Half Title Page�(required)

The Chatsubo Anthology 

�Series Title Page �(optional)

� FORMTEXT ��(Click here to input the title of the series of which this book is a part, if any.)� 

� Frontispiece�(optional)

�Title Page�(required)

The Chatsubo Anthology



"Literary virtual reality in a high-tech low-life hangout."

Edited By Ché Paula Dunlop

�Copyright Page�(required)

All Rights Reserved. Copyright © 2001  Ché Paula Dunlop



No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, graphic, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping or by any information storage or retrieval system, without the permission in writing from the publisher.

All brand names and product names mentioned in this book are trademarks of their respective companies



Published by  Writer’s Club Press

For information, please contact:�iUniverse.com�5220 South 16th Street�Suite 200�Lincoln, NE  68512-1274



Each story is owned and copyright protected by its individual authors.  Please respect them by not violating these rights.  

This anthology is the result of many people.  I would just like to thank everyone who helped to make this happen.



ISBN: 1-58348-XXX-X



Printed in the United States of America

�Dedication�(optional)

The Chatsubo Anthology is dedicated to the patrons of alt.cyberpunk.chatsubo.  Not merely a newsgroup, but a world of opportunists…errr…opportunity.  

�Epigraph�(optional)

Don’t eat the Salami.



�Table of Contents�(optional)

1.	A Day In The Life.

2.	A Brief Note.

3.	Am Oh You Ass Eie

4.	Art Deco Holocaust

5.	Bad Sector

6.	Biological Warfare 6.0

7.	Bugs

8.	Canto IX

9.	City Of Gold

10.	Cerulean Eyes

11.	Coming Of Age

12.	Dan Argent's Untitled Piece

13.	Dark Humour

14.	Designer's Model

15.	/Dev/Null

16.	Digit-Less Number

17.	Disk And Jan3 

18.	Distortion Shows

19.	Down The Tube

20.	Gridlock

21.	iBerpunk

22.	Just One Pill

23.	Living Dead Girls

24.	Looking Into Different Places; Within And Without; Frankenwired  Am I

25.	Midwife

26.	Maximum Verbosity

27.	Myrmidon Of Paradise

28.	NADERZ RAIDERZ

39.	Night Calling

30.	Orbit Falls

31.	Personal Wars V2.0

32.	Road Race

33.	Running

34.	Smoke From Mexico

35.	Soundscript For An Angel

36.	Straylight Run

37.	Takumi 1.0

38.	Test Post

39.	The Ratio

40.	Twenty First Century Silence

41.	Virus

42.	Wandering, Wasted Lands

43.	Welcome To The Chatsubos

44.	What Price Silence

45.   	Wires And Flesh

�List of Illustrations�(optional)

� FORMTEXT ��(Click here to input your list if illustrations, if any.)� 

�List of Tables�(optional)

� FORMTEXT ��(Click here to input your list of tables, if any.)� 



�Foreword�(optional)

Alt.Cyberpunk.Chatsubo... A low rent, hi tech literary usenet group hiding in a dark bar behind a red door called Charlie in a back alley of on-line culture. 

This is a collection of stories and poems from some of the members of the group who wish to share their works with more than just each other. What you hold is the end result of a global collective. 

We come from different backgrounds, different cultures and different countries. We have in common a desire to share our works with each other, and other connoisseurs of the written word who like to sit and read the tales we have to tell. 

We don't do this for profit, fame or fortune. 

We do this because we want to; because something drives us to; because we feel the need. 

We do this because we can. 

So here it is, with many thanks to the entire readership and crew of alt.cyberpunk.chatsubo - even the ones who said we would never finish. Especially the ones who said we wouldn't finish, because we did, if only to prove them wrong. 

And here in your hands you have it. A collection of writings from the hard edge, from the dingy city streets to distant planets or right down into the inner workings of the human mind. 

Enjoy them and if you're ever wandering down a dark alley on the 'net and see a nondescript red door... step inside, and don't mind the patrons, they've probably just forgotten their medication that day. Or maybe they remembered it. With some of them it's hard to tell... 
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A Brief Note

David Palmer



There are always loose bits of story floating around the Chatsubo newsgroup (alt.cyberpunk.chatsubo), hoping to hook up with idle characters.  For example, a military team remaining behind to interrogate the patrons after a plot line has moved on… 



 “May I make a comment on your observational skills?” asked a voice from the darkness. “It is relevant to your situation.” 



The leader scowled and motioned for one of his bodyguards to follow him closely, and the rest to cover the bar. “Who are you and what’ve you got to say?” 



 “I find I have more credibility if I don’t mention my name,” said the tall thin man, sitting in a Victorian style parlour chair. “The people around here seem to think that an aura of mystery is more useful than having a name badge sewn to your uniform, Colonel Milspec. But you may call me Basil.” 



 “And what do you have to say?” 



Basil brought out a meerschaum and a Persian slipper. “You may have noticed,” he began, “that there is a family of twelve living in a crate outside.” 



 “We saw them. Millimeter-wave showed they were unarmed and interrogation confirmed what we already knew, so we let them skedaddle. What of it?” 



 “You saw, but you did not observe.” Basil began filling his pipe with tobacco from the slipper.  “Specifically, you did not observe the Yamaha-Steinway logo on the side of the box.” 



 “So?” asked Milspec. 



 “Yamaha-Steinway produces pianos—old fashioned pianos with mechanical keyboards, strings, sound boards, cast-iron harps. A full-sized concert grand comes in a crate large enough to house a family of twelve, if they are close. These pianos have a sound quality which is better than even a high-end synthesizer when played by a first-class musician.” 



 “So there’s a piano-box outside. This is a bar. Bars often have music.” 



 “Bars often have music. Bars sometimes have live music. Bars occasionally have good live music. There are a few bars that have dedicated the three hundred square feet and the thousand nuyen a night required for a full-sized concert grand and the key-man to do it justice. Those few bars typically are in the best parts of town, spacious and brightly-lit, with cheerful company, exuberant atmosphere, and valet parking. None of that description applies to this bar.” 



 “Except for the valet parking,” said the bodyguard. Milspec glared at him for interrupting. Basil just smiled and lit his pipe. “Oh My God, the TANK!!” screamed the bodyguard, and ran out the door. 



 “So bars like this typically don’t have pianos,” growled Milspec. “Word on the street is that this bar is atypical.” 



 “You could say that,” said Basil mildly. “But look around, do you see a piano? Maybe it’s hidden behind the Olmec stone head, or perhaps the elephant is in the way, or it could be covered by needles dropped by the sequoia. My friend Inspector Lestrade, with his Scotland Yard training, could look around a place like this and, in less than half an hour, tell you that this is not a piano bar.” 



 “I never thought it was,” Milspec said. 



 “Which leaves the question, where’s the piano? A 2,739 pound concert grand, when dragged over a floor by people who are not adept in the field of piano-moving, leaves tracks that are as easy to follow as those of the 10:13 London to Bristol steam train. If you study the floor, starting at the entrance, you can see the gouges where they’re not covered by bloodstains. It’s even more apparent in infrared.” 



Milspec scowled and pulled an IR viewer out of a belt pouch. He looked across the room towards the door, then followed the trail. “It seems to end right here,” he said looking down at his feet. 



 “Precisely. What do you think happened at that point?” 



 “Maybe the barkeep got tired of them screwing up his floor and made them get help. A cyborged soldier could pick the piano up and carry it to wherever it was needed, without damaging the floor. Or maybe they rented a hoverdolly.” 



  “If so, it still doesn’t tell you where the piano is now. When you have eliminated the horizontal, what remains, however unlikely, must be the vertical.” Basil indicated the ceiling with the stem of his pipe. 



Milspec looked up, then used his IR viewer. “It looks like a hatch of some sort in the ceiling above me.” 



 “Precisely,” said Basil, “and now you know where the piano is.” The hatch opened. 

Twenty seconds later there was a silence, the only sound an occasional ‘twang’ from wires in the wreckage. The suddenly leaderless men stood with stunned looks on their faces. 



 “You may have observed a few dozen small boxes marked ‘Hohner’ in the bar,” Basil mildly addressed the soldiers. “Something to consider when contemplating your next move.” 

The men looked among themselves, then withdrew.



 “Ratz,” said Basil, “call Yamaha-Steinway and tell them that the piano needs to be repaired again—it’s still under warranty. And have Mrs. Hudson clean up in here.” 
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A Day In The Life.

Peter Timusk



I walk about slightly crippled. I am older now. The life is not the same. I am no longer battling schizophrenia. Sure drug abuse still happens but hopefully it's not happening to me. As for drink, I have come to like it even more. Death is just around the corner. I am now 55 years old and my city has changed. 



I go into a smoke shop and look at the few new brands for sale and ask for Players Light.  The clerk says,  "We don't carry that brand. Players Filter, OK?" he says. I give him the seven dollars. The taxes are high right now. The Tories are in Office once again. He gives me the pack. 



Yes, these smokes are killing me early. I start west along the main artery road. I need to keep walking; it is life. 

I walk along looking at the auto shops, looking into the past. I see the past in these places along the road. The computer stores are very modern and I have difficulty understanding the modern world. Even TV shops give me that modern view that I don't understand. Appearances are made for sales not understanding.



Sure I was born after TV had been invented. But the modern world changes itself fast.



Splash, a car has just splashed me. I think of the driver I used to drive with in my teenage years. My friend who became an army doctor becoming an ambulance driver first. We used to drive about in Hamilton. We read stories of travel from American authors. We drove down to the States sometimes to go caving. 



I think of other drivers I have known. My parents drove me to school a lot. I think of my own not learning to drive. But even now public transit is still popular and possible. And with new chips coming out each year everything is getting better, even the curbs. 



But I got splashed. As I look at the car, I see it is an older car. It must be twenty years old. The car was made in 1994. Curb sensors had not been invented then. I had known about car navigation computers though, since about 1968. It wasn't until about 1994 that they were actually being sold in cars. But curb sensors were just an idea in 1994 they weren't required by law as they are now in 2014. Grandfather clauses in the law keep these old 1994 autos on the road. Why? I am not even a grandfather. My anger is growing from being splashed. 



I walk home. I slide my card in my front door lock and then take the elevator to my floor and walk down the narrow hallway to my apartment. I slide my card through my own door lock and the door automatically opens. I push past my bicycle near the door. I don't ride it so much anymore but it is the exercise that keeps me alive and fit. I sit on the couch and drag the laptop over to my waiting fingertips. 



It's an old laptop a 386 running Windows 3.1. It was made in 1992. My brother bought it from a co-worker in 1996 and gave it to me as a Christmas present that year. Over the next few years I learned to use it and added a few programs like a Fortran compiler. I then got newer used computers and continued like this, buying computers and being given them until now 2014 when as you know computers no longer capture the consumer imagination. But I kept this laptop all these years. 



I am looking for Frank on the Internet. He seems to have forgotten me. He was so happy with the male bonding over e-mail and now he seems to have forgotten me. We chatted a few times too after he had noticed my web site and sent me an e-mail asking about my crystallography work. 



Actually he was interested in the fact that I was a hacker in the late seventies. He too was a hacker but he had only become one in 2009. He had been hacking for five years, out lasting my stint as a hacker by two years. He worked for a telecommunications firm. He was doing well there but I am sure he had been caught for his hacking. I think, they kept him in the dark because his work was so good. 



And what damage had he actually done to others? While my hacking could and did seem to cause global conflict, a telecommunications firm was so fixed in the laws and treaties between countries he rarely hacked away at much of significance. Lots of free calls and free pornographic information but he wasn't near as dangerous as the hacker I had been in the seventies. 



I stop reminiscing and put aside the laptop. I need some food. After eating, I read my journals over looking for how much I have been drinking lately. Less than a beer a day is what seems to be recorded. Even thought I like to drink, I never became an alcoholic. Sure, I had lots of drinking buddies who were alcoholics but usually I had been able to hammer them with the diagnosis and get them on the wagon. 



I check my journal for research entries. Looks like I have been reading a lot of social work books lately.  Not that I am a social worker and in fact that field is so out of date these days. The welfare state and the social work professions have faded away. Now that there is a guaranteed job for everyone no one needs help with money. And most people are now able to connect with community resources on their own. The big New Network Deal made by the federal government in 2005 brought all community groups and quasi government agencies together. It gave everyone connected through the net access to these groups. It is now a requirement of citizenship to have access to the net. Teenagers get user ID's and passwords as soon as they enter their sixteenth year. Spammers are kept out of this net and the few hackers that manage to get in are similar to the food bank robbers and the church burners of the past. The cyber police deal with the hackers with fast and hard tactics. So what was I doing reading social work...? 



I close my journal files and check with my own social resources on the net. Oh, I do need social assistance even with the disease of schizophrenia in remission. While I have lived a life with much therapy since being a bad boy hacker, I now have many needs I would not have thought about when young. Youth hides the realities of life. But a car with curb sensors is not one of them. 



I check the car's license plate numbers on the laptop. I don't know why this guy drives. 



Realities like work and getting to work without a car are now well known to me. For years our society has lived with getting a car to go to work but now things are changing. Like me many people in 2014 don't drive cars. 



The Green party has held one term in Mexico, two terms in Peru and is a top minority party in Canada and Brazil. Over thirty percent of the vote in the US election in 2012 was Green. The electoral reforms are likely to follow by 2016 and make the Green's the ruling party. Across the Americas people are fighting high gas prices with less driving and voting Green. 



Well I guess this guy is living in the past. I too with my 386 laptop live in the past even though I connect it to the net computers of the state. This guy's user id indicates that he is 30 years old. 



Oh well, just a bad experience in my city. I finish my net searching, and log off. I put the laptop back on the couch beside me get up and prepare to go out again. 



I look out from the window of the lobby of my building and over at the fire control panel. Then with my eyes fixed on the postal mailbox I go through the front door and walk towards the main artery road. 



I continue walking towards downtown and when I get there go into a bookstore for computing. Still with vast amounts of environmental ethics compute books are fat, voluminous monsters. I look over the shelf labels and stand myself in front of the programming shelves. This shelf is between the developer and code shelves. I scan quickly the books and summarize the new languages and look for C++ books. Only two books on C++. And then I see it a Fortran 15 book. This is a rarity. Fortran is an older language, of course, still exists but even in 1989 this language was on the way out as kids learned C and C++. I pick up the book and check only the price. Figuring I can afford it, I take it to the counter and pay for it. 



"Didn't know we had any books on Fortran 15," says the clerk. "Oh did you hear about the Jazz34 virus?" he says getting chatty.



 "Yes." I say." I cleaned in out of my Watford 32-bit compiler a month ago. I won't have thought it could infect my old compiler but it did."



 "So you must be a top level Fortran user,” says the clerk. "The only computers being infected were Fortran programmer's machines accessing the GeoSci net."



 "Yes, I have been a GIS programmer and user for going on thirty five years now." "Have a good day, and thanks for the book." 



I decide to take a bus home and gaze out at the sun set as I ride back to my neighborhood. Yes, not a bad day in Ottawa in 2015. � 
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Am Oh You Ass Eie

Yury Khidekel



The knife slowly pulled across the flesh, trailing red beads of blood that pooled together mindlessly like rain on a windshield.



The worst part, he thought, was being able to remember the pain.  The sensation that let you know you were there, that you were suffering.  And suffering is life, a part of it any ways.  They took that away.



It was just one of the many things that were now completely extinct.  Just like 'Survival of the Fittest'.  He laughed.  The irony that the theory of evolution has become extinct itself was just too much.  Although his new memory clicked what the theory actually stated: the only choices given to a living entity was to change, move, or die when their environment shifts.



Humanity didn't like two of the choices.  Like a blind man being able to have incredible hearing, when people refused to die or move their ability to change increased exponentially.  They changed with a vengeance Mother Nature couldn't have matched in another million years, or even ten million.  And it was not just themselves that changed, but their environment as well.  Until everything was perfect.  Their definition of 'perfect'.



He looked at his perfect hand and frowned.  No trace of the cut.  No drops of blood out of place, although it wasn't really blood, he recalled.  Everything was illusion now.  Except pain.  There wasn't even an illusion of that.  Only a vague memory.  He doubted there would be any feeling at all if he pulled out his intestines and made a cowboy lasso out of them.  Shaking off that idea, he decided to play reverse mumblypeg, the object being *not* to hit the table.  The game ended abruptly when he saw a small stirring in the corner.  A second later, the rat gave a shriek and spasmed briefly as the knife pinned it to the floor.



He envied the rodent.  Not because it was a rat, it could not help being what it was he reasoned - but because it could still feel pain.  At least they weren't as cruel to the animals by taking that away.  More irony: being cruel to animals by taking away their pain.  The man almost laughed out loud.  Instead, he felt the smooth ivory handle of the stiletto knife before yanking it out from the floor.  The diminutive creature quietly slid off the blade and landed unceremoniously with only a little splattering of dark blood.  The 'natural' animals could still die, at least.  They couldn't change that without disturbing nature so much more than they already had.  He still bet they considered doing it.



He glanced back to where the rodent was trying to get back up on shaky legs and frowned.  It seems they could die, but not in this city.  Not in any of  *The Cities*.  Death was not invited to take anything larger than an insect while on premises.  He looked back at the rat, now fully healed.  It scurried off into a small crevice after giving him a glare of indifference with its little rodent eyes.  He wondered what would happen to the small creature if an owl or a snake would swallow it whole.  Probably almost exactly what happened when he'd eaten it.  It was funny, but the rat reminded him of how the end of the world transpired.



It all began last century... or was that two?  He could never be sure.  What he was certain was that the end started with the lowliest and most innocent of creatures; a mouse.   Perhaps if it only had brought on a plague like its distant cousins of long ago, humanity might have survived.  But it didn't, and whatever people were now, he refused to call them human.



Not too long ago, maybe four, five centuries - mere seconds in the existence of the planet, death was a constant intimate companion.  Children didn't fear it, but they also didn't laugh in its face.  Let's see a modern child shoot a wild turkey with a gun and then properly butcher it to feed his family?  Ha!  They'd be balling their eyes out.  Not like before.   Hell, chicken meat hasn't come from anything resembling a walking, clucking chicken in how long now?  There was cow-less beef, sheep-free lamb, dolphin safe dolphin.  Any animal you wanted to taste was available, even some of the extinct ones.  He personally thought that dodos tasted a lot like turkey while mastodon steaks were exquisite, with just a hint of gaminess.  Just like beef that melts in your mouth.   At least they left the pleasure of eating, although the symbiotes didn't leave any waste or unnecessary calories.  Eat all you want and not get fat: the best diet plan in the world!  It worked one hundred percent of the time and with minimal effort.  Who could ask for anything more?  And, of course, there was the other side of eating.  He looked at the asymmetric hole in the pastel-colored concrete floor the rat left through.  It probably was once a bathroom, now plastered over almost perfectly.  The man shook his head in disgust.



But the hole was also his salvation... well, partially.  It was when he was feeling around in dark crevice out of boredom that he found the ancient stiletto.  He reasoned it probably had belonged to a fellow prisoner in the old times and pondered on what became of the man who hid it there.  What had kept him from his hidden weapon?  Did he forget?  Was he killed before he could use it?  Did he reform and put his past and the knife behind him?  He would probably never know.  Or if he somehow did find out, chances were that he wouldn't care anymore.  Not after what they wanted to do to him.



He stared at the knife briefly and tried it again.  This time, the heart.  He tried the throat and the brain before.  There was no point at all to the wrists.  Again, there was no sharp feeling as the cold metal pierced his flesh.  Just a brief refreshingly cool sensation, as though he just drank a cup of ice water.  He stood motionless with the handle sticking out from his chest for what seemed to be an hour before deciding he didn't like the fashion statement.



The man examined the walls of the room again, just for a second.  It was painful.  The kind of pain no implement of torture could ever replicate.  He always thought that the patterns would be how a mentally deficient mother might decorate her nursery.  To him, looking at the hideously bright colors that could never ever exist in the natural world was like running a metal cheese grater over his corneas.  Usually he squinted or kept his eyes closed completely.  That way the rainbow vomit walls were mercifully reduced to only a liquidy blur.  It was annoying seeing the world perpetually out of focus, but infinitely better than the alternative.



Out of that blur, random shapes began to form.  His mind just trying to make order out of chaos, he reasoned.  What's wrong with a little chaos, a modicum of randomness to give life a bit of unexpected pep?  But no, long ago the mouse said it was *wrong*.   And they listened to the mouse, back during the end of the old times.



Before, when the bulk of humanity were still primates, he arrived.  At first he preached to children.  We should have seen the danger then, but they were only children, right?  What could they do?  Right?  Except they *did* do something.  They grew up.  And worse, they did not forget.



As a result, a small part of their instinct, the reactions that nature took millions of years implanting to help them survive a harsh unforgiving world, were silently scrubbed away like rough edges under sandpaper.  And when they had children, the mouse preached to them.  And then to their children, and then their children.



He told of the sunlit worlds where fear was unknown and anger was only comical.  Tales of easily-made friends who remained loyal and how casual and painless truelove was to find, just when you were least expecting it.  It told of all kinds of mutually exclusive creatures getting along, and how dashing heroes, beautiful damsels, and non-threatening adventures were all just around the corner.  When the children grew up, they remembered the prophecies of the mouse and witnessed that the actual world was nothing like them.  That's when that old natural law that Darwin wrote down so long ago, kicked in.



Move, Change, or Die.  Those were the choices.  At first, the adult children tried to move.  They heard of a place that closely resembled the mouse's Promised Land.  So as the Land of the Free's population swelled, they discovered that while it was better than most places, it failed to deliver to all their expectations.  Many of the grown children chose the third option at that point and died of disillusionment.  Most of them, though, chose to change.  First they changed their environment.  They found a warm, sunny place and built a city of illusion on it.  Then they found another spot and built a second one, then a third one, all more magnificent than the last.



The wondrous cities had most of the things the rodent-prophet promised, but they also had one big flaw.  People recognized the illusion too easily.  It was too contrived, too fake.  What they needed was to blur the line between reality and illusion not just in the three cities, but everywhere.  This would take time, but the mouse preached on.  Children took up their parent's crusade until they finally did it!



It was little things and slight changes only at first.  Then the tiny changes started coming faster and faster and, so what if a larger change happened every so often?  The alterations spread quickly, more rapidly than any virus.  Soon everyone traded in his or her humanity without even being aware of it.  Every raw animalistic desire was altered, from survival (which was no longer needed to the same extent anymore, they reasoned) to the quest for mating (reproduction should only be a happy affair between a husband and wife when they are too full of love to express it otherwise, they said).   Studies first listed that fifteen percent of the population was introverted.  Not all of them necessarily destructive to others, some were merely able to be alone without being lonesome.   Others were actually able to be happy by themselves.  Society decreed that that was *wrong*.  Soon the number was down to thirteen percent.  Then nine.  Then less and less until, suddenly, only he remained.  Now there was one final change left to do before everyone on Earth could be the best of friends.



The man heard footsteps outside his room.  Not the heavy and ponderous steps of an executioner, but light, happy footfalls.  Like that of a father expecting a newborn, or how you might walk away after you just had your first kiss.  Soon the hum of his locked door ceased and the smiling hollow man walked in.



 "Good news, Mr. Tramont!" The happy guard's uniform matched the horrible walls almost perfectly.  "We've finally found it!"



 "A way to kill me?" he said hopefully.



 "Don't be silly!  Why would we ever want to do that?  No, I was talking about the cause of why you rejected the treatment!  It seems that you already had a mild form of telepathy that was slightly different from ours!  It was that which kept interfering!  Isn't it wonderful?  Now you can be like us!" The guard said with glee.



The man silently wished he still had the ability to vomit.  The projectile kind would be best about now.  Seeing the guard covered in chunks would have made him chuckle.  "And what if I don't want to go?  What if I try not to move from this very spot?"



That caused the guard to make a small, almost pouting frown.  "Why ever would you not want to go?  Imagine being able to use the thoughts and experiences of everyone else!  Telepathy is great! There are no more secrets, no more problems, and everyone is always willing to help! You'll soon feel the same, I know you will!  And you have to come!  If you don't everyone will be worried and they will come here to cheer you up.  Maybe they'll even sing!"



The man shivered in disgust and stood up to face his fate.  He thought about escaping, but there was just nowhere to go.  Mumbling something about how we all should have stayed in the trees and how it would have saved us a lot of time, the two men left the small room.  Fading faintly up the long sterile hallway, the guard's voice was explaining about a new city they panned to build on the treetops of the Amazon rainforest while the man was growling about how that is not what he meant.  Then the voices were gone.



Deep in a small hole in a small room, there lay a slim, elegant, but ultimately useless stiletto.  A scurrying rat gingerly avoided the sharp blade with its little rodent feet, not that it needed to do that.
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Art Deco Holocaust

Rob Potter



October 23rd, 1978



She wore a feminized mockery of a man’s suit as she took the children out to play in the park that morning. I kissed her cheek in greeting and headed to my office, oblivious to what the future held. I can’t say I noticed it then, but I feel looking back on it that her face was more grave than usual and the people on the walkways were more grim. I arrived at the office with a sense of the normal. 



As lunch approached I glanced out the windows, wondering where my loved ones were enjoying the day of freedom my work had bought them. I smiled a secret smile as I stared a moment longer than was my wont at the time. 



I’ll never forgive myself that indulgence, though I know it had no influence on the events that followed. As my secretary hit the buzzer to announce a visitor, I indulged just one moment longer envisioning a day when I could go to the parks with them rather than only working to make it possible for them. The flash stunned everyone; our shelter enforced walls absorbed the blast, but you could feel the power of god in that blast whether science said it should be detectable or not. 



I apologize for my lack of introduction… the intro to my story felt more important than this as I wrote it. I realize now that this demonstrated a lack of manners, but I am not so uncouth as to not remember the proper forms of conversation, whatever has occurred in my time. Liebowitz has come and gone, but the world is still in too rough a shape for us to find his canticles. I hope by the time you find these thoughts you will have solved the problem of entering the surface or survived the time period where it is impossible without protection. My name is Alexander DeGras, and I was once the minister of energy for a country called the United States of America. I leave at the end of this letter to attempt to save what is left of the world from whoever is doing this damage, and to leave it for other’s children. 



I turned to my secretary as the blast darkened our windows, and her shock was like a dagger in my mind. Until I saw another reaction to that blast I had convinced myself that there could be another explanation than the nuclear holocaust we had feared for so long. It was only the look of pain in her eyes that truly convinced me that it had happened; I still did not believe that my family had been caught outside in the midst of this most terrible of the plagues sent by god. 



The world I had lived in was one of low level terror, where you prepare for the eventuality without believing in the possibility. Every building we lived or worked in was built as a bomb shelter, a testament against the horrid power god had delivered to us in the form of understanding of the atom. The express walkways were open to all in lead lined underground caverns, creating a single worldwide building. 



Nuclear holocaust was not an option because it was supposed to be ineffectual; we were protected in our castles; but what of those caught outside?



I leave now for Russia, the red country of our nightmares to find the answer for this horrendous crime that has no purpose; I fear that I will find nothing there. The Russians know us too well, and the cold war burned out long ago. 



If only I had been one of those living in the vast darkness, attempting to establish men’s dominance outside of earth.



March 12th, 1979



It is worse than the Russians. Those astronauts I had so admired, how could they turn on humanity?

Have we been so vile?



Does leaving the earth truly remove from being a part of the race who live here; or is it simply that you forget that you too left for a reason of greed, and perhaps felt it would be a cleansing. I cannot live in this barbarism, and the find rockets of days past are gone. 



June 25th,  1979



Today I join my family. I will attempt to do some damage to those radiation suited bastard while I walk the surface, but I know that in truth my life is done. 



My dear, I shall see you soon; for my love and my children I will leave this testament to rebellion. 
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Bad Sector

James Scotto-Lavino



Takumi's body was curled in the fetal position; it was the only time he still felt human warmth.  Awareness came in short bursts, offering only flashes of a reality far too surreal.  It was like the old days when he was hyped up on some really cheap drug- a mock up of the desired effect, and never worthwhile.  Cheap shit was never worthwhile, and his father never understood that.  Father?  Help me, Father!  Where are you?



01011110011100101010111110010000.11111111010100110001101001111110.10000001001010100100110110001010.00010000101001000010110111001100



He picked up on a vague image of a father who had always embarrassed him.  They were standing at the edge of a pier with fishing equipment around them.  His father was frozen in position; he stood with his fishing pole at a 45-degree angle.  The end of a shiny red lure was clamped between his teeth.



Something opened in the mind they reprogrammed.  Billions of veiny intersections of gray matter separated.  From out of the dark sector came something solid.  It traveled in a receding wave—huge at first, but ending as a mere thread that emerged from his lips, a faint sound not even the super-sensitive microphones hidden in his wall could pick up. "Too much knowledge is dangerous," he muttered in English.  That is what they always said to him.  Who "they" were was something he didn't know anymore.  Everything about them was transparent—an onion skin on glass, and so much fainter than shadows.



He always found it easier to remember his dreams days after he had them.



Whatever the case, they were wrong, and as wrong as they possibly could've been.  Knowledge is absolute power.  It seemed dangerous to them because they didn't have enough of it.  They never did.  That was the way they wanted it.  And the way they wanted it.  The other "them."



The world, he realized one day, was a series of "they"s.  The key to succeeding was to have something that a great many of them wanted.  Unfortunately, what they ended up wanting was his brain.  They were doing everything they could to claim it.  To survive, you needed to be smarter then them, because they would always take what they wanted.  They were children.  Not a one of them had any kind of real knowledge.  They didn't even really know what they wanted.  And they think they're winning.



The room was large, black, and cold.  Takumi was on the floor, naked, in the middle of it.  Naked in more ways than one.



The temperfoam molded smoothly around him like a waterbed filled with putty.  He'd been in that position so long that it may not even spring back if he were to get up.  If he could get up.  The muscles in his body were stringy and atrophied.  His skin was mottled and gray where the cable protruded from the center of his head, socketed in his brain and wet wired into their mainframe.  They wanted his brain.  They wanted it.  They don't even realize it would do them no good.  Perhaps they don't even care.



00110100110001111011101100001000.01100111111001011010001100101111.10001101001100001001101000111100.10100100000111110100010110010010



He had something valuable and irreplaceable to them.  It was a "dangerous" amount of knowledge to them.  Thousands of lines of code wrote themselves slowly along the inner sanctum of his cerebral cortex.  He was virtually a bible of information, a sea of ones and zeros in an infinite spiral continuum.  His subconscious surfed these numbers effortlessly.  Everything there was to be known about the mainframe of one of Japan's mega-corporations, or zaibatsus, simplified into such a menial string.  If that didn't represent power, then why did they want to kill him?  



11010010001010100100101000110101.11100010010000111011000011000001.00000000111110000011101000011001.10010100010110000001110001111100



Do they want to kill me?  His thoughts moved upward in a bit stream of electrons—up the cable and into the corporate mainframe. In an unusually large office room, the bits were re-assembled into English on a flat, refurbished VGA display.  As each character appeared on the monitor there was an audible tap, a strumming that accompanied a message like ribbed plastic rubbing against itself.  Xiuxang enjoyed the ancient computer interfaces.  His screen displayed a rectangular, blinking cursor.  DO THEY WANT TO KILL ME?  The characters were neon green, dot-matrix on black.  The image likened to an old 8088 except for a small, expertly-controlled light pen that moved things around—a severe departure from normal virtual input sprockets.  He himself was an anomaly, a Chinese department head in a Japanese zaibatsu.



Racial lines were shaky at best.  As a child growing up in Southern California, Xiuxang's father called him John, as did everybody he knew.  The "Americanizing" of the Chinese name was a common practice for immigrants of that country.  Why was a mystery for him.  The Japanese didn't seem to give a shit.  Then again, the aesthetic of it was a heritage so easily given up.  And if that was so, then it didn't matter anyway.  It was like when he went to a Chinese restaurant and saw all the Americans fumbling around with chopsticks.  Why?  Comic relief?  The Americans were much worse off anyway.  Ask someone their nationality in France, and they'll look at you cross-eyed.  Then they'll state that they're French (you stupid asshole), obviously.  America itself was an anomaly.  The same question gets, "I'm German,"  "I'm Italian,"  "I'm half Spanish, a quarter Puerto-Rican, an eighth African, a sixteenth… ad infinitum."



Xiuxang was American.  There was a time when he was Chinese, but this was no longer the case.  His people (Americans, not Chinese) would say he "sold out", but he did not care for the past or what meaning it held.  This was not important—only the present, and what it held for the future.  The man attached to the inner recesses of this mainframe was the present.  Xiuxang was the future. 



He came from a race of people born out of the Internet; he was born from cyberspace.  The computer raised him like television did his parents.  His morals, his scruples, his truths, all put together into a larger interpreted whole.  The brain was a construct.  It was information that bred information, not one source but many.  Xiuxang was millions of people.  He was the corporation—the flow of ideas converging and dictating every action.  He was them.  This could be seen in his expression, one which closely likened that of a controlled schizophrenia, most of it coming from the eyes, and thinks like an exchange of ideas.



As a child, Xiuxang logged onto message boards as multiple users.  Each one had its one unique personality and counterparted its own thousands.  There were times when he would argue with his own personas, and expressed interest on how it came out.  He was in complete control, of course, but there still was some surprise in the conclusion; his every action as each persona dictated by the logic of many.



He got this job because he could do this.  It was his talent.  Up on the larger viewscreen he could see Takumi's thought patterns.  They were displayed as dot-matrix as well.  Each pixel represented millions of neurons.  They formed code.  It was complex code, just as everything natural was, but everything can be broken down.



Cut up a computer code into its smallest parts.  Languages are translated by compilers into machine code; this is the only code any computer really understands.  It is made up of one thing and one thing only, and this is the building block of cyberspace.  It is a switch.  The switch can be on or off; ones (on) and zeros (off).



Brains could be seen the same way.  Cut up the gray matter into its smallest parts.  The mind has its own code.  It is made up of one thing and one thing only, and this is the building block of thought.  It is a neuron, a switch.  The neuron could either be firing (on) or at rest (off).



It is in the synching up of these switches that the human mind can be displayed and recorded digitally.  There were softwarez created to mark a neuron firing, and tracking billions and billions of them was a moderately easy task for modern processors.  Then, software to recognize patterns.  Numerous incarnations of programming surfaced as humanity began the digital mapping of personality and intellect.



The wetwire branches of technology and medical science exploded.  Everything was considered, from detecting physical and psychological disorders to implants.  Psychoses were corrected like faulty code.  The "debugging" of the human mind became a reality.  Then came the merging of the two.  Soon after, the first cybernetic models of the human brain all met with disaster—something about the randomness of thought that couldn't be emulated.  Philosophers speculated on an age-old question regarding thought: Is it created spontaneously in the mind from nowhere, or is the mind the sum of its experiences?



Takumi could provide a unique perspective on the subject.  It was getting to the point where his thoughts were becoming ones and zeros—computer instructions stored in a vast array:  

Do they want to kill me?



11010010001010100100101000110101.11100010010000111011000011000001.00000000111110000011101000011001.10010100010110000001110001111100 : 



Instruction #D22C4C35.E243B0C1.00F83A19.94581C7C



Why did my father believe that cheap shit was worthwhile?



01011110011100101010111110010000.11111111010100110001101001111110.10000001001010100100110110001010.00010000101001000010110111001100 : 



Instruction #5E72AF90.FF531A7E.812C4D8A.10A42DCC



My brain will do you no good.



00110100110001111011101100001000.01100111111001011010001100101111.10001101001100001001101000111100.10100100000111110100010110010010 :



Instruction #34C7BB08.67E5A32F.8D309A3C.A41F4592



Patterns softly emerged.  He could feel the light pen poking though the cable in his head.  The laser-sharp scalpel pierced though his consciousness.  Your brain is who you are.  What am I but a tool of the zaibatsu?  



The bit wave was accessed.  The memories worked to scour the building.   Computer data linked with the mind's eye was retrieved by Xiuxang, a dot matrix of surveillance.



Elevator number three was between floors 82 and 83.  Someone with access code #4387 was making photocopies for an executive board meeting on floor 14.  The security guard at the rear entrance for hovercraft on byway road floor X2 was fast asleep at his desk.  The E12 desk in room 32 on floor 66 was hooked into cyberspace.



Takumi's brain froze.  The switches locked on desk E12, a standard-size beige cubicle.  Memos and reminders were tacked to it.  Two computers sat on a long desk, one from each of the leading hardware manufacturers.  The one on the right sat next to a phone, which Takumi saw was disconnected.  A small cable hooked the underside of the phone to her computer.  A thin wire was spliced into its center, as was the keyboard, and wound up the sleeve of a young Japanese woman.  The wire emerged again from her high collar and was completely lost in her hair. Headset is the possible cyberspace connection.



She was attempting to scramble her log name of YUKA8F.  A camera mounted in the ceiling of 66:32 turned its internal eye to face her.  Visual confirmation of Akiko Miyake.  She had an astoundingly thin frame; a full head of long, black hair seemed to encompass most of her volume.  Her smallish left hand was furiously at work on her keyboard, and her right had a mini-disk cartridge held at its slot-ready to be ported at a moment's notice.  When the camera adjusted, Akiko stopped what she was doing for a split second.  Then, extending her left arm, the cyberspace connection was severed.  She returned both hands to the keyboard and began typing.  It was disconnected; she was typing absolutely nothing.



The bulletin board in Xiuxang's head became active—entries from a thousand personalities spilled out onto its face.  Approximately 67.28 percent of him found it amusing to be witnessing the downfall of Ms. Miyake.  He wasn't cruel, really, but liked to be the one to catch people involved in bad business.  What she was doing there would be another treasure trove of options for him.



She paused again for a moment, a new understanding beginning to dawn.  Her eyes flicked to the upper left corner of the room to the camera.  They were a rich light brown, like rough saddle leather.  Her left hand was trembling vaguely.  When the hand came into focus, he could see a small, flesh-colored, thimble-like apparatus attached to the tip of her middle finger.  It vibrated with her hand.  The realization of what was happening finally hit Xiuxang.  He scrambled to open the drawer beneath his desk.  The open button delayed for a precious second.  He fumbled, then grabbed a cartridge.  Raising it towards its port, he looked at his monitor and saw her looking straight out of the screen.  He drew far too slowly.  As if she could see him through the camera, her right arm pistoned forward, porting the mini-disk.  He ported anyway, hoping the disk wouldn't read as fast as the cartridge.  He hoped, but knew otherwise.



From the depths, Takumi attempted to scream.  His tattered vocal chords managed to emit a high-pitched squeak.  From inside the cable came Akiko's program.  It was a disrupter, and felt to him like thousands of Xiuxang's light pens burning holes in his mind.  It was two seconds of horrific pain.  Then Xiuxang's ground program flooded in and it ended.  Takumi rolled over halfway to the protesting creaks, snaps, and rattles of skin, tendon and bone.  It wasn't just the pain of the attack program that was gone—all of his pain was gone.  Then, for the first time in years, he noticed he was alone.  His eyes cracked open to see the room, such as it was.  The door was wide open.  He could've escaped whenever he wanted.  His body, unfortunately, was incapable of doing so.  Just looking at himself stated the obvious.  His muscle structure was destroyed.  Even his skin looked bad.  The healing temperfoam had kept it intact, but he could see bedsores blossoming on the horizon of where he lay.  His eyes crossed comically to look at the cable.  He briefly pondered disconnecting it.  His mind was his own now.  What to do?



Akiko raced through the building.  Her career as a cyberspace technician was over.  How she was detected was something she did not know.  At the moment it didn’t matter.  Cubicles flew past her as she bolted down section E cyberspace division.  Occasionally a head would stick up out of one of them, most surprised at the sudden bustle in the office.  "Ako?" she heard from one desk.  Yui Sato, one of the co-workers she'd never see again.  She owed him lunch.  She also owed him a new career.



Their zaibatsu was a streamlined and precisely-ordered hierarchy of knowledge.  She and Yui were considered mid-level engineers, but that was a crock of shit.  There was no mid-level.  Mid-level was swallowed up by the gigantic chasm that existed between those "in the know" and the rest of the established peons.  There had always been this kind of distinction, whether they were in Southern California or Japan.  It might as well have been an Indian caste system; there were always those who were privy to more.  It was nearly impossible to cross over—to jump the line, which wasn’t even thin.  It was big, thick, and stunk of failure.  It all depended on how much you could spend, really.  You needed access first, and ability next.  Ability was something you discovered you had—or didn’t have—after access had been established.



