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chapter 1 mushroom-man

“Hey Tracker, listen up. I’m not pregnant yet.”

Mindy was not happy with me, and I didn’t care. That bugged her.

“No, you’re not preggers. Blame spores and nanos, the ones you aren’t supposed to have any more ‘cause dosed ladies don’t catch.”

“You can’t go to the ball either, Cinderella.” The girl in my life was trying to make life interesting again with applied weirdness. Looking around our emptish apartment, I groaned and gave her the benefit of one weary eyeball. “I miss the girls too Hon, but we are not going to try replacing them the old-fashioned way.”

“Lies.” She grumped right back at me. “I’m clean anyway, chicken. Henry says so.”

“Ha. There’s six of the girls, so there.” I added as Mindy pouted. “You’d have to make them one at a time, right?” I ignored the pouting. Being pouted at by one of the top killing machines on our little world didn’t bother me as much as it used to these days. Inhaling would be next, then more direct stimulation; unless I successfully diverted her.

“Ha. We try again anyway.” Mindy was perturbed about something and was vibrating around the apartment. That worried me a little, as a perturbed Cyborg is kinda hard to live with. I hoped it was just boredom bothering her.

My grunts said I was unimpressed with her AI-augmented lust for me and my bod. Most of Mindy’s love-life was an enhancement I’d accidentally programmed into her head saving her life one day deep in the tunnels and she’d fought every attempt to change it ever since. Even her own.

I glanced over at the fidgeting and cringed. That was almost the only thing she hadn’t changed in herself, really. First Teddy-meds had rebuilt her appearance into something like a joy-girl, trying to hide an escaped Cyborg from some unfriendly authorities. Henry had upgraded every weapons system he could find on her next; a couple alien rogue AI techs had enhanced a few things too. The sad thing was Mindy was still out-classed by our six girls, about three new generations of rogue AIs, the new-gen Cyborgs and almost everyone who’d stayed in the killing biz she’d left. That made her extremely unhappy, so I made a point of never bringing it up. She used it as an excuse to go spend money at Henry’s junk shop looking for upgrades when anyone did.

She was still stuck on the mommy track today, tho. Taking care of some freshly-decanted rogue clones a few months ago had awakened a few things in her and her biological clock, reflexes and goals had all gotten shaken up. “We could always try again, Tracker. Harder.” She said hopefully, perking up a bit. “I might catch yet.” I groaned and winced. Mindy’s appetites were not only keeping our clothes off most of the time, she was wearing huge chunks my skin away.

“No. I’m only human, witch. Remember?” Grumbling at her did not help the situation as that only brought out the Cyborg in her, but it was about all I had. “And it’s still no on visiting. Popping out to whatever island Harvey and Angel have the girls on kinda destroys the whole purpose of keeping them there. They want the chance to try teaching them without a lot of people interfering.”

“The boys, too. I did not interfere anyway. Showing them how to find cheat-sheets is not interfering.” Mindy was hot about that subject; it was a sore point between her and Harvey, the est-while ex-leader of the only Cyborg training school around here.

He seemed to feel the girls getting a cheat-sheet was bad; Mindy was sure it was the only way to get the boys past him and something everyone else at Cyborg training got. They disagreed about that, sometimes violently.

It was funny watching Harvey try to get his hands on Mindy during these disagreements. She was a couple generations past him and he couldn’t touch her without a lot of devious strategy on his part. (That’s what Mindy called making an error she’s never admit to.)

“Listen hon. This is the sitch. There’s two redheads, two blondes and two brunette rogue-Cyborgs getting trained there, along with six boy-clone ones. Harvey and Angel, older cy models both, are babysitting the collection of Cyborg hybrids we call our girls. One lonely alien out there trying to get his space-ship fixed enough to sneak out of a quarantined planet, too. None of who want to be bugged by us. Or you.”

The obvious did not faze her much so I ground on. “They don’t need the static. Besides the girls looked to be about seventeen the last time we saw them. Trust me, you don’t want to try the teen years again, you’re hardly out of them yourself.”

Mindy glared at that. Technically I was living with a minor, but Cyborgs were born and got full-grown in a year or two, not decades. It made classifying them a little iffy. “Isn’t there a nice quiet war somewhere you’re rather go fix? Teddy and his army of bots against the mutants or something?” I rubbed my forehead wearily.

“How ‘bout a nice little bar-fight in the ganga underground, bouncing somewhere insanely dangerous like Marley’s Joy-house?” I was whining by the time I’d finished that and hated it. Still, whinging was better than invading a Cyborg-held island for an impromptu family visit they didn’t want. Argumentative Cyborgs could level almost anything. “Or maybe dancing for them instead?”

There was a loud mechanical click come from the door-speaker right then and we both looked up, startled. “Or you could let me in. I’m loads of fun.” Came from out of TV in a deep male voice. Mindy had a gun I didn’t know she was carrying aimed at the speaker before I even focused on it. “And we can talk.” The male speaker added, as if he, whoever it was, knew Mindy was already most of the way towards putting serious weaponry into this intrusion. “Peaceful-like.” Came a hopeful tone.

“‘Sides, I have news about the girls.” The sort-of familiar voice added. I tried to ID it. “They aren’t contagious anymore, for starters.”

“He hacked his way in, the little twerp. Whoever did this is gonna regret it. In spleen-juice.” Mindy breathed, looking furious. Being out-classed in hacking was a worse offense than being able to out-draw her and she looked seriously annoyed. “He has working rogue-tech. Fourth-gen stuff. He must have.”

“Maybe he knows more than where to find us.” I stuck in, slowly heaving myself out of a chair. Mindy had already blurred to a closet and was arming up. She was ready for war before I got to the door and kicked cameras on. “Let’s find out who it is first before we shoot them this time, OK?”

The camera blinked into the wall-set. There was an enormous black Borg standing outside, grinning at us from an empty hallway. He was still putting the equipment he’d used to hack into our home-systems away and smiling at the camera.

