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chapter 1 meet the nanites

“Nothing worse than a ticklish cyborg.”

Both jabs at my bed-pal got ignored. Mindy greeted that astute observation of mine and a gentle nudge with disinterested grunts and burrowed her way back under the blankets, rolling over and ignoring me completely.

The bedroom was getting dark, lonely and cold even with us both still in it. I didn’t know how to tell her that, so I planned a chill attack on her neither regions instead. It was sad, really. After-giggles were something Mindy didn’t often indulge in, even in the shower. My little blond-haired cyborg girlfriend was ‘way too military for that. After-glow was a snooze. A shower, for her, was about a twenty second exercise in getting dirt off, not giggle-time. That was something I personally blamed on her being a fairly tiny type person to start with.

She didn’t have much tolerance for my soak-it-up approach to a steaming shower. She had even less tolerance for being tickled awake when we both still needed a couple cold rinses.

“Is this gonna be another noodle incident?” I asked the mumbling, grumbling lump beside me. The room stayed dark and gloomy. Being woken up right after never did please my girl. She wanted to relax and sleep, while I wanted to play. Our incompatible nap systems were about to clash again, too.

“Noodles. You know we can’t talk about those things. It’s forbidden.” I added mischievously. “Remember? Almost as bad as that little incident with the can of sprayable cheese whiz.”

“Hey, I haven’t even gotten to the small-arms talk yet.” I added hastily as a fairly unhappy-looking face peered out from under the covers at me. The ‘four-bidden’ nerve had stuck again and Mindy was up enough to check that out. “Let alone the crowd-sourced nanite-borg-bot tantric sexing you seem to like these days.” I added as she bleated at me unhappily about unwanted disturbances.

“Keep talking like that and you get yourself tied to the bed for the next couple of weeks, lad. For as long as it takes for me to satisfy my curiosity about the crowd with us.” Mindy sleepily snarled that up at me, then her head hit the pillow again with a soft thump as she groaned and tried to relax. There was a muffled “You hear me up there, Tracker? You talk too much.” Come up at me.

“So do they, and at all the wrong moments. You’re exploring your feelings again, aren’t you? And I’ll get the blame for it later, I betcha.” I laid back and stuck an exploring foot her way. It hit immediate and evasive maneuvers, and some fairly nasty ones. I backed off fast. “Whatever it is you come up with this time, including diets. Boy, this job sucks.”

Mindy lifted her head, and without seeming to move at all, put me in about three combat death-holds. Every joint in her body and most of the rest of her was either pressed up against a nerve-cluster, holding me locked into a very uncomfortable position or just threatening general mayhem to my person.

Then she kissed me. Or tried to gently nibble the skin closest to her lips, anyway.

“Alright. So our sex life is currently an orgy of interfering, meddling, nosy parkers. Electronic and nano ones. So what?” Mindy grinned and relaxed a bit, enough for this to be a little bit less of a life-threatening moment for me. “You deal with what happens to you, and every single one of them has gotten interested in us. Me, anyway. You get the better half of that deal. What of it?”

“I’m thinking you must’ve had a fine time with the boy-cyborgs back in Cyborg training-school.” I groused as I slowly pried myself out of a few of the more painful holds Mindy had slapped on me. “Did any of them live?”

“I had to knock most of them out on our first date. A couple times, some of them.” Mindy reminisced, looking away for a moment. Then she looked up at me. “They liked it. Wanna see how I do things like that?” She grinned, slapping me into another few new and almost as painful holds. “It’s sort of like small-arms fire, but not really. Want some of this?”

“Ow. Nope.” I nudged her with whatever body parts I had free at the moment. “Come on, Mindy. Get up. You know most of the known world is after us right now. Again, and we’re running late. This is not a time for sleeping.”

“Most of the unknown world is after us too.” Mindy yawned, untangling herself slowly. I sighed as blood slowly began to throb and flow into various body-parts of mine again. Then she perked up and tilted her head, seeming to listen to one of her many inner voices. “Hey, an incoming message from Teddy. He wants a secure confab about something. There’s a message bot waiting outside in the hall right now.”

“Swell. Who attacked what this time? Is your personal cyborg-tech repair tech Henry after your bod again? Are the weird-bots down there after more blood samples? What?” I really regretted some of what the nanites had done and were doing to us, and at the moment I wasn’t even sure who was doing it. Henry, Harvey, Teddy, the whole bot church, Angel and anyone else who even knew about our light-bulb nano infection had gotten interested in the tech as a result.

Very interested, as every single one of them were using nanites for their own devious purposes and wanted samples of any new tech. Both Mindy and I had gotten dosed with Borg, rogue alien AI, Henry’s and some weird glowing light-bulb nanites. The bugs were all busy trying to rearrange us more to their liking at the moment too, the ones that survived the internal war they had on each other.

The other big problem was the nanites were meddling with us, big-time. The theory was we were growing new Alien-tech weapons, or at least Mindy might be. I was a dubious start there. The general consensus was if a low-life norm like me even managed to even grow glasses, it’d be a miracle.

And Mindy at least was succeeding, according to Henry. She was showing some signs of growing a new type of tech, unknown weapons type. He hoped. Henry was also willing to swear we only had one type of bug left in us now, too. I didn’t believe him, but the results were the same. Mindy was developing tech that I didn’t have and we were both supposed to have the same types of weird-tech nanite inside us these days.

I’d caught them from her, apparently. Somehow. As a really nifty STD was the current theory being smirked about. She had given the same bugs to the new cyborg babies thru breast-milk, the kids we’d stolen as a way to save some little cyborg lives from being enthralled to any rogue AI whims.

It’d worked and Mindy was still gloating about it. Mommied right out. Melody, who was keeping the babies plus a few escaped cyborg students at her place, was much less enthused about the project. Raising a new generation of cyborgs was tough enough to do. A generation blessed with alien nanites busy growing new weapons every few days, weapons no one knew anything about, was going to be pure murder.