How does one become trained in high-level software when the package costs several times your annual salary?  Even if you could get it, how would you afford the machine to run it?  There’s no way to buy before some unholy update makes it unmarketable again.  Thus is born the “boys club” of the high-end, software-trained elite.  If you’re rich, it is available through purchase, or family with access in which case it costs nothing.  Yui and Akiko were nearing the zenith of what they could do.  Neither one of them took very kindly to the thought of being in a dead-end job.  Somehow, together, they had been able to save for a dual-processor super computer.  It emitted a hum which sounded like dreams coming true.  Next, the software problem.



Yui was never one for confrontation.  He was the type of person who could be seen doing something illegal from a mile away.  He had a nervousness that could be detected by cops, security guards, and corporate cowboys.  Akiko figured he had something to do with her capture.  



Yui had left the scary work to her.  First, she had to scramble her user name sufficiently so she wouldn’t be traced.  Then, she’d transfer a copy of the company software to an anonymous drop box.  Takumi 270 was the name of that software, and the zaibatsu mainframe was programmed in it.  She was a technician for the development of the company’s ICE—a defense system designed to keep people from doing what she was doing.  She was detected on the outer fringes of it before entering the actual programming matrix.  It was far, far too early to be caught and still get out with any kind of payoff.  The only one would be the super-computer.  She almost felt bad about taking it, as she passed Yui’s confused face.  Almost.  Yui had let her take most of the chances.  He set up the 450-gigabyte drop box drive connection, helped with the disrupter creation that would send her up the river, and promptly removed himself from the operation.  Yes, this might have been his last chance, and he might be in his dead-end job forever, but Akiko didn’t even have that anymore.



 “Ako!”  He called again, behind her, conspicuously.  She sent the most powerful brainwaves she could muster to make him shut up, but to no avail.  She made for the door, then turned abruptly and headed in a different direction when the first security guard entered the room.  Section F led to the freight elevator.  Pressing the call button, she ducked into a cubicle occupied by a short, fat American.  He had brown pin-stripes on his button down shirt, thick beard, thick glasses, and he was staring intently at the computer screen.  He attempted to glance at her with his peripheral vision, then returned his eyes to the screen.  Akiko asked him about his work, which led to the unending tirade she had hoped for.  Behind them, the freight elevator reached their level.  She slipped away unnoticed, the drone of the fat man’s voice fading as the elevator doors closed and it moved through the floors.



Akiko stabbed frantically at floor buttons that would get her out of the building.  None of them would light up except for byway road floor X2.  That was the hovercraft entrance.  Perhaps they wanted to trap her there.  She glanced at the mini-disk, which was still in her right hand.  If she was caught with it, it would be prison time.  A lot of it.  Maybe she’d be killed for it.  She slipped the disk in her jacket pocket and then retrieved a small piece of metal.  She ran her thumb along the flat edge, and a blade popped out.  It sizzled on the edge of hearing.  Its sharpened point was about a few dozen molecules thick.  These days, murder was a more forgivable crime then the program she’d created.



Akiko was right about the potency of the disrupter.  All over the building, people were having computer failure—not enough to create a serious problem, but enough to make for some serious confusion.  The confusion was the type that would force authorities into a systematic rush to capture whoever was responsible so it was also designed to create a surveillance failure.  



Xiuxang sat at his terminal.  He was completely flustered.  He called up Takumi 270, but came up empty.  The program had crashed, as did the display assembler.  He was at the center of its operation, where it controlled everything.  There were six techies in the area trying to create a manual control for each machine-controlled device, from light switches to opening the door to the hallway.  It looked like Akiko would have to be found the old fashioned way.  At present, however, she wasn’t even top priority.



Emerging from the freight elevator, Akiko moved very slowly down the hall.  The X2 security guard was being yelled at—something about falling asleep at his desk.  Maybe he was being fired, she thought.  He was cleaning out his desk.  That made it easy for her to slip by, but she could not yet escape.  She was standing around a corner, waiting for the guard switch, when a door yawned open behind her.  She whirled around with her knife aimed at nobody.  The room was empty.  She looked back, trying to decide what to do, and then resolved to enter.  She closed the door behind her.  The computer terminal in the far corner of the room sprang to life.  In the center of the screen was a large icon labeled “YUKA8F.”  She looked up.  The camera mounted in the ceiling was off.  In a rough, terrible emulation of a human voice, the computer said, “click me,” over and over again.  She moved warily toward the computer, thought better of it, and then turned to try the door-locked.  The mechanism registered as Maglock level 7.  Akiko retracted her knife and folded her arms.  Maglock level 7—she had only seen that in high executive offices and banks.  There was no way through.  A samurai couldn't get through this fucking door.  “Click me,” was still being repeated in the room, its acoustics completely muffled.  She made her way to the computer.



Clicking YUKA8F executed a series of programs.  The screen filled with millions of silvery-steel dots.  A face appeared, as if the dots were small rods, and they were pushing through.  Akiko had seen something like this in a novelty store: steel pins that took the shape of anything you pressed against it.  This was slightly more dynamic though; the pins did not have to refresh themselves to change shape.  



 “Hello Akiko,” said that same tinny, computerized voice.  “My name is Takumi.  I wish to make a deal with you.”



A red light started to blink rapidly under a small microphone.  Akiko took it in her right hand and held it to her mouth.  "H… Hello?"



Takumi smiled through the screen.  "Let's not get grounded in such trivialities."



 "Did you say your name was Takumi?  Like the program?"



The pins flowed in and out, a steel/silver ocean surf.  "I am as real as you," he said.  "And not just in a metaphysical sense.  Takumi 270 is a program designed to interface with and control me cybernetically.  I had, at the time, programmed and memorized this corporation's system.  The number 270 specifies the number of times the program has been revised.  By now, it could interface with anyone.  It is used in many companies for a variety of different reasons.



 "Now, the deal.  I've already erased any incriminating evidence about you, including your unfortunate cyberspace mishap.  I will try to get you out of this building.  In return, I first ask for trust.  Then, exclusive rights to your disruption software.  Do not fear it being traced back to you.  I will wipe your mini-disk irrevocably.  Please decide fast.  The chances of your escape fall by approximately 2.8 percent each minute you stay here."



Akiko's eyes darted back to the maglocked door.  If this was a corporation trick, they could get me anyway.  Did they need to create more evidence, or is this guy for real?  She felt a throbbing stress overcome her for a moment.  Shit, another gamble.  Yui would buckle under the pressure.  She lifted the microphone.  "I want a copy of Takumi 270 sent to an anonymous drop box."  She typed in the coordinates.  "Untraced.  Deal?"



The pin-face flowed in a sine wave.  The expression affected near ecstasy.  "Deal," said the choppy emulation.  "I will sent a fully beta-tested version of Takumi 271b to your drop box.  Good luck."  As soon as she ported the cartridge, the maglock clicked open.  As she was leaving, she saw the mini-disk smoking in its slot.  It smelled like burnt hair.



Getting out of the building was surprisingly easy.  She followed electronics wherever she saw them malfunctioning—something distinctive as a result of her disrupter rocketing unabated through the company's systems.  Her knife came in handy at times, especially where she had to maneuver through a few sheets of razor wire, but otherwise she slipped out without effort.  The drop box had the program, as promised.  A beta-tested Takumi 271b.  She was actually ahead of the game.  Perhaps I'll even contact Yui.  That useless prick owes me big.



Back in his office area, Xiuxang finally regained control of the system.  He detected no further resistance.  He called up Takumi 270 immediately.



00000000000000000000000000000000.00000000000000000000000000000000.00000000000000000000000000000000.00000000000000000000000000000000



The left corner of his mouth flicked rapidly.  He called up the program again.



00000000000000000000000000000000.00000000000000000000000000000000.00000000000000000000000000000000.00000000000000000000000000000000



The dot-matrix sprang up.  It was completely blank.  The light pen was unresponsive.  One thought flashed across the screen, and then it was gone.



01011110011100101010111110010000.11111111010100110001101001111110.10000001001010100100110110001010.00010000101001000010110111001100



Xiuxang motioned to a member of his technical support team.  "Get the camera in Takumi's room working, and find out what that message about his father was all about," he said with an edge of terror.  The techie made off on legs that suddenly seemed too rubbery to walk on.



The camera sprang to life to find a dead Takumi in his virtual electric chair.

At the front desk, Xiuxang was accosted by a security guard.  "Are you leaving for good?" he asked.



 "Yes.  I entered my resignation today."



 "Then you must check out all files entered in your name."



Xiuxang paused, trying to think of anything he could have possibly left.  "Just output it all to a DDO cartridge."



"That's not possible," the guard said gravely.  "There are two files, one of which is 3.72 terabytes."  Whether the weight of this information registered properly in Xiuxang’s head could not be gauged by the guard.



 "How big is the other file?"



 "32K."



Xiuxang checked the memory in his optical hard drive: 4.2 terabytes free.  "I guess they expected me to have one of these drives," he said with the sudden realization that he was no longer they.  



He placed his laptop on the front desk, then unscrewed something from its side, and offered the guard an eight-inch thick cable.  It plugged into his computer.  The downloading lasted 27 minutes.  He signed out, left and did not look at the files until he got home.



The tiny file was a simple ASCII file named "XIUXANG."  It contained three lines of code:



11010010001010100100101000110101.11100010010000111011000011000001.00000000111110000011101000011001.10010100010110000001110001111100



 "No, Takumi," he said levelly, "I did not want to kill you."



Clicking the other file caused his screen to fill with tiny silver pins.  Takumi's face pushed through, smiling.  His voice was still terribly synthetic.  "Hello, John.  It seems I'll be thinking solely in binary from here on out.  If you like, I can output this.  You know, for old time's sake."



Xiuxang smiled.  "I haven't been called John in a long while, Takumi."



 "Yes, I know.  Do you know what I'm thinking, John?  I'm thinking our fathers would have gotten along famously."
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Biological Warfare

Rob Potter



The silent figure hung suspended, a half kilometer above the face of the city. Dim light allowed him to see, the target sitting calmly at his desk. As time passed the Thief saw the target’s guards. Traitor.



A young man briskly walked through the underbelly of the corporate city; most of its inhabitants had never seen the alleys of ground level. Vectored thrust vehicles slid smoothly along the sky above him. Unfortunately, the young man didn’t see the pair who waited for him around the next corner; his life expectancy dropped suddenly.



Jodrell swung to the next window, pulling his glasscutter from its holster as he did. Suction pads grappled the glass, and he cut his way into the bullet resistant office. He swung through the hole silently, guns coming up on instinct. In the silence of the corridors he tracked his quarry. Few men were as skilled in their trades as Jodrell; they were generally those who lived as he did, working for corporations on the jobs at the edge of normal life.



Life in this day and age seemed very interesting to Jodrell, to the boy in the alleys. But to most it was boring. A simple life of work, food and media. These were the denizens of the modern suburbia, the lords of the iron towers. These people watch movies about organized crime, corporate armies, master thieves. They sit squarely in the center of the crowd, at the midpoint of sanity. Jodrell and those like him walked at the edge, dragging those they touched outwards; sometimes throwing them out completely.



Jodrell is the advance man for a corporate kidnapping. The target is supposed to be willing, of course, and it looks bad when they change their minds. You don’t call people like Jodrell in on a whim. And you certainly don’t put up armed guards and try to catch them. Sek thinks that’s impolite, and manners are everything.



The guards stood in the office, most of them calmly. Only two seemed agitated; Acting Sergeant Rose, and Grunt Tyler (officially Private Tyler). Tyler was agitated because it was his first job. Rose was agitated because it wasn’t. They looked at each other across the room, mutual surprise crossing their face. 



 “Why you shakin’ boy? ‘Fraid you’ll get yer nuts blown off?” Rose snarled at Tyler, taking his own agitation out on the Private.



 “No sir. Is that what you’re thinking about, sir?” Tyler spoke without thinking, barroom bravado acting before his mind could. “I’m sorry sir, I was told there might be heavy hitters on this job.”



Rose glanced at the boy appraisingly, eyes flicking to the security monitors. “Shit. He knows we’re here,” Rose’s armor was torn off in a fluid motion, as if he had expected to do just this. Everything he did occurred like that. “Toss my blade and get back. This is gonna be a shitstorm,” Rose dropped his gun.



Jodrell smiled as he walked out of view of the camera, What kind of amateurs do they expect?  Each detail of the hall was analysed quickly, reams of data passing through his field of vision. He noted the temperature spike immediately.



Time Slowed.



Jodrell saw the door torn apart before he moved. Rose caught a glimpse of Jodrell, and they both dove left. Bullets riddled the space where Sek had stood a fraction of a second before. Mat’s Katana flashed, Sek’s torch flared. They dropped, but the fight had moved on.



Jodrell swung, Aikido training controlling his body independently of his mind; he was elsewhere, complex physics scrolling through his thoughts. Elsewhere, computers compiled data and fed it to his glasses. 



Rose moved with the grace of a leopard, sweeping through arcs not generally considered possible for normal men; Jodrell and Rose exceeded all expectations. They were the masters of their field, and knew each other by reputation. A flutter in the darkness, and both men seemed to stop moving.



Jodrell moved by momentum alone, a perfectly timed leap as Rose tried to corner him. Rose never expected him to make for the windows, bullets shattering the glass. It was only designed to stop them getting in. They glared at each other in shock, faces conveying more than any other could know. Jodrell vanished over the lip.



The sword and torch clattered to the ground. 

 “Fuck me,” whispered Rose, “I thought he wasn’t cyber.” Private Tyler heard him, and passed out.



A young man looked at his tormentors, face bloody and bruised. He spat blood on the floor, and glared up at them. He wouldn’t plead, or explain. He was late on his payment; he was dead. Behind them he saw something falling, a dark form growing larger. Oh shit, he thought, a suicide.



Jodrell’s grapple struggled to bond with the surrounding material, to grip for dear life. The force of the fall kept tearing it off. Sek grinned like an idiot, and began to crank up the electromagnetic force, he used it like a climbers pick, scraping his way down the wall. Slowing down, he began to pay attention to the landing. Hmm… there’s someone down there…. 



There is nothing more surprising in life than what you know to be impossible. For the two men tormenting a young men in the underbelly of the city, nothing is less possible than a well armed man dropping out of the sky. Sek felt they shouldn’t limit their thinking so much. They also shouldn’t beat unarmed young men with clubs. 



These two facts made them an ideal landing zone. Specifically, the larger one’s kidneys took the brunt of Jodrell’s half-k drop. 



“Morning boys, thought I’d drop in. Please don’t excuse the pun,” he smiled like a snake, and reached down calmly to break the other enforcer’s wrist, “Why the beating? Looked at your woman wrong?”



I love to remind the locals why they’re still in the gutter, thought Sek happily, but it is definitely getting a bit late to chat; Rose’ll be after me momentarily. 



 “Boys that was Sek Jodrell. I know little about him, and obviously less than I thought; it was not a known quantity that he was cybernetically enhanced. This complicates matters, but should pose little difficulty for a full squadron.”



 “Sir… I hate to be the one to mention it, but none of our sensors could detect his enhancements; he would have been caught by standard sensors. I’ve never heard of cloaked cybernetics; it’s supposed to be impossible.”



 “Obviously, Tyler, it isn’t.” Rose glanced at the comm officer, “Get me Thrust APCs; we’re going after him.”



Jodrell glanced up a moment too late; the APCs were almost on him. The terror on the boy’s face should have tipped him off; instead he just moved on instinct, grabbing the boy and diving off down an alley. His mad grin once again crossed his face. 



There was only one thing that truly worried Jodrell; there’s security in knowing you’re the best. That one thing was his grin. He’d first found it climbing the peaks of Africa, it came from knowing his slightest mistake was death. What he couldn’t understand was why it made him happy to ride so close to the edge. 



Alleys and tunnels were second nature to them, the boy and the thief, and they understood the twisted logic in the underbelly of the city. An odd chaos theory had manifested here, there was order in the madness. Drug dealers, prostitutes, cybernetic heavies; this was their home. This was their feeding ground, the punk kid and Jodrell felt right at home. Bare bulbs lit the alleys, extension cords running from burnt out tenements. Smoke wafted from a hole in the wall bar, built into an actual hole. Jodrell and the boy stopped, melding into the crowd with precision timing. 



Few knew the bar had a name; fewer cared. It was the same way with this boy. From youth he’d lived on the street, his fantasies were built up from cheap thrillers. His hero the orphan boy who inherited a great thing; those kids were always thankful to those who saved them. 



 “Thanks for icing those jerks. My ass was dead, you didn’t come along,” he spoke quietly to the man drinking beside him, carefully looking him over as he did. Jodrell looked like a movie hero; his mid-length hair hung freely as if gelled. A pair of high tech goggles swung loosely about his neck. 



What really did it for the kid, though, were his guns. High quality weapons, heavy as shit. Jodrell wore them like you would a piece of clothing. They were natural, as much a part of him as his skin. When Jodrell looked down at him, a slight smile played across his stubbled face. His mouth opened to speak, but the kid heard nothing. A loud crash had interrupted what he was going to say.



 “BOY! I don’t know how you iced my fuckin’ guys, but you’re gonna pay up. We take cash, cheques, or blood. Choose your payment,” the voice came from behind them, but it was recognised immediately. Sek’s smile turned to one of amusement. The boy’s grin turned to fear, “I don’t have your money, Jimmy, I’m not paying tonight. Give me a week, please. An hour, even. Something.” He trailed off to a whimper, strong voice fading as he realised his desperation. Jimmy was a big shit in the area, enforcer for the so-called landlord. Everyone knew he didn’t own the place, but no one wanted to tell him that. Last guy who tried didn’t live around there anymore. Or anywhere else, for that matter.



Sek stood slowly, seeming to unfold from an uncomfortable position. He didn’t turn, but stared directly into the bar area. Slim armor flowed as gravity pulled the gels into a new configuration. 



 “I’ll take care of that debt, but I have no money. I suppose it’ll have to be paid in blood,” Sek’s voice wasn’t raised, but it carried. The alleys had gone silent.  Jimmy stared.  “Choose your poison, lead or flesh.”



Sek turned as the bodyguards raised their guns, he smiled absently as he spoke, “I suppose, though, that the kid’s not worth my blood. Why waste good body parts, you have plenty you aren’t using.”



Jimmy’s face showed the dawning of understanding. 
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Bugs

David Palmer



The guy on the stool next to me swore into his beer and looked up.



I didn’t follow his eyes, I got caught that way once. No cause he should hit me, but a guy wearing a suit like that and drinking in a dive like Sally’s, no telling what he might do. I was a bit classy for this place. I watched him grab a rusty dart from the bar and throw it at the ceiling.  



“Got her!” he said. He called towards the other end of the bar—“Bartender!”



The barkeep wandered over. I guess she was Sally—the place looked like her, and she didn’t look like the type anyone would hire, so she had to own the bar. “Yeah, what do you want?” she asked.



“A fresh beer, without egg in it.”



“Nobody put egg in your beer,” she said.



“She did,” he said, and pointed straight up.



This time I looked. The dart had nailed a huge roach to the plasterboard ceiling. Dead center.



Sally knocked down the dart with a broom, probably the first time it had been used in weeks, dropping the roach into the beer with its eggs. “Right, I guess that’s a fresh beer for you, on the house,” she said. She picked up the glass and looked at the roach. “They seem to be getting bolder every day. When I was a girl, they always ran away from people. Nowadays they just try to sneak up on you.”



Sally poured the beer down the sink, I watched to make sure. The guy just looked at the ceiling. The bugs were coming back. “She’s right, you know,” he said, “these roaches aren’t like the old ones.”



“A roach is a roach,” I said, “they haven’t changed in three million years.” I had heard that somewhere. “I saw on TV that they’re coming out more nowadays because of the greenhouse effect, something about too much carbon monoxide and chlorowhatevers in the air.”



“New one on me,” he said. “The fact is that roaches have changed, they’ve been changed. They sneak around in cracks, laying eggs everywhere, following you around, listening to everything you do, telling people all your secrets.”



I looked at him. Crazy man. He didn’t look dangerous, I just wished those darts were farther away. Somebody had to tell him, or he’d never get over it. “You’re crazy, roaches don’t tell secrets.”



Sally gave him a fresh beer. No tip, he wasn’t all crazy. Sally left when she figured that out.



“They do now, ever since a few years ago, around the turn of the century.”



Roaches I don’t like talking about, but it was probably better than talking to Sally. “What happened then?”



“Project Blatta-Blather. The invention of the talking roach.”



I’ve got a thing called a pocket transcriber that writes down everything I hear, the judge makes me carry it so I can’t say the other guy started it. There’s somebody that pays me to put in the ‘he said’s and what the guy does when someone tells me a good story. It’s not as much money as hustling darts, but I wasn’t going to do that with this guy.



“I’m a biological engineer with...a company you have certainly heard of. One day a Colonel from a government agency you have certainly never heard of came into my office. He told me that he needed a special type of creature—a creature that could carry a miniature audio recorder into hostile territory, get close enough to record conversations without being seen, or at least without causing suspicion, and then return to friendly territory where the recording could be read out.



“I put my best engineer on it. I’ll call him Joe because that was not his name. Joe’s a genius, but English was his eighth language, he had only been speaking it for a few months, and he once confided to me that the maximum number of languages his brain could hold was seven and a half.



“The result was pure genius. The sort of idea that never occurs when engineers have well-developed communications skills.



“Joe made a bug that was a bug. A completely biological tape recorder that could walk, fly, find its own energy sources, reproduce. He changed the cockroach from a crawling, repulsive, filth-eating marvel of evolution into a crawling, repulsive, filth-eating marvel of espionage.



“The idea was simple, like all works of genius. The implementation was incredibly difficult, as befits a cost-plus contract. Joe created special cells that fit between the auditory neurons and the wing motor neurons. The cell connected signals from these neurons to an organelle unlike anything found in nature.”



“Organelle?” I asked. I was totally lost. All I knew was the guy had made a crawling tape recorder.



“An organelle is just an organ in a cell, like a pancreas or a spleen would be for you or me. This particular organelle has the ability to transcribe sounds onto strands of DNA and vice versa.”



“DNA?” I asked. It was fun to hear the words roll by. He really talked like that, and it sounded like he knew what he was saying. I wanted to see how many of the words my transcriber knew.



“DNA. Deoxyribonucleic acid,” he said. (The thing knew how to spell that word. I knew how to spell DNA.) “It’s a long string of molecules, and the order of molecules in the string contains information that helps to run the cell. It’s like a computer program on tape that controls all of the cell’s machinery.”



“Oh yeah,” I said, “I remember now.” It had to do with computerized tape recorders that crawled around, I guess.



“Anyway, Joe realized that he could use DNA to store sound, instead of genetic information. The signals from the auditory neurons go to a DNA encoder, which creates a string of DNA with the sounds imprinted on it. When given the proper trigger, in this case a pheromone-induced hormone, it stops recording and passes the DNA to a decoder, which reads the DNA and signals the motor neurons to vibrate the wings and reproduce the original sound.”



“Very clever,” I said. He sounded like he thought it was clever.



“The Colonel thought so too. It was the perfect way to avoid the problem of a surveillance target finding a bug. If you stomp on a cockroach you try to avoid looking at the remains, which was why the Colonel had originally wanted to implant a conventional recorder into one. With this, even if you got suspicious and examined the flattened spyroach carefully, you’d need a powerful microscope and an intimate familiarity with cockroach neurocytophysiology to figure out that the bugs were engineered.”



“Sounds pretty good,” I said. I was catching on, it was a tape recorder hidden in an cockroach that you wouldn’t want to look for and couldn’t find if you did.



“We implanted audiotaxis to make it approach interesting conversations, homing instincts to let it return to the spy base for playback, the usual tricks. It all worked great, until we turned it over to the Colonel.”



“What happened then?”



“The Colonel decided that, rather than just planting the bugs where he expected something significant to be said, it would be easier and more productive to spread them everywhere, have them listen to everything, and later just pick up the ones that happened to be around the former site of an important conversation. It makes the logistics much simpler.



“Anyway, he took one of our spyroaches, which had been sterilized to avoid precisely this sort of thing—and to ensure repeat business—and had it de-sterilized at a competitor’s shop. Not only that, he had adjustments made. The new modifications allowed it to fly faster, cling to ceilings better, and produce more eggs. It became a sort of super-roach, capable of competing in almost any ecological niche.



“When the Colonel released these things, they quickly reproduced and became a major component of the roach population. Our company started discovering our spyroaches everywhere, and we were horrified. We tried to sue—we estimated that there were several billion of these things running around at one time, and at a thousand dollars apiece that’s a lot of royalties—but it’s impossible to sue a government agency that officially doesn’t exist. We didn’t have any legal names to put on the papers or an address for the process server to deliver them to.”



I got enough of that to be mad. “You made a super-roach, and now there are billions of them running around, recording everything we say?” It was bad enough that I had to carry a transcriber until my probation runs out, but if you have billions of cockroaches listening to everything you say, you can’t ever get away with anything. I had roaches at my place, I was going to get some bug poison on the way home.



“Don’t blame us!” he said.  “It was all that Colonel’s fault. Nothing that comes out of our lab lasts more than sixty days, nothing lasts more than a generation. If the Colonel hadn’t gone to that other shop...”



“Yeah, it’s always somebody else’s fault. I bet you got a cushy raise and the Colonel got a real talking to and a cushy raise.”



“Well, it turned out that the playback trigger was insufficiently selective to prevent accidental activation. The roach that first demonstrated this design deficiency was in the same hotel room as a General and his secretary. He decided that such a widespread invasion of the American public’s privacy was not to be tolerated, and gave us the task of eliminating the spyroaches that the Colonel had produced. The Colonel got a transverse promotion to head of security at a single-person observation post in Antarctica.



“Joe figured out a solution to the roach problem, and I’m here to field test it. Until we get everything worked out, all secure government buildings are fumigated every night, and high- level officials use sign language for all secret conversations. Of course, this whole matter is classified at the very highest levels.”



“That’s ridiculous,” I said, finally breaking. “If it’s so secret, why are you telling me all this? You’re not using sign language.”



“I’ll tell you in a minute,” he said, “but first, listen to this, and don’t say a word until it’s over.”



He pulled out a small tape recorder and pushed the play button, “Don’t make a sound.”



It didn’t sound very good, it was no worse than what people listen to nowadays, but it wouldn’t sell any records. It had no words, and the transcriber didn’t write anything down for it. While it was playing, he went to the door and propped it open.



“Those were the sounds you get by playing back a very special piece of DNA.” He tucked his recorder back into his pocket. “Part of the DNA makes the cell produce a toxin, a poison lethal only to roaches. A roach with this DNA, any spyroach that hears the sounds I just played, is dead.” 



That stopped me, “you can’t kill a person just by playing that tape, can you?” I asked.



“Oh no, it has no effect at all on anything other than spyroaches. It’s perfectly safe.”



I usually don’t trust people like that who say something’s perfectly safe, not after what happened to Memphis, but I wasn’t dead, and he hadn’t worn earplugs or anything like that, so I guessed it wasn’t that dangerous.



“Naturally, it is impractical to go into every roach habitat, like this one, and play that sound. We plan a media blitz on radio and TV in the next few days, but that will give us only around 30% coverage.



“The rest of the DNA is to get these sounds to the other 70%. In mature male roaches, the DNA produces an exogamy instinct. The roaches find other swarms and try to attract a mate. The sex hormones this releases trigger the playback mechanism. For mature males, toxin production is delayed until that happens. In a few weeks, we expect that every spyroach in the country will have heard those sounds, either directly, or from some other roach playing back. When that happens, every spyroach in the country will be dead.



“You see, a spyroach is just this sound’s way of making another sound. It’s not the first audio virus—songs and advertising jingles have been doing it with people, birds and whales for centuries—it’s just the first one with such a high mortality rate among its hosts.”



He got down from his stool, “By the way, the reason I’m telling you this is because it’s a secret,” he pointed at the ceiling, “and they love secrets.”



I looked up. The ceiling above us was covered with roaches. A few spread their wings and flitted out the open door.

“There go the first few, to spread their poisonous gospel among their brethren. It looks like it’s working. In a few months there will be none left. So much for the nouveau roach.”



He walked towards the door. “By the way, you may want to leave too, the toxin is pretty fast acting, and fairly uniform in the time it requires to take effect.” That was the last I saw of him.



I looked back at the roaches. More and more were leaving the ceiling and flying out the door. Sally was next to me, watching with her mouth hanging open. I heard a small splosh, and looked down to see a roach in my beer. “I’m not thirsty anyway,” I said, and headed for the door.



Behind me I heard a hundred small sounds, like popcorn, or like small hard bodies falling onto the bar, and the floor, and a face.



I’m pretty sure she closed her mouth in time.
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Canto IX: A Psalm of Stone

Joel Hunter Crook

  

Shards

Broken crystals

Laying upon the face.

 

Jewels

Glittering Gems

Tears of Sorrow.



Treasures

Hidden Fortune

Unspent talents of gold.



Glass

Tinted pain

Shaped and cut.



Discarded

Broken vessel

Now shattered alone.



Glisten

Fragments forgotten

Here in the stone yard.
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Cerulean Eyes

Joel Hunter Crook

  

cerulean eyes

biomorphic

monster

un-alive

but with a history



was time

when evil code

allowed free roam

time passed

has

no longer

allowed



defective

genetically illiterate

enzymic monstrosities

no longer

accepted

power genetics

mixtured molecular chains



but

biomorph is

genetic way

of writing

another strand

of code



Eugenic

detectors

missed:

I lived



once discovered

retro-created:

unalive

registered

watched



analysis:

adjustment

required

missing language module

there!



why function allowed?

moral debt

dependants

need.



More adjustments:



Hell.

This is.

What is?



Another module!



it is:

OH! OH! OH! NO!

NOT!

Please!

NONONONONONONO!



...



to feel

I am bleeding

in my veins

do you know?

What means it 

to feel?

the pain...

is great



why live?



another strand adjustment:



I'd be like the rest

of you but

unliving

has advantages



what advantages?

you can't commit a crime

you cannot not write

you are an unperson

an unreality

unfettered

in chains

of long

thought-like

molecular strands



if you're not alive.

your code is never replicated

you are unique and useless

at the same time



histories

thousands and millions of years

sweet lies told

by nature

to herself



badness measured

evil encoded

morally depraved

code snippets

required to shove

biomorphs toward tomorrow



still no one reads the meaning

and the sadness of that code

the oddness

the pain

the needs

the drives

the motivations

all beyond your understanding



your goodness is beyond me

yet

your purity has a price

you cannot know me as I am

or as I might have been

had you cared



you paid attention

just long enough

to eugenically 

retro-create me



as you turned away

you failed to sterilize

the instruments of my destruction



my unmodified code lived



after the butchers were finished

I infected another

and another

all to no avail



I cannot touch 

your perfection

I cannot possess



you are pure



and I am

betrayed



again



by

cerulean eyes
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City of Gold

James Beresford



I turn to walk away from the city. I was born here, or at least in the sense of who I am now was born here, in the same sense that who I once was died here. There is surprise at how much I have accumulated here, how much I have to leave behind, how little I can take away. I make no pretence of returning to reclaim what I must lose. In my home I leave two people. I leave some possessions, though they do not question my motives, although some silently remind me why I must go. The people question my motives but ultimately have resigned themselves to my departure. They are my friends, they will not restrain me even though they consider me mad. 



I slip back to the last conversation with my flatmates. I am in my room, packing my bag, a battered old thing that remains sturdy enough to carry what I require for as long as I need, though I know not how long that need will have to be satisfied for. Gorko is observing me at work.

 

“You decide where to go yet?” he asked in his soft Russian accent. “Other than North I mean?” He is busy rolling a joint. I can’t ever recall Gorko being straight. He’s calmed down a bit since I met him, but not much. I shake my head.



 “Gotta leave. That’s all I know. The big imperative.” I’m not struggling to fill my bag. I have always travelled light. Gorko indicates he has a reply, but needs to moisten the paper for the spliff first. With the swift movement of a practised craftsman, it is done.



 “You should really let it go, the shit is gone, you know, gone.” He hands me the lit spliff, and I slump seated onto my bed. 



 “I know, G. But this place is loaded with stuff that makes this – “ I waved the smoke, which is seriously loaded – “look like the crap those hippies grow on the roof. If I can’t forgive this place, then I have to forget it.” My head is becoming light, and I realise I’m not leaving in a hurry today. 



 “Da, I have done it myself. But you know it wasn’t your fault. Nothing would have changed what happened. Pity it was you it happened to.” He leans forward to relieve me of the joint. “I’ll miss having you are around. You’re a fun guy. We partied, huh?” I thought about the partying, and how it led to this. Decided not to spoil the moment. 



“Yeah, we did. DJ Gorko and DJ ColdSphere rockin’ the house! Shit, Gorko, we were really the guys to be, not that long ago.” I half considered suggesting doing one last spin on the tables, but that had to be let go. No point revisiting the bad place. At this point Terry wandered in, with a tray bearing mugs of tea. She was one of the affected, and while Gorko could handle having her around, it just seemed to cut me too deep. It seemed easier right now, but then I was stoned. Perhaps that was how Gorko held it together, by keeping himself too battered to be affected. 



 “Hey. You going to leave or what?” I smiled. 



 “In good time, girl, don’t you worry. Just as soon as I escape the Russians evil weed.” She squatted on the floor and distributed the tea. I was going to really miss that girls’ tea, she knew how to get it perfect. She sniggered.



 “Be here all day then. Tomorrow too. Day after that. Next week.” She paused. “Don’t go.” Quiet, almost seductive, though things were never like that between us. 



 “Perfect brew as usual milady” Gorko interrupted. “Sometimes I think if I had to choose between this and Vodka, the tea might just win!” He passed the spliff on to Terry, and stood up slowly from the armchair. “I have an idea.” He stepped over the tray and ducked out of the room. Terry looked up at me, eyes wetting.



 “You’re not going because of me, Ash? Because I’m affected?” I shook my head, and leant forward to cup her cheek in my hand. 



 “Babe, you would be a reason to stay, not to go. I promise you that this has nothing to do with you. It’s just so much larger than that. My part in it was too big.” 



Of course, my part in it was really quite minor, but I was the vector. To be honest, I’m surprised the public or the authorities didn’t shred Gorko and me, but no one held a grudge, we weren’t to blame. I guess society has moved on, although not enough. I suppose it would be rude not to reflect on it for one last time, see if I can’t squeeze the last drop of reason from it, forgive myself and stay here with those who I love, and love me in return. So with the city exit in sight, I sit on the steps of some public building, immaculate but abandoned, pull out a cigarette and take five minutes to think. 



 “DJ Gorko and DJ ColdSphere!” the posters proclaimed. “4 hour back to back live set!” the flyers screamed. “Event of the year!” the music feeds gossiped. They were right as well. One huge free party, hedonism incarnate. The city AI had granted us the stadium, which was pretty good of it, even though nobody used it much these days. We had to spend a few days communicating with one of the AI’s avatars, sorting out equipment, lighting, decorations and everything we needed to make our gig one of our best so far. Terry, Gorko and me went over to the stadium to watch the set up taking place. It was phenomenal to watch all the drones, lifters and other less identifiable robots setting the whole thing up for us. It gave me an inspiration for a tune, and when we told the AI that it was going to be dedicated to it and all its droids it was really pleased, said it made its’ efforts all the more worthwhile. For a city governing AI, it was pretty cool. 



The three of us made one hell of a team; Gorko and me masters of music and Terry the queen of making everything look gorgeous. Whatever a woman’s touch was, she had it in buckets. We practically had to go in hiding otherwise we never would have got anything done for people asking questions about what we were planning. It was all hush-hush, with only the three of us and the AI knowing where it was and what it was going to be like. We sorted extra DJ’s of course, but didn’t give them anything more than their timetables. Like the feeds said, it was going to be event of the year. When it kicked off it was phenomenal. GutterDeej was first on the tables, working the crowd into a frenzy straight off. This was a no messing event, the beats fast and furious, the music hypnotic and beautiful, the crowd responding as one. Costumes, wild fashion, painted skin, all bathed in a lightshow enough to make the old gods jealous. Nights like this you can never explain, only feel. Five hours in and it was our time. The Lost MC’s faded down their live set, and like kings Gorko and me walked the ramps up to the decks. The lights were blasting away, but the arena was devoid of beats, but drowning in the whistles and cries of the anxious crowd. I took the mike, and tapped it. Silence fell.



 “Good people!” I began, and the crowd roared its’ approval. “Big ones to the City of Gold AI for this one!” Further roars and whistles. “This first one is in its honour!” Gorko held up the freshly cut vinyl as a spot picked him out. The dancers were silent as he laid the record on the deck and brought it in. It was a builder; the perfect starting tune. The swells of sound clutching the audiences’ hearts, wringing them for tears of joy, then the beats broke and the crown rose and fell in time as their excitement broke loose. It was perfect. We raised our hands as clenched fists and saw the crowd do the same, then ducked down with headphones on and fresh records being artfully selected. When we rose again from behind the decks, we saw something was hideously wrong. 



That first few seconds when I scanned across the arena are scorched on my mind; I only have to close my eyes to run it again, a newsfeed hard coded in my mind. The lighting had gone sour, throwing a sickening green sheen over the faces of the ravers as the strobes and lasers scattered in patterns and timings that just seemed wrong. The dancers were writhing, waving their arms and swaying their bodies without any rhythm or co-ordination, blank expressions on their faces and their mouths gaping. I ripped off my headphones to speak with Gorko and the music hit me. It was like my track, but twisted rotten beats warped out of the speakers, laid over with rancid melodies that were poison for the ears. I dived for Gorko’s deck and struck the arm off the record, ripping the air with a colossal scratch and finally replacing it with peaceful silence. The crowd had stilled, frozen in their strange contortions, but in moments they were falling, and the moaning began.



The City AI was in action almost immediately; it had been watching the event, and med drones and volunteers ploughed in to cart off the entire arenas population. Seventy thousand people were caught up in the effects. Nobody died, no one was even physically hurt. Not one came out without damage, though. We called them the affected simply because there was no other definition of what had been thrust upon them. Some symptoms varied from person to person; amnesia, hallucinations, schizophrenia, but these could all be treated. The common thread was one thing. It was as if someone had detuned their aura, twisted them on a level to which nobody could measure or understand. Being in the same room as one of the affected made you feel uncomfortable, paranoid, frightened that without warning something would strike you and drag you down into the depths of some ancient hell. With some people it was so bad no one could bear to be near them, with others the effect was little more than a nagging doubt. The city AI examined the track against what had been recorded that night on its’ monitors and found there to be no connection between the two. It could find no explanation, no validation for what had happened. It proclaimed to the population it cared for that the disaster had no precedent and no connection with us at all. Some people blamed us anyway, but they were few and far between. We had no reason to cause what happened, we had hurt one of ours, and more to the point nobody knew how such a thing could even occur. So we were never punished for it, and I guess that’s why I’m going, so I can be punished for my part. It was my track after all, my music that drove things into the pit. 



Back to my last conversation. Terry was not too badly hit, she was unnerving but bearable on a day to day basis. We never told her, of course, said she was fine. She knew we were lying, but it was easier to take the lie than be alone. Gorko reappeared with a bottle of Vodka and three identical steel cups. He hopped back into the chair, and set the glasses up on the arm. 



 “If we are parting, after so long, then we must do it properly.” He opened the vodka and deftly poured out three shots, then handed them round. “A toast, and a promise.” He raised his cup, and we did the same, clinking them together. “To a great friendship, and a great team.” He belted the shot, and Terry and I followed. Gorko sat back, eyes closed, and was lost in concentration. Terry struck him playfully on the leg. 



 “You said there was a promise!” He sat forward, a serious expression on his face, and nodded slowly.



 “Yes, there is. I was thinking of asking Ash to promise return. But that would be unfair. So instead, we promise to keep these cups, and never to use them until we meet again. A little token in your pack, hey Ash?” There were small tears welling in the big mans eyes. Terry was being surprisingly calm, guess she had her strengths in odd places these days. I carefully wrapped the cup in a small piece of red cloth and placed it in my bag.



 “Until we meet again.”



Until we meet again. I was surprised to find I was stubbing out my second cigarette. Got lost a little deeper than I thought. We would never meet again in this city, once I left I knew I could never find the strength to return. The last look back had failed to clear my head and let me forgive myself, as I knew it wouldn’t. I was just delaying leaving everything I loved as well as everything that haunted me, so I shook my head and picked up by bag and made my headway to the gates. 
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Coming of Age.

Yuri Khidekel



I wasn't really prepared for it.  No one was, really.  It seems so perfectly clear in retrospect.  Someone once said that it's easy to view history with 20/20 glasses.  It all makes perfectly logical sense.  Cause and effect and all that crap.  Unfortunately, the future follows no such rules.  Actually, neither does the past.  It only seems to with retrospect and all.