Things looked nasty. This particular Cyborg looked like a Henry-reject made from spare parts and afterthoughts. I knew who it was now. He was the first ganga attempt to make a Cyborg of their own, built Frankenstein-style, one piece at a time in teddy med-labs, Henry’s junk yard and maybe had a little corp work added in. Cyborgs were very expensive to make all at once. Or remake. I knew, I lived with one.

He had changed a little from the last time I’d seen him. More gray-goo had been added from the Deeps and there was lots of rogue AI tech. Basically, he was still a mess of stray parts and looked it.

“Mushroom man.” Mindy breathed as she looked at the image onscreen, startled. “The mystery-man. He’s back.”

“He never left. He always stays away from people who want him to do their dirty work for them.” I grumbled, nodding at her. “His name is Radiant.” That little bit of trivia came from deep memory. I’d bumped into him once in the middle of a battle a long time ago with some corp Cyborg-clones. “Betcha Harvey tossed him for trying to check the girls out.” I added carefully.

“Or something like that. Don’t stand there gawking, let him in. He has news.” Mindy snapped at me. She was pushing me out of the way as she spoke, while holstering guns away. “Or I will.”

“Yes dear. Gotcha.” I relaxed and let Mindy shove me towards my deacon goggles, the ones added to and upgraded by our resident Alien in one of his futile attempts to stop the war he started by letting a few rogue AIs loose.

Actually, that’s not true. Angel (erstwhile commander of the city-Borg squad) had stolen the AI code, modded it to suit herself and deliberately let a war loose on humanity. She thought we needed the competition to evolve a new gene cascade. Nobody I knew of appreciated Angel’s thinking but she was training the latest generation of weapons right now. Our adopted daughters; and Harvey was helping her.

The rogue wars were in a lull. Rogue AIs were almost predictable, even the third or forth gen models were we currently supposed to be fighting. Like teddy-bots, they wanted to be rid of people any way they could. Leaving was always their first choice, except this group couldn’t. Earth was under quarantine for them being here period, and that was slowing them down a little.

The crystal weaponry the rogues had accidentally donated to the war effort the last time we’d met up was also a no-no. We had it now. Hologram memory crystals embedded with all-alien tech. Our cloned girls were born with them in their skulls and used the tech to nano-make weapons when they needed them.

The girls could grow a new gun in minutes if they wanted too. It was scary to see.

There was lots of tech in those crystals, just encrypted, compressed and buried so deep it was almost useless. Mindy had kept the girls fed, alive and mothered after we kidnapped them from a rogue lab as freshly decanted babies; they’d grown up fast. They were the new tech; alien-human Cyborgs capable of growing weapons to meet the needs of battle. Very hard to fight as they evolved right on the spot.

Mindy really missed them too. She’d been changing their diapers a few months ago, and six kids at a time.

Radiant had his hands on his head as the door opened and promptly got smothered in a flying Mindy hug-tackle. She was squealing happily and Radiant seemed a little embarrassed as he staggered in.

“They’re fine.” He gasped out as he and Mindy had the usual fast tussle, a Cyborg hello-blur of slaps and head-butts too fast to follow. He was trying to pry her off before Mindy stripped him of all weapons, desperately trying to stop her from making him any more helpless. “The girls are nano, the boys mushroom, still. Smuggling the kitten in was the big problem.” he added in a desperate gargle.

Radiant was down to slingshots, manners and armor before he got the three steps into our place; Mindy was giggling happily between squealed ‘eee!‘s and the thunks of his dropping arms.

“Radiant. Long time no see. You’ve met Mindy before, I guess.” Was my grumbled welcome. I kicked my deacon-goggles and the house AI into high gear. Time to scan the stranger as deep as we could get. “Need anything?” I asked absently, looking him over.

“Deacon. Transport. Mostly this is a social visit.” Radiant finally got Mindy off him and looked regretfully at the small pile of guns and whatnot on the floor she’d relieved him of. She was grinning at him and bouncing on her toes as the door closed behind them. “You’re lucky I didn’t bring your street-kid too, Tracker. I needed a distraction here. Hey, girl.” He grumbled at Mindy. “You feeling rowdy? Save some of that, we might need it later.”

Cyborg etiquette said Mindy got to keep all the weapons she’d stripped Radiant of, even if he had to borrow a gun or two to get home. Mindy was not even breathing hard and twirling a set of ear-plugs on one finger happily as she stuck her tongue out at him.

“There some action out there I don’t know about? Serious stuff?” Mindy was plugging a message-stick into our home-box as she spoke. She’d gotten her mail right out of Radiant’s pocket and was already busy reading. I was looking house and goggle scans on Radiant over. The usual. He had been upgraded with more new tech and not all of it played nice with everything else buried in him. He was managing, tho.

Scans said he was still dressing down, the louse. There was a lot more to him that met the eye. I guess impressing the girls was not on his list.

“Serious action? Naw, just the norm stuff.” Radiant rumbled, still looking at his scattered and now-lost weapons regretfully. “Alien invaders, treachery viruses, teddys, mutants, clones, Cyborgs, rogue AIs, mushrooms, weird bots, street-brats, Borgs and a couple new players.” Radiant sighed and started pulling his armor back in order. “And your girls.”

My goggles started burping out reports and I let Mindy in on the summaries; her mail got relayed over to me. She also included a few updates from the tantric school I couldn’t turn off, some decorated with arrows and captions saying ‘We gotta try this!’

That was my girl. Totally one-track underhanded mind; and a filthy one at that.

She snorted as feeds picked up. Radiant’s appearance was mostly show as underneath he was a brand-new Cyborg. The readings indicated lots of power; he could slap almost anything in the city down if he wanted to. Almost.

Mindy had tech secrets from everybody too. Power systems was one of them.

Radiant did not have evolving-weapon systems yet, tho. Or an embedded crystal. My house AI said there were signs he’d tried and it didn’t take.

“And how were the girls? Still vicious?” I asked again, blinking at a report. One of the boys, a Cyborg clone, had managed to adapt to the new-gen weapons with nanobots. Unfortunately it was just wolverine-style claws he grew, not an adaptive maser. He’s only been able to manage it once, so far. That was promising, if weird.

“Complete killers, busy beating the crap out of the boys anytime they feel like it.” Radiant admitted ruefully. “The boys still love them, somehow. Me included, and the only time they let me in was training. They’re a tough group.”

“Harvey is having a field-day then.” I grunted, still reading. “Living the dream, running a first-rank Cyborg school with a cute blonde at his side. Angel must be picking out the wars she wants to win about now.”

“Yah. I feel sorry for the world. She still has a rogue AI thing to settle first, tho. Like us. Those idiots went underground again and no one has any idea of what they’re up to.” Radiant sighed and stretched his neck. “Any coffee around this place, Deacon? I have voice-only for you.”

That got Mindy stopped and flicker of a glance at Radiant. She was still ooo-ing and aww-ing over clips of her girls in action and bursting with pride right now. I could tell she was aching to share these new home-movies too.

Voice-only messages meant there was something happening we hadn’t heard even a whisper of yet, and was too sensitive to blurp even electronically. Mindy blinked when I looked over at her, then happily concentrated on the status reports on her adopted brood.

“Anything is better than a report card I don’t understand.” I said back to Radiant. “You need juice for this, I’ll get some.” Nodding at the weapons closet got a sniff from Mindy. That was her space, not mine. “Go ahead, help yourself.” Mindy gurked unhappily at that. She did not like me giving her weapons away, even if she’s just gotten a new batch of weird tech from Radiant to play with.

I was just being polite. An unarmed Cyborg feels naked and I wanted Radiant relaxed for this session. “So tell me what the weird-bots and mushrooms have come up with this time, Rad.” I rumbled as Radiant blipped over to Mindy’s private weapons stash. “Slowly please, those players are bent.”

***

“Dunno anything about them. I’ve been on the island visiting Angel and her group.” Radiant said, looking over the collection of instant death and applied mayhem Mindy kept at home. I According to her, it wasn’t even serious weaponry. It looked seriously bad to me.

“Harvey and his.” Mindy corrected Radiant, annoyed. “He’s the headmaster, not Angel.”

“You haven’t been there recently. Angel is old and slow compared even to Harvey. He does the teaching, she does everything else.” Radiant went on. “Including supply runs. Shew runs the place. That’s how I snuck in.”

“She didn’t know I was with her cargo.” He explained happily. “The kids help out. Some of ‘em are turning into decent cooks and carpenters. That’s where I did most of my work, actually. Taking them from survival weeds to gourmet cooking.” Radiant went on blithely, sipping a cup of fresh coffee the house had prepped for him and ignoring Mindy’s winces at his weapons inspection. “Something neither of those two thought important.” He added with a disgusted growl.

“It isn’t.” Mindy chimed in, twitching as Radiant holstered weapons. “Bush-craft, yeah. How to spice an egg, no.”

“Delicately. Doesn’t matter, as soon as the girls got a taste of decent cooking they were all for it.” Radiant went on, ignoring Mindy. “They even learned poisons and how to disguise them. A couple local ones, anyway.”

“Oooo!” Her frustrations were showing up again loud and clear. Mindy wanted to start in with her girls so bad she was about to begin now, even if they were thousands of miles away and not listening.

That gave me an idea. If the girl’s gestalt was still working I might be able to tap into it from here. The boys there were clone and Cyborg, they adapted to fast to group-think, combat-mode and teaming fast but had nothing as intense as the girls had. I’d managed to net with them once or twice and had felt like a dino clumping around. Mindy might be able to manage the girl-group a little better than I had.

But my deacon goggles had access and processing power links. I might be able to handle the traffic.

The Cyborgs were all was born to it. I learned late, like Radiant. After starting to date Mindy, actually. Never date a Cyborg, by the way. Unless you like playing in a war-zone your first time out.

“So once you got past stumps-for-chairs and how-to-burn-food-nicely, what happened? Their attempts to rogue you over didn’t work?” I asked absently, looking at a few warning flashes coming over my goggles. Radiant was attracting attention. I guess this was the longest he’d stopped topside in a while now.

The city-Borgs had noticed him. They start arriving soon enough and their new boss, the one who’s replaced Angel, wasn’t an old friend/enemy/employer of mine. He still had things to prove and hiring me on as a teddyhunter won’t be on his list today.

Borgs were the wrong group to try and prove anything to, even innocence. I knew that all too well.

“Borgs coming.” I mentioned quietly to Mindy. “Think they’ll be peaceful?”

“They want to see if I have any new tech.” Radiant mentioned happily, looking delighted. “They’ll play rough if it suits them. A Borg in a war-suit always wants to play rough. How many?”

“Only a couple. Rough? Oh, no. Not my new apartment, please. You have any idea how many times this place has been rebuilt in the last year?” I groaned, looking around my cluttered place. Mindy was a slob and if it wasn’t for bots, the place won’t get cleaned at all. So am I, for that matter, but it looked homey to me. “Or how long it takes a Borg to pay their bills?” I added grimly.

Mindy grinned, armed up again and sniffed at me again, looking forward to the invasion. Radiant was getting tossed random weapons from her armory as she prepped.

That was my girlfriend. City-Borgs weren’t anything other than a semi-decent wrestling match to her. I, on the other hand, was worried. I’m still all monkey and had no enhancements to wear them down with.

“Anyway, the voice-mail.” Radiant started, catching weapons and oohing at them. “Brother John wants to talk to his human deacon about something. Soon. Quietly. That’s it.” Radiant got up from his chair and grinned at Mindy as he headed to the wall where our private tube-slot to the underground was hidden. “People are crystal-dipping out there ya see. New players. Stuff is turning up, that needs some thought. You won’t need weapons.”

He still had all Mindy’s stuff in his hands, I noted. And in holsters and other strange places and showed no sign of giving any of it back. “I’m taking this play outside where there’s working room.” Radiant mentioned quietly. “Down, anyway. Sorry, Mindy. See ya.”

“We oughta put a sign on that blasted thing.” I grumbled to Mindy as Radiant opened a panel and looked into the gloom behind it carefully. “Some secret tunnel this is.”

“Trapper, look what you’ve done!” Mindy seemed upset and ready to trot right after Radiant. “We don’t have half the ordinance or intel down there that we do here.”

“We don’t go. Yet. And speak for yourself, dear. I’m always wired in.” I tapped my deacon goggles significantly. “Three cars en route. At the speed limit. Not even everybody in this zone. That makes this a social call by Borg standards, not a raid.”

“Rats.” Mindy slumped and looked disappointed. The prospect of a nice little fire-fight with City Borgs had perked her right up, after her warm-up with Radiant. Radiant grinned and went on down our escape hatch, blurring into combat and stealth mode. I watched the Borg cars stop their approach as he hit the transport tubes below our building and got up to traveling speed, moving away from our place fast.

They were tracking him somehow. I don’t think that worried me half as much as them being able to do it at all.

***

Most of the Borgs broke off as soon as Radiant left. One car didn’t and continued it lazy way towards us.

“So we’ve worn our welcome here out.” Mindy smirked happily at the screen showing the car’s progress towards us. “Borgs are taking official note of our domicile.”

“Yeah. And our visitors. That means what, I wonder?” I was watching a clip of the girls run thru an exercise; at about half-speed I was still having a lot of trouble keeping up. “They’re almost evenly split between trying to hire us, steal something or kidnapping on these little visits. Ya gotta wonder what they’ll be up to today.” I went on, wondering where the girls were getting these moves from.

“Mushroom-man must worry them. A lot.” Mindy mused to herself. “I wonder what tech he hid from our scans?”

“Almost all of it.” I grumbled back. “‘Tell them nothing unless they pay for it first.’ is deep in his bones. Comes from the neighborhood he grew up in, trust me.”

“Yeah, we look for hardware, not potential. He could be able to do anything and it won’t show.” Mindy gnawed a nail absently. “Say, that gives me an idea or two. Lemme know me know if the Borg want to play, I’m going to go work on something.”

With that she flounced out of the room, taking some of the weirder toys she’s just relieved Radiant of and going to put it under her scopes. If she got anything, she’d take that to Henry.

Henry turned it into a weapon for her if it was any good. For a price.

Groaning, I got the rest of the littered weapons undercover. It won’t do to have the local police walk in while our table was full of new mods, weird guns and lots of other technically illegal stuff. Mindy was still an escaped Cyborg, after all. I had no idea what Radiant was, but Borg-level weapon-mods on a citizen-suit was probably sixteen types of illegal.

“Your nanos are doing what?” I called into the bedroom-cum-lab Mindy was working in. The nanobots we’d used to stop the last rogue invasion were tricky and I still didn’t really trust them. They lived in my bloodstream but were so much nothing to me, most of the time. Mindy said I had them, I took her word for it.

The Borgs were still lazing their way towards us and looked bored, even from here. “Please tell me you haven’t absorbed something interesting already.” I added worriedly.

The nanos were supposed to self-destruct after finishing their jobs but I had nasty suspicions about Henry’s tech. If he could automate updates he would, the louse. The trouble was, Mindy had more than enough ways of getting interesting already. If she could grow new appendages in the bedroom I was in for some very serious troubles.

“Not telling. Henry’s still in biz, if that helps any.” Mindy answered back absently. Whatever Radiant had brought in was interesting. Maybe his weapons evolved and not him.

“We have a visit to a priest on tap, not a war.” I grumbled out. “I say we give Radiant twenty minutes, then follow him. That time enough?”

“Just get rid of the Borgs, Tracker. Then we’ll talk. I’m busy.” Mindy sealed the bedroom up under holograms with that and I sighed again. A Cyborg that decided to hide? She was definitely up to something devious and I was gonna be the first person she tried it on.

Hiding from Borgs was a change for her too. That was a Cyborg compliant of sorts. One you don’t want to receive, trust me. I made Mindy the top priority for any CPU cycles left on my goggles instead of the reports and sat back down to wait.

The doorbell would be chiming again soon; I’d had just gotten the local constabulary tossed into my lap. Again. Just another dull day at my place, really. I regretted Mindy expecting anything of me this way.

She kept taking advantage of it.

***

“The mushroom wants to talk to Mindy? That’s gonna be fun. She doesn’t like them.”

“That’s what we hear.” The Borg in my living-room was a rookie, new to the armor. Ex street-brat, still scanning as hard as he could make his war-suit work too. I wished him luck. Our house AI had bigger security diags than he did and could’ve made the whole apartment disappear from his scopes if it wanted to. “Expect something like that, Tracker. Nanobot upgrades from Henry, maybe. Deep-tank, anyway.” He went on, his head twisting back and forth.

I grunted a disinterested grunt. One of the handier things about having their old boss on our side was finally coming thru. City-Borgs were known entities and would be for a few months yet. Right up to the time they got all their guns working again.

Most of the city resources were going into getting systems back on-line after the crystal collapse, not buying smarter guns. The rouge AI tech that outperformed and replaced anything we had was now gone, since it had a couple holes we were able to nail.

Killing the crystals had almost stopped the city cold in its tracks, too. Still limping along on timed lights, not AI-adjusted traffic flows, really. It showed, especially in the Borg here. My bedroom was invisible to him under its hologram. His scans showed nothing there, the house AI didn’t know anything about anything past the wall, the plans with the city said other than my bachelor room, it didn’t exist.

The mushroom pot on the balcony bothered him, but only a little. There were lots of them about these days.

“Heh. Deep-tank. I’m gonna make a trip down to Teddy’s bar and grill soon then.” I grumbled. “The underground safe these days? It quiet there?”

The rookie shrugged uneasily. “I dunno. I usually get crossing-patrol, not raids. I hear it’s normed out. Quiet.” The rookie standing there was obviously nervous. He’d been sent to somewhere a couple deadly Cyborgs had been reported and there was nothing except bachelor guy-mess visible here. “Unless you’re trying to break into their markets.” He added absently. “They may be clueless and bullshiat down there but they’re vicious about it too.”

His eyes kept flickering back to the ceiling/wall edge. Did I mention I’m a slob? The condensation rivulets from cooking in the kitchenette looked grisly, little cold red frozen grease trickles drizzling down the wall. The bathroom was worse and he hadn’t even seen it yet.

