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chapter 1 under the mall

When you live in the dark you grow all kinds of ears.

-Censor’s handbook.

The dull gray card slotted into the slot with its usual nasty ‘snick!’ I thumbed the pad beside it and something beeped rec at me. Teddy Hunter Tracker, that’s me. Yeah! So far, so good. I was sort of OK, according to the city computers. At the moment, anyway. Enough to avoid getting shot, anyway.

My official police department scowl on the other side of the counter didn’t improve any at this new development. I did a tired friendly smile back anyway and tried to ignore the grimy gloom of the police holding station around me.

The place actually looked better than most of what I’d been seeing recently anyway. This one was almost over. Finally. It’d been a really weird case for a runaway teddybear bounty hunter.

Now it was time to turn the catch in and see how much cash I’d get. I coughed politely and tried my grin on the keeper of the gates again.

“Scan this one for me wouldja, Sarge? He’s a keeper.”

The beefcake on the other side bleared at me thru the inch-thick plex, looking like he wanted to reach thru the glass and squeeze money and pain out of something. Borg cables ran from his blue neck-plug and into his terminal; he looked like I’d just interrupted his favorite TV show. I was used to that. Sarge’d been that way for years now.

One rowdy night a few years back a stray shot shattered a few delicate metacarpals on his gunhand; that’d dumped him out of the fun and profit of the street-side force and into something more peaceful. Ending up in a public booth for the holding tank, Sarge hated it with an unholy passion. Big, beefy, fat and miserable, he took out his ill-humor on whoever showed at the booth.

Unless you had tits, of course. Then he perked up and got vile instead. Disgusting on really good days.

A real sweetheart, Sarge was. Hated and avoided by all.

“Naw. Not worth it. Throw ‘im back, Tracker. What’s a big-time teddyhunter like you doing with a fluff like this? You dumpster-diving full-time now?”

Looking my cuffed and drugged catch over carefully, Sarge sneered like even looking wasn’t worth his time. “No scan. Not worth the paper to me.”

I shrugged the stonewall off. This was standard procedures for a sadistic twerp, there wasn’t even any paperwork in a scan. “Just run him for me, wouldja? Pretend it’s an arrest. Another palm-scan won’t break the city.” I was more than a little tired after dragging a blindfolded, drugged body in handcuffs around with me for the last few days. Nailing my catch had been a tumble. Runners NEVER hid near taxi-stops or bus stations, by me. They always hid in the most remote, dirty, awkward, hardest-to-reach spot they could find and always had to be dragged out hard, over and thru the nastiest messes in the city.

You push a couple hundred pounds over a couple hundred waist-high pipes blocking the pitch-black tunnels and see how you feel at the end of it. I was whacked.

The wreck in cuffs with me hadn’t been any different, except his hiding spot had been as far down as you can get and so weird even I didn’t believe it yet. In almost every other way, it’d been a wild case.

“I dunno. Looks like he has a million different bugs on him to me. Your problem. Throw him back. Don’t want him in here.” Sarge turned away from the window and pecked away at his keyboard, indifferent to my action now.

He could do that with non-ops, even for licensed hunters like me. In fact, that was what he was paid to do. Stop the city from wasting credits on free computer-intensive fishing expeditions.

“Yeah, lice migrate to leeches, I hear. You’d know.” I grumbled quietly. “Listen, this one’s organ-bank. Worth serious money to me. Supposed to be a cop-killer.”

“His name is supposed to be Eric.”

The flicker of interest on Sarge’s face didn’t stay there long. He’d probably heard the same story from a thousand other collectors hoping for a free score on some fading rubbie. “What city and how long ago?”

“Polico case, Detroit-Windsor. ‘Bout 25. S’all I know.” The ache in my shoulder and back was telling me I’d be spending more than a few days recovering from this one, but Sarge turned away again. He didn’t hand out freebies unless somebody was still screaming and bleeding when they were dragged in. Preferably both.

Mere bruises didn’t cut it. He got his chuckles watching freelancers try and force palm-scans out of rowdy uncooperative drunks.

He turned back to his keyboard, unimpressed. “Run the scan. I’ll pay.” I snapped out finally and pushed my thumb over the scanner, wiping a hand clean on the catch and held it over the bright light on the palm-scanner. My catch was still standing there like a zombie and hadn’t reacted to being in a police station yet. “Let’s get this going, OK?”

“Done. Your dime.” Sarge shrugged and slapped the light on. I held my breath as the light inched down a dirty hand and my quarry got scanned, then dropped it and keyed in the Detroit search as a special.

Scan complete. The box beeped red almost immediately. And there was a hasty alarm-clang or two from the Sarge’s side of the box as his keyboard lit too.

“Holy crap, he’s hot.” Sarge blinked surprise. Like I brought in dumpster-diving scrap for processing on a regular basis. The auto-guns in the room all came to life, and with a nasty rattling sound and locked on me. I didn’t even breathe hard as the safeties clicked off with a sound like metal rain.

“Real hot. A freebie, citizen. This scan is on the city. You scored.” Sarge grinned at me as the City’s official thank-you committee targeted me with lots of little red laser dots.

Holy, holy, holy. Red lights. Hot meat. Wanted person.

Money for me. Angel hadn’t lied.

From the noise and speed of the panic-response on Sarge’s side of the counter, a political case. You could hear sirens and grunts on the other side as back-up meat squad hiding back there hauled themselves out of their chairs, getting ready to rush me.

All the noise bothered me. It was unusual. Mass-murders being dragged in didn’t rate this kind of clanging reaction, and runaway teddybears almost never. Not that I’d seen before.

Organ bank, for sure. Double-bonus time, after Big Brother had wrung him dry of info.

Sarge looked surprised and hit his button again. Twice now. He ack’d the scan, logged it, and put his finger on the key that dropped credits into my account. He nodded at me, serious now. Official beef would drag my cap off as soon as they armed up and got in here.

When the big thick door opening in the wall closed on him, I’d get paid. Not before.

“There a story with this one?” He asked quickly. While the cities guns were still on me. I slowly stepped to one side.

Troops came rushing out and surrounded me, a couple of them cuffing the cap roughly. The red dots never left my head. That was Sarge angling for droppings he could sell to his gossip pals in the sneak-troops. I grunted. If this guy was hot enough, I’d get the blue-suits coming around to buy a copy of my report from my client.

Assuming they couldn’t steal it first, naturally.

“Long and nasty one.” I grumbled, waiting for my cash to hit my card as the score got hauled away. There weren’t any questions about the drugs in him from anyone. “Private. Ask the client. Pay me now.”