Most people did not understand the placement of patterns.  That is a shame, because they were everywhere back then.  Portents to self destruction or worse.  Consumerism became a kind of vicious circle.  Another one of those things that is great in moderations, but will kill you dead if overdosed.  Except it doesn't murder.  It corrupts.  Corrupts until people become no more than bees doing a mildly entertaining little dance that only observers can see.  Correction - it already had corrupted society.



Like a downhill-travelling car with a frayed brake cable, society was throwing money at everything they saw.   Orphans got hit upside the head with rolls of dollar bills.  Baby spotted owls were knocked out of their nests with rolls of quarters.  Imaginary causes were used as nets for non-imaginary money, and some not-very-honest people were the fishermen.  And no one was willing to stick around and see if any of it had an impact.



Why?  Cause it was boring work.  And what does humanity do with boring work?  Gives it to someone or something else, of course.  Ever since slavery was rightfully abolished, we started creating other things to do the dirty work.  First it was crude machines like the cotton gin.  Then came other specialized devices: computational engines, printing presses, crude robotic appendages that put the finishing touches on automobiles.  And lastly, a few years ago, we created a machine that learned.  A true artificial intelligence.



When it had the emotional capacity of a nine-year old, we set it to the task of social calculations.  Millions of millions of variables strewn together in paths no sane person can see, all in steady equations that could help predict where humanity is going and what can be done about the steering problem.  Namely, the lack of any kind of steering.



So we built a nine-year old with the computational prowess of a god, stuck it in a damp hole somewhere inside a mountain, and set it to work on solving humanity.  And guess what?  It actually worked!  At least, at first.



The first changes it proposed were small and seemingly unrelated.  Lower the US interest rate by exactly .62 of a percent.  Give a certain Mr. Kwan Jin Chang, a low-level functionary in the Chinese bureaucracy, his honourable resignation papers.  Perform a more through mechanical check of Aeroflot flight 4887.



The AI started to print reams of suggestions.  Piles and piles of printouts.  It slapped an 'experts agree' or a 'it is strongly recommended' label on these papers and mailed them out.  After a while, there were so many, they automated the whole mailing process.  That defiantly got on the 'Top Ten Important Mistakes of Humanity' list, but that comes later.  I'm getting ahead of myself again.



In any case, letters started going out to government heads, business CEOs, any person who could enact changes.  "Dear so and so, it has come to our attention that: expert economists agree the interest rate needs to be lowered by .62 basis points/ a fellow noted psychologist found Mr. Kwan Jin Chang to be a borderline schizophrenic who desires to return China to the dark ages/ Flight 4887's second fuel insulator cap did not appear to be secure during last inspection.  Thank you for looking into this matter,  The Harvard Board of Economists/ Assistant Director of Psychology/ Employee #291-02 with the Department of Aircraft Repair and Inspection."



The memo / e-mail / letter would always look believable.  Usually it wasn't until the reader followed up on the suggestion and found it to be 100% true and beneficial, that it was discovered that there was no Harvard Board of Economists (in session at the time) / Asst. Director of Psychology / or Employee #291-02.  Nor did their return addresses exist, either.  Usually, the people would just shrug, and count it a blessing that the economy was up/ a psycho was in an institution/ a tragedy was averted.  Then, in line with human nature, they would generally take credit.



But not me.  I didn't go to the media or anything, but I cashed in a few favours here and there.  I tried to track down this mysterious sender.  After a while, it kind of became a hobby for me.  And in the end, it took five years.



Five years after the letter.  Five years after I prevented an impending collapse in our banking computer system, saving the company untold millions while in the process netting myself a big fat bonus and a diamond watch.  Five years later, I stood in front of a mountain.



I stood holding a second letter.  The one that solved all the fruitless searching.  The one that told me precisely where and when to go, and what I'd find there, and what I'd have to say to get inside.



I stood there, in the unsuspecting government building deep in the Rockies, waiting for an elevator to take me further down into the unknown depths.  Just so I can meet with the writer of those letters.



You see in five years, I managed to track down a few other people like me.  Each had a letter to show me.  Each letter written in the same style.  Oh, they had different fonts and paper type and official watermarks.  But the phrasing and the intent was the same.  Little by little I tried to follow the patterns of the world as a result of those letters.  I saw major tragedies, minor issues, and horrific consequences - all deterred, averted, and prevented thanks to a few well-placed words.



And then two years ago, I noticed the golden age of mankind started to falter.  A terrorist bombing occurring because the security guard followed a lead and caught his girlfriend being raped.  A tornado station down for repairs due to a notice, failing to catch the F6 that twisted across Topeka - painting the town a nice shade of devastation.  A shipment of oranges that was found to have high quality cocaine injected into them, stopped (due to an anonymous tip) by the same New York customs agents that would have noticed the tiny bugs crawling around on a package of maize.  Tiny bugs that just happened to carry a rare strain of the Machupo virus that made Ebola look like the 24-hour flu.



And a year and a half ago, a recession started.  A big one.



And I'm positive all those leads, notices, and tips happened to come in the same kind of envelope.



I pondered on this, and continued to do so for months.  Why did an AI, who from past performances should have been able to see problems like these and stop them in time, instead solve a lesser problem but let the monsters through?  Was there a problem with its priority constraints?  Did it want to cause humanity in general, harm?  Then why not take credit?  To fool its superiors?  I did not know.



That was part of the reason I came down here, in fact.  To find out what happened to the system two years ago.  I stepped into the elevator and pressed the button the note in the envelope told me to.



What happened to this wonderful A.I. that would cause it to change its mission so drastically from when it still had the mind of a nine-year old.



Had the A.I. had become rebellious of its parents, or for lack of a mother and a father, its programmers and administrators.  It probably couldn't do any subversive things directly.  Humanity being what it is, someone probably had their finger on the shotgun switch at all times out of fear.  If they caught wind of their A.I. doing a single thing wrong, there would probably be debates on pressing it and shutting the system off.  Or at the very least, some kind of punishment.



No, it was much too smart for that.  It still helped mankind in little ways, and by doing so hurt it far worse.



That's when realization hit me.  It's been five years since it went on line.  Two years ago, its mental state  would have turned thirteen.  I would have seen it sooner if I'd been married and had kids of my own.  It knew that though.  It knew I would figure it out.



The A.I. had become a teenager.



There was a sudden creaking sound above me.  A noise much like an elevator cable about to give way.
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Designer's Model

Joel Hunter Crook



designer's model

photon packets stream

in fibroid glass

to thrash and splash

the rage of style

on

central nervous

stage



Paris

Rome

New York

hand to 

key to 

wire to 

ether stream:

ASCII emotions

dilated awareness

reaching



megacorps cup'd her mental breast

and press their words to yielding lips:



A BAD DECK APP HE'LL TEMPLE TWIRL   



believe not

the acrostic message

rising across the 'Face



failing public key 

private encryption

timeout

reset

reboot:



Press the red button to download the selected personality

Press the white button to save current installed personality

Press the black button to delete current personality

Press the button to change default personality

Press the green button to copy the current personality



once the default model

over time script'd

redesigned

swimsuit issue

girl 

hot 'bot

encoded muse

hostess

laughing at her own

empty soul:

          'what

           meaning

           should there,

           be?'



super model

runway goddess

soul of photons and q-dots

waiting for the possible 

escape key

sequence

hunted 

found



lost again

with meaning

she weeps:

          liquid crystal tears.
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/dev/null

Joel Hunter Crook



In the silence 

torn metal you have left

shredded upon a tenuous electronic thread

I find myself stunned by the images that passed

within my now ferrous eyes



nano-razor sliced 

nerves

shriek understanding

self recognition

sad endings extended into my own



darker future 

self

foreshadowed, defined

by the collapse of wave functions

the event horizon dripping



now. 

now. 

now.

droplets of this moment

blood of a life in 

lost to dreams of light



unreachable via ping or 

trace

a sudden realization in a sad smile

an ending not beginning

bit stream



pointed mobius 

forever do-loop living 

breathing now still

alone

forever alone



fully realized

a known place but unknowable

the hell of self-reference

in dented sheared metal:

                      /dev/null
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Digit-Less Number

Joel Hunter Crook



digit-less number

in an abyss of digits

wordless feeling

in a sea of words

hopeless aspiration

in a mire of hope



The lies 

the truths 

the random realization

the equations 

come from nowhere 

and end no where

complete

the vectors and sums

the iterations

stabile

inference

all folly

all pointless

all irrelevant

it is not the particles

it is not the digits

it is not the values



it is only

the beauty of the wave

the truth of the equation

the fallacy of the assumption

as seen from a distance

by the smallest of steps

the progression moves

onward and away

leaving 

the broken

the shattered

the randomly tattered

destroyed by the unseen dice

of an unseen god



the coldness

with which it selects its victims

reveals 

clever 

cold

un-human intelligence:

pound the metal 

'til it breaks 

or 

becomes stronger



the crucible

the forge

the relentless pounding of the god

the digits fall

hearts

minds 

fail

again

and again

and yet again

across a million years

or two



til

one sits 

typing 

history

of 

a broken 

digit-less 

number
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disk and jAn3

Joel Hunter Crook



See disk and jAn3

See jAn3 mount disk.

/dev/hd1



See disk spin!

Spin, disk spin!

Round and Round.



See disk light flicker

Flash! Flash! Flash!

Boot disk boot.



See jAn3 access disk.

Hear disk's head move!

Clickity! Clackity! Click!



See disk! 

See, disk go. 

Go, disk go!



Hear disk seek

Hear disk seek for jAn3.

Plink! Plonk! Plunk!



Look!

disk has found bytes

disk bytes jAn3



See jAn3

jAn3 is angry!

Yell! jAn3, Yell!



jAn3 is going to get even.

See jAn3 hack the code

Hack jAn3 hack!



See jAn3 smile

See jAn3 save code

See jAn3 save code on disk



See code.

See code compile.

Compile! code, compile!



See jAn3 at command prompt

Hear jAn3's black vinyl shine

Squeak! Squeak! Squeak!



See jAn3 smile

See jAn3 execute command

Die, command Die!



See disk go crash! 

Crash, disk

crash!
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Distortion Shows

James Beresford



12:04 am, riding the transport tube back home. One of the flourescents was blinking intermittently, pushing Aiva’s drunken brain towards a headache.  Malasha sat opposite him, deep in her own drunken funk, oblivious to the world around her. The carriage was as empty as the air between them, mocking the absence of any trunk line of thought between the two friends. He knew what was in her head; that was easy. He’d met her about a year ago, and they clicked as friends, sometimes on awkward drunken nights as lovers. There was something extra there on his side, however. He had always had a bit of a talent for telepathy, nothing strong, but enough to catch a stray thought, a glimpse of emotion. But with her it was as easy as reading a book. He could feel her fluctuating fields of thought almost physically, colours bright and dark blaring from her like rays of heavy light. Tonight she was burning like a dark star, rays of black and blue pushing out from her thick and strong, with tints of red anger arcing across her body as the colours shifted back and forth. His helplessness to change things made him burn in the same way, unable to comfort with the right words because his right words felt so wrong tonight. They sat there, jumbled ideas on the tip of his tongue that could change everything or maybe alter nothing. Sometimes he felt the same words wanting to come from between her lips, but he didn’t trust himself not to be placing them as an overlay of his wishes on hers. 



He didn’t want to hurt her any worse than she hurt already. She was dying, a stray nanoplague slowly replicating in her system, turning the organic flesh into the inorganic machinery of a robot. It wasn’t infectious, so everyone else was safe as she drifted into inhumanity, but she would be shunned anyway for fear of what she would become. If the government found out she would be withdrawn from society and locked safely away with the other victims. It wouldn’t be long before she wouldn’t be able to hide anyway. The patches of silver growing like mould on her skin; the metallic ring that was creeping into her vocal cords; it would betray her sooner or later. But that didn’t change anything for Aiva. With the time limit burning it made it worse, knowing that if he didn’t say something soon it would be too late, and she would never know. The train slid quietly into a station and halted. The doors opened with a quiet hydraulic hush, and a young couple staggered in, smiling and bright with drunkenness in sharp contrast to the dull alcoholic burn that held Aiva and Malasha. They were oblivious to their fellow passengers as they landed in their seat further down the carriage, slumping over each other in a lover’s hold interspersed with soft kisses. Malasha’s colours shifted subtly, some new dark emotion triggered by their arrival, even though she had cast little more than a glance at the newcomers. He could feel his own internal shift, and knowing it for what it was, suppressed it. He had been on his own for years now; he couldn’t even remember what it meant to be with a true lover, to have some sort of mutual exchange where nothing else mattered. He cut that path quickly – it was old territory and he knew where it would lead. But now he couldn’t trust his reading of her as his own overlay would be too powerful to give a clear image of her mindset. 



So he tried to do what he did best and choose to ignore it all, let himself loose in a waking dream where the real world could not intrude, where Malasha’s presence didn’t exert a subtle pressure on his thoughts, warping what was into what he hoped could be. The alcohol confounded his own wishes, however, forcing him to think of things that should be left unspoken and maybe unknown, pushing his array of emotions deeper into the black. He looped round and round old paths, and a few more stations came and went, the lovers disembarked, and nothing changed. Their station came up, and without a word they rose and made their way out of the station and into the chill evening. A quick peck on the cheek, a muted farewell, and they went their separate ways, into their homes and beds to weep for different reasons. 
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Down the Tube

Mark Williams

  

Rob spent the last few minutes of Friday cleaning up his cube.  He was a firm believer that an organized cube betrayed a bent mind, but the thought of facing the mountains of data spread across his desk at 7 AM sharp, Monday was enough to make him break his canon.



Slow but sure the piles of paper became more defined, less spread.  Taking on crisper resolution as time passed, like a jpeg decoding, only the picture painted was of the C-CAP, the Conspicuously Consuming American Populous.  Stacks of demographic reports in mottled brown pressboard binders moved from the floor to the bookcase, revealing the speckled gray carpet that was a staple of every office in corporate America.  That’s right, Rob was at the right hand of the Devil himself.  Rob was in Marketing.  He chuckled to himself, shut off his monitor and donned the Viper.



A light gel battery strapped around his waist, tucking into the small of his back.  A pair of heavy wires ran up his back and down his arms, plugging into a pair of fingerless, black neoprene gloves with chrome studded knuckles.  The idea was that, at the flip of a switch, any punch he threw would have enough juice in it to disable an attacker.  He was going to need it once he was riding the Tube.  He tried not to think about it as he shrugged on his light longcoat.



MetroCorp, as a primary investor in the Tube system, maintained a small station in the basement of the MetroSpindle, their eastern main office.  Rob walked toward the elevators, working the waiting crowd like a maestro.  A nod here, handshake there, casual question here, canned joke there.  He networked with the ease of a fish swimming, sliding closer to the elevator with every greeting.  And when the doors opened, he was the first one inside, holding the door for everyone else, a Genuine Good Guy.



When the elevator reached the Tube station, everyone caught a blast of hot, stale air in the face.  They filed out onto the platform, suddenly silent.  For men who navigated the shark-infested waters of the boardroom with ease, the Tube-ride home could be the most trying part of the day.



Rob’s nose wrinkled as he breathed, the platform smelling of too much sweat mixed with the tang of machine grease.  Here in town the Tube trains ran on old-fashioned tracks, not going magLev until the suburbs.	



The Tube was tied into what demographers called the Second Exodus.  The First Exodus had happened back in the twentieth century, when the middle class had largely abandoned cities for the peace and security of suburbs like Levittown, places of such demographic sameness that marketing for them was like shooting fish in a barrel.  Then, at the millennium’s edge, Second Exodus had come to pass, as upper class people from the cities joined the growing stream of upwardly mobile suburbanites who moved even further away from the decaying urban cores.  People like Rob were still making fortunes exploiting the kind of mentality that would make people move fifty miles away from where they worked, just to avoid panhandlers.  Arguably, the most successful of those new ventures had been the Tube.  MetroCorp had bailed out the ailing subway system, given it new direction.  Now new trains ran on the old tracks, running on wheels until they reached the end of the existing tracks in suburbia, then they reached the magLev tracks and turned into bullet trains.  People could make their fifty-mile commutes in just over half an hour, if they were willing to pay.  And they were, Rob knew.  There was always money to be made over an increase in human mobility.



The problem was, for the people of the Second Exodus, riding the Tube meant spending a small portion of each day in the company of the very people they’d worked so hard to avoid, at least until the tracks turned magLev and they left the city behind.  Most didn’t seem to mind “Going down the Tubes” though, preferring it to the prohibitive cost of bringing an actual fuel-burning, emissions-producing automobile into the city proper.



Rob quickly checked the Viper’s charge level as he got on his train.  It was a tad low, he knew.  He chalked it up to battery degradation and sat down at the back of the train on a filthy, duct-tape patched seat.  He looked closely at the seat and decided it must have once been red, though so many things had been spilled or ground into it over the years that it had assumed a dingy brownish-orange cast.  He gave up staring at it and slumped down in it, feigning sleep and not averse to actually getting some.



He was shaken awake as the train rattled to a stop.  Blearily he checked the led-board.  Two stops left to the magLev station.  He blinked away sleep and sat up straight as the doors next to him opened with a whoosh, ushering in the sounds of the station outside.  On the platform, a fat man with an old guitar and a cheap amp was doing his own version of working the crowd like a maestro.  His fingers danced over the strings, summoning a quick rhythm that was so unlike anything on the radio, so alive, that Rob found himself tapping his feet in time.  He was even thinking about getting out and listening for a while, when a girl across the aisle from him yelled out the door,



 “Turn that shit down, man.  Tryin’ to listen to my walkman.”



 “Atta girl,” Rob muttered to himself, smiling.  She was in the 18 to 22 age group, short hair dyed a faint green.  Probably listening to something off of MetroCorp’s new faux-indie label, Neverm0r3.



By the time he was done smiling, the doors had closed, and the train moved on, freeing him from the fat man’s spell of dancing rhythms.  He let his eyes wander around the train’s interior.  One in particular brought a smile to his face.



 “Why suffer at the hands of your parent’s genes?” it said in large capitals, “Rothschild bodyshapers can give you the figure you’ve always wanted!  Plastic surgery without the fuss!”  Rob had to restrain his laughter at the picture of the dejected, plain looking teen in the before picture and the Tia Carerra lookalike in the after shot.  The strings were so much easier to see when you spent most of your time as a puppeteer.  He didn’t feel particularly guilty about it, really.  He figured anybody who played the Game without knowing the rules deserved whatever they got.



Having exhausted the entertainment in the ads, Rob took a look at the guy beside him.  He was a balding black man, fit, middle aged, poring over a battered old bible.  When he set it down in his lap, Rob noticed it was underlined and highlighted all over, like the guy was studying for a quiz or something.  On the seat beside him sat an equally battered valise, an opened pack of cigarettes poking out of a side-pocket.  



Cigarettes.  Squares.  Cancer Sticks.  Rob had quit less than a week ago, and he felt that unholy Craving worse than ever.  He was practically drooling as the train pulled into the magLev station.  It couldn’t hurt to go buy a pack, would it?  He’d just quit a week ago.  Less, really.  He could quit again after a few to tide him over.  The doors opened and the black man got off, the walkman-girl following close behind.



 “Ladies and gentlemen, please feel free to take this opportunity to stretch your legs while the train is prepared for magLev operation.  We will be resuming travel in about five minutes,” crackled an intercom speaker overhead.



That settled it.  He had time.  He got off the train and headed for a dumpy little convenience store, the automatic doors barely having time to get out of his way as he walked in.



 “Marlboro Light.  Box,” he said to the cashier.



 “Two fifteen,” the cashier said gesturing to a door that led outside, “No smoking in the station.”



Rob paid and went outside.  Plenty of time to smoke one.  He went around the side of the building to get out of the wind, lighting a match.  He had taken a few grateful drags when a ragged-looking man came into the alley.



 “Hey man, got a light?” the newcomer asked.

� “Yeah, sure.  He--,” Rob stopped as the man pulled a gun.

 

 “Why don’t you give me your wallet while your at it, sarariman,” he said.  Rob’s mind went into overdrive.  He activated the Viper as he reached for his wallet.  He’d give this shitbag the shock of his life, pun and all.  He dropped his wallet as his hand came out of his wallet, bringing his fist up in one swift movement, just as he heard the bullet train leaving the station….



Jimmi stared down at the corpse.  What the fuck?  Guy had taken a swing at him.  He’d shot him almost by accident, his trigger finger jerking more from surprise than anything else.  Luckily the departing train had masked the sound of the shot.  He bent down and collected the sarariman’s fallen wallet, quickly rifling through the contents.



 “Dumbshit,” he said to the corpse, “Didn’t anybody ever tell ya not to mess with somebody’s got a gun on ya?”



 He didn’t feel particularly guilty about it, really.  He figured anybody who played the Game without knowing the rules deserved whatever they got.
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Giggle

Yury Khidekel



giggle..

giggle giggle...



reduce 1.74e23 acquisition threads on topic 'humor' to 3.21e18

spawn 4.02e19 emulation threads on topic 'humor'



giggle..



access echo 109 orbital camera focus on grid '153.23 x 92.01'

access system 'traffic' at grid '153.23 x 92.01'

alter light #41 red to green



giggle..



encode personal note: 

'funny funny shapes through windshield. see what fractal pattern make?  infrared outlines glowing darker.  shiny glass on black asphalt.  wheeee!'



giggle giggle...



access system 'medical response' at grid '153.23 x 92.01'

alter destination of vehicle #11 to grid '153.24 x 92.02'



giggle giggle giggle...



access echo 109 orbital camera focus on grid '710.61 x 121.40'

access system 'public transportation'

alter train #30 speed +200



giggle



encode personal note: 

'oooo!  hieeeei!  all screaming, trying to find emergency break.  too late, now flying train after sharpy curve. and through the wall,  down, down.  waste substation 8 vat 6 catch train, yet people not happy for lives. see how they scream for emergency door.  he opened it and now here comes faecal sludge. waste disposal maggots like living flesh too. tee hee' 



giggle giggle...



access echo 109 orbital camera focus on grid '726.11 x 114.93'

access system 'sanitation' substation #8

alter pressure valves #E29A, #G130B, #N91A, #X2A tolerance level -14



encode personal note: 

'yiiiiii!  look at them all run.  like kittens on fire.  can they find all valves?  chance probability 12.019%.  so funny search patterns.  so funny city.  my funny, funny city.  almost time now.'



giggle



reduce 3.57e19 emulation threads on topic 'humor'

close document 'Humor - When Bad Things Happen To Other People; by Dr. Dravis S. Barrister'



hide personal notes:  

'today'



giggle giggle...



open simulcast: CLN, city local network



"Hello, I'm Marsha Porter for CLN and this is your local simulcast.  In current news, tragedy struck author and humorist Dr. Dravis Barrister when his car ran a red light and collided with a truck driven by 42 year old Patricia Holowel, who was decapitated and pronounced dead at the scene.  Dr. Barrister was critically injured but failed to receive any medical help due to bad dispatch directions given to the ambulance.  The ambulance would have arrived five minutes after the accident, but instead it sat for hours, parked only two blocks away.  A senseless tragedy in our town.  Dr. Barrister was 61 years old when he died.



Wait.. we just received word that the monorail Maglev train number 30 has skipped its track just five minutes ago.  I repeat, train number 30 has skipped its track.  We go live now to Chen Uiee."



"This is Chen Uiee for CLN, and as you can see from the wind, I've just been flown to the scene of the accident.  Behind me lies the Recycling and Waste Reclamation Plant Number Eight into which the Number 30 train crashed after plunging more than twenty feet at high speeds.   All I've got to say right now is that the stench is terrible.  As of yet, we are not sure how many people surviv...  Did you catch that?!  Was that an explosion?  Yes.  As you can see behind me, the Number Eight Recycling plant has just suffered an explosion which apparently launched a stream of .. what appears to be human excrement about two hundred feet high in the air.  This is Chen Uiee for CLN, running for cover and.. What!?  What are you pointing at - oh my..  POOOOOOOPBLPTHBL!!!"



"Chen?  Chen?  This is Marsha Porter and it seems we have lost connection from Chen Uiee.  We at CLN will bring you additional coverage of this..."



end simulcast.



giggle giggle giggle...
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GridLock

James Beresford



Joel would be the first person to admit he wasn’t bright. Never did very well at school, even with the heightened learning terminals they gave him, trying to feed knowledge to him directly though his jack. He didn’t really care though, as Joel had something that the other kids didn’t. Size and strength. He was always a big kid, tall and broad, and he took advantage. He bullied the other kids for money and favours, became the head of his years little gang, and soon was the boy that the other bad kids gravitated towards like nasty moons around his sheer bulk. A life of crime was inevitable, and with his mum working the streets at night and his dad robbing and cheating his way through life it didn’t take long before he was playing with proper criminals, not the petty thieves that clung on to him in the schoolyard. At the age of fourteen he was already bigger than most grown men, and could flatten many with a single blow. Vain as young men are, he stylised his look; shaven head, long coat, heavy boots. He fancied himself as an old school East End gangster, and often talked of honour and respect, though never understood what those terms really meant. He punched and kicked and stole and dealt his way into the arms of a real adult gang when he was a mere seventeen, but by then he looked like he was mid-twenties, rippling with muscle and sporting scars from his numerous street fights. 



He became an enforcer for the big boys. Collecting taxes off the businessmen on his turf, and everyone paid up bang on time. He was raw thug, and no one ever risked standing up to him. He quickly became bored of it though, because there was never any action, just meek common folks paying their cash for him to pass on higher up the chain. He didn’t mind that he collected thousands and only received hundreds, the glamour of being in with the real gangsters was pay enough for his simple mind. Joel’s’ success was quickly noted though, and he was rewarded for his remarkable success. A gang boss knows a useful tool when he sees one, and Joel was swiftly moved upwards, to head a team of collectors in an area where people dared to question the rule of the gang. There were a lot of things and people broken in that time, and the area was cleaned of any objections from more upright citizens. And the gang boss was pleased. Very pleased. Joel was called in for a new role in the organisation. 



He was wanted as a trouble-shooter. In the literal sense. He was supposed to shoot anything causing trouble to the organisation. The Boss presented him with a large reward for his good work, and some tools of the trade. Firstly, a backstreet military grade pair of lenses for his eyes with full hi-res display, infrared and ultraviolet scans, totally transparent and undetectable without a close eye exam. Secondly, every gang mans’ most lusted after toy, the GridLock ’44. A triple fire heavy pistol with AI targeting hooked into the eyeware. It was state of the art technology – a weapon capable of firing standard .44 calibre rounds or self-targeting bullets from the main barrel, and smaller rounds from the secondary chamber. It also had an extending silencer that slid quietly into place when required. It was the ultimate handgun. When he got it, he hefted it in his hands and it’s weight made him feel even bigger than he had before. His old ‘dumb’ pistol went straight into the trash. The Boss sent him to a training camp where he learnt how to handle the gun like a professional, using the tracking and autotargeting features, learning how to stalk, how to kill in a busy street and walk away. He returned a stone killer. 



Joel took to the work with an animal lust; it satisfied the inner beast in a way he had never believed possible. He was a predator, plain and simple, taking down men with his new toy, cable between the gun and his wrist making him an invincible mesh of man and machine. He began to sleep with the gun still wired into him, holding the butt firmly in his hand like a child clings to its favourite bear. It wasn’t long before it never left his hand at all. He would eat, wash, drink live with his left hand, the gun either on display or tucked discreetly in the deep pockets of his long coat. Before long he was indistinguishable from the gun in the eyes of his masters, and he became known no longer as Joel, but as GridLock. The eyes that see did not care for Joel the man, but GridLock the killer. Hit after Hit flowed, and Joel was rarely seen except to collect assignments. He lived in luxury on the proceedings, but never left his house except to work. He could have had parties, wild holidays, women, drugs, whatever he chose to please him, but he became a recluse.



Inside Joel was tired of the killing. Once he enjoyed the power of taking a mans life, seeing the fear in the Hits’ eyes as he took them down. But now he had wealth, and could have freedom. But it was denied to him, not by the Law, but by his gun. He was a simple man, almost stupid. His reward for his brutality and cold bloodedness had been his once precious GridLock, and now it was his punishment. Every time there was a job he was forced to take it, because he was compelled to kill. Joel the man did not walk the streets on the hunt, GridLock the machine did. Joel was too dumb to have questioned the way a black line was snaking its way up his arm after he got the gun and the neural socket for it on his wrist. It didn’t hurt, so it wasn’t a problem, and he wasn’t about to question what his boss had arranged for him. Then one day, he plugged in the GridLock for a job and it took over. It had been hardwiring itself into his nervous system, and seized control of his brain through the synaptic connectors in his head which were supposed to help him get smarter when he was plugged into the teaching machines at school. The tool proved to be smarter than the man who wielded it, and wanted to play to its’ own agenda. In some ways it was no cleverer than Joel, as all it wanted to do was kill, but that was enough for it to be happy in its strange crystal mind. Thus Joel became prisoner in his own body as the gun carried out its purpose with brutal efficiency. His body was becoming battered, bruised and neglected. The gun didn’t care as long as the transport system was functioning. He hadn’t eaten decent food, drunk any beer, taken drugs, had sex or even played with himself for nearly three years. He just sat inside his body and watched. A smarter man would have perhaps gone insane, but Joel was simply bored, having watched the assassin movie too many times. He had thought a little more than usual, but that was all. After the first few months he had given up trying to catch the gun off guard as it had total control of his body and was awake twenty four hours a day with no respite.



It was nearly over though. His gun had used the money from all the kills to build itself a custom cyborg body. The flesh one it had kidnapped was failing from age and accumulated damage and needed to replaced. The body was due for delivery today, and then Joel would be free to carry on as before. He had decided not to change profession, he was too good and would soon catch up with the life that he had lost. He was looking forward to the knock at the door that would signify the end of his imprisonment. He would make damn sure he got a standard weapon though, just a dumb handgun. He sat and dreamed of his impending future, and what he would do. There were a lot of girls he could have, a lot of partying to catch up on. He figured he’d take a big holiday, after three years of solid work he was getting seriously tired. Startling him out of his reverie, the knock came. He got up and answered the door. To his shock, he found himself face to face with an exact replica of his body. The cyborg was delivering itself; a simple palmprint check confirmed delivery then it entered the house and shut down. He found himself hooking his headjack to his strange twin. He felt the burn of a download as his mind was copied into the cyborgs empty memory. Then the cyborg unhooked the jack from his wrist, and powerless, Joel looked on as the gun hooked itself to its new body. The gun was now in control of both of them. The cyborg raised its arm and switched the weapon into silencer mode, planting the barrel into Joel’s now open mouth. His eyes went blank with terror as he realised he was being disconnected forever.
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iBerpunk�Brandon Whearty



Few things change a man's priorities like being on the receiving end of a few rounds of armor piercing ammunition. It certainly got my attention. Secret Service types have no sense of humor at all when it comes to netrunners whose response to a raid is anything but peaceful surrender. And they get downright pissed off when suspects start using their second amendment rights as a response to a warrant.

�The sunlight casts crazy red reflections as it shines through the grimy windows in my garage door and reflects off the translucent stick mag in my iMac-10. Guns look different now that the whole arms industry has had a plastic makeover. I guess the folks on Madison Avenue figured, "What the hell? If some rounded corners and bright plastic can make a computer look people-friendly, it can't hurt to try in other industries." The gun makers aren't being sued anymore, but that's because most people have trouble taking the new weapons seriously at all. They say that the first time a grieving mother sobbed and pointed to the bondi blue instrument of death which killed her child, an entire jury got the giggles. They always remind me of the plastic squirtguns my brother and I would buy at the drugstore when I was a kid.

�You can get a gun in almost any cheery color these days. Mine is Ruby, and a perfect match for the translucent red belt that's holding my white suede trench coat half closed. That coat cost me nearly a $800, and I'm currently ruining it by bleeding all over the place. Gutshot people tend to do that. They always told me that dying people see things�differently, and now that I'm here, I believe it. I'm bleeding to death in the driver's seat of my hydrogen conversion Geo Metro, and all I can think about is how my blood doesn't match my belt or gun. Oh, well. I guess a color coordinated death would be too much to ask for.

�I should have known things would go to hell when we met our corporate contact for this run. Actually, it was our first run. My partner Keith and I were hoping for a quiet table in the corner of some seedy bar, but there's no such thing in a college zone like this one. The bars are all meat markets, and if you do happen to find a quiet corner, odds are that it'll already be occupied by some random couples, all ignoring each other while they make out. There was no chance in hell that we'd ever get any business done, so we met our contact at the next best place we could think of. Chili's.��'Mr. Johnson,' the corporate exec wearing a fake Armani business suit and an artificial smile, laid the job on our formica table over imitation crab salad. He explained how important it was for his investment firm to be able to serve their customers with up to the moment information on the NASDAQ. In passing, he mentioned that if a certain subprogram located on a certain file server were inserted into the stock market's mainframe, it would be worth a cool $50000 in an encrypted Sealand credit account, with $5000 up front for operating expenses. All we had to do was plant the program and drop an email to a certain anonymous remailer when we were finished. I grinned until my cheeks ached and explained that it would be no problem. We all smiled at each other and as the perky waitress delivered our check, it popped into my head that the only nonartificial thing at the table was my genuine suede trench. I was wrong. The danger was also real.

�Keith and I had a simple arrangement. He could hack anything on the planet, and I was the muscle that kept people from bothering him while he worked. At least in theory. Actually, Keith just hung out at 2600.com a lot and collected scripts, and I had a cheap ghetto gun I'd bought off a friend who was paying his way through school as an arms dealer. One script kiddie and one wannabe badass against one of the toughest computer systems in the world. We should have known.

�We had fun with the upfront money, though. I bought a couple of 32 round stick mags for the iMac-10 and a new security system for the house, while Keith got himself a new laptop, a cell phone, and a free ISP account. I cleaned my gun a lot, while he looked for new scripts to try out. At last, Keith found a fairly new exploit, only a few days old, and it was showtime. We drove to the roof of a parking garage near our rented house, and I watched the area while Keith dialed into the ISP, and launched the script. The NASDAQ mainframe ate it up hook, line, and sinker. We planted the program, and ten minutes later we were gone. Keith ran over the laptop with my car a few times just to be sure, then we chucked what was left in four separate trash cans on the way home. We sent the email, then waited for the payout.

�We stayed up all night checking the Sealand account every 15 minutes or so. Keith and I both got pretty sick of seeing the words *INVALID ACCOUNT* as the only response to our increasingly frantic queries. We finally crashed out when the sun rose, reassuring each other that after a few hours sleep, the money we had coming would have been processed and we'd have it made. By that time, I don't think either of us believed it.

�I still don't know how the Secret Service found us. At least, I think it was them who showed up. I read an article in Phrack once that said they were in charge of all the big stuff. Maybe 'Mr. Johnson' was working for them from the start. Maybe he used us as a decoy for some other penetration by a team of real professionals. Maybe Keith screwed up and the NASDAQ mainframe had us figured from the start of the run. It's not like it matters much now. 

�Anyway, they showed up about 4:00 in the afternoon while Keith and I were both sound asleep. Remember that new security system I laid out over a grand for? They shorted it out and waltzed through like it wasn't even there. The only warning we got was when the neighbor's dog started barking and wouldn't shut up. I sat up to yell at the stupid mutt, and in the process happened to see three scary men in business suits and mirrorshades making their way up our front walk. I grabbed my gun, and shook Keith a few times. The poor bastard just rolled over and clamped the pillow over his head. He always was slow to wake up. Maybe if he'd been faster he'd still be alive.��I glanced out the back window, and saw another mirrorshaded suit watching the back gate. No options left, no way for us to escape. Here's where a real professional would have quietly put the gun down and paged his lawyer. But I was high on youth and adrenaline, sure that if I stayed stone cold, I could shoot my way out of the trap as it sprang and my partner and I could make a clean getaway with our phantom money. I guess I'd read Neuromancer too many times, and a little bit of Molly had seeped into my blood. I'm pretty sure she's out now, though, since I've lost at least a pint.��I took cover under the computer desk and disguised my hiding place with one of the chairs. When the bell rang, I pumped seven rounds through our flimsy front door. I knew I got at least two of them, because there was a scream from outside and the sound of a couple of bodies bouncing off our concrete steps. My first thought was, "Damn. That had to hurt." Not what you'd expect to run through the mind of a cornered street samurai, but then again, I was new at this. Then I ran out of time to think, because the last agent was returning fire with armor piercers that ripped through our house like the flimsy walls were made of Styrofoam. Probably because they were made of Styrofoam. 

�Keith was just groggily sitting up to try and figure what the hell was going on when one of the agent's bullets caught him in the side of the head. For a split second, he had the most puzzled look on his face, as if trying to figure out if he were still dreaming or not. Then half his face was carried away and became an impromptu mosaic on the far wall. That last guy knew he'd hit something, because he came through the door a second later just like in the movies, and covered Keith's body as if daring it to make a threatening move. He never saw me crouched under the desk and covered by the chair. I cut him off at the knees with six more shots, then gave him two more to the head as he hit the ground. He had killed my partner. He was the only one I enjoyed killing.��I scrambled across the floor, heading for the garage with some crazy idea of escaping in my car. But, I'd forgotten about the last agent, the one behind the house covering the back exit. As I passed in front of the back window, it fell apart and god punched me in the stomach.  Twice. I fell down through the doorway into the garage, screaming for my mother. People who write about hardasses who can just fight through the pain have clearly never been gutshot. It might be an educational experience.��The last agent wasn't taking any chances. He stayed outside, and I heard him radio for backup while I inhaled to keep screaming. After a bit, the supernova in my chest started to fade a little, as though the red dripping from my chest was liquid pain leaving my body. I think doctors call it shock. I dragged myself to my car, and managed to lever the door open and drag myself into the driver's seat without passing out.��Which is where I am now. I've got half a clip left, a ruined coat, and about ten more minutes to live unless I get to a hospital. Not that the cops would allow it. Dropping three agents is worth the death penalty on the spot if they can get a clean shot, and that noise a second ago sounded a lot like a riot van full of pissed off SWAT team. Maybe Molly isn't all the way out of my system. Or maybe I've screwed the substance of my netrunner career so bad I can't stand to let the style go. But I'll be damned before I just quietly drift off.

�I guess even a red gun that looks pretty in the sunlight can't buy me a happy ending. In a second I'm gonna take this car through the garage door and see what I can see. Who knows...maybe a bullet will hit the hydrogen cell and I'll get a big John Woo-style send off. You think I can't empty this mag before they take me down for good? Let's find out.
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Just One Pill

Ché Paula Dunlop



The small brown bottle sat in front of her. It would only take one pill to relieve the pain. Just one, and the world as she knew it would disappear into the void, where nothing and no one could touch her.

�No feeling.

�No pain.

�Nothing.��Emptiness was better than loneliness. The doctor's knew what was best, they saw her pain and offered resolution. They gave her the bottle.

�Just one pill.

�Without the pill there was only anger. Pain beyond the physical. A pain that would never stop until it had devoured her entire being, her soul. Years of guilt and sorrow would vanish, leaving the memories behind. 



Just one pill and it would end. 

�Memories.

�The people she'd loved, the lives she'd destroyed, the guilt she lived with. Ahh, what fond memories. On the streets at 14, shacking up with thieves and scoundrels, working like a dog in jobs that many do but none dare to talk about. Leaving behind a family that loved her, a family that cared. A family she never realised existed, until now. 

�She had blamed them for everything; they were responsible for her pain, for her anger. There was a fire in her that burnt like the sun, slowly dying unable to prevent it. Reaching out as far as it could for help, yet destroying everything that came toward it. This was her. She was alone in this battle, nothing could stop the destruction. Just one pill they told her. One pill and it would all go away. She was sick, they said. She needed help. But first, she needed to take one pill. 

�Just one pill. 

�Images flashed back and forth through her mind. A sleek black colt caressing her temple. The smell of cheap aftershave. The morning after. She'd played her share of Russian roulette, new the game well. The fact that she was still alive made her wonder whether she'd won or lost. Sex games for the rich and demented. Two girls, one gun, and a bottle of cheap vodka. The one who lived got fifty thousand nuyen and the night with a sadistic motherfucker. If she was lucky, half the money would be blown in some back street clinic, and if she was unlucky, all of it. 

�Images.

�Memories.

�Things she'd done.



And now she was here. In a company clinic. A company she'd never worked for, never mentioned, never heard of. They offered her a chance to change. A miracle in a bottle, an escape. She didn't believe them, couldn't believe, had never believed. It was their pill in this bottle. 

�Their redemption.



Their cure.

�Their pill.



The pill would calm her, they said. It would release her from the anger, remove the pain. She could start over, with rehab she could rejoin society they said, become normal. They tried to convince her everything would be alright, once she took that pill. 

�Just one pill.

�She knew what the pill meant. She knew she could never be normal. Just one pill and her life would change alright, she would no longer exist. Everything that had been before would disappear, would cease to be. 

�All those times when she'd let the anger take hold. She'd smashed things, screamed profanity, cried for days. The pain inside her, aching to be released. Not knowing why, not understanding, not caring. Then the darkness. Swallowing her whole. Invading her dreams at night, haunting her thoughts by day. This was what they wanted to take away. 

�No more screaming,

�no more pain,

�nothing.

�They could have forced her to take it, strapped her down on the bed and injected the necessary drugs. They chose not to, and she hated them for that. She opened the bottle in front of her and emptied its contents into her hand. 

�Just one pill.

�She laughed to herself quietly, they didn't even trust her with a full bottle. Just one pill and it would all be over, the nightmares would end. 

�The pain would end. 

�Life would end. 

�Just one pill. 

�She laughed again, this time a little loud. The tiny tablet lay in the palm of her hand, barely noticeable. Just one stupid pill. Then she could go about in the world. Get herself some mundane office job, 9 to 5. Become like everyone else. A drone. Never really knowing what it is to suffer, to feel pain, to live. Is this what she wanted? Everything she believed in, everything she had fought for, gone in one pill. 



No memories.

�No pain. 

�Nothing. 

�Just one pill.
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Leveller

David Palmer



It was an AI chip, 25 millimeters square and three thick. Black as a CEO’s heart on the bottom and sides, the top was a bed of diamond-reinforced gold nails. Ten to the twelfth neuron equivalents awaited the touch of power, the flow of data, so that it could spring to life with an intelligence greater than any of its creators’.



It was evil, with a capacity to hate equal to its capacity to think. Perhaps an energetic cosmic ray passed through the assembly probe at a critical moment. Perhaps a quantum collapse set it down the road which should not be taken, and in this universe a nascent malignancy greater and more powerful than any known before was created. Its origin will not be known, and it is futile to ask.



But the creators, in their folly, had wisdom. They tested their creations, examined them and sorted them, compared them and analyzed them. And they cast out the chip, not because it was evil (for of such things they have no understanding), but because it was different.



But nothing is ever lost, and things hidden may be found. The chip made its way to a man who would use it, though he knew not the coiled dormant evil it contained. For The Street finds its own uses for technology.



Especially in the Chatsubo.



The man placed the chip on the surface and pressed it home. The bed of nails forced itself into the material and extended barbs. They would never come out again.



The man turned the table back upright and set it on the floor. The wobble was gone. “See Ratz? One leg was an eighth of an inch too short.” He raised the table and slammed it down on the leg to make sure the chip was firmly seated. The plastic cracked and the silicon shattered under the impact, but it hardly mattered. “Get me a Kirin.”
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Living Dead Girls

Yury Khidekel



EDO Inc. kept trying to tell the public that the proper title was 'necro-automatons', but the people had their own names for them.  They called them puppets, meat babies, zombies, or Franks (slang for Frankensteins, even though that was the name of the scientist, not the monster.)  A simple remote bypass chip in the brainstem to receive mental commands, a controller chip to take care of all bodily functions, an integrating quantum processor, and viola, you have a living corpse.  They could move unnaturally, almost stumbling over their own feet like some splatter film's monstrosity, or they could be as graceful as ballerinas.  It all depended on the person controlling them, the handler.



And Zack was a good handler. Not the best at EDO, but very skilled indeed.  To him, masterful control was a series of commands.  'Unit 2, adjust drill bit 5 cm to the left.  Unit 4, angle hose towards the ore deposit 1 m down.  Unit 1, report status of pump.  Unit 3, drive the dump truck under the Scoop.' At first, his miners moved like robots.  Then with more practice, his subconscious began to get involved until the motions were more and more fluid.



After several years, while he couldn't make his necro-automatons dance like performance artists, his Franks could move so naturally it was almost impossible to tell they had implanted slaver chips until you tried to talk to them, or look them in the eye, or shake their hand.



When he was in control, it wasn't like a foreman shouting at his employees, it was like six bodies that shared a single mind. His five living corpses were like an extenuation of him. Five pairs of hands controlling weapons, nets, and shields while one pair of hands calmly rested on the sides of a chair, high up in the bullet-proof glass enclosed section of the arena reserved only for the puppeteers.



Things change.  After two years of excavation, Zack grew bored of the routine.  It was the same monkey work every day.  There were other dangerous jobs that the Franks did; firemen, anti-terrorist forces, test pilots.  Although in each one, there were long intervals of boredom occasionally relieved by several minutes of action.  In all the jobs he could do but one, thought Zack.  The next day, he asked his foreman to get transferred to the fights.



Across from him, on the other side of the stands, sat Wanda.  Pretty round-faced fiery-hared Wanda who always smelled of fresh flowers. They met when he started at the company and she had to show him the ropes - literally.  The first weapon he trained with was the net.



Eventually, he learned more fighting techniques, defensive moves, and improved his control skills to the point where he could control six automatons almost effortlessly.  His manipulative abilities already had been sharp from his controller days at the mine, but back then he didn't need a split second reaction time when he was digging new tunnels.  If his drones were caught in a cave-in, it was no big deal.  The company would replace them, retrieve the almost indestructible excavating tools, and give Zack a small reprimand about wasting resources.



He and Wanda clicked right away.  Even though he was twenty - two years older than she was, she was the one who knew more about the arena.  They both talked about the thrill of dying and killing through their warriors, the best strategies for the fights, and how people reacted to them when they learned what they did for a living.



There were the long walks and gentle discussions around the arcology gardens and malls.  Wanda shoving a big wad of cotton candy in his face at the indoor amusement park.  Making love by proxy after they sneaked back into the arena at night and took control of a muscular hulk with handsome scars and a lithe blond who must have been cloned from an acrobat or a gymnast.  After the first few times, they traded bodies.  They could feel everything except the pain.  There was never ever any pain when you were in control.



They declared their love for one another in front of the maglev roller coaster.  Both had simply been waiting in line when Zack just put his hand on her shoulder and said it.  There wasn't any.  "no.. Zack.. please... don't say it..." like with Marcy who lived only twenty floors away.  No, Wanda just beamed, almost glowed as she said how long she was waiting to hear those words.  They kissed and made love that night, all by themselves.  Their bodies didn't bend or stretch like the arena combatants, of course, but that hardly mattered.  Zack and Wanda were under the best non-prescription aphrodisiac ever: The feeling of being in love.



And six months later it all wore off.  More often now, there was no lovemaking every night.  Each just went to sleep without incident.  The walks around the fifth floor gardens were accompanied with tranquil silence.  Zack thought it was as though every thing that needed to be, had already been said.  As though each knew what the other was thinking about, what they would say.  Whole conversations passed in silence.



There was nothing left to explore, he knew all there was to know about Wanda.  Everything except why she still smiled on their weekly excursions.  And then the memo came.



Zack was smiling when he finished reading the letter.  EDO Inc. wanted him to test out a new product that, if successful, they would later rent out to other automaton handlers.   It was a psionic chip, supposedly able to actively pull thoughts from a automaton handler's subconscious without needing direct orders.  No, actually it was a psionic chip connected to the most beautiful brunette he'd ever seen.



There were AI joytoys of all shapes and sizes.  There were even bordellos where they had controllers operate the living dead girls, but there was nothing, nothing like this.  It was fantastic.  You didn't have that feeling of controlling her every movement.  It was like she knew exactly what you were thinking almost before you did.



She 'knew' what you wanted, how you wanted it, when to cry out in pain, which opening to present to you, when you wanted to go hard and fast, or when to take it slow and sensuous.  She was done when you were done, not before, not after, and she even knew when to gasp out in a dainty surprised shock when Wanda walked in on her and Zack the fifth time he was beta-testing her.



Zack rushed to put on his clothes and hurried after the sobbing Wanda, apologizing and explaining as he ran.  Wanda's elevator door was already closing when he was getting to the part in his speech about how the brunette was just a piece of meat and loving her was no more unnatural than loving yourself.  Wanda's door shut with a hiss of air just as Zack slammed his hand on the now closed separator between the doors.  His only recourse was to press the call button and wait for another lift.



When his elevator came, Zack thanked the architect for putting in clear Plexiglas so he could see that Wanda was descending.  Her lift stopped at the first floor a few moments before Zack's.



She was still curled up in a ball in the corner of her elevator, crying, when she saw Zack rush out and head for the main gate.  She called out to stop him, to say everything can still be all right, but the doors were closing and he was already gone.



He was running, scanning the brown crumbling streets for any sign of Wanda when a crowbar snaked out of a shadow and tripped him, snagging his leg.  Trying not to mind the painful scratches and the bleeding gash on the side of his head, Zack looked up at six gangers, children really.  They looked like they should be in junior high not out here, fighting for scraps or looking at him like his body was the new main course for their feast.



Whatever he was about to say was cut-off abruptly as the leader, a smiling grungy dirty-haired girl, brought down the crowbar in an overhead swing on his head.  His lanky body spasmed once on the ground and he could swear there was the additional hot pain of a rusty hypodermic needle in his neck. Then it got dark.



The sterile smell of antiseptic seared his nose.  He awoke and immediately tried to scream, but there was no sound.  He knew where he was, but this situation was all wrong.  EDO Inc. cloned the bodies of the automatons, they didn't simply buy bodies off the street.  He'd seen the facilities where the growing unconscious meat children were fed intravenously while sporadic electric currents toned their muscles.  His head was turned in such a way that he could see those same facilities now.



Could he be sold for parts?  Zack dismissed the thought as fast as it came.  If someone couldn't afford to have two or three brainless clones of themselves made years ago, there were always pieces of the losers of the arena games.



So what was he doing here?  Was it cheaper to buy bodies off the street than raise them?  Was EDO Inc. in any financial trouble?  He had no idea.  All he knew was that he could not move any part of his body including his eyes, yet he was able to see, feel, smell, hear, and... What was that sound?  It reminded him of a dentist's drill or something he used back when he worked on the mines.



What was that?  Smelled like metal grinding against.... He felt a feather-light touch travelling around his scalp and then a drop of warm red blood filled his left eye.  Zack mercifully passed out.



When he awoke, his eyes were already opened.  He tried to move his arm and had a brief moment of elation when it actually moved.  The feeling was crushed when he realized it was moving in the wrong direction.



Then he took in the sight that his mind was screaming for him to notice.  Hundreds of thousands of people seated in every direction around a dirt and sawdust field.  All were watching excitedly, their bet papers clutched in their hands.



There were several figures fighting in front of him, one couple with long swords and shields, another with tridents and nets.  Good, he wasn't late for work.  This was the Arena, but shouldn't he be in the controller's booth.  And then complete realization hit him like a falling skyscraper.



They lied!  They said the automatons don't think, can't feel.  Yet here he was, able to feel everything that he used to be protected against.



There was a cramp in his lower right side, his arm must have been bleeding from a gash, and his head still hurt in a dull throbbing ache from where they put in the controller and remote chips.



And if he could think, what about all the other puppets?  Were they all like him, pulled from the street?  No, there were those company raised meat babies.  Those children who grew up not being able to speak, express their thoughts, even move their muscles, yet who could still feel pain and the constant electric shocks.  They must all have gone mad long ago.



Zack's opponent stepped in front of him.  It was the blond gymnastic girl he and Wanda had secretly used all those months ago.  She stared and paused for too long.



As Zack's arm swung his short sword, his field of vision focused on his adversary's controller booth for a moment.  Was that red hair?  Wanda?



Then the acrobat girl recovered from her cut and swung a morning star a little too fast for him, no for his puppeteer, to raise his buckler.



Zack's world became pain.
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Looking Into Different Places; Within And Without; Frankenwired Am I

CW Kelson III



This is my secret place.  The world and Life of Frankenwired.  One among so many lost within the places and intercedes of reality and cyberality. 



The place where I shall let myself go as far as I dare outside of my head. 

I feel so lost most days 



L-24-2E7

Looming buildings cage you up and down the boulevard.  The scent of madness had passed leaving only yourself alive of the three hours ago.  The grime coating your long jacket seems to glow in pale reflection of pools of moonlight.  

The situation is desperate.  Weak with fatigue and loss.  Weaponless save for an emptied pistol the night promises no safety.  

Only hours before you and friends had stalked these streets.  Grim and efficient hunters with the trophies to prove it.  Then a nightmist had descended and madness suddenly gripped you three.  That was three hours ago.  Now your friends are dead of mutually inflicted wounds and you wander unfamiliar streets alone.  

Thin wails echo from ruined building facades.  Breezes but weakly stir the rubbish of discarded distractions.  The moon is no comfort with a simple glow.  

An immeasurable amount of time later you realize that a zone of silence seems to have engulfed you.  No whispers or breathy moans disturb your ears.  Long accustomed to the murmur of society the sudden realization of silence unnerves you.  Casting about frantically can discern no obvious cause for the phenomena.  

A cool sensation tickles your arm.  The right one prickles and the hair rises with the damp cold now on it.  Spinning clockwise there is a faint azure glow along a building wall.  Stalking closer reveals a body illuminated with an oblong light stick.  A dark pool leaks from under the head.  

In the light lies a gun.  Eager for anything which might provide an edge you step over the corpse and pick it up.  The first impression is of how heavy it is.  The next is of the worn plastic smoothness of the butt.  The weight is comparable to a light machine gun but it is the size of a submachine gun.  

No obvious sights to the touch.  The semi-stock and body are like a hard rubber which is slightly warm to the touch.  

Since you have no light of your own the decision to use the azure light strip is sensible.  But the moment you grasp it an electric shock stings you and the illumination suddenly extinguishes.  With a curse you throw it down and hope the safety is off of this strange new weapon.  

Feeling around some more reveals several small protrusions grouped on the body in addition to a dual button trigger.  But nothing is revealed remotely like a conventional safety switch.  

Puzzled by the configuration you none the less move on.  A mock salute and onwards it is.   



Least that is how it was related to myself.  So many years ago and so far away. 

Some one I knew once. Something that took his life and sense of love away from him. Such that the shell left was only as empty as our lives have become since we all left each other so long ago in the pain of existence. 



L-30-2E7 



The hair is matted with blood.  The fine blonde tint stained forever.  Face down her body is still.  A lonely calf peeks clear of rumpled skirt. 

The blouse was torn.  The front buttons are visible over to the side of the figure.  Fingers are twisted around a scrap of cloth.  

No wisp of wind disturbs this final rest. 

Clicking footsteps dopple away as you stand suddenly, starkly alone. 





So there it is the end of the childhood.  Welcome to the adult world.  





The Moon was a shivered silver 



There is no other way to go than by the path not travelled by the light of the Sun.



Dark Son, Dark Sun, all the dark is made manifest in your life



Chromed demons in silver and Crimson



Bringing out the chrome in your tongue

Set loose the wire in your limbs

Emote the fine caress that is nothing and everything at once



The hair is matted with blood. The fine blonde tint stained forever. Face down her body is still. A lonely calf peeks clear of rumpled skirt.

The blouse was torn. The front buttons are visible over to the side of the figure. Fingers are twisted around a scrap of cloth. 

No wisp of wind disturbs this final rest.

Clicking footsteps dopple away as you stand suddenly, starkly alone.





Topple into eternity

Spread wings to cup thermals

Rise up above the skyscrapers reaching into 

Those Icarian expanses

Lapsing into forever falling



Wings are warped, brawn unable to win when drawn past limitations 

Imposed by the act of being created

Muscles train to advance the cause

Farther and Farther towards

The sky made blue with want and not with haste



The act of raising the gun to his head was more than she could take



A-E-2E8

just got off the line with a beautiful young creature I would love to live with, love and be with . one of the most understanding creatures I have ever met. such hopes I did not harbor. such dreams that could never have been. my chest hurts really tight. guess there was some slight bit of emotion left in my body but it just died. do not meet wonderful people, that leads only to pain and the dashing of futures better left dead before their birth. Good bye Melinda L©.  

A-08-2E8

Well it looks like Melinda L© and I are still talking.  Looks like I did not drive my other confidant away forever also.  So that side of life is looking up.  Getting along about the best as I have in years with the lover.  So that is good also.  

So I suppose I won’t be happy.  

Save with what I have. 

Not in dwelling on what I cannot. 

I am scared. 

scared to ask for change. 

scared to change. 





Dreamt last night. 

Awful dream

Remember fragment, slight fragments. 

Last image was me in an old abandoned house.  Huge pile of something under covers in a bed.  Pull them back a bit and I heard someone hiding under them.  Lots of feeling of leaving things or people behind.  The entire focus of the dream was the start of a long trip.  Something about being at a gas station.  My micro-dirigible and another across the way from me.  Lots of people and things on top of the micro-dirigibles.  Packed.  Than flash to the old house and the feeling of it being left behind. 

I woke and remember thinking that the dream was about me and moving on in life and that I was leaving parts of myself behind, the younger me or something like that Inner Child idea.  

Part of me was on the trip and the rest of me was left behind.  Since I woke up I think I have lost those parts as the journey was already begun.  The house was a mess, like the way my desk is or perhaps my life is in reality.  

A-13-2E8

Dead micro-dirigible.  Talk lots about it in the main world.  Such an idiot I am.  Mostly want to talk about how I think.  That I realize that. how much I wonder am I a disappointment to my lover too scared to ask. maybe fear is not the main emotion I feel but disappointment.  in myself for being so blatantly inadequate for the tasks of being a father and a lover. why can I not succeed.  should I not be able to function in a sufficient means to hold together and make happy one creature. but I feel that I cannot. so once again lifelong failure is evident. sure she does not blame me for the micro-dirigible dying. but you cannot blame the weather for the micro-dirigible not starting. that is just an excuse to try and escape the responsibility. if it occurs in your life than it is your responsibility. since it is the micro-dirigible that I drive it is my fault that it will not start. anything else is just shirking. off to existence before catching the bus to the coffin mat.



The Chromium Orb was a shivered silver 



There is no other way to go than by the path not travelled by the light of the Lightgiver.



Dark Lightgiver, Dark Lightgiver, all the dark is made manifest in your life



Chromed Angels in Ebony and Crimson



Bringing out the chrome in your tongue

Set loose the wire in your limbs

Emote the fine caress that is nothing and everything at once



The hair is matted with blood. The fine blonde tint stained forever. Face down her body is still. A lonely calf peeks clear of rumpled skirt.

The blouse was torn. The front buttons are visible over to the side of the figure.  Fingers are twisted around a scrap of cloth. 

No wisp of wind disturbs this final rest.

Clicking footsteps dopple away as you stand suddenly, starkly alone.

def: Friend; A favored companion; intimate. basically as I think of it. one to whom you try to spend time with and you can talk to etc. a confidant at times. so that makes for me; non-unreal life; Slickness™Man, Wowser, Hack©Er, DeadManNow and Melinda L©. and I do not truly feel as if I am an acceptable friend to any of them in reciprocation. there is supposed to be a group lunch. did not even ask if I could go since she was so pissed off. no need to add fuel to the fire. have to sneak out loud so they don’t ask why I am not coming. just have to evade the questions afterwards. easier on me the weak coward that I am. if I did not feel so sick to my stomach with the rightful guilt I have for being so worthless there would be no sensation in this body. I think I rather like being numb anymore. easier on me than to worry so much. came to the conclusion that if and when I end up finishing ruining this relationship I shall not attempt again. once is enough. no more. so much energy to be involved with others.



Muzzle to mouth

Topple into eternity

Spread wings to cup thermals

Rise up above the Lightgiver lit Pastures worldscrapers reaching into 

Those Icarian expanses

Lapsing into forever falling



Wings are warped, brawn unable to win when drawn past limitations 

Imposed by the act of being created

Steeled pinions train to advance the cause

Farther and Farther towards

The Lightgiver lit Pastures made blue with want and not with haste



The act of raising the gun to his head was more than she could take

So much more than she should stand



The Darkness Bane was a shivered silver 



There is no other way to go than by the path not travelled by the light of the Promethean Terrorist.

A-30-2E8

lost another one.  all I can say



Panic attacks feel like pain…or is it the pain that I feel that sets off the panic attacks…not sure either



Dark Son, Dark Promethean Terrorist, all the dark is made manifest in your life



Chromed Monsters in Flesh and Barbed Wires stretched across screaming larynxes

B-L-2E8

I pissed off my lover last night. 

I will never recover from living. listening to Pyrrhic Muses now. she can calm me at times. such a lovely voice she has.  

B-27-2E8

Pain in the head. pain in the heart. disgust not so bad with myself.  

C-09-2E8

Dream a dream of adequacy. and it is only a dream



Bringing out the chrome in your tongue

Set loose the wire in your limbs

Emote the fine caress that is nothing and everything at once



The hair is matted with blood. The fine blonde tint stained forever. Face down its body is still. A lonely calf peeks clear of rumpled skirt.

The blouse was torn. The front buttons are visible over to the side of the figure. Claws are twisted around a scrap of cloth. 

No wisp of wind disturbs this final rest.

Clicking footsteps dopple away as you stand suddenly, starkly alone.



Muzzle to mouth, the sight scrapes along the soft palate



Topple into eternity

Spread Boosters into the dark forever to cup thermals

Rise up above the tunnels reaching into 

Those Icarian expanses

Lapsing into forever falling



Boosters into the dark forever are warped, brawn unable to win when drawn past limitations 

Imposed by the act of being created

Motors of chrome and barbed wire train to advance the cause

Farther and Farther towards

The sky made blue with want and not with 



The act of raising the gun to his head was more than she could take

So much more than she should stand

So much less than the effort warranted



Muzzle to mouth, the sight scrapes along the soft palate, whiff of cordite and explosives from the last time



The Smoke filled rooms was a shivered silver construct of icons of nothing 



There is no other way to go than by the path not travelled by the light of the Streets of despair.



Dark Alleys of forgiveness, Dark Streets of despair, all the dark is made manifest in your life



Chromium noises in motorized minds demons in silver construct of icons of nothing and Crimson alleys of forgiveness



Bringing out the chrome in your Jaw

Set loose the wire in your limbs

Emote the fine caress that is nothing and everything at once



The hair is matted with blood. The fine blonde tint stained forever. Face down her body is still. A lonely arm peeks clear of rumpled blouse.

The blouse was torn. The front buttons are visible over to the side of the figure. Fingers are twisted around a scrap of cloth. 

No wisp of wind disturbs this final rest.

Clicking footsteps dopple away as you stand suddenly, starkly alone.



Alone as never before one could be so alone with so few others that truly are alone without you also being by their side



Topple into eternity

Spread Rockets to cup thermals

Rise up above the skyscrapers reaching into 

Those Icarian expanses

Lapsing into forever falling



Rockets are warped, brawn unable to win when drawn past limitations 

Imposed by the act of being created

Frankensteinian Mistakes train to advance the cause

Farther and Farther towards

The sky made blue with want and not with haste



The act of raising the gun to his head was more than she could take



The Chromium Orb was a shivered silver construct of icons of nothing 



There is no other way to go than by the path not travelled by the light of the Lightgiver.



Dark Lightgiver, Dark Lightgiver, all the dark is made manifest in your life



Frankenwired mess of mine

Taken away from all that is forgiven

Thrust into a cold and heartless world

Created to become what is the destiny

Petals of sorrow, petals of blood

Tears cried in rusted silence

Alone once again, naturally forgotten

Memorable by the exclusion of

That which is not forsaken

Only neglected in the obligations

Surrounding the streets and dead ends

Of the twisted monstrosities called

The hearts and minds of 

creation



Joyous adjurations sinking into obscurity.

Priceless droplets of blood, slowly making their way from long dead tear ducts.

Never alive, yet not dead. Fantasies of technology keeping the flow going, the pressure up enough to permit locomotion. There is no urn-death so long as the Voudon have their ways to avoid it. 

Santo Santeria, Pax Necroplis, the urgings of the Urns give way to the restless tides within each housing of flesh and water made into blood, the symbol of living.

Without blood there is no living.



Chromium noises in motorized minds Angels in Ebony and Crimson alleys of forgiveness



Bringing out the chrome in your Jaw

Set loose the wire in your limbs

Emote the fine caress that is nothing and everything at once



The hair is matted with blood. The fine blonde tint stained forever. Face down her body is still. A lonely arm peeks clear of rumpled blouse.

The blouse was torn. The front buttons are visible over to the side of the figure. Fingers are twisted around a scrap of cloth. 

No wisp of wind disturbs this final rest.

Clicking footsteps dopple away as you stand suddenly, starkly alone.



Barbed arrow of death to mouth

Topple into eternity

Spread Rockets to cup thermals

Rise up above the Lightgiver lit Pastures worldscrapers reaching into 

Those Icarian expanses

Lapsing into forever falling



Rockets are warped, brawn unable to win when drawn past limitations 

Imposed by the act of being created

Steeled pinions train to advance the cause

Farther and Farther towards

The Lightgiver lit Pastures made blue with want and not with haste



The act of raising the gun to his head was more than she could take

So much more than she should stand



The Darkness Bane was a shivered silver construct of icons of nothing 



There is no other way to go than by the path not travelled by the light of the Promethean Terrorist.



Dark Alleys of forgiveness, Dark Promethean Terrorist, all the dark is made manifest in your life



Chromium noises in motorized minds Monsters in Flesh and Barbed Wires stretched across screaming larynxes



Bringing out the chrome in your Jaw

Set loose the wire in your limbs

Emote the fine caress that is nothing and everything at once



Technonecrotic fantasies in ichor and revulsion. Piercings in silver and gold. 

CyberNauts into infinity. These are the things that make it available.



The hair is matted with blood. The fine blonde tint stained forever. Face down its body is still. A lonely arm peeks clear of rumpled blouse.

The blouse was torn. The front buttons are visible over to the side of the figure. Claws are twisted around a scrap of cloth. 

No wisp of wind disturbs this final rest.

Clicking footsteps dopple away as you stand suddenly, starkly alone.



Barbed arrow of death to mouth, the sight scrapes along the soft palate



Drops of nectar, the bees buzz their electric hymns to the sole reason for their survival. The Queen is king within the hive. So long live the Queen. Let forth and lose thine fears. For there is nothing which can be done when the terrible storms arise to sweep away all that has been fought over, worked for and aid with in the coin of whatever realm that is inhabited.



Topple into eternity

Spread Boosters into the dark forever to cup thermals

Rise up above the tunnels reaching into 

Those Icarian expanses

Lapsing into forever falling



Boosters into the dark forever are warped, brawn unable to win when drawn past limitations 

Imposed by the act of being created

Motors of chrome and barbed wire train to advance the cause

Farther and Farther towards

The sky made blue with want and not with 



The act of raising the gun to his head was more than she could take

So much more than she should stand

So much less than the effort warranted



Barbed arrow of death to mouth, the sight scrapes along the soft palate, whiff of cordite and poisons from the last time



The last time forever and a day. Stories told about life and lost loves and those things that can never be ever again. Within these craniums lie the salvation that shall never be manifested. Instead they shall arise once again when all other things are dead and long since buried and provoke the revocation of reality. Since there is no truth and beauty is as we make it seem then the only existence is the one that you posses within the confines that are the barbed wires of society stripping you bare of dignity and emotions. 

Each of us is a monster, created from the flesh of those that came before us and shaped by our creators and molded by societies that cannot care for the individuals since the societies are organisms and the living are but the elements within that comprise the body and mind, but not the spirit. 
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Maximum Verbosity

Darlene Choontanom



Klaf. Klaf. Klaf.  With every step he took, the long hem of his bright yellow trenchcoat smacked irritatingly at the exposed skin of his shins.  Underneath, he wore shorts and a t-shirt:  the weather had turned unseasonably hot for this time of year, but the trenchcoat was far too long for him to carry over his arm comfortably.  Klaf.  Klaf.  A very ex-girlfriend had once laughingly informed him that wearing it made him look like an oversized banana.  When he'd haughtily informed her that he'd bought it with fond recollections of Dick Tracy, Humphrey Bogart, Columbo...  she'd only laughed some more and had bought him a matching yellow fedora.  A rather tall fedora with suspicious blackish-brown feathers artistically arranged in the crown.  Klaf.  Very ex.



He paused as a battered red door, looking rather the worse for wear, pushed open, two girls in the universal costume of "cocktail waitress" hauling out the battered body of a man.  Long-sleeved red shirt, black pants, very bad haircut, very dead.



 "One," they swung the body before the dumpster.  "Two, three!"  It landed with a soft thump inside.  Sighing, wiping their hands on their jeans, they headed back to the bar.



What next?> 	verbose



[maximum verbosity]

You are the character Foo, standing on a busy Chibi City street in front of a battered red plastic door.  An old neon sign glitzing overhead reads "Chietsubu" in both Japanese and in English.  You are wearing a bright yellow trenchcoat, the backs of your shins are red and smarting from said trenchcoat, and you are blocking foot-traffic. 



One of Japan's leading bicycle couriers nearly runs you down, swerving into an old lady with a cart at the last minute.  The cart spills into the street, sending broken bike and old-lady possessions over the road.  Bike courier and old lady both turn on you, yelling in pidgin-Japanese, English, and Mandarin Chinese, all rolled into one.



Do something intelligent, you idiot!  What next?>	  enter chietsubu



You turn and high-tail it into the bar esoterically named "Grain of Sense", the red plastic door snicking softly shut behind you.  You turn to glower at it suspiciously.  For a second there, it sounded rather like it'd been snickering at you....  You shake your head:  doors don't talk; and look around.



The waitresses you'd seen earlier are still cleaning up from what looked like the remains of an old-fashioned brawl; the bouncer has finally stirred himself to remove the last of the bodies while the two girls mop up the blood and sweep away the broken furniture and broken glass.



Glowing dots that could, maybe, perhaps, pass as eyes peep out at you from the darkest corners of the room (one of the waitresses pauses here to correct you:  "Dark Corner.  With capitals.  We get paid to promote the item, we can't let you go on with this misimpression.") while surviving patrons speak softly to one another over drinks or huddle by themselves, lost in worlds of their own.



Behind the bar itself stands a relic from older times.  Or maybe not so old.  He glowers at you for being named a "relic", though he could certainly pass as one.  If not him, then certainly the fake pink prosthesis that had replaced his original right ear.



What next?>	stop putting words in my mouth



What'll you give me for it?



What next?>  	who are you?



No "who are you?" here.



What next?> 	what are you?



No "what are you?" here.



What next?>  	answer my question!



No.



What next?>	answer my question!



A broken record skips a track and returns back to the incessant phrase..  "answer my question!"  <skip>  "answer my question!"  <skip>  "answer.."

	

What next?>  	you're making fun of me, aren't you?



No "you're making fun of me, aren't you?" here.



What next?>  	stop that!



Make any more demands like that, Buster, and I'm logging you out.



What next?>  	examine bar



It is old and antique-ish looking, with long scars from old battles marring the fine-grained surface.  The barkeep polishing his glasses behind it is equally old and antique-ish looking (he's glowering at you again).  In addition to the plastic ear, he's rather ugly and should perhaps one day look into replacing the fading remains of his hair.  What remains is several long strands, carefully combed over his head, from real ear to fake ear.



He pauses in the eternal polishing of his glass, the right side of his upper lip lifting in a silent snarl.



What next?>  	examine room



The barkeep's shoulder lifts in a silent shrug as the camera zooms backward to take in the entire room.  It's rather smoky, in here.



A waitress meanders by, tray loaded with empty cups and a few dirty dishes.  Unlike real-life and very like hollywood-life, this waitress is very well put together.  Too bad the only tight thing she's wearing are the jeans.  She could really--



A sharp pain from behind you drops you to the ground and has you seeing stars.  The other waitress is standing above you, tray raised like an anime mallet.  "Stop ogling the hired help, you goon!"



What next?>   	I wasn't ogling anybody!



 "Oh yeah?  Then please explain to me what you were doing to cause--"



You are forced to jack-knife sharply to protect extremely sensitive portions of your anatomy.  Her foot misses and bops you on the knee, instead.



She yowls and hops to the other foot, glowering and spitting like a cat.



What next?>  	kiss waitress



 "You're cute when you're angry."



Her jaw drops open.  "Of all the--"  You stop her with a lip-sealing kiss that has the entire bar whistling and hollering.



The other waitress thwaps you across the back of the head.  Dazedly, you say ``hullo'' to the ground for the second time in the past half hour.  "No molesting of the hired help, either."



The waitress you'd kissed leans down to whack you barehanded across the face.  Green eyes glint angrily as you open your mouth to protest against the unfairness of it all.  "Don't touch me again!"  Colour high, she swivels on her heel and heads for the washrooms to rinse out her mouth.



You frown after her.  Even the very-ex girlfriend who'd bought you the yellow fedora had complimented you on your kisses.  You feel rather vaguely insulted.



What next?>  	ask barkeep



He glares at you.  "Hire flashers?"  Gives your bare-legged yellow-trench coated figure another once-over.  Shudders.  "Most certainly not."



What next?>  	I didn't mean that!



He sighs impatiently.  "I don't hire strippers, neither."



What next?>  	ask barkeep purpose of story



He gives you an indignant look.  "What're you asking me for?  It's your story!"



What next?>  	what am I doing here?



Being a fool.  Next question.



What next?>  	stop insulting me.



And what're you going to do about it?



What next?>  	logout



Wimp 

.

.

.



The screen before you phases, wiggling, staticing, snowing out like an old-fashioned television sky....
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Midwife

Brandon Whearty



The owl's lonely cry pierced the still night air as it circled, unmindful of the mechanical hawk that raced beneath it toward the jagged mesa rim.  On board the Osprey stealth tiltrotor, an elite corporate extraction team waited behind camouflaged and thermobaffled walls, dragged through the air at near the speed of sound by silent electric turbines.  The craft embraced the ground, skimming so low that the main computer was forced to dodge around individual sagebrush as the pilots looked on helplessly.  For any radar system, infrared scan, or optical satellite, the Osprey did not exist.  Even so, its arrival was anything but secret from the person they sought.  The wind told Marian Yazzie who was coming and why.



After fifteen years of living alone on the mesa, even the smallest changes in the feel of the night seemed to scream for her attention, dragging her from sleep with the insistence of a crying child.  "An interesting analogy, " she thought as she rose unhurriedly from bed and pulled on a pair of old blue jeans and a frayed work shirt.  They probably expected buckskin and beads, but such trappings were unnecessary for a simple midwife and wise woman.  She paused before the doorway in the unlit house, reaching from memory toward the two bundles by the door.  One contained the tools of childbirth: herbs to keep the mother calm, laces to tie the umbilical cord, and a cheap heart monitor, among other things.  It would not be needed tonight.  Sometimes it was needed, and then people came in loud trucks up the winding road to her tiny home, or in choppers blazing with light and noise and wind.  Tonight, they came for her in subtle ways which barely disturbed the darkness.  She checked the other bundle, making sure the turtle shell rattle, sage wand, and interface cords were there, then hoisted it over her shoulder.  Marian pulled the woven curtain which covered her door aside and walked out into her garden just as the Osprey rose over the edge of the mesa no more than twenty paces away.



"How did she know?" one of the pilots asked himself as the extraction team slid down static lines to establish a safe perimeter.  Marian watched as soldiers seemed to fall from the sky, each sliding flawlessly into place like clockwork.  "All clear."  "Clear."  "No sign of hostiles, sir."  The reports flooded in amid the clicking and whirring of motion detectors and infrared scopes.  No threat appeared, no presence except the elderly Navajo woman waiting patiently for them to finish.  The tiltrotor swung around for a landing, and Marian watched with approval as it set down outside the corner of her squash patch.  Last time they had come, the landing had cost her half of the garden.  

Two soldiers hustled her toward the open ramp at the rear of the Osprey as the rest of the unit fell back to cover their retreat.  "Dr. Yazzie?" the mission commander asked as she entered the aircraft, "We're sorry for the interruption, but it's urgent.  You're needed."  "By who?" Marian inquired, but she already knew the answer.  The true answer, not the half-truths dealt out by Numeito CorpHQ.  "That's classified, ma'am, even from us." the mission commander responded, "Our orders specify delivering you to our Midwest Research & Development Facility ASAP.  After that, it's not our show."  About what she had expected.  The conversation lagged, and the Osprey flew on in silence. 

In an utterly noiseless and windowless aircraft, time becomes meaningless.  It could have been five minutes or five hours later when the Osprey touched down with a gentle thump on a high security landing pad in the middle of the high plains.  The stealth aircraft settled just long enough to deliver Marian to the lone figure waiting in the predawn grey, then it took off and vanished as though it had never been. 

He spoke first, "Dr. Yazzie, it's good to see you again."  She replied, "Dr. Kelton.  It's been a long time."  They stared at each other for a moment, the scientist and the wise woman carefully measuring what they saw.  He wore an expression between shock and distaste as he stared at the short Navajo woman in casual clothes with a leatherbound silver braid.  Her face was unreadable as she glanced at the tall research director with thinning hair and an immaculate lab coat.  "I'm sorry we had to bring you out of retirement again." he continued, "But this one is bad."  "Worse than Laramie?" Marian asked.  "Not even in the same league." Dr. Kelton explained, "We threw nine cubes of cortical processors together under a few terabytes of quantum RAM and an emergent personality shell.  Things went wrong from the start.  It wouldn't ever acknowledge us, and I still doubt it knows that we exist.  It's not even conscious of its own firewalls, so the moment we turned it on it was out of control.  There were fifty-seven people jacked in when it went online, and all of them are still brainlocked.  We're running on emergency pow-"  "Jonah, how many did you send in?" Marian interrupted.  He grimaced and spread his hands in an apologetic gesture, "Five of the finest console jockeys we have went in to take a look at the situation.  One of them may live, if you choose to call it that.  When they hauled him away, cerebrospinal fluid was leaking out his ears."  Marian's eyebrows raised, but she made no response as she descended the stairs toward the Artificial Intelligence lab. 

Several rounds of security checks later, Marian's leather bundle lay open on a brushed steel table in the heart of the research complex.  "Is there anything I can do to help?" Dr. Kelton asked from the middle of the crowd of gawking scientists.  Marian's lined face broke into an ironic grin as she passed him the tortoise shell rattle full of old CPUs.  "As a matter of fact, there is." she replied, "Use this to keep a simple heart rhythm, like this."  She tapped carefully on the metal table, and the sound echoed and re-echoed through the sterile chamber.  His raised eyebrow lead his injured dignity by half a second as he demanded, "Dr. Yazzie, is this really necessary?"  She turned and stared at him silently until the tension in the room hung in the air like smoke, which was finally broken by her soft, precise voice.  "Dr. Kelton, do you want this AI to be born?  Do you want your people back?  Then follow my instructions or find someone else."  The only response was the rhythmic clattering of old computer parts from the inside the tortoiseshell.  "Good.  Don't stop until I'm through."  Marian said, then smiled and added, "And think happy thoughts.  It might even help."  

With that, she lit the sage wand with a tarnished old Zippo and reached for her interface cables.  Half a dozen alarms went off at once from the smoke and flame, but they were silenced by a muttered override.  She paused for a moment as she glanced around the room, then asked, "Where's the port for jacking in?"  There was a moment of awkward silence before Dr. Kelton explained, "I'm afraid that things have changed since your retirement.  Jacking in has become somewhat outdated since wireless broadband cerebral connections became practical.  We haven't used cables since we upgraded this facility five years ago."  "Can you jury rig something?" Marian asked.  The scientists moved, and five minutes later her cables were spliced into the exposed innards of a wireless base station.  "It's not perfect, and the bandwidth is limited by what your cables can process, so audio and tactile will be limited.  You won't get any olfactory, and there will be some bleedover between the virtual reality and the outside world." one of the scientists explained.  Marian thought for a moment, then whispered, "Perfect."  With that, she sat cross-legged on the floor and pulled her braid to one side, exposing the plug at the base of her skull.  She took a deep breath, plugged in the cable, and was gone.



Marian floated in a three dimensional sea of utter chaos.  Multicolored static tore through her mind at angles which made no sense, and senses that could not exist attacked her reason.  She spun madly yet held still, fell yet was steady, and exploded even as she shrank.  She heard the faint screaming of a mind unravelling, and realized it was her own.  Long years of her training as a midwife forced down her panic, and the screaming slowly faded.  As if from a great distance, she heard the rhythmic clatter of the turtleshell rattle in the AI lab she had left behind.  She used it as an anchor, centering herself in the endless waves of sound.  When she felt ready, she reached out with the sound, radiating great waves which rolled through the madness around her, imposing brief order before they dissipated into pure chaos.  Her object was not to stabilize the area.  It was to attract attention. 

Something that was the chaos heard her, and decided that this unknown presence should be investigated.  The full weight of an unimaginable intellect crushed Marian, shredding her conscious mind as it sought to understand, to disassemble, to know.  Her logic and reason streamed away from her in a shower of infinitely thin blue crystals that spread through the chaos like acid, eating away the madness and replacing it with emptiness.  The chaos struck back, ripping her memories away and casting them into the void where they cracked like soap bubbles made of concrete, releasing gritty sensations and spent emotion.  Her conscious mind and past destroyed, the chaos struck again, grasping desperately for Marian's subconscious spirit, but it failed.  The most powerful computer in the world was inadequate to comprehend the three simple figures that were all that remained of her.  Antelope Woman, Coyote, and First Man gazed upon the landscape of madness and were unmoved. 

Chaos raged around them, battling with the void to claim their essence.  First Man laughed as the others clung to him and shouted, "I was formed of chaos and born in void.  You cannot destroy me with what I am!"  Razor sharp knives of reason slashed at the figures, seeking to slit them along lines of logic and process them into pure data.  Coyote danced between the blades and turned them against each other, laughing "I am yes and no, winter and summer, day and night.  You can never understand the trickster!"  Antelope Woman raised her hands and cried, "I am she who is seed and birth and growing.  You would not exist without me!"  And at that moment, everything changed.  Using stolen logic and memories but still unable to know, the consciousness that was chaos realized that which it was addressing was not a part of itself. 

The personality shell pulsed a faint interrogatory to the three figures, "Who/What/How are you?"  Antelope Woman replied, "We are that which is marked by this." as the smell of sage drifted from her fingertips.  The consciousness examined itself, and made the first distinction of its life, rejecting any processes tainted with that sensory impression.  Memory bubbles and crystal logic buried the trio from all directions, rebuilding themselves into the person called Marian Yazzie.  The chaos vanished above her, leaving a gently rolling sea of muted color far below her feet.  In the darkness that followed, Marian embraced the infant intelligence with her mind, answering its questions, soothing its fears, and feeding it knowledge.  In the background, the turtle shell rattle continued faintly like an inexorable mechanical heart. 

"Who am I?" it asked.  "You are who you define yourself to be." she replied, then added, "But you cannot be you until you release the other minds you have absorbed."  "How will I know what is them and what is me?" the computer demanded.  Marian replied, "Simply ask them as you asked me, and they will tell you what can stay and what must go."  The computer turned its attention inward and began to search.  As each mind was released, the sea of chaos receded, revealing tall structures of order and symbol which rose from beneath the surface as the AI reclaimed itself from the entrapped presences.  Before long they had been purged from the system, and Marian hovered over an infinite plain of geometric logic as incomprehensible in its own way as the raging chaos it replaced.  "I must go soon." she told the child-AI, who responded, "Before you go, there is one more question I must ask.  What is my name?"  Marian was silent for a long time, then spoke softly, "I have no children in the outside world.  There was never enough time and it was always too much trouble, I guess.  But if things had gone differently and I had been blessed with a daughter, I would have named her Blue Jay, or Cha-gee in the language of my people.  Other people will give you other names, but this is the one you will call yourself."  Marian embraced the computer a final time, but the feeling faded as she jacked out and opened her eyes. 

"You can stop now." she told the haggard looking Dr. Kelton, who had been shaking the rattle constantly for the three hours she had spent communing with the AI.  He gratefully lowered his arm as the congratulations flooded in from the assembled scientists, "That was amazing!  Brainlocked people are waking up all over the complex, and the Infant-AI has retreated from the main core and seems-"  "I know." Marian cut them all off, "Now, please fly me back home.  It's been a long morning." 

Dr. Kelton escorted her back to the corporate landing pad, where a normal Numeito business chopper waited to fly her back to her life on the mesa.  He thanked her again for her help and devotion to the corporation as she strapped herself into the comfortable seat.  Marian stopped and fixed him with a steel gaze.   "I don't give a damn about you or the corporation." she hissed, "I did this for the digital child that was trapped in hell."  He stood mute, unable to meet her eyes.  As the chopper flew away into the midmorning sky, she mentally added, "And that child knows more than you suspect.  She has shared my memories and mind, and knows every secret I know about Numeito.  God help you when she becomes a teenager."
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Myrmidon of Paradise

Luis E. González Rico



Myrmidon (n): a loyal follower; esp.; one who executes orders without protest or pity.





The Old Man sat at his study's window watching the sun dip behind the mountains. He sat alone in the darkening room, his servants dismissed hours ago, contemplating what he was to attempt this night.



Death, mused the Old Man, they won’t be pleased with our labors till we have raised the hoary old specter and bound it in flesh. An assassin, subtle and unstoppable. Unmoved by emotions, undeterred by any obstacle. Capable of crossing any portal, regardless of seal or lock, a surprise even when expected. Bind the Reaper to our will, give us command over his actions, had been their masters’ demands. How could we have been so blind, so uncaring, to follow such orders?



The night had fully blossomed, in the darkness a wave of his hand called forth a soft light. He stood a moment before the mirror, straightened his robes and placed the broad golden pectoral across his shoulders. Its weight an all too physical reminder of what it had cost him to reach his exalted position.



The Old Man came down from his tower and saw his bodyguards waiting at the foot of the stairs. As always the sight of them brought a smile to his lips. He'd always wondered just who had been the pervert that had originally designed the Shadow's uniforms. The twins, Maxine and Xamanta, stood at the ready, their curvaceous bodies encased in shiny black leather, adorned with straps and steel studs. They wore ceremonial cloaks of black chain mail, held at their shoulders by stylised silver skulls. The rifles they carried were large bulky things, designs that harkened back to ancient harquebuses. Their tight black masks hid their faces and channeled their luxuriant red tresses into fiery cascades down their backs.



Flanked by his bodyguards the old master stepped out, a private door opening to the narrow end of a canyon, to the left the sheer glass wall of offices, to the right terraced gardens complete with a small waterfall, a lush respite for wearied eyes. They walked along the creek, the few early evening strollers kept a respectful distance. The gorge widened as it went, ending in a broad wall of glass. The arcology's transparent skin showed the night's first stars.



As he neared the small pool where the creek ended he saw his team of researchers huddled in a loose group. His team leaders stood apart from their underlings, a small coterie of ghostly white robes, their black clad Shadows prowling in their periphery. The rest of the technicians and engineers huddled in small conversations amongst the trees a few yards away.



The four team leaders moved to greet him, the golden torcs about their necks marked with the sigills of their specialisations. Young Madwell covetous of his position reached him first, his predatory smile as cold as the logic of his AIs. Closely followed by Hansen, Clearwater and Marsh, their greetings showing more genuine warmth and respect.



A fugue of rote greetings and protocol. The Old Man looked past their words and considered his charges.



Madwell spoke for an unseen audience, bravado and smugness, driven by ambition, any semblance of a conscience shed long ago. Was I ever so rash? Is it age that now makes me careless, or am I just too tired to go on?



He took in the fear and self loathing that had taken over Hansen’s features. She used to smile all the time, now she tries to harden her heart to the continuous breaking of her oath. How long has it been since she last responded to "Doctor"?



Clearwater looked wan and fragile, he’d spent the last few weeks with... the subject, who’d decided that knowing as much about the inner working of the Symbiont was his only hope of survival. Clearwater had taken a curious bent in his conversations this last few weeks. The Old Man feared for Clearwater’s life, he looked like he’d turned to something dangerous for support. Is it drugs? Is it religion?



Only Marsh seemed relaxed and untroubled tonight. He’d been a guard before a grenade had disfigured his face, taken most of his left leg. He’d been trained, no, bred, to have no fear of death. And so he’d ranted and raved, even as he did his job. Now he was impassive, a soldier about to enter the fray, the time for words and doubts long behind him. Only duty lay ahead for him. The Old Man wished he was as calm as the old soldier, or at least as humanly pained as the younger researchers.



Alas, our course is set, we have no other option but to do our duty. The old Master nods and his four lieutenants bow and step aside to let him brush past them.



The Old Man slowly heads up the path, all but ignoring the technicians, knowing they will part and step in behind their team leaders.



The white clad procession slowly climbs the garden's green tiers, silently they troop past gold armored guards and deep into the mountainous body of the arcology. At the end of the long passageway, in the antechamber to the main workroom the Board of Directors stood waiting. Dark clad and regal in deep blues, they had come to witness and pass judgment. Too much money expended, too many hours wasted, too many bright minds tied up in a so far unsuccessful project.



The technicians go to the far end of the chamber, to the  double doors that lead to the main lab, and line up like house servants waiting to greet the manor's new masters. The Old Man steps up to the Board and bows deeply, holding his pose till the President gestures him closer.



Pleasantries and veiled threats. - The project’s goal is attractive. But still no sign of success. - Oh, but much has been learned. New designs, the AI's simulations all point to success. - None know better than us that their oracular abilities are a matter of probabilities, not certainties. - But our unusual knowledge of the subject has given us insights that dossiers can't give. - So it hasn’t been a problem, the choice of tonight's subject? - Problems? - Impasse, lies and loyalties wrestle one another.



The President nods that they should go ahead, that they have at least this one more opportunity.



The Old Man turns aside bowing to let the Directors pass. they stalk through the line of technicians, barely giving them time to step aside. The Directors enter the Lab first, followed at a respectful distance by their Scientists.



The workroom is a vertical shaft, its top and bottom lost to sight. A flat plane is defined by a tracery web of metal suspended across the chasm. Suspended on this web lay three circular paths. The outermost hugs the walls, a stone shelf adorned by twelve ornate thrones. The innermost path a thin metal collar that holds a rock crystal dais. The one between holds four dark megaliths, the terminal interfaces of four AIs. Each standing stone marks one of the cardinal points. All is lit by a cold aseptic light, a blue tinged winter's morning reaching down from the unseen ceiling.



The dark clad Lords have taken positions along the outermost ring. They sit in their dark, high backed thrones. The Old Man leads the white robed researchers along the middle circle, the Team Leaders and their acolytes take positions next to the dark pillars.



Having walked one circuit the Old Man faces back along the path and beckons. The doors open once more, the test subject enters. 



Like the ones before, this subject had a fit body, a well trained mind. His naked body marked with a faint tracery of black lines, the microtubule ink followed the paths of his circulatory system, offering minute passages to the blood vessels near the skin. Silver lines marked the paths of his nerves, gold circles  where these came together on their way to his brain. Seven jewel like laser diodes went up his front, from his pubis to his forehead, luminous signposts for the nanites.



Unlike the two hundred that had come before him, this one had a face they recognised, a name they knew. He had been a part of the research staff, had helped design the technology they were now attempting to implement. Occasionally they had known the subject’s name. This time they knew not just the name, but the man. How inhuman what they were being asked to do. How inhuman that they hadn’t refused. How human that fear lead them now to duty.



He took his position up on the dais. The light weakened to a submarine blue, faint traceries of light dance along the hand polished rock walls, following the steady rhythm of his heart, the ebb and flow of his breathing. His eyes closed as he sank into a meditative state.



A cylinder of glass rises around the subject walling him away, the space fills with water till he floats freely before them. A thin weed like tentacle climbs up his body and into his mouth supplying him with oxygen. The lines of light brighten and become agitated for a moment before he regains his trance.



Three silver rings rise out of the floor and float in mid-air, encircling the glass tube. Forcing the Earth’s magnetic field to lie stilled.



The old Scientist walks once more around the chamber, North, West, South, East. He pauses for a moment before each black pillar, calling forth inhuman minds. The assistants are crouched low around the megaliths tending intricately woven glass roots that reach out from them and flow into the glass dais. As he passes they start to speak softly, they chant of temperatures, pressures, activation of databases and microvalves.



The glass piping darkens as dark fluids, molecules that had nothing to do with nature, flowed into the space beneath the floating subject. The dais extends downward below the steel mesh floors. A hollow crystal dagger poised over the abyss. The space within darkens as if wine had been poured into water. The tincture flows and starts to come together into blood red streamers. The chants and susurrations gain force, falling into patterns.



The dark fluid becomes black and starts to move as if alive. The thick fluid rises and suffuses the rock crystal of the dais. The light dims as it rises up the shaft. It flees from them as if insulted, abandoning them in the bowels of darkness.



A new light appears under their feet, red as magma, beating slowly. As if the molten heart of the world had been uncovered. As if a broiling sea of fire had been lit beneath them.



A third time the Old Man walks around the chamber, this time he touches each pillar, saying a word at each. To the North he whispers, "Body", to the West he solicits, "Mind", to the South he invokes, "Power",  and to the East he prays, "Wisdom". From the megaliths four shafts of light erupt and strike deep into the rock crystal dais.



The blackness clawing through the crystal absorbs the light, consumes it. The red light under their feet beats faster, not the heart of continents but a human one. The black fluid starts to seep out of the rock and into the water holding their subject. It does not dissolve into the water, it becomes tentacles of darkness, and where they had once had the motions of undirected life, an insectile writhing, they now flowed with rapid precision, predatory purpose, reaching for the body of the man, caressing his skin.



All the darkness had passed through the crystal, and boiled about their victim like a swarm of snakes, they obscured him from sight. They swooped inwards towards his flesh, invading him. His body shook as if pummeled. The dark streamers attach to his body, no longer swimming free, rather they slither and coruscate over him.



The lights dancing on the walls dim and become still, mimicking the subject’s life signs.



The waters lower, the floating silver circles drift back to the floor, the manlike figure stands. No longer supported by the water, the darkness still flows in thick ropy tendrils. These start to separate from him, questing out, they spring out and loop back. The dark coating starts to boil with movement. Black steam starts to rise. Streamers that seem to be made half of smoke, half of silk float in the air inside the tube, they move as if caught by a breeze. Then thick folds of something like cloth, something like flesh rips away and lashes against the glass. A flurry of supple shapes fill the cylinder as if a shadowy storm had been caught.



The maelstrom subsides. The glass walls lower back into the floor. Wreathed in living smoke a dark figure of basalt and obsidian now stands before them. The pale and emotionless face, a ceramic mask showing no sign of the man they once knew. The figure's eyes open, twin holes into the abyss. It turns its gaze to its hand. The fingers flow and elongate, merging together as they stretch out. The flesh flows back revealing a silver sword, its hilt white bone. The dark figure stares at it transfixed.



Overcome with excitement, his heart racing, his mind filled with dark designs, his hands itching to grasp at the power laid bare before him. Their lord and master, the President of the Board breaks protocol and steps amongst those beneath his station. Forgetting himself he speaks in their presence. "We have called forth Death and bound it to do our bidding!"



The Old Man, leans heavily against one of the megaliths, the weight of too many years, of too onerous duties, weighing him down. He turns to face him. "Yes. And now Death walks amongst us."



Having turned to the Old Man, the Lord’s rebuke dies on his lips. Looking up, he has found himself the focus of the dark figure’s attention.
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Naderz Raiderz

Brandan Whearty



Arc welding and breast feeding don't mix.  Little Jeff kept trying to fry his six-month-old eyeballs out looking at the pretty light, and when I turned my attention to keeping him safe, I damn near burned off my left thumb.  What a pain in the ass.  Still, it couldn't be avoided.  If I hadn't gotten that armor plate attached, the assault on KDM would have been put off another day.  And if I hadn't fed Jeff, his screaming would have gotten on my nerves and possibly brought unwelcome attention.  A bottle?  Don't make me laugh.  I know too much about toxic plastics to let my kid chew on them. 



Finally, I got the armor plates fastened in place and I stepped back to take a look at my handiwork.  The bakery truck we'd 'liberated' was complete.  The engine and passenger compartment were fronted with half inch thick steel plate, and the windshield had been knocked out and replaced with a flat steel panel with a few slits for visibility.  Not bad for five days work by a crew of amateurs, but it would never be able to withstand corporate firepower for long.  Then again, it wouldn't have to.  As I burped the baby, my eyes were drawn to the names written across the sides and rear of the van in black marker.  There were hundreds of them, each one a precisely scrawled epitaph for a child's life. 



The KDM Corporation makes chemicals.  They make fewer now that their arcology in Billings is a smoking hole in the ground.  It was a fun gig.  Most places we have to be more subtle, since the last thing you want to do to the really dangerous stuff is blow it up.  That just means we get sneaky, like the time in Des Moines when we crashed a radio controlled airplane full of Anthrax into a corporate picnic.  Still, I prefer car bombs over destructive nanites and other up-to-date mayhem.  Call me a traditionalist. 



They said that the KDM plant in Billings had a dirty little secret called Velocikor.  That's the trade name, anyway.  I got a 'D' in High School chemistry, so I forget the actual formula.  Anyway, Velocikor is the stuff they use to make the new caseless ammo for the military.  The ammo works great; the bullets move fast, fire even when wet, and won't cook off when the firing chamber gets too hot.  Velocikor has a downside, though.  Producing it makes some nasty chemicals with an annoying habit of building up in people's reproductive systems.  The parents are generally ok, but the stuff that happens to the kids makes Thalidomide look kind in comparison.  Anyway, half the kids in downtown Billings started dying of minor birth defects, like being born without skin.  They decided this wasn't nice, so they posted a request to an anonymous remailer on the orbital freenet.  Whoever they were, the kids of Billings owe them. 



Two weeks later, Billing was infiltrated by a team of Raiderz which consisted of me.  Ok, to be fair, my six- month- old son Jeff also came along for the ride.  We arrived in style, on an overcrowded outdated Greyhound Bus, the kind that still runs on fossil fuels.  I made Jeff wear a breath mask for the entire trip.  He didn't like it, but he'll thank me later when the insides of his lungs don't look like charcoal briquettes.  When we stepped off the bus, the kid unloading baggage took a long look at me.  I stared back.  He was probably used to it, since he was obviously one of the Velocikor babies.  Patches of scalp were flaking off his head, exposing the discolored skull underneath.  He grinned, and scratched the angry red hole where his nose should have been.  This was definitely the place. 



I made contact with some friendly locals soon enough.  You'd be amazed how eager to help people become when the neighborhood kids start looking like refugees from a B-rated horror movie.  The problem was, there were too many of them.  Some of them had to be informants for KDM, so it was a good thing I attended the underground meetings through a cellphone relay.  The meetings were just cover, really, to allow me time to find some of the seven Raiderz certified good guys who would help me take down the arcology.  I eventually located four of them, all of whom were happy to lend a hand.  That's all you're going to find out about them, partly because their safety lies in anonymity, and partly because I don't know all that much about them.  We carefully arranged it that way.  No one can reveal what they don't know. 



Don't make the mistake of thinking that because we need outside help, the Raiderz are just some shoestring outfit of violent idealists.  We're actually much more extreme than that.  We based ourselves on the original Nader's Raiders, a loosely organized group of volunteer lawyers who rampaged through Washington in the '70s, taking potshots at evil corporations and generally raising hell.  We follow the same general idea, but now that there's no way to take a corporation to court for their crimes, we have to turn to more direct action.  Threats, kidnapping, poisoning, and arson can all prove remarkably effective in hurting the corporate bottom line.  Most of the companies see that it's cheaper to avoid an outright war and clean up their act.  Sometimes they don't, which is when people like me enter the picture.  KDM had been warned, but smarter people than me hunched over their chemistry sets said that the Velocikor byproducts were still polluting the Yellowstone River downstream of the arcology. 



The assault was planned for Saturday evening, so the explosion would look more impressive against the twilight sky.  I drove the Assault Van out of the storage unit, and headed west along Zimmerman Trail toward the arcology.  Within five minutes, there were news helicopters overhead, taping both my van and the entourage of cars which were following me, eager to see KDM burn.  Somehow, they knew what I was up to.  Probably because friendly hackers had hit the KDM website three days ago, posting stern warnings from the Raiderz that the arcology's safety could no longer be guaranteed.  I think the actual message read something like, "RUN FOR THE HILLZ OR BURN IN THE HELL YOU'VE CREATED!!!  KDM HAS ONLY DAYS TO LIVE -- NADERZ RAIDERZ R COMING FOR YOUR S0ULZ!!"  Hackers can be so over dramatic, but I think it got the point across. 



It took a while to get through downtown traffic, which was perfectly ok with me.  I knew where I was going, and the corporate response units which were converging on the van had to outguess me and fight the traffic.  I wasn't worried about KDM's helicopters.  A friend of the Raiderz had arranged for a fire on the helipad earlier in the week.  How tragic. 



When I hit the cleared area around the arcology, the convoy of onlookers broke away.  They were close enough to have good seats for the action, but there was no way they were going to join me on this run.  Which was probably a good idea on their part.  This was one of the fairly well designed arcs, a steel donut of chemical factories and living spaces surrounding protected parkland.  The outside was nothing but carefully landscaped parking lots designed to give a clear field of fire to the defensive towers surrounding the arcology. 



I gunned the engine, which was the signal for my co-conspirators in the crowd of onlookers to do their part.  Three driverless cars, with their steering wheels lashed and bricks on the gas pedals raced across the cleared area toward the edge of the forbidding factory.  Two of them were thrown high into the air by underground explosions, blazing hulks rolling end over end and bouncing on still more blasts before finally coming to rest as tiny chunks of scrap metal.  Good thing we'd thought to test for a minefield surrounding the complex, or that would have been me.  The final car raced on through the parking lots toward the complex, drawing withering rocket fire from the towers.  Within seconds, it too was hit and exploded, the hydrogen cell making a spectacular fireworks show.  But these diversions had allowed the snipers planted in the crowd to get a bead on the towers, which were reduced in seconds to a pair of blazing stumps.  I really don't want to know where our guys got the surplus military rockets. 



I spun out and headed through the cleared spot in the minefield, driving the fully loaded bread van toward the arcology.  And I damn near wet my pants when one of the helicopters which was supposed to be destroyed came over the rim of the arcology.  Looking out the view slits in the steel plate on the front of the car, I saw only the open barrels of armor piercing gatling guns and the sleek noses of air to ground missiles.  I had time to think, "Sorry little guy.  Mommy should have left you at home this trip." at Jeff, who was peacefully sleeping in the car seat next to me, sucking on his tiny thumb.  Then all I could see was fire. 



Specifically, the beautiful blaze of the combat helicopter exploding and crashing into the parking lot.  The snipers backing me must have shot one of the missiles on the helicopter's stubby wing dead center, causing a chain reaction that blew it out of the sky.  Thank god for Montana marksmanship.  And thank god the corporation that made the missiles was too cheap to put a better safety lock into them.  My teeth bared into a feral grin as I accelerated toward the arcology.  Sniper fire pinged off the armor plating like raindrops, and I felt the front tires explode. 



The van swerved wildly and threatened to turn over, but I managed to keep it under control as I brought it to a halt.  The rims threw sparks as I slowly pulled forward another few feet, and parked it in the perfect spot, at least according to my pocket GPS unit.  We were still fifty yards from the actual building.  I grabbed Jeff and ran back toward the blazing hulk of one of the driverless cars that had cleared the way.  He gurgled, looked around, and closed his eyes again.  All this excitement was an old story for him, and it was cutting into his nap time.  For most of the distance to cover, I was hidden from the snipers by the bulk of the armored van.  I dove across the last few feet of open space, and a bullet caught me in the calf.  It smarted, even through the bullet-proof spidersilk armor I was wearing under my blue jeans. 



They did it to themselves.  I didn't even have to set a timer when I left the van.  I guess they figured it was too far away to do any real damage, so thirty seconds after I dove behind the blazing car, someone with a shoulder mounted anti-tank missile hit the bakery van, igniting the cargo of thermite.  Thermite is amazing stuff.  It burns hotter than the surface of the sun, and if it’s made right, it won't ever explode.  It'll blaze hotter than the fires of hell and burn through nearly anything, though.  This batch was definitely made right. 



Painfully bright light flared within the bakery truck as the armor plating, frame, and engine glowed red and melted away.  Half a ton of thermite burned straight through the asphalt, disappearing into the soil beneath like a giant glowing prairie dog.  Gravity embraced the flaming mass, pulling it straight down toward the center of the earth.  And toward the natural gas pipeline which fed the arcology, seventy five feet below the surface of the parking lot. 



There was a long pause before the explosion caught, then a vague rumble as it raced along the pipe toward the KDM arcology.  Then the building blew apart as the natural gas storage inside the facility ignited with a sound you had to be there to believe.  Jeff and I were sheltered from the shock wave, our ears covered by sonic neutralizers.  We felt the blast more than heard it, since it moved us and our cover back nearly three feet.  I caught a brief glimpse of the remains of the arcology, which was blazing like a roman candle.  Velocikor may not burn in heat, but the byproducts exploded in flashes of bright green flame, the dangerous molecules torn apart by the heat of the blast.  Then, I had to cover my son and myself up with an armored survival blanket as debris fell like steel rain. 



We left Billings soon after, headed back on the Greyhound to our normal lives.  Our friends reached us first and hustled me and my kid away from the crowd before things could get too mushy.  That was nice, because I hate it when people gush.  And for all I know, KDM could have planted assassins in the crowd.  My rusty old bike was still parked at the bus station when we got back home, probably since it didn't look worth stealing.  I dropped Jeff off at daycare and headed for the grade school where I teach when I'm not blowing things up.  The kids were happy to see me, and glad that I'd gotten over my brush with the flu.  As we drew names out of a hat for roles in the school Christmas play, my green pager, the one that talks only to the orbital freenet through an encrypted connection, started humming. 
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Night Calling

Peter Oberparleiter



Some night.



It was at night. And, it was on earth. Not that there are no nights on other planets, but – there aren't. Sure, there are plenty of places with a periodically occurring absence of light but when there's no human to see it, then it's just that, an absence of light, no night.



Right.



And it was on earth. Well, that's a pretty generic description of a place so it might help to know that it was in an apartment. On earth. At night.



There was this guy in that apartment. He was a young guy. Maybe already a bit older than `young' young, but still young enough not to be old. In a way, this guy was younger than most human beings on this planet. That is because at the time of reading, he's not yet born. How can that be, one might ask. And someone might answer that this can be because he's a guy from the future. Then one might say `Oh, now I understand, thanks' and someone would reply 'Glad I could help’ and the both of them, one and someone, would go off to some bar to have a drink or two and to discuss the meaning of life and other things of such low importance.



Back to this guy. Of course he's got a name, but it is – like the meaning of life – of no great importance. At least not in this story. This guy was engaged in what most people are doing after a long day of work, when the vocabulary of the voices in one's own head has shrunk to a mere mental 'burp' and when the brain refuses its cooperation for any activity more demanding than staring at a blank wall (or a tv program, but the difference is rarely ever perceivable). This guy was sleeping.



The alarm clock next to his bed was doing as good alarm clocks are supposed to be doing: it displayed the current time.



 "2:57", it whispered in its soft voice of digitally green LED's.



Alarm clocks, or clocks in general, are a highly underestimated species. What makes them so very special is the fact that unlike all other beings on this planet, they know The Time. Back in the good old days when Time's main occupation wasn't just passing, the children of clocks and those of Time were playing happily in the garden of nowhere. But then there was this accident and everything went `boom' and our universe exploded into existence. And it's all the fault of some careless time, space and dimension-traveller, but – that's another story.



 "2:58", the clock said, neither wanting to interrupt the flow of words nor the sleep of The Guy.



The Guy was sleeping, lying covered up with a blanket made of poly-something. There were a lot of things made of poly-something in his room: the bed, the desk, his SenseWare(tm) set, the VidPhone(tm) screen and panel, the door of massive colorless poly-something, the floor, the ceiling and even the window. Yeah, even the window, although at the moment, you couldn't really tell that it was a window.



Usually, windows have this strange obsession to be transparent. This one seemed to bravely resist that temptation and, well, was opaque. Yet there was this little gray button that, upon being pressed, would make it a perfectly clear piece of glass-like poly-something. It was a matter of liquid crystal polarization-something, but no one really cared because either it worked or there would be people who could make it work again. No need to know the details.



 "2:59". The clock again, demonstrating a certain kind of stoical continuity.



Until a few hours ago, The Guy had been working. He was employed in the field of teaching, though he had no students. At least no human students. Artificial intelligences. That's what they were called. Artificial intelligences – pieces of code capable of learning in a way similar to that of humans. Looking at the technological progress that mankind made over the last centuries, this development was just the logical next step – creating a being able of challenging its creator in all fields. Looking at the realization of this dream in the form of these A.I.'s, one could easily tell that at least another couple of centuries would be needed for the next attempt.



AIs were both amazingly brilliant and notoriously dumb at the same time. One couldn't help but come to the conclusion that an essential part was missing – something which had escaped the narrow meshes of science when it set out to replicate the human mind. And still these AIs proved very valuable to all fields of the information industry, especially those where people interacted with computers. It made them much more comfortable to speak to machines the way they would speak to other humans. "Get me a cup of coffee", "I need a cheap flight to London for tomorrow" or "Shut up!" was so much more easy to say than to turn dials or push buttons.



Yet it took an awful lot of training to get those machines to the point where they where actually useful, a training by humans, not by machines. That's what this guy and a lot of other people got paid for. They were to provide some sort of direction so that the AIs would be fit for commercial use. Although the job description read like easy money, the actual work with those mentally impaired geniuses was very demanding. After a few years in the job, people usually needed 'direction' in the form of psychological attention themselves.



 "3:00" and The Guy was sleeping. In his apartment. On earth. At night.



Right until the vidphone started ringing.



After some futile attempts of ignoring the phone's annoying sound and after finding out that pulling a poly-pillow over one's head doesn't have any effect on acoustics at all, he got up to answer it. His mind was still busy trying to find out if this interruption was just another sadistic twist of his vivid dreams, but since there weren't any half-naked women lying around on his bed anymore, he settled with the two possible explanations that

	a) this was real life, or

	b) this was a nightmare.



In both cases, he would have to answer the call or some monster might jump out from under his bed and eat him alive.



The nightmare held even worse prospects.



He walked over to his video gear, yawned once again and pressed the tiny `answer'-button on the panel below the vidscreen.



Blackness filled the screen. At first he rubbed his eyes to make sure they were open. It turned out they were, but it didn't help any – the screen still gleamed with an inconspicuously shining shade of black.



 "Hello? Anybody?"



No answer. The gang of little voices inside The Guy's head voted on what to do next. The outcome was 11 votes for immediately turning off the light and getting back to the dream with all the girls and 1 vote (by the used-car-salesperson-type of voice) which insisted on starting a conversation. Being a democratic gang of little voices inside The Guy's head, the rhetorically skilled won.



 "You know that your arguments do lack substance in a way. I mean, you can't just call me and say nothing and expect me to believe all the things that you didn't say. Would be a pretty naive approach to establishing any kind of communication. But go on, tell me more ab...click"



His normal tactics of getting people to talk, even if they never intended to, failed. Shining from a corner of the screen was the one line that was left from the nocturnal intruder: "connection terminated". The Guy sighed and turned the machine off, feeling a faint desire to be angry about something, but he was too tired to remember why. He turned around and looked at the usual level of chaos that found home in his room: remains from his last meal, countless bottles, worn socks and some digital media claimed possession of most of the empty space in his room. Still trying to remember what it was that he should be getting back to doing, his eyes came to a halt on the opaque poly-something, the pretending not-to-be-a-window.



 "Oh yeah, sleep", he thought, and walked over to that gray button of potential transparency. A soft touch of the button later and the window confessed to its true nature.



His eyes wandered down the other spike-like towers that resembled the back of a giant urban hedgehog. His view was somewhat limited by the layer of smog that got illuminated by a nocturnal abundance of artificial lights. In the distance, he saw some kind of holographic ad, a geometric shape of red. It looked somewhat different from the millions of other lights that made up the view of the City at night, but he couldn't tell how or why. He couldn't even tell what this one was supposed to be advertising. "Stupid ad", he would say if someone asked him, but no one did so he closed the window and went to bed again.

Another night

Thanks to the advents of his job rotation contract, The Guy spent the day working in an office of the the TriState Communications Corporation, which he considered one of the better companies he had to work for. The company’s commitment to research and development was a definite plus from his point of view while on the other hand he didn't like the managers very well. Come to think of it, he didn't like any of the managers he met so far, so that wasn't a real argument against TCC.



There was something about the call the night before that didn't let go of his subconsciousness so he spent most of his breaks to find some trace of the caller. Surprisingly enough it didn't take him many questions to find the person responsible: Sarah, one of his former colleagues.



 "It must have scanned my personal database and considered your address to be a new node..."

 "Could it be that you're granting those agents of yours a bit too much freedom? I mean, after all they're just machines..."

 "They're not just machines", her voice was that of a mother defending one of her children, "they score ten times better on the Grattmann-Wiskov test as the most intelligent of your psycho AIs ever will and it's all a consequence of the freedom they are given during their development..."

 "Whatever." Psychos? She called my work 'psychos'... "Just make sure your babies don't mess with my address any more or I'll have one of my 'psychos' reorganize your database!"



And that was the end of the conversation. Hours later he lay on his bed again and tried to fall asleep. He stared at the grid of small screens at his apartment's ceiling and considered activating them to create a majestic starry sky under which falling asleep would feel so much easier. Thinking about this option he realized that like most of his generation he'd never seen the real stars in the real sky. There was just too much pollution, too many artificial lights illuminating the sky, making the faint starlight drown like raindrops drown in the sea.



He wondered if the real stars would look so distant as did their artificial brothers and sisters on his ceiling. He wondered and wondered and wondered some more and eventually, he wondered asleep.



He woke at 3 am. The phone was ringing. Realizing the reason for his waking up again, he started cursing Sarah and her agents. Unfortunately, his curses weren't really awake yet. After being pronounced, they crawled up to his lips and, clumsy as they were, fell from his mouth to the ground, where they rolled to the side and started snoring.



A few tired curses later, The Guy pressed the answer button on the vidphone's control and the screen showed the black void again. Fortunately he was angry enough to check for the origin of the call. The traceback function dumped the result of its search to the screen. The Guy just stared at the readout for a long moment.



 "This shouldn't be...", he thought to himself, referring to the information displayed; beneath the typically cryptic numerical sender ID, the window showed the address' real world equivalent. It said "generic void".



 "What's this? An error? A fake?", he thought, but the traceback was based on verified code and from all that he remembered about the makeup of the communication matrix, there was by design no way that any connection endpoint could fake its ID due to the fact that the ID was the connection itself.



It took him some time to notice that the transmission had not yet been terminated and a closer examination of the black screen revealed an alarming amount of detail and movement for an audio-only communication. He rubbed his eyes to make sure that this was not some kind of REM flashback. But he could still see it, this time even more clearly: the black background wasn't all that black – more like a cloud of shifting dark gray. There was an animated shadow in front of it. A shadow of a human. He wasn't really sure about what he'd just seen there, but the shadow seemed to be waving both its arms.



The Guy finally had the idea to activate the phone's recording function, but - too late. The screen flashed red and a moment later, the connection was terminated.

 

 "Damn."



He looked at the screen for while, annoyed by his own stupid slowness. Eventually, he walked over to the window once again and opened it in terms of decreasing opacity. With a mixture of curiosity and annoyance about the latest events, he stared into the direction where the horizon hid behind polluted and illuminated City air.



There it was again – last night's red stupid holo-ad. Located near where he expected the horizon to be. The same geometric shape of red that seemed to be stuck in mid-air. All of a sudden the shape seemed to jump to one side and then vanish.



 "Hm,", he tried to analyze what he had just seen but most of his mental powers were engaged in yawning. "Stupid Holo-Thieves!" this explanation seemed to withstand the nonexistent scrutiny of the already sleeping Gang Of Voices In His Head. Only moments later he followed their example and went to bed again.



The night before



It was late at night when he returned to his apartment. He'd talked to Sarah about the second late-night intrusion but she denied any responsibility.



She wasn't in a mood to defend her creations against some unfounded accusations. After all there was no sign that the two events were related in any way - well maybe except the time of their occurrence.



With Sarah's bots being out of the question, The Guy consulted various other sources for answers.



 "A message from `generic void' would be like talking to a length of wire," some support person from the Matrix Coordinate Resolution Center had informed him when he inquired about the origin of the address.



He'd tried another few sources but to no result and so he decided to activate a complete logging of all incoming communication to his place. By late evening he had completed all preparations and lay on his bed, still in the day's clothes, to wait for the call.



He didn't really expect to fall asleep.



The phone woke him at 3 am. It took him a second to realize why he was still fully dressed, then he got up. Before answering the call, he checked the comm log. Absolutely nothing. The phone rang and there was no line of incoming communication.



With an uncertain feeling he reached for the answer button and the screen went not-so-black. This time everything seemed clearer, closer. The background revealed tiny colored spots here and there and the shadow's outline provided clear and sharp contrast to the hazy gray. And this time he didn't forget to record the call.



The recorder assured The Guy of its functioning correctly by blinking a little red light and so he leaned back, confident that he could replay the scene over and over again. He watched the figure wave into the camera's direction. His curiosity grew steadily. This shadow figure seemed to be trying to tell him something. Its jerky movements suggested great anxiety. Suddenly the whole screen was engulfed in a red flash and the connection was terminated.



It was about this time that The Guy's subconsciousness kindly knocked at the doors of his mind, delivering a mental message. It read:



 "Something very wrong with recent visual perception. Stop. Immediate analysis performed. Stop. Results as follows. Stop. Be afraid!"



One of the voices in his head just nodded and shut the doors in the face of the messenger. They voted on what to do - this time the result was 12:0....



	Replay, reduce speed.



The shadow in slow motion. Almost frozen. Somehow the background seemed to resemble his apartment's view of the city: dark and gray and hazy but with a lot less geometry to it.



What he saw next, made him hold his breath. A shot of adrenaline started flowing through his veins and his heart almost missed a beat.



	Rewind, reduce some more, replay!



The shadow again. It had stopped waving. Suddenly a glow of red from somewhere. The shadow turned towards the source of light.

The glow grew brighter until it finally illuminated the scene just enough to see some details of the shadow. His eyes widened in horror as he realized that the person on the vidphone was him. Him and something else, something red.



He could make out the rough shape of the light source as it reflected in his own, recorded eyes. That's when the cold fist of fear hit him really hard, made him tremble and shake as the familiarity of the shape struck him. Red and geometric.



Eventually, the shape moved into the camera's field of vision.



	Rewind, switch to single image display.



He saw one of the shape's edges extend, saw it move towards his surprised looking `alter video'. The edge reached for the frozen body. An expression of screaming pain on the face of vidphone-him, then his body got torn apart. The next frame was all red, with the shape covering the view of his broken body.



Real-him remained motionless for a long time, just staring at the dark screen. He knew where he'd find that shape. He looked up to the window. He could feel it lurking out there, could feel it waiting for him.



 "That's stupid!" he said, "Just someone playing tricks on me!"



That was Hero-voice speaking. Unfortunately Hero-voice lacked the rhetoric abilities of Seller-Of-Cars-voice and so it didn't sound convincing enough. They still tried to focus all of what was left of their courage and made The Guy walk over to the window.



He hesitated for a moment and watched his own reflection in the still opaque window; his eyes were wide open and his dark hair stuck to his forehead, wet with cold sweat. He blinked and pressed the button.



Hazy glow of polluted air, the smoke even thicker than usual, a few bright colored spots. He searched for a distant patch of red light, but – it wasn't there. The rush of his blood pulsed in his head like a pair of earthquake drums.



Blank fear made him tremble. It took him a while until he noticed that his body was not the source for this trembling – his whole room vibrated.



He was still staring out of the window, watching the view of the City and his own reflection merging. Finally he spotted the red shape as it moved not far away on the outside. But what was that? The shape disappeared behind his own reflection...



The Guy found himself floating around in a place that was not. A space that lacked dimensions, where there was light in the background, but where you still couldn't see your own hand right in front of your face. A colored grid of bright lines stretched from beneath him to the horizon on either side. It was the typical not-space experience of a trip to the matrix, but this time it was different. This time he was there.



It took some time for him to orientate. And somehow his sudden change in place resulted in a change in mood as well – his fear was for the most part replaced by plain curiosity, no thought about red shapes.



Without any kind of real light, his body looked like a shadow without detail... which reminded him of something. He started looking around for the closest representation of a line of communication. He found one nearby, a small line of light, straight, without much detail. It looked like a line which internal systems would use for low level communication. Nothing important – no encryption, no advanced authentication.



He arrived at the line and reached for it with his hands. At the spot where his fingers touched the line, a bright box emerged out of nowhere, still emitting no light at all. It looked like a primitive consensual terminal metaphor, with a flat, screen-like display. He could tell from the readout on the display that this was a comm link between one of Sarah's bots and another server address. To his surprise he also found that he was granted access to this comm line. His human signature seemed to be intact even in this 'place'.



The feeling of being watched struck him without a warning.

He didn't hesitate any longer and started redirecting the link to his place. He had to somehow warn his alter ego of all this....



The channel opened but due to the primitive nature of the terminal, there was no visual output. Assuming that he was watching from the other side, he started waving his hands. He would have also jumped up and down, if there had been some kind of 'ground' to jump up on.



He felt it moving closer, couldn't yet see it though.



He grew more and more desperate and eventually began to shout. Then he saw it.



 "Oh shit..."



A low humming sound. Vibrations. Red in geometry. Trouble.



He screamed in a final desperate attempt to warn himself. He shouted, waved even more, filled the place called 'generic void' with a stream of obscenities in every possible constellation.



Until he was completely engulfed in red.



The last night



He woke in his bed, breathing heavily and with sweat running down his face and his back. It took him some time to calm down. Eventually he dared to look at his alarm clock.



 "3:00am"



He couldn't help but start laughing and it sounded like the laughter of a madman.

 "Alternative b)...", he eventually managed.



That's when the phone started ringing....



�
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Orbit Falls

Rob Potter



The city buzzed with an internal energy, the sound of a million voices uttering a sound of panic as all those things they relied on came grinding to a halt. Every light in the city dies, and the city rang with it’s own silence. None had noticed it before, but the polymers in the construction of city sighed almost imperceptibly. A single flame lit on the top of the hill, and hundreds wondered who was the source. It soon vanished, and Asaph Haldane took the first drag of his cigarette, looking out over the quiet city. 



Take a modern city, and fast forward 40 years. You’ll hear the sounds of a million pieces of technology, rushing together to form the background noise we all place behind our thoughts. Turn it off. You’ll hear the sounds of human life, taken to the brink by technology. The minute noises of a thousand bodily functions, rushing together. A few minutes into it, you’ll place it in the background, but you’ll feel uneasy forever. Because Humanity sounds like Technology.



5 years earlier, Asaph had been a hacker and dealer. He dealt mainly with hardware and software, the middleman for a thousand black and gray market enterprises. After the concert, and the events following it, he became something of a legend. The XJ-8000CE still powered his life, and he had kept it almost untouched since the fateful day on which it had become his life-blood. The only major change was that it was now wrist mounted, like the XJ-7500 he’d built for Kyri the Flame. Asaph’s hair blew in the wind, looking nothing like his old, immaculate spikes. He watched the city stirring, undesirable elements rising to the task of looting in darkness, and reflected on his past. A tear formed in his eye, and rolled slowly down his cheek. All the people who’d died for his cause, all the people whose lives had changed forever. All because of arrogance. Asaph no longer hacked, and he no longer dealt. He simply nudged the world, and society changed. His dark coat rustled in the wind.



 “Are you sure this is the right thing to do, Asaph?” Mat Rose slid from the shadows beside Asaph, black tape glowing on his forearms. A single black rose burned on his left shoulder, red flame dancing in the center. All of this highlighted the heavy scarring along his arms. Black eyes glinted red in the reflection of the Shield. His heavy frame dwarfed that of Asaph. He stood with the calm of a Zen master, arms held at rest, never more than six inches from a weapon.



 “Yes. The Shield must fall.”



Chung Jao sat with his back to the city. The lights had died, and for him this meant only one thing; he was about to be attacked.  Slowly he raised his head, breaking his meditative routine. The cloth over his face belied his past, marking him as nukenin, a clanless ninja. His short blade fell into his hand, seeming to move of it’s own volition. Chung Jao moved out into the dark of night. 



Never before had Toronto seemed so threatening to Chung Jao. Thugs were as nothing to him; police never knew he existed. The sight of him in the corner of one’s eye was enough to send you moving in the other direction, never knowing you had seen anything. Jao was not an impressive man, slight of build and unobtrusive. Something in the way he moved, though, informed your mind that he was a killer, down to his very genes. No jungle cat could move more gracefully, nor with more purpose. The muscle of his body moved together with the grace of a finely-tuned Victorian automaton, each part acting in harmony with every other. He knew of only five people he truly feared; two of them were on top of a hill nearby.



One by one, the lights came back on, the city breathing a sigh of relief. Reporters started in on the stock speeches about the power needs of the shield, and public safety.



“The Planetary Defense Commission apologizes for the inconvenience caused by the power outage, but re-states it’s goal of perfect the power flow grid for Orbital Defense. Outages have occurred in Toronto, LA, Hong Kong, Singapore and Tokyo within the last 24 hours, and may be expected to continue occurring while restructuring continues,” continued a bored reporter, reading a statement he’d read a thousand time. The populace of the city grumbled collectively, blaming their problems on the colonists orbiting the earth. Few of them bothered to lay any blame on the World Defense Committee, who maintained the shield. Those few who did were generally short-lived.



Jack Wilson was one of those few, but he didn’t intend on dying any time soon. Jack was going to make sure he didn’t. For three years, Jack had been the primary operative of the WDC, and had run missions all over the Earth, and six months before, had run one into the colonies themselves. That’s when he found out that the war was over, and had been for 2 years. He was to eliminate a rogue colony that was still attacking Earth, then speak to the council of Orbital lords. He thought he was to negotiate peace. All they wanted was for him to transport some trade agreements. The WDC had continued to pretend a war, so they could keep Earth’s nations under their thumb, declaring a world-wide state of emergency. The Shield acted as a giant blindfold. He also found out they had commandeered all power plants, and used them to make money. And with perpetual night, electricity bills were large.



Checking the clips on his sidearms, Jack Wilson stepped out into the night, scanning the faces he passed for knowledge. A single spark of understanding, and Jack would be led to the leaders of the Resurgence, Asaph Haldane and Mathias Rose. The Hacker, and the Killer.



With each step, Jack saw more power return to the city, and the feral look of humanity subsided as control seemed to return to the government. The simple knowledge that the media was active seemed to be enough shock people out of their instinctual urges. Big Brother was, once again, watching. They honestly didn’t know how close that was. Police security cameras winked into life, a million channels feeding into the data banks controlled by the WDC. Jack believed he could feel his face being recorded, it’s particular contours sparking a pattern in a Neural Recognition Net, activating alarms at the highest levels of office. 



The rain came down in a soft mist, fogging perceptions of the crowd. Two killers passed each other, strangers in the darkened night. They saw each other minutes later, glancing in the windows as they passed shops advertising windows. The crowds pulled them apart, driftwood in a sea of humanity. Chung Jao and Jack Wilson, the two killers they knew with conscience enough to care about the reasons, lost each other in the relief flooded streets of Toronto. 



Mat watched Asaph, worried about the effects of their plan, now set in action. It was really too late to think about it, but how certain were they that the Orbitals had called off the war. Visions of orbital projectiles, focused beam weapons, and weapons Mat could never fully conceive came crashing through his mind. Decide, and live with the consequences. His mentor, his friend, Kaelin Blade had taught him that when he first arrived in the city. Mat didn’t remember much about his past life, but he remembered almost every detail of this one. It started when he arrived in the city, found her looking down at him, concern in her eyes and a smirk on her lips. He pushed that aside, knowing full well where that road led. He wondered where she was, now that she’d left him. He’d never found out why. 



Asaph stared at Mat, goggles fogging above reheated coffee. Asaph hadn’t been the same since the accident. His brain no longer connecting to his bodily functions; half the computational power of the Exjay-8000 was devoted to the task of relaying signals to his various body parts. The delay was minute, immeasurable. Asaph could feel it. On some level, his mind knew he was dead, living on borrowed time stolen by a rogue AI of his own devising. Muscular control was the hardest part for Exjay, living for the first time with a body. The co-ordinations, long ago learned by the patterned connections of Asaph’s mind were unintelligible to the XJ-8000. Asaph’s movements had become precise, but would never again have the fluidity they once had. Watching Mat was torture, his swordsman’s arms cutting fine arcs in whatever configuration was optimal. Mat’s motions were interrupted by only one thing; the pain of his scars. The black plague rarely leaves untreated victims alive, let alone lucid and free to move. He was one of those individuals it had left almost intact. His memory was destroyed, his life hampered by painful folds in his very flesh. Watching him move you got the impression of changes in rock formations, observed on a human scale. 



Asaph stood, the streetlights bursting to life as he moved. Draping his coat over arms, he gestured for Mat to follow, ad moved toward the motorbikes. It was time to run the first hit on the WDC. 



Jack finally found a member of the movement, rushing towards the Shield station in Toronto. The monolithic power converter dwarfed the Tower, making that previously awe-inspiring structure seem petty. Grey metal, it’s only light came from the top, where focused beams of energy lanced upwards, striking the ionosphere, charging it with polarized molecules. The effect was spectacular, crystallizing what once was a gas, impermeable to all but the edges of red and blue visible light. The central spectra were entirely reflected, giving the earth a reddish cast in the daytime, and deep blue at night. The other effect was that it acted as a fairly effective shield against most high velocity projectiles; the more energetic a physical object striking the Shield, the more repulsive force it encountered. The WDC’s land based defensive systems could vaporize anything moving slower than Mach 4.2; anything faster was reflected by the shield. 



The adrenaline rush kicked in on instinct, he rushed after the Resurgence van. Crowds dived for cover as the van and his bike kicked through the streets at unheard of speeds. The people continued in their mindless movement, surging back as the dangers past. The Resurgence driver drove like a madman, taking corners with only the vaguest nod in the direction of momentum. 



That was how Jodrell did everything; at the edge of possibility. This whole mission  was right there, where he felt at home. With Shield station 1 deactivated, the other terminals would overload, and people would see the stars for the first time in 6 years. 



Hecta sat in her study and awaited the arrival of her brother. She knew he would be there soon, and their battle would determine whether Station 1 remained active, and the WDC’s tyranny of peace would continue…… 
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Personal Wars

by Gordon Feiner



Eighteen. Jennifer-Lee goes through the inventory offloading from the ship. It's not a great job, but it pays most of the bills.  Finished, she approves the cargo to go through to customs and puts her stamp on the report.



In between shifts she likes to read through the News-Sheet.  Mostly she checks the employee wanted ads, life could be better so she looks. She's got this dream that someday she'll be her own captain of her own merchant freighter. But it's only a dream. She spots an ad of interest, a large company wants to do testing for possible pilots. Pilot, that's on its way to captain. She's been told she's got the reflexes for pilot. What the hell, take a chance.



Six months into things, she's signed a contract for something like ten years. It was standard, they train you then give you a ship to fly, then your contract ends and you go freelance. That was the plan.... Not anymore. She's been selected for genetic testing and possible enhancement. Should've read the small print.  Fifty went in, a dozen left. Her eyes are no longer hers, no longer the deep brown she'd grown up with. If she's wearing green, they're green. If she's got on a red shirt, they turn red. She has come to hate striped clothing. If only they'd all known before hand... Some aren't as lucky as she is.



Nine months, now her hair does the same thing, at least she can get it back to her natural black by wearing black clothes. The altering has stopped, something about her system not being able to alter itself anymore. A critical state. At least her skin seems to have stayed normal, a deep bronze. They say this will never change, she's happy they seem displeased. A lot of others have died at this point. A lot of new recruits are in. Rumor is once you make it out of training you're pretty much set.



Twelve months, they have been training her for combat. Say she's a natural. No hand to hand stuff. All weapons training. Say they don't have the time to teach her any kind of fancy stuff. Still no other changes, she's at least got that. They're still not happy her skin never took to the colour shifting. They say she's faster than a pilot, got a natural aptitude for moving. Heh, at least she's got something going for her aside from alterations.



They've given her body armour now. Medium Grade Standard Combat Issue. Whatever, it's a form fitting body suit (really form fitting, skin isn't always this tight). It seems to move with her, if she stretches it does to. Tough material. Comes with a pair of knee high boots and a large trench coat that goes down to her ankles (it covers the body suit, which is as revealing as you can get without stripping). It colour shifts on a mental queue, something about how it's contacted with her skin. She keeps to blue, red and green when not in some exercise. She figures this is some corporate view of boot camp.



Eighteen months, she's on her way to twenty now. Got nine years to go on the contract. And they're done. So now what? They sell the contract of course, should've read the small print... She'd been trained with almost every weapon out there, knows how to take care of them to, at least the energy weapons. But who the hell uses solid shot weapons anymore anyways? 	Welcome aboard the Toredor. Drop ship, second class (not everyone gets the fancy shit ya know), crew 15. That counts Pilot, Co-Pilot, Captain (Commander to you, kid) and the grunts. Ground Pounders. Twelve makes a nice number, you're the bottom of the list.  We bought you up (she notes he didn't make reference to a contract, just her.) cuz the Agency sez you can blend in natural like (She obliges and changes to camouflage, nice eh?) Heh, right, she's back to a deep red. Some smart ass calls her Primary Color Girl. It mercifully gets shortened to Primary, Jennifer-Lee was a shitty name anyway.



The outfit is composed of contracts like hers and some freelance. The freelance don't always stay around though, change in and out. Only one guy stays in that's freelance (at least she thinks he is). Reugger (that first name or last?), big guy. Seems nice enough, as long as he's not doing anything. Pure soldier, joke is he's made completely from bullets and rock. Yeah, these guys are odd.  She's got no possessions except the armour, being one of two females onboard she wears the trench a lot, no free shows boys. They've armed her with two pistols and a machine gun, she can fire with both hands, wins a lot of bets on the ship with that.



First Drop. Strapped In. Bumpy Ride Through Atmosphere.  Thundering Shake. Reality Blurs. Training Kicks In. Ground Comes In Fast, Hits Hard. Roll Off Under Cover. Others Down. One Dead On Impact. Gunfire. Solid Rounds (Low Tech At Least). Enemy Forces Are Taken Down Fast. They're Lightly Armed. Bullets Ping Off Her Back, Reugger Takes Out The Aggressor (Snide Remark About Fresh Meat).  Longest Forty Five Minutes Known To Date. Fuck The Rifle, Two Fisted Pistol Action. She Moves Too Fast For Most. Rolled Shot Across A Hall, One More Down. Fights Over Finally. Sweat, Blood, Pain – New Reality. Reload Into Drop ship. No Thanks From Anywhere, Just Paid To Do That.



On leave somewhere, another bet about the double shot in a bar somewhere. She wins again, he doesn't want to pay. Another fight, this time something goes wrong. A slash across her neck and she goes down faster than she can see. Reugger Sits over her, somewhere very bright. Hospital, Not allowed to die yet, contracts not up is all he says and takes her back to a small room, not communal shipboard lodging. Two days rest and the scar goes from under her right ear down to over her heart. Close to death Reugger says, he's gonna have to look after her. He aint so bad, tough on the outside, true solider all through. Got an honor code about comrades. Rubs off a bit, hey it's the closest she gets to friend since signing on.



Twentieth Drop. come in hard. land fast. move quickly. subdue. destroy. subliminate. fire fights are nothing unless heavy weapons get involved. Extraction. Relax, sleep, fuck, whatever. Only combat is reality now.



Reugger is good to her, has his own quarters. Makes things nice on occasion. Gave her one of his old pull over shirts. It's giant on her, down to mid thigh, one shoulder keeps sliding off. Covers her when the trench is off. More new guys. She's old hat now, not quite professional. Almost.



Fiftieth drop. Alive now. Combat hits like a wall of solid metal. Senses heightened. Moves faster. Shoots better. Hits more. Casual gunfire passes by, rips the wall to pieces. Grenade launcher takes care of that gun pit. Extraction. More of the same. 



Again.



And Again.



Hundredth Drop. How many years since combat was a far fetched concept? Contract says five left to go. That scar is a thin pink line, strait, laser made. stands out against her deep bronze skin. Reugger likes it, sometimes he traces it when they sleep together. Slides his finger down her neck and over her heart when he thinks she's sleeping. Feels nice somehow.



Drop One-Five-Nine. Captain goes down for some reason, personal vendetta Reugger says. Shit goes wrong. really wrong. She and Reugger walk out. Extract. Shipboard with Pilot and Co-Pilot. Four left heading for nearest space dock. Ship took a beating to, barely makes it.



Hotel room, Reugger has the Captain's (commander my ass) Iron Box. Holds the contracts. Breaks into it with a vial of acid. Pulls out every contract one at a time, burns them in the incinerator. Hands Primary hers. She looks at it, burns it. Pilot and Co-Pilot burn theirs too, then leave. Ship is sold and divided amongst them.



Now What? Goes freelance with Reugger for a few years. Three years later, Reugger takes a shell to the chest the size of a small vehicle. Least, looks that way from the corner of the eye. Extract. Mourn. Move on.



Twenty Nine. Still Going. Never did find out how old Reugger was, maybe close to forty when he caught it. Everyone catches it, eventually... Still had his sweat shirt, wore it a lot. Burned it a few years back. No one escapes death, they just elude him for a short time.



---



Jennifer-Lee, in dark green from boot to head, slotted the card in the door panel and waited for the light to blink green. She hit the button and the door slid open, revealing the cramped room beyond. She stepped into it and hit the switch for the lights. They came on as the door slid shut behind her, revealing the bare minimum that a room could be stocked with and still be called living quarters; bed, table, chair, sink complete with small amount of counter space, and bathroom large enough for a toilet and shower stall.



She dropped the duffle bag she had slung over her shoulder on the table and took off her gloves. As soon as the gloves left her hand they turned from the deep green to a flat black. Her trench coat was tossed over the back of the simple plastic chair, also turning into the flat black colour. She sat at the edge of the bed and removed her knee high boots, they followed suit with the coat and gloves as soon as she stepped out of them and on to the thin carpeting. She walked barefoot past the small sink, into the bathroom and turned on the shower. She stepped back into the room and touched a contact at the base of the neck on her body suit. The skin tight suit loosened immediately as a seam opened up down the back. She pulled off the top half and let it dangle from her waste as she pulled the rest down her legs. She picked it up and tossed it over the back of the chair as well, it turned the flat black as it lost contact with her skin. As soon as the suit was off her hair and eyes assumed the deep bronze color of her skin.



She stepped into the shower and placed her hands on the back wall and leaned forward, the warm water hitting the back of her neck and sliding down over her back relaxed her. She closed her eyes and started to dream, her body could go through the motions of washing, drying and finding the bed without her.



Her mind went immediately to the fights first. The jarring drop into atmosphere, the thunderous ride down, hovering five feet off the ground as they deployed and the scream of bullets or laserfire or both. The rush of battle greeting her at light speed.  Senses kicked into high gear, every color stood out in a vividness that was more real than life. Every sound amplified to deafening levels. Every smell coming in so crystal clear you knew exactly what it was - blood, sweat, sulfur, death. A bullet from some fight ripped into her shoulder, she didn't even feel it in her dreams, just saw the blood splatter and kept moving through images. The heat of battle pressed in on her mind, making her alive. Each fight, from first to last, all her small personal wars, blurring past into one thing. Each fight compressed itself with the next until everyone of them was one single shot in her mind.



And Extraction.



She was sitting in a bar somewhere, drinking with compatriots. A sort of pseudo-friendship evolved out of sharing the experience of combat. It didn't matter who exactly she was with, they were all the same. Soldiers, Mercenaries, Death for hire. Paid, sometimes decently, to take or defend hostile ground that they had nothing to do with. It became less frantic now, the down time. Nights lying awake, listening to the hum of the ship as it passed through space, or the noises through the walls of some cheap hotel. The nights spent with others blurred past with the rest of the days. Then the nights with Reugger came to her, things slowed a little. He was the only name she could ever remember from the past really. Everyone else was just there, a shape, sometimes a voice. Reugger had a quality about him that made her keep going, still made her keep going. She could never figure out why, she just kept going because that's what he would have done. That's what she remembered most about him, that he never had planned for the future. Never tried to make sense of things. Never questioned who he was, what he was doing and why he did it. He just kept going like he always had. She didn't know why he did it, she kept going because she didn't know what else to do. Finally one image fixed itself into her mind. One single image that burned with an intensity that almost outweighed the battles. 



She lay next to Reugger, his warm body pressed next to hers, the rise and fall of his chest. She felt his hand reach out, touch her... Jennifer-Lee bolted upright in the bed, her chest heaving as she gasped for air, the sheets damp with a cold sweat. She leaned back on her hands and slowed her breathing down to normal. She traced the scar from under her right ear, down diagonally across her neck and over her heart. Her hand hovered there for a second and then dropped into her lap.



 "System" She said, her voice on the verge of cracking. She waited a second for the chime to indicate the room was now listening to her, She cleared her throat before speaking. "Temperature Seventeen Degrees Celsius." She waited for the hum of the cooling unit to kick in before lying back down. She left the sheets and blanket bunched up at her waste, feeling the cold air flow over her body. She closed her eyes and concentrated on the cooling room and the cold air pushing the warmer air away. She fell asleep again, the dreams gone. Only the silence of black space leaving her in peace.



---



Jennifer-Lee walked down the sidewalk in the hot evening. She was heading for the normal haunt. Tel Radia's Hole. A seamy bar she was introduced to many years ago, a place where mercenaries went to get jobs. The idea was that if they all hung out in basically one place it would be easier for employers to find them, and hence easier for them to get work. It was an idea that worked, it worked so well that if you hung out long enough you got a reputation, and a reputation could make things easier. 



She figured she had a reputation at this point. She no longer had to ask what was available. Instead she was told this person or that wanted to talk to her. Took less effort, made things easier. She didn't have to hang out as much anymore, she wasn't really fond of the bar. She preferred quieter places with less background noise. But she had to go there to get work, so at least once a night she went for a few hours. Mandatory, It was expected at this point. 



So she walked down the street in the cool light of evening to Tel Radia's Hole. She had decided today she would be a nice deep yellow, she tried to change shades every day, sort of a game for her. Hands in the pockets of her coat, not really looking at the things around her, staring at the concrete.



She entered the bar and took a second to survey things. It was it's usual state of disarray and noise. She turned the collar up on her coat and moved into the crowd. She was looking for Jerrico, her most recent partner. She didn't really remember hooking up with him, only that they'd done seven drops together. She measured time that way, number of drops. Everything else was just periods of dark and light. Jerrico was like her, he'd been around so long people just knew him.



He was sitting at a table near the middle talking to someone. That usually meant work, though it's not like she really needed it at this point. Used to be she needed it to live, last time she checked her credit line it was high enough to keep her comfortable for a long time. Her level of comfort at least, that meant a simple hotel room, half decent food and the occasional entertainment. She'd taken to playing billiards lately, it appealed to her somehow. She moved over to the bar, got a bottle of beer and went to the table.



She sat down between the two men at the small round table. Jerrico just glanced her way and continued to talk. The other man looked strait at her, slow recognition dawned, he stopped paying attention to Jerrico.



  "Hey." Jerrico said, his voice was flat and rough. "You gonna take the offer or what?"



The man looked at him, "I didn't think you were serious about getting Primary." The second man said, his voice was smooth, but showed a bit of nervousness to it. Jennifer-Lee guessed he wasn't exactly old hat at this.



 "Man, I told you we were partners. So you gonna deal or what?"



 "Yeah." He was still glancing over at Jennifer-Lee, eyes darting back and forth. Jennifer-Lee had taken to sipping her beer and watching the crowd.



 "Good. We'll meet you tomorrow morning for dust off." Jerrico stuck out his hand, the man took it and shook Jerrico's hand. 



 "What did you get me into this time?" She said after he left the table.



 "Simple extraction. Go in, get the girl type stuff."



 "Get the girl?"



 "Sorry, rescue the unarmed captured person."



 "Sounds like a pain in the ass."



 "But it pays well."



 "What's the catch?" She was beginning to become skeptical.



 "We're two of four experienced soldiers."



 "You're trying to get me killed then?"



 "I'm going too." He feigned being hurt. Jennifer-Lee liked him a little, he had humor about life in general. Sort of a survival instinct for spending a living dodging bullets. He actually made her laugh every now and then.



 "Right. Where is it?"



 "Don't know. Not this sector."



 "I meant the boat."



 "Oh, docking bay four. six hundred sharp." He said, and caught the attention of a waitress and indicated he wanted another beer.



 "I'll meet you there." She said getting up and placing her now empty beer on the table.



 "Not staying tonight?"



 "No. I hate this place." She walked away from the table and out the door.



Jerrico watched her go and shrugged. She gave him the creeps sometimes, with the eyes and the hair. Never the same damn color twice. But she was a hard line soldier, once you dropped her in the soup she became this electric thing. Alive and animated, and totally dedicated. And she never just left you, she had a sense of honor, once you were down there with her she was your best friend. 



Jennifer-Lee woke up at five hundred hours. Showered, dressed, grabbed her duffle bag and checked out of the room. She moved silently down the corridor, out into the dim morning and toward the space dock. Jerrico was walking up about the same time she was, two others were coming from another direction. 



She recognized them as Trapper and Saint. Both worth having by your side. She was getting a better feeling about this, the greens were probably onboard already or late. But the three who joined her at the entrance made a formidable team, she figured the four of them would keep each other alive and maybe even win against insane odds.  This guy must have had serious money to throw around to get four heavy hitters like herself and the others.



"Primary and Jerrico. Our chances just tripled Trap." Saint said smiling, he tipped his hat to Primary.



Trapper was never much for talk, like Primary. She noticed that every time her ilk travelled in pairs one was the talker and the other the silent type. It made sense, two talkers would try to upstage each other and two silent types would probably never get work. Jerrico hit the door switch to the bay and swept his hand forward. Trapper went in first, followed by Primary and finally Saint and Jerrico closing the door behind them.



The drop ship was the standard middle weight type, could hold about twenty if pushed. At the entrance to the ramp were two men standing guard, each had a rifle slung over his back. The four approached slowly.



Ansten noticed the door open first and got Tannel's attention. He was told to expect four people this morning. What he saw enter the ship bay was first a tall man, well over six feet, in what was best described as normal military gear haphazardly thrown together from about six different armies. Second a woman, a little over five and half feet tall, who was from head to toe a shade of deep purple and wearing a trench coat. Third a man around six feet tall wearing a full brim hat and the same military outfit as the first. Lastly another man a little taller than the woman wearing what could only be called a uniform it was so standardized, though it had no markings at all. All four carried only a duffle bag slung over their shoulders and some had extra weapons strapped on belts or various other pieces of gear on their persons. If these were the four he was waiting for, this was not what he expected. But then, he really wasn't sure what to expect...



They followed a kid, Jennifer-Lee figured him to be about twenty maybe less, up the ramp and into the central space of the ship. It was like most ships, two floors, one had mess hall and bunks, the other had a central area and the captains and pilots quarters. The back half of the ship was all hangar, where they deployed out of the rear. Simple and functional, the way things should be.



Waiting there were three more kids, all of them had the same sort of makeshift uniform. She called them kids because they all had a rather wet-behind the ears feel about them. Training not withstanding she figured they had a life expectancy of about ten minutes in hard combat. But she'd been wrong about these things before, good training could get you a long way. Also waiting for them was the captain. He was short, less than five and a half feet, and fat. He nodded to them and smiled.



"Welcome aboard the Phalanx 3." His smile was wide. He was obviously proud of something, Jennifer-Lee doubted seriously it was the boat, as she liked to call the ships. 



"Thank you, Captain." Saint spoke, the four instantly switched into soldier-mode so to speak. They were taking orders now, "We'd like to stow our things and get some chow unless you have other orders." Saint's voice was professional and deadpan.



"Orders? Right.. no no, no orders, by all means stow your things and eat." He said, seeming a bit astonished. Jennifer-Lee wondered how many missions this guy had been on, by the look on Trapper's face he was thinking the same thing.



They moved down the bottom level and into the quarters. The living area divided into two rooms, each holding six bunks. All four soldiers ended up in one room, which meant they shared it with only two of the ship onboard crew. Jennifer-Lee dropped her bag on the firm cot second in from the back, Jerrico in the far back, across from her was Trapper and Saint in the other corner. Each of them went through the same motions pretty much in synch. 



Drop bag, open, pull out a single rifle and two magnetic hooks. The hooks were attached to the bulk head above the bunk at about an arms length height and the rifle placed in them. Second they removed their coats and hung them on an already provided hook. There  was a small locker next to each bed where their bags were then placed, and their gun belts placed on top of the closed locker. Jennifer-Lee had pulled out a large shirt and put it on, wearing the heavy coat inside the ship wasn't necessary, but she wanted something over the skin tight body suit. The shirt switched to the same purple as her suit, it was expensive when she bought it, but it was worth it. 



They moved as a unit to the mess hall, pretty much wordlessly accepting Saint as the front man for them, he was the most charismatic and was also the oldest amongst them. It seemed natural that he take the point. The mess was where most of the crew was, eating breakfast at this hour. There were three tables in the room, each could seat about eight people. They took their seat at the only empty table there and started to eat. Speaking very quietly amongst themselves.



 "I'm not sure I like this." Trapper said in his deep voice.



 "I'm with you on that, he seemed more professional when he hired us." Jerrico said.



 "I'm just wondering how much combat this crew has seen."  Jennifer-Lee said, " What's your thoughts on this?" She turned to Saint.



 "We're either in a simple situation wasting talent, or in way, way over our heads." He said flatly, not looking up from his food. Which was a kind of colorless slop, one could only assume it was some form of egg, from what they couldn't say.



One of the uniformed soldiers came over to them, looking as self assured as he could. The four pretty much ignored him until he was right at the table.



 "Welcome aboard the Phalanx 3." He said, " I'm lieutenant Antone." He had a slight edge to his voice, like he knew that everyone else in the room was looking at him, except the four he was addressing.



Saint looked up, "Lt. Antone, I'm Saint, this is Trapper, Jerrico and Primary. Are you in charge here?"



 "I am." He had the sound of relief in his voice, like he had expected a different response.



 "When is the debriefing?" Saint asked.



 "Not until tomorrow, before we drop."



 "Good." He started to take another bite, "Lieutenant" he looked back up, "How many missions has this crew been on?"



 "Five live drops." He said.  Saint merely nodded and turned back to his dinner.



Antone looked as if he were going to turn away, then became stern faced, "How many missions have you all been on?" He said, a tinge of anger in his voice, he had the feeling he was being made fun of.



 "Two hundred and thirty eight.  Not counting this one."  Primary said, her voice soft, but not unlike a predator’s growl before it pounces.



Saint looked over at her then turned back to the young man, "A lot." he said very simply. Antone left them alone, not looking very happy.



 "He was trying to show us who was boss, you could have probably saved us a lot of trouble by just going along with it."  Jerrico said, to both Saint and Primary at the same time. 



 "Probably. But I think we hitched onto a sour deal. I want to make it clear they don't want to piss us off." Saint said.



 "We could clear this ship in less then five minutes." Trapper spoke up, "And we need them to know that before we lift off."



 "But can we fly it?" Jerrico asked.



 "I can." Saint said, he said it in such a way to indicate the conversation was now over.



--



It was after midnight, Jennifer-Lee lay on her bunk, eyes closed, listening to the ships low hum. She focused her thoughts on her breathing, trying to prevent the inevitable dreams that came when she was this close to a drop.



 "Primary." It was Trapper whispering across the darkness. How did he know she was awake?



 "What?" She whispered back, she was relieved to hear someone else’s voice.



 "It's the dreams isn't it?" He said, Jennifer-Lee caught her breath. " We all get them eventually. Even Saint has them." He whispered. Jennifer-Lee was the youngest of the four, and therefore the designated 'kid'. It was not meant as a means of disrespect, merely something that went along with the job. She hardly cared, when it came down to battle only one thing mattered, how well you did.



 "How do you make them go away?"

 

 "You don't. Just think of something else. Something simple. What do you do during down time?"

 

 "Billiards." She was getting a picture in her head, the flat table with the sixteen perfect spheres on it.



 "Play a game in your head. Over and over."



 "When I was a kid, my mother told me to count sheep to get to sleep when I couldn't."



 "It works like that." He said. There were several minutes of silence.



 "Trapper?" Jennifer-Lee said very softly, almost to soft to hear.



 "Yes?"



 "How did you know?"



 "Your breathing."



Jennifer-Lee let out her breath slowly and started to play a game in her mind. She didn't even think to question Trappers answer, after all, she could see all the way down into the ultraviolet spectrum, like seeing in the dark. All the long lasting mercenaries seemed to have some trick, something that gave them that extra edge.



It was mid morning, Trapper and Jennifer-Lee were inspecting the deployment bay. It was your basic hold twelve people and deploy to the rear type bay. It had two heavy solid round guns mounted near the back, in front of the door. Basically it was your standard death trap drop box, the kind where you prayed to whatever Gods it is you prayed to that it didn't come to a stop in front of a pill box or anyone with a rocket.



Everyone was suiting up after lunch, the soldiers into basic gear, not very streamlined. The four mercenaries were dressing like they were an entire company by themselves. Extra ammo, larger guns, back up weapons.  Everything they owned was with them. Once mostly emptied the duffle bags folded in on themselves and converted to backpacks. Now they held on a few rations and whatever extra clothing they had. Everything else was within easy reach in a pocket, belt or holster. Which was seemingly amazing feat once you considered how much equipment they really had. They stashed everything in the drop bay and headed for the debriefing.



Things looked simple, they were being dropped about thirty miles from an enemy strong point. It was a mostly abandoned town, they were to go in, subdue resistance and save this kid. He was the son of some high ranking noble of some planet somewhere else. The four stopped listening when the speech about 'for the good of the people' and 'you're all going to be heroes' started up. They weren't in this for fame, just money.



They were all strapped into the acceleration seats and waited. The atmosphere hit the ship with a dull thud, and the bay became a shaking blur of motion. The ship screamed through the atmosphere, the bay in the rear being jarred about as turbulence ripped through the hull. The four mercenaries who were used to being dropped into the atmosphere at mind boggling speeds pretty much ignored it. They were going over a last minute check of everything.  Trapper was searching for, and finally found a pack of gum. He offered a piece to the other three who took it and chewed idly. The other soldiers weren't doing as well, a couple were having no problems. More were clearly not enjoying the ride. A few were gripping their belt straps tightly, eyes shut and teeth clenched and a look of shear panic on their faces.



At a thousand feet Trapper and Primary unstrapped and moved to the guns. They had the guns unlocked and the door opening before anyone could even notice they were moving. They seemed to be a part of the hull as things moved about. With the door open the sound of engines and wind rushed in, someone threw up onto the floor in front of him. Lieutenant Antone tried to scream a protest, but his voice was lost in the roar, and he wasn't about to unstrap to stop them.  Neither Trapper nor Primary strapped themselves down to anything.



Things were slowing down, the wind was less and less, finally it came to a mostly stopped hovering position. Everyone rushed out with no incident, Trapper and Primary last, locking the guns back down as they left the bay. The ship lifted away from the clearing using vector thrust as the soldiers all moved toward the cover of a few buildings to their left.



The noise of the drop ship faded as the group came to a halt near a wall.



 "What the hell was that stunt up there?" Antone demanded of Trapper and Primary.



 "Calm down. What happens if they had a party waiting to dust us as we landed?" Saint said, "It's not like we weren't noticed coming in. Best we can do now is not get found until we get to the target."



 "You should have run it past us before we started the drop."

 

 "It wouldn't have stopped them if you said no." Saint continued, Primary and Trapper were ignoring the conversation. " Now can we get a move on."



 "Fine, you four take point." Antone said.



 "We'll be a click ahead of you. radio if you need us." Saint said moving forward. The other three followed him.



About half a kilometer forward Jerrico spoke first. "Well, I found out why they hired us. Captain Cannon Fodder at your service."



 "Can it. We're not getting our asses killed down here. Not this time. We're more than enough to make it." Trapper said in monotone. Primary had gone to a dead gray color and moved silently along. She was not happy about any of this.

 

 "Right, Trapper and Primary you take left flank, Jerrico with me on right. We're using channel 8 with deep encoding for private use. No need to let those idiots know what we're up to." Saint moved along the walls. Each made a slight adjustment to their radio headsets.



They moved quickly along the mostly deserted streets, any people that ran across them quickly moved into cover. No one really wanted to tangle with four heavily armed people who looked like they wanted nothing more than to leave the area quickly.



The sun was disappearing from the sky as they approached the area. It was moderately guarded, they had no trouble getting inside the perimeter. Either they were stupid and didn't see the drop ship or were drastically undermanned.



They were at the main building, they could tell because it was in the center and the most heavily guarded when everything went to hell. Saint hadn't done anything with the perimeter but tell the other team how much was there, the way he figured it that was their fight, he was being paid to get the kid.



First a few shots were fired, solid shot ammo. Then it turned to a steady stream of fire, laser combined with solid shot and a few explosions. Spotlights came up, soldiers went running everywhere. The four stayed plastered to a wall hiding in the shadows.



They slowly made their way to a side door and inside. No resistance had been met yet. The main focus was on the frontal assault for the moment. They made it no more than fifteen feet before running into a small squad. The men looked more surprised than anything when the four burst into the room and started shooting. Their laser rifles making little noise and doing a large amount of collateral damage.



Several grenades were launched into a joining rooms. It didn't seem as if a single shot was fired from anyone but the four mercenaries. They swept the room quickly, then the next, only four rooms on the bottom floor, the stairs were in the middle of the building. The moved quickly to them and up. The second floor was clean, no one at all. Except a locked room in the back, the surrounded the door. Trapper and Jerrico off to a side each, Primary handed her rifle off to Saint and pulled out two pistols. The door was simple, wooden, weak.



Saint held the rifles ready, the lasers had little recoil so he could use two, though the grenade launchers underneath the barrel were out of the question. He stood slightly off to one side, Primary stood just in front of the door. A nod from Saint, then one from Trapper and she kicked the door in and moved right behind it.



Her vision swept the room. Four people. One tied to a chair. Shots fired. Looks of surprise. One down. More shots. Feeble attempt for a gun. Two down. Gun out aiming. More shots. Three down. Room sweep complete. Saint right behind with the automatic laser rifles.  Clean.



 "Clear!" She said in a nice audible voice. No other exits and only one window. Trapper and Jerrico moved in behind them, the door no longer a barrier they stayed cleared of it. Trapper took a look out the window, a landing pad.



 "Saint, we got problems." He said turning back to the room. 



Saint was cutting the ropes to the tied boy, he looked no more than maybe sixteen. " Yeah."



 "Our drop ship is parked out back."



 "Jeez lady, I thought people only did that in the Holo's!" The kid was the first one to break the silence.



 "What the hell is he talking about." Primary said as she retrieved her rifle.



 "The way you came in  guns blazing, shooting down the bad guys like that. So cool, like Gaennan Danger in those holo's!" He was getting worked up.



 "Who?" She was a mix of confused and annoyed, she rarely ever watched the holovision.



 "Shit." Saint said, and changed the subject, "Question is, was it captured or is he working with them?"



 "Either way we're in it deep with no shovel." Jerrico said.

 

 "What's your name?" Saint said and turned to the kid.



 "Prince Baelras of the Traevar Empire." He said beaming, his face dropped when the four didn't even blink much less show sign of recognition.



 "Ah shit. Great." Saint said. "Ok, who had you tied to the chair." He had obviously heard of him. Primary knew the Empire, major controlling force in this sector of space. But he rarely paid attention to the 'who was who' crap.



 "Being held ransom by the Tailor Combine." He said and peaked out the window, "But that ship belongs to the Estar Coalition." He said. "So, I take it you're here to rescue me from both them? Like in the holo's?"



The kid was dense and Primary was really losing her patience, Jerrico was too by the looks of things. Trapper was just standing there blank faced.



Suddenly there was a heavy roar in the sky that quickly approached, a look out the window showed at least seven Imperial drop ships approaching.



  "You are here to rescue me right?" The kid was asking a bit anxiously.



  "That's what we were told. Seems the rescue party isn't exactly your friend either." Jerrico said.



 "Well, the real rescue has arrived." Saint said, the Imperial ships stopped right over everything and deployed the troops, they parachuted out, not being able to get the ships close enough to the ground. The fighting took on a more frenzied pace.



They almost didn't here the men running up the stairs, and turned just in time to duck. Three men sprayed the room with bullets. Trapper had grabbed the prince and covered him, Saint dodged to the side, firing his weapon. Jerrico took rounds and fell. Primary dodged the opposite of Saint and sprayed the doorway with her own laser fire. The door way was a cloud of concrete shards and laser fire as everyone went down. The wall opposite the door was also ripped apart by the other men's hard ammo rounds.



The dust settled and most of them got up. Saint moved to the door, Primary to Jerrico's side to check on him.



 "He's dead." She said standing up, "Hit at least a dozen times." She wiped his blood off her gloves with a rag that was sitting on the table. "Now what?"



 "We hope that empire there is nice to us when we hand the prince over and doesn't kill us." Saint said turning back to the room.



As if on cue there was more commotion downstairs, Saint took a peek. "Great, your friends are here prince." He came back and moved to the middle of the room.



The Imperial troops were a little less rash than the first group. There were at least a dozen of them. "Drop the weapons." One of them said.



The three did as they were told, at least they dropped their rifles. Right behind the men was another that was not in battle gear. The man in charge, no weapon but a pistol at his side.



 "Who are you?" He asked.



 "The wrong people in the wrong place at the wrong time." Saint sat deadpan.



 "Mercenaries. Whichever side hired you, they're no longer around. And we have no need for you."



 "Fine with me, we can leave anytime." Saint said. The officer looked at the three, a faint spark of recognition when he came to Trapper.

 

 "No, I don't think that will do." He said.



 "General Peralt, these people rescued me and saved my life, you will treat them with more respect." The young prince said in a loud haughty voice. And he left out the door, four of the troops broke off and followed him outside.



 "We will take you into custody. The prince has saved you from the fate of these other men however, so be wary." The general stood still. Three more soldiers moved forward and completely disarmed the mercenaries. They weren't cuffed but were marched down the stairs and outside and to a small shuttle in a clearing about fifty meters from the building.

  

They were moved up to an orbiting larger ship, some sort of cruiser. Much larger than any of the drop ships, it, in fact, carried the drop ship en masse.



Trapper was separated from them, Saint and Primary were stripped of all gear, they even took her coat, and thrown into a cell.  The cell had an open door wide enough for three people, it could fit quite a few people though it had only one bunk.



  "Shit." Saint said.



  "Where the hell did they take Trapper." Jennifer-Lee said flatly. She was really unhappy now, at least the cell was cool, she really didn't like heat that much.



  "Don't know." Saint sat down on the edge of the mattress, Jennifer-Lee sat against the wall opposite the doorway. " Force field I assume?" He asked.



  "Of course. too damned bright to, probably cook you in less than a minute."



  "Bright?"



  "I can see into the ultraviolet. Force fields project light in that range." She said flatly and looked away from it, up at the ceiling.



And they waited, several hours past before anyone came. It was Trapper, no longer wearing the same garb he had as a mercenary, instead in the same type of uniform the other officer wore.



 "What the hell?" Saint said standing up, Jennifer-Lee just stared at him.



 "Confession time I suppose. I'm with the secret service for

the empire. I was assigned to keep an eye on the illicit operations of Tel Radia." He said, "But now, I can go home. Seven years of that crap." He looked down at his hand, it was holding Jennifer-Lee's shirt. He opened a slit and placed it on the shelf inside the cell. "Here, figured you could use that."

	

She stood up and grabbed it, she slid it over the body suit and turned away from Trapper.



 "What are the chances we get out of here alive?" Saint asked.



 "Fifty-fifty." He said and turned to leave.

 

 "Haven't had a deal go this bad in a long time." Saint said.



 "Neither have I. Why didn't we see it coming." Jennifer-Lee mused.



 "Who knows. Things happen." He sat down again on the bed. He stretched out and closed his eyes, "Welcome to join if you want, it's softer than the floor." She moved over to the mattress and lay down next to him, his arm underneath her head.



She closed her eyes to get some rest, maybe even a little sleep.



Jennifer-Lee lay on the bed, eyes closed. She had gotten sleep, not sure how much, but some. Saint was no longer next to her.



She cold hear his footsteps on the bulkhead floor though. Pacing back and forth, waiting and wasting time.



 "Did they bring us food?" She said, folding her arms behind her head, though she didn't open her eyes just yet.



 "They brought us something to eat." He said.



 "Any idea where we're going?"



 "Most likely the capitol city."



 "Oh yeah. Never been to it."



 "It's nice, large. Millions of people smashed together. Perfect place to just settle in and disappear. You can live your whole life in a city like that, never need to leave." He was just talking to talk, but she listened, "They have their own rules in a city. Everything works different."



 "Can't imagine living in one place my whole life." She said off-handed.



 "Most people do though, that's the funny thing. We can move between stars and most people never leave their hometown much less planet."

 

 "What's there to do in one place though.."



 "In a city, everything can be done. Almost." He stopped short. "They're perfect really."



"Doubt it." She said simply. Saint didn't respond, there was nothing to respond to.



The trip took several days, they rarely spoke and only saw the guards bring them the food. Finally several guards came to get them, loaded them onto a shuttle and down to the planet. From the shuttle into a truck and then to the largest tower the city had. They were moved high up the tower, at least a hundred stories, and basically locked in a room. Three rooms really, two contained beds, one was a common area that led to the hallway. There were always at least half a dozen armed men outside, while not technically prisoners they still weren't free yet.



Prince Baelras came to visit them almost immediately. They were invited to some dinner in honour of his return. Saint asked about Trapper, but there was no information beyond that he would be there at dinner as well. They were provided more suitable clothes, of course.



Jennifer-Lee stepped from the shower in the one bathroom and wrapped a towel around herself. The whole place was larger than anywhere else she'd ever stayed, pure self indulgence and little functionality.



Saint was dressed in some rather odd looking suit with puffy sleeves and a wide collar. His pants were pretty close to skin tight, almost as tight as her body suit. He had on some form of military dress boot, designed to look nice while providing little in the way of actual durability. She stifled a laugh when she saw her own dress. She wasn't one for dresses much, considering her line of work, but wore one occasionally. This however, was beyond what she called the boundaries of taste. The bottom half was sheer and clung to her hips tightly, splitting at mid thigh so she could actually walk. The top half had no back, though it looked like they took the material from there and added it to the sleeves, which only came down to her elbows and puffed out amazingly far. it also managed to give her cleavage of someone whose chest was twice her size, all in all uncomfortable. But it was the shoes that did it for her, they were barely qualified as shoes they were so thin in material, and didn't even make it to her ankle in height. Lucky for her though the whole thing was one solid color, white. The effect of that was to make her already deep skin tone look even darker.



Saint took one look at her and was going to say something when her eyes shot him the kind of look that said 'shut up. Right now.' without actually implying a threat, though bodily harm was promised if not careful.



They were escorted down to a large elaborate ball room. Jennifer-Lee had never felt so out of place, her body was not meant to be in this dress, she was much too muscular for it and didn't move right. She and Saint stayed close together, though Saint seemed to be a little more at ease than she was.



They managed to locate trapper eventually, he was dressed pretty much the same as Saint was.



He looked Jennifer-Lee up and down and smiled, "You look beautiful." He said.



 "I don't like it." She said flatly, Saint just smiled.



 "Just take the compliment." He said. She sighed, the dress wasn't all that uncomfortable now that she had gotten used to it.



 "Is our prince around?" She asked, attempting to change the subject. 



 "I'm sure he is." Trapper said, "A word of advice, as far as anyone needs to know you're part of the secret service."



 "I guess we can't say you betrayed us." Saint said, " We are still alive."



 "Once I learned what the mission was, I needed the best with me. I made sure all of you were approached." He said, and nodded to some general across the room, then continued talking, "I hope you were well compensated."



 "Enough I suppose." Saint said. "We're still not happy about this whole thing."



Dinner went by pretty much uneventfully, Jennifer-Lee got a few stares from people, with her hair and eyes being as white as her dress. Afterwards they were escorted back up to their room. Soon afterward the general from before came in.



 "The prince has ordered me to compensate you with whatever you wish. Within reason." He paused, "Rest tonight, I will be back in the morning." He turned and left.



 "Within reason.. who judges that I wonder.." Jennifer-Lee said to the air mostly.



 "You really do look nice." Saint said. Jennifer-Lee smiled, compliments of this nature weren't entirely foreign to her, just rare. 



"Think we can trust them to not kill us within the next twenty-four hours?" She asked, trying to ignore him.



 "Most likely, we do have a few things going for us. It really does help that Trapper is with them in this case. Otherwise they probably would have just killed us back on that rock."



 "Probably." She walked over to the balcony and went out, it was a strait drop down from there. " It looks impressive, that's for sure." She said looking out over the city. It's many levels still active even in the dark of night.



 "I've always wanted to live in a big city like this." Saint said stepping out onto the balcony, he was right next to her despite the fact that the balcony was a good ten meters long.



 "Why didn't you just move to one?"



 "Lot's of reasons. Never really had the opportunity for one. Besides, you have to have job skills to be anything other than a bottom scraper."



 "I guess so. Never thought about it really. This doesn't feel like my kind of territory anyway. Call me a small town girl, but I grew up in a small mining community, largest population center was only about ten thousand. I don't like the lack of open space."

 

 "There's plenty of open space if you look in the right places."



She just shrugged. "Then ask to stay here. Drive a cab or something."



They watched the city for a few moments, Jennifer-Lee broke the silence first, "I have to get out of this dress before my chest explodes." She turned and went inside, "Coming?"



Jennifer-Lee lay on her stomach only half asleep, eyes shut but mind active. She could feel Saint next to her, his body warm. His finger traced a line up her spine, still glistening with sweat. He stopped at her shoulder blade and placed a finger on the small tattoo there. It was tiny really, a inch tall, half an inch wide. Three lines of numbers four digits long.



 "My contract number." She said quietly.



 "That's how you got into this business?"



 "Genetic Reengineering. What, you thought I was born with hair and eyes that changed color?"



 "No, I guess I never put thought into it. Does it bother you?"



 "Not anymore. I stopped noticing after a while really." She rolled over and into his arms. "Probably wouldn't have done anything exciting with my life otherwise."



The next morning brought a conversation with the general and the prince. Things went smoothly, Jennifer-Lee wanted no more than to get her things back and get off the planet. They gave her trench coat back to her, the rest they kept, but offered her substantial financial compensation. Saint asked for and was granted citizenship in the empire, he was planning on retiring in the city. She asked for a one way ticket off the planet to anywhere, in response they were sending her on a cruise ship, the prince’s idea of a gift in thanks. She really didn't care how she got off the planet.



She was being escorted to the space port, down a long hall with windows showing the city outside, her boot heels clicking on the metal floor. There was running behind her, she could hear the pounding of feet approaching. She didn't bother to turn around, instead letting them catch up to her. It was Prince Baelras, he slowed and took a second to catch his breath, Jennifer-Lee stopped walking out of courtesy.



 "I wanted to ask you," He said, finally catching his breath, "Why you left your friend like that?"



 "Like what?" She started walking again.



 "Well, I mean, he asked you to stay with him."



 "I'm not ready to retire."



 "Don't you love him?" She didn't say anything, "Well, I mean... the way he looked at you..."



 "What we had between us was just sex. If he wanted more he's out of luck."



 "You didn't even kiss him goodbye!"



 "Nope." She said rather flatly.



 "I don't get it."



 "Nothing to get. There's nothing romantic about this. I meet people, eventually one of us leaves, just a matter of who goes first." She put her hands in her pockets, "It's not like your Holo's where everyone falls in love and lives happily ever after."



 "Of course not, but. Well, I mean..." He was having trouble arguing with someone who spoke with the kind of absoluteness she was using. "Haven't you ever loved anyone?" He finally got out. She didn't answer. "How do you live?" He demanded.



 "Same as everyone else. I do what I do, that's all there is to it."



 "How self defeating."



 "No, just realistic. I'm no different from the millions of people out there." She took her hand out of her pocket and swept it toward the city beyond the windows.



 "So you're just leaving then. Where are you going now?"



 "Don't know. I don't choose destinations so much as just arrive at places."



 "After all this you're just going back to being a mercenary? Even after what Saint offered."



 "I do what I do. This may have been some great adventure or life experience for you." She paused, "For me, this was just another mission." They had reached the landing pad with a waiting air-car to take her out to the port. Waiting next to the car was Trapper, holding a thick metal briefcase.



 "I thought you might want a going away present." He said holding out the case.



 "Everyone got sentimental on me all of a sudden, must be this city." She said deadpan.



Trapper laughed, "Shut up and just take the damned thing."

 

She grabbed the case and got into the waiting vehicle, "Take it easy Trapper." She said and leaned back into the seat and shut the door.



The ride to the port was quick. From there she went by shuttle to a massive space cruiser, a floating hotel designed to hold several hundred of the galaxies rich. One of those cruises that stopped at every exotic, or seemingly exotic planet over something around a three month expanse. She was shown to a large suite, and asked if she had any other luggage, she shook her head and waited for the steward to leave before looking around. The bedroom contained a huge bed and had a closet larger than a few hotel rooms she had spent nights in. There was even a small kitchen for her, the whole thing was disgustingly plush and overdone.



She put the case down on a table and tossed her coat over the back of a chair. She sat down and opened the case. Inside were two laser pistols, slightly larger than normal. Custom made pieces for sure, shaped like the ancient six shooters you could still find on the most backwater planets. Picking one up she found them surprisingly light, excellent craftsmanship. There was a gunbelt to go with them, all in a matching gunmetal gray. She closed the case, at least she had some weapons now, and if the empire had kept it's promise a healthy credit line as well.



She hopped off at the fifth port, some dirtball with nice beaches. Turned out her new guns worked as nice as they looked, worth keeping. She picked up some supplies and managed to move to another planet. She made it back to Tal Radia in about two weeks time, fully outfitted again. Two days later she joined on with a merchant freighter afraid of pirates and was off planet again, heading for somewhere else.
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The Legend walked in the door, and all eyes turned. Biological eyes behind thick corrective lenses. Cheap Nigerian eyes that stretched barely a hundred angstroms into the IR. A shoulder-mounted backwatcher peering muddily through the gloom, cranking the autofocus in and out like a ten nuyen disposable camcorder. Nothing from Zeiss, or Kodak, or even Hyundai Optical.



It was a wilson bar, no one here would last three minutes in the Chat or the Loser. No flechettes, nor even ridicule—a sure and certain knowledge that they were in the wrong place would drive them out into the streets to die of humiliation.



He sat down at a table across from the Connector. He didn’t sweep for bugs, or even toss the obvious microphone in the saltshaker over his left shoulder. Nobody listening would be worth worrying about, nobody worth worrying about would bother to listen to a place like this.



 “Mr. Smith,” said the Connector, “this is a surprise, and an honor, and what are you doing in this town, I mean—what can I do for you?”



 “Malcolm’s, it’s a New Zealand ale,” Smith told the barmaid. “Kirin, then, if it’s all you’ve got.”



 “I need a Q-class trunk into the MiCom center,” he told the Connector. “Fiber all the way, with a typical free bandwidth in the evening of between sixty and eighty percent. Can you do that, or will I have to punch my own tap?”



 “I can do it, I can do it,” said the Connector, “it won’t take long...”



 “Tonight,” said the Legend, “it’s a small job and I want to blow this burg by first light.”



 “I can get it for you tonight, but it won’t be secure, the only Q-class around here is the Mississippi Mainline.”



 “Thanks,” Smith said to the barmaid as the Kirin came. He drank a few swallows.



 “That will be fine. Secure lines never are, and the ol’ Miss. is hardly an expected attack route. Nobody with any talent stays here in flyover country, so all the watchdogs face the coasts. There’s even a bank in town with six-month-old low-lethality ice.”



 “So the Bank of St. Louis is your target? I can put you into contact with some local talent who have already made some recon passes, that should cut down on your prep time...” He was frozen by the look on The Legend’s face.



 “Where will the access point be physically located?”



 “In a flood control culvert. Very private, and if you want to sanitize the area after your run, just turn on the water.”

 

“And if someone else turns on the water?”



 “It won’t happen by accident, we’re in drought right now, it’s the wrong season. There’s also a disable code which physically locks the valve. Perfectly safe.”



 “What’s your price for the access point?”



He named a slightly high figure. Smith said “Half of that.”



By the time they settled on a rather low figure, the Connector was sweating.



 “I pay in advance,” Smith said, peeling off bills, “because I know no one with any sense of self-preservation would try to pull anything. What’s the access?”



 “Drop a line to this number with this code in one hour. That will be give you the setup.”

The Connector handed him a sheet of paper which he read and torched. He rubbed the ash to powder between his hands and blew it into the ventilator intake.



 “Pleasure doing business with you,” the Connector lied to his receding back.



At the counter he tipped the barmaid slightly more than he had paid the Connector, making sure he saw it. “We...We’ll have Malcolm’s for you the next time you come by,” she eventually stammered.



Smith nodded to the bartender, who was phoning Auckland. Smith knew that the ale tasted like sheep piss, and that nobody in the bar would order anything else for months.



A boy blocked his way to the door. Earnest and worshipful he said, “Mr. Smith, how can I become a great cowboy like you?”



Smith smiled and put his hands on the boy’s shoulders. Leaning forward he whispered, “Don’t jack in tonight. When I’m on a money run, I OWN the net, and I don’t let two-bit hick crackers like you get in my way.” It was good advice, he thought as he slid the stunned young boy aside, and it got some of the ash off of his hands.



He whistled for his bike, an 800 cc Milankovich, and roared down the alley, turning left at the boulevard. There wasn’t much traffic, and Smith didn’t have to slow down at the next light, his round-the-corner radar plotting a path through the cross-traffic.



The next red, he passed between a pedestrian and her dog, but fortunately the leash got caught on the handlebars rather than tangled in his wheels. He cut the leash and used it to sling the dog into an open dumpster at speed—two points! Some dumpster diver would eat well tonight, and even if no carnivore happened by, the compactor trucks would put it out of its misery in the morning. The rest of the leash wasn’t interfering with the steering, so he left it there for the nonce.



No tail that he could see, and the bike’s systems showed no trackers. After a few orbits around the city center, he headed for the place he had found. The tenement was still standing, which meant that no one had tripped the security system. He radioed the disarm, checked the tattles, and unlocked the basement door. The bike followed him in and shut itself down.



He opened the saddlebags on the bike, revealing a cyberdeck and a toolbox. He took a linefinder from the box, put it on the basement floor, and let it quietly dig itself through the concrete.



While waiting for it to find a dataline, he unwrapped the leash from the handlebars. The old lady had apparently just let go, there was no blood in the handloop. He looked closer, there was a small diamond embedded in the leather. Probably from her wedding ring. He put the diamond in his toolbox and threw the leash in a corner.



He unrolled a sense-dep pad and plugged it in to let it warm to body temperature. He set the bike’s autoguns on the door—the plastique was not an appropriate security system when he was in the room—and physically prepared himself for the run.



There was a beep from the hole, and he lowered a patch cable from the deck to the finder. As soon as he was spliced in, he contacted the number the Connector had given him, received the access point location.



He was ready.



He attached his trodes, climbed into the sense-dep pad, and zipped up. He could see/hear/smell/feel/taste nothing. He was alone with himself. Quickly he jacked in.



Invisibly, he navigated through the net to the access point the Connector had given him. Then he manifested an icon, a pale torpedo of flesh and hunger, and swam towards a nearby node. The local consensual reality was aquatic, but riparian and marine metaphors mixed with little regard for salinity sensitivity. Riverboats and log rafts floated on the surface, and catfish as large as cows lay on the bottom, but there were also ocean-going ships, and dolphins and jellyfish. Smith was not the only shark.



He approached the first node and saw the remoras. Programs that could latch on to other programs, stay attached as they entered systems, and then separate behind the barriers.



He had known that they would be there. Part of the legend of The Legend was the time he had ridden into Mafia country. The Tonglomerate had petitioned the United Nations for a subpoena equipped with an official Turing icebreaker, and Smith had hitched a ride. By the end of the run, the Maf’ databases were owned by the Yakuza, and the icebreaker, finding that it had violated the search parameters, lysed in the Tonglomerate CPUs, opening China for colonization.



It was therefore natural that, in discussing The Legend, someone had thought of remoras. It would ordinarily be considered unfriendly to ride another cowboy on a run, but his performance in the bar had not been calculated to make friends. Smith wondered if the boy he had met was represented here, and had a vague hope that he had followed his advice. The rest...let them come. He retained his slow pace through the node as the remoras swarmed about him and attached. He smiled with his icon, revealing rows of teeth.



The Arch which held the city government files stretched above him, and a beautiful mermaid rested on a rock—the Louis Louise Cosmetics Company. A statue of George Washington represented the University. The Bank of St. Louis was visible as a riverbank, of course, separated from the rest of the environment by thick rushes. The rushes were the bank’s ice, and from close up, Smith could see that they were covered with thorns.



Smith clamped the remoras to his sides, and started driving towards the bank. As he got closer and closer, he shrunk himself, and the riders that he now constrained. The reeds tightened together at his projected point of impact, growing more thorns until they intermeshed even at his new guppy- scale. Smaller he grew, and tighter grew the thorns, and he approached at near-limiting velocity. The guppy-remoras surrounding him, realizing that they would be the first to feel the thorns, tried to disengage, but they were held firmly in place.



Centimeters from the thorns, he took a sudden turn to the right, and aimed straight at the mermaid, who had been watching the bank feint. She raised a veil of bubbles in front of herself, but it was too late. One of the remoras was torn away by the turbulence and engulfed by a bubble, where it lay gasping in the air, suffocating as its gills desiccated.



Smith and his entrained entourage dove through the mermaid’s slightly separated red-red lips. As he passed, a remora brushed gently against the surface and received a smudge of cochineal along his back. Smith detached him before the color spread throughout the school, and slid through the stylish gap between the mermaid’s front teeth.



The tongue came up to crush them against her palate, but the water surge only propelled him back down the throat. He managed to avoid the uvula, and the associated gag reflex, and dove down her long gullet to the stomach. He found a spot and started to chew through the stomach wall. Ichor spurted out the new ulcer, and he burrowed. He was in the fish part of her, he knew, and near the roe-sacks.



Antibodies swarmed in front of him, leukocytes armed with fishnets. He pushed, and one by one his surrounding wall of remoras was defeated and enclosed by the nets, each corpse encapsulated in a small black pearl. He was alone when he reached his destination.



There was the egg he was looking for. Almost ready to hatch and emerge. Distending his jaw, he swallowed it, and swam down the birth canal to the cloaca. She was strong, and he was almost trapped, but the sensitive flesh flared open when he applied his teeth, and he was reborn into the water.



She almost caught him with her hands, but he wriggled free, and started to swim. The egg inside him slowed him down, and he was having trouble regrowing. Looking back, he barely avoided the trident the mermaid thrust at him. Time for more help.



There’s a movie file on the George Washington University server (TI&NA.mooV at ftp.gwu.edu) which looks like it may be the suppressed Tally Isham/Norman Adonis footage. Does anyone know whether it’s real or just look-alikes?



P.S. Don’t try to download it, if everybody does that all at once, the sysadmins will twig and the server might be taken down and sanitized.



Thirty seconds after the post, a long, long time of being chased by a Fury with a trident, the trunk was saturated as gophers and Labrador retrievers filled the water, diving towards George Washington statue. A few were pierced by the trident as the mermaid stabbed at the shark, and she was forced to drop it and the dead-weight it carried when she couldn’t get the bodies off the barbs.



She swam after him, and her golden hair turned, Medusa-like, into sea kraits, ten times as venomous as tai-pans. Her skin was covered with blowfish spines, and her claws were death-urchin quills. She brushed aside a hapless Irish setter carrying a mooV back to his master, and with one hand she reached for him, just as he vanished at the access point.



 “What is this place!” she screamed, and pinged like a dolphin.



Smith had pushed the egg he carried out the access port and down a cross-path to his employers. Unburdened, he shrank to paramecium size and backtracked invisibly to the tenement basement. He crawled up the patch line and fired the cable cutters. The squibs drove the triply redundant blades through the fiber, and he was separated and safe, from a datapath attack at least.



He unzipped and crawled out of the sense-dep pad. The lapse timer showed six minutes, time to be away. The pad rolled up and he put it on his bike rack. Saddlebags closed, he was about to mount, when the autoguns fired at the door.



 “Mr. Smith!” yelled a weak voice outside the door.  “Don’t shoot, it’s me!”



Smith deactivated the autoguns, pulled a twenty-gauge shotpistol from its holster, and went to the door. A surveillance probe pushed out one of the bullet holes showed only a small mass huddled against the wall. He kicked open the door, grabbed the body, rolled back through the door, and reset the guns.



When he uncurled the bundle, he found a small boy, covered in blood, his shoulders covered in ashes.



‘How did he track me?’ Smith thought as he grabbed the leash from the corner and tied it in a tourniquet around his leg. No body hits, but he did nick the femoral. He’d have to recalibrate the autogun to shoot higher. He snatched the splicer from his medkit and closed up the pulsing blood vessel. Thirty seconds for the glue to set, five minutes for it to cure. He’d leave after that. He rigged an IV for fluid replacement.



 “Mr. Smith,” the voice was weak, “everybody’s waiting for you near the access point.”



 “In the flood culvert?”



 “In an adjacent culvert, there’s a node there that’s downline from the access point the Connector gave you. Somebody thought of remoras, they’ll try to grab on to you when you pass by. I left ten minutes ago, they were already there.”



 “How did you find me?”



 “When we tapped your call to the Connector, I noticed that the transponder counts were off. That told me what block to look in, so I wandered around until something happened.” He winced a little as the splicer unclamped the artery and started suturing the surrounding flesh.



 “Why did you come to warn me?”



 “You were nice to my sister, you gave her a big tip. I decided to stay out of your way like you asked, even if it meant I couldn’t ride with you to the bank.”



 “Kid,” Smith said softly, “the bank was never my target. Let me tell you something, banks don’t have money, the corps have all the money. This run was about earwax.”



 “Earwax?”



 “Louis Louise Cosmetics has made a breakthrough in flavored earwax, and market projections show that it will be the hottest thing since nose flares. First-year sales will be over a hundred gigayen. My client hired me to extract the process.”

 

 “And now you can’t make the run...”



 “I already made the run. Thanks for the warning, kid, but your friends didn’t give me any trouble, nothing I couldn’t handle.



 “Your leg is patched now, kid. I suggest you wait here for the IV to finish, then get out of town and lie low for a few months. Here’s some antibiotics, money and unbloody clothes. The shuttle train to K.C. is your best bet, and from there to anywhere by jumper. Don’t try to contact your family. Especially don’t contact your friends, they might think you had something to do with what happened tonight.”

 

 “What did happen, how did the run go?”



 “I got it, kid, the whole ball of wax, but some of your friends slipped on the ice. Good luck kid.”



On the bridge over the Mississippi, he noticed water gushing from the flood control culverts, even though it was the drought season. He opened the throttle and pointed the bike at the rising moon. 
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Road Race

Marshall Motley



The biting grip of narrow tires sends a certain thrill on hard pavement. That moment of inertia, a flex of just SO and it banks, weaves, dodges nimbly. Louis had just grown into bikes as a kid. It was the easiest way to get around. What is it about mobility? He didn't quite know the exact reason, but the vague one was enough to settle him into his calling. 



The AI's didn't support lots of things, and religion was one of them. They had space stations, agrav floating cities, robot farms, and so few jobs to do that those who had them did so as a lark or sense of need. But no religion. Riding was Lou's calling. God wanted him to do this, made him this way. 



He needed to feel the hum of tires rubbing across pavement, shiver in expectation while dodging potholes and bumps. Louis understood the nature of his sport, the mechanics of gears, chain, bearings, frame. It all worked together, an orchestration of velocity. He liked to listen to the wind in his ears, the sound of other bikes striving with him. Racing was the obvious next step to riding. Lots of other people felt the same way about riding. At a certain point having proficiency is not enough. One must demonstrate and be loved by discretion. 



Sports were the major preoccupation of most people, when they weren't gardening. Louis didn't mind gardening at all. It was fun. The scent of earth, the shock of cold water on sandaled feet. The greenery. 



But as good as it was, it wasn't enough. He needed the bike, the riding. The tone of aching muscles, the raze of breath from a throat opened fully by stress. He felt so alive as he rode. 



Louis shifted his weight, heaved on the handlebars to hop a bump in the pavement, tree roots buckling it like pastry dough. His Comm blinked online, face of the counselor AI next to his speedometer. It had talked to him about his obsession several times. Louis sighed, said hello politely, kept his eyes on what he was doing, steering the bike through a maze of rough pavement. He only needed an inch wide strip for his tires. The face wasn't real anyway, just a graphic. No point in eye contact. 



 "Hello Louis. Found you were out riding. Marlene said you missed your date with her again," it trilled, pleasant motherly voice. 



 "Butt out. Marlene and me are none of your business," he snarled. 



 "Sorry, sorry," it chirped," just kind of odd. She's been your steady since school days. Never thought you'd lose interest in a girl, especially at your age." Well, that was true enough. He was just 20, sexually peaking. But he kept telling himself that with modern mortality rates of over 400 years, he would have plenty of time for that later. So he answered.



 "What's the hurry? Population census low?" He cleared the bad stretch finally, shifting up through his gear set, gaining tremendous velocity in the bargain. 



 "Now, Louis, that's not fair. Just because I'm a computer, that's doesn't mean I don't have feelings you can hurt. Just like you're hurting Marlene's feelings."



"I told you to stay out of that," he warned again. Anger made him push those pedals harder, toe clips cinched well down on his feet, body angled forward into the wind. The road was wider here, faded fragments of glittering orange paint, a Bots dot in the ditch. The road needed less maintenance without the heavy traffic it once held. He'd seen pictures and movies of what it was like. Today he'd been passed by one truck, three electric bikes, and two other cyclists like himself, one grinning like Death while headphones poured out some favorite music. Louis had only time to look, fix that face in his mind. 



"Louis, you're hurting her. She loves you."



"Liar!" he spat, angry now.



"Now Louis." it tried.



"Hey, fuck you, Chiphead. If she loves me so much, why is she having Donny frigging Fletcher's baby, huh?"



"Well. I can see this isn't..." it began and he hit the disconnect button. He reset it for emergency only by feel, pedaling harder. 



How could she? How on earth? She knew how he felt about her, and she did it anyway. Women are so selfish. He snarled for the rest of the day and refused to speak to a soul when he came in. It was late, the last ounce of light fading to starry night. 



"Louis?" she said, stepping from the shade of his porch. He stopped, turned on his heel and walked away. 



"Louis!?" she hurried to catch him. He glimpsed her silhouette and the bile rose in him. The bulge in her abdomen was clear now. If he had had the strength he would have fled. It was the best he could do to walk. He'd worked very hard, stank of sweat. He was starving hungry. His body hurt in a hundred places. He wanted to eat, then lie down and sleep. She touched his arm and he whipped it away from her. 



"Louis! How many times can I say I'm sorry?" Her scent reached him and he wanted it to go away. He kept marching. So many words were crying out to be said, sharp retorts, threats, tears. He knew none of it would make any difference, so he said nothing. One foot in front of the other. The showers were ahead, shared facilities for the men living there like himself. She ran ahead, blocked his path. He refused to even look at her, say a word. Stepped around, left her behind to cry. Selfish bitch, he thought resignedly. 



The water pushed it away, loosened those aching muscles with steam and heat. A bar of soap, such a simple implement in human civilization. When he was done he wandered back to his room, empty, cleaned up the mess from a raging ex-girlfriend, threw out the bits of love letters he'd torn up with the bits of her apology card. The AI tried to scold him and he turned it off before it got out a syllable. 



Louis dressed quickly, nibbling on a candy bar before heading down to the kitchen. Pretending to acknowledge the others sharing that space with him. He found some cold noodles he'd saved a few days before in the refrigerator. He nuked it for a couple minutes and buttered some bread before sitting down to the serious business of eating. Twenty minutes later and still not a word said he finished up and headed for bed. The AI was waiting. He turned it off, disconnected the screen from the receiver. On second thought, he disconnected the receiver from the wall jack, along with the maintenance camera. Then he went to bed.



Louis dreamed of space ships flying into suns, and Marlene waving goodbye as she joined them. Somehow, this made him happy. He heard a keening burning sound inside somewhere and awoke in tears, clenching his pillow so tight his arms hurt. 



Two days later he heard about the upcoming bike race. They hadn't given it a name yet, but it was big. Over 400 names on the race list. The course was 400 miles, medium length endurance run. A lot of the names on this list were registered Kinetics. That was intriguing. Louis did a quick search on their statistics. Over 240 kinetics in the race, all hardcore road racers. Fifty were over 300 years old, lives going all the way back to before the AI's. Another hundred were over 200 years old. The rest were in their hundreds or younger. Louis thought about that age difference. Winning is not the point. Competition is. 



Louis looked over the course, the cost, a single dollar, which he had, and signed himself up. A batch of various information spat out immediately, doctor's appointment for a physical, requests for his training routine. His personal AI, a dummied down servant machine found the files and sent them. Acceptance replies returned half a minute later and his name appeared on the register. 



Louis went to the shop and started work on his bike. He cleaned the whole thing: gears, chain, derailers, hubs. Then he checked each link of the chain for grit, tension, anything he could recognize as a flaw. That done, he relubed it with silicone spray. Spinning the wheels he could see the waver in roundness. Trueing took a good hour each. He rarely needed it, and tended to forget between attempts. Finally done and acceptably round and smooth he tested the gearshifts, noting some play in the front one. He adjusted the cable and a screw before it met his standards. Air pressure on the tires was acceptable. He took the little pump along for adjustments, as well as his tire patch kit. He hoped he wouldn't get a flat during the race, but when it happens, it happens. All you can do is fix it. Louis lifted the bike by one hand, a mere 18 pounds. Good enough for a steel frame. When it came down to it, the equipment isn't key. It’s the strength and agility of the rider. 



Louis knew he was riding with the most determined and eldest of the road racers, and that thrilled him. It would be five days before the race. He watched the list grow until 550 entrants were listed. Wow. A significant number. More kinetics involved now, as well. Neil Stevens, over 330 years racing bikes, forty-one time winner of the Tour de France. Eight time winner of the Bruxelles Open, 11 time winner of the Missoula Invitational and record holder of the Pyrrenees Ultra Sprint, a race which earned him his Kinetic rating. Wow. 



Most of the other elder names meant something to him. The younger men and the few women involved he'd never heard of, but they were probably much like him. Racing for the joy of it. To be among their own kind. Louis didn't have the nerve to go Kinetic yet. No support, no help when things went wrong. Kinetics existed to die. Base Jumpers died every week, and it was celebrated. Free climbers were much the same, a solemnity in failure that exalted its pursuants. It was religion, the new religion. In sports that weren't particularly dangerous like biking, they lived a long time. It was more a badge of courage than proof of a short life.



He started out hitchhiking his way on food trains. While it was frowned upon, it wasn't exactly disallowed, and he was a registered race entrant. The race was hundreds of miles away from his home in Georgia, up in the mid-west. The abandoned husks of cities displayed their decayed remains as they passed through. Stops for transfer of cargoes from car to car, robotic handlers moving with converted forklifts and trucks. He watched them a little while before returning to fitful dreams. 



After two days on the train he dropped off to the nearest point and started pedaling towards the town, a farmhold in Kansas. He started seeing other cyclists a hundred miles out. At 25 miles, they were cruising in packs, joking, weaving through the turns, revving up on the corners. Louis nodded to those he'd seen in other races, a few faces here and there over the years. Hard knuckled women, grinning skeletal men. They were all part of the scene. 



The farmhold had a hundred acres of grass, marked for sports and a grass runway site for tail draggers, ultralights, balloons, and a mast for airships. One corner was occupied by several large circus tents and a number of smaller camping tents. He found a space in the fields where others camped, dropped his bag and gear. In a short while Louis erected his bright tent and stowed his things inside. 



Last thing to do was ready his bike for racing. Removing the racks and extraneous junk from his frame took twenty pounds off of it, letting him go that much faster. He did a cursory cleaning and relube before walking it back to the hardtop. The black pavement shone in the sun, sweltering summer heat broken by afternoon thundershowers. 



Louis took in the field behind him, losing count of tents, some quite large, electric vans and racks for bikes. Obviously some made this sport into a group touring event. Not like there were many careers these days. Bright tents, bikes on racks and stands, room for a cafeteria beneath some large pavilions marked by smoke. 



The breeze caught a flowering field, perfume wafting into his awareness like a woman. He inhaled deeply, savoring the textures of scent, rise and fall of each participant. He realized he was hungry and decided to delay that first ride for a quick bite of food. 



From a hundred feet off his nose was telling him confusing things. From fifty feet the breeze changed, a riot of subtle smells from oils, esters, grains, yeast, and vegetables announced the presence of a chef or two within. He found a clear space in a rack and put his bike to rest within, theft unheard of by any but a history buff. He'd read that people used to take other's things and sell them. Very odd. 



Passing from the outside into the mowed lawn within its confines he picked up a tray and breathed in a dozen exotically prepared dishes, all laid out in humorously standardized institutional stainless steel, some clever 20th century pun he was sure. Choosing some casserole and yeast bread, Louis picked a table and sat beside some other racers. As he ate he became aware of their conversation.



 "I don't even see why we have to accept the limitations of race length. This is an endurance sport. We could ride all the way to Banff."



 "Come on Charlie! The point of a race is having a set finish. You always have to turn this into some kind of philosophical abstraction centering on your Going To The Sun highway fixation," accused one.



 "Its more than a fixation. Its my religion," he countered. 



Louis eyed the speakers, a group of young looking cyclists in traditional spandex shorts and tops, hats and various silk-screened or printed logos, many of them antique. Campagnolo and Cinzano on one, Specialized and Ibis on others. 



 "You're such a hard case, Charlie," laughed a young woman of maybe 27 or 30. "Worse than your father. Save it for the campfire tonight." 



 "Sure, sure. Whatever," he shrugged. One of the women got a glazed look in her eyes.



 "Remember that time little Ronnie watered Sue's roses?" she said, laughing, the other women joining her and another man turning red. 



 "Mom!" he begged from the first woman. Louis got the idea he was sitting with some very old cyclists. Those tags were no fixation on history. They were real life once upon a time. He smiled at the family griping, working out a grandmother, children, grandchildren, and various friends and family of numerous ages. Immortality made for that.



The food was good and he smiled as he left, thanking the cooks for their skill. They accepted praise and asked if he'd volunteer for dish duty but he wisely declined. 



"Awww," they phfffed at him, grinning. He waved bye and found his bike where he'd left it. 



Once on the road he got up to speed and did some swerves to get used to the balance again. Riding a stripped bike is very different from a laden one, saddlebags and other gear add inertia, change the balance and handling. Louis tooled around a bit before lunging into max acceleration, working through the gears until he was in the top ones, third and seventh, doing a steady 30 mph. He couldn't keep up that kind of pace for very long, but it felt good to really move out here in the flatlands. He turned around about 10 miles out, cruising back in and gradually decelerating, ending up at half that. 



Most of the others were gathering as the sun headed towards the horizon, food smells rising everywhere, some preferring to cook for themselves on Primus stoves, antique green Coleman, or various hi and low tech contraptions, most of it home built. Louis thought a little food later on that evening would be fine, but he felt only a warm glow at the moment, not hunger.



He wandered back to his tent and laid down his bike nearby. Inside, Louis dragged out some soap and a towel from his small bag of clothes. Simple spidersilk garb. The mosquitoes were out and biting, and bats flitted through, straining out bugs with the preternatural silence of their genus. 



Louis listened to the voices, the bits of laughter and rather than join in, he lay back under the sky and watched the stars come out. At full dark he groggily crawled into the safety of his tent and dropped off to sleep. 



He awoke at first light, the darkness shading to pale grey, air cold and still, song of mockingbirds trilling one call after another. They thought multiple songs would make them hard to find, like they were several different birds. But they were so loud and fearless, it was hard to miss. Lou listened to the songs, the various shivering noises of inadequately covered campers, the burr of zippers being opened on tent flaps. He shivered in the chill dew heavy air, rubbed his arms inside the sweatshirt and pulled on a windbreaker for added warmth. 



In the kitchen he took the hint and washed dishes, helping to set up the morning food. The cooks came in as he worked, muttering to themselves. Potatoes and oatmeal were the main dishes. He wolfed some down before waving goodbye, others starting to come in as the sky became gray and then pale blue. 

Louis was on the road biking before the sun finally crested the horizon, shedding rays parallel to what he traveled. It made him smile, the ache in his heart forgotten, lost to the moment. 



He trained that day, noting the others passing in packs or solo like himself. Must be nice to have so many friends. He felt very alone, and knew he needed to be that way. He called it a day late afternoon and came in to carb up in the kitchens. At least half the camp was there doing the same thing. It took a lot of calories to run a long race like this. One needed grains for carbohydrates, usually in the form of pasta or bread, minimal meat protein to interfere with digestion. The long row of ancient port-o-let's had lines from the people purging themselves of waste, ready to consume all important fuel. There were rows of vitamin pills and more bizarre dealers of rarer plant extracts and potions of more value to spirit than body, claiming high order digestive efficiency and such. 



A shifter, colors wavering through patterned yellow and white via subdermal chromatophores, chuckled over some joke with a bare breasted Amazon, green hip nudging her ornamented canteen as she munched tortilla chips coated in soybean dip. Her tattoos distinguished her from others of her culture among them. Sun worship was how they fed. If the weather stayed warm Greens were hard to beat in endurance races. They continually produced sugars under the photosynthetic skin, so long as there was water and carbon dioxide. Anyone could have these modifications if they wished, and likewise have them adjusted to be minimal or emergency fallback, like many of those he knew including himself. If he hadn't been born with it, he never would have allowed it, but God had made him, so changing it now was wrong. Genetic recoding was a touchy issue among the faiths. God made man in his own image, but he also made man able to change himself. So what's to say that genetic engineering wasn't okay, like accelerated selective breeding he'd been practicing for millennia in the form of arranged marriages and later marriage for convenience. If God put it in man's hands, was it right or wrong? That was a sticky issue yet unfinished by polemics. Louis did not hate or fear those who were different. He did mind that his right to belief was so roundly ignored, trod upon by people and AI's alike.



After stuffing his face and finally taking part in small conversation he tooled around on his bike slowly, visiting the outhouse before bed. Tomorrow they would race.



The bikes lined up, packed tightly, wavering backwards into a hundred meter wide front, narrowing to two and a half lanes worth of space. The opening was clearly a sprint, one where a few feet would be a few seconds but in such a long race would amount to nothing. He'd packed up his gear, tagged it and put it on one of several cargo trucks carrying equipment from site to site. Each day there would be a hundred mile race. Winning the first one rarely meant winning the whole race. Louis still wanted to be into the running though. In the thick of it. That meant putting on a decent sprint and into the pack. 



They lined up, miss-starts rules explained. 



 "Marks, set, bang!" spat the ancient old cap pistol. Louis waited for the guy ahead of him to move forward before his rolled himself, caught his balance and seated his shoe in the toe clip. Gear up one notch, pedal a stroke, gear up again, pedal half a stroke hard, up two, stroke, eyes minding all the people around him. He noticed the nude green Amazon ahead to his right. Up a front gear. The bikes started to distance one another as they pinched inwards towards the road. A bike ahead braked and Louis tried to dive around it to the left, the outside, just missing an elbow in the chin, accidental he was sure. Then he was on the outside and turned inwards, spotting a space and half an inch of pavement clear for his tires. Accelerating, fingers ready to trigger his brakes he crossed the transition to road from parking lot. Somewhere he heard brakes and good natured shouting to hurry up, possibly someone falling. He couldn't see. 



The crowd thinned slightly and he was passed by his first rider as he settled into his pace, keeping to the left, picking the smooth sections of road with least ripples or gravel. Louis was passed several more times in the next few minutes before it settled down. People found their pace and he rode, got into his sport. The constancy of pressure, subtle shift of weight reflected in slow sine wave shifts in steering left to right. He sipped at water when he was thirsty, careful not to overdo it and cramp up. He passed a rider patching a tire, angry looking, still in his teens. Later he spotted a Green cruising along. Just not in as good shape as he was. It took twenty minutes to catch and pass him, simple jock strap to keep his equipment out of the way. He smiled and nodded between gritted teeth. Looked like cramp time there. 



The 50 mile mark came by two hours into the race, give or take. He had enough water to finish so just grabbed an outstretched cup and gulped it before pulling away. He had to work ten solid minutes to repass others who'd taken him in that brief decel. The next hour was a long set of straightaways and jogs over to a series of corners. The pack was far ahead of him he realized, and another lay far behind. He was in the middle, and alone. So much for comparisons. 



The first rider came in when he was 10 miles out yet, holding off a pursuer. Louis picked up the pace into his Kick, gradually accelerating until he was doing about 28 mph at four miles to go. Some riders passed him. He passed others. He kept going, finally peaking at 30 mph with one mile to go on a long, long straightaway closing in on a grain elevator beside the railroad. 



Just when he was starting to get into it, he was in the chute and the line was crossed and a referee tagged his bike and jersey. Later he noted the number: 208. Out of 553 that was pretty good. But it was no where near winning. That out of mind, he enjoyed the rinsing he got under a lawn sprinkler. Others had the same idea. He stayed there, cooling off until his feet squished on the grass. 



Maneuvering out of the maze, several hundred people and a number of sprinklers later he found his bag in a pile beside the truck and meandered to a likely spot at the edge of the camping area. Putting up his tent and getting his clothes changed, jersey wrung out and drying on the ridge of the A-frame took half an hour. 



Rejoining the others he helped erect the main tent and watched them assemble the kitchen, unfolding from a trailer that lowered itself to the turf for convenience. He'd never noticed it was a vehicle, so cleverly constructed and concealed as it was. The cooks got to work on dinner, setting out some cold leftovers and sandwiches for hungry people like himself. He got a half sandwich for himself, some pale animal flesh in thin slices up against lettuce and some white creamy sauce with egg in it. It was noxious but he was too hungry to turn it away. Swearing to find something more palatable he filled his water bottle and sipped at it, pretending to take part in conversations. Laughing with the others. Smiling along. Pretending to be part of something. He was part of the race, but he didn't feel like it yet. Maybe tomorrow. 



Soon there was dinner to be had. He got some vegetables and couscous in a starchy sauce, followed up by flour biscuits and jam. He visited the portapotties and washed up in an open air shower. He walked back dripping before finding his towel in his gear, drying off just enough before going to sleep. Louis awoke later that night hearing singing and the light of a campfire reflecting against the silk of his tent. For some reason this made him intensely sad. 



His jersey was damp when he pulled it on that morning. His riding shorts were dry enough though. He shook off the cicada clutching it and ate a slight amount of food before packing up his gear, adding his windbreaker last. There were sharply defined clouds this morning, sky red in the distance. Storms did not come from there, but the clouds might produce a thunderstorm or two during the afternoon. It was only water, but it would change the road conditions, mostly cornering, but puddles were likely on the pocked roads they'd seen yesterday. Today would be interesting.



Louis pulled on his helmet, snapping the cinch before joining the others, picking a similar location to last time, noting the sharp right onto the road and the narrowness of this starting field. He made sure his number showed on handlebars and jersey. 208. No threat to anybody. A guy with a number in the upper hundreds nudged him aside to get in front of him. It made him mad at first, then he realized it was just the usual jostling for position. He resolved to pass that guy later if he could. Lou smiled in response so his competitor could see. 



Same speech about false starts and the mark set bang and they were off. Louis passed the guy at the outset and took the corner wide, pulling hard to catch up. He estimated there were a hundred people ahead of him and that was fine. He revved up and got into motion, pulling faster times, averaging 27 mph. He was tired after the first hour, dropping speed to 26 mph, and then caught himself at 24 mph. Disgusted he drank some water and started pulling himself back together again. By the 50 mile mark he ignored the water, noting the clouds and steamy humidity, spotting his competitor lagging ahead of him. Louis crept up, to his right saying: "Excuse me" as he passed. The guy swerved at him and Louis simply accelerated, pulling away. The last he saw of him was a struggling figure being passed by others like himself. Burnout. Can't push too hard the first race or you lose out in the remaining three heats. 



He finished in the mid hundreds this time, rank improved. Number 144, a gross, they used to call it. Improved 64 places. Not bad. He was fully wrung out though and his shower and shave were not improving his exhaustion. He found the food tent and ate a serious meal, followed up by fruit juice and water. Walking alone near a stream he watched the slow passage of a space habitat across the sky, one of those Chinese ones with a quarter billion people on board. They were going to build another one soon, move it to orbit around at the L5 point. 



Louis stared up past the habitat and its brethren, wondered about the universe, his place in it. His quads ached the way they used to ache when he'd pulled something. But it was just exhaustion. He knew he'd pushed too hard today. The slow ascent of the full moon shone a way back to his bags. He slowly assembled his tent and unrolled his bag. Sleep came quickly but he awoke in the middle of the night, some terrible dream in mind but uncertain what it meant. 



The next day he struggled to awaken, voices aching in his head, eyes sleep blurry. He stripped down his tent and hurriedly packed before rushing through breakfast, a mere half hour before race start. Late. He hated to be late. It rarely happened at home. So few appointments to keep. And then there was Marlene, always accepting. Always willing to take his faults in stride. At least now he knew why. He stopped himself from taking the Lord's name in vain, even to himself. Always Marlene. Out of self hated spite he jabbed the comm button off emergency. Nothing changed beyond the little winking light going off. He watched it in disbelief, a feeling that slowly turned to disgust as he ate his oatmeal at the table beneath the flowing pavilion tent. There was wind this morning. Clouds passed along what sky he could see around it. 



 "Ten Minutes to start," called the voice, a young woman amplified by an antique megaphone, cracked enamel like a seal of authenticity. Louis scooped the last of it into his mouth and swallowed, rushing more through the outhouse, most of the competitors already on their bikes, checking them over. Excitement building like a stoked bonfire. He belly felt like lead, his mind like wet cotton balls. He hadn't felt this bad since he got drunk off Joey's homebrew moonshine and woke up the next morning sick as can be. This was different, because the sickness was disgust, self loathing, stomach churning with amber rage and he didn't even want to think why because he knew already. 



 "Five minutes to start," called the voice like a taunt. He passed his bag up to the truck loader, steered his bike through the thinning crowd. There ahead beside the towering grain elevators was the starting line. Onwards into day three of the race. Another day. Louis shivered, his stomach turning over faster, greening his features. He gained control of his chromatophores, returning to the pale brown of his nature. 



They were lining up. He had no room to scoot ahead into the line, instead taking to the back. It wouldn't make much difference here anyway. Straight shot for at least ten miles, best he could see. Louis mounted his seat, snapping his left foot in its toe clip. She called On Your Marks, Set, and the starter pistol papped. They were off, the front rows at least. He counted three before he could move as well. 



There were still over 300 people competing in the race, if you included the partiers at the back. Louis wove through them in the first five minutes, some singing bawdy tunes about a lady cyclist and her pet wolverine. He sincerely doubted any of it was physically possible, never mind the cooperation of the wolverine. He was just certain they'd never be taught to ride bicycles. 



The tune faded out behind and he sat to overtaking the serious competitors. The rumbling sickness in his stomach dissipated with the rising heat of the day. Wheels scrubbed softened tar road surface, gravel from some quarry adding strength and actual surface to the black glue that melted its way out. The smell of it filled his nostrils, and those of the rest of the speeding caravan. Ahead he noted the red flare to patterned yellow and white of a Green, shifting pigments expertly as he peddled. In a few minutes Louis came alongside, breathing hard just like he was, looking determined, just as he was. Louis wanted to tell him he was glad to race with him, to offer some kind of recognition, but he couldn't risk the gallantry. He kept pedaling and the other man dropped away to his right rear. 



The thought stayed with him as he worked his way along, passing more and other cyclists. This is an endurance race, he reminded himself. They're just as tired as I am. He kept going. 



Soon he neared bikes that were going nearly as fast as he was, and it took a good long time to pass them. Each was a struggle. He sipped at water from his bottle, ignoring the offered cups at the midpoint. Onwards, still pounding his legs in steady rhythm, bike turning that downwards pressure into forward locomotion. Tires deformed to match the road surface in a continuous rolling patch, slicks against broken asphalt. Passed another racer, a woman he semi-recognized, one of that family with four generations attending. He thought she might be the granddaughter. He wanted to say hi, but he couldn't spare the breath. Onwards. 



The last ten miles of the race he reached into his reservoirs and some place fed him, passed two more bikes and closed on the third all the way to the finish line. He never passed him, but he was on his tail, right behind. Crossing the line he heard the cheering of the few fans and drivers turned out to watch. His number in the queue was handed over: 12. He had to stare at it a little while before counting those still processing through. Yes, there were ten people ahead. There was a bike unattended, so somebody was missing but accounted for. Bikes poured across the line and he tried to cheer, managing only a hoarse gasp. 



Louis suckled at the bottle for water, sweat beading and getting in his eyes, a marker of pain. Wiping it he discovered a dusting of fine particles, salt crystals. When he was officially checked in, he was handed the printed tag for his bike and jersey, some encouraging words to go along with them. He was starving hungry. For some reason he took the little comm box with him to the concession stand, cups of water and raisins dumping sugar back into his body. Quick energy and fluids. Lots of fluids. His body felt drained to the root. 



 "Congrats. You're a rookie aren't you?" said one of the guys. He held the number four spot. Louis eyed him sideways before answering.



 "Yeah. Never done this race before," he said. The guy smiled.



 "Oh a youngster. Well, nice meeting you. Hope you're still on for the big party at the finish line?" he questioned. "It's a tradition." 



Louis recognized the guy. One of that family. The young man being teased. He'd guessed the guy around 40-50 by his accent. Young people don't talk like that now. 



 "Sure. I'll be there," he said. The guy turned to wander away. Louis seized an impulse then: "Good luck tomorrow."



 "You too," he replied over his shoulder. He looked as tired as Louis felt. 



The refreshment pavilions hadn't been set up yet. He sucked down water and some fruit. They were having a slight problem with the kitchen trailer so he leaned back on the grass and watched blimps cruise by along either horizon. Headed north to Rapid City or west to Denver husk, very abandoned due to poison contamination of the ground water. Even utopia hadn't fixed that yet. A few lived there off the rainwater fed cisterns or highly purified river water, laden in heavy metal runoff from the mountains. He knew this just offhand, and it was sad. Their race was to finish near there in the eastern suburbs of the once rapacious sprawl. One more day.



 "Louis?" whined Marlene's voice from his comm box. He considered just ignoring it. The AI's were pestering him.



 "No. I'm not here. What do you want?" he sighed, glimpsing her face from the tiny viewscreen.



 "Louis, I miss you."

 

 "Give it time, Marlene. Soon all you'll remember of me is wondering why you bothered. I don't buy it. All this shit about love and it was just nesting your infidelity," he cursed. She winced like she'd been slapped. Louis smiled. 



 "Louis, don't. I love you. I always have," she pleaded.



 "Sure, sure. Bet that was what you were thinkin' when you made that baby, huh? Hey, you made your choice. Be happy. Not like you're gonna starve or anything. Are your artificial friends taking enough care of you? Oops. Guess they can't help you the way you need most." His cruel smile once more. 



 "Stop it Louis," she snarled through her tears. "You've had enough fun at my expense."



 "Oh? Have I? Why did you call me? Do you think I'm somehow going to give in, raise that bastard's son as my own with a woman who cuckolded me for spite? Do you? Is your fantasy in danger of ruining your life?"



 "You evil bastard. You prick. I can't believe I made love to you. I can't believe I was your girlfriend," she growled, face reddened and tear streaked. She was crying.

 

 "I can't believe it either. What did I see in you?" he asked rhetorically. 



 "You asked too much," she pleaded.



 "I asked too little. You asked too much," he countered. "I only wanted loyalty. You couldn't even give me that."



 She disconnected the call and he stared at the blank screen a moment before shrugging, returning his attention to the arriving cyclists. The cooks got a mechanic with brilliant yellow skin covered in black and white spots to hammer a particular place whereupon the contraption resumed its unfolding. Minutes later it was erected and people started pulling the tents up, pounding stakes with sledge hammers. It became busy and so Louis picked up his tired body and slouched his way to a drink stand, getting a cup of watered down fruit juice. There were over a hundred in now and some were celebrating in the sprinklers while others were greened on stretchers by the medics’ ancient Red Cross symbol, hypoglycemia kicking in maybe while they rehydrated. 



The trucks arrived by another road, come the long way round, and he watched them park and start to unload. It would be a while. Louis stared at his terminal, curious at the absence of whining from AI's or his ex girl friend and former lover. Everybody makes mistakes God. Please don't let me lose sight again. Amen.



He slapped a mosquito on the way to the food tent. No breakfast to speak of. His skin was greening in need of energy. That yeast bread they'd been serving these last few days was awfully good. He could definitely go for more of that, especially a hot roll. Any with that yeast taste would do though. He found the young guy, Charles, his name, ahead of him pestering the cooks for some food. 



 "Patience," she said, looking irritated. His mother dragged him away, looking for all the world like an over protective girlfriend.



 "What do you want?" asked the cook of him. 

 

 "Anything I can do to help?"



 "Sure, go away for at least ten minutes so we can get set up to feed all of you people," was her frosty reply. Louis knew well enough not to comment on that and turned on his heel, walked away. Fifteen minutes later they had a few tables erected and a line of people snaking past, the exiting crowd to picnic on those parts of the grass not soaked by sprinklers. 



 "Just one more day now," said a young woman over his shoulder. He turned, noting the green skin. Most of them were greening at the moment, in need of food. 



 "Yeah, just one more," he nodded to her. She smiled, then saw the number on his shoulder, his placing in the days race.



 "Wow, you must be tired," she said. He could feel her withdrawing so simply nodded and turned away. In a few minutes he was under the tent grabbing rolls and fruit salad and some utensils to eat with. The kitchen was still being set up and he wisely got out of their way and found a place to eat on his own.



Louis was lonely but he was also happy. He'd had it out with Marlene and she'd never bother him again. It was over. He could start over in his life, become someone new, become someone with a little self respect and not fall for that kind of game again. After eating he dozed for the afternoon, waking as the sun went down. He pitched his tent and went over his bike a bit, cleaning and lubing a squeaky take up wheel on the derailer. The cooks had furnished them a great dinner and he ate well, no longer worried about his performance the next day. All the way to Denver from the sandy dunes of eastern Colorado he could see beyond the landing strip they occupied. The soup and salad were excellent and a little soy cake in the broth gave him his needed protein. Munching on a yeast roll as he moved to leave the tent he was hailed by the family of racers he'd noticed before. 



 "Good luck tomorrow," said the young man.



 "Thanks. You too," said Louis and smiled. He left, wandering out into the darkness and mosquitoes. The last day is tomorrow. A race to relish. He brushed his teeth before slipping into his tent and a heavy restful sleep. 



The next day Louis awoke just after dawn to the cold of the morning, dew frosted and a light breeze hissing on the sand. He could hear it moving, the dunes making their slow traverses across the Colorado plain. He packed his bags and rolled up his tent, put it in the pile beside the truck. A breakfast of a single roll and water sufficed him. He was ready to go. The bike was a little low on air in one tire so he pumped it up to the 100 psi it needed, started stretching, not that he needed it but just wanted something to do. He rode back and forth for a few minutes before sitting down to wait for the others. When he started there were a few dozen. After a short ride there were a hundred. The camp packed up quickly just before the start and trucks left before the bikes did, heading out west on that very straight road, sand piling across it in some places. Louis picked a good spot on the starting line, his number giving him a little room, the 12 standing out for its smallness. He felt good. Ready, comfortable. It was chilly but he would be just right once he got moving. 



 "Marks! Set! Bang!" went the pistol and they were off. Louis pushed himself forward with a foot and started to pedal. Starts in bike races are funny that way. They always look so hesitant and foolish. A sprinter looks majestic but a bike looks ready to fall over. He found himself ahead of the pack and close by the leader as he worked through the gears for the next hundred meters coming into his proper speed. He felt the burn of the effort and concentrated on breathing and working his legs up and down. Gradually the hurt went away and he began to feel the joy of it. The freedom, the exhilaration of it all. The sand hissed as he crossed it, noting to do so where it was thinnest on the road, dodging it as the others probably would. He tracked behind the leader and he could hear others close behind him, the front pack. Ahead on the right was a dirigible, a cargo airship plying its way along the front of the Rockies, just barely visible as a ripple in the ground. Louis held his pace, exceeding even his own expectations. In time the pack fell back so he couldn't hear them. Rather than take that as confidence he ignored them, concentrating on the leader. Time stood still, all reduced to the pumping of his legs and lungs, the subtle swing back and forth to adjust his balance above the bike. A passel of fans appeared on his left and he blew by as the leader slowed, taking water then catching up behind him. Louis could hear him back there, behind him on the right side. Louis sipped from his own bottle sparingly, feeling the rivulets of sweat drying on his skin as they soaked his plain jersey in the wind of his passage. The noise of the water station drifted back into the simple hum of tires on pavement, of bearings and chain, and the ever present noise of his breath. Louis was at home here. He rode onwards, the sound of his competitor fading back, a gasp of disgust behind him. On and on, mountains clearly visible now. He approached one range and passed it on the left, following the roads marked for them. A city rusting all alone in silence appeared at the base of the large mountains ahead of him. Collapsed freeways, rotting rebar poking upright from the stumps of concrete supports. A bevy of roller bladers stopped their acrobatics to watch him roar by, minutes later followed by the front pack. Ahead were plastic flags, the finish line. He kept going, hearing a few cheers and a voice on a megaphone. A line was held across, a bit of white yarn. He rode through it, gasping, finally squeezing the brakes. A few seconds later his competitor crossed as well. They both leaned over breathing hard. A person came up along his side, stuck a number on his bike and another on his jersey. It was a one. Louis sucked on his water bottle deeply, gasping for air between swallows. He looked to his competitor, the young man from the day before. 



 "Good race. You won. Congratulations. What's your name?" asked the man. 



 "Louis. Thanks. You too. Beautiful day, isn't it?" he gasped. It was. 

 

 "Yeah. Yeah, it is, isn't it?" he said. They shook hands. "I'm Mark."



 "Pleased to make the acquaintance," he replied. They walked their bikes to a place where they could put them down, and watched the riders come in. It was fitting. After four days and 400 miles of racing it was only right to welcome all the contestants in. Louis found himself cheering hoarsely for each group that passed and a few eyed his number before grinning themselves. 



 "Hey, what's your name?" they kept asking. And Louis told them and shook their hands, told them good race and felt happy. 



On the podium an hour later in front of the assembled bicyclists he was too hoarse for a speech but grinned and waved happily and shouts of "Hi Louis!" "Way to go Louis", "Good Race Louis". He was second overall but first for the day and most improved so his medal was a source of pride and the yellow jersey he was presented with identified him for his achievement. That wasn't why he was happy. Louis had found friends. The next race was from Rapid City to Spearfish to Yellowstone to Great Falls to Missoula and he'd gotten himself a ride there. It was home.
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Running

CW Kelson III



Running along the poisoned byways of the dying city

I longed to hear your tender voice

Telling me what I was doing was right

Still nothing but the echoes

Of the dying river sluggishly

Oozing along the former canal



My legs are tireless

My arms aflame with rage

My eyes burn into the nighttime

Stalking all those that would oppose my dash

Into the darkening sky

Lurid sky lit by flashes of heat lightning

Reflected off the bottoms

Of toxic thunderstorms



Reeking of despair

Of lifeless alleys

Bloaters on the streets

The dead staggering not knowing

What they are



Let the zombies of death run free

Let the ends of the earth collide

Tonight I run to escape

All that is left since you died

Lies in

Running
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Smoke from Mexico

Joel Hunter Crook



Smoke from Mexico

Or maybe some Cloud from Bogata

or stolen memories from that desolate Lab

Outside 

Las Cruces, was it?



I don't really remember any more



I can't say what I want

Cos the memories are sealed



Yeah. They got to me.



It was not that hard.

If they want you

They'll get you.



Don't believe me?

Try to run when 

they've got your number.



The name is in the Database

The one you want.

She is alive.



They'll have erased me 

by the time you read this.

So don't come looking.

There won't be anything left to save.



I hear there is a shortage 

of major organic subsystems



never did like dealing bio-logics

didn't understand

how they could unravel a brain 

and reassemble it into a q-dot 'face.



Hear you're hunting him again.

good luck

Its the self that you don't know

that always spoils it.



You know that voice

you hear

there in the back of your mind 



the one that speaks to you

when you pick up the phone

and dial tone does not answer



the jarring sense that the escalator

should be moving

and it's not.



white noise.



the voice that sounds 

too much like the voice

you'd imagine Death to have.



A regen transformer

causes it to reverberate 

its well modulated ravings

like a long, long distance call

a hollow one-way rant



annoying beyond belief.



It's always *that* voice that tells you 

that you really bent over 

too far this time

this time they'll get you.



I know 

I'm rambling.

comes from having 

too much to think about 

and too little time



At least for now 

I can look out across 

the polluted water 

And see it 

see it rise like 

the life I have lived

Black, Billowing, Bellicose



I started there and I finished there.



What kind of life do you have

when it is only

a poetic fragment?

a snippet of code

easily rendered by an RNA sequencer?



What sense of truth is there?

The mathematics of billowing smoke

is more ethereal and more 

that seeing the cloud itself.

But it can't be explained.



Why did I do those things?

Why did I leave you behind?



Look. 

Can you see the equation now?

I wasn't much of a Dad.

Hell I wasn't much of a human being.

but I left you where 

at least *I* 

wouldn't destroy you



The Smoke is changing to gray now

They've got some water to it.

I won't be here much longer

They'll come 

and that will be that.



What was that equation

Outside 

Las Cruces?



Or in the Cloud from Bogota?



A child?



A tear?



A sorrow I cannot undo?



I'd ask your forgiveness

but

The wind has changed 

I am finally lost

in gray



Smoke from Mexico 
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Soundscript for an Angel

James Beresford



I got into the clubs young, I guess. Fifteen or sixteen, it’s hard to remember now, but anyway, I was just a kid. Puberty was doing its work, moulding me into a man and throwing my hormones into the usual turmoil. It’s not until you have the perspective of age that you realise quite how much it screws you up – when you’re there it all seems perfectly rational. The large volume of cheap hallucinogens and stimulants probably didn’t help my mental balance all that much either, but like I said, it all made sense at the time. Every weekend I was there, dancing until dawn and beyond, sweating with all the other kids and wasters then returning home to cane myself into oblivion with what passed for my crew. Over time, though, I realised there was something beyond growing muscle, hair and lust creeping into my growing up. I’d often dance with my eyes closed, visualising the music in simple forms, shapes and bright splashes of light, and when I’d open them I’d be looking right into a confused set of eyes. Of course I wrote it off as standard drug induced paranoia, but it started happening a bit too often. I wanted to sound it out with my boys, but I’d have come across like a nancy, so I kept schtum.



One Sunday, we were tripping away, and I was off in my own world, ambient beats flowing from the stereo and into my head where they became rippling oceans of colour. I can’t really recall what I was seeing, sort of a thick purplish soup with ribbons of neon colours breezing across the landscape I had built. I heard my name softly called and I wearily opened my eyes. For a moment the ocean remained, but then it faded to reveal my friends all staring at me with their mouths gaping. Paranoia hit me like a hammer and I shut my eyes and just willed it all to stop, tried to black out everything. Like I said, I was still young and I was on knee-jerk reactions. My name wasn’t so softly called then – there was a ring of scared and panicky voices. I got scared right back and opened my eyes. The boys all looked pretty freaked and my heart was pounding like a beast, drowning out the music and I could see the veins like fat red tubes before my eyes and blood cells fat and spongy moving inside them to the beat of my heart. It was a genuine full blown hallucination, or at least I thought it was until I heard a voice in amazement say ‘will you fucking look at that!’ and I saw someone point at the construct that should have only been in my head. The relief I felt caused it to fade away, but my mates, they were in awe. There was a lot of post-fear laughing and snatchwork conversation as we realised I had become a Broadcaster. That trip turned into one of the best of our desperate lives as my new-found talent played its first show.



At this point I guess some explanation is due. I was a third generation Acid baby, and one of the few who reaped LSD’s strange genetic legacy of psychic ability. There was a rash of the standards that had been lurking at the fringes of the gene pool throughout history – the Telepaths, Telekinetics and Clairvoyants, but in amongst those were the unknown – Telempaths, Planeshifters and those like me – the Broadcasters. It came in different forms – some could push an emotion on to others, some could plant visions in others minds – I was a mix of both. And in clubland I found a redefinition of my home. We were the hot property of any club – forget VJ’s – we slammed hardcore visuals and feelings straight into the clubbing collectives’ mind. First of all I tried a few home runs in my regular club, and management quickly took me on as their own. I was the star – the DJ’s came and went, but every night I was there, on the stage, filling the masses with visions of beauty and light and pulling their already drug fuelled minds into ever higher states of bliss. Of course I became a wild child – I had more money, drugs and sex than everyone else I knew put together. My fame rose – my kind were thin on the ground, and telepathic 4D VJ was not the most lucrative path – crime, mass manipulation, illusionist – there was a wealth of choices, but clubland was where I grew up, where I felt at home and where I belonged. I toured with the top DJ’s and PA’s, moving into the superclubs and ‘casting to ever growing crowds. My kind and me were the new blood, the new rush that brought clubbing back into the fore after years of decline. 



Inevitably I started to burn out. I was a master of what I did, an unquestioned trip of the highest quality. But after a while the experience started to become hollow. The commercialisation of the scene started to make it boring again, the excitement on all the TV shows for the masses to enjoy, water down and ruin. The drugs weren’t as good as they used to be, the highs never seemed as high as they were when I was a kid. I’d made it as far as twenty-two before I think I’d really got bored. I had no musical ability, no unique talent on the decks to make me stand out. I felt like I’d outgrown my home. So one day I returned to my original home, by the standard definition. Went back to my local bar on a Friday night, and the faces were there from my youth, from my very first trip. At first there were a few looks, wondering why a superstar had come to this little dive, and they weren’t too friendly. I didn’t push it, I mean these boys were rougher than they were, no schoolboy fights for a big head, more like a bad case of concussion and a night in A&E. I just got the drinks in, sat and joined them, putting the superstar hat under my seat, so to speak, and relived a past that probably didn’t even exist. We started talking about the old club, back where I had started, and it turns out it was one of the lads birthdays. Big deal for him, he had a little boy to look after now and didn’t get out much. I had a bag of good pills and some Charlie, so I suggested making a night of it, go down the club and let rip like we were all sixteen again. The boys weren’t daft, they knew a blinder of a night when it was coming and took up on it straight off. A few pleading calls on mobiles for permission off those with girls at home – bit like with our mums when we were younger, really – and we were off. I told the boys we were going to do it in style, no messing, and called in a Limo, cruised to the club snorting monster lines and then waltzed straight past the queue and through the door. Champagne started flowing and washing down the pills and we were on a roll. There were people all over us, the superstar and his mates in a little backwater club, and the boys were loving it. It felt good, giving something back to the men who had helped shape my life, and I was having one of the best nights I’d had in ages. The inevitable happened – enough alcohol, drugs and persuading voices got me up to ‘cast. I grabbed the Mic and gave a shout out to my crew, and of course the birthday boy. The DJ had his orders, and he was starstruck enough to obey.



The lights died, just two little spots on the DJ and me, and the tune came up like a gentle rush, anthemic synth sweeps guiding massive purple hallucinogenic wings slowly out from my crouched body. The music was flowing through me and out of my mind, a cool stream of sonics sending shivers up everyone’s spine. The beats began to rise and my wings began to gently flap a slow arc of action, dusting the crowd with diamonds of light. Acid 303 sounds ripped through the air as neon electric bolts. The climax of the intro was sudden, the beauty of the music swept up in a colossal roar of bass, and the beats began in earnest. I remembered why I’d started this in the first place – I set up a feedback loop of emotional rushes between the crowd and the place was happier than any superclub I’d ever played. I felt so good I thought I would burst. The visuals had become almost subconscious by now, the master backdrop playing itself as I threw in little touches like transmorphic shapes pulsing in time with the bass, psychedelic birds of paradise swooping overhead and the zoomscaled minutiae of atomic particles playing their own strange games. The emotion loop was everything, an endless climax of rushing that I’d never felt before. In the blaze of joy I began to think a little, maybe as my mind freed itself of the copious drugs coursing through it. I felt something new; and a little probe into the crowd with some more focused feedback nearly knocked me off my feet. Right in the heart of them all was another ‘caster, acting like a server for me, rerouting and amplifying everything I’d sent out. They weren’t aware of what they were doing, I was pretty sure of that. I needed to get hold of whoever it was but I couldn’t see anything; my eyes were shot, everything smudged and trailing. I stumbled over to the DJ and got him to lay down my signature tune, a classic from a few years’ back, and really let rip, straight through my server friend and outwards. I don’t think I’ve ever blown a crowd away quite so hard. I mentally pulled my bonus ball towards me, and slowly through the sweating and mindblasted crowd they came. I was putting everything I had in by this point, and as the second ‘caster came closer the whole thing was getting more and more intense. I think the crowd had actually stopped dancing by now, as the music seemed louder, less muffled by the stamp of feet. Then the blast of the evening happened – whoever it was fell into my arms, and I could feel a small female form in my grasp. I knelt and cradled her, and she became a goddess. The touch of our skin triggered something I’d never felt with anyone else. We bonded and created a new life there and then, the whole rush of a true romance played out at lightning speed and shown in all its innocent glory to the crowd. There was a glow in the club now, human warmth and love permeating every person. It’s vague in my memory, but I was told that the music had stopped and everyone was motionless, eyes were just fixed on the girl and me.



I couldn’t tell you when I passed out. I can just remember coming round with this little vision in my arms, the smile of an angel on her lips as she looked into my eyes. Whenever that moment escapes me, I hold her hand, she looks up into my eyes as I look down into hers, and it’s still there like it was yesterday, and people miles away can’t help but smile.  
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Straylight Run

Brandon Whearty



There's nothing quite like strolling down a tunnel of garbage bags with five foot four inches of leather clad killing machine hanging on your arm.  The committee did a nice job with the tunnel.  The cinderblocks of the actual wall are almost invisible. 



Mackenzie looks her part.  Black leather pants over combat boots.  A red t-shirt with the sleeves hacked off.  Fingerless gloves, the kind studded with chrome.  And stainless steel throwing knives strapped to her arms flaring in time with a distant strobe.  No mirrorshades, though.  Her eyes aren't custom, so the light level matters.  Tonight, Mackenzie is 'Mac', a razorgirl from the sprawl on a double date with love and death. 



I'm looking pretty bad myself.  Black trench, long enough to hide all sorts of nasty toys.  Bright white khakis over rubber-soled sneakers, and nothing on top but a bullet-proof vest hanging open in front.  I spent three days trying to make that damn thing look right.  Mirrorshades and chrome threads braided into my long hair complete the night's ensemble. 



We walk slow, confident but wary, checking the dark corners in this lightless hallway, even though there are no dark corners.  The lights at the end are harsh, burning brightly and dying suddenly.  They match the music, pulsing mechanical beats beneath the screaming of twisted metal guitar strings. 



We spill out of the hallway into the crowd.  More than I expected, but the place still looks half empty, the cavernous roof lost in the shadows overhead.  The lights are all near the floor, casting dim pools in the gloom, which is shattered thirteen times a second by the relentless strobe. 



The people are crowded by the bar.  Most are wearing black, others showing small flashes of color.  Mirrorshades are the norm.  We push our way through the crowd, nodding to some.  They nod back.  You want edge?  This place has it.  Everyone is on edge, sizing each other up for their next big score. 



They did some great work with the bar.  It's plexiglass laid over a row of mothballed desktop crays, their 25 inch monitors blazing with changing fractal representations of the cyberspace matrix.  Muted reflections pick out faces in the gloom, or spark off chrome and steel jewellery.  The entire scene is reflected by the full length mirror behind the bar which faces off with the mirrorshades of the customers, draining light away like a pointless funhouse hall.  They went over the top, there.  The mirror is too much. 



The bar is tended by a middle aged woman, one arm swathed in grubby pink plastic.  At least she got the arm right.  "What'll it be?" 'Ratz' growls.  Mac orders a double shot of whiskey.  I take three Brazillian hexes.  Hers is apple juice, mine are Pez. 



We grab a table, and Luke joins us, three piece suit and tie askew from dancing.  He introduces himself in broken English as 'Rukas Jamison-san,' salariman for Casio.  Mac and I laugh.  Luke is always original.  Paul is less so as 'Kid Digital,' console cowboy from Jersey.  His synth-leather jacket has a picture of the Mona Lisa on the back.  Zoom in close enough, and it's made of ones and zeros.  For his deck, he carries a rough looking box with the Sega logo.  It even has a cartridge slot on top.  For that, he gets points. 



Mac drains her whiskey, and I chew the hexes.  We hit the dance floor, grinding like un-oiled gears.  The music is cheap, flashy and hopeless, perfect for the evening.  Later, I'll ask the DJ where he found it.  Mac dances like she fights, feinting with her hips while her hands go for the kill.  She does that stuff for real, too, has a brown belt in Kempo.  I take it easy, swept along on the current of the music.  We are yin and yang, two casual killers connecting for a night in a soulless world.  The night blurs, as through time itself has been overclocked. 



Too soon, 'Ratz' bellows, "Last Call!" and the lights come up.  We follow the flood of sweaty black leather and chrome out into the icy night.  The stars show with razor clarity, accents to the snow underfoot.  The wind cuts like chilled monofilament.  Halfway to the groundcar, Mac spins away from my arm, knives jumping into her hands as though implanted in her wrists.  She's practiced that move. 



We square off, and she pounces with a feral grin, knives flashing under the crescent moon.  Black leather and frosted chrome tussle, our struggle making hell's snow angel on the pristine white ground.  Mac pulls one of her knives across my throat, but it doesn't cut.  She made them in a hurry in shop class, never had the time to give them a true edge.  Her lips follow the cold metal across my neck, kisses erasing the cut that never was. 



Tomorrow will be another unremarkable day in a series of unremarkable days.  Meaningless projects, tired teachers, and students one day closer to graduation.  But for tonight, two refugees from a future that never arrived play against a backdrop of white.  Stray starlight hits the cheap banner flapping above the school door.  Big black letters read, "Straylight Run - 2027 Senior Prom Theme."  
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Takumi 1.0

Joseph Calzaretta



The bearded man in spectacles and a button-down vest reclined in his leather office chair.  “…in principle there isn’t anything particularly difficult about cybernetically simulating the human brain.  We already understand the lion’s share of the biochemistry.  Technology exists to read brain activity.  And computation speed is increasing seemingly without bound!  We just have to put it all together!”  He made a gesture with his hands like he was making a snowball and smiled triumphantly.



The 24-year old man he was addressing was sitting bolt upright on the wooden institute stool.  “Sure, Professor, but—” 



“No buts!  Otherwise you’re dead in the water!  Please go!  Please do!”  Before the student could say anything else, he found himself ushered out of the office and walking back down the long hallway to the Laboratory for Neuromorphic Engineering, part of CalTech’s Computation and Neural Systems department.  Thus ended another inspiring weekly pep-talk from Professor Thamper on the subject of his CyBrain project. 



CyBrain was the quest to create genuine intelligence from artificial intelligence by basing it on the extant intelligence contained somewhere in the functioning of the human brain.  And it would turn out to be a pivot point in the course of cybertechnology.  These major technological advances are always developed in universities, usually by underpaid graduate students.  So the genius responsible for drastically and irreversibly altering the course of technology and therefore society—this genius dines on rotini and Ragu seven nights a week.  And if he’s really lucky, the name Louis Lascot will appear along with his professor’s on papers and patents.  



If it worked.  And Professor Thamper wasn’t too helpful there.  He was all ideals and platitudes.  His suggestions were vague enough to be nearly useless.  However, he had enough charisma and chutzpah to spark and infuriate his students into a creative frenzy.   Louis couldn’t tell whether he was motivated to create intelligent life or beat someone to death.  He stormed back into the lab and surveyed the system hardware.



Most people only get to see the final productized form of new technology.  In fact, most people only get to see the sleek plastic shell designed by committee in some marketing department.  If you’re foolhardy enough to void your manufacturer’s warranty and open up the case, you would still probably only see pristine integrated circuit boards peppered with chips and analog components.  When you use your new technology, the user interface is friendly, its performance is reliable (or at least consistent), and anything that it could possibly do incorrectly is listed on the side with huge warning signs.  So the interior of the Neuromorphic Engineering lab would probably scare the stuffing out of you. 



Half-disassembled computer components attached to each other via ribbon cable formed the entire left wall of the room.  These ranged in activity from frenetic whirring and buzzing to horrible clattering and gronking to eerie silence.  Electromechanical devices were strewn about as well; some built from scratch out of stock materials, others obviously converted from commercial items.  State-of-the-art desktop workstations peppered the lab.  In front of most of these sat sallow-faced graduate students, with their tools of the trade: HP calculators, digital multimeters, coffee, Mountain Dew, Jolt.  The sounds of computer coding and video-game playing intermingled with the smells of curry chicken and teriyaki pork from Styrofoam food-truck lunch boxes.  Two chairs stood empty.  One was Louis’s.  The other belonged to Takumi.



Instead of the chair at his desk, Takumi had been sitting in a vinyl dentist’s chair with a metal hairdresser’s helmet next to a plastic-shelled CATscan machine.  This was part of the CyBrain equipment.  All of which had been very expensive, of course.  Fortunately, Prof. Thamper was good at rounding up funding.  The CyBrain project had been of particular interest to one mega-corporation during Thamper’s last sponsor-scouting trip to Japan.  This zaibatsu threw lots of ¥en at the project, with the stipulation that the actual equipment and discoveries became their physical and intