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chapter 1 the forgetting

Us? We’re the camera-crew these sad predictive days. We have a war-room to watch all those traffic cameras in now. Everything (and then some) gets fed in here.

Info-flow, Big-bro watchers, gossips. That’s us, along with the AIs. Well, there’s mostly AIs here, to tell you the truth. They work cheap and don’t complain much.

Unfortunately we’re the nice side when it comes to the law. With predictive software and profiling in heavy use, things get worse than snoops rapidly. Much, much worse.

New, sparkly and improved tech-works means BB loves his upgraded dirt. We don’t make the world, we just live in it. And obey our orders.

Have a good day but don’t get caught, eh?

***

“The AI-central says this one’s gone bad.”

The report on the screen got tapped in a significant way. “This’ll need an immediate take-out. Yesterday, like. Who’ve we got ready? What’ll work?”

“We can’t drone this one, its too windy. Orderly 12 is available. Anract. Send him out on a dawn hit? He won’t like that.”

“That’s too bad, this is what he signed up for. Put him on it.”

“The mark is only twelve years old.”

“He won’t mind. 12 on 12, good. Slap a ‘salted, quick+quiet’ as priority on it or he’ll play around, you know him. Tell him to work from the deadzones and avoid cameras this time too.”

***

Charlie was sitting beside me keen to bury my latest cam-find any way he could, the rotten little snarf. “Anoesis, that’s what the problem is. Life as applied cheap thrills.” He grumbled, hoping to take me away from the find.

I had tonight’s winner, you see. The glare of the monitor didn’t hide the frustration growing on my screen and it looked like a prime Darwin dumb-fu*k. Me and my AI, that is. The box followed my suggestions as to which cams to concentrate on, so it was mine too.

“People never learn.” Charlie hated losing and looked it. He’d go to almost any length to fix a personal loss, so evil intent was written all over him as he glared enviously at my score. Fortunately, we got lots of special cases here in the lamp-post room every night. There was still time to out-do me yet.

“That’s what they teach ya these days. That and beware of lamp-posts.” Charlie chuckled to himself. “Us.”

The lamp-post chamber? It’s one of big-bro’s war-rooms. Every street-light in town has cameras and mikes in it. This room monitored them, along with a bank of AIs that did most of the drudge work.

It isn’t all bad. We got to snoop on all sorts of after-hour larks and whoever got the day’s darwin-award won a lunch voucher. We all fought for the prize, it was a great way to save money.

So far tonight I had the best one going. A slightly broken ATM was all it took to prove most people shouldn’t be let out in public by themselves; I watched another person of interest hammer the balky machine and walk off in a cashless fury.

The machine did work, I’d already seen that. You just had to read the instructions put up on the screen, not let your fingers do the walking in a habit kind of way. Most of the slightly-bent night traffic out there could not handle that.

“Yeah, cluelessness. What’s a day without blood in it? Even your own.” I answered him, hoping my nattering was somewhere on topic. I was busy getting my entry in tonight’s lottery logged, staked out and claimed. “It’s all reflexes out there fer-sure. Like your last score, eh? Thank goodness.”

Charlie last score was epic. It was something no one would ever forget, shut-up about and Charlie made sure of that. It was only a plastic see-thru on a very over-built femme, of course. Even the girls here had moaned over mother nature’s unfairness with that one.

“Yah. People put reflexes out, not IQ points.” Charlie glared at me like this score was all my fault. I was recording and he knew it, but hadn’t bothered to relay the feed to his screen yet. He knew I him scooped. “Reflex. Haters. You know, media-fix addicts. Heroes. Head-bangers with a grudge.” Charlie went on. “That’s what we get in here. The slightly fried.”

“Yeah. Losers.” I snerked. “Wanna be a patronage scheme, or on one? Show me some hustle or a lot of suck.”

Charlie turned a little redder then went back to muttering at his own screen. The rest of the room loved it. With Charlie-the-paranoid EVERYTHING was a plot to make him look silly. The boy was ego-centric to the point where hearing the temperature outside was personally insulting. Stuck in a paranoid-vengeance-more-paranoia 1-2-3 cycle and festering happily there most of the time.

Charlie was our snippy team-leader and everyone took shots at him. Our happy, happy team of lamp-post dawn-watchers hard at work.

Yes, we all hate dog-walkers. And spiders. And rain or fog. Get over it.

The crew? Jill our local witch-hunt queen giggled softly as Charlie festered and stewed. Charlie ignored that, concentrating on his own best-guess feeds. Jill WAS persecuting everyone. Her AI thrived on it, too.

“Guys will believe anything if you dimple at them.” Was her motto. The sad part was she made it work for her.

Peter the informer was also on tonight. Pete was a pimp, flatter and informer all rolled up into one ick; not very good at any of them. The boss’s butt-boy and easy to avoid because he never did anything he didn’t have to. You could stop Pete cold with a copier as reading instructions was ‘way past anything he ever did.

And our last watcher here in Lamp-post central was gamer Phil. He was a master of disguise and played hard. Keeping up appearances was bone-deep with him; he was almost as bad as Charlie. Nobody told Phil he was already on a 24/7 watch and everyone knew about the ‘special’ supper clubs he snuck out. Disguised.

You get the general idea? Bullshit, retarding and violent. Competitive head-banging types, all. Malicious vapor. Winners.

This was where I worked, watching monitors for Big-bro. Night-walkers turned dawn-treaders out there, usually. It was a quiet job most shifts.

“Woo-hoo! It’s gotta be the additives talking here. Asbestos, lead, insecticides, something!”

Charlie had come up with something, a mean drunk talking trash to himself deep in a parking lot. The drunk thought he was in a deadzone where cameras and mikes didn’t reach, but we have ways of focusing on distant things. Modern zooms meant you could watch a bedroom window from three long blocks away and our mikes were almost as good. A good operator knew how to use them, too.

Charlie was good and tonight he had a score. A nasty one at that. Politics was something you turned over to the AIs instantly. The AIs turned those in to the ops people if they wanted to.

Peter was lending Charlie a hand now, earning brownie points as fast as he could. He needed them, Pete had lots sloppy work to cover.

“Nope, not a cold-call here. A report is in on him already, Charlie. He and his family haven’t been moving much since swords stopped being the politics of choice.”

“Sounds psychotic. Ego-centric retard? Loner?” Charlie grunted, trying to zero in on things with another lamp-post camera and not having much luck. It was a quiet area the drunk was in, we didn’t have much lit there. “He gonna go full psychotic?”

“Nope.” Peter leafed thru the reports on his terminal, the BB instant-ID and info-dump on the mark. “A low-life, out for number-one. Your lunch isn’t safe with him. Grunts for a couple of groups, tho.”

“Connected. Techno-lunchmeat. Wonderful guy.” Charlie did not sound worried, but the rest of the room was getting leery. Most of us would’ve dumped a political score long before this.

“Ha. Not complicated. Getting it licked, the food-chain and death by side-effects all in a sleazy package.” Jill sighed happily. “You just can’t get good help these days, can you?”

Charlie grunted agreement, still twiddling and tweaking the feed as best as he could. “Crap, this one is dim. Look at the paper with him.”

Everybody in the room cringed away and promptly started putting their heads on lamp-posts of their own. Paper? That was a stopper. Politico cases leaked (usually blood) and everyone dropped them as fast they could; Charlie was still playing this one, tho.

Clean slates and witnesses were awkward for BB to keep around, The result? No one ever did a politico case. Ever. You’d pay for that good deed for a very very short happily-ever-after.

Official coverups meant ‘You mean you actually told them something useful?’ was an info death sentence. Around here ignorance was not only bliss, it was necessary to survive.

Live sound-feed popped onto Charlie’s monitor and everybody grabbed for head-phones. Plausible deniability was our best-and-only cover when things like this went up in the smoke+mirror screens.