I winced. I did remember how it started and wasn’t about to start telling anyone about that.

***

The case had started with a dark quiet catwalk over a pit, just under the city. A locker break in by a runaway teddy got me there. I wasn’t even in the real underground yet, just in the damp the no-man’s-land of maintenance tunnels and subway trains under the malls.

My goggles were showing infrared, heat and radio. The place was quiet as a morgue, so far. Clean. Teddys like to hide there and steal power before moving deeper into the underground. They raid lockers for parts every once in a while.

Suddenly, the dark boomed loud as a chunk of pipe dropped and smashed into the dark corridor just ahead of me, a breeze touching my eyelashes as it fell. The shattering pipe did spray me with rusty shrapnel as it shattered, rolled, bounced and clattered and fell away into damp, grimy darkness around me.

I had already ducked back and was counting the places I could climb to quickly if things turned nasty on this catwalk when the calm voice came at me out of the darkness.

“Hey Tracker, listen up. Or the next one doesn’t miss.”

The shadow behind a cement pillar was the best I could hide in, so I tucked myself into the dark and waited for the booming echoes of the falling pipe to die.

“Humans. They always have’ta learn the hard way.” The voice grumbled out of darkness in disgust. “We need a favor, Tracker. Nothing you won’t do anyway.”

A bullet pinged into the cement pillar above me, spraying chips. I dove for the floor. It was a clear sight in that direction. He’d been trying to miss me. “Damn. And this had started out to be such a nice day.” I grumbled.

“What?” I whispered. I slowly took out my modified GPS and started a search for other mobiles around me. The GSP blinked once, then a clear voice came from it. “Location unknown. You are lost.”

That was enough to stop me cold. Lost? Unusual for a locator scan, even in a deadzone. Plus I always had my toys on silent mode or de-batteried when hunting. The capture, even a teddy, could get away from you too easily if they heard your cell ring at awkward moments.

I’d been blanked into an instant deadzone by a wiper. And this unit was supposed to be immune to that sort of thing. “Cork it, killer. Nothing works down here unless we want it to.” The voice grumbled out, sounding peeved. “This is official biz. You ready to listen yet?”

“I’m listening.” I grunted back. Now the strange signs on this trail were explained. Obvious bits of colored fluff, badly dragged goods and big footprints in the dust. I’d gotten led here like any teenage kid out on his first hunt.

“We want somebody collected. A human, making trouble in the Deeps. You go stop him, or die here. We’ll drop directions on your locator for ya. OK?”

“Ha. Man, you sure aren’t asking much.” I shook my head sadly. A suicide mission, naturally. What else would anyone want me for?

The Deeps? That was double-trouble in black. I hunted runaway ‘bots in mall tunnels for fun and profit, not humans, and this yahoo wanted me to go into the worst deep dark holes the city had after someone dangerous.

It had to be real dangerous or they’d be doing it themselves.

Not everybody that went Deep came back out again. Not many ever did actually, and no one bragged about it later. The Deeps were a mix of natural caverns, abandoned top-secret toxic waste dumps, well-guarded private pot farms, radioactive hells, passion-slave pits, mutants and worse.

They were tucked well under the deadzone ghetto and the teddy underground; even Borg-cops didn’t go there in with anything less than full Cyborg backup squads anymore.

And in full decontamination gear. The deeps weren’t very clean.

This didn’t sound good at all. Humans were way too much trouble all by themselves, compared to teddies. A bad-boy deep down in the underground? Armed, dangerous, in a very bad mood and used to being stuck in the place all our local nightmares were made?

Nasty. They were the local nightmares, mostly.

Somebody with teddy-troops wanted a Deep capture out of me. Then I had a thought and decided to spew it out. “You have the wrong boy. I chase girls in the mall, not killers.” That was a bit of a lie. I’ve never had to hunt a girl, except for the rare runaway and that was easy. For one reason or another, girls never went very far from the mall.

“Can you get anyone else to do this?” I was not happy. This was only my first or second contact with a deadzone group well organized enough to power anything out, and they wanted to deputize me for something they couldn’t handle.

Anything that bad was more than deadly. Mutant territory? It’d be torture first, second, never-ending and death as an elusive mercy.

“You scared of the Deeps? Don’t be. There’ll be data on your GPS. Enough to let you wing it getting in and out.” The voice came back.

That was interesting. Maps of the Deeps were few and far between. Most of them didn’t get much past ‘Here be monsters.’

After you heard a few rumors and saw the mutants coming out of the waste pits, you believed them too.

Point. Any maps, even GPS coordinates, would sell very well. Afterward.

Counter-point. Eventually. Not much traffic there, and any interested bidders would likely be as nasty as the place they wanted to invade. Not credit-worthy types.

“If you’re trying to kill me, you should’ve dropped that pipe a couple feet closer.” I grumbled.

The voice out there was teddy and he was bored with me. This had been too easy for him. “I know. Stick to the marked path we give ya. Don’t attract any attention. In and out. We don’t care if you leave the body behind, but we want proof. I hear he’s organ-bank. Interested yet?”

Organ-bank? Bounty-hunters could not bring in better than that. They were the serious cash bounties. You had to make a lot of trouble before our official lords and masters declared the only way for you to repay your dept to society was to be broken down into parts and sold to the highest bidders.

There was a good market for parts these days. A connected cousin in blue-blood world had the local monopoly on extra organs. He liked keeping kidneys artificially scarce and prices high.

“What’d this guy do, piss in the soup?” That made some time for me to think in. So far, I had a couple faint hopes of getting out of this alive, mostly by getting out of it.

“Something like that. Managed to mess up a few deals. Now nobody likes him. Ya want the job, or are ya itching to find out just how much we can mess up your pathfinder?”

That was an open threat and a nasty one for anyone in the dark down here. Here in the tunnels, anything could kill you. Everything could kill you. There were shorted power lines, sewage pits, sudden drops, bad walkways and a century’s worth of rust and rot hiding traps waiting in the dark for the unwary.

Mall tunnels were dangerous enough and they still sent maintenance people down into them to do work occasionally.

The underground was worse. The deeps were insane. A GPS going silly on you anywhere down here was slow suicide.

“Deep trips take specials. I don’t have any on me.” That got mentioned carefully. My good equipment was at home. If they wanted to trust me to do the job, they’d have to let me walk away sometime.

“The Lords will provide, Tracker. Walk west. Our local psychotic control-freaks want to talk to you first. Well, order you around a bit before you take off, you know those idiots. Only a couple of them will want to poison the well, so relax. It’s an almost safe meet.”

