulped a bit. “Do we live thru this? Do they?”

“We’re not getting touched, we have shields. Dummy.” Min answered absently. “Or Rex does. Skin-shields. We could pop a hatch and roast weenies on a stick if we wanted too.”

“They might come out a little dirty.” She admitted carefully. “There’s a molecule-thick deposit on Rex right now.”

“There is. A multicolored one.” Came a complaining tone from the consul. Rex objected to this duty, apparently. “That my sonics flake off my hull instantly. It’s a titanium composite plate, this lava-rain isn’t doing me any harm.”

“Sonics? You’re screaming in pain?” I asked Rex in wonder. Mindy guffawed at that and held a finger to her nose as she grinned. “And at dirt. Rex, you big baby you. Is there anyone out there watching this abuse and tank-torture? Any witnesses?”

“No. No observers. No sats. No intruders.” Rex stayed silent and Min went back to concentrating on getting a narrow beam to dig a wide hole, one she could drive Rex thru. “One minute till the bore breaks thru, commander. The tunnel is also narrowing as back vapor-spray condenses on walls.”

“Keep firing. The bore is a line of sight to the other side of this hill. Back-vapor smooths the walls, that was calculated for.” Mindy did everything but make notes on her clipboard. “Drones can rebore if needed. Shave things open.”

“It’s leaving pillars up that gets to be tricky.” Min confessed to me as we backed away from the hot hell-hole and the lava winds diminished a bit. Rex made a few disgusted noises as he peeled and flaked more debris off his hide into a clattering rain of debris. “Finishing is droned here while we burn thru the other side.”

“This hill is one big, solid chunk of rock; perfect for a tunnel.” Mindy confessed, using her work-station to pull away Rex from the hot tunnel entrance and head uphill. “Not the fastest route, but it should be solid enough for what we want to do.”

“Boreholes in it. Today’s works were a wonder.” I grunted in reply. “First we foamed a bridge when there wasn’t a road yet back there.” We both watched the sky as we climbed the hill. “But who am I to point out little details like that? Now a Rex made a tunnel without an exit. More of the same, really.”

Rex ignored that. So did Mindy, so I concentrated on the quiet little valley we were about to clamber into and cut a new exit for.

***

The new brats were scary, even the redheaded twin babes; all nine rotten little monsters didn’t have the benefits of any illegal advanced tech like their mothers did either.

Yet. This unfortunately, was the next generation; and their cyborg-moms were ticked at them. The three sets of twins had rogue-tech put into their tubes back in a war-zone; and free-rogue AIs were notoriously indifferent to anything but results when applying their tech to fetus, humans in general and their problems.

Jazz and Tiber got blessed with a madman running their fetal lives; a mad geneticist in a lab-ship, too. Nobody knew just what he’s tubed into their development stages.

Min and Angel were just weird crown -of-creation types. Getting to be old crowns of creation, but no one dared mention that to them.

All that was the past, and a problem. All the new cyborg kids here in the colony had normal, standard galaxy-class tube-tech. Corp made. Nothing special, no superpowers, cyborgs but now mostly human kids.

The nine kids were scary anyway; but maybe all screaming five-year-olds were like that.

A few cyborgs and bots had been home-body guards; oddly enough, most of them had stayed in space. Henry’s girlfriend Li was the only human around our cyborg-moms could ask about human brats and she hated the noisy ones.

The rogue-war had made a warlord clone-war in her region; in that version of the gene-war warlords children hadn’t really become an issue.

“We can’t kill them, can we?” One of my Redheads asked a Blond who wandered into the room looked a little pensive. That was rare for my Blonds. They had almost permanently sunny dispositions, both of them.

“No. We can’t.” There was a resigned sigh that heaved and quivered a generous blond chest. “Or shove them back into the tubes for a re-do. I know, I checked.”

Another small grimace and the Blond glared back the way she’d come. “Bah. Cook until done is not a good way to make cyborgs. Growing up human is almost as bad.”

“Ha. Two years of this and they’ll be full-grown and making their own kids. Now that’s gonna be fun. What did yours do this time?” Red asked her blond sister, looking around for the other wandering moms in their six member clan.

There weren’t any. This blond was a known disaster at babysitting and avoided. Right now she appeared to be running away from the kids again.

“I have the creche today. My girl made out with Jazz’s brat, or tried to. Again.” The Blond confessed uneasily. “They hid first. Kissing games in various spots; I’m really getting tired of trying to out-think and find them.”

“I can see how that would be hard. Jazz is working, got it. Mushy translation serveries. Better her mutant boy than a neighbor’s brat, huh?” Red said philosophically. “Wait. Does Jazz have to move again? Was it caught on camera?”

That got another Blond cringe. Every cyborg on the planet was reasonable adept with electronics and if there was an embarrassing file anywhere, everyone had access to it soon enough.

“There are no cameras here anymore. I learned the first time.” The Blond stated in a flat and grim way.