He did notice the TV. My wall-set was showing pert noses bikini-beach, compete with a close-up and personal girl’s volleyball game. Stamping Small-foots vs Busty Blues. He did watch that a little more than necessary and I agreed with him. You never knew what things would do there; they deserved very close, constant scrutiny.

“Dandy. The city is still a mess, but the underground didn’t miss a beat.” I shook my head sadly and nodded at the fridge. “Figures. Betcha the private clubs are up and running again too. Help yourself to a brew. If I’m headed downtown, I need to get ready.”

“Downtown? Nope, not today. We’re swamped with domestics and there’s no time for runaway bots. Or teddybears.” The rookie grinned nervously at me. “We do have a list of malls screaming for help, if you want some. Lots of commercial work. Teddy’s, brats, ganga invasions… Whatever you want to take on.”

“I’m fat this month. Still relaxing after saving the world last week.” I grumbled on, looking into my beer. Then I took another swig from a half-empty bottle. “Thanks for scaring the escort off. I guess they really want to talk to me.”

“No problem. Hey, I gotta go. Like I said, we making it on noise and there’s lots of it out there. Have a good day, citizen. Call as soon as you want work.” With that, the Borg turned and marched out. He’d been here almost two minutes.

Mindy did not pop out as soon as the door had closed on the Borg. I waited till the house AI had reset everything, regretfully watching the game disappear.

The reds had been winning and the blues were about to try a new strategy. The huddle had definitely been worth watching and from all angles. Good game, too. Slow-mo replays are a blessing, aren’t they?

***

“So what’s happening out there?”

“Two-zip for the reds.” I answered Mindy’s call. “And that’s all the excitement I’ve had. The Borg didn’t even try leaving a bug.”

“Polite of him.” Mindy still hadn’t come out of the bedroom. “You come in here right now and I’ll kill you.” She tossed out cheerfully. “Twice. I’m gonna be busy for the next couple hours.”

“I need some quiet time anyway. I’ve got an idea. We’re going to tap into girlie net.”

I said back. “That’s gonna be a chore, they’re ‘way out in the middle of nowhere. Lemme know when you’re ready to hike below.”

“I’m always ready for raiding.” Mindy growled back at me. “Take a look at your tantric tapes too, Tracker. Your ‘accept-ask-work’ needs work.”

“Yes dear. Nine-time. Zing, letgo, connect. Birthday, Christmas or wedding cake. Accept, ask work, then showtime play. Nine-time, gotcha.” I sat back in the chair and got comfortable, letting the House AI set up secure channels to as close to the island as she could get. If the air was clear, I might be able to get online with our wayward, school-bound troop of killer daughters.

Mindy kept two channels on me while I did as she was keen to chat if I could manage anything. She had a lot to say to the kids, I could tell.

***

“The boys were easy to find. Linking to the girls is still like trying to build a Lego bridge in a busy mosh-pit.” I grumbled. Mindy wasn’t paying any attention. She was being quiet, socializing with the island by just sitting there and drinking in the data-stream channeled to her thru my deacon goggles.

The girls had no objection to her in their personal gestalt as Mindy knew how to stay out of the way. I didn’t, and was routinely accused of chiseling my messages in stone, handing them to whoever walked by and demanding a response.

In pictograms from the land that time forgot, worse yet. Even Mindy didn’t like talking to me online, I do have to admit. For me their online gestalt was insane gibbering and their combat-mode worse, so I was keeping my mouth shut while the girls nattered with Mindy, keeping her updated on their traffic even if they had to back up three steps to do it.

Yes, I was reduced to baby-talk. No, I didn’t like it. You could see the girls building a concept-library just to talk to me with and I was glad of it. Mindy’s mad giggling didn’t help, but she helped as much as she could. It was a project they could all work on together.

‘Dork’ was about all I understood in it so far. I was glad they were leaving me out of the girl-talk sharing. Mindy was doing lots of that and Angel even managed to post a few impolite words to a common board in one of their secret languages.

Harvey and the boys joined in eventually, adding their two cents worth to everyone. The boys were also getting left out of girl-net, but sounded happy about it or resigned to a fate worse than peace and quiet. The traffic stream from the girls to Mindy thru me just kept getting thicker and thicker every second. Tech-talk, boy-talk, fighting methods…

She did manage to tell them a lot but I finally drew the line and called it a night when they started exchanging recipes. Girl-net was hitting terras/sec by that time and Mindy was practically in synched bio-mesh with her missing brats.

Leaving the net was not a popular move on my part. Mindy was treasure-trove of insider-info according to my daughters, and I had my head crammed up my own butt tonight instead of theirs. They objected to that, somehow.

I hadn’t seen Mindy grin like this in ages as the net wound down and the island signed off on our little family get-together. She sat back to digest the new data-load, still grinning as she yakked with her AI about things. The girls had left with a few digs at getting me to put out more often, something Mindy heartily agreed with.

Somehow I did not get the same pics as Mindy did in their sign-off. I’m glad. The girls had their mother’s sense of humor, that much I can tell you.




chapter 2 brother john

“I want in on the pool.”

“Pool?” Mindy blinked and tried to sound innocent as we prepped for the Teddy-tube. When you’re shipped as freight instead of people you take precautions, or at least I do.

“Who gets the most out of me fastest.” I grunted absently. “That pool.”

“That’s a permanent point-counter.” Mindy scoffed, looking irked. “You’re out. Some of your private coms were considered sweet, Tracker. Be happy with that.”

“Anything from our resident alien?” I asked carefully, wincing. I had posted private messages to all and the girls had shared as soon as they were received, I guess. They did more than trade names when they wanted to play confuse-the-dumb-lump. The boys, too, from the sounds of things.

“That old goat? One word. It translates out as ‘whimper.’” Mindy sounded smug. “He wants Radiant back to cook for him. Check your feeds, dim-bulb.”

“Radiant, back there? Like that’ll ever happen. Angel hates the sight of him.” I scoffed, looking thru my own goggle-feed. The girls had received and replied to my messaging and so privately my goggle-AI hadn’t even noticed them yet. That bugged me. I was supposed to be top-tech and teenagers were smoking right past me.

The replies were almost as much fun as the girls were. ‘I still miss you. Do something about it!’ got ‘Stop bugging me old man or I’ll drive your elbow in one ear and out the other.’ as a reply.

The reply to ‘Hey, it’s still a cute one! Just great, now I hate you more than ever.’ doesn’t bear repeating. Cyborgs can get cruel when you hit a soft spot. The rest of the replies were more of the same.

Our resident alien had even managed to slip one past my security too, from what I could tell. It ran ‘I inherited a cat, or maybe got adopted by one. For the love of god Tracker, steal boys next time.’

Mindy was grinning, evidently listening in and reading my private coms as I did. I guess the girls had upgraded her tech while leaving me to flounder in the dark, the little sneaks. Either that or they didn’t want to waste good bandwidth on a slow talker.

Our private little escape transport-tank was strictly the usual. A cargo pod pre-programmed to arrive somewhere dark, manned by bots and due to some industrious label-switching by a mad controller, somewhere very secret.

I hated the thing, a cargo-pod looked like a coffin. A fast, dark, bumpy ride to unknown parts and a lot of the deep, dark unknown down there was scary. You never know where bots think a good place for a meet will be, and trust me, you don’t want to. They have whole colonies that live on pipes, hanging from guy-wires and worse. Mindy loved it, you never knew where you’d come out.

Brother John wasn’t so bad, but Teddy, (Teddy of Teddy’s Bar and Grill fame, second in command of the teddy church.) took a fiendish delight in making me work for the deacon label I’d gotten stuck with. With great power comes great responsibility, right? Also insane silliness, more applied weirdness than you’d think, and lots and lots of sadistic co-workers.

The higher the ladder you go, the worse it gets; even my girlfriend was a world-class nag these days. I shut my eyes and tried to nap the whole jolting way. Mindy took this as a great opportunity to molest me, hitting me with tantric school updates, cute daughter pics and interesting little insights on how to level the e playing field we were riding thru with minimum firepower.

After a twenty-minute ride to unknown parts we got rejected from the travel-pod into the usual gloom, tossed out like pizza getting cold. Have I mentioned Teddy’s can see in the dark yet? Mindy was giggling the entire time, and I figured she knew where we were. Her idea of fun would’ve been to turn everything off and guess at our final destination.

We lucked out. It was Brother John’s office, via Timbuck3 this time. Anything to confuse the Borg and anyone else watching, including sea-sickness for the monkey on board. Me. Brother John’s office was in the underground, where he nominally ran the whole teddy religion. Somewhere we could technically walk from home from if we had to, and I was glad of that.

I was deacon in the church, not commander. A deacon evolves things for you, according to them. I did not give have to give daily sermons on the benefits of open-net think-tanking.

Teddy was there in person, all three furry feet of him. Sans gun-belt and for a teddy-bot, looking aggravated. As usual, really. Teddy always looked aggravated when I was around, that came with having a human as a deacon in a robot church. Mindy he seemed to like, tho. She was much better at meshing with teddy-net than I was.

“There’s pizza. Henry is due soon, now that you’re here.” Teddy grunted at me, opening his eyes as a courtesy for we mere fleshies. Both he and Brother John were already plugged in and conferencing with the net. “Get wired, we tried to get everyone in on this.”

An important teddy break-thru, I was guessing. With that Teddy’s eyes closed and Mindy and I headed for the human-like chairs waiting for us. I looked around a bit before going soma.

Here was a bare metal room with power cables, optic links, three weird-tech chairs and a console. One door and one of the rogue-AI hologram crystals, tho down here there was no guarantee of that crystal being rogue. Henry did like to mess about with new tech. It could be one of his.

Water, ration bars and footstools were beside the chairs, and you’d call them chairs only because there was no other word for them. They looked like medieval torture devices, complete with med-feeds, monitors, sensors, IVs if we needed them and more weird scanners that I’d ever seen before. I could hear Teddy chuckling to himself, even locked silent into the net.

This was his idea, I was sure of it. Like the ride here, something for our safety and security. Making it into a horror show was strictly a bonus side effect.

“The girls get any break-thrus I don’t know about yet?” I asked Mindy as she blurred towards a chair that looked like it was made for her. I hadn’t even gotten around to noticing the chairs were all different sizes yet.

“Nope. Radiant had their updates.” Mindy blinked and sighed happily as she nestled into something custom-built for her. “Nothing I know of. Breaking into the crystal takes quantum engineering passwords every couple of seconds.

More like a live-feed than a password. Maybe teddy-net has it now. I’ve got a couple guesses, but nothing solid.”

“There are moralities other than the current game-laws, you know.” That was voice-com and came from Brother John. He was looking at Mindy as he said that. “The ‘accept-ask-work’ from the tantric school you practice is not as advanced as you might think it is.”

“One local religion states ‘Put all but christian and jews to the sword.’ for instance.” He mentioned to me, nodding in my direction. “There is balance, peace and harmony, too. And other concepts should be considered, like work, development and problem-solving.”

“Thank you for your insight.” Mindy almost bowed at Brother John from where she was settling in her chair. “It will be pondered. The way is open.”

“And you will not be denied.” Brother John finished for her. Then he closed his eyes and went back to whatever he was doing teddy-net. “Survival, entertainment-gaming and goals.” Mindy snapped at my questioning look. “Get past ‘mine, mine, mine!’. And no, I’m not holding out on you. You haven’t asked about it yet.”

“Oh. Fine.” I said weakly, gingerly sitting in the chair. The metal parts of it were cold. “What am I not asking about? Anyway, gestalt first then worry about fooling around later, OK?”

There was a disgusted snort from Mindy at that, then she closed her eyes and went net. I won’t hear from her again till she pulled out, probably. Mindy had lots to do in Teddy-net. She had a lot of interests to pursue there.

***

Teddy-net gestalt was the usual dissolving hell for me. The only other person I knew worse at this than me was Henry, and he hated going anywhere past voice. Warming up with the girls had shaken a few stiff reflexes loose in me tho, and it wasn’t as bad as usual.

