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chapter 1 domestic blisters

“Tracker, are guys ever dumb!”

It was an ordinary day in the underground for Mindy and I. Mindy grumbled that little statement out as she pranced back into our little cubbyhole off the market, heaving her new chest around like it was a flag.

Well, her little cubbyhole. She rented a place down here and we almost never saw it. She was almost always at my place topside these days.

All blond five foot three incredible body CyBorg of her.

“Yeah, I know. I am one. How many offers did you get today, dear?” I grumbled out. This zombie-enhanced bod of hers was getting to be a pain. Mindy had already downloaded and practiced “How to use your body to get ahead.” from the teddy tantric school, (all three volumes of it), and I knew she knew how to use it.

The random traffic and attention she got nowadays was a pain, tho.

Professionally, almost. Who do you think she practiced on? The girl had more ways to demolish my already limited concentration than I could count, and she took a perverse joy on destroying whatever I was attempting to do whenever she wanted to.

Mindy could carbonate my hormones whenever she wanted to and knew it, but she could do that before she got her cyborg identity healed and disguised by her zombie-farmer friends and the teddy-bots anyway.

“Just a couple. Determined ones, today.” She grumbled out, kicking the door closed behind her. Then Mindy sighed, put the groceries down and started unloading her weapons into a closet. I watched that process in a quiet disbelief. Mindy, my Cyborg girlfriend, had more weapons hidden in more places than you would believe possible for anyone human, and it took her quite a while to unload herself.

“But they were persistent idiots. A little hammered, too. Waving money like it solved all their repulsive personality-problems. It took a taser and rattling a few teeth to make them give up.” She added absently. “My shirt was too tight, I guess. They got annoying.”

“Stay away from that end of the market. Did you get any surprise bargains offered to you today too?” I asked absently, still watching the weapons disappear.

People tended to be much nicer to Mindy now that she looked excessively female. How much nicer was always a surprise to us both.

Saying no to this kindness was always tricky for her. Mindy, instant death as she was, still needed a few friends to get by. So far, I was one of them and not many others.

Whoever those guys today were, they’d gotten off lightly. Cyborgs, up until the cloned versions started appearing, were known as the world’s deadliest instant death and Mindy was from the female elite section there.

‘The Crowns of Creation.’, they were called. Mindy had run off and after a couple boyfriends that were more interested in selling her to third-world dictator types, had ended up with me hiding in the underground.

Those arms-dealer types still came around every once in a while looking for her and got their butts kicked for trying anything.

The only complaint Mindy had about that was the robots in the underground occasionally did the butt-kicking for her, and she resented that. We were hiding in the underground, but if there was a fight anywhere near her, Mindy wanted to be the winner of it.

Especially the ones about her. I blame her training. She was a trained killer from the embryo up, still. I think the official Cyborg types chasing her were waiting to see if she wanted children or not, and for reasons of their own, weren’t pursuing her very seriously. The people they had sent after her were mostly the types you’d want to get rid of anyway, from the looks of it.

Near retirement, bad habits smothering any good work they might do, possessing extortable knowledge someone wanted buried and fast, and a couple of guys who were just too obnoxious to tolerate had all come after her at some point in the last few months.

It made life here hell. Mindy did her food-shopping and wandering around in a full disguise now, normally. One that hid her more female attributes, the working female attachments the zombies had grafted on her while trying to disguise her, her Cyborg secret identity and her ‘has-boyfriend’ status.

The Teddys had volunteered their skills for that disguising as well. It was all I could do to stop Mindy from turning herself into a bigger and better clanking weapon. Teddys ran most of the med-clinics down here, and did a lot of prosthetic and cosmetic surgery that the city meds won’t touch, or wanted a bundle and a long wait to do.

I had no complaints about most of this. Mindy had gone from looking like a cute 12 year boy to looking like a very popular working-girl, and she knew how to use it too. Thanks to the teddy-tapes keeping her updated on all the latest tricks and traps in what she called “The working girl’s handbook of dirty little secrets.”

The teddy tantric school. I knew all about that too, as I was still her favorite practice object, due to a programming error of mine off in a tunnel one day not long ago.

Hey, it’s a long story. Let’s just say, as a cyborg, she was interested in me from both hormones and her copper-wires up, and she didn’t really have any choice about it.

So far, she hadn’t complained more than an hour or two a day about that. Still hadn’t investigated any attempt to remove the mesh we were tied together with, either.

I think Mindy was enjoying her life at the moment. It beat being a bodyguard for a Borg arms-dealer. Mostly. She did get a lot more attention than she wanted sometimes, and whoever was doing it usually ended up regretting it intensely. Intensive-care’ly, if she happened to be cranky that day.

“What’s your little electronic balloon made of today, dear?” I asked, carefully. You are always very careful about asking for a cyborg’s attention. You could end up bouncing off walls if the wrong reflexes kicked in.

“System two. Dance.” She grumbled out as she sighed and regretfully put her deadly toys away. “Watch this.” Then Mindy picked up a scarf and did several very complicated things with it that more or less popped the eyes out of my head and twisted my head into the position she wanted it in.

“Pick a word from this list and we’ll see.” She husked softly at me. Her grin was promising. “Your aura balloon too, bucko. Start ka-pushing some energy… From about there.” She looked a little below my navel.

“Argh. What list?” I could hardly keep the grin off my face. Fighting always did get her a little randy, I remembered a little late. I started to regret asking for trouble, but only a little. It looked like she had some ideas she wanted to try out, and I was out of that loop at the moment.

Mindy got busy. She danced. It was sort of a raunchy Japanese fan-dance, a scarf of 1000 veils and belly-dancing, all in one. Plus hints at a pillow-book.

My goggles had the same program scrambling Mindy’s hormones on it, and it did the same number on me whenever I activated it. She saw my look and took the goggles from the table where they were sitting, tossing them far out of my reach, and started moving back towards me in another very interesting way.

“Oh, I’ll tell you the list. Just think ‘adapt’ a lot. You’ll need it today.” She grinned at me.

