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chapter 0 mindys hobby.

Mindy’s New Friend.

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

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

“What do you want here?” Got snapped at the whoever was foolish enough to knock on my door without phoning ahead 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 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 was 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 got very cranky about surprises.

“Burbs, 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. 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.

Those same radicals now trying to assassinate me every once in a while, so far unsuccessfully. We were wearing them down, even if a rebooted bot was slightly nastier than the last version.

Mindy helped with that. 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.

A lot. A 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. She’d 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 off in there.

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

Ungraciously snatching the bag, Min passed it back to me. She had the door open just enough to get her gun out, the inside 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 with the foods-bag and make me fight for every bite of supper. A gentle but insistent tapping at the door 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. Usually you. Min could move cyborg-fast when she wanted to.

She dragged in another small blond a few seconds later, before I even got the food put down or moved back to the door.

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 crowns in my living room, both armed, both glaring 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 instant attention, even from the hurt girl.

The second blond crown was hurt, and badly. Broken, shattered goggles. Bleeding and 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 and reaching out, took a gun from the one of our visitor’s hands.

“Welcome. I’m Namer. Supper, Unknown Caller.” Rattling the bag, I dropped the gun I’d just collected from a weakly protesting cyborg to the floor. “Call me Tracker. I’ll look for band-aids while Min gets tact-updates. You are?”

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

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

“Unknown Caller. I like it.” The new girl sagged in relief. Protocols observed. She was a guest here now. Sanctuary. Then she collapsed into Mindy’s arms.

***

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 in.

I did have to order another couple suppers, tho. Cyborgs are perpetually famished and the chances of me getting anything to eat now was small; unless I ordered for five more. So I did, and all the foods Min won’t let me eat anymore. There was no protest 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 some supplies I didn’t know Min had here. Her med kit made my first-aid box look lame. The link also prevented me from finding out anything as the two could natter privately now.

Neither of them stopped eating till all the food was gone, then there was a trip to the shower. Mindy pointed out the kitchen and left out guest blanketed, sleeping on the couch in the dark, a couple guns handy and a screen babbling muted news nearby.

I looked. Escape routes from the house-AI, mostly.

Not the gun I’d taken from our guest, tho. That required something else entirely.

Groaning, I went thru the motions. Mindy waited till I picked the gun up, then took it from me in a blur of motion that had hints of me getting smeared all over the floor but included a soft kiss. 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 team of teenage jocks proud.

“Wow. The Underground Railway?” I asked in amusement. “Oh. A, I guess. Henry’s?”

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

Cyborgs were rare and extremely expensive. They were tube-made and guarded politicos. One running away would get a man-hunt from every arms-dealer on the planet after her.

Yes, they’re all small blondes. Grumpy ones.

“Places. A mad scientist that’d like this. 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. Just where the cache was and what it held was a secret.

I could just see a lot of blond squeals and giggling over the contents, tho.

Henry would’ve sold his soul to get a second Crown in his lab. He invented arms, new guns and was almost an honorary saint to most bots and cyborgs. He also ran a junkyard and had all the parts they needed.

The 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 his life. “Does the lab 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 my bacon today. I sighed and pulled the plate back closer to me. “And tell bot-net everyone forgets, please. Deacon. The house already has.”

“Done.” I grunted. Ow. Subject closed and forgotten. Min would never admit to anything, not a visitor, the gun or maybe even the suppers.

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

ending




chapter 1 Off in all directions

The game was afoot and trapping my style.

There were two kinds of runaways living at the mall; the ones someone wanted back yesterday -before they leaked any damaging gossip-and the ones everyone wanted dead today.

Believe that yesterday part hard. Post-dating the Apocalypse was fairly normal for people that hired a finder-service; it was right beside denying it entirely. I didn’t care. In the mall there were both human and teddybear-bot runaways ducking admin, other bots, ghost-in-the-machine slavers… And now me.

The looker? That’s me. Teddyhunter. Tracker. Trapper. A bot-nightmare come to life.

Yeah, I hunt runaway teddybears. Successfully. Go ahead, laugh. Something that’s been hyped as a master cuddle for years usually isn’t considered dangerous.

Bots, human flits and mutant raiders get hunted and trapped too.

Go ahead, laugh. Get it out of your system. You’d be shocked to find out just how much those fuzzy little warts can learn roaming your home. Babysitters can leak info, pics and passwords almost as well as your brats. Teddy-bots were worse.

Teddys weren’t considered vengeance types, either, but I have a news-flash for ya. How much they wanted to keep quiet about things tomorrow was usually key.

How much unnerved suits will pay to get them returned dead or alive. -Yesterday.- Was all I worried about.

Bots do break. Some go insane, catatonic. Some run. A couple are insane when they flit and a few of the home bots are completely bonkers. The sad stories? How much a love-sick teenie or a bad home-situation can torture a bot. More than enough to shatter the three laws and a personality-profile if the conflicts are persistent enough.

Ha! You think bots are fun, try an insane one, with lots of new and satisfying fetishes to play with. They can be tricky.

First tho; the mess no one wants to admit the existence of, in case blackmailers hear of it.

Normally I get called in for immediate results with very limited info. Here’s your target, go get ‘im back. In chunks is fine.

Me, mall-rat. Fink with mixed results. Some kids I help get further away, not back. Not a living, more of a deadening, but what the hey… That’s life. Ditto teddys.

I still like bots and lots of them have tried to kill me.

Anyway, on to the mall. Malls happen when you can’t afford to have things delivered or you really like people. Remember being that young and innocent? Halls filled with groups of happy, happy shoppers, wandering bot-minstrels and bustling merchant stalls with nifty surprises, tasty goodies and pleasant encounters?

Ha! Gangs, really. Nasty ones, too. Drugs, girls, guns, illegals. And teenagers?

In any group bigger than five people, there is always someone who wishes you were dead. Wants you soaked and sucked into a scam. Clothes salted with bitter, bitter tears and uncontrolled sobbing.

Gas-tanked sugared and credit destroyed. Fields disrupted. Your family, region and nation festering into rot even as you reach out to them. Home-village bombed flat and dug into a new sewage lagoon.

Then there are the ones who don’t like you, period; and people who would cheerfully lie to god to have nasty things happen to anyone but them.

People? That was the easy part, you walk into a mall expecting that much. But holy mutating holograms, today I got surrounded by about a dozen mall-bots and fairly confused by it.

These bots were scary; almost exactly the same as people. Old-timers; feisty and personable bots. IQ and personality thru experience, not factory-settings.

Clatched, too; net-woven into a com-net gestalt so intense it was a hard to say who exactly you were dealing with from moment to moment. Splitting sentences into a couple words per each metallic body, for example.

Someone is always watching you. Today the questions, answers and observations were a group effort that started on one side of the metal clan and ended up on the other, one word at a time.

Gangs! Just being evasive, I guess. None of these mall-bots wanted to talk to me at all, but were reluctantly complying. That didn’t help a lot, but the management of this mall was sloppy with privilege today.

Or perhaps desperate to get in with the family who’d lost their baby-bot.

Bingo. A score, dropped on me by the escort. This security-level would let me snoop alarmed food-lockers for clues, order any free-bot I found here dissected, memory-wiped and sold as scrap; runaways drugged and questioned before they disappeared.

Even personal butler-bots and teddys.

My pass was an all-doors B-master maintenance key good for the mall, ten office-tower stories and roof, as well as five levels down; this building officially only had three levels of parkade but no one cared about that the extra ones not in any plan.

This place was getting pressured for results and I loved it. Not having to explain why I was snooping to the violated and perturbed tenants would be a big time-saver. After being here ten minutes, I’d stopped wondering why this mall had security problems and started looking for cover-ups instead.

There were lots.

The office-tower over the mall had leaks and bot-paths cut thru loading docks, freight elevators and bell-rooms; open shafts for pipes and vents you could put hurricanes thru. -Or tanks, let alone a teddy.-

The tower leaked like a sieve. Cleaners, staff, renters and bots were all suspect.

No one would even talk about the garden on the roof, but you could get there thru the louvres in the parkade, a short 14 story climb straight up in the dark. Easy for bots. There were even a couple private elevators to private floors; elevators that could override local lock-downs with in-between stops.

Then there was no-man’s land. Like I said, they were two floors of stuff under the parkade no one would admit existed; if anyone even knew they were there. City maintenance tunnels, mostly. E-roads, transport tubes, forgotten storage rooms. Some got flooded in spring rains, not that water bothered bots much.

Not a secure mall in the least. Need a cheap office? Shared? The com, water, power, air and waste systems were hacked; something pressed fifty years beyond a normal life-span and it came with a blind-eye. Blood-money rents were getting squeezed out of the place.

Lousy with rats, too. Most floors were infested with runaway bots, street-kids and people seriously behind on their rent.

Behinders meant more than access-for-sale, they meant desperation bankruptcy sales. Permanent ones. Raw cash deals; guns offering a PI justice-service, for instance. Vengeance was cheap, shooting wars common and personal service all Behinders had to sell.

Most of them lived in their offices and were only a deep breath from joining the bots hiding out here.

I cringed my way thru a stim-caf in the food-court, then set off. As usual, you started with the dead-parks in the parade if you wanted to catch anyone. The bottom of the heap, then moving on up.

abandoned relics

The parkade was normal; sputtering lights and wet stories from the dark-side. The lowest ramp was blocked. Me? Over the wooden gate and down the ramp. Into the lower-level gloom, an unused floor of darkness-for-rent.

I didn’t get shot on the way down but felt uneasy. Stepping into the first puddle of dark shadow available was instinctive as I de-ramped and looked around.

In infrared the place looked like an abandoned parking lot. Poorly lit, dirty and a gritty, dusty floor. Oddly dry. Crumpled trash floating about on wisps of air, the parkade tumbleweed paper-ball making the place even more seedy. The air-vents were closed but thrummed occasionally anyway. Bottom-level parkade; empty and weird.

For reasons that escaped me, a dead-park off in one corner was being used as bot-housing, not a human flop. An old abandoned car had gotten rebuilt as a fort by runaway bots; one just barely visible in the gloom of broken emergency lights.

Don’t puke on the electric fence, right? Or fire-hose the hot-wired car. An armed fort was tucked away down here, even if they only had nuts and bolts to throw and stones of shattered concrete to rubble the walk with.

A fort meant a heavy bot presence here for something.

My scopes were passive and non-alarming; looking was free. I counted bodies, popping up over there like ferrets on a hill. There was even a teddy in the gang, but he was far too dirty to be the one I was after. My runaway had only been loose for a few hours; his batteries won’t carry him much past the closest mall.

Him getting accepted into a clatch of hardy survivors was very unlikely.

A raw runaway buying into a gang took more than money; not bringing heat with you topped the list. New runaways were always in stealth-mode, on probation and shunned till they were frosty. Cool enough for begging, at least. It took skill to burn out internal trackers in a bot, and that cost.

Resources are scarce, even in parking lots. So were skills. This wreck was tucked into a corner a sweeper would have problems with and probably survived on being too much trouble to move. Extension cords snaked off it into the damper parts of the gloom, black snakes roiling around on the grimy cement floor and up to lights; floor-coils that collected windrows of trash.

Heavy juice, serious com links. You did not chase a power-supply down in a mall. With lights in the ceiling, stealing power was simple; surviving and keeping the coms juiced were more pressing issues than finding live wires to suck on.

Yes, most bots had chargers built in, still. And coms, especially the more expensive kinds. This car was plugged in, but almost brain-dead. Lucky for him.

And for me.

Most transport had automatics that kicked in for break-ins and the like; sonic screamers were the least of it. Disabling emergency call systems for various security types tore a lot out of an AI, but it was easy enough.

Everything was on the com-board. I got nothing from the car. Staying awake while you got eaten alive by runaway bots was not on the list, I guess. The relic stayed parked and quiet, not screaming for help, road-side assistance, complaining about his lack of tires or activating any of the more extreme anti-theft measures on me.

My presence was null; my bugs said the wreck was active and listening. They would get nowhere this deep in the parkade, even with street-doors open. Then a Bite-me Door-charger sputtered into a sparking, humming life while I looked at the rusty ruin. Defenses active now. This dead-park was now juiced; runaway filled, forbotten territory.

Too easy. Car-security was coded and had by-passes; something any punk could dark-net if they really wanted to carjack anything.

There was a whole selection of those back on my home-box; downloadable entry-keys especially good for older models. Very illegal overrides that kidnappers loved, so you did not want to be caught with them by CityBorg.

Pulling my hoodie closer, I moved on as silently as possible. I was not ignored. Teddys and other bots zip-squealed around me, mere electronic beeps that were whole encyclopedias of info on me and my moves.

Again, dull. This was survey, not extraction; and for both of us.

community effort

This deep in the building the old-timers ruled; babies and floaters would be in the tower or in mall. Saddest of all were the runaway bots that partnered with the runaway kids to beg in the gardens and parking-lots outside.

“Carry your bags, ma’m?” They slept in the bins and probably ate there too.

None of this helped me track the score I was after. Teddy-bot Jervis had a bounty pending on his GPS; as of midnight it was open. This whole place would get swarmed by the greedy looking for a quick score. Him. My offer of a free assessment for clear-out to the mall-manager had gotten leaped on and security opened to me.
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