“So what’s your project, little man? Money, power or fame?” Charlie chuckled and answered himself happily. “Cancer. I grow, develop and improve. No parties, no entertainment.” He answered himself.

“He’s so dead.” Came from Jill as she studiously clamped her head-phones down harder. She was even pointing at her own feed now to distract the cameras watching us. “Hey, a deadbeat. A $100,000, two years at 35 cents an hour and a kidney to get out of this one.”

“Ya. He’ll get snipped too.” Peter was not impressed with our mass retreat from Charlie’s camera feed. “Crap. Betcha it’s just a vandal.” He grunted unhappily. “A domestic. I used to live over there.”

“Naw. Dirty work in progress, a B+E.” Charlie mentioned, punching in codes to report his find. “Easy meat.”

“I lived there for years.” Peter sniffed and went back to searching his own area of town. He hardly ever got anything other than teens sneaking about on his box. He liked them. “Nothing there, trust me. That place got me here. Carpe Diem, big-bro style.”

“You’re connected? Lips to what butt?” I tossed a look at Peter. How he ended up here was a bit of a mystery. He might’ve caught wind of something he shouldn’t of and got dumped here as a reward. He winced in return.

“Politics. Passions got me here.” He clarified.

“Ah. You turned the neighbors in.” My monitor had another winner walking up the ATM now and this one looked sober enough to get the machine to cough up for him. Rats.

I kept watching. Cash was not a chargeable offense yet, but it was regarded as dirty in most places. More than a few shops won’t take it anymore, but all the working girls did.

“So where is your god now?” Jill smiled at Peter. “On vacation?”

“Mine is trying to get money out of an ATM.” I tossed out, throwing Peter a life-line. He looked almost grateful at the interruption. “Man. Three people in a row have loused up this ATM and it’s only out of receipts. They all left with nothing.”

“Running at their own speed? Most of ‘em are really unprepared for life’s little challenges.” Charlie chimed in with that, reminding us he was still live and on-line with a clunker no one else in the room wanted to know anything about. “Movement! Hey, listen to this.”

The feed was ugly over there. Everyone ignored it as the mark was grinding away, digging his personal hell-hole deeper with every word. A hole that might take the operator with him if Charlie wasn’t careful.

“Industrial terrorism, a corp case. Big-Money will get interested in this one.” No one in the room but Charlie could officially hear him anymore, you could tell by the way everyone was turning up the sound on their own feeds.

“Heavens, he even has a pamphlet.” Whispered Charlie, mostly to himself. “Gold! Child-porn too. Got a screenshot of it. Signed copy sent to our AI overlords.”

The rest of us pretended we couldn’t hear him, and very, very intently.

***

“The mark is made, hit is at dawn. Unit in place. Does he know who to eliminate?”

“Yah, he knows. He has a current pic.”

“Sad, really. On the way to school? We can’t contain and farm little-pest out to a labor-camp?”

“Nope. The AI says no hope. Boy-crazy solved the usual way, has stuck with people ever since. Never learned to work, now rad. The best friend is also cheap thrills all the way down; it’s a clean hit.”

“The AI says no hope? No chance of life after cheer-leading, modeling or grad school?”

“No hope. The mark never learned, period. Predictive and profile both agree. Sanction as fast as we can, then salt.”

“So she’ll be found with paper, swell. Hell of a way to treat a sixth-grader.”

“The AI says so. Write-off, deal with it. Lazy and stupid, they end up on farms. Violent, the army takes them. Steals? Roadwork. Treachery, maybe turning friends in as a fink. All of ‘em and it’s a do-over.” There was a sad shake of a head.

“Treachery is a death-sentence now? Ew. We’re gonna haveta shoot all of lower Europe, the Middle-East and China for that. Maybe all of New York, too.”

“Naw. Last one like this we let thru turned at work. Deliberately mixed up lab samples, killed about a dozen people over a few years before she got caught. Hit on anyone with a name that mightn’t insulted her once. This one has to go before she sours.”