She was grimly trying it anyway. I was sure she planned to douse them with mushrooms the second they tried to walk myself, but she was denying it.

Spores came from the mushrooms in Deeps. They were on our side, as much as anyone could understand a 4 billion-year-old stinker who lived in a cave. He seemed to like us, anyway. According to Melody.

“Get up. There’s a bot waiting outside in the corridor. Get it. Wear clothes this time.” Mindy started briskly untangling herself from the bedclothes and ordering up some life from our bedroom bathroom. “Come on, maybe it’s those second-gen rogue alien AIs finally trying something on us.”

“Another war, what fun. Instead of the first gen escapees, the ones Angel turned loose so she could have her own private little war-thing? Heavens, good times there. The new rogues have disappeared into the background, except for the zombie-making nanites that Marley is busy passing out to the world right now. Why would they bug us?”

“Yeah. Them. Or their kids. Maybe it’s the attack of the killer light-bulbs, or teddy vivisection. Or alien suits, the meat kind. Who knows? Mondays are rough around here, get used to it. Get up and get ready, Tracker.” The prospect of an upcoming battle seemed to energize Mindy. She was in the shower before I even got out of bed.

“Let the bot in.” She called out as she started rinsing herself off. A cold shower, no less. I could tell. “But don’t start any wars without me, OK?”

“Yes dear.” I grumbled, looking around for on the floor for some underpants. “And the soap-chips are not shower-snacks, try to remember that this time, OK?”

She snorted at me as I dug for damp clothes. It won’t do to open the door naked to a message bot, even if it was only a ‘bot. The pics of that would live forever on the web if I did.

***

“The aliens? They aren’t interested in us at all. Never have been.” Teddy’s nod at my girl was abstracted, even for a ‘bot doing an avatar appearance to contact us.

It was weird seeing Teddy relayed thru the message ‘bot like this. From the mannerisms, you’d swear he was here in my living-room wearing a new shell. We all knew he was deep underground thou, safe under more rock than anyone sane wanted to go thru to get to him. He didn’t leave the deep-rock when the rest of us were waring on each other up here, there were way too many people that cheerfully drop everything to take him out if he did.

Both Mindy and I were considered side-issues and sort-of-handy messengers these days. Mindy being in a weird sort of cyborg pseudo-mommy way was the major interest in her. I, as usual, was baggage, a norm who’d fallen in something deep and had come up covered in roses. Everyone ignored my yelps about thorns. There were lots of people interested in Mindy having kids, just to see what happened.

I wasn’t currently counted as one of them. Mindy herself was undecided about it. That was my major job, according to some people.

“Look, it’s simple enough. Most people don’t work.” Teddy groaned a little and sighed to himself. “Well, unless they have to. The naked-ape thing, remember? How many people do you know have projects, or even useful recreation? They don’t, they have TV. No one wants personal development around, that just slows the party down.”

Teddy snorted, his usual sound when talking about meat-bags, particularly the ones like us that dared bother him. It was not an amused sound. “A priest, judge or cop? Trainer, teacher, doc? No way. With the local variety of monkey, nothing but fun gets priority-selected; and most monkeys really, really want popular. And only the popular. Sex and drugs and rock+roll, usually.”

“Not more work. Or any work at all, if it can be avoided.” Teddy snorted again, mostly for our benefit. Bots didn’t need to do that, tho there were versions of them that did swear, more to keep people company and see if anything developed out of that than anything else. “So the aliens, when they came here, put some cameras up, watched for a while, then simply closed everything down. It took about two weeks, actually.”

Teddy giggled, a horrible sound to come from a robot-overlord. “They found out everything they wanted to know about you meat-sacs in just two weeks, according to our sources. Probably more than they wanted to know.” The snort was smothered this time, but still there. I knew Teddy and could tell when he was even thinking about making that noise.

“Why? Successful intelligence here is predatory, and that’s kind of messy to start with.” Teddy answered Mindy’s look and unasked question with another sigh. He hated passing out intel over the airhead lines like this, even in my triple-secured apartment living room, but Mindy was special to him. Her he’d yak with, if that was what she wanted. Like every other cyborg, she could bot-talk if she wanted to. In a human, that was rare and treasured by the bot-net, so sometimes he worked at keeping her happy.

“Dangerous, even. Stupid dangerous. Successful urbanization is keeping a clean water supply going; and things start getting iffy right then and there here on earth. Is your home-village watered yet, Tracker? The ancestral one? Regularly?” Teddy nodded at my heritage there. Mindy’s heritage was more or less unknown, as she was a cyborg genetics lab-mix product more than anything else. She’d been born in a tube. “Successful civilization is a realized citizenry. Here you come up thru a system that selects for pathological liars, sociopaths and psychotic warlords.” Teddy added absently. “And goons.”

“It doesn’t happen often here.” Teddy didn’t make the noise again. I could feel him suppressing it hard this time. “Politics? Getting it licked comes first, then maybe anything else. Everything else, really. ‘Bullshit. Can’t get thru the day without it.’ is a norm’s motto. A loyal best-guess is gospel until otherwise beaten into your head.”

“The aliens didn’t enjoy being a target of interest.” Teddy was nodding to himself in a satisfied way again. His feed-back protocols were telling him his message was having a good impact. “At all. ETs? They didn’t get a high opinion of your treachery. Most of the apes they met here would cheerfully kill them for their socks, for starters.” He rambled on. “And tried to, sooner or later. They learned to avoid us, fast.”

“The consensus among space-faring types about humanity was there’s no real hope yet. As a matter of fact, the more social you were, the bigger chance there was of home being a cancerous ghetto of one type or another.” Mindy blinked at Teddy and he sighed. As usual, when it came to intel, Mindy wanted more. Lots more. As far as predators went, Mindy was nominally the planet’s top product and she was always willing to learn about potential enemies.