“Most of them got disabled the week the brats decanted by some mysterious blond assassin. By week two every kid that came out of the tube here had total privacy.” The Blond confessed uneasily. “And so did their moms. Us. Even Jazz, Min and Angel copies that. No one trusts the bachelors around this planet.”

“Not to giggle at their troubles.” Red nodded. Blonds. A sunny disposition, yes; knee-deep in blood and body-parts to get their own way, and not the brightest or best thinkers. Most cyborgs were like that, tho. Hit first, then think about it.

“Ok. So you lost one or two of the kids again?” Red asked her blond sister, who was almost weeping on a couch by now. There was an affirmative nod in return. Red just shrugged and looked up.

“MOM!”

The shout triggered a few automatics and a screen popped up with Mindy in her tank a second or two later.

She was not alone. Rex was nattering about fire-rates, rock harmonics and vapor depositing; Tracker was sitting there looking bored but hopefully at the camera.

“Mom. Jack in, please.” Red started evenly, sticking her tongue out at Tracker. “Combat-Conference mode.”

***

“Hey, I know you don’t I?” That was my greeting to one of my redheaded daughters calling; there was a sad-looking Blond with her. Another kiddie domestic crisis was in full play, obviously.

The tank rumbled on. Rex had enough AIs to do this bore unassisted if Min could relax enough. Mindy was already jacked in, leaving me out of whatever mom-thing was going on. That was normal. The girls hated losing any battle, asking for any help or showing any weakness I might use against them.

“We’ve met before. Right?” I added as everyone else piled into the call. Red just gave me a dirty look. You could tell if was a full meeting by how absentminded Mindy was getting, as being mother-hen to all seven chicks and their kids strained her a bit.

She loved it. She never stopped complaining about trying to keep up with them, but she loved it.

“I’m Stella, dad. Relax.” Came from a very bored redhead, her head tilted to one side as she listened to the conference call.

“No you’re not, that’s the one on the couch. Hey, Stel!” I grumbled as one of my freckled and bleached-out redheads tried to play me.

“Shelia, Stella, Sally, Sharon, Selma and Sandra. Jazz and Mindy, too. There, I’ve covered; that’s all of you.” A triumphant smirk was aimed at the couch Redhead, who snorted back in derision. “You never have had any imagination, fashionista-girl. Today’s problem is?”

“Hey, Da.” Came absently from the couch. The blond was listening hard to her conference, obviously happy to be in full combat-mode gestalt with her sisters problem-solving again.

I hated combat-mode and gestalts in general; so the girls always used them for privacy and to dump me. The hive-mind was not my favorite mode of thinking hard.

“The kids can hide from us now, da.” Red confessed uneasily, blushing as she squirmed a bit. “Worse yet, they want to start doing things. Things like swim across the lake naked. Neck. Explore.”

“Kids! Put a super-hero bib on any of them and they think they’re invulnerable. Oh look! Ta-Da!” Red added in exasperation. There was a sudden enlightened squeal across the room and our Blond bounced up and ran out of the room looking determined.

A squeaking mayhem could be heard a few seconds later from the missing (and now found) very disappointed couple. I blinked. Mindy’s mom-instincts had been able to locate the kids from a thousand miles away and in seconds.

The girls would never live this down. The Stella-Blond, anyway.

“The boys are in hiding?” I asked as various off-camera piping complaints got dragged away and smothered by doors closing between us.

“Wow. Too easy. Think mom set that up?” Red wondered to me, whispering sotto-voice.

“The boys? Out building something.” She went on. “A six-man clone-crew works really well at getting places up fast.” Red confessed quickly. “They have lots of work. No complaints; they come home too tired to argue and that’s handy too.”

“Yeah, great. I hate you all, Red. They will soon too.” I grunted at the subtle reminder eavesdropping on a cyborg-matriarch tending to her female clan was usually nothing I wanted to hear.

Their secrets were never anything I wanted to hear and they knew it.

“I didn’t see Bubbles about. Or hear from her.” I added as Mindy started humming and jacking out of combat-mode. The gestalt had dissolved with the battle won, I guess. They never told me anything. She did leave the com-screen on for me this time.

“Bubbles? She’s a bot, da; she has no kids. No interest in this emergency today, except as it might get used on Mushy’s spore-ites. Doggee does come a close second as a brat, tho.” Red snorfed in amusement.

“Doggee as a sort-of boyfriend, baby and helper. Bubbles is busy at translation for various Mushies with Tiber and Jazz. She’s good. Planets from all over the galaxy are asking for her.” Red went on.

“Because that’s the only way they can get at Doggee and the super trans-warp drive our bots got from him.” I grunted, irked. “Those miserable hacks. Doggee is the only member of a brand new multi-galaxy species anyone knows of; the only multi-galaxy species, actually. And he won’t talk to anyone except Bubbles.”