“She. At 12? Not a happy op.”

“Tough. 12 does 12 today. Just be thankful we have better tech, OK? You have any idea how much crap is out there these days?”

***

Bang!

It was a soft wuss in a quiet dawn-walk to school. For her, her last. Paper was stuffed into cooling hands on the now mostly-headless corpse, sightless eyes glazing over in that last long stare to nowhere, a small blacked hole in her forehead.

An ‘in-clean, out-dirty’ headshot. Orderly 12 whistled all the way back to the office, hoping his next chore didn’t require a dawn-censor. That kind of thing played hell with his sleep. Nothing much else did, thanks to the trans.

***

Charlie didn’t come in today and no one is saying anything about it. No one will even talk about it. Blind ignorance, it’s the only safe way to be.

Right?

Right?

end




chapter 2 flowers for zombie

The wreck looked like a wizard’s tower to me.

Finally, good news for a change. Looking the tottering brickwork over made me much relieved. Well, till I got a closer look at it, that is. The tower was obviously magically build, abet while some wizard was drunk, blindfolded, had a bad case of the hiccups and not really sure what a tower looked like while he built it, but it was a tower.

I was glad to see it. Anything was better than being the target of a noble manhunt. Lucky for me the local son had found the village girls fairly distracting last town back; I’d gotten away from the fuss being kicked up while noble relaxed from the strain of hunting down and killing the strangers lurking about.

Me. Girls are really distracting, I could appreciate that. That little weakness was what’d gotten me moving in the first place, a friendly girl who hadn’t bothered to mention her father liked to hunt down and marry off his daughter’s daters as fast as he could. Or bury them, he wasn’t choosy.

Still, this find was a score. A deep-forest wizard’s tower, a power that really liked his privacy. That sounded great to me. Five years in an apprenticeship that would stop any local powers from hanging me the first chance they got was a good thing, no matter how dangerous the work.

If the wizard that lived in this tower wanted an apprentice, that is. Not that many people say no to a free volunteer-slave, but it might be a problem.

I kept looking. There were both good and bad signs. The garden out back big enough for two. That was good. The bad sign was the bored-looking girl sitting on a bench there, not working.

Daughter, maid, apprentice or companion? It was hard to tell from my side of the hedge. Maybe she was a seeker, too.

That got a wince. Seeking is hell and I already had a couple of my own. I can tell you hells are very hard to get out of. Littering your psychic with deep, dark pits isn’t safe for anyone, even if it’s only girl-holes.

Bench-mark did look skilled, tho. And cute. And friendly. Plus I had these needs, which included dinner, not getting killed today, a good hiding spot and any friendly company I could find.

“Ha. Speek + B herd, boy”. She finally noticed me skulking around the hedge whimpering to myself. Her grin at me was quick and gloating. “Quickly now.”

That took a couple swipes to process. The girl was a little more than 3 points off the beam, and had her head in the wind too.

“Her’ed? Her’d?” My confusion was confusing, but I was planning it that way.

“Scene. Heard.” She corrected, looking pleased with herself. “Knot by me, talker.”

“Herd. OK, fine.” My grimace was real and probably painful to watch. This girl was a little more bent than I was used to and I wasn’t sure how to handle her yet. “Fast money is dirty. Big money is vicious. Piled cash-cows live lives of quiet desperation.”

“Truth. Bandits are big too.” She said, looking fairly startled but pleased with me. I was glad she was, I wasn’t. My wisdoms were copious but low. My mind was in the gutter and the body was attached. That’s me.

“Planting flowers on a zombie grave is almost the same thing. Zombies get burnt alive. Right?” I was hoping this outburst convinced her I was a good risk. “Beware the tulip, it lies over trouble.” That had better do it, I had nothing left.

She tilted her head and blinked at me speculatively. “Ah, another apprentice.” She finally concluded. “Life as a lab-rat: Saved from terrorists by sadists. A dream come true. Or a nightmare.”

“Call me Sandra.” She added as I floundered around wondering what to say. She was good at whatever it was she did, or at least mad about it. A crazy witch had apprenticed to a wizard here? No wonder this wizard was hiding in the woods.

“Yah. Most of the rich are heavy, heavy punishment. Sandra, was it? Psychotic about getting there, psychotic about using their power to further their ends. Pure applied cannibalism.”

“True. Hurray for politics. It’s game-time.” Sandra nodded and patted the bench beside her. “Come in boy, I’ll give you a reference for wizzy.”

“There’s lots of chores to do here.” She added mischievously as I whined and weaseled my way thru the thorn hedge. “Most wizards can’t cook, clean or carry. Neither can I.”

***

Several weeks passed and no one had killed me yet. Or even tried to very hard, as there really wasn’t much to steal here. I didn’t see anyone but Sandra very often and liked it that way. His wizardness was too busy plotting war to worry about apprentices.

“It looks like we hunt from the moat again today, dear.” I offered as a conversation gambit one sunny morn. Since we didn’t have a moat, that annoyed her. Sandra glared at me. She was still holding out for better rewards than I offered and my grinding away at her resistance was irksome. “That’s the freezer, stupid.” She snarled at me. “Relax, you get paid tomorrow. Pond-carp for dinner is fine.”

Yes, Sandy was an apprentice, a seeker. A female one and a wonder of the world. She’d get lynched if anyone ever found out about it, too.

What she was seeking in her apprenticeship was a bigger, better, deeper personal passion-pit than being a flunky for an old wizard. A rich, powerful and cute wizard downtown would be far better.

So far, I wasn’t it. I wasn’t even tagged or even in the game yet, but I was working on changing that. Sandra was indifferent to my best efforts as I had nothing she wanted.

Then all hell started breaking loose around us. Explosive hell actually, and again. You get used to it. My wizard master had not only made lots of enemies, he was actively pursuing lots of obscure battles of his own, ones we were always getting caught in the middle of.

“‘Ware the night, boy.” Sandra murmured as explosions started up around us, spraying the room with chunks of flying wall, roof and floor. His wizardness had been out making trouble, obviously. Enemies as apprentices we were expected to survive. “Especially the magical day ones.” She added as I studied her ankles for a moment before diving for the floor.

She joined me there. The explosions around us were getting a little thick and deep, a whole lot like everything else around here.

“Hey. I’ve got a plan, hon.” I grunted into a handy lull. My grunt was just barely over a whisper, as I did not want a whole lot of attention right at the moment. “Wanna hear it?”

“No. I’m busy.” Sandra shot back. She was busy hiding and that was about it as far as I could tell.

”We’re busy.”

“God help us all.” I answered her. She moaned a little and glared at me furiously. This was not the time for scam-plan play. “Money for god’s sake.”

“Ew, ick. A cunning plan, right? Religion. No. Call me Jasmine, fool.” She hissed quietly in answer.

Oh. Today her name was Jasmine. That kind of thing changed every few days and sometimes back. Still, batty or not, Jasmine-today was the official wizard’s apprentice and her duties usually messy magics she refused to talk about. I know, getting her to open up had been a major hobby for me.

Me, I was pretty much limited to making the garbage disappear, hauling water in, cooking and whatever Sandra-Jaz could get me to do for her. As that was far better than being hung in the woods, I didn’t complain much.

Debris kept pinging around the room, narrowly missing us. I ducked as something whistled past my ear and spangled off a wall before rattling to a pointy halt behind us.

The usual. Our master had tried thieving something valuable and it hadn’t gone well. Whoever had the toy in question was not only smart enough to get it, he was smart enough to keep things that way. Fewer slaves and more work there, I was guessing. I didn’t see much magic around here, except turning food into garbage. Our resident master-wizard collected things and tried to do stuff with them, from what I could tell. He did not teach much.

“Yeah. You’re Canadian Jaz, right? Raised on maple syrup?” Was my next careful hiss at the fuming witch trapped on the kitchen floor with me.
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