“Social-bee apes. From a slum, and busy trying to make another just like it, in fact.” Teddy stared off into the distance for a moment, a weird thing for a bot to do, even an arch-deacon in the robot church. “All the better to feel at home in, I guess.” He finally shook his head and continued on.

“See, there’s a self-destruct built in the human condition. Well, a couple of them. Survival, security, maximization, rationality. For groups, it’s a ladder. For individuals, it’s the reverse order for development. Rat, max, sec, survival.”

“And maximization turns out to be mostly goons, crap and corruption. Popular goons. Then decadence and debauchery. It’s called playing politics.”

“The definition of a winner is someone who can make moves and score, right? Have something bleed, giggle or ring the cash-register for you? Survival and security meant goons. Then came the con men. Hate is simple enough for even the dull to grasp, and easy to talk large groups of people into. Any slack in the survival-system means people can play politics instead of being rational. There’s just ‘way too many people willing to use psychotic hate-campaigns to score.”

“Maybe because girls like bandits, that’s one theory.” Teddy went into lecture mode and you could tell this was a prepped tape playing now, as he put the rest of his attention on other things. “Sadie Hawkins didn’t take well, right? Anyway, the burnt-earth approach to takeovers is nasty, long-term. Mad about greed, vanity, control? Resources, power or fame? Ask a cop and it’s sex, vengeance and money. The beast is not very complicated hereabouts.”

“Or even very likely to keep the water running.” He added sarcastically. “A leader that steals his way to the top usually crashes and burns when he runs out of things to steal. Or bull, or ban. That’s most of human history, right there.”

“Goons, con-men, bandits. Governments are cannibalistic from the get-go, right? ‘Lie, cheat, steal, kill’ makes for an interesting slum and that’s about it.” Teddy blinked at us, ignoring the little fact he was one of our products, and in most bot’s opinion, the self-proclaimed next-step in earth evolution. “So. Self-indulgence plus politics does not equal work and the human condition is the problem, not the answer. Got it yet? No ETs are interested in you. Oh, and politics around here is usually the handiest slum of roving psychotics pointed in the right direction for a riot, not anything complicated.”

Teddy smirked at us. “Here? Justice is peacekeeping, or giving the strong what they want. Education, like religion, is whatever propaganda that serves the elite. Earth-side medicine gets turned into a money-maker. None of it is anything you want done to you.”

Teddy began to wind down, finally. “It’s simple enough. Apes play follow the lynch-mob and so got dumped by the ETs. Intelligence here got as far as the first banana break, then got replaced by politics. Africa and Mexico are handy examples.”

“So the Ets, whenever they tried to visit, got burnt. Treachery got no points whatsoever, goons were worse and they weren’t in a mood to believe anything anymore. It’s all on record somewhere.” Teddy went on. “That’s why we have Alien AIs wandering around now, along with their owners; and some rogue AIs that mostly can’t be bothered with us. And some new floating light-bulb ETs too, but nobody knows anything much about them yet except they dosed you two with nanites for some weird reason of their own.”

“Rats. No help from them, then.” Mindy looked a little sad. She was busy dealing with alien nanotech inside her right now, and really wanted more intel on it. So was I, but I didn’t have her advantages of being cyborg to start with. She was way past anything I could do, or anything I was likely to grow anytime soon. She’d been born that way.

Mindy was rooting for her own personal anti-grav. I was hoping my flat feet got cured. So far, both were in the dreams-only department.

“Ha. Even talking to you is considered a blood-sport.” Teddy answered her. “One of ours, not theirs. Not recommended ET policy.”

Having finished his polite lecture for Mindy, Teddy took one look at me and blinked. My deacon-goggles on the side table beside me promptly beeped. I sagged back into the couch. Teddy always had more for me to read than I would ever get done and he’d just put more on me. Probably dumped a complete UFO data-set on the goggles. I would be expected to quietly pass it on to Mindy later.

I glared at the goggles but didn’t put them on. I was afraid I’d find out Teddy and Mindy were busy trading files on two or three different levels right now and this little talk was just a side-show to keep whatever snoops had broken in on us occupied.

“You still milking the girls?” Teddy asked Mindy in a soft way. He meant the cyborg babies hidden in the deeps, as they were all females. Mindy nodded and inhaled, showing off her lactating breasts happily.

They were well worth the look. They were the best part of Mindy’s cyborg disguise, a benefit of some underworld witchery and had gotten enhanced by feeding those kids. She looked nothing like a killing machine these days, and everything like a professional girlie-girl.

“It gets bot-shipped down every couple of days. I think it’s getting fed to Harvey’s boys, too.” She told him quietly. “Somehow. Melody won’t say. Everyone is still just waiting for something to happen now, something like Harvey starting to sprout weapons instead of just being one.”

“He’s too old a model of cyborg to adapt very well. His students adapting to these nanites are dubious enough, even if weapons and cyborgs match like white on rice.” Teddy looked Mindy over carefully. “You too, Mindy. I think you’ve had your shot at evolving here. Lemme know if any of your little projects get anywhere, thou. I’m betting its activities that generate tech here, not tech generating activities.”

“Like war.” I added. Everyone turned to look at me like they’d forgotten I was in the room. “This is a tech-war. Angels little tech war, she was the one who hacked and turned loose the rogue alien AIs. ‘Fess up Teddy. You didn’t stop here to chat with a deacon in the church, even an honorary one. Or gossip and swap recipes with Mindy. Who’s doing what out there?”

“Better yet, what are you up to about it?” Mindy asked. “And how do we fit in the grand scheme of bot-moves today?”

***

“You had to ask him, didn’t you?”