“And Mushy. Our favorite 4 billion-year-old underground fungus. The one who thinks humans are merely a temporary inconvenience.” Red mentioned happily. “Doggee thinks whole solar-systems are temporary inconveniences.”

“Yeah, him too.” I admitted. “Mushy is hiding; Doggee’s sitting on the tech we need for this generation of cyborgs. That ticks your mom off. Those two? Mushy is the person Min attacks every time she sees or talks to in gestalt. That doesn’t help.” I added. “Say, how did she know where the kids were?”

“You, Tracker. You helped build the nook they were hiding in.” Red clarified uneasily. “Under the stairs, a kid-sized hole. You told her about it a while back.”

“And she saves the day with it months later. That’s my girl.” I looked over at my humming cyborg, who was ignoring us and seemed to be busy with getting her tank to do what she wanted again.

Min’s tank hated digging latrine holes. That’s what Rex called building a highway system, but he wasn’t sure he had to shoot himself as a traitor for it or not yet.

Rex was willing for shoot himself for even having guns mounted, unlocked and under control with someone not military; somewhere that wasn’t a Federation planet didn’t help. He kept threatening to; Mindy kept ordering him out of it.

Most of the guns were only software blocked. Technically, we at the cyborg-colony were not at war with the Galactic Federation. Or had much of a quarantine except distance; so far Rex’d not been able to find a militarily-correct reason to suicide and that rankled him.

“Gotta go, Red.” I stared as Mindy glanced at me meaningfully. “Nice talking to someone who remembers my name occasionally.”

Red glared at me as Mindy writhed. My girlfriend had urgent, private news for me. “Yeah. Me too. See you next crisis, da.”

Then the link broke and I was staring at paint again.

***

“Min. Is our colony named yet?” I asked before Mindy could burst in with her news. Min stopped and shook her head in negative.

“Not officially. Naming comes up in the next legislative session; in a couple of years. We gotta build the legislature meeting room first. Names? Probably by referendum. So far, Bob, Drax and a dup of a near-by planet to confuse Federation smugglers head the list.”

I blinked and shook my head. Cyborgs never ceased to amaze me. “We’re two million light years from anyone, Min. No confusion there. Right. If this place isn’t named, Rex isn’t officially anywhere illegal, Therefore he can’t refute or refuse anything for his commander, right?”

That got a snort. “He can’t already. You he just ignores. Me? I am his commander, top of the line, the only military official here, and his superior. He has to obey me.”

“Several ways. I’m also classed as human. That helps. Rex is old enough his safeguards are hardwired in and no one has been able to change them.” Mindy added happily. “In fact, changing the humans-only commander part would probably kill him.”

“That’s what you think.” Rex interrupted.

“I’m a hero, you’re a gossip, he’s muscle. And the news?” I asked as things stayed quiet. Rex did things like that, say something and stop. You’d think he liked arguing or something.

Min nodded. “The girls are talking about a possible alien invasion at the hospital. One they just heard about, again. You remember the DNA virus the feds sicced on us in that last extortion attack?”

“Yeah, I remember that.” I shuddered. “The feds, again? A couple of our best 15-year-old mafia girlfriends were part of that. You stole a couple ships on them, right? Gave them to the AIs to mod. That attack fizzed out fast.”

“Yeah!” Min grinned at the memory. “Well, there’s talk the hospital got infested with something. Mystery entity called the blob hits; it changes bots and people. Makes them into zombies. A shift in the wrong ward hurts that place hard. You leave the hospital and run off into the bush to rave there.”

Mindy looked puzzled. “As a zombie. No word on anything other than that. A two-second film of something that could be anything in someone. Cyborgs and bots are pulling shifts in rejuvenation and heading out into the bush right after, tho. The occasional one is, anyway.”

“No one seems to be able to find them again?” I asked carefully, looking out the window. We were out in the bush and I hadn’t seen any nymphs here yet. Or noticed any gristled cyborg campers, or zombie-bots.

“Nope.” There was a shake of the head. “Cyborgs can disappear when they want to, that’s normal enough. Even into the bush, as most other people are considered a pain in the first place. But sex-bots?”

“Whoo. Sex-bots are getting altered. Ew.” I humphed uneasily. “Yours? Are you taking it personally?”

“No, not yet.” Mindy said honestly enough. “If they start attacking campers or something in flocks, maybe. But maybe I should. We should.”

“Rex!” She finally snapped, after thinking a bit more. “Sat traces, full scans and complete monitoring. Release drones. Call in bot-net and find those runaways. Wake us the instant you do.”

“Oh joy. We hunt tonight.” Rex said in a forlorn tone. “The hammer versus the mosquito, yes!”

***

Elf. Electronic Life Form.

The blob was a poor distraction, a leftover from a previous planet-bound evolutionary age.

The Elf was hardly aware he was leaving blobs behind even as they got programmed for stealth, staying hidden and turning leftover lunch into lurching leftovers.

Electronic life forms paid very little attention to the random 3d models left behind after a feeding. The blobs could hardly be said to be alive; they lasted only a few weeks at best.

What they did in those weeks was almost entirely random and of no real significance to anyone but whoever had just gotten fed on. Mostly it was just getting away.

***

“Wait a sec.” I blinked and held up my hand. “There’s a hundred naked Mindy-bots wandering about in the bush right now? And we’re hunting these dirty escaped sexy things?”

“Six.” Mindy corrected dryly. “Six Mindys, maybe. Ditto cyborgs. And naked is nothing to a bot or cyborg, if they’re even dressed that way.”

“Not dressed? Yahoo! Rogue Mindy-bots! Dibs on the first one. Let’s get ‘im!” Not my best battle-cry and Mindy was glaring at me hard as I popped up and headed over to the defense station. Rex the battle-tank had thousands of guns available; most of the bigger ones were permanently mounted on his hull and I wanted to choose a few of the more flexible ones for myself.

Only most of them were mounted and active right now. Rex also had sat-links, drones, hatches, portholes and doors to fire infinite-repeaters thru, missiles, grenades, lasers and a smaller tank-bot to send out. And flares.

As we’ve said, Rex was a real big boy, a self-supplied and self-repairing tank. This mountain came fully equipped with its own nano-factories; factories that made nanos that made parts and ammo for him. Rex was also almost impossible to decommission and retire if he didn’t want to be decommissioned.

He did have a few odd places he liked to park and power-down in tho. Raw materials and supplies, all that.

“Actually, I get to shoot them first, lad.” Rex corrected me; there was a sudden flurry of lights in the command room as various systems suddenly came on to full-alert status. “I find them, I shoot them. That’s the way of the tank.”

“No, I get first shot. There are cyborgs out there and you two are too trigger-happy to deal with meat. Or bots.” Mindy snapped, leaping into the command-chair and pulling a helmet down-and-on her head. It swallowed her whole skull.

“And neither of you can argue with me, that’s not allowed. Stand down.” She went on happily.

A slightly mechanical voice broke into our squabble. “Imposters and duplicate bots alert! Class two deployment! Identity protocols in effect!”

A very big gun dropped from the ceiling and positioned itself right in front of Mindy, it’s barrel an inch from her nose. Fifty cal. Wall-lasers popped open ports too.

“Identify your self, intruder.” The voice went on. “NOW!”

“Oopsie.” Came from an embarrassed Rex. “Sorry, commander. Old system. Just co-operate, he’ll shut down.”

“Voice ID ok? Password: Deportment protocols.” Mindy told the security AI in a dry voice.

“Biometric ID rejected. Insecure method.” Came a flat mechanical voice. “First attempt failed. Ten seconds left.”

“All biometrics can be kludged, dear. Prints, scans, eyeballs. Try something else.” I called out as Mindy inhaled to try again.

“Seven seconds.” Came the flat voice as Mindy stopped to think. The safety snapped off on the ceiling gun with a harsh click and red laser dots started appearing on Mindy.

Rex interrupted things quickly.

“Chip implant 7963. Scan. Full federation ID, Override codes, ID chip, command transfer orders. Release now.” He snapped out, with a stream of binary beeps added to it. “Now, commander. This takes several seconds to process and he will shoot you if he’s not done in time.”

Mindy blinked and offered a hand to her chair. A light flashed, something beeped and the gun pulled back into the ceiling.

“Accepted. Commander.” The voice said as it shut down. You could almost see Rex staring off into space and whistling as he blushed a bit.

“Considered embarrassing to’ve accidentally killed your new commanding officer in the first week, is it?” I asked Rex. Mindy ignored that and busied herself with something in the command-chair and in her helmet. “Again, maybe?”

“Ha. Be quiet. You have not gotten a confirmed ID yet either, intruder.” Rex snapped at me. A small door snapped open and my nemesis the vacuum cleaner promptly leaped out of the hole. The bot snarled and headed towards me, it’s tiny little wheels squealing. A small nozzle popped out to aim at me.

A rat-net from a cleaner that was the size of a loaf of bread. I dodged the first sticky spray in my direction easily, but my chair got webbed. Mindy had her command helmet on and missed the whole ordeal.

“Sats.” I snapped out quickly. “Target river terrains. 150K from hospital, settlements. Deltas, banks, flats, streams.” Then I ducked again as the cleaner made a vicious attempt on my ankle. I pulled my legs out of reach and up on my chair.

“Most of the runners will need to drink.” I explained as Mindy questioningly tilted her head; my knees being near my ears right then. “We start there and pick up a new trail at water.”

“Bots hiding head for low-corrosion areas instead.” I mentioned, leaping into another chair like the floor was lava. “Hot, dry; Cold, no O2, that kind of place.”

“Your first clue? His name is Tracker.” Mindy whispered to Rex. That got a disgruntled tank-humph in reply as I tried to leap to a chair closer to Min. The cleaner protested my cheating ways.