You lose yourself in the net; sometimes you don’t come back. You’re the one that dissolves, you see. Sometimes they can’t get you out, either. You can get scared to death in there. Mindy had been blipping in and out of combat-mode gestalts with other Cyborgs all her life, she was used to it. I wasn’t.

Brother John made sure I got a gentle entry. You could feel him throttling back feeds to a comfortable level and the endless fascination of topics I couldn’t always resist faded away. He really wanted to talk today. Normally, you just get tossed into the net and you learn to swim the data-stream or die trying to scream.

Every time. Every stinking time you net you go thru this. There are more than roving fears in the teddy-net gestalt too, compadre. There are bone-deep pleasures and insights that’ll tear you apart if you aren’t careful.

Plus a few robots that like to pred on newbies. You learn.

I felt Henry joining us eventually. He must’ve wandered in right behind us but I ignored that, as I was still being updated by Brother John on bot religious news. Being a deacon, this stuff was supposed to be important to me. I was filing reports away as fast as I received them, tho. I’d given up staying to stay up to date, or even working hard at getting up to speed in a place that evolved at the speed of electrons long ago.

***

“Somebody cracked the crystals and it wasn’t your friends out on the island.” Henry messaged to me as soon as I got the clutter of neglected but urgent updates out of my eyes, ears, nose and throat. That what it felt like. Brother John could be as insistent as Mindy when he put his mind to it. “Some awfully advanced tech is starting to show up in odd places.” Henry’s message went on. “Rogues, probably. They’re up to something again.”

“Already? Don’t they need at least a month or two to rebuild their organization?” My disbelief must’ve come thru even in text messages. Henry sent a smiley my way.

“Hard to say what a 4th or 5th gen AI would look like. Or does. Or is trying to do, really. I dunno and we spend a lot of time on this.” There was another pause from Henry as he collected his thoughts. “It might be a market-manager this time, not the builder-bots like we had before. Every time we kill ‘em off, they grow back more advanced, remember.”

“Advanced into what? That’s our question.” That came from Teddy. He was wired to the max right now and there was almost nothing left of his personality. The rest of was buried, enhanced or washed away by teddy-net, ten million CPUs all hooked in tandem and all busy working on stuff.

You do not want to be there when ten million teddies attempt to be one with the universe, but Teddy lived for it. I even got a quick glimpse as Mindy as she applied some typical Cyborg directness to a few problems in one of her fields. There was the ghost of a blink coming from her as she responded to my ping.

“What kind of tech? AI-enhanced something-or-others again? Tanks? Drones? What?” I asked, already watching Henry already absentmindedly solve a calculus problem. It looked like he was tripping between geometry, notation math and models. I couldn’t make any sense at all of what he was trying to do.

“Nope, nothing so rad. Advanced tech is showing up. Devices. Stand-alone anti-gravs with no navigation systems, no stabilizers, nothing.” Brother John shrugged, something I didn’t know you could do in Teddy-net. “Some nifty med-tech that makes our nanobots look like bumbling interns. GMO machines. Put something in, it triggers gene-cascades. The results aren’t always what you were hoping for. A maser that eats thru anything and releases simple atoms.”

“The perfect garbage can.” I whistled. That maser would solve quite a few problems, but might put Henry’s junk-shop out of biz. Pure elements from garbage? Handy little improvement, that.

“Yah. Or a weapon. It eats fields too. Releases atoms, not molecules. We have no idea what fields dissolve into.” Teddy sighed, irked. “Aluminum is explosive in air, just so you see some of the problems, Tracker. What we normally use up here is aluminum oxide.”

“An unstoppable beam, uncontrollable gravity and unknown evolution. Wow. Nice little ploy. We tech ourselves to death-by-misadventure?” I asked carefully. Not looking stupid was a priority here.

“Looks like it. So we called a meeting.” Henry went on expansively. “To pick your deacon brain. Cough up, Tracker. That’s what’s happening. Now what do we do? We need a few ideas, good ones and yesterday.”

“Ah. The usual, then. What’s happening out there?” That got asked to stall things as best I could. This group was a pain. They expected me to save the world before lunch and that bugged me. I never got paid for it either.

“Well, the anti-grav does a few things from our reports. Sometimes it takes off; and at more than 12 miles a second as far as we can tell. Took the whole lab complex with it once. That’s the speed of the sun’s galactic orbit.” Henry added carefully. “Sometimes it just hovers. Once it dug a very deep hole very fast in a mountain-top that isn’t there anymore.”

“Ah. Zero-point energy.” I nodded sagely. Using those planet orbits to power things sounded great, but there was always a glitch. In this case, it was tied to anti-grav. Or maybe just something that wanted to hold still.

“The gene-machine makes new stuff. Very powerful ones; people tend to die immediately after treatment.” Brother John sounded worried. “We’re in danger of having a certain small country eaten alive by moss right now. If it mutates to cool climes, it could cover the whole earth soon. Theoretically.”

“The maser just makes plasma out of whatever you aim it at. Plasma that does more damage than the maser does, usually.” Teddy added, grumbling that out. “Catalysts, we think. Single atom catalysts. Nasty stuff. Doesn’t last long, thank goodness.”

“The fog that ate the city.” I asked incredulously. “Wow. Or vine, or dirty-float or laser.”

“Moss. And do you think we can get people to stop playing with the tech? No, anybody finds one and the first thing they do is flip it one to see what it does. Having a real deadly advantage over everybody else is bringing out the worst in the locals too. Most are determined to replace all the planet’s current over-lords with their versions.” That came from Teddy. He sounded like he wanted to cheer them on but wasn’t being allowed to.

I had to wince a little. Robots are not going to be bothered by gene-machines. Hitting any of the quick little pests with a maser sounded problematic when you could backup your life every few seconds if you wanted too and anti-grav they could sit and watch for century or two if that’s what it took to solve the problem. The bots could sit this out; and make more agreements with the Rogues again if they wanted, and that sounded like a good move even to me.

“Upsetting to the warlords and everyone else around, from the sounds of this.” My brain had stopped functioning a long time ago. Well, I could hear it buzzing, but nothing useful was coming out yet. “So. We stomp hard and fast?”

“Governments the world over are putting fires out as fast as they can. Mostly tech-collecting. Then starting new ones of their own.” Brother John sounded resigned. “We can’t stop them all. Or any of them, from the looks of things.”

“Killing the source is our only option, when we find it. The rest is just cleanup, something Borgs were designed to do.” That sounded depressing, even to me. “New toys are hard enough to pry out of children’s fingers, but from the looks of things this wave of tech is being sold to exactly the wrong people. Am I right?”

Henry seemed depressed. “Yup. Borgs will do no good against these beam weapons, tho.” Was noted carefully. “Nothing we have will. Get one, you can walk in at will anywhere you want to.”

“Aha. You want a couple of these of your own, don’t you?” I asked him quietly. “Are you gonna be any different from the rest of these yahoos out there?”

“Probably not. I still want one or two to play with.” Henry groused unhappily. “Anti-grav with ZPE? Gimme. In fact, gimme two.”

“Suicide by bad-tech, death by greens or beam-box rough-house. Nice little trio.” I grumbled. “Those rotten little AI twerps. Go get ‘em, team. We don’t have a choice.”

“Or a maser of our own. Yet. They’re hard to buy so far.” Henry scratched his ear and I have no idea how I knew that, then looked angry. “No one trusts us with a bigger and better hole-digger. We have to go find one.”

“Or take from someone who only wants to kill his current evil over-lord anyway.” I added regretfully. “Something we can all agree with, right?”

“One way or another. The idiots that end up with these are not going to be pure idealists. They never have been before. Even if they do, local politics eat them alive soon enough. History shows us that.” That was Brother John. He sounded sad.

“So we find someone with a maser. Broke, small and stupid.” I grumbled. “And take it. We don’t have a choice.”

“We don’t.” That came from one of the unknown players in the net who was now moving to get all-in. There was a general consensus that Mindy would break the good news to her girls we weren’t ignoring them anymore. There was collecting to do. Then the meeting broke up before I even got the rest of the crowd ID’d.

You learn not to ask. One of these meetings had included a Mutant-King from a deep-rock colony once, one of the local places where there was an outstanding bounty on any norms caught wandering around. Mushroom-land, where moss-collectors harvested tunnels.

Mutants can be an awfully touchy group when they wanted to be. Anyone with mushroom backup is allowed that; that 4 billion-year-old thing down there was as much of an unknown as the rogue AIs were.

“Fine. Release the Cyborgs.” I grumbled as I got dropped from teddy-net. “With a blank check. Let them bring one in. One of each new toy, if it’s possible.”

***

“Well, they used to be a friendly country. A raid on labs they won’t admit having made them feel more than a little butt-hurt, tho.” Henry was blushing and shaking his head. I was still looking around at his lab in disbelief. It’d taken me an hour to get in. “Wow. Read any of the reports? Did Mindy try to brief those kids of hers at all before they went out?”

“Harvey wouldn’t allow it.” I stated quietly, looking around the Henry’s new lab. It hadn’t changed that much from the last one I’d seen. They call these places skunk-works for a reason, people. Last week’s pizza still in the box tends to start breeding after being left a while. Or at least mutating.

“Mindy is not what you’d call a peaceful influence on them. Harvey doesn’t listen to Angel, period. His priorities were to get his kids back fast and safe; he didn’t care what waves got made.” I went on, cataloging weirdness no one in their right mind could ID littering the place. It looked like Henry had a full time weird-bot lab assistant now, one that looked like he could keep out of the way. Invisible but busy, in fact. “Fast, dirty, no killing. It went.”

I blinked as thought struck me. Actually, the weird-bot, being a self-modded teddy, might actually be one of these pieces of equipment. Unless it moved and started to talk to you, it was hard to tell them a bot from decor if a bot got into a specialized appendage mood.

“And our admin types are swearing on whatever bible they want to use the raiders were rogue types anyway.” I finished for him. “Right? Escaped Cyborgs, corp-clones, rogue-tech mutants and worse.”

“Yeah. Expect a few more snoops than usual down here; and from all over. The kids weren’t great at covering their tracks until they wanted to get away. Radiant says his people can handle all that. He’ll send visiting parkers mushrooms if he has to.” Rubbing his hands together, Henry looked expectant. “And it only took a week. Get Mindy in here now, wouldja Tracker? She’s gonna want to see this.”

“More than that, I hear. Mindy’s a pest, Henry. She’s still bragging on how well her girls did on their first independent op. Hasn’t stopped talking about them yet.” I groused, sticking one finger in and ear and wincing as I wriggled it around. “It’s an obsession with her. Fixation. Compulsion, even. You won’t believe the games she wanted to play last night.”

“Nope, and I don’t wanna hear about it.” Henry poked a button on his shirt cleverly disguised as a button (twice) and his lab started coming to life. “We’ve had the anti-grav saturated in my nanos for while now. She’s the link, Tracker. Mindy has nanos from her girls, ones I think the babes made for mommy.”

“Swell. You decided to play with the planet-cracker first.” I tapped my goggles and smiled at him. “Dang. Why do I get all the lunatic friends? Mindy’s on her way and moving fast, Henry. It’s your security slowing her down. This may be the first time in days she isn’t watching cam-records from her girl’s war-zone while doing everything else, you know.”

“Thanks for the warning. I’ll strip her systems before she links. That means you too, Tracker.” Henry started looking at something on a monitor. “You’re out. We want full-feed to observers, not Mindy babying you or the kids. Her total attention.”

“Babying a Cyborg. One of the golden girls, a crown of creation? You don’t know Mindy very well, Henry. She wouldn’t tolerate that from me, let alone you.”

“Well, unless she was being coy about putting her knee somewhere delicate.” I admitted ruefully. “Close enough to try it, anyway. I’ll talk to her. This is important, got it.”

“I already know and this dump has top priority already. Oh, ew! Phew-phew-phew!” Walking in the door like a perky waitress working the room, Mindy sniffed, looked around and pinched her nose shut while glaring at Henry. “You could’ve gotten someone to clean this place up a little.” She snarled at him. “Jerk. I am a lady, after all.”
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