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chapter 1 rogue world

“Hon, you remember the probes we sent out to the lost worlds of the Federation a while back?”

“When our colony was trying to find friends instead of customers? Yeah, I do.” My wife, girlfriend and bodyguard smirked to herself as she drove Rex the tank along a heavily chewed trail, stomping bush and grass flat.

Well, splashing a lot. The trail was a couple of deep tank-tread ruts surrounded by toothpicks, snapped trunks and shredded trees. Oh, and mushrooms. Lots of mushrooms. Min’d started this path thru the forest last year and renewed it every few weeks.

“The lost worlds of the Federation. Hoo-boy.” There was a muffled snork from the front of the command-cab. Mindy had Rex on manual again and was enjoying stomping her way from place to place. The whole tank lurched as she pounded and revved her way forward.

Rex hated this but Min was his commander. Being a Federation army-surplus AI tank that’d been retired here as a wedding gift, Rex claimed being a plow was undignified. To Mindy, naturally; not me. I was the second in command, not the first.

Mindy loved to do the driving with a galaxy-class million-ton tank crashing thru bush. Especially stomping and splashing her way thru the mud puddles.

“It sounds like a bad movie. Lost worlds.” Mindy nodded, concentrating on driving to the next stop on our regular route. We bounced again and muddy water geysered around us. I grunted, still reading the message that’d come in on my goggles.

My wife was the only happy trucker in a very small, brand-new cyborg-colony about a zillion light years from earth. (A colony that mostly survived selling illegal rejuv treatments and big-game hunts to rich feds. Turns out we had fed mad-medics as well as mad scientist move here, along with the usual mad earth cyborgs. Who knew?)

Small and short blond hair. A completely deadly overbuilt beauty; and Min’s truck was a million-ton AI tank smarter than it’s runaway Crown-of-Creation cyborg-bodyguard commander. (The one madly in love with me.)

Min being fixated on my butt was a happy mistake from a long time ago. She got hurt, I saved her life and accidentally rigged it so she was fascinated with me from then on.

I didn’t do that on purpose, but no one believed that. Her bios was failing, she needed me so I hooked mine in, a move that took really well. Too well; a move she refused to have to changed back.

These days Min claimed her bios was fixed and she wasn’t obsessed with me anymore. By me all that meant was I got occasional undisturbed washroom breaks; showers without her coming in to check up on me, things like that.

Sometimes, anyway. Cyborgs grow up a little different from the rest of us. The tube-grown are not big on modesty to begin with.

“Yeah. Them. Rogue planets. Escaped AIs who ran or won their wars. The far-out states. Bot-net claims they’re getting answers from the probes we sent out.” I blinked in shock. “Some from planets we didn’t contact. Some from ones with estimated century-long travel times for any reply. Some from rogues that don’t want contact.”

“Someone other than Doggie has a super-drive, then. So we’re getting mail from the planets that refused Federation membership, escaped it or couldn’t get in?” Min giggled happily. “Neat. New friends, right? A welcome wagon?”

“Nope. Attacks.” I grunted back, worried. “And threats of. They had reasons for hiding out and are very grumpy about getting nagged by us.”

“Hey, wait-a-sec.” Min stopped, turned a bit and snarled at me.

“You got a message I don’t know about? How?” My girl sounded interested but never took both eyes off the road. That was silly. Even if she locked and jammed it on manual the tank overrides were better than she was; Rex told her that on a regular basis.

“I did? Ok. Yah, a message from the no-go zone. One with a bot-net relay signature.” I grumbled, annoyed. “Now known as the ‘shoot first, talk later’ rogues, dear.”

My jokes were weak as the news wasn’t good.

“The secret smugglers, escaped AI worlds, sentient mushroom groups and rogue colonies. All them are nattering at us.” I went on. “In very unfriendly terms. Sorta. Making offers to Bot-net, anyway.”

“How? Nattering about what?” Min asked absently, getting more and more furious. She hated getting sneaky surprises, even email spam. Bodyguards are like that.

“Not good news to me, hon.” I mumbled, rereading to make sure I had this right. “You might like it. A war, almost.”

That got Min’s complete and focused attention. Mindy was cyborg, a crown-of-creation bodyguard and war was bred right into her DNA, from the conception-tube on. She loved a good fight.

Or even a bad one. Dirty ones too.

“A lot of this is the same offer from different groups.” I grumbled, reading as fast as I could. “So far most of the AI and bot-worlds have quietly offered to help bot-net sterilize the human colony.”

I tried not to sound nervous. We’d beaten rogue AIs a couple of times already, but they were rogue federation AIs. Locals created on earth, really. Our homegrown group of earth bots, AIs and cyborgs still liked us, kind of.

These rogue planets were big league players, ones that survived the same wars and prospered alone out there. And there were lots of them.

“According to this, no local takers yet. That’s the good news.” I went on, gulping a bit. “The bad news I’m saving for later, after this first war quiets down a bit.”

Mind blinked and glared at me. I was teasing her. “You wanna read this?” I offered hesitantly. “You really haven’t gotten any of it?”

“No, I haven’t. Gimme.” Min snorted at me. Our new colony had meat, bots and cyborgs all living together peaceably enough. Cyborgs and bots here dirt-side, AIs and bots mining the asteroids and moons of the system.

“Ha. Idiot.” Min groused a few seconds later. “It’s a memo about messages, not a message.”

“No, I’ve never seen this. How did you get it before I did, Tracker? Tell me!” Mindy snapped a second or so later, after she’d casually hacked into my goggles, personal computer, private files on Rex and fixed everything up.

A very detailed sweep and from where she was sitting; one that including resetting my shower-temp to something she liked just in case she wanted to join me there and changing all my menu items to health foods.

I fumed at that. Mindy Cyborg was born with lots of electronics built in; she did a wonderful and near-instantaneous menu-dance. I really couldn’t live without her but pest left things the way she liked them. It took me weeks to find and reset everything to my preferences again.

A healthy vegan orange-spice barbecue sauce on the now-altered forbidden-burgers she didn’t officially know about, for instance. Tofu ones. On my private hidden menu. Ew, ew, ew.

Not that I’m helpless, but Min prefers things that way. Oh, I’m Tracker. Mindy’s husband and boyfriend of many years. (We have two kids now. Tiber and Startup are both grown and moved out. Cyborgs tend to move out when they’re one year old, so it isn’t as bad as it seems.)

Earthside, I used to hunt runaway teddybears for rich kids. Cleaned tribes of street-brats and bots out of malls and generally avoided City-Borgs, cyborgs and war-machines like my wife.

Especially in the Dead-zone, the Underground back on earth. Tunnels under the city. Malls were where I traced and trapped runaway teddys for a living as the underground had rebel-bots.

Min and I met racing to collect her old boyfriend from the mutant zone, a cyborg who’d dumped her in a raid to get away. We were both intent on finding him first where he’d hidden in the deep, deep underground. Mutant territory.

I didn’t have a choice about accepting that job, everyone had ganged up on me. Min was already there to smear him all over the floor for dumping her and regarded me as competition.

I won that, by the way. Mindy picked fights with everyone she met and lost to the earth’s giant four billion-year-old underground mushroom. I tried to stay invisible and tripped over him first.

All this before Brother-John declared me a Deacon in the bot-church for rescuing runaways. No one ever talked about the other things I did to runaway bots anymore; well, except for the bots trying to kill me for it. They were still about too, just fewer these days.

You have no idea how long a bot can hold a grudge if he wants to. Unfortunately, I do.

“You forgot to mention the weird-bots.” Min murmured, a few seconds later. “And Doggie and the others. Everyone rogue likes bot-net; not everyone likes the cyborgs here. Even fewer like meat-bags or the clouds like Doggee.”

“Would you?” I asked absently. “Most of our cyborgs are bored and retired war-machines. Very cranky types. Some have rewards out on them. Well, except for the kids. What’s an ‘other’?” I asked nervously. “Hon, has Rex learned to fly recently? We’re headed right for a canyon.”

“Ravine.” Min sputtered and turned back to her driving for a few seconds. The lurching got a bit more intense for a few moments.

“She was never in any danger.” Rex told me in his basso-profoundo voice, the voice he used to scold Mindy with. “You, maybe. 12G turns, all that. As usual you’re not strapped in, Tracker.”

That was Rex. Oh, if an AI-tank ever tells you he’s learned a new growl, shut it down before he ever uses it. The noises a war-machine can make are nasty and designed to get your attention; then make sure he gets his way fast.

“Answer my question, Tracker.” Min sounded hurt and fairly angry; she was ignoring the ‘eeping’ sounds I was making right now. Her pride as a hacker had just gotten hurt. “How did you get anything past me?”

I shrugged. “I dunno, dear. This appeared on my goggles, a message with an ‘urgent’ blink-tag. I hate those tags. That help any?”

“Nope. Not at all.” Mindy fumed, them reluctantly put Rex on full-auto. “Oboy, a mystery. C’mere for a sec, wouldja?. No, hold still instead.”

Mindy got over to my chair before I moved, then sat in my lap and started jacking herself into various things with various leads, some of which I’d never seen before. One lead from behind her ear into my goggles, one on a finger into the chair and one in a belt-buckle into a command port. I think.

My chair, my goggles and her tank. A cyborg determined not to play nice any more today.

A few seconds later we were wired into a full combat-mode gestalt I hated being in. Mindy was tearing into my electronics in serious way and almost ignoring me.

My things. She hated being left out of any war and her invite had gotten lost in the mail, so I was paying for that little oversight.

***

“This one is really fun.” Mindy mentioned a few seconds later. By me she was still squirming herself comfortable and I had no idea which she was talking about.

Mindy studied tantric and something fun and/or interesting right now could mean anything.

“Look at this proposal. It’s a non-violent final solution, a trap for cyborgs. Someone wants to hire our cyborg mercenaries to invade somewhere.” My girl went on, mildly perturbed. “Even me. Someone has suggested this instead of nuking the planet from orbit.”

“So? New hires for a war happens a lot. You know our kids aren’t the only ones sneaking off planet to do that.” My protests were fairly muffled. Mindy had a fairly simple way of distracting me, just in case I ever tried to interfere with her meddling. It involved inhaling a lot, then putting her elbows on my head.

So far it worked fine; and every time. I did have trouble breathing occasionally tho.

“Yeah, but this is a suicide mission on a hardened target, not that they’re saying that. One that’d keep the Feds after us for hundreds of years. Neat move.” Mindy went on in admiration. “Nasty. I know the target and it’s tough.”

“Another one of those missions the kids won’t take you on?” I grumbled, getting my forehead into play and sighing. Mindy giggled a bit as I gasped for air; any thinking I was still capable of promptly fell apart. “One they refused. Good.”

“Those rotten little mutants of ours won’t let me in on any of their ops.” Mindy complained bitterly. “I’m old and slow, according to them. Our kids just barely tolerate their moms.”

“But this op is open to everyone.” Mindy went on. “And the hunt-camp traffic is slow right now. As a plan it might even work, except the kids know not to. Now.”

“Ah, the girls are bored.” Our twins were celeb guides for hunts at our kid’s hunt-camps. Expensive and deadly, but a trivial expense if you took trips to other planets to hunt. Also very decorative.

“The plot thickens. Congeals, really. Not only your average old-timer cyborg, teen-brats and our rogue-trained warriors get shipped out. Tiber and Jazz as well?” I blinked. “We don’t get invaded, they want to burn us out in a war. The gun-fodder plot thickens gravely!”

Mindy sniffed at that. “Ew. Recruits? Not you, Tracker; but yes. Hard plots. Melody’s group are farmers and mostly meat. They get dusted in most scenarios; you won’t live thru that. They don’t either.”

“The nasty part? Tiber has connections if they try to eliminate him; it seems they don’t care.” Tiber was our first son, Jazz his wife. They were Mushy translators had a tube-grown child in the hunting camps too.

(Tiber didn’t really like us. They’d gotten raised by rogue tube, mushrooms and a mad scientist, not Mindy. It’s a long story.)

Their brat was doing (secret) mercenary work on the side from the hunt camps, along with all our other kids. Mostly escort and bodyguard, but the occasional invasion-raid and whiff of kidnapping; getting runaways back. Bot-net hired them as help occasionally too.

Harvey and Angel (the planet’s admin) ignored it as bot-net had the only super-ship that could transport stuff and people here and they really needed to stay on bot-net’s good side.

“That’s only one of the ploys, Tracker.” Min seemed to reach some sort of decision. “The rest of them are more inventive. Some are out-and-out cruel. This is war. Hold on, I’m calling a meeting.”

“Wait! Hon, you know how much the kids complain when… OUCH!”

That was as far as I got before Mindy had dragged me into com-net; a combat-mode gestalt with an alarm going off. Our three sets of twin girls, their corp-clone cyborg husbands, the kids, Tiber and everyone else wandering about got and answered the call to war within the next few seconds.

Even Rex got a call, copy and clarion; I’ll swear he was concerned enough to kick his op-status up a notch and start watching orbitals more intensely.

All I heard was the chorus of ‘ews’ as various people arrived looked at us and went into combat mode to get updated. Mindy hadn’t let me get away just yet.

“Origins? One of these places is a stray sun stuck between galaxies.” Someone offered. “Really isolated place. Very hard to sneak up on. Most are rogue planets and their moons stuck between star-systems.”

“I see no Doggee types in any of this.” Another offered. “The good news? We only annoyed half of the rogues from the looks of it. The rest don’t care. Anyone know how?”

“By breathing. Bot-net still likes us. Or at least Tracker.” Came a complaining tone. I coughed in reply. “Invasion, politics, ploys and subterfuge. Bleah!” He went on. “The usual. Mom, what did you do?”

“Mondays!” Came another quiet comment. “Are devious.” That sounded like one of my Reds, one of the original twins. “Right, Tracker? This was your leak.”

My answering murph was nearly visible. Bot-net protected their deacon, as I had made a few nifty moves they benefited hugely from. I guess they were the source of the news.

“A bagful of ops. Overt, covert, subterfuge and clandestine. Nice neighbors we just invited over, people.”

I recognized that voice. Angel. Someone I really didn’t trust much even if she was married to our best friend Harvey; and handed out canapés at parties to us now.

Dean Harvey had taught in the cyborg school and dated student Mindy back in the day. Angel was his live-in and wife here; she’d copied, modded and let loose the first rogue-AI code on earth when head of the City Borg-Corp, code stolen from the Federation Observer.

As a personal challenge for the human race, or so she claimed. Typical cyborg. War, and lots of it.

We’d spent the next few years at war with the AIs, the Federation reminding us every few minutes if we even came close to losing they’d nova our sun to clean up the mess. If they had to.

We won. Mostly by stealing rogue weapons, like our three sets of twin girls, but we won. My twin girls were rogue-grown, trained and with the right nanos, a library and enough energy they could grow weapons on the spot to use.

Cyborgs very hard to win against all on their own; even without nanotech. They were true cyborg. I knew, the twins had been at my place from baby-to-mother stages. Mostly.

“The ones who’d visit only to sterilize we can skip.” Came a thoughtful voice. “Do we tell Henry about the friendly one? That means Mantis will hear of this eventually.”

“Before Henry reads his mail, more likely.” Someone corrected. “Ditto telling Doggee and Bubbles. They’d be just as bad, but leak to the mushrooms instead. If it hasn’t happened already.”

Mantis was the current earth Federation Observer. Earth had a habit of flattening Federation Observers in various struggles, so this time a military-grade cyborg got charged with stopping the smuggling of fed-tech to earth and posted there.

Smuggling wasn’t easy in a sealed, prohibited planet; smugglers also liked to steal earth-tech and patient it for themselves, so there was lots of brisk traffic for Mantis to smother.

We knew a few of the smugglers. They had been selling earth as a permanent getaway from the Federation for a while now.

Bubbles was a slightly-addled super-bot the AI-war had made, a fourth iteration that was supposed to win the war for the AIs. Stopping her programming halfway thru her ‘birth’ by transporting her away had complicated things. Now she was a moderately scrambled super-bot with an intergalactic boyfriend a couple light years in diameter.

Something like that, anyway. Doggee could change his size on a whim and no one really knew much about him. Those two weren’t saying anything and these days Min was trying to have their child for them.

Min as a surrogate-mom? I was already tired of getting pandered to today. Most of the war-room was pits deep in binary-com and were echoing vocal only for my sake. Nice, but nothing I wanted since even being here was troublesome to me.

Not everyone came back from gestalt, you see. Being mindless was a blessing in more than combat-mode. I hated risking that, or even sampling it.

“Ok, bot-net is on-line.” Came another voice. A blond one, I think. “They say killing us all off isn’t a priority with them, but opening coms with other galactic recluses is.”

“Nice of them. Ask them not to play dumb about the ploys. Many of the newbies like our anti-social mushrooms at all?”

“Naw. None of them. Mushy is still mostly unknown. The rogue AIs have their own federation, which is mostly an open com-line and not much else.”

I finally managed to pull out of gestalt by opening my eyes; that cut the debate off as I shook myself free. Mindy was still a meeping, abstracted girl sitting in my lap with her elbows on the top of my skull as I got out of the gestalt.

It did take me a while to squirm out of her clutches. Stopping to enjoy things kept slowing me down; plus she kept threatening to kill me every time I tickled her.

Her occasional and spontaneous giggling was making levity in the gestalt war-room contagious.

***

There was a disgusted grunt at the contents of the message from Henry.

“This doesn’t do me any good. Our Federation treaty just says no ‘off-world’ trade. That includes all these yahoos.”

“Rogues have better tech than the federation, Henry.” I told Henry, wheedling a bit. “And better prices. Sure you don’t want in?”

“Plus they won’t steal your inventions. Well, unless it’s a really good one. Probably.” Mindy added as we chatted with an earthside Henry. He was a weapons-inventor and had set up his labs on Harvey’s island after we moved out here.

Yes, labs. His girlfriend Li (ping) was also an inventor, but she did biology, not weapons.

“All my tech is really good tech. Ask Mushy, he’s been shutting half of it down on me recently.” Henry complained bitterly. “Li’s too.” He added thoughtfully. “Mantis helps him find things out. So does Radiant.”

“Henry? The rogue worlds might have better than class 12 shields. They could totally ignore the federation commands. Maybe Mushy’s too.” I added thoughtfully. “Mind if they land right on your island to trade?”

“The feds would try to sterilize the place if they did. Orbital bombardment with lots of hot rocks. If that didn’t work, they’d nova the sun.” Henry said bitterly. He cocked one eye at me. “You know them; and Mantis won’t turn a hair if those were his orders.”

“And are you sure you’ve dealt with cyborgs before, Tracker? You should know this.” Henry added, beetling his brows at me. “Death before defeat, all that. Even for AIs.”

It was a stupid statement. He knew Min and I had been living together for years now and her cyborg antics were nearly galaxy-class these days and bots had a definition of death that was nearly impossible to reach.

We both knew all about it. I got to patch them both over.

“He has, Henry.” Mindy snapped out, leaning over to glare at the camera for Henry. She also leaned in gave him an eyeful in the process.

“We need your help, owner-operator.” She went on, jiggling gently. You could see Henry’s head moving around a bit as he gulped and involuntarily watched. “Are you in, or do we have to get Li on our side to convince you first?”

“Whipped. Sad.” I said, shaking my head as Henry looked up to glare at Mindy. The mad bounced right off her, but she did hum a little.

Then I collected a side-whop from Mindy just on general principles. “Offer to smuggle pizza and beer to him, Min.” I whispered sotto-voice, rubbing the sore spot and looking pained. “Hit weak spots. His diet.”

“Cardiac-arrest specials.” I offered as Henry blinked and involuntarily looked interested. Li obviously had him going vegan again. “Cold brewskies. Edible napkins. Mango-flavored edible napkins, free for listening to Min plead today.”

“No. I’m getting too old for this.” Henry complained, getting a hand in front of his eyes. Mindy giggled at him as he sagged and peeked between his fingers, fuming a blind defeat.

“Both of you go away and leave a broke old man alone. Please.” He grumbled unhappily. “Now.”

“I don’t care what the question is, the answer is no anyway. You refused the zipper, girl. Remember that?” He mentioned to Mindy. My girl laughed at that remark.

Min and Henry were old friends. Henry’s junkyard in the underground was her upgrade-and-repair shop while we lived there; Min usually owed him millions for new weapons and ammo. She did like to get things built in too; unfortunately a lot of Henry’s new stuff needed a trailer for power.

“Are you sick of tofu everything yet, lad?” I added as Henry looked at Min and squirmed. He was missing Mindy’s twice-weekly visits and company, obviously. “Like the idea of new toys? Why not try our new friends and enemies?”

“Start rogue-smuggling today!” I ended in a mono-rail chant. “While you can!”

“Only half of them want to kill us, Henry. Bot-net got a few death-threats too.” Mindy went on absently. “Say! Any new weaps there you need tested? We might need a few.”

I nodded. “Hard people. All moving targets, some on the moons of rogue planets. Galactic NFA types.” I added unhappily. “Very hard to track down and keep track of. Even harder to hit.”

“Really? Wandering planets. Rogue ones and moons?” Henry looked startled.

I nodded again and sighed. “Wandering fast too, 1600k a sec and more. Wandering suns between galaxies, or look that way. A couple of these have their own Doggee drives. We dunno if they’re good enough to fly planets around, tho. Or even moons.”

Henry grunted, impressed. He was obviously torn. Doggee, the mushrooms and the feds were all choking his trade-tech off. This group and their tech sounded a little more promising.

A lot more hostile, but promising.

“You want me to put out bait.” Henry was pulling on his chin and looking thoughtful. “For some unknowns. Is that it? Lure these rogues in?”

“Actually…” I blinked as Mindy elbowed me. “Ow!”

“No. We need something to convince them not to invade. A show of force de-bait.” I went on, wheezing and rubbing a new sore spot under my arm. “Not bait.”

Mindy was being hard on my ribs today; getting even for the major-general giggling her way thru a war-room meeting, I guess. Or maybe it was the puns. I did not get hit again or interrupted, so I must’ve been close to what she wanted to hear this time.

Very proactive and reactive. Mindy was always willing to war, even on unknowns. Or me. Cyborgs are like that.

“I am not in the moving-moon class. Mooning them, tho…” Henry stopped to think, then an impish glee lit up his face. “Say, does Bot-net have an asteroid out there they’re not using? I have a few things to try out that might help.”

“Can you aim this try-out?” I asked nervously. We’d been dealing to with Henry a long time and I knew what to ask.

“Sort of. Maybe.” Henry admitted. “Don’t worry tho. Half a nanosecond later it won’t be anywhere near you anymore. Doggee might have trouble keeping up to it, in fact.”

“You have a few ideas on improving the Doggee-drive?” I blinked. “Why not make another super-ship instead? Or just the drive, we could use it.”

“This might explode. It also might spray radiation in a mobius feedback-loop for a while. A lot, really. Then overheat your sun.” Henry started weakly, looking slightly embarrassed.

“If it doesn’t explode or leak hard radiation the rock should head off hard and fast. Enough to knock a black-hole out of the way.” Henry went on, looking interested again. “I think. The numbers say so. It should.”

“I want one.” Mindy instantly added, sounding enthused. “In each arm!”

“No. You’d go off, not the guns. Explode in all directions if we tried that.” Henry blinked and hesitated, obviously still thinking about it. “Various organs at various multiples of the speed of light, Min.”

“Smeared all over space-time between here and whatever you hit at the other end.” He added dryly. “And hit hard.”

Mindy pouted, sad.

“You stop by hitting something?” I asked, aghast. “Ew. Clumsy. Not a good drive, then.”

“That’s the general idea with weapons, Tracker. Hit hard.” Henry sighed wearily and looked proud. “You wanted to discourage them, right? How ‘bout we hit one of their moons right out of orbit a couple seconds after they make their next threat?” He seemed happy with that thought.

“Sounds good to me.” Mindy allowed slowly. “You can find them? Hopefully make it fall right on their heads?”

“I can. Maybe. You can’t have everything, Min.” Henry grunted back at her. “It’s a nice weapon. It might make a ring system for their world out of the moon. Redecorate the system with little asteroids, if they’re lucky. Dig a new ocean.”

“Too good.” I mentioned as Mindy looked thoughtful. “Tell Mindy she can’t have one, Henry.” I added as my wife inhaled to say something. “Before she asks for one to get built in. Again. Please.”

“I can’t pay for that!” I complained to Mindy as she turned to glare at me. “And neither can you.”

***

“Bot-net has lots of spare asteroids. Some ‘way out in the fringe where explosions won’t hurt anyone.”

I nodded. It was a simple request and our local Ort cloud had big rocks and ice chunks to spare in them. “Betcha Henry wants to use the planets and the sun to bounce off of; to pick up speed. Or maybe aim them. If he slips, tho?”

Mindy snorted derision at me. “A bigger problem is hitting a speck a few million light years away before you even know you’re there, Tracker. Or they do.” The girl was not happy. She was a ‘Ride the bomb down!’ type, not an assassin.

“Henry says he can do it.” I shrugged. Hitting something in trans-warp state was not anything I’d had to deal with before and didn’t even know it was possible till today. “He says he can hit a moon and only the moon, even if it’s behind their sun, planet and more moons. Even if they have a hundred rocks confusing the issue.”

“Yeah, Henry’s tricky like that.” Mindy went on. She was still trying to think of a way to get one for her tank, even if launching from the surface might poke Rex backwards thru the planet. “Fire and impact being simultaneous is new, tho. Tricky to deal with.”

“Things change; the things we miss being out here.” I mentioned as we got thru some river rapids and pulled into the truck-yard set up at our next stop. The stop was merely a mudflat field outside town, but if they wanted deliveries, Mindy got the road and a big riverside depo as hers; sometimes on the other side of a foamed bridge.

Well, her corporation did. I was even a nominal part-owner of that.

Rex was not small; he stayed well out of most towns. If there were any complaints from the locals about the mess he made Min just stopped coming. Polite suggestions she sometimes listened to.

The local gliders and drones helped freight from the place. Some villages even had a road-house hotel for tourists and bands now.

“Anything to do here?” I asked as bots got busy off-loading farm materials and equipment. That was most of our freight. Big heavy machines, some bulk supplies, 3D printers. Min did some clearing work and handled exports.

If Min liked you, it was Rex who did the construction prep. If she was in a hurry, Rex’s guns cleared forest, mountains and swamp out of the way for you. Around here it was mostly flatlands of soft loam; Rex had almost torn a couple canals between local stops with his treads.

No one complained about it. No one dared after the first town tried to argue with a million ton tank and lost.

“Nothing here today. The usual complaints about water not flowing uphill, but nothing we can do anything about.” Min stopped and thought a bit. “Yet.” She added thoughtfully. “Lots of work, no rewards, all that. We just drop and go.”

“They aren’t excited about whole rogue planets offering to wipe them out? Really?” That confused me. No cyborg I ever met passed up a war. Or any violence, really.

“They know all about it. Nope, not excited.” Min looked at me. “Keeping in shape farming and hunting occupies them, Tracker. They’re ready. We took a load of dried meat on here.” My girl grinned. “For the hotels and hunting camps.”

“Any one of these cyborg-farmers could take out whole platoons of City-Borg. They wanted a target, not more gossip.” A quick grin got flashed at me. “Besides, I got three invites to fight while we were here, mostly from ex-sargent types. We can’t stop. I’d have to be polite.”

“Friendly invites, in the best cyborg tradition. If I stepped out of the tank, things would’ve gotten messy.” She added as I stared at her. “You’ve seen this before. If I was recruiting troops we’d still be there, me wrestling a command out of them all.”

With that Rex revved up and roared away from his truck-yard, getting back into his deep ruts reluctantly. Mindy claimed it cut the steering down, Rex claimed it made them a predicable target.

Watching muddy water get splashed far and wide every which-way as we got up to speed, I had a few other thoughts on what we were spreading.

***

Min was out, I had my secret burger menu un-updated and Rex had his commander on three command-center screens right in front of me. He hated letting Min out of his sight; I was a poor substitute.

Min was about to wander into the head-office at a tunnel hunt-camp. The one our deadbeat son was at, and the camp that got a migration thru the new tunnel twice a year.

“Hey, shiat-stain. How’s the cover-up going?” Mindy walked into the camp office bellowing a cheery hello.

It was not appreciated.

“It makes them grow faster. Hi mom. No one wants to fight, we’re all busy today, you win, go away. You still preggers with Bubble’s love-child?”

Mindy had volunteered to take a bot-alien hybrid on for Doggee and Bubbles, neither of which were human. She was helping out as a cyborg surrogate-mother.

Getting a uterus implanted and growing everything else she needed to start having full term babies was unfortunately slower than expected. Natural birth instead of mostly tube brats was odd for cyborgs. Normally impossible, actually.

Past that, things were not going well. Min tended to abort six weeks in and no one knew why yet.

“It’s taking a couple tries. I have to get a few parts working better.” Mindy admitted dryly. “But full-term this time for sure. Melody says so.”

Groaning, Startup didn’t even look up from his paperwork. He knew we were here, it’s kind of hard to miss Rex rumbling into a camp.

“Fine. Tell me you’re leaving soon? Please?” He muttered into his coffee cup, trying to look busy. “I have work to do.”

“Nope. How are the shrooms, freak? Still tasty?” Min’s greeting to our-son-the-mushroom-fan was cordial and earthy; she sauntered into his office and made herself at home, pouring a cup of the crap they called coffee here, then sat in a chair facing him and belted some back.

I’ve tried that cess, it’s horrid. You need to be cyborg and not mind pain to drink the brew, and it was something most people only did once.

Grunting in reply, Startup ignored Min, always a risky move. Her interest was unwanted, but Min was a prank-queen with a fearsome rep. Having a tank that could pin-hole a drinking-glass (and only the glass) from 12k away was handy that way.

My girl got tolerated in the hunt-camps, but only just. Her made troublesome moves.

Rex complained bitterly about doing pratfalls for her and got ignored. Min did lose most of her fights at the hunting camps so she needed other recourse, like driving her tank right over any objections to her schemes.

Well, she lost all of her fights, really. Min, as much as everyone loved her, was an older cyborg and the twins, our kids and almost everyone more recent than her could easily wipe the floor with her delicate butt. She hated that.

More than a few generations of new-and-improved tech had gotten by her; these days Harvey was the only older model around, with Angel right behind him. Most cyborgs died young. That helped Darwin deadwood out but Min had survived.

Harvey had a couple advantages, too. He was the planet’s only cop and his Federation ship-suit toys made him fairly unbeatable. No one wanted to risk arguing with him now, anyway. Min had a tank; that was another story. They needed her here.

She did rescues at the camps and sometimes went right thru mountains to get where she wanted to go if drones couldn’t help.

But she lost the fights for hunts that didn’t pay for a specific guide. There was only so much re-tubing, upgrades and better weapons could do for you and Min had tried them all, some twice. So had Angel, Harvey’s girl. Min was just out-classed by her kids and that was all there was to it.

She never admitted defeat, tho. Sometimes it still took one of the twins slapping her down here to settle her grits. Min really wanted in on the mercenary job-offers the kids were getting too; unfortunately no one would risk taking her, or putting her out on solo missions.

All nine of the younger tribe wanted to keep all the job-money they could for themselves, but that was a side-issue. Mostly Min was dangerous to work with. She had to fight hard to lead any hunts, as she has the worst injury-rate of any hunt-leader.

A hurt tourist spreads bad news; Min’s bad luck with newbies was legend and her hunts getting lots of stampedes were the least of it. Our kids hated seeing Min work, period. So did the twins, since she refused any helpful backup while on the job.

Leftovers were left for scavengers but ambulances taking paying customers away after they’d shot themselves in the foot happened far too often with Mindy.

I looked around and noted the gravel paths and hedges. The camps were a victim of their own success these days.

Overkill, a typical cyborg mess. First off, there was the slightly embarrassing matter of a hunt-camp that had to imported fresh meat. Other than the occasional very fresh steak, most of the kills got shipped back as delicious jerky to someone’s home, along with stuffed heads, horns, teeth and claws.

There was a separate little enterprise that smuggled the prohibited bits back home, tho a surprising number of the hunters had connections enough to do that for themselves. Shipped home, it was supposed. We mostly got experienced hunters here.

But there were never enough of the local multi-ton monsters living in the mountain ranges left to go around; and the cubs were not as big or fearsome. The more popular plains-cats were almost as bad, and breeding programs were being mooted about to keep the stock of slinky killers viable.

Fishing was not quite as popular as shooting things. The camps had to move hunts around to find fresh game fairly often.

Mushrooms were Startup’s weakness; and he was making a living growing and selling some of the sillier ones found on the planet. Or trying to. My son had been caught in compromising positions more than once, too. Naked in a tree singing at the moon kind of compromising positions.

Cyborgs were bad enough. Naked, singing and blasted ones were more trouble than anyone wanted to deal with, which was why Dean Harvey was the only cop on the planet; and Startup stayed way out here.

Besides, it was risky meddling with any blasted cyborg as you never really knew what they’d been into. The local plants were mostly unknown and there were lots of other substances (Drink? Melody’s Screech, for instance.) that were illegal in most of the civilized Galaxy but still legal here.

Startup seemed to know how to find and resell them all. He also indulged whenever he could.

Angel knew all about this and tried her best to tax his fun into extinction. So far that wasn’t working very well, as the local mushrooms grew profusely and right behind the migrations. Melody and her colony helped make the rest of the potables.

Migrations that went by and in some cases, right thru the hunt-camps, leaving a trial of fun items growing right behind them. Startup was very happy with his life, seasonal as it was.

And like his mom, almost no one was happy with him.

“It’s off-season, mom. The shroom crops are dried and selling briskly. A couple well-placed but timid galactics find them expansive. And expensive.” He added quickly. “And very, very popular if they can find any.”

“Your shrooms are fun only if you want to wake up next week and see what you’ve been doing in the news. Or like deciphering new tats.” Min mentioned sarcastically.

I saluted her. Policing the camp with a trank-gun was about all Min was allowed to do these days and that put a lot of lost-and-wandering tourists at risk of being discovered and shot right in the evening by a trigger-happy cyborg.

She’d also stunned a wandering and blasted Startup once or twice.

“War. We need better info on who is trying to hire you brats, and for what.” Min snapped at Startup. “Any newbie offers, all that. Right now.”

“They’re all new offers here, that’s all we get. War is like that if you’re good at it, Mom.” Startup didn’t even look up from the paper he was shuffling around. “And we’re the best. Our plays are cash-in-advance, too. That stops most strangers cold.”

Startup looked a little chagrined. “Everyone is present and accounted for, too. Except for a small private camping trip one of the girls took with a returning client.” Startup looked concerned. “That idiot keeps coming back; enough so Bot-net helps arrange frequent trips for him these days.”

“She might marry him; but her being only two years old is kinda a big stumbling block. That’s a not a big selling point where he comes from.” Startup went on wryly, wincing a little.

“In fact, it’d get him locked away till she was legal.” He went on briskly. “Her too if they could manage it. But unless they snuck off planet and back before the week was over, they haven’t managed to start the revolution. Or get any weird new offers.”

“No ships this week. I said the quiet part out loud again, didn’t I? Oops. Forget I said revolution, would you?” Startup grinned at Mindy. “We’re cheap but not free here, Mom. But war? The twins, us, almost everyone we talk to… They’re ready. No suspicious offer has materialized here, honest.”

“Materialized? Aha! You did get an offer. For what trickery?” Min was not impressed with Startup. He spent most of his time trying to get away with things and it’s given him a very weaselly approach to life.

“Wait. Almost everyone?” She asked skeptically. Cyborgs did not pass up a nice fight, not even on their deathbeds. “Unbelievable. Who wants to skip out?”

“Tired retired types. The badly injured. A few loons. The newly madly-in-love.” Startup rattled off without hesitation. “Any of the meat-bags at Melody’s, the ones we buy our booze from.”

“There’s probably more.” He added, head tilted and thinking. “But that’s all I can distract you with today.”

“Materialized, huh? REX!” Mindy called out, looking around. “Fine. I’ll do it myself. High com-traffic zones, please. Full memory scans. Any entangled leaks. PEOPLE!”

“Scanning. Done.” Rex replied an instant later to a chorus of cyborg complaints about being woken up.

Rex broke right back in. “Memory intrusions noted, entangled messaging detected. Taped. Combat-net online, items relayed. Copies analyzed. Rabbit-garden ploy high probable, searching for off-planet deal-makers and primary targets.”

“Startup is clean, Commander. They’re just jerking him around.” Rex rumbled on. “It’s a tease, not an invasion.”

“Tracing now. One of the other girls is wriggling for a proposal with an unknown; Probable? Deals with Rogues. She wants transport tech, not cash, tho.” The tank went on dryly. “Not finalized. Probable explosive delivery. Indeterminate state.”

I blinked from where I was listening in Rex. When Rex got upset, he had the full resources of Bot-net, Henry and every cyborg on the planet to help him crunch. The tank was nearly a university-grade AI all by himself, a fighting one.

The Federation was also there sometimes too, but they played badly with others these days. Unfortunately, they were still recovering from Rex; he’d accidentally leaked enough files to make them very uncomfortable. Ones they missed in their wipe.

Rex got an amazing amount done in no time at all. Mostly solid battle-fast guesswork too.

“Rogue confirmed. Coordinates analyzed. Moving target, locked on. Rogue planet, AI dominated.” Rex beeped happily. “Few bots. Henry alerted, bot-net crunching. Orbital weapons platform readied.”

“We can reply. Aimed.” Rex snapped out within a few seconds. “Commander? On your command, we fire and they lose a moon for daring to talk to us.”

“Actually, they are the moon.” Rex corrected himself. “And they’re close to us, as far as these things go. A few million light years out. Do we smoke a whole civilization out of existence today, commander?”

“Warning. Intruder detected, orbital gun down.” Rex snapped out next. “Shielded. Secondaries online. Weapons operational. Entangled fixed. Operational again.”

“Your orders, sir? Do we respond?”

All that took less time than it did for me to burp; Min was just standing there, tapping her foot and glaring at Startup.

***

“Hey Mom. War, is it?” Sitting at his desk Startup sighed and shuffled the paper away, then looked up guiltily. “Who do you wanna hit first? Us or them? Melody and Melda?”

“Sandy?” He went on, listing sources. “Screech shippers? Tri-bo Mushroom?”

“You. Drink your Screech kid, I’m not interested. Other than that, be quiet. I’m thinking.” Grimacing, Mindy stood there wrinkling her brow, coming to a decision.

“Rex. Stand weapons down. Release target-lock.” My little general finally snapped, casting a glance in Rex’s general direction.

That was kind of silly as there were several walls and a part of a mountain between them right now. Rex complied without a second’s hesitation and I could almost hear Henry grousing to himself as his new toy got pulled off-line by bot-net.

Min’s discovery, her call. It was not a live-fire testing today.

“Harvey? Angel?” I called out, getting suspicious. “Other news. We have a trace and a new frequency. Traffic-area problems, right? Check for entangled messes at the clinic, please. Med-AIs are the most common AIs; and medical types get devious on a regular basis. Get Henry to help.”

“There’s lots of smuggling there too.” I added absently. Mindy looked up at me with hot eyes. I rarely dared interfere with one of her wars.

Actually, I almost never got any action past making the suggestion. A horrible fate for someone who used to run a trap-line for runaway bots downtown and in the underground. Long before I got to the clinic, Angel would have everything wrapped up and running smoothly again. So smoothly you’d never know anything had not happened here.

“I have no idea how to bribe an AI, dear.” I mentioned to Mindy. “But that the clinic is an easy way in, with their traffic. Betcha there are leaky bots, too.”

“Bot-net scanning. Contact. Faint entangled traces.” Came from a couple of the nurses and one of the receptionists, I think. She didn’t like me, we’d made messes there once or twice before, then left her to clean them up.

Hard to do that when you can’t move from your desk. Or you are the desk. “Tracing. Two units frozen out.” One bot went on. “Local tractor beams locked on. Immobilized.”

“Newbies. They’ll both claim to be working undercover ops on their own, Tracker.” Harvey informed me. “For the good of the colony, of course. And heaps of cash. As usual.”

“A couple entangled coms, eh? This might help with a couple suspicious deaths in the rejuvenation wing.” Harvey sounded thoughtful. “There are lots of cash payoff offers for deaths there. From grateful relatives.”

“AIs and bots selling their services to the highest bidder.” Harvey went on absently. “The Feds, this time. Or at least disgruntled relatives of rich uncle Timmy. My heavens, what is this world coming to?”

“Blast. Both bots erased themselves before being contained.” Angel snapped out, annoyed. “No self-destructs, but their memories are gone. Tracker, give us more warning next time. Quieter warnings, too. We need answers, not scrap.”

I nodded and forgot to speak. Both ‘dead’ nurses at the clinic were probably Mindy-bots, ex sex-workers working here after being declared illegal on earth and leaving.

Well, one of them might be. A lot of bots abandoned earth after the AI wars and the federation tussles were over, as their choices there were suicide, running away or getting shut down.

This colony was just one step in the direction of bot-heaven for them, I guess.

“Overt, covert, clandestine and subterfuge, and all at the same time.” Angel groaned in exhaustion. “We’re back to this again. Goons and thugs making secret moves on the silly and stupid.”

“Do we destroy the moon and take them out?” That came from one of the other people in this; It sounded familiar. This time it was my son doing misdirection. “Why? There are probably lots of innocents there.”

“Killing them off won’t work very well, AIs and bots do not die the same way we do.” I corrected Startup gently. “They have off-site backups. Ask bot-net.”

“Commander. Incoming message, from the target-moon. They’re apologizing for their kids.” Rex sounded slightly startled. “It’s the bot equivalent of boys will be boys and addressed directly to you. Commander Mindy.”

“Details available.” Rex went on in a flat tone as Mindy’s war-room reacted to that news. Someone rogue already knew Min was the leader of this op?

“They are making peace offers, including accepting a com-team to inspect and verify things. Once, then they want to be left alone. Bot-net has already dispatched a snoop and sends a tentative confirmation. New AI brats stuck in isolation-nets did this op. New configurations being tested got rowdy.”

“An official spy? Fine. Send one weird bot and one AI loaded to the gills with undetectable weapons. Viruses. Ones authorized to open relations via the Doggee drive if we can.” I told Min. She just glared in my general direction.

“Here’s another hint.” I started uneasily. “Talk to Startup, Hon.”

“He knows a lot more than he’s telling you.” I added, going back to my not-tofu burger. “Lemme know.”

***

“It was kids. Mindless score-machines who didn’t know or care about side effects and hitting on anything close to them.”

“Rogue ones. Min, we’re a million light years from that Rogue planet.” I protested. She just glared back at me.

“I meant the kids here, Tracker.” She told me flatly. “New bots at the Clinic. Our brats looking for deals and scores. The rogue brats desperately seeking anything. Kids, all of them.”

“Oh. Bots use mushrooms now. Really? I never knew that.” I asked dubiously. “I dunno, Min. Let’s ask Doggee or the Mushrooms what they think of the rogue worlds. We have a Mushroom at Melody’s, right? Will Tri-bo know anything?”

“Will they care? Maybe ask the Feds about their smuggling problems in case they are too?” Min added sarcastically. “You know that’ll only get things twisted into their schemes. If they find out about anything, it gets used. The Feds have their own goals to pursue.”

“Just like you. Our brat is in this up to his pits; Startup is hustling something.” I went on. “Right, Rex? Any idea what?”

“Probable. He seems to be aware of the entangled messaging.” Rex allowed. “How he uses that is unclear.”

“Piggybacking his fun efforts on the clandestine ones.” Mindy sighed wearily and rubbed her temple. “If the rogue planets can’t war on us, their kids might buy his mushrooms to resell them as bribes. Swell.”

Mindy seemed to be a little quiet. “We’re back to square one, Tracker. Bot-net has lots of new friends, we have lots of Rogues targeting us and Startup is out there looking for new customers. Gullible ones.”

“And all of them leak.” I added with a sigh. “Kids! Talk to Henry yet?”

“Nope. He wanted to see his latest weapon fire and is disappointed in us. Always handy to know if something works before you sell it.” Mindy groused, still unhappy. “Now what do we do?”

“Find the next easy way in, like the clinic. Bot-net is looking into isolated pools of theirs; they do independent reviews too. So far none of them are considering taking on any of the rogues, or even talking to them.”

My girl sighed and nestled a little deeper into her command chair. “Great, just great. An invisible and undetectable war, one mostly on our kids.”

“That’s close. The kids are making the war.” Nodding, I sat in my chair and looked my wife over. “Did Startup get any tech from them? Anything at all? Dirty jokes?”

I did not say from who or what. Mindy knew what I was talking about.

“Startup got nothing that we have any trace of. Bot-net isn’t getting anything either.” Getting some was the usual blond complaint, but Min wasn’t playing for that today.

“Ow. A kiddie problem. You worried the Bubbles-Doggee hybrid you volunteered to grow is gonna hang with the brats and not you?” I asked. A pregnant Mindy was a nervous Mindy; and a nervous Cyborg liked to calm down by tying people into brutal, screaming knots.

You learned not to be handy when that happened.

“Or Tri-bo Mushy?” I asked gently, teasing my girl. Mindy had a history of not getting along with her kids very well. The stories the twins told about her were shockers; most of them I hadn’t heard before. Cyborgs don’t sleep much.

“I think the Rogues are playing us three or four different ways. They want bot-net to dump us so those offers should start again soon. Their kids are sneaking in, trying to get our kids wiped out.” Min groused. “And the clinic is a cesspit anyway.”

“Someone Fed is using the clinic as a profit center. An inheritance one that kills old relatives off. Maybe.” Min went on, thinking. “And we need to stop them all.”

“One bad apple? We have several.” I grunted. “You’re next, right? They’ll put out bait for you, so prep for that. Welcome home anyway, hon. Sorry the fight didn’t work out.”

“Ha. I won the first rogue war without firing a shot.” Mindy answered me instantly. “That’s good. And I bugged Startup.”

“Him. Not his office.” Mindy went on, then blushed. “Actually, that’s a lie. I bugged them both.” She added quietly. “And Bot-net is watching him and all the kids for any trace com-signals from anywhere.”

***

“We can handle the feds, Da. Any of the twins can. TV stars can do anything they want and get cheered for it there.”

“We still get invites to other worlds. Travel is a lot of waste time, tho.” That came from one of my Reds, who was doing a flaunting simper-and-smirk at me as I fumed problems via com-link to them.

They had a plan. I was the sucker who got to tell Min about it. Again.

Pure Con-link, for this troupe. Not super-com at all. Pert and perky, my freckled Redheads were always a problem for me. There were four reds now, all of them fashionistas. Not high heels on safari types, but close. My two were enough trouble that way, but all four led hunts out dressed very well now.

In fashionably coordinated boots with stomping heels, naturally. They’re all fairly short people.

Us? My ‘no-name’ problem of mine was alive and well with them all, to the point where the kids won’t even tell me who their mothers were anymore. This red group also got the most repeat customers; and the daughters were worst for that.

The Reds were considered fun and none of them respected me at all. The four Reds made a clan of their own no one could break.

You see, my cyborgs do not get personal with me. I can’t keep their names straight and never could; now the kids had gotten in on that torture. Every one of them I talked to gave me a different name every time we talked and refused to answer to anything else for that day.

A lot more than experimental teen-names or nic-hungry cyborgs, my girls were. They were nasty at rubbing it in too. Names were important to cyborgs; or at least the names they had for each other. You see, cyborgs earned battle-names; some of them even survived that.

The Reds were just being miserable about my names for them. Freckle-beast Happy-face was not a good cyborg name, apparently.

I think they tolerated me because I was known for handing cyborg nicks out; and that was almost the only reason. Not only was I an evolutionary deacon in the bot-church, or their dad, I was namer for cyborgs.

Cyborgs lacked imagination. Being a lousy shot I usually had time to spare in fights and due to my girlfriend being really feisty, had ended up in more than one fire-fight with cyborgs. As it turned out, I was more than good at an almost-holy thing in their culture.

Usually right after Min stole my gun instead of reloading hers. Anyway, Battle-names were something the tube-grown died for. It was a touchy subject, too.

“Lemme get this straight, little pirate.” My groan was pure misery and bounced right off them. “You want to shop your way to Smuggler World and wreak havoc on the far side of the galaxy with shows. Loose the dogs of fashion on Rogue planets from there. Why?”

“Not Feds. Smugglers. Smugglers might know a few more Rogues than we do.” One little Red sniped at me. “And have better contacts. Friendly ones.”

That got a lady-like snort aimed at me by another one of the Reds. My girls were mostly ignoring me, and for good reason. I was being stupid. This almost-a-war was a perfectly good excuse to go traipse around the outer federation planets, snooping, shopping and collecting royalties from some of the more reluctant governments out there.

The twins had a TV show a while back. Three sets of beauty-queen cyborgs doing silly things in costumes had been popular for a while. These Gymnast Reds would be going out as a troupe with their daughters this time, to the non-federation planets.

There was interest in that. Mindy was not allowed back into most federation planets; and most of them weren’t even telling us why either. Mindy seemed to get a chuckle out that.

Jazz and Tiber, our firstborn got welcome-mats put out for their travels; they were Mushy translators when there weren’t any other translators in the known galaxy. Their kid was still helping lead hunts here.

The Reds, tho? They were up to something and not telling me what it was. Yet.

“We’ll land, spend, discretely call in a few favors while we’re there; to see if anything pops while we’re making show-boat noises.” The Reds told me with a big dimpled smiles. Dimples I’d learned not to trust before any of them hit puberty.

“We know people out there, Tracker. And can get introduced to the rest. Generals, captains, police-computers, TV producers. Those kinds of people.” One of the girls went on. “Rogues or their kids. Rich hunter fans and their friends.”

“No. We aren’t even allowed back on earth yet.” I protested. Unwillingly. “None of us are allowed past Henry’s spaceport, really. Mantis enforces that. How can you go shopping for info when half the galaxy is closed?”

That got asked in an annoyed tone; this was not a good plan. My Reds were shopaholics and the whole thing looked like a scam. There were a couple other things worrying me too. Henry always had a wish-list and we owed him, but more importantly if Min missed another shopping trip she was going to kill me.

Again, and probably in a fun way. A lot. “Is the bot-ship making any special stops for you?” I asked weakly.

“Da, the bot super-drive ship is barred from more places than we are.” Red told me in an exasperated way. “Lots more. It gets attacked at almost every stop too, so the first favor we call in is from a couple smugglers.”

“Someone that giggles. The gypsy princess.” One of the younger girls added, smirking. “Remember her? We have herbs she can’t resist. And mushrooms. She has transport everywhere, with cabins to spare.”

“We can work a trade.” One of the younger versions mumbled. She seemed confident.

“Us, yes. But you can’t go, da. You’re not on her favorite list. You left her naked in public once too often, stole her blankets and shot her in the butt once. She likes us, tho.” A snippy little Red informed me of that with a flounce and a tiny little grin.

“On the plus side, there isn’t a computer on any of the merchant ships we can’t hack. A dark-net of theirs we can’t rifle.” Another redheaded menace to society added thoughtfully. “An economy we can’t over-run.”

“Cargo we can loot. Secret asteroids to find. Rogue moons to trade with.” Came as a chorus from the four. In unison. I groaned and covered my eyes. Their mothers had been training their daughters well.

“I won’t tell your mother about this; that’d kill the whole trip.” I grumbled morosely. “Not that she’s allowed to travel while preggers anyway.”

“That’s it! Tell her you’re looking for surrogate-tech. She has a good idea of what Henry likes too. Other than his official wish-list.” I added thoughtfully. “And we owe Henry a lot. See if you can arrange something techie for him, wouldja? A surprise.”

“Who’s paying for this?” One of the kids asked skeptically. Anti-grav’s were not cheap and they’d been dealing with Mindy a little too long to make any assumptions.
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