The answering snork from Mindy was quiet. It had to be, we were both trying to sneak up on the unsneakable together. Also the unspeakable, as Angel’s runaway borgified street-kids were thought to be hiding under a Mall here in town.

That made it my turf. We were currently after fully-armed street-kids, kids on the run from everybody at the moment. Angel wanted them back. The bots wanted a quick snoop at their rogue tech. Gangas wanted to know where the rest of a rogue weapons were hidden.

These kids had run out of friends when the first-gen rouge alien AIs had taken a beat-down yesterday. As far as anyone knew, they were extinct now and the brats were wandering loose now.

I didn’t want to hunt them, I wanted the kids right out of my life. Mall-rats, no matter how well-equipped, were still mall-rats. But in a surprising move, I was leading the assault team this time. Mindy and I weren’t even borged into a combat-net yet. “You asked. After everything that rotten little furball has gotten us into, you had to ask.” I grumbled on, still peeved we were walking into a shooting-war on my home-turf.

Turf I’d managed to keep more or less peaceful up until now, the little matter of raiding the cyborg nursery that one night aside.

“Yeah, I did ask.” Mindy grinned at me in the dark of the tunnels. “Your place was getting boring, Tracker. I knew from the moment he mentioned milk Teddy had a mission for us.” Mindy whispered that back with happy sounds in her sigh. “Hey! You think Teddy likes kids too?”

“Yeah. Fried, maybe.” I stopped for a moment in the deep, dank dark of the under-mall tunnel we were slinking thru and sighed. Teddy had given us an errand to run, a simple one that didn’t involve shooting our way in before Mindy and I tried to shoot our way out, but I didn’t like it anyway. Officially, I had no great hopes things would turn out that way today. “He sent you after these kids, didn’t he?”

Actually, he’d sent us both. After I’d flatly refused to leave the apartment in the middle of a nanotech war without knowing who my enemies were this week and wanting a real good reason to try and stop a fully-armed borg-gang all by myself. Mindy killed that by appearing in the living room in full combat-gear and grinning her killer-grin at me.

No arguments were tolerated, we were in. She was game to try anything, Mindy was. And Borgs, terror of the uptown streets, didn’t bother her in the least as Mindy was cyborg and could hold off an army of them if she wanted to. Teddy wanted the street-kids out of play any way we could manage it. They were a loose cannon no one wanted to deal with anymore and still had some old rogue gear, plus a couple of the newly borged brats. Angel had borged a few of the brats when her troops ran low last week.

Getting borged is also a quick, cheap brainwashing. It gets used when you don’t care about anything except quick results and intel updates. It is hard on whoever it gets done to, but most of the new Borgs survived. Usually.

There was another problem. The kids had alien tech, too. The old rogue AI weapons and gear would slow most people from getting at them, if the kids were careful using it. The borg gear Angel had dropped on them would stop the rest from getting too feisty with them.

Right now Mindy and I was the fest aimed at them and I hated it.

“Look sharp. The kids could snipe at us from anywhere down here.” I muttered, tapping my goggles suggestively. Mindy snorked at that too. She was cyborg and already running more detection systems than I’d ever heard of now. She’d know where the kids where before they did if they weren’t careful.

I was still worried about hunting down here at all. Teddy’s little missions had a nasty way of getting seriously complicated before I could get out of them. Running blind thru an underground shooting gallery to start the day, for instance. “Stuck in the dark, just like the kids down here.” I groused unhappily. “And seriously fried. Us too, if we aren’t lucky.”

The noise wasn’t there this time and that was worse. My girl had focused and started ignoring me. Mindy was happy and grateful for the mission. She was bored with sitting around. I was terrified of trying to take on even any half-sized Borgs in a place I couldn’t even keep up with ordinary kids in and she didn’t seem to mind it at all.

Down here in the tunnels, a nine-year-old can get places I can only dream of; then sit there and laugh at you. Or shoot at you, or run away. They could top-run pipes that wouldn’t hold my weight, go thru teddy-holes a rabbit couldn’t get thru and squeeze around me in more ways I wanted to think about.

They had the drop, jump and bead on me before I could even get started and this was a place I was familiar with, a mall, or the depths of the maintenance tunnels under one. Teddy-territory. A downtown mall that had connections to everything if you wanted to go deep enough.

And that was the problem. We were in deep again, and Mindy refused to believe it. She was having a good time trying to sneak around like this, as it was a nice change from bouncing at Marley’s, charging into battle with any handy aliens standing around, or sitting at my place playing video-games.

Myself, I missed my apartment already. I was happy there. My place even looked like my place again, even if everything was new there now after it’d gotten burnt out a few times in the last fracas. My neighbors were starting to get suspicious about that, too. Too many total renovations had happened at my place recently, and I was verging on being declared a general nuisance to the peace.

Down here, Mindy was busy being a typical cyborg; she had endearing and enduring belief she was invincible, invulnerable and even immortal. Even after getting shot at a few times. Especially after getting shot at a few times and having them miss. Endearing as long as you weren’t riding shotgun for her, that is. Catching a bullet only to turn around and make you eat it was Mindy’s idea of good, clean fun.

My idea of good, clean fun involved fancy shower-chips, lots of hot water, a spray nozzle that knew tricks and a big fluffy towel. Mindy wasn’t very interested in that, except in a tantric sort of way, and our bio-mesh activities had left me fairly sore recently. Very sore after a few involuntary tantric lessons had come in from a few different nanites, the teddy-tantric school and her own reading. After whatever we could come up with on our own, that is.

I’m only human, not enhanced. Mindy knew that. She was getting used to my griping by now.

I wasn’t.

“I don’t trust Teddy. That little snarf probably wired ahead and warned them we were coming.” I groused as we slowly crept thru the blackened tunnels. “Told them we were coming if they wanted to make a meet out of it, something like that.”