That was almost reassuring, and sounded like normal politics. The bad news? This was a formal op and power groups here in the Underground Deadzone, like our Big Brother troops up topside, tended to solve all their problems with a well-placed bullet or two if they could.

And their bills, if they could get away with it.

Politics! Cannibalism, no matter where it takes place, gets nasty fast.

“Where are we going?” I rumbled out. I did notice the green arrow on my GPS coming to life and pointing the way. Apparently they didn’t want me to get lost down here just yet.

Or someone was about to walk me off a cliff, with a cheering crowd at the bottom to watch me bounce. There wasn’t much I could do about it if they did except try to roll at them.

“Teddy’s Cafe.”

Good choice. “I know the way.” Teddy’s cafe was a meet-place in the dark far edge of the underground, a bar that was more or less neutral ground that everyone could get to. It was owned and run by a freebot named Teddy.

Robots are hard to shoot and kill. He ran the place without a gun, but a very strong arm. It was like watching an ewock dwarf toss people around to see Teddy in action.

Topsider Borg finks, underground gangas, deadzone zombies and CyBorgs all met in the dank gloom in his place. There weren’t more than one or two killings a week there, at most. Most of them outside, as bot security was hard on meat types.

It was dangerous, yes. And quiet for the underground. A very confusing place to be, for most. You couldn’t tell the players from the staff unless you knew who was what. Some bots had gone android, for instance, so what you were dealing with could be a real problem for the careless.

But I’d never heard of a Deep mutant-mixer being held there before.

“My way is faster, trust me.” My escort was getting peeved again. Likely annoyed at having to carry meat in as bots could move in ways humans only dreamed of. “Let’s move.”

“What for? Drop me a packet and I’ll see about your little problem for ya. Tell your Boss that.”

“They want insurance, and there’s a couple side-issues that need to be taken care of.” My guide sounded bored. “My only job is to take a hunter there. You’re it. Or you can die ugly right now, Cracker-Tracker.”

“Thanks loads.” There was a little more to it than that. A B+E at one of my usual clients and an easy false trail that suckered me into this. Too easy. Someone down there wanted to talk to me in particular.

I began to get the general idea that the side issues my guide had mentioned would take over the whole affair fast.

***

Wonderful. It was a teddy climb thru 3 foot teddy-tunnels that I got led on, something I hadn’t done since I was twelve years old.

Teddy-tunnels are small. The little pest then hit a power rack and climbed straight down, past illegal splices sputtering sparks and with open live wires inches from my nose the whole drop. He went upside down. I tried feet first. I was following a teddy, obviously. No one else would do anything this stupid.

Sweat could kill you on those climbs. So would any slip and touch of the cables. Trains went past inches away from my back at some points.

Not fun. I hardly noticed the rest of the walk since I had to slither a good part of it, but we got there.

The Deadzone between the Underground, the Deep and Topside, Teddy’s was a favorite drop-spot. Nightclub area. Teddy’s was a bar, a restaurant, a parcel pickup, note-wall beside the biggest underground market; and the graffiti there was just a little short of incredible.

Mostly a safe-zone for all comers. Teddy and the gangas saw to that. If you weren’t a people-watcher, bot-watcher, cyborg-looker, mutant collector or spook detailer there was always a hot bargain or two to find in the stalls, too.

The club zone was a zoo. People-watching here was guesswork, which was half the fun. There were free droids in every dress, bots of every kind in every state of repair, Big Brother Borgs and CyBorgs from topside, zombies, gangas, religious loons, a farmer’s market, a flea market in stolen goods, auctions, screaming girls…

My guide had dumped me at the edge of the noise and told me I had two choices. One was to just wander around till someone found me and brought me in again. In pieces, if necessary. That was doing it the hard way.

The easy way was to head to a certain corner table at Teddy’s and order Spike’s breakfast tea, extra sugar. And try to look like I was enjoying it.

He disappeared right after that, I guess. I never did get a good look at him.

I took the easy way, sticking to walls to get into Teddy’s restaurant tavern. Did I mention pickpockets? Some of those droids working the crowd were fast enough to steal the gold from your teeth between the ‘hell’ and ‘O’ in hello. Wandering that crowd looked like a fast way to get stripped of everything right down to the numbers off your ID card.

My spot at Teddy’s was quiet back corner, way past a clutter of tables in gloom. Ordering the tea, I got a dirty look from the semi-perky waitress. Real dirty. I was not only moving into on an isolated quiet spot, I wanted food service, not booze. The waitress was hard trade, falling apart slowly but still walking thru it. She looked like she’d fallen on bad times on the street-corner and still wanted to make the fast scores. My other greeter hit the table before I even got settled in.

“So you’re here. The Tracker himself.”

“Yah.” I didn’t turn around to greet the newbie helping himself to a chair on the other side of my shaky metal table. Staring? That was bad manners down here, a lot like sticking a gun up someone’s nose and asking what they wanted this time. As a ‘hello’. All you could see was a hulking gray trench-coat and a hoodie over his head anyway.

“You the one I’m supposed to meet?” I grunted, still recovering from the nerve-racking climb down here.

“Nope.” The body making that noise settled his beer first, then carefully creaked various parts of his body into a chair. I started getting nervous about turning to look at him, because he sounded and moved like a mutant.

Rare to see mutants this far up in the light. Mutants stuck to the Deeps or risked getting lynched, even here. I tried not to look like I was watching him. Hurt, injured and old people move badly. This guy moved like the chair he was in had been designed for a different species.

“I’m your babysitter, not a backer.” My new friend grunted, settling so he could read the crowd, the entrance and me easily. “You haven’t been around recently, right? You know nothing. There’s more than a few people that want in on this.”

“I don’t even know what ‘this’ is yet. Not a hard job, right? It’s just a pickup, as far as I know.” I grunted, waving at the waitress. “A Deep pickup. Get me some rat stew, would’ja Hon?” I asked as she perked over, still looking like she’s been used hard and put away wet far too often. Her clattering shoes didn’t help any. “Or any ration bar with protein in it.”

“Stew’s good.” She allowed carefully, after a nod from my sitter. “Today’s special, market-fresh veg. Cash only.”

Standard Teddy fare. It was all he ever served humans. I’d forgotten about that. “I’ll take it. You?” I nodded briefly at my escort without turning to look at him. “We have enough time for this?”

“None for me. Lots of time, people are phoning in from all over. That’ll take a couple minutes to set up. Go eat. You’re the miracle cure here, or so they tell me.” Bodyguard nodded at the waitress. “Go ahead, Nellie. Feed him. Then go back to changing the names in your stories for anyone you can get to listen.”

The girl blushed and bobbled off, still wriggling like there was gonna be money in it for her.

“She lives off tips?” I asked quietly out of the side of my mouth as her clattering shoes rattled and scurried off.

“Tries to. She’s got a bad habit that eats everything she gets.” The grunt mentioned that carefully, giving a couple loud cyborgs headed towards us the evil eye. They turned and wandered away from our section fast. “A deadbeat boyfriend.”

“Ah. So what can you tell me?” I rubbed my neck and wondered what the powers that were down here wanted with a teddyhunter from topside. What was happening that some underground top guns decided to ring in an outsider? And how deadly was this gonna be?

Gruntly chuckled. “I’m being paid to stop anyone from killing you. And stop you from running. That’s all I officially know.”

He leaned over the table and got into my peripheral vision. He hulked there. “You’re supposed to be a good dude. The teddys think you’re OK.”

“I helped ‘em out of a spot once.” I grumbled uneasily. “Or twice. Handed one his religious ass back, so to speak. Brother Jones. When somebody started dropping modded teddy-bombs into the homes and back down here, I got involved in that too.”

I was involved in that, alright. Both sides there were using me as a dumb pipe. Capturing wanted teddys and chasing newly-modded newbies into some welcoming arms. I made money both ways, but quit as soon as I realized both sides were using me to plant ticking bombs.

“Yah. You’re a noise. Clean hunter, no scrapping, no bad-trapping, not a user.” The grunt offered that quietly. “You flush and block holes and don’t booby-trap after pelts.”

“Plus leave a few of Brother Jones pamphlets out before I start chasing the fluff out.” I added, stretching and cracking my elbow nervously. “It’s a real easy job for me if everyone leaves first.”

We got interrupted then. “Yah, one righteous trapper. So now you’re gonna get promoted, whether you like it or not.”

The new voice was one I recognized. It belonged to Teddy, the owner of the bar. Nellie was hovering frantically behind him.

He had my stew with him. I reached around Teddy, poured a handful of coin into Nellie’s open hand and snagged the offered bowl on the way back, slamming it in front of me and sniffing the rising steam.

It smelled good and looked tasty. I took a bite. “Hey, you’re not trying to kill me today!” I mumbled around another couple fast forkfuls. “Yet. Great! What’s the occasion?”

“The occasion is, we want to put you to work.” Teddy kept talking. I could see the unspoken respect my bodyguard and Teddy had for one another. It looked like they had good history together.

Down here, that meant they’d been fighting on the same side recently. I hoped the rest of the politics I was about to get dumped into was as easy to figure out.

Teddy smiled at me. Being smiled at by an old, ratty, four-foot broken-down teddy bear was an unnerving experience, especially since I knew Teddy had enough mods and armor built into his hide to wipe out most of the bar if he wanted to. Till a lucky shot could take him down, anyway. “You keen for some fast action, Trap?” he grumbled at me, glaring hard.

“Ah, no. I’m not young and stupid anymore. Find a hungry kid. A dumb one.” I said between bites. “Real dumb. Don’t know of anything you can’t handle here anyway.” I saw a robot gunfight once, right in this bar. Or at least that’s what I told people. Mostly what I saw was floor, flying body-parts and bullets hitting things.

The bullets were the slowest things moving that night. Robots turn into invisible, high speed blurs when they juice up, even after being shot a few times. All you can see in a bot gunfight are explosions when bullets hit and sometimes body-parts being shredded.

Oh, and metal clanging as it bounced around the room.

No, I never did find out what they were fighting about, or what happened to the losers. Believe me, I wasn’t asking, thou I hear Teddy made a new kitchen-pot out of one of the losers. A talking one.

“Oh, the action isn’t here. It’s Deep.” Teddy said happily. “Real dark Deep. Finish your stew. There’s a meet being set up in the back. Come in when you’re done.”

With that, Teddy grinned at me and disappeared. When I could? When I was done? That meant instantly. I kept shoveling stew in as fast as I could.

“Must be nice to be important.” My babysitter grumbled. “Does it feel good?”

“Feels like I’m about to go in front of a firing squad, actually.” My answer seemed to satisfy him and I wondered just what kind of teleconference I was heading into.

You don’t get mutant bodyguards cheap, or easily, even down here.

***

The meet was just a damp, musky empty room with a few phones in it. Gloomy, and smelled like damp old wood and rotting cement. Dark. Not an active screen in the place, just a couple chairs. Secure, scrambled lines.

One of the chairs my bodyguard snagged for himself and set himself up in the door. “OK, I’m here. What’s up?” I asked the empty room as he left. My bodyguard had parked himself outside the door and it looked like he was growing roots there.

“Hey, Tracker. Wait for another minute. We’re still getting everyone on-line.”

The room got a lot colder real suddenly then. It was disembodied, but I knew that voice. It wasn’t one I ever wanted to hear again.

Angel. Pure bad news.

Human, female, commander and one of the official mouth-pieces of the topside Cyborg squads.

CyBorgs were cyber-warriors, cyborb-enhanced super-warriors that policed topside, the underground, ordinary Borgs and anyone else they wanted to extort info from. The military wing of Big Brother. Ordinary cops were wired in and Borged. Cyborgs were bred. Cyborgs had lots of uses for the underground and even the Deep, so they mostly ignored the wars, spats and disputes down here.

Angel was a different story. She was in this to hurt people, with all the power topside control over CyBorgs gave you. And get paid for it. Someone who could officially make you an electronic non-person, have you beaten senseless, then banish you to the underground in chunks if she wanted to. She loved it and would chuckle happily the whole time you got torn up. This nasty little girl would probably sell your kidneys out from under you first, thou.

Then send some hard troops down after you to really make your life miserable.

Think of the worst vanity you’ve ever met. Add professionally paranoid. Put it into a blond sweetie that looked like she wanted to make daisy-chains for somebody and add the deadliest training money could buy.

That was Angel; and she didn’t like me. She’d been riding herd on the modded teddy scam I’d burnt up a while back, when both sides here were sending teddy bots back and forth to collect information on each other.

Most of my better equipment had come from collecting one of the leftover caches from that affair. Angel was still irked with me about messing it up for her.

The equipment the teddys had abused to get me here was part of that load, in fact. I made another mental note to put my stuff thru a scope and debug it again soonest. If I lived thru this.

“Angel. They still letting you get away with it?” I snapped out. The last time we’d met, she’d offered to send my mother to the organ-banks as scrap unless I bent to her will.

“Staffing shortages.” She answered sweetly. “Dead ones. Politics is like that. Love you too. How’s your mom?”

“Dead. You a player in this? What’s going on down here that your hard-boys can’t do?” Settling into the chair got a lot harder. If Angel was in on this, it was gonna get very dirty long before it finished with me. “And why me?”

“Why you? We’d all be happy if you died somewhere, that’s why. Or at least undisturbed about it.” Angel answered, unperturbed. “Unofficially, we have a very strong interest here and a need to keep the issue buried. You’re the strong, silent type, right? So you’re our goto boy.”

“Or sixteen kinds of cyber-hell drop on my cute little butt. I get the general idea.” I folded my arms and glared at a phone. “I still need to know what it’s about. And how I get paid.”

“From us, you get paid with a warm smile, a hearty handshake and whatever you can steal. If you can keep it to yourself and walk it home thru the crowds.”

“Brother Jones!” I was glad to hear that voice, thou dealing with a teddy that’d gotten religion was one of the weirder things I’ve ever done. “How’s the god-biz these days?” Brother Jones was a bot, a warm-hearted psycho with a whole raft of weird voices in his head telling him what to do.

Voices in your head isn’t unusual for a ‘bot of any kind, but Brother Jones did it up purple. He was an experimental AI-enhanced teddy with delusions of eternity that gotten into religious self-mods a long time ago. He was the head of a big teddy church down here. They weren’t stupid voices bothering him.

“You can keep it only if we don’t want it, naturally.” Came the third voice. It was an evil one, cold, hard, and one I didn’t know. It hissed unhappiness. “We’ll know if anything good goes missing.”

I saw my bodyguard twitch at the sound of that voice and pegged it as the current mutant warlord from the deep. A nasty person’s nasty person to survive down in the deeps, with enough smarts to keep the booty flowing to his troops somehow.

“What’s this about? We want our lollipop back so we’re sending you to get it.” Angel chirped at me. “And it’s do or die, Tracker. We don’t care which it is.”

***

“Details. I need details.” I grumbled. “Who, what, where, when…”

First-rank players. OK, now I knew this little adventure was more than monied deadwood using gov’t cash to work up an exercise in perversion. That was the usual traffic here in the club-zone. From the sounds of the mutant warlord, it was gonna be an official ‘the frustrated getting malicious’ game, with me stuck in the middle.

“And how he gets paid.” That came from Brother Jones. “All he can steal down there isn’t enough for anybody.”

“The Deeps? There isn’t anything to get down there.” I added, interested in any talk about pay. I was also interested in getting out of this room alive, but money is always sore spot with me.

Big Brother is done on a government budget, ya know. Lowest-bidder type thing. A fair amount of the time he worked like a lowest-bidder too, fast and sloppy. He doesn’t like paying talent, freelancers like me, at all.

“There’s no legal buyers for contaminated goods anyway.” I offered to the quiet room.

“The bounty on the target is all I’m willing to offer.” Angel kicked in, chirping that in a happy kind of way. I knew she wanted to send her hard-boys in kick butt here, but something was slowing her down. Being slowed down in any way always made her cranky.

Unfortunately, I seemed to be the only target in the room. “Safe conduct, immunity from whatever laws he happens to break, that sort of thing.” she added carefully. “The usual. He’s my agent.”

“Cheap. That’s standard for a snoop.” Brother Jones stuck in. “He’ll need more.”

“Equipment. I need equipment.” I started in quickly “I hear the Deeps isn’t a safe place to wander around in.”

“Escort in is taken care of. You might be blindfolded for a while and have to map your way out, but you get an escort in.” The invisible third party stuck that in unannounced. The King sounded almost cooperative, but definitely was not a happy camper. “You’ll be safe as long as you stick to the marked routes.”

So far, the only one that wanted me to get the job done was Brother Jones.

“Introductions. I need introductions.” I kept adding things to the list hopefully. Eventually I’d find out who was what and what was going on.

It was kind of weird. I was in the edge of the underground, in prime ganga territory and I hadn’t seen any of them yet. No signs, no colors, no shrills, no bodies, nothing.

Gangas don’t miss an opportunity to show off. Their whole lives depend on getting in the way of traffic from the Deep and back topside. They keep trying to run inference with me higher up, but I’m strictly a top-down sort of guy.

If I don’t tell them I’m there, they try to catch the action later when they hear about it. It’s usually ‘way too late then. The weird thing? The gangs that ran the underground very jealous of anything that looked like money, and they weren’t present here in any way.

I suspect Angel had threatened to park the whole Imperial fleet on their doorstep if anyone bitched today; or even thought about it for very long. She was like that.

“You don’t need intros, Tracker.” Angel said nastily. “We’ll tell you what to do. You go do it. And any special equipment you need you take care of down there.”

Which meant she didn’t know what I’d need. The mutant king had kept her clueless about the terrain.

“Listen, human.” The cold voice started getting exasperated. “I’m Karlos, King in this section of the Deeps. You’re going to come in and collect bounty on one of my suppliers. He went bad. In and out. Fast, quiet and no hanging around. Got it?”

“I’ve been persuaded to allow this.” He added angrily. “Even if there are other ways…”

“Enough.” Brother Jones stuck in. “He was known to us, too. As you can see, Tracker, this is mostly political. We need it done and no one here can do it without annoying everyone else.”

“Officially.” Angel grumped out. She was really peeved about something there.

“Everything is an all-politics existence.” I groaned. “Just like my wife, girlfriend and lover. She’s imaginary and still hard to get along with. Which reminds me, whose girlfriend helped him escape?” I asked that wearily and didn’t really expect an answer. “A wife or daughter maybe?”

“Ex-concubine, smart guy. Import. Now sold to a neighbor.” Karlos sputtered out. He was stung. “He’s hiding on the farm her family used to run. Trapped there.”

The emphasis was on ‘used to run’. I now knew King Karlos had a thing for revenge. Was it vanity, greed or power-lust triggered that land grab?

“Swell. He’s had how long to fill this place with booby traps?” The silence grew and gnawed at the room. “Great. Did he get any other help? Anyone with him?”

The silence was ‘way too long and hesitant on that one. Three guilty parties squirmed a bit. They weren’t going to be telling me anything useful anytime soon.

“He’s trapped there. Alone, sort of. He doesn’t know you’re coming.” King Karlos admitted slowly. “It hasn’t been long. It’s an isolated place, only one way in or out. How’s that?”

Sort of? “Ha. A minefield. He knows that no-one is happy with him, or even talking to him. Doesn’t take much for a sensible guy to add a few precautions.”

“Walk around the traps. You’re supposed to be good. He’s on the farm, or close by. It’s a small hole with no escape.” Karlos still wasn’t saying everything he knew. “Trust me on that one. He’s still there.” I started rubbing my head. One of those jobs. Nothing but results. No info, no help, just results.

“The target can’t be CyBorged out.” Brother Jones gloated happily. I wondered just how much of that he was responsible for. “For various reasons, that won’t be seen as a good idea. Anywhere.”

They kept talking. Details flowed into the big picture. It sounded like King Karlos has worked himself into a trap here, using sleaze dealers that’d turned on him or started selling to his neighbors. With most mutants, if his subjects found out he was into serious dealing with CyBorgs, he’d collect the blame for every power failure for the last twenty years if this blew up.

I guess Kings need to stay popular, even in the deeps. If everyone is against you, you die fast. And there was the revenge part. I finally interrupted.

“Angel. Correct me. You look the other way while teddys march me in and out of a nice simple collection-job?”

Angel gave an unladylike snort. There was a snapping sound from her phone.

“Oh, we don’t have anything to do with this.” Brother Jones stuck in. “Teddys helping a tracker and trapper? Won’t be happening.”

“Oh. So why are you here?” I asked curiously.

“You’ll travel thru a couple spots that are, well, special to us.” Brother Jones admitted. “On your way out. We’ve been persuaded… to let that happen.”

“Most of the teddys there will know enough not to kill you.” he admitted slowly. Ungraciously. “But not all of them agree with this. Stick to the safe zones on the way home, Tracker. You’ll live longer.”

“Lemme see. No guide out. Blindfolded in; booby-trapped catch. Cyborgs slavering to pick the bounty up, if they can. Thru a teddy mind-field. Nice job.” I blinked “Who ya gonna get to do it for ya? My mom is already dead.”

No one liked dealing with Angel’s CyBorgs or would willingly walk in carrying something they were interested in. They were berserkers kept cranked up on various drugs and went seriously nuts on a regular basis.

Dealing with them was a lot like playing patty-cake with a psychotic killer who snapped every time he got excited. Being real careful as you slapped a bomb around was standard procedure.

“Oh, no. This job is much more fun than that.’ Angle was giggling now and that eerie sound made me most unhappy. There was another snap and I recognized the sound as an innocent pencil being broken in two. “The catch is ex-borg. City-stock. An arms dealer. Equipped to the eyebrows with everything he wants. Knows all the tricks.” Angel almost clapped her hands as she said that. I could see the happy-dance in her eyes, even if there was no screen here. There was another quick snap.

It sounded like she was killing lots of pencils over there. Better them than me.

“You’re trying to kill me, aren’t you?” I grunted, relaxing back into the hard wooden chair. “All of you. Again, why me?”

“You have a reputation for keeping your mouth shut.” Brother Jones stuck in. “And not doing any more damage than necessary. I’m asking you.”

“We need this surgical.” Angel stuck in. Another snap. “The target retrieved and dropped at any collection point. No Borg or Cyborg assistance. I’m telling you.”

“I don’t want to know anything about this. They tell me you can do the job.” King Karlos added skeptically. “Without messing up. Fast, quiet. Everything you learn forgotten.”

“I want him nailed.” came from the King Carlos. Hard.

“No general mayhem on this. No bombs. No teddy-trouble or assistance.” Brother Jones mentioned. “You get a hint or two of areas to avoid. Area’s that’ll get you and your mark slowly tortured to death if you stumble into them.”

“You’ll get pointed at the target. Also, a small warning. Any mutant that sees you down here will kill you on sight and collect a reward for it from me.” King Karlos threw in. Swell. Everyone was having a contest to make this a miserable job.

“And there’s another metal for killing you nasty, come to think of it.” King Carlos added absently, as if he’s just thought of it. “It’s mostly bragging rights, but I do have to hand them out every now and again.”

“Plus the farm is kind of a game preserve. That’s the wild card. We hunt there.” King Karlos admitted, finally as the silence grew long. “It’s a jungle zone even to us.”

“Great! Just great. Do I go in drugged too?” I snapped out. “Is it hot? So far, there’s a guy that eats live dead babies somewhere in the Deep. Bot ones. A Borg arms-dealer armed to the teeth. You want him topside. Any info on who, like a picture? A name? Do I get anything here, anything at all?”

“As a matter of fact, you do go in cold.” Angel was smiling at me, I could feel it. “Data on a self-destruct cube. It’s part of the agreement. You get hit here and wake up down there.”

“Info? Here’s some you’ll need to hear, Tracker. What we hunt down there on the farm is kind of special.” King Carlos admitted that slowly. “And there’s more than one kind. Nobody knows how many. It’s old rock. Very old, a natural cavern. One in particular is very dangerous. Smart, deadly, still free. We’ve never been able to get very deep into his turf, drive him off, kill, capture or even slow him down. No one knows why he tolerates the farm, but he does.”

“Dandy job. Monsters too.” I added unhappily. “An armed target with super-mutant monster buddies. In the dark Deep. The monster can’t be much worse that a street-smart Borg that manages to survive down there with him, can it?”

“Actually, he is.” Angel stuck in, stopping her pencil abuse for a moment. “No Cyborg has ever come back from this farm.” She said wonderingly. “And this guy lives there.” Another pencil died horribly, with a nasty grinding sound.

“We don’t know how they managed to contain the beast.” King Carlos admitted. “But the farmers did. It was a secret that died with them.”

“He probably doesn’t want to leave.” Brother Jones mentioned quietly. “That’s our best guess.”

“So someone who wants to sneak in and out quietly is a better bet than a squad or so of CyBorgs doing urban renewal.” Angel sighed, still unhappy. “Or a tack nuke. It’s all deadzone too. No communications.”

“Most of the underground is deadzone.” I grumped out. “The deep is worse? Surprise, surprise. No one will talk to me down there anyway.”

“Everyone wants to kill you down there, Tracker.” I could hear the smile in Angel’s voice as another pencil creaked and gave up it’s life with a shattering sigh. “And you won’t get any help from anyone. Just like up here. Isn’t that nice?”

***

King Karlos left after linking with his guard for a moment. They did give me some equipment, eventually. Dark camouflage clothes that seemed to give my bodyguard the giggles, and new swamp boots. A trank gun. Brother Jones kicked in a data-cube loaded with maps via Teddy, (one that King Karlos reluctantly updated with his escort, I guess), and Angel had supplied a handful of energy pills and anti-rads. I got finally got to see a picture of the meat I was supposed to bring in.

Alive, if possible. His name was Eric. Black male, 30ish, 70 keys heavy. An arms dealer. Ex-ganga. Trained Borg. Armed, dangerous and on his new home ground.

A city-side Borg with underhanded arms connections. Angel mentioned he had a history of being a weasel; more than being a high non-verbal, I’m guessing. He’d managed to put himself somewhere she couldn’t easily hurt him and that kind of thing always annoyed her. He’d been leaking supplies to teddies and King Karlos for while before making his latest move.

I think it was armed insurrection. He’d tried to oust King Karlos and make himself the new King of the Deeps on the sly.

Angel had a few questions for him. King Karlos wanted to show him what happened to suppliers who sold to his enemy-neighbors and worse, tried their own moves on him.

The teddies just didn’t like him anymore and Brother Jones wasn’t saying why.

He was a junk-dealer, I guess. Bots normally like arms dealers, especially ones with guns built into the arms. I suspect Eric had tried raising his prices suddenly or put badly-wiped weapons in a shipment.

There were hints of prime material being involved from Angel, not the usual factory rejects. R+D stuff with advanced tricks, secret trapdoors and abilities in the hardware. Nifty uses for it. All very classy material. Nosing into any of that was highly discouraged by all parties.

I shrugged. Big Bro had borged all his weapons long ago. One-shot-kill smart guns with autodestruct overrides, GPS, com-links, that only fired for their owners and did a variety of things with the same bullet… from around the corner… were standard Cyborg weapons. That was one of the reasons people hated dealing with them.

I normally made my living herding runaway teddys who weren’t worth a bullet, literally. I was not encouraged to look into any of the weapons. By anyone.

“You ready for the drop?” Brother Jones was always a courteous soul, (or souls), even when killing someone. He said hurting anything distressed him. Angel snorted in the background. I looked over the merger handful of equipment in front that’d finally showed up.

“Do I have any choice?” I grumped, holding up one of the boots. “You people are crazy. You’re sending me Deep, armed with a pop-gun. From my point of view, none of you want this to work at all.”

“We try the easy way first. You’re nice and easy.” Angel snapped. “Or dead, I don’t care which. Tracker. You’re my man down there today, don’t mess up or I’ll find a way to make it hard on you. I’m out. Call when you get back.” With that, she snapped off, or at least appeared to.

The mutant bodyguard had been silently acting for King Karlos for some time now. The King had left as soon as he could. Teddy had been helping Brother Jones out.

“If you get back, you gonna call her?” Brother Jones seemed at ease now, and I kept wondering what he knew that no one else did.

“Ah, no. Not until the money’s in the bank. She’ll know more than I do by that point. She’ll find out everything she wants to know the first city terminal or camera I walk past, actually.”

Teddy nodded. “We might be able to help you a little with that. There’ll be a safe-route marked. Stay in the deadzones and she won’t know where you are till you card in. That OK?”

“Fine. So they’ll steal my catch from me in the station instead of the street. Big deal.” I was not happy with this job, but I knew I was several kinds of dead if I didn’t take it.

That didn’t make me any happier about it.

“You do go in knocked out, you know. It’ll make the trip easier for me.” My bodyguard grinned at me. “So go now if you have too. Get dressed. Chow down. Stew up. There isn’t another stop for ya till you wake up at the farm way down under.”

“That sounds like fun. I’m dressing, I’m dressing. Any of this stuff wired? Active? I don’t want to set off any alarms when I get there.” Since I was already dressed and equipped for a hard hunt, back when I was tracking whoever had done the breakin at the mall, I didn’t actually need much.

I did make a point of pulling batteries and looking over circuit boards for more hidden crap in my GPS first thou. Teddy grinned at me happily as I did.

“That won’t work, the overrides are buried in ROM.” He chuckled. “A clean Eprom will cost ya. When ya get back, OK?”

Teddy was loading a small canvas knap with protein bars, water and ammo for me. Also the data-cube. It looked like he was packing for a short hike, not an extensive march thru a dark forest.

“Clean. Not even dusted.” My bodyguard said, after sniffing the small pile carefully. Teddy was scanning the heap himself and he nodded agreement.

“You’re as clean as a newbie, Tracker.”

“And about as well-armed as a baby.” I snapped, looking at the relic of a gun they’ve given me. “Holly crap, this is an air-pump pistol! How old is it?”

“It works. You could beat a dino to death with it and it’ll still work. The ammo is special, thou. Self-reg stuff.” Teddy nodded at the pile in my knap. “It’d modify dosage till pulled out. Keep the meat quiet but not dead weight. Zombied. Docile. Works really fast, too.”

“You’ll find that out.” My bodyguard mentioned happily, giggling at one of his own secret jokes.

“A docile Borg from an air-pistol? Ha. Doesn’t seem likely.” I stared at the weapon in disbelief.

“Free advice. Stay pumped. He’ll be awake again in minutes if it fails.” Teddy kept talking like there was something he wanted to say but couldn’t do it here. I saw the data-cube getting stuffed in the knap with the ammo and winked at him. He ignored me.

My bodyguard did turn around and wink back at me, thou. “Angel really wants to talk to this guy.” He grunted, dragging his chair back into the room. “So avoid head-shots if you can. King just wants him dead.”

The cool gloomy room wasn’t any friendlier as I polished off another bowl of the stew. The last meal of a condemned man. Hot crunchy veggies in sauce, deep in an underground tavern.

“Well, I’m ready.” I turned to look at the bodyguard, who was stretching his muscles out at the door, making his trench-coat flap. There was a small pop from behind me. “How do we do this…”

The floor leaped up at me as I slumped down in an ungraceful heap. That was the last thing I remember.

Teddy, under orders from Brother Jones, had shot me from behind with one of the tranks.

***

“Hey.” My mutant bodyguard had chucked his trench coat over his shoulder and gone native. Whatever native for a mutant in his home ground was. “And now back to your regularly scheduled treachery, human. Welcome to the Deeps. Our own special hunting grounds, in fact.”

“Tag, you’re it? Do I get a chance to run first?” I asked. It was hot. There were weird patches of phosphorescent glow here and there in the dark and it was very humid. I nodded and was sorry I tried to move as the dark world promptly did a jig on my head.

The mutant laughed and shook his head. “No. You walk in.” Hey, I wasn’t the quarry today. He nodded at the tunnel in front of me.

“What, no more Tracker?” I asked groggily. “And we were getting along so well… Right up to the point where somebody shot me, that is.”

I was just a little light-headed and except for needing a john, felt OK. I sat up and tried to make sense of the gloom around me.

“You got shot twice, Human. Once to put you under, again to wake you up.” The big fella was still stretching his muscles as best he could. I guess he’d carried me a far part of the way here over his shoulder.

That won’t be easy. I’m not a light-weight and the kit they gave me was still in place.

“And in the butt both times.” I groaned and rubbed my sore hinnie. “Stop gloating, there’s no money in it for you. Unless you’ve decided to go for the cruel and unusual punishment medal. How long was I out? Where are we?”

“And what’s your name, anyway?” Actually, I was glad to see my bodyguard, even if it looked like he was itching to get away now. Anything for a friendly face down here.

“Call me Norm.” Without the coat, the thug looked like a pretty average Joe. One with a fused backbone, but an average Joe. His shoulders were big enough for a couple people to stand on, thou.

Norm handed me some goggles, still chuckling happily. I traded and slipped them on fast, pleased to see they were more than my usual saturday-night specials, then plugged in the data-cube from the knap. They were a little confusing. In fact, these new goggles had more ops than I can remember seeing before, except on Cyborg sets.

They let me see in the dark six different ways, two of which I’d never heard of before. I loved ‘em.

“You were out only a couple of hours. This is the Deep, Tracker. Dark Deep. You’ll need those goggles more than you know. Pink is radioactive. Remember that.” I put that info away without comment. Dropping someone into a toxic waste pit was bad enough, and a hot-tox bath down here meant a nasty, nasty death. A slow one.

Angel had set me up for evil this time. I tried looking around to see if there was anything I should be avoiding. Lights anywhere underground were rare and all I could see around me was native rock and moss.

I was sitting on a cold damp patch of it to start with.

Getting up helped. The goggles helped a lot more. I could see we were at the end of a tunnel that opened up in front of us into a large cavern.

With nothing but passive systems active in the goggles, it was still dark and empty, but now at least I had a clue.

Norm was still chuckling. “Try not to shoot yourself in the foot. A second dose of that trank in a day might keep you sleeping awhile. Around here, you’d wake up half-eaten if you woke up at all. Not advisable. Even the moss will chow down on you if you hold still too long.”

“Got it. Everything down here is hungry, got it. Even athlete’s foot will take your kneecap off if it gets a chance. Thanks, Norm.”

Going over, I went over and leaned into a section of wall. With the goggles on, it looked like I’d doused a section of floor with fire. Red spots trickled down the tunnel, away from the cavern.

Footprints, slowly cooling. Anything with a nose knew that a topsider was here and ready to fight about it, but at least in a few minutes there’d be no tracks.

“Say, any idea where this dude is?” I asked, shaking my muscles loose. They were a bit stiff and cranky. It looked like it was gonna be a long day for me, and a heavy load to carry at the end of it.

“Somewhere in the moss out there.” My guard chuckled and pointed down the tunnel towards the opening space. “Probably the jungle. There’s the farm. The hunting ground is just beyond it, thru a small cave. You can tell that by the gravel trail. The jungle you’ll know when you see it. This is the only way in or out of the whole place, and it’s being watched where it opens up. He’s in there somewhere.”

“Not much help, that.” I grumbled, cranky. “Anything else I should know about this place?”

“Ya see, that’s the thing about Mother Nature.” Norm the guard chuckled, patted his coat and pointed his nose towards the farm cavern. “There’s lots of it, and almost everything isn’t what you’re looking for. Most of it has teeth, too.”

“So true.” I gave my pack a shake, adjusted my glasses and headed towards the more open space in the tunnel. “Yea, thou I walk in the shadow of the valley of death, I fear no evil.”

“Temptation, thou. That’s a bitch.”

When I looked around Norm was gone, even to the nifty new glasses I had on, or any settings I could find. I didn’t look hard. His trench-coat was a special one that mimicked background, I guess.

***

The farm was about what you’d expect. Stone buildings caved into cavern walls, no cement. Square’ish. Silent. Hydroponics and gravel greenhouses, fed from a local stream of groundwater yuck and stolen waste-water. Dark except for greenhouse lights. Completely deserted. Some weird form of maize growing in greenhouses, mostly. New grey-green fuzz covering everything. The buildings hadn’t been tended in a while now. Lights were burning out and not getting replaced.

The strange part of the farm was the lack of buildings. There were a couple cold, empty holes tucked along the walls, a deserted main dwelling and a collection of quiet greenhouse holes, all backed by a solid rock; all just niches in the cavern walls.

Yucky fuzz was already starting to cover it all and my footprints showed clearly in the slimy stuff, even without the goggles. That suggested at least a few days of being undisturbed to me. It might’ve been longer, I couldn’t tell.

All my scopes said a cold and deserted place. I couldn’t hear anything except the gurgle of water and the whine of timed light-banks making the maize grow.

It didn’t take long to trek thru the quiet farm. The jungle out back, now that was a different story. It was on the other side of a short dark hole in the rock wall.

A breeze came out of it, suggesting other ways in. I trekked over and went in slowly. It glowed inside from jungle light.

The jungle itself was alive and febrile with all sorts of moss, lichen, huge mushrooms and strange, strange plants I couldn’t place. It was set back a ways from the cave.

Plants got bigger the further away from the entrance, too. It’d been burned back a few times, I was betting. A local garbage dump, too from the smell of it. Most of the weirdness growing back there was wet, glowed in the dark and stank if anything stronger than a breeze touched it.

There were no fresh tracks in any of this, just gravel paths that were already fuzzy and mossed over. Small rat-paths and game trails were visible faintly, except I couldn’t hear anything alive in the whole place.

The moss was thicker here in the whatever light the mushrooms made for themselves. Whatever this fuzz-moss was, it grew like a fertilized weed.

I looked over the eerie quiet in front of me and adjusted my pop-gun in its holster firmly. So this was the monster jungle. Eric was somewhere out there, armed with the latest in Borg and Cyborg tech, waiting for me. Trained to hunt. He knew how to live off the land… Or moss in this case, and I only had a couple of ration bars and an air-pistol.

Sounded fair to me. Street-wise ex-Borgs were no match for an experienced teddy-tracker, even in the dark of the Deep’s jungle. Monsters or not.

I kept telling myself that even if I didn’t believe it. I needed the encouragement.

There was no sound other than the whistle of my own breath. I began to regret passing up the washrooms back in the farm housing immensely.
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