“If the bots and cyborgs are out there, he’ll find them. Probably without getting out of that chair.” Min went on happily.

“Min, I’m not in the chair!” I yelped, ducking another web discharge that splatted on the wall behind me. “YOW! Rex, disable the cleaner! Please!”

“Rex, what is going on out there?” Mindy asked wonderingly. I snorted and reached down as the cleaner-bot sped past me looking to get a better shot at my more popular podular extremities.

Leaning down and picking up the cleaner-bot, I stepped over and sprayed Mindy with the next rat-net. It webbed her right into her command chair.

“That! That’s what happening out here!” I yelped as the cleaner juiced his chassis, giving me an electric shock. That got him dropped him on my foot and I yelped again, cursing in a piteous way as I hopped clumsily around, holding one foot. “OW, ow, ow, ow, ow!”

The cleaner made distressed noises as it tried to right itself and return to the battle. I hopped around holding one foot and blinking tears out of my eyes.

“An attack! Injuries! Halt, intruder!” That was the security system, again. I found myself to be the center of the dedicated attention of several nasty security systems while both Rex and Mindy whistled, beeped and yelled orders at the active anti-personnel armor being deployed at me.

I ended sprawled up at the foot of Mindy’s command chair with her peeping down in a perplexed way at me from under her visor. She was still helmeted, wrapped in webbing and stuck in her chair.

There was only one option open to me, so grabbing Min’s ankle I yanked her slipper off and started tickling the bottom of one bare foot.

That got a whole chorus and barrage of outraged cyborg squeals, giggles and threats aimed back at me. Rex frantically tried to shut the security systems down yet again as Mindy thrashed about giggling, outraged at this particular indignity.

“I want second-in-command status, NOW, Min! A real ID!” I bellowed at her captive foot. She wriggled and squirmed, gasping promises and threats at me, snapping the webs holding her arms one strand at a time.

“Fine. No action? We start in on the other one then.” I growled at her. That got a panicked gasp from my girlfriend as I reached for her other foot.

“NO! You’re second in command. First officer. I yield. Rex, log that. Tracker is second-in-command after me. Formal ID and promotion.” Mindy finally gasped out, looking panic-stricken again as she struggled to get her foot free of my attentions.

“You’ll pay for this outrage later, Tracker.” She hissed at me as the cleaner-bot finally got upright and reluctantly sprayed something that freed Mindy from its web. She sat up, stripping the webbing away and stomping one bare foot at me in a fury. That made for all kinds of interesting jiggling.

“In private. A lot. It starts with what we had you classified as before I kick you to death.” She glared at me, slipping her shoe back on.

“That null-g gym isn’t exactly private, Hon.” I corrected her, finally gaining the second’s chair beside her, this time almost legally. “Lots of cameras in there. And big VR screens.”

She looked vaguely interested. Oops. Training time for me, if I wasn’t careful. With instant replays and commentary from the local peanut gallery.

“Now, who wants first shot at any Mindy-bot we can find?” I asked jovially, getting systems back in play. “Any signatures we can get from orbit to start with.”

“Me.” Said both Mindy and Rex in unison.

“Team “Nuke ‘em from orbit” online and ready. We find cyborgs first, tho.” I nodded as Mindy squawked protest at that. “Tough, people. Easy ones first. Rex, look for pools where streams join the rivers. Bends in the river; lots of fish there and hungry cyborgs will be right beside the pools if we’re lucky.”

***

“Ew. Zombies? No.”

“All the fundraisers are drunk. Bad sign, that.” Sighing uneasily, Harvey slumped behind the wheel of his transport and looked depressed as he slowly parked outside the hospital. “I know a couple of them too. People from before I’d rather not know at all.”

“That sounds like most of my day.” Angel grumped at her boyfriend. “Now go be nice to them and we’ll talk later.”

Harvey grunted. This was the only hospital on the planet and it was almost completely financed by federation outsiders; them sneaking in for youth treatments and illegal rejuvenation, mostly. Illegal mods were a trivial biz.

Harvey’s transport today was the only paddy-wagon on the planet. He was also the only cop, ran the only jail and his girlfriend Angel was the only and top administrator on the planet. He did not have a lot of free time for this op today.

“Drunk, already. So what?” That came over the com in a hiss of crackly noise. Harvey’s chats with his girlfriend were on the bottom of the cell priority-list.

There was giggle aimed at him. “Harvey? Fundraisers scrounge. Being bottom-feeders, they hit the survivors of the rejuvenation, relatives or not. Drunk sounds like a fun ploy to me.” Angel went on absently. “Better that than a zombie.”

“Fundraisers hit more than survivors, Angel. Lots of relatives come here with quiet offers for before-and-after mistreatment. Accidental accidents that no one survives are very popular.” Harvey muttered in annoyance.

“Money is very popular and these treatments aren’t cheap. Uncle blowing all his coin getting young again or getting cured of something he caught in the jungle isn’t always popular.” He added quickly. “With anyone.”

“Cured? We do that now? And gene therapy.” Angel seemed puzzled. “Betcha the relatives have a habit of deferring promised payments. The clinic is strictly pay-in-advance, right?” She asked with a sigh.

“Cured. Officially.” Harvey stated flatly. “Illegal, immoral and persecuted doctors from all over the galaxy come here now. Freedom is very popular with some people; especially if their governments are lined up to try and stop them.”

Scratched just below an ear, Harvey stared at the clinic. “Pay in advance? Yes, definitely. Always has been. Far too many federates would go home then thumb their noses at the clinic and tell us to come collect if it wasn’t.”

The cyborg made a disgusted noise. “But nice cars, expensive suits and money? I know a couple of these fundraisers from earth. They were in my classes. Lobbyists. I think the funds are getting personal and staying that way.”

“Money and credits not getting back to the hospital? Lemme see.” Angel asked. You could hear her hum and buttons getting briskly hammered in her office.

“Bingo. Tracking their accounts now and yes, a more than a couple of the raisers have both earth and federation banking access. Some here, some on earth. Moderate flows sticking to them all instead of getting to the clinic admin.”

She punched a few more buttons. “For admin to steal after it gets here, from the looks of things. Bleah!”

Harvey sighed. “Million-dollar toilets, again? Angel, I’m here to find out why so many staff work here, go zombie and disappear. I don’t think it’s fundraisers or bookkeepers doing it. Tempting but they’re not the issue.”

“Getting people to run away isn’t anything they’d do.” Sighing wearily, Harvey glared at the building. “The ones I know rattle car-keys at the action you just bought; that’s their speed.”

Angel chuckled at that one. “Oh, them! Party-flakes. More bad news, Harv. Anything I do will leak fast. There might be a quarter mil in the account but between the time I ask the bank to freeze it and the lock arrives, all the money will have moved on.”

“Both earth and fed accounts, betcha. That figures. We divvie this up, as usual. You work paper, I’ll lock twitching bodies up and get confessions.” There was a grumble from the elder cyborg. “From all the usual suspects, anyway.”

“Meanwhile, we have something that makes bots and cyborgs run away loose in there.” Harvey sighed and stared at the building moodily. “Zombied. I wonder if the raisers know which dirty-girl that brought what in.”

“Desperate and dirty clients? Sounds like the usual traffic to me. A waster-disease type, maybe. The money-grubbers might have a clue, true.” Angel admitted briskly. “Want to lean on them, Harv? I can help. Their phones and cars stop working, all that. Maybe even have a couple medical devices shut down.”

“Not yet. I think I’ll prowl the building first. Look around, act stupid, snoop, all that.” Harvey said quietly. “I have a suit that picks up a lot more than I do.”

“That’s my big dumb boyfriend.” Angel enthused briskly. “His shoes can out-think him and so can various other body-parts. Don’t bring anything home with you, ok?”

“Ok, but only because I still love you. See you at dinner.” Hanging up, Harvey sat back and looked at the clinic. It was vital to the colony, almost the only thing that brought federation trade in.

There was only one super-drive ship from Doggee so far and the AIs were still bringing in runaway bots with that. Lawsuits trying to reclaim their property followed that action regularly and got ignored.

The AI supership was an airless and sterile ship. The bots hadn’t contaminated anything, they just made enemies and ferried old goats as a hobby.

Harvey sat and looked at the building as he issued updates to his federation suit outlining the problem and today’s op.

***

The meeting came to order with cyborg mothers holding their vaguely struggling cyborg children on laps and trying to settle them down.

“What do we do with them? They’re nasty.” A Brunette opened the meet-gestalt; she stood her child up on her between her legs and let the youngling look over the table and squeal enthusiastically at everyone.

“Yeah. The first generation of tube-birthed cyborgs here at the colony and they’re a tremendous pain.”

That came from a burbling Red, both of which were looking into their child’s eyes and quietly plotting something mischievous with them. The Reds both had redheaded daughters; and it looked like a very active conspiracy on their side of the table.

“No one warned us about babysitting five-year-old girls.” That complaint came from a Blond and wasn’t listened to. The moms took turns babysitting; they each got one day a week. It wasn’t considered hard work till the kids had started to run around.

Now the brats were tiny hyperactive cyborg dwarfs. They were exploring too; the electronics in the room had been dismantled more than once already. Six girls and three boys as all other plans had gotten abandoned long ago. Fortunately, the kid’s weapon-tech were still at the fists and threats stage.

“This stage is only a few months long, remember. Then we have teenagers to deal with, or at least nine-year-olds.” That came from Jazz, who was the most advanced model cyborg here. The youngest adult, anyway; not that it counted for much.

Mindy was the problem-solver and she was the oldest tube-grown cyborg of them all.

“Fun times. Depressed mutant teenager warrior cyborgs looking for a life of their own on a new planet.” There was a squeal or two come from the more frustrated of the children. One Blond was struggling with her child and it’s favorite toy.

Mom wanted the toy; the child didn’t want to give it up. It was a cyborg-quick battle too.

The child was also getting to be much faster than mom and knew it.

“Bah. I’m giving them all whistles the next time you get them, girl.” A Brunette mentioned quickly in an annoyed tone. There was a quick shuffle and gasp of horrified consideration at that from all the mothers present. Nine five-year-olds with whistles?

“And drums. Let her have it.” The Brunette went on grimly.

“Exactly what I want to do.” The Blond complained briskly. “And no, she can’t have it, it’s my phone. Do you have any idea how many charges this little mutant can run up playing with the beeping buttons?”

“Ha! It’s agreed then, ok?” The second Blond started up. “Teach them to read. Priority crash courses. Start serious schooling, work them exhausted.”

That got a number of dirty looks. That topic hadn’t been breached yet.

“Yeah, ok. Put a TV in there.” A Brunette suggested quickly. “Science programs. How-it’s-made type thing.”

“NO!” Came from the other mothers in horror.

“TV? I’ll work up programming.” One of the Reds offered. “Or at least vet a list of shows. There, done. Reading, singing, fashion tips. Cartoons. Get a bot or two in there to help.”

“You and five-year-olds! All the important things, right?” A Brunette grumbled. “We put in sitter-bots to watch then? Teachers?”

“Agreed. Sitter-bots. Teach them things.” That was a chorus.

“Local or new import bots?” A Red asked thoughtfully. “Jazz, is Bubbles finished babysitting Mushy-brats? Do we dare risk her?”

“No, we do not dare risk Bubbles.” Jazz shuddered quickly. “Mushy’s brats are learning things too. Weird things. Our kids might catch a few things from her no one human knows anything about.”

“That might not be such a bad thing.” A Blond mused. “If it happens at all. They like her. If the kids sit still long enough to learn anything. If Bubbles stays there and finishes anything for a change.”

“We bring Bubbles in and watch her, yes?” A Red went on, still concentrating on her child. “And see who she likes. Yes?” A little redheaded girl in her lap giggled at her silly mother.

“We see what the kids want to develop into other than ‘That’s mine!’.” A Brunette mentioned. “We might have to set up work-cubicles for them. Toy storage.”

“We’ll tell the boys tonight. They might like that project.” That came from a Blond, who had gotten her phone back and looked relieved. Her child looked sulky.

“Good. Agreed? Some dad-daughter time tomorrow would be nice for them all.”

***

“Relax. We don’t have to hunt Mindy bots; they’ll be hunting us.”

That got a couple puzzled looks at me; one from the tank we were riding in. Mindy was busy blasting holes in the mountains again; air-shafts and heat-vents, main tunnel drainage ponds. She seemed happy operating the masers and vaporizing rock from above and below.

“In fact, I think they are already. One is, anyway. It’s simple. What would Cyborgs want the second they got free, Min?” I asked as things seemed to settle down a bit and focus on me.

“Fresh food, lots of that; water, a quiet place to sleep.” Mindy answered almost immediately. “Maybe something noisy to shoot at.”

“And a Mindy-bot?” I went on, looking over the screens in front of me.

“Hard to say. We can cross boyfriends off that list, trust me.” Mindy said absently. “Tracker. Power supplies, maybe? Parts? What are you looking for here, Tracker?”

“By me, free-bots will be immediately start looking for other bots. Big ones. I’ve checked with the local miners on the moon and bot-net; nothing has come their way from the surface recently.”

I chuckled and blinked. “Bot-net says their space is clean of any alien invaders and want updates on this revolt every twenty seconds or so till whatever took the Mindys over is found and stopped.”

“Being considered a deacon in by the church is handy. Bot-net talks to me. A defrocked deacon, but a deacon in the church all the same.” I chuckled again. “They’re getting in on this hot and heavy up there, checking the resident bots out and sending probes out to the more isolated mines. Zombie-bots scare them.”

“Yah. Mystery takeovers would seriously worry the bots. Same here, really.” Rex mentioned dryly. “Nanos are the best culprit tho, not blobs. Radiation damage crazies next.”

“So. You think the Mindy-bots are after me?” Rex asked ominously as my news got digested. “Well, well, well.”

You could hear a whole slew of automated defense systems getting activated again, including the ones cursing a bit as their ammo jammed up. “And there’s one Mindy-bot tracking us already?” Rex went on. “Really? Where?”

The big guns started getting charged and things hummed in a deep baritone way. Mindy meeped in annoyance as her power-levels dropped a bit and her maser quieted down for a second or two.

I nodded, forgetting Rex was already watching me. He always had cameras running in the main command center.

“Yeah, there is. Look. There isn’t a lot that can walk the tunnels we just made.” I mentioned, pointing to a moving but camo’ed sat-feed. “Without getting dehydrated and cooked into jerky. Most of that rock is still hot and something just walked in back there.”

“Yeah. True.” Mindy said evenly, looking the vid over. “Those tunnels will take a year or so to cool down. Nothing human could go in there without getting baked right now.”

“So at least one Mindy is headed this way; and probably about to try impersonating our commander. Get in hurt, try taking over Rex from here.” I tried to finish up.

“Or at the very least replace me.” Mindy growled. “Stuff me in a barrel somewhere? Ha! I get to shoot her first, Tracker. When she gets here. Promise me!”

“Can’t.” I said evenly. “Besides, we need to capture her and do the autopsy snoop. A serious one. Bot-net is quietly setting up to coordinate with Rex and dismantle her as soon as she’s captured. Rex, you can turn an elevator into a holding cell, can’t you? How about an R+O?”

“I can do better than that. I have an elevator that empties into a jail cell. The cell itself is AI’d; a guard, medic and R+O specialist.” Rex started up. “It’s also super-isolation. You want me to salute and let her in, then shut her down?”

“Great. Maybe. But do you have more than one cell, Rex?” I said quietly. “The town we’re headed to is on the main transport route. There should be maybe three or four more Mindy-bots in town waiting for us.”

“We just park outside town and wait. The Mindy’s will come to us.” I told my fuming girlfriend. “Trust me, they’ll come to us. With all guns blazing, more or less. Or their best sneaking in gear.”

“You’re just saying that to try and cheer me up.” Mindy groused unhappily. “Rex, how many kinds of overrider bolts do you have?”

“Twenty and I can customize more and better in minutes once we know what works.” Rex snapped out. “You want point, commander?”

“I want point.” Mindy sighed and returned to her drilling. “And on the one in our tunnel.”

“Top turret. You can hit things a half-k back, but there is a firing-shadow around me.” Rex answered. “Not recommended procedure, Commander. If they get in close.”

“Me? Rear turret, then freestyle on the terrain.” Mindy corrected with a nasty little grin. “She gets shot with my favorite gun the moment she exits our hot bore-hole. I’ll be standing there waiting for her. Drop skirts on my command, protect your treads. Seal yourself off till I get back, Rex.”

“Take a gas mask. Skirts and track covers? Very slow to rescue you that way, hon. Mano-a-mano monomania. Min, are you crazy? She’s been zombied.” I asked, aghast. “There’s no telling what alien tech she might have.”

“Oh good.” Mindy answered, absently. “You can watch thru a high drone, ask Rex to set you up. Get a bot-net observer in the nearest town too, Tracker. He can help with swarm there.”

“Now move, people.” she grunted. “The hunt-ambush is on.”

***

“The easy way to find the good stuff is to watch what the staff swarms. That’s the best way.”

“Popular?” Looking around the clinic, Harvey peered outside and grinned to himself. “Oh. Parking spots, food in the caf, who can do favors… Just watch the busy-bees. The social-be’s. The swarm playing politics. We watch them?”

“Or the dog that doesn’t bark. Quiet zones, not money and power.” Harvey chuckled as he looked over the traffic in the clinic. “And revenge, of course. Lots and lots of high-traffic revenge and twitching corpses. Today, with surprise zombies lurching about.”

Stopping to consider things, Harvey stood at a corner in the clinic corridor and watched a few automatic beds roll by. All had humans in them. Some were reconstructive surgery, some were secret-weirdness treatments and some were post-treatment therapy.

There was very little he could find that looked like alien-invasions creating zombies. Most help was already travelling in twos now, tho.

That’s when the Elf noticed Harvey and his tasty-looking super-suit wandering around in one of the quieter areas.

***

The Mindy-bot came out of the tunnel at a run, arms pumping and clumping along bot-fast; sprinting in a full-out effort.

I guess walking over fresh smoking lava had gotten a little hard on her.

She did have chunks of smoking wood tied to her feet that gave her an awkward lope; but wearing clods did not slow her down in the least. Mindy shot her with a couple restraining bolts before the bot even got out of the heat haze pouring out of the new tunnel.

Wearing a gas-mask made Mindy look like an alien-invasion too; she just waved the drones over for a pick-up after the Mindy-bot had tumbled to a rough stop, then turned from her hiding spot and started a slow plod back to her tank.

The bot had tumbled after being shot; a face-plant with cartwheels that was not a controlled fall in any sense. Rex’s ammo had done the trick in a serious way and on the first shot. The drones were finishing the disabling with a sling and cuffs.

The bot was locked in isolation and wired into diagnostics long before Mindy got back into her post in the command-center of the tank.

The moment the Mindy-bot had gotten plugged in Rex and Bot-net had various third level things running; results were ready when the conference started in the main control-room.

There was no blob in the bot, but there was lots of interesting altered programming. The Mindy-bot had been seeded and rebuilt as an incubator for electronic ghosts. The power-supply had undergone heavy modifications, thousands more seeds were being made.
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