Grumbling, I slapped the side of my deacon-goggles hard, hoping to jog the menus into showing what I needed, not what it had up. Finding out that these deacon-goggles made a great teacher, good spy-set and passable combat wear was nice, but right at the moment I needed excellent combat wear if we were going to survive this at all, and the goggles weren’t set to that speed.

“And not tell us. Teddy’s like that, you know. Smarmy.” I grumbled on. I couldn’t tell if Mindy was with me anymore. She did have a couple different varieties of stealth-suit to play with and had nothing against staking me out as bait. She’d done that before. I was expected to lift my chin up and take it like a man when she did. That was part of our deal.

I sighed. It’d gotten hairy down here in the dark real fast. The lights were out, the tunnel-doors newly forced open and silence everywhere. All bad news. You could tell the ‘bots had been cleaned out a while back… And not by me, I noted in passing… So the bare edge of the under-mall was still clean. It had a few transport areas, a loading dock or two, and lots and lots of pipe tunnels.

That was where we had to go. The maintenance tunnels, or pipeland. No real sign of long-term occupancy by street-kids anywhere else. No dirt trails, no tossed trash, no dust-cut clean paths. Nothing today but a quiet walk in the dark till the borg-brats we were after could start taking shots at us.

Pipeland. The dark tunnels. Pipes, pits and vents. A very black and dangerous place if you didn’t know what to avoid down there.

Every maintenance tunnel was like that and I avoided them all if I could. Pipes were nailed all over every flat surface. There were water pipes, sewage pipes, gas pipes and more. Air pipes. Heating pipes. Cooling pipes. Storm-sewer lines. Big, fat power cables that looked like pipes. Thrumming pipes. Dripping pipes. Pipes in wrappers. Fiber-optic com lines. Pipes with painted numbers. Fat pipes, skinny pipes, pipes overhead, underfoot and glued to the walls.

Pipes that skittered and bounced around according to their own rules too. There was no good way to tell if a pipe ran clean for anything more a few yards before disappearing into the wall again on whatever mysterious mission it was designed for. Naturally, most of them would explode if messed with at all. Pressurized lines and power-lines were worst for that. The tunnels looked like a mad maze of secret passages down there to me, and I hated it. There was no way of telling if any of the nooks and spaces between the pipes had anything in them, on top of them, in them, or even if the pipes were locked into place anymore.

You couldn’t tell where the roof was down here anymore. Up was just a deeper black in the general direction of that-a-way. If the mall-brats were watching us, they had a zillion places to shoot from. If they were trapping for us down here, we were dead. Anyone like a borgified street-brat with a grudge against the guy that’d blown up their last home sweet-deal home, for instance, had it made in the shade here. Anyone who might have sic’d city-borgs on their last parking-lot crash-pad was easy meat, a walking target and alone far from home.

Being ganged over to Angel and forcibly made into one of a couple types of weird borg-zombie, instead of stealth-suited AI shoplifters? This was a perfect setup. Anyone who didn’t like being driven back into the dark without rogue-AI allies handing them guns just had me handed to them on a platter.

I really, really hated this. Teddy had refused to send in any combat-bots with us, too. I wondered why, but Mindy was out the door the second she heard about the problem. Officially, I was merely tagging along to keep her from stepping in it any more than necessary down here.

My cyborg combat-link with Mindy kicked in without any warning about the second forced turn down there in the pipes. Another one of those illegal, immoral and fattening-for-someone undoc’ed pipe-links had forced us off the official prints and into uncharted territory almost as soon as we entered these blasted tunnels.

I shrugged that misdeed off. You get used to it. Make the place work, then make it legal. That little habit from shop-keepers and mall managers was common and I’ve seen lots of it. Most keepers would use duct-tape to solve their problems down here if they could get away with it, then expect you to deal with whatever havoc was left rampaging around down here. Blind and for-cheap.

“Scent tracks.” Came an on-line whisper from Mindy. It was encrypted and needed translating, but my goggles were close enough to doing that in real-time it didn’t matter much. “An hour old. Heat-shielded.” Came thru next.

If Mindy was running at her normal speed, this chatter was zipped into tiny packets and beeped over three thousand different frequencies and floor-induction. Stealth-mode was stealth mode, right? There would be no traceable radio-print from her, just background noise. “They leave cold prints instead of hot ones. Maybe twelve of them.” Came the answer to the question I didn’t have time to ask. Being borged into a combat-link was like that. Mindy knew what info I wanted before I did with her experience in it.

There was no surprise from me Mindy had grown a nose since the last time we’d done this. Her new suit and newer nanites had a way of adapting to whatever mess she found herself in. I sometimes found that really unnerving. My goggles having some of it would be handy, thou. I was still trying to get a decent feed out of them when Mindy’s disgusted smirk came over the link and my goggles suddenly combat-optimized themselves for me.

I didn’t even know she hacked them again, but my deacon-goggles were human-optimized combat-goggles now. That was my girl, dancing the menu dance for me. If I asked her about it, there was probably a combat-simulator program somewhere that had premium settings for whatever I found myself in and I didn’t know about it yet.

I grunted approval. “Water. Bad air.” Was all I said. Mindy understood. Any human camp needed as supply of water, air and somewhere to dump trash, even if the dump was only an air-vent. Even if the kids were mask-trekking their way to the deeps instead of trying to rip a life out of the still-quivering flesh of we the mall-type topsiders, they have to have water nearby.

Bad air was something you could get thru, but it was a real pain down here. For one reason or another, not everywhere got vented properly in the underground tunnels. Sometimes it was just too expensive, sometimes someone had borrowed the feed and the fix never made the official plans. Sometimes bad air was the outer defense-line of a bot, ganga, zombie or runaway camp, too.

It did stop the casual visitors from snooping around too much. Not being able to breath there cut the traffic down a lot. “We wait.” I grunted, unnerved by something I couldn’t identify yet. I had no idea how well the street-brats were equipped right now and didn’t want to find out. Teddy not getting any bots thru here told me all I needed to know about how much of the rogue alien tech the borg-brats might still have handy.

Mindy had done well. My suit had gotten primed again too, I noticed, as well as my Deacon-goggles. For war. I could tell the difference between my ‘bot-hunt settings and whatever Mindy had found in the goggle menus. I just hoped I didn’t look dangerous. I wanted stealth, not a fire-fight.

I was all for giving my goggles a chance to find the little mutants for me, but, as I expected, Mindy got traces of them long before I did. It was all I could do to stop her from charging in and beating a nice warm cyborg hello into the kids we were trying to track down, too.

This was too easy a find. I smelled a trap, and knew the best secondary routes to this hole would be booby-trapped to the gills if it was one. You look for the kid routes instead. The paths down the power-ladders only a nine year could run, the suspiciously clean cuts that meant a lot of small somethings had squirmed there recently, a less-than-dusty pipe-top.

And Mindy found them for me, including clean hole with a trip-wire in it only her goggles could pick up.

I took a second-hand but close look at the trip wire. It was from a can of spray-string, the kind that dissolves in twelve hours or so. We were close to them now, real close. The camp Mindy had found was a decoy, thou.

Mindy had the probable camp, safe approaches to it and an attack-plan zipped to me before I could even inhale. I tried not to be surprised. This was what Mindy was cyborg-designed to do, after all. War on something. I tried to reign in her enthusiasm as I spotted something else in the works.

The camp Mindy was planning on raiding was a good one, shielded by power-lines, noisy pipes, watered and with a handy teddy-tunnel escape-hole to toss trash in. But I knew it was fake. It was too noisy to live in and had enough electromagnetic interference to louse up any electronics not double-shielded.

People won’t stay there, not even kids on the run. It’d be hell.

“Mindy. They’re standing right in front of us.” I finally whispered. “Shielded. Rogue-stealthed. Or at least, right in front of me. The camp is abandoned, a decoy.”

“They moving?” Mindy asked. She didn’t question me or the insights that hadn’t showed up on any of her sensors yet. She just wanted something to shoot at and didn’t care where I was getting the targets from.

“Nope. Just aiming guns at us.” I said quietly. “Staying still. They don’t think they’ve been made in any serious way yet. Watch this.”

I stopped, reached up and unhooked my mask to sniff the air, looking around in the dark like I knew what I was doing as I did. The air smelt OK to me. Then I looked right at where I figured the kids were laying low and grinned.

“Yo, brat-bait. If you’re moving down to deep-rock, I have some advice for ya.” I grunted out, taking the mask and twirling it on one finger. “If you’re thinking of heading back up, I have even more.”

Tucking the mask in my belt, I picked out a water-bulb, staring out in the blackness like I knew where something was. “We can do this the hard way, if you want me to prove I know you’re there.” I told the empty space all around me.” The water bulb got tossed up and down a couple of times, then I used it to pat the gun on my back. “Or I can fall back and start shooting.” I grinned at the black air in front of me. “I don’t care. How do you want to play this?”

“Line traffic.” Mindy reported to me via private goggle-link. She was in full stealth-mode and the kids wouldn’t even know she was with me. “The kids are yakking. I can’t trace it. Where are they?”

“About twenty feet in front of me, lying on the floor. Along the tunnel walls, under the pipes.” I said quietly. “A couple up top, probably. Don’t hurt them yet, OK?”

That was when my least favorite nine-year-old materialized right in front of me, her gun idly pointed at my crotch, her finger on the trigger. Little pest, I called her. Miss blue-boots. Rogue-stealthed, but borg suit-lights made her a soft glow in the dark now. Blast. This Blue-boots pest again. She’d walked into a bar to roust me once, then snarked her way thru being captured by borgs, Harvey and rogues already before she even hit double digits in age.

Good stealth was something she did not need much, but she was the only one who appeared. The rest of the kiddies were staying hid, no matter what I was telling them.

“I want the money first this time, mister.” She grumped at me, looking down the barrel of her rifle in a peeved way. “Up front, in advance. You mess things up too much and you want me to do too many weird things.”




chapter 2 allies that dont

I groaned and glared at the little pest like she was a trial sent from heaven for me. “Oh, it’s you. Again. Swell. Honey? C’mere. I want you meet the other woman. Miss Blue-boots.” I turned and hissed that out into the darkness. Hopefully, Mindy would take her cues from it.

Mindy did about what I expected her to do. She appeared for about two seconds, her rifle an inch from one of the little girl’s eyes. “We’ve met. Charmed.” She snapped wolfishly, glaring hard at the kid. “Be good or you’re dog-meat.” Then she disappeared again, back into her stealth-mode.

Blue-boots with the gun on me didn’t even twitch, tho I did see her borg-suit react in ways she had a hard time stifling. They couldn’t detect Mindy and it was upsetting. Not enough training there, or maybe the nine-year-old girl in the war-suit here didn’t have all the equipment necessary to run as city-borg yet. It was hard to say, so I just labeled her unstable and let it ride.

“OK, here’s the sitch. You brats decide what you want to do with it.” I said, staring up into the dark again. I wasn’t going to try having a glaring contest with a nine-year-old unstable borg today, especially one that had a gun aimed at my gonads. That really didn’t sound too safe. “Everyone is after you twerps at the moment. Angel wants more troops, the bots want a real close look at you, the new rogues have zombie-nanites they want to equip everyone with.”

“Nanites. You become a zombie slave for the new rogues.” I explained as the kid stared up at me in puzzlement. “The escaped alien AI bots, your old boss-types. New-type bug, new-type rogue. Nasty one, too. You just obey your owner. It’s coming out of the underground and nobody has an easy stop for it yet.”

“You left out you.” The girl piped up at me, after digesting that little bit of bad news for a moment. “Why are you here? What is it you two want to mess up for us this time, Tracker?”

“Listen, Blue-boots. You head down, you’re heading into ‘bot territory. Any tunnel not being covered by them has gangas and corp troops in it.” I rambled on. “Or zombie farmers, or is mutant territory. If the head-hunters from the cults don’t sell you into the med labs first. Right?”

“And Angel is up for us, we know. Again. So? We’re armed. You want what?” The girl went on impatiently. I noticed her suit was starting to twitch and try to do things again. Angel had done a real fast and sloppy job of psy-op entraining on these kids. From the looks of things, I was trying to deal with someone with at least two or three separate minds of her own trying to run things right now.

The suit would have automatics built in too. Plus her gang leader would want a say in things. It looked like an unholy mess to be in.

“I have a safe hole for you to hide in. An abandoned zombie-farm.” I nodded at the dark behind her. “Deep, dark rock. Quiet, safe, ‘way out of sight. You lick your wounds there. Fix the place up. Turn dirt to survive. You can make your own deals with the neighbors after the shooting stops, or at least slows down a little.”

“Three days from now all your tech will be obsolete and no one will care about you any more anyway, the way this war is going.” I added quietly, hoping to reassure her a little. “That’s all I want.”

“It has for me.” I said defensively as the girl kept glaring at me. “Yesterday’s tech is yesterday. Gone. Bots evolve fast and this war is going crazy with two or three kids of bot in it now.”

“Swell. You’re offering me a candy-bar.” The little menace in front of me went thru a quick, quiet shuddering seizure of some kind right there in front of me and didn’t even try to hide it. Her borg suit started flashing warning lights in a deadly interesting way at me, too. “Thanks mister, but free candy from a stranger, just way out of sight in the bushes over there? I don’t think so.”

She really was fraying at the edges right now and I wondered who or what was going to come out on top. Her borg brainwashing, the old nanites, her street sense or the suit automatics?

“I just want to bury you quiet. You chill now in a safe-spot, I get some small help from you sometime.” I stuck in, hoping the kids wanted a safe place to hide again. “I dunno what yet, you just owe me one and nobody takes you apart to see what makes you tick in the meantime. Deal?”

The last few days had been murder on these kids. Borgs had raided the mall, ‘bots had hit the warehouse, their protectors had all gotten vanished, Angel was grabbing them off the streets and turning them into borgs. Borgs she hadn’t always been able to keep, but city-borg troops. It’d been a hard week for them.

“Fine. Or you can try starting a shooting war now with the first person to find you and see how long you live.” I went on when the brat didn’t answer. “If you want. Like I said, everyone is interested in your tiny little butts right now and the peace is weak. Any serious noise from unknowns will get a lot more than its fair share of attention today.”

Her pause lengthened as the kids discussed options on their own radio band. I don’t think they ever questioned if I was giving them a square deal or not. I did know if Mindy had tried to offer this deal, the shooting part of this war would’ve started a long time ago.

“Deal. Leave a map and evaporate.” The little girl said after a little consideration. Her clan-mates had finished chiming in on a private com, I guess. Or a leader had made the call. “Don’t call us, we’ll call you. This map better have a couple safe routes on it, old man.”

“It does. Safe just means not carefully watched by anyone and everyone all the time.” I croaked out. The stress was getting to me and I was hoping to avoid what looked like an increasingly itchy trigger finger on the quivering little pest in front of me. “It means sneaky types can get thru, if they’re careful. Open up a com channel for me, take the map. You relay it everywhere else. Then we all walk away.”

The munchkin nodded at me hesitantly and one finger poked at a com on her chest. I could feel my goggles twitch and set up the dump.

“Done. I’m headed back topside.” I grunted out, hoping to change the subject as the file got sent her way and she ack’ed it. “Anyone back there need a mail-drop back there?”

“Tell my parole officer I won’t be in.” The girl started to giggle, a laugh that fast turned into hacking convulsions. “We’ll be real late this month. Say, there better be some meds down there too, old man.” She added, regaining only a little control. “We’ve got wounded here. Angel did cheap tech on us, too. The borg suits don’t run well, there’s a couple of kids going nuts.”

With that, the little girl collapsed into a shuddering heap on the floor in front of me, her gun falling and rattling away to one side. Long before I could move, Mindy appeared beside her, and after looking out to where the rest of the kids were for second, let her gun drop rattling to the floor. Then she squatted to check the little munchkin out.

“Six kinds of sick as a dog.” Mindy said briskly in voice, after a few seconds checking of the small limp body. “Including weirdness in the borg suit I don’t want to get anywhere near. All beyond me.”

“We can take care of our own.” Came an outraged voice from the darkness. “Leave her alone!”

“Ah…” I walked forward and bent down to check the kid out. She was feverish and twitching in her suit. Some of her problems looked like brainwashing gone bad, as her face was trying to move in three directions at once now. “No. She’s a croakier without expert help.” I rumbled out. “Psy-op crap is tearing her apart. Who?”

That last was directed at Mindy. “Melody?” I asked dubiously. Melody already had her hands full of baby cyborgs and young stupid male ones. Adding sick city-borg kids to that mess didn’t sound right.

“Henry’s?” Mindy asked me, in exactly the same tone. I cringed. Henry’s junk yard meant everyone who was even vaguely interested in the kids would know exactly where they were in hours. Henry lived at the top of the underground, and everyone watched him closely.

“No ‘bots.” I shook my head. Stashing these kids with bots wouldn’t do any good at all. Like gangas, they just get dropped into some hole and forgotten about, after stripping them of any info they had, naturally.

“Charlie?” I said that in a flat tone. Charlie would not like getting this little babysitting job. Charlie had a hard enough time babysitting his receptionist, left alone a parcel of street-brats done up in unstable borg-suits. “No. Not my place either. No mutants or cults. Definitely not the corp free-clinic down there.”

I was not about to drop an armed gang on Charlie. He won’t like that at all. Or put the sick ones up at my place, as I won’t like that at all.

“Blast. Get Harvey.” I told Mindy. She tilted her head for a moment, then nodded agreement. “Tell him we need transport for about ten kids and someone who can stabilize Borg war-suits. He’ll think of someone who can deal with it and get them settled in.”

“He’ll be here himself in about twenty minutes. Harvey’s real tired of babysitting.” Mindy said quietly on a private line. “He might even bring some help with him.”

“Cyborgs don’t make very good farmers. Or good nursery help.” Mindy confided to me. “He’s very bored and might even thank you for this trip. After he’s finished cursing you out for it, that is.” She added, looking the messed up little girl at our feet. “He might need someone as a runner for parts. Two people.”

“Fine. Two. Here’s what we can do.” I yelled out into the darkness. “Leave the wounded. Follow the map. We’ll get the injured your new camp later, along with some tech help. They’ll patch things up, I hope. THEN we each go our own way.”

“Deal, Tracker.” Came from the darkness. I recognized the voice. It was farm-boy, the old leader of the kids back in the bar. “You get one break from us, not counting this one. We have four more whacked borgs with us. They’ll stay and watch over you while we check out the new digs.”

“And hit you hard and without warning if this is a trap.” Came another voice from the dark. “We’re connected. You two stay put. Make your calls. We’ll leave the head-cases here, the rest of us are gone.”

***

“We set them up with running for the zombies or they find their own action down there. It’ll be a long, long time before they get decent crops out of that hole and everybody has to eat.”

“I don’t trust them to stay out of trouble.” Harvey didn’t say anything else, he was busy saving a life. His, at the moment, and possibly the three young borgs that had their guns trained on him too. He was working on the little girl and cursing steadily in a quiet monotone as he fiddled with borg settings on her suit. Mindy hadn’t given him enough information on what he had to deal with calling him here and his helper had already disappeared to get the right patches. The cyborg teen was headed to the hole we wanted the kids to stay in with parts and supplies.

This whole situation bugged me. I really didn’t want the kids to find out just how much better than them Harvey was. Like Mindy, he’d looked the kids and their equipment over once, then totally ignored them.

Mindy was floating around popping in and out of stealth, reminding the borg-kids sitting around with us that there was an invisible gun trained on them at all times. I don’t think the kids cared much anymore, as most of the borg-brats left here were in as rough shape as little pest was.

Barely able to move. Twitching a lot. Talk yes, but walking was a chore. Not really being able to tell which way was up made for a lot of nasty noises right now, but from the looks of the kids, I could take them all in battle armed with a towel and handcuffs. Most of them were just sitting there shuddering, trying to stay awake.

“I can stay for a while and get them stable.” Harvey finally offered quietly as he finished up whatever adjustments he was making to the girl’s borg suit and waved the next kid over. He was working on the suit before the kid got sat in front of him. “But I am not putting them to work down there. I have enough problems.”

I sat in the dark and waited Harvey out. He would come around soon enough. He was a sucker for kids needing his help or he wouldn’t’ve been the dean of a cyborg training school.

“Besides, runners down there are just targets for the corps med-labs.” He added carefully as his fingers flew thru on-suit menus, shutting down the more objectionable parts of the borg war-suits the kids were locked into. He moved to the next kid and worked a lot faster, now that he had the play figured out. “Gangas and everyone else, too. Too dangerous. Even as borg runners. Especially borg runners these days.”

“Handing these little twits anything nifty looks like a good way to lose it to me anyway.” He finally grumped out. Using street-brats as runners was as bad as using gangas. I nodded agreement. Results would vary with usage.

“Running rutabagas to the underground markets is out too? They can’t be that hungry.” I nodded at where I thought Mindy was. “Well, maybe they are. Nope, we put them to work, or someone like Marley will. I don’t see it as having a choice here.”

Marley ran a big house for sex-services in the underground. I really didn’t want to think how many people would get lined up for this little batch of young, fresh meat if she got her hands on the kids but it would be more than I wanted to know about.

“A couple of days on field rations won’t hurt them at all.” Harvey grumbled out, still hammering new settings into Borg suits. “Five minutes, Tracker, then they’ll be stable enough to move. The rest of what I need will be waiting for me at the farm.”

“You need escort?” Mindy asked Harvey, with a weird little laugh. Harvey glared at her like she was something he wanted to scrape off his shoe. “Yes.” He finally admitted. “And someone to help carry. You up for that?”

Mindy answered him by picking one of the borg kids Harvey had finished with up and tossing him over her shoulder carelessly. There was no protest from the limp kid.

“I might be able to help steer one.” I said dubiously as the two of them looked at me. Harvey was loading a kid over each shoulder and arranging a way to get at a gun sluing across his chest now. “But don’t expect me to keep up with you two yahoos.”

“Any walking-wounded in there?” I asked cheerfully looking at the last borg-kid carefully now. “I can find my own way, Mindy. You two take off.”

“Just get started on the way. I’ll back-track and meet you to get the cargo. Or someone will.” Harvey grunted as he set off. They disappeared almost instantly into the dark. Mindy was following Harvey briskly, leaving me with one very weary-looking kid-borg.

A very young borg. He’d gotten poured into the suit days back and was obviously exhausted now. A couple of days in a running war had worn him right out and left a lot of damage to the armor. He looked like a sad case.

“Hey, it isn’t all that far when you know the way.” I told the youngster. “An easy trot. Let’s go join your friends.”

***

“Yow. Normally, there’s three ways of getting at me.” The priest hiding in the tunnel looked down the gun-barrel I was pointing at him nervously. “Come over and jump in, yak your way in, or pray. And I think you’re using the wrong kind of prey right now, stranger.”
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