She kept up the dance. I didn’t know girls could move like that before and it was fascinating.

No, I hadn’t considered removing the bio-gestalt program yet. It’d not only saved her life a few times already, Mindy had objected to even the suggestion, and you don’t argue with a live-in Cyborg.

Ever. Not if you want to live for very long, anyway.

“I need a couple hours to go to town today.” I whispered at her as Mindy bore down on me, still grinning wickedly.” Another stupid lawsuit. Business.”

“Maybe.” Was all Mindy said. She reached out and touched me gently, hitting the tabs the released my clothes. “You have a few chores to do around here first, Tracker. Important ones.”

“Very important ones. Electronic ka-push connect. A small bulb of light travels up your spine. You’re in the middle of an orange electronic balloon, dancing with me.” She started slowly, still smirking at me in triumph. “Think adapt, Tracker. To me, you idiot. Now electronically connect again. Ka-push.”

I was without the goggles, something Mindy had been doing to me more and more these days. It was difficult concentrating on anything other than her removing my clothes, but I tried. “Sounds like fun. Keep reminding me, dear, I stopped being able to think a while back.”

“Oh, I will.” Mindy took the scarf she was playing with and threw it in my face. “Don’t worry about that. I will.”




chapter 2 the nwo

Charlie‘s doorbell hadn’t changed. I sat thru the droning lecture it gave in a very bored way, as I’d heard all this before. Well, the last time it’d been a ten minute rant on how his ex-wife had messed up life, but you get the general idea.

It was something you had to wait thru if you were knocking on his office door and he wasn’t there. Charlie didn’t need any more traffic in his life, he was already as busy as he wanted to be.

The doorbell kept droning at me in a flat, angry tone. I sipped at my coffee and listened. It took my mind off a couple other problems that’d turned up today.

You have a legal problem, citizen? Good luck with that.

Oh, it’s all admin around here these days. Give up now because the ‘delay, dilute or defeat’ strategy will kill you sooner or later.

There are no more remedies, kid. In law, stupid. There is only enforcement left, and that makes most lawyers glorified tax-collectors. And fixers too, really.

Yeah, technically the laws are still on the books, but even knowing about them can get you on more shit-lists than you want to know about.

Sure, you can fight this, whatever it is. You’re likely to end up very dead in a back alley somewhere, written up as a suicide-by-shooting-yourself-in-the-back-a-few-times.

It’s a couple hundred to get you killed and a few million credits to fight. You figure it out. It’ll take you 15 years and buckets of cash to get even I and you’d better hope people want you still around.

Or the powers-that-be might just decide to screw around with you.

The Alberta method is to change the prosecutor and ‘appointed’ judge till the right people are in place and the right decision looks likely, even if a few of them have to die first.

Oddly enough, old age gets a lot of these judge guys. Retirement, too. Sickness, ill health, prejudiced. Not always, though. The paper can get shuffled in more ways than three-card Monty. Re-trial. Mistrial. Move the case, the court, lose things. Get the laws changed.

Assume you win. Not likely, but assume that. Then you have to get the judgment enforced, and that’s even harder than getting a decision.

Good luck. Banks wait it out. Their checks, if ever issued, bounce like a super-ball, our laws aren’t applicable wherever the bank headquartered, or they simply ignore you and any orders to perform.

All this makes saving a tree very hard. It could die of old age before you get anything done. So could you, bleeding all the way.

I’m not done yet. The big nine. “We’re going to make an example out of you.” is next. Fear it. That’s another big, big problem around here and you don’t want to know anything else about it, honest.

If this falls under admin law instead of criminal or civil, it’s even worse. You could win and get your home awarded to someone as the settlement. There are no rules of evidence in admin law, no witnesses, no appeal and it’s done in secret.

Corporate boards oversee everything the admin people do, too.

It’s even legal to do it that way.

Listen to me. Your lawyer, whoever you sucker into taking this on, is an average social-be tech, not a gunslinger. No matter how much TV you watch, they’ll be under LOTS of pressure to dump you and everything connected to you the whole time this goes on.

Or they might just bleed you for fees. That’s fun too.

There’s always a life to destroy somewhere and annoyances get it first, thou.

People stop talking to him. Investigations. Disbarred. Income tax audits. Evidence of being a child-molesting, drug-dealing, porno-star terrorist in their spare time will be found. 16 different cases started against them, all over the world, demanding they appear in person and all on the same day. For littering or murder, it varies.

Some other lawyer will make whatever they gave you illegal and lock you up for it; some evidence, say. And all of this happens on the slow days, when you’re not worth more effort than a memo.

Helping you out could cost everything.

Welcome to Fink-world, new client. Want to get on a 24/7 watch list and your mom dragged off for growing flowers? Go ahead and make a pest of yourself.

Hey, the news only gets worse. Don’t ever come up with something someone wants. Even ordinary people get real nasty about money. Wills get fought four out of five times, patents stolen, works copied and worse.

You’re a winner? Got a mover? It’s all leeches and piranha in very small shark pool out there, with lots of people trying to cut themselves in line for a taste of the bloody grease any way they can get it.

Big Brother officials can get preemptive about things, too. You can live here and all of a sudden discover you got convinced in California for something you’ve never heard of, years ago, still owe them for it, and that’s before you even hit 15 years old.

Big brother uses LOTS of hunch-back AIs, AIs that snoop and weed the population down a lot. With lots of help from Twisted-sister news, Big Momma S’mother and little bro Mafia.

Welcome to the family, kid. The web-world 3.0 family.

Don’t make waves. Don’t wave at anyone, in fact. You’re worth a lot more as a tip to BB enforcers than you are as a friend, and finks get a nice percentage for any convictions these days.

Don’t even get me started on flu-shots, that’s a whole different thing. That’s life as an experimental animal, a lab-rat. You’d be very surprised to learn what the med-people can do to you and what’s illegal for you to skip, though.

And if the authorities want it, your priest will nag you too. Usually.

So.

Listen up, newbie. It’s not what you know out there, it’s who. Big time. Introductions cost, and so do fixes.

Filing paper with anybody about ANYTHING means your problem is news; public property news that gets sanitized, sterilized and slanted real fast. Any evidence you know of disappears before you can get to it again, the powers that be being above the law parts, one and three.

Above evidence, reasoning and proof, in fact. Strike three, as I call it.

And that ‘disappearing’ service is for sale, too. You, the paper, the problem, whatever works best. So give up now. The delay, dilute or defeat strategy will kill you sooner or later. Have I told you that already?

So what do ya wanna do, kid? Decide soon.

Oh, when you leave here, you’ll meet three different people.

Burn one. One dude will be a ganga pathological liar from the streets and he’ll say anything you want to hear as long as you part with cash. Actual performance may vary, thou.

One will be a professional fink and just looking to turn you in for something. Anything, really. He’s on commission and a long burn.

The third will be the terrorist-group of your choice, maybe even the ones concerned with your problem. They’re a lot like loan-sharks these days, once you’re hooked, you’re hooked for life. Which probably won’t be very long.

Your only choice is who you want to be a slave for. The corps will work you to death in prison, as a lab-rat maybe.

The gangas recruit out of the hostels, Salvation Army and poor-house. They sell people to the farms outside town when welfare runs out, too. And disappear witnesses.

The terrorists are your third option. You’ll probably get a very short lifetime of doing their dirty work for them out of it.

I have no idea which one is which. Neither will you.

Lemme know, eh? My door is always open.




chapter 3 the usual suspects

Charlie wasn’t in his office. Sitting thru Charlie’s answering-service blurb was a bore, but I did it and left my little problem in his door’s voice-mail.

With enough details for him to take care of it, I hoped. He’d get back to me if there weren’t. Charlie is my fixer; a lawyer-com-accountant-cum-consultant; the detail-guy I pay to make sure everything I do is papered over right with the local authorities.

And yes, he’s unhappy with his work. Plus he has plenty to do. Way too much, according to him. How did you guess?

He’s been doing it for far too long, but he says he needs the money and can’t find anything else that pays as well.

Me? I had a little problem at the mall, one I’d done some teddyhunting for. Hired to clean out the runaways, as usual, and one of the teddybear robots I hunted had scampered off deep into the underground instead of into one of my traps.

Nothing unusual there, so far. Someone’s storage room had gotten cleaned out next. Again, not an earth-shaking event.

But this idiot claimed the teddy I’d chased off had sold everything he knew about the tunnels he was hiding in… (Or had it forced out of him for something-or-other) And THAT had gotten the storage room cleaned out.

This was all my fault, naturally enough. So I was getting sued by another floating bankruptcy.

Again.

One of the cranky bankruptcies now missing his Picasso, the nail, and the hole in the wall it’d hung in, as far as I could tell. An annoyance suit.

I paid Charlie to take care of this kind of stuff for me and he wasn’t even a lawyer, as far as I knew. He just operated a dispute-resolution center; something designed to short-circuit the hideously expensive legal process the city and its population had gotten saddled with.

The Governor-General, Ombudsman and local lawyers had all devolved into figure-heads, and the local fixer had come up out of the muck the second someone fool official had started investigating Big-Brother management, services and industry.

I didn’t even know we had a GG, or the powers he had to force things into court till Charlie told me about it in a bar one night. Or how fast he’d been made into another toothless clown the second someone had actually tried doing the job.

The GG, Ombudsman and lawyers and all gotten zeroed into mush by BB around here.

Charlie was OK; he kept all the forms filled out, paid my local taxes, permit-fees and settled any problems that came up. Like this one, him being just another local expediter. He also took oaths as a public notary, too.

Started off happy; now hated his life and everything else with a passion.

People aren’t nice. Charlie’d been trying to make the system work most of his life, and had been fighting lawyers who wanted his cash-traffic, city-clerks who hated their lives and everyone they came in contact with, cranky owners looking for anything they could get from anybody, gangas looking for vengeance, and a host of other people-problems.

I ignored most of his griping. Charlie also got bored easily and liked fighting the big shops. I knew him. Charlie’d be doing this for free if he wasn’t being paid for it.

True to his word, the sunny, busy streets outside his shop had throngs of weirdness milling around, all of them looking for an easy mark. Finks, gangas, Borgs, zombies, the police and ordinary pedestrians.

I never have looked like an easy mark, so most of them didn’t bother me. The gangas looked away and hid under their hats, finks looked for easier targets, the police knew me already and the rest of the street-theater out there today was taking their cues from them.

Well, except for the religious loons. They were on a recruiting binge and talking to anyone they could get to hold still, all over the block. Several kinds of them, in fact.

Another accidentally-released pig-flu bug had probably taken their farm populations down again and they needed lots of new warm bodies to fill up their ranks.

That sort of thing happened all the time, according to Charlie. Corporate espionage took many weird forms these sad days, and taking religions, cults and their farms out had come up fairly fast on their list of things-to-do-real-soon.

Myself, I was too busy watching evolution in action to care much. The whole human race depended on whoever survived this insanity, and it didn’t look like it was going to be the Borgs wandering around zoned out with their toys, or the zombies trying their latest hustle that survived.

The religious loons I knew nothing about, and was happy keeping it that way. It was a bright sunny day, everyone was out enjoying the glow no matter what they had to wear to stay out in it. Even the city-haze pollution was pretty tasty today.

I hit the subway as soon as I could. All that cheerfulness out there was depressing me and upsetting the nice doom-and-gloom I had going.

If I had a black trench coat, it would’ve been billowing. I didn’t, so it just looked like I was tired of stalking and about to start tackling the innocent as I trudged down the sidewalk.

I snarled at people the whole way home and no, it wasn’t the little lawsuit that was bothering me, it was another little problem that’d developed.

It was Angel’s meddling again.

Angel. Chief of the local Borg squads, the corporate-enforcer division and she had most of local police’s firepower at her command. A teensy little blonde so sweet you could get cavities just watching her.

We’d crossed paths few times before and so far, I’d survived them. That was unusual, as she ran the death-squads, too. That irked her. She usually wanted me to do weird things and I usually refused. That irked her even more. I’d gotten away with saying ‘no’ a few times and, worse yet, making her like it.

That was the final straw. Nobody bossed Angel around, even by implication. (Unless it was a stupid headquarters-type with a nasty death-wish.) Angel had more than the local death-squads at her command. Torture, frustration and mind-destroying annoyance were also part of her stock-in-trade, when she wanted to torture you into doing something for her.

Disappearing you from the local records, having your butt-end up in the organ-banks, and ending up being another runaway exiled to the underground (if you were lucky), was just a start with her.

Your cable connection could get disrupted just when the game was due to come on. Credits disappear when you need to travel. Your phone rings at 3am a lot. Angel had banks of experts, computers and AIs coming up with things if she wanted to torture you into cooperating with her.

If she wanted to do things the subtle way at all.

And today she’s called me in on another little job, or at least an interview for one. A Borg-delivered suicide-note, put right in my hand just as I came out of the underground to check this bankruptcy thing out. A job she wanted me to do because overwhelming force was not going to get it done for her, and her pet experts said I was both disposable enough and good enough to make it work for her.

I hoped this time it did not involve assassinating my friends for her, something she’s already tried to get me to do once. OK, so the people she wanted killed were teddybear bots, so what? They are friends of mine and have backups. It did not involve her sending my mom to the organ banks for refusing only because Mom had died a couple years ago, something Angel had offered to do more than once if I wasn’t more cooperative with the local authorities.

Her in particular.

This time she wasn’t concerned with the local drug-trade between the underground and the city, the teddy-AI net, the secret corporate Cyborg plant in the underground (They cloned AI Cyborgs down there.), slavers hidden in the underground, zombie farmers or anything remotely sane like the runaway invading UFO AI robots running around.

It would’ve been in the note if it was. She didn’t even want to Borgifie me, something else she had threatened to do a regular basis before. The kinds of weapons Borg had came complete with enough brainwashing to totally wipe most personalities.

The brainwashed were Angel’s type of people. She liked having them around.

I suspected my legal troubles were just a roundabout way of getting me somewhere Angel could easily and quietly get at me, too. That sounded like her.

Her current offer also sounded like work that’d get me killed. The chances of surviving anything Angel wanted you to do for her started off small and got a lot smaller with every favor you did her.

She was known for having a high fatality-rate even on the death-squads, but nobody was stupid enough to tease her about that around here.

I made it to my apartment without killing anyone, eating any kittens or stomping any baby ducks. That was a plus, given the kind of mood I was in now.

Getting home wasn’t even on the top of my list. If I could’ve gone back to the underground, I would’ve, but Charlie had no easy way of getting a message to me there.

Well, he did, but it took a while for paper to wind its way down to my level and nobody liked doing business that way.

Besides, there was the little issue of Angel wanting to talk to me.

That was all the note had said. My place, and a time, hand-delivered by a kitted-out Borg.

Man, that was irritating. Ever get an invitation to take a phone-call delivered by an angry tank? It was hard to refuse a note handed to me from a warsuit that could flatten the block I was standing in without trying hard. No, Angel would not be visiting me personally. That was something she never did, as there were way too many people who’d like to see her die unpleasantly here in town.

I was supposed to sit and wait for her call. Luckily, my old apartment held another pleasant surprise for me, far more pleasant than something along the lines of a visit from the local Angel of death.

Mindy was there. She’d put on a full stealth-suit (One from Harvey, her favorite weaponeer) and had followed me today. She was now making herself at home in my apartment, to the point of changing the wall-sets to scenery more to her liking.

Again. She had a habit of redecorating every time she walked into my place, and it was getting annoying.

Man, I sometimes regretted her getting into my goggles and sucking up all my private codes up. She’d obviously lifted all my private numbers last time we had hooked up in Borg-mode and had my home-codes now. ‘Way more than the door.

This was getting annoying. She already knew everything about me, right down to where and how often I bought underwear. Changing the water temperature in my shower was going over-board, I thought.

Plus, she wasn’t above abusing the credit-information in any way she could. It was obvious she also had my order-codes as a lot of delivery boxes were littering my hallway now.

“Relax.” She grumbled as I stomped in, kicking the empty rattling things on the floor out of my way.” I only spent some of your money. You still have rent left in the account. Maybe.”

‘You left me that much? Hey, you sweetheart.” I looked over the litter of wrapping in the kitchen and didn’t moan that much. Most of it was girlie stuff I won’t’ve wanted to go out and buy anyway. “You feeling Ok today?”

Most of this junk was girlie-junk. There was chocolate and some weirder foodstuffs mixed in there too, thou.

“There’s cash left. You sick?” I asked as I added things up. Totals began rumbling around my head, and they were impressive totals. Mindy was spending my credits like water.

“Yah. Get out there and make some more credits soon, wouldja? I need a few more things.” Mindy smiled at me happily, from where she was twisting around in front of a mirror, trying frilly things on.

I won’t have ordered this stuff. Or even ordered it delivered anywhere, really. The walls had eyes, ears, a nose and a throat to talk to you in the city these days, and there were lots of people who could really abuse the information of this info hitting my accounts.

Girlfriends were targets in BB world too.

“Angel wants to talk to me, Mindy.” I snapped out, kicking more of the litter out of my way. “And she’s due to call in any minute now.”

“I know.” Mindy answered absently. “She also thinks she’s tapping into your com here as a live-line.”

“But she isn’t.” Mindy sighed and slipped into a set of nondescript overalls as a temporary disguise. “She’s actually listening to an empty apartment on the first floor. There’s a couple other interesting messages waiting for you too.”

“Such as what?” I asked, wandering over to the control panel/com unit and trying to make my home look like a bachelor pad again instead of the kitten-factory Mindy had made it into. Mindy sniffed, leaned over my shoulder and hit three buttons on the control panel in rapid succession.

The whole apartment reset itself to my old decor, right down to the filthy wallpaper I had in the bathroom. I ignored the dust, mess and dirty dishes lying about the rest of the place. They were all part of the bachelor-thing decor I had going here.

“Somebody named Charlie wants to know why he got attacked by some rogue AIs from space two minutes after you messaged him. He’s a little peeved at you for it. There’s a message from Westside Mall saying they have both teddys and runaways to clean out, if you can get there in the next couple of days. Plus all the usual Angel hacks, threats, messages and whatnot there.”

“Most of them Angel doesn’t know she left, so be careful what you say.” Mindy added, sweeping up the rest of her purchases and disappearing into the bedroom with arms loaded.

I stopped trying to get inside my place, a little startled. “Charlie called already? Hey, I must’ve just missed him. He must really want something, I just left his place.”

I hadn’t told Mindy about the little side-trip to my fixer’s place. I still wanted a few friends of my own that she hadn’t checked out enough to own wholesale. Charlie was old-fashioned enough to insist on the personal side, which meant face to face business, always.

It was a great excuse to step out for a beer anyway. I liked him, so I never complained about it. I think he had a better quality, or maybe more old fashioned lie-detectors in his office, but he did insist on a personal visit before taking on any new problems. That was the reason I’d traveled to his place to drop a note into his door-mail.

Mindy was professionally snoopy and paranoid. She wasn’t really comfortable with people she couldn’t kill six ways from Sunday; her hacking habit had already turned up lots of details on my friends I hadn’t known before.

A lot of them, some really personal. Mindy, being Cyborg and born part machine, did masterful hacking starting right at the cellular level. When she got motivated, her bugs approached pure art.

“Your place is getting bugged live in five, four, three…” Mindy trailed off into silence. I blew a kiss her way and made myself at home in front of the com unit.

Angel came up full screen even as I hit the first replay-button.




chapter 4 angels angel

“Line secured. Put the scrambler on, Tracker.” Angel sat and snarled at the paper work on her desk as I fumbled my way thru her security request.

And tried a few times to turn off the message replays I’d started. That actually took longer than exchanging keys with Angel’s Borg set-up.

Her image bounced, then stabilized. She glanced up at me for a second and returned to her paperwork, speaking in a low monotone. “OK Tracker, here’s the deal.” She started out in a low squeak. “I want something from somebody, an info-trap in their home-office. A really secure setup. As I can’t hack in, you go get it for me. There’s a big bonus in it for you if you can get it back to me soon.”

“Soon like now. Tonight.” She added dryly, glancing up at me. “This stuff is time-sensitive info and I need it yesterday. There’s a big bonus for very prompt pickup. Go do it.”

“Unless it’s hidden in a runaway teddybear in a mall, no I’m not.” I snapped back at her. “Angel, are you nuts? I hunt Teddys, I don’t do B+E’s.”

“Ha. About the girlfriend you don’t have.” She started evenly, not even lifting her eyes from her paperwork. “In the place not underground at all. The one you don’t go to. She won’t be any good at this. Got all that?”

“I’m not a placement-service ether.” I snapped back. “And it’s still no. She’d listen to me about as much as you do anyway.”

“That I believe.” Angel pouted a little and looked as sweet as a teenager picking out candy-floss at the fair, tossing her long blond hair artfully. “But this isn’t like the last job I sent you out on, Tracker. It’s hard, way too hard for you to take on alone. It needs lots of trained experts and good people instead.”

“You didn’t send me out last time, Angel. It took a mutant King-Carlos, the whole teddy church, Brother John, Teddy and you to talk me into the last one.” I reminded her. “And me getting paid for it.” I added. “A lot.”

“Which you got and you still haven’t paid taxes on.” Angel looked up and started bearing down on me happily through the phone. “That I can fix, if you want.”

“Yah, as inheritance taxes. If anyone lives thru the job.” I answered. “That little item is never on your priority list, ever, and it’s one of my top items, thanks. Being one of the living at the end of this. I’ll pay my taxes on my own, thanks.”

“You can try.” Angel said sweetly. “This job needs a hacker and class muscle, Tracker. It’s delicate too, so it can’t be traced back anywhere.”

“They always are.” I grumbled back at her. “Try the ganga Borg I saw last week. In that Borg-clone war you have going underground. If you can find him, that is. He looked connected to some serious hardware.”

“I don’t want to get involved in your grudge against the world in any way at all, Angel. You’re way too dangerous to play with.” I mentioned, hoping Angel would take the hint and sign off. She didn’t.

“That ganga Borg has got enough to do the job?” Angel asked me curiously. “I haven’t seen him yet, I can’t say. He stays well hid.”

“I haven’t seen the job yet, I can’t say.” I answered her. “Angel, this is unnecessary. You know I don’t do anything but set traps for furries.”

“Yeah, but I have faith in you.” Angel said quietly. “Or maybe faith in your friends. I also won’t mind if you and all your friends died horribly.”

“Lordy, I love this job.” She sighed and giggled for a moment to herself. “Won’t you?” She asked me archly.

“Angel, I hate you.” I answered wearily. “A lot. More than ever, really.”

“Thanks, I needed that.” Angel sighed happily and replied with a new hard snark in her voice. “So go below and put some bids out, Tracker. I need this stuff a while ago and you’re a waste of my time right now.”

“I don’t need to practice my ‘or-else’s’ on you anyway.” She added quietly. “You know what I can do if I want to make your life miserable. Sort of.”

“I’ve got my own troubles up here, and a real life to start living again.” I grumbled out. “I have no time there to run errands for you below.”

“Especially without any info on the job.” I added quietly. “Come on, Angel. I don’t know anybody dumb enough to take on a Borg assignment blind. Do you? You could end up dead just for showing up to deal with them.”

“Yeah, that’s another one of the perks of this job. People end up dead all the time around here.” Angel blinked at me carefully, then seemed to decide something. “Tell you what. I’ll send specs, but not a location. And terms. You get back to me with the deal and the return package.”

“No leaks or you’re dead in more ways than you can imagine. It’s already on your machine, Teddyhunter.” She snapped at me as I opened my mouth to say ‘no’ again. “If you can’t figure out who and where from this, you’re dumber than I thought.”

“Go do it. Get me that package or I’ll make life hell for you and everyone you’ve ever met.” She added quietly. Ominously. The paper in her hands started to get crumbled up. “And I don’t care if you hire a rogue-AI to do it, got that? Get me that package.”

Then the phone died, or at least went blank. A very quiet Mindy blinked at me from the bedroom door and held up her hand, fingers spread.

“Five, four, three…” She mouthed, dropping fingers down. Then I heard my door slam and Mindy popped out of the bedroom and jumped me, knocking me to the floor.

I do not know how she made that noise. The door never moved. “Relax.” She giggled as I tried to stop her from chewing my buttons open. “She thinks you just left. I swept the place clean more ways than she even knows about before you came in. You’re gone. There’s a dummy-feed there now. That’s all she knows about.”

“And I bet you already know what the job is, too.” I grumbled, trying desperately to get the upper hand with Mindy. Or any kind of a hand, really.

It was wasted effort. Wrestling with a Cyborg is squandered time, even if they don’t want to hurt you. Their nerves are augmented, re-wired and they can move teddy-fast when they want to.

Any given teddy can hit you six times before you finish blinking at them, and Mindy was just as bad. Then she kissed me and that was even more distracting.

That lasted a couple minutes and I lost a lot more of my clothes in the process. So did Mindy.

“Yah, I know the job she wants done. Now, anyway. I’m glad it turned up, it’s boring in the underground these days without a war or two to fight in. This job looks interesting.” Mindy sighed, backed off and gave me some breathing space. “Fun and lots of cash-money. I’m in.”

“You read fast too. Hey, there is a bedroom in this place.” I grumbled, already started to suffer from rug-burns. “With a nice, soft bed in it.”

Mindy grunted and pulled me up from the floor in one of those effortless demonstrations of strength that only Cyborgs could do. I gulped and tried to get steady on my feet again.

“You know what Angel wants?” I asked as I wrapped an arm around Mindy’s waist and tried to steer her towards a comfort zone. “And you’re sure you can do it. So. Is it bad?”

“At least as bad as the AI that took apart Charlie’s office box today.” Mindy answered carelessly. “Who was that anyway? Why would an AI hit your friend Charlie? That little job requires Teddynet help to get anywhere on and they’re stonewalling me. They know something but won’t tell me.”

“But Teddynet will tell a Deacon. Me. So I’m your line into Teddynet today.” I sighed. “Dang. You only love me for the interesting things I bring into your life, right?”

“This week. And your credits. It’s been way too long since I could spend and I have this backlog of things to get at.” Mindy giggled happily and pushed her close-cropped blonde hair back. “Real shampoo, for instance. Just wait till the bills from Harvey catch up to you too, Tracker. You’re in for a shock.”

“Hey, at what point did I say you were gonna get any of the reward money for turning your old boyfriend over to Angel?” I asked as she pushed me into the gloom of my bedroom. “Borg mutant arms-dealer or not, I did that job. Not you.”

“Actually, I hit King Carlos for a reward last week, as he’d just lost a usurper.” Mindy tossed the rest of her clothes away. “Then spent it mostly getting teddynet some knickknacks they wanted.”

“You should watch your accounts more closely, Tracker.” She mewed at me, leaning in enough to fuddle my thinking some more. “It was all funneled thru one of yours. I need more credits now, so I want to do this job for Angel.”

I stopped and looked at her. “The tantric school, right? You gave the money to the teddy tantric school!” I accused her. “I knew it!”

“They did get some. But most of it went into the teddynet war-chest. Henry. The Teddy-Cyborg war going on no one knows anything about. Henry manages that now, as resident arms-dealer, manufacturer and Cyborg expert in the underground.” Mindy grinned up at me. “You don’t want to know what else is going on, Tracker, honest you don’t. The clones are fighting rogue AIs uptown right now too, so we have a breathing space.”

“Officially.” I grumbled, pulling back a cover on the bed. “Man, you can’t tell the players without a scorecard. What part do I play in all this?”

Mindy pulled my Deacon goggles from the somewhere and put them on me. “You’re just a dumb stud.” She whispered to me. “A leaky one. Now wait right here.”

With that, Mindy jacked into my goggles and set her AI systems into gear. I could feel the two of us going Borg and meshing our systems together.

Her bio-program immediately started distracting me. It had ideas to try on me. I resisted as best I could. I could feel Mindy link into the various nets on other levels and send out hidden requests by the bucket. There are lots of nets out there and sneaking around is tricky.

I recognized some of what she was doing by the way she was doing it. There were about six different ops getting planned here, with way more than the six different getaway plans Mindy always had ready in case trouble showed up wherever she was currently standing.

Her AI was checking out more a lot more things than I even had heard of before. I caught glimpses, and they were scary.

“Down, boy. I’m only getting caught up with the local news right now.” Mindy smacked me a little with a soft and distracting hand. “Settle back. Concentrate. We each have our own traffic to tend to, boyfriend. I might even get to tell you some of it before anything else happens to us.”

“Swell. Us.” I grumbled, watching the data-stream go by. It was impressive, and Mindy’s AI was mining it for gold. “I’m invited tonight, am I? Wow. Listen, about the job Angel wants done…”

“No, you’re not. I’ll tell you about it later.” Mindy sighed that into my ear, then made herself comfortable, and distracting me even more. “Maybe. When we’re done here.”

I woke up several hours later to find myself alone in the bed.

It was night outside, and there was a note from Mindy on my goggles.




chapter 5 noted

The note from Mindy didn’t say much of anything other than remind me to trigger the resets when I left so Angel had a real feed from my apartment and not the noise Mindy was currently feeding her.

All of Mindy’s new packages were gone. She’d shipped them somewhere, I guess. Taxi-bot’d them to Henry’s, her place or something like that.

There were copies of all my home-messages on my deacon-goggles already, so I didn’t have to disturb anything electronic in the apartment to find out what was going on now. Or what had happened to me while I was asleep.

I did look outside. It was tonight now, actually. About one am, dark, moonless and as still as the city ever gets outside.

Putting the goggles back on while showering, I listened to messages, getting caught up on my life again. Charlie’s complaint was straight forward. Seconds after I left my message in his voice-mail something electronic had invaded and destroyed his entire office.

Every computer plugged into anything was now fried, and even a few that had been turned off had gotten cooked. Every record he had had been turned into random mush and somehow, this was all my fault.

He did mention in passing that he’d take care of the mall problem, and charge me double for it because he had to replace all his terminals now.

Odd. Record-trashing was mischief-level stuff. A prank. Charlie did have safe off-site backups; that was a standard cloud feature for every business these days and hardly worth mentioning.

After a few disparaging remarks about the kind of company I was keeping these days and the standard invitation to beer him the next time I passed his end of town, Charlie signed off.

This message puzzled me. Something was wrong and weird. Charlie never talked this much on the phone, and if he was really upset about something he’d talk even less.

Someone was holding a gun to his head to make Charlie send this note to me and the sad part was, there wasn’t even anything worthwhile in the message.

“Beer me.” was all he’d normally say. I’d go find out what he wanted then. I listened to the whole message a few times, just to make sure.

“Hey, Tracker. Charlie here. My alarms say right after you left my place something evil fried my office. Every single box, right down to an old coffee-pot is dead now. I now have a paperless office and it’s all your fault. Yours, or a rogue alien AI who wants to stop me from getting city parking tickets paid off as part of their plot to take over the world.

The mall problem is just noise, ignore it. Come by and beer me or I double your fees for this one, I’ve got replacements to pay for now. And find some better friends, wouldja? Or enemies, whatever. I don’t need this hassle.

Charlie out.”

There was nothing there, except I knew Charlie hated making phone calls and had done this anyway. Charlie hated making any calls at all. His usual message was just “Tracker, see me” and I’d go to the bar to find out what problem he had that needed my signature on.

Charlie would even take care of your bookkeeping for you. In fact, for me he did, as far as taxes and permits stuff went. And if someone was holding Charlie up right now, they’d had lots of trouble-free hours to work on him since I’d been at his office.

I looked outside, then decided to check the bar Charlie and I usually hung at even if it was late. He might still be there. There was food available there anyway and I was getting hungry.

Then I listened to Angel’s message and forgot all about Charlie.

Angel’s package was the deal Mindy wanted in on. I recognized the setup from the details in the package she’s left and it was a nasty one. A bot-raid, an impossible job. Angel wanted a hit on a legal AI’s residence and something taken out of a private home for her.

Not a rogue AI, not the alien-invasion UFO AIs, (Our first UFO contact was a runaway AI program, one that has been infesting our web ever since. Only semi-officially, according to the tabloids.) This was a legal AI, a robot gone free and independent with his own home.

Angel wanted a spool from a hidden bug taken out I was guessing, as anything else there the resident AI would already know about.

Passive receptors are hard to notice. (It’s like looking for a sat-dish, there’s no good way to detect them. They just sit there and drink info in.) It’s hard to hide anything electronic from something else electronic, thou. And sending Mindy in there to get anything sounded even worse, as she had lots of electronics built right in.

Mindy is not the passive type. Punching her way thru the front door is a lot closer to what she enjoyed doing. This would not end up being anything subtle.

I knew about this place because the robot AI, once he was free, had promptly bought a few robots himself, then spent his time modifying them to do things only he knew about. That made the tabloid news in a big way, as he now lived in an isolated area totally independent from any of the state-services.

That kind of thing made the state nervous. They had no leverage on the ‘bot other than offering to bomb the place flat if he ever got annoying. Sort of like what the underground-teddy programs were doing, only with legal access to all the hardware up here that Teddys had a hard time getting.

For the Teddys, Harvey was their main source of hardware mods, and he was a junk-dealer. This robot AI had it made, literally.

He lived in an estate just outside of town, a hilltop fortress that was shielded, guarded, robot-designed for robots and rumored to be tunneled deep into underground rock.

The package Mindy was supposed to bring back was probably something that could be dropped from the air by the millions, I hoped. I’d seen some bugs that looked like glass beads before, but they were only relays, not full-recording thing-a-ma-bobby-dos.

I did not pretend, even to myself, that I knew everything about that bug-tech. No one did, as getting information was all the rage these days, a very competitive biz with lots of very inventive players in it.

Data-mining hidden information from other stuff was still an AI specialty, thou. I wondered. Maybe that was what Mindy was after. New AI methods.

Still, this sounded bad. A bug, hidden in the deeps of a fortress filled with robots, no humans allowed. It sounded like a training exercise job for Harvey’s student Cyborg squad, not a lone female Cyborg.

That was a horrible thought. Not all the cyborgs had returned to the school when Harvey the headmaster had gotten busted out. They were likely to be as bored as Mindy right now and Mindy knew where they were.

More bored, actually. They were all younger than her. Yes, any one of those teenie Cyborg idiots would enjoy starting their own private war; or maybe even two today. Or going info-raiding, the way corps did to everybody these days. I winced. This job began to sound more and more like them; and Mindy had commanded the squad in a few skirmishes before.

She loved it.

Trust me, I knew. The only thing a Cyborg liked more than a fight was getting borged into an elite Cyborg squad and leading that into a fight.

Leaders get to ride point against the infidel, too. I hated the thought of her doing this, it sounded like way too much fun.

Little details struck me then. I was going to get stuck with the repair bills for this and Mindy was not cheap to keep maintained. Henry was the armory and repair depo for them all these days, as far as I knew. The student Cyborgs hadn’t been loose in the wilds of the underground for very long yet. If there was any news to be had, I decided Henry would have it.

Swinging by the bar Charlie and I used while getting to Henry’s was next on my list, then. Then I noticed the Mall that wanted to hire me to clean out the runaways was almost right next door to the bar.

Too much of a coincidence for me for it to sit quietly. I set my Deacon-goggle AI to investigating the possibility of traps, then dressed, reset the apartment and left to head to the bar and maybe Charlie.

If I was careful, I could get in and out of a deserted mall parking-lot without getting kidnapped, hurt and, if I was lucky, noticed. Scope a real-money-job out while on the way to clean up after Mindy. Getting in and out of a bar with Charlie in it looked almost as dangerous, thou, but for different reasons.

We did tend to have a good time when we got together. Not that I’d needed bail-money or anything, but we did have a good time.

“What is it today with me and notes?” I grumbled to myself as I headed out to the bar. “And weird messages. I haven’t been on anybody’s twit-list for years, so what gives today?”

***

Mindy’s little mention of money scared me, so I decided to take a look at making some honest credits on the way by. That meant going to check out the mall that’d called me, or as much of it as I could without getting too inventive about locked doors and things.

I was looking forward to using the deacon-goggles on this job. They were a spiff set and had more detectors and AI-helpers built into them than anything I’d ever gotten to use at work before.

I was glad I had them when I got there. The mall had a parking lot around it, and, as usual, the parking lot was spotted with dead-parks and junk. Storage trailers. Garbage compactors. Dead-parked rust-buckets that were once stolen cars but now were abandoned scrap. Piles of illegal garbage and stacks of wooden and plastic flats, hidden around back, all the usual debris of a thriving commercial center.

There was also evidence that there were lots of people living in those junk piles, evidence that I could see even without the deacon-goggles.

The goggles were good, thou. They picked out things for me that I never would’ve seen if I hadn’t had them on, ‘way more than infrared hot-tracks.

AI-enhanced info scopes. Clear, clean paths winding thru the mess. New, muddy footprints. Small ones, too. Fresh litter in sheltered spots. Traps. Hot spots that meant people had been there recently. All too hot for me, really.

A quick perimeter check, or as close to it as I could was all I had in mind for tonight. The back fence leaned on a transit-way and it was lined with containers and such, so I threaded a quick path between the junk, some parking-lot and the mall buildings.

There were runaways at this mall for sure, and some of them were human. I noted the farmboot prints and cursed to myself.

Great. Runaways from the farms. More trouble. There would be no place to send these kids back to, if I had to catch them instead of Teddys. Once a kid leaves the farm, he usually has only two choices. Ganga gun-fodder or the underground.

These kids were floaters. Some of them had probably lived at a mall before, and after getting sent to a farm, they’d know all the tricks too.

Blast. These kids hadn’t been forced into making the hard choices yet, that was going to be my job. The mall usually got after kids when they started getting bold and doing stupid things like breaking into cars in daylight and otherwise making themselves into serious pests.

There was also sign of Teddys being there, but they were weird signs. Teddy’s usually stayed inside in the tunnels and did things like hang from the hidden ceilings when they didn’t have better things to do.

It doesn’t take much to keep a ‘bot happy. What traffic took them outside I didn’t know, and didn’t want to.

My usual traps would take care of any indoor ‘bots. The Teddys would hide, leave, go underground or get trapped when I showed. The kids living outside in the lot were another story, and probably a big part of this job.

I phoned in a list of the things the Mall would have to do before I took the work and forgot about it as I left the Mall. This was nasty.

You have to do things like that. Yes, there were already people-traps set out, and nasty ones, my goggles told me so. Ones the security people with their flashlights would walk right into if they made themselves annoying. Deadfalls. Trip-wires. Slippery, oiled paths.

These kids were already busy protecting their turf from invasions in force already. If the Mall wanted this diffused, they could hire someone to do that instead of a teddy-trapper. They probably had a guard trying to get all heavy on the brats already. That was usually got the kids angry enough to put traps out.

It was cheaper to gas all the kids at once and drag the bodies to a farm, but the Mall did need an expert to do that job. They’d let this mess slide a little too long and now they had a serious problem on their hands.

I actually made it three steps towards the bar before my goggles started ringing at me. They’d never done that before on this particular channel before, so I was interested.

Ringing a high-security bleep, in fact. It was Mindy, and her message was short and sweet.

She sounded worried. “Get me to Henry’s, Tracker. Right now. Bring a van, too.” Was the whole thing, encrypted and on a military channel I didn’t even know I could receive. There was a file attached to the message, but I couldn’t break it and didn’t waste any time on it.

Her bug-snatching had not gone well, I assumed as I headed towards the nearest taxi-point at a dead run.

Right now, Mindy needed me and some help, probably medical help. That was all that mattered.




chapter 6 van go

Actually, I never got to see Mindy. My panicked squawking got a robo-van heading towards her last broadcast point before I even took two steps towards the edge of the lot.

The deacon-goggle AI took things over for me before I’d even finished swearing and arranged detail things at bot-speed.

It was gratifying. A request for emergency transport from a set of deacon goggles got a lot of instant helpful respond from the Teddys and robots in town. All of them in teddynet and lots of it. Suitable transport got diverted before I’d even blinked, with emergency medical treatment links and a safe-route locked in for the cargo after pick-up.

I wasn’t even allowed to know the route. The bots had their own ways of getting things to the underground fast, and it wasn’t necessary that I know how the cargo would get to Henry’s, only that it’d get there long before I made it that far.

Intact too, and patched on the fly as much as possible.

I stopped trying to run and coasted to a slow stop just outside the bar Charlie and I used and wondered. The bar was right next door to the mall, and almost part of it. Mindy had sounded hurt, there wasn’t any other reason she’s call me for a lift. I should go to her.

But Charlie had been my friend for years. He’d helped me start out in my own business. I could spare the few seconds it’d take to tell him I didn’t have any time for him, if he was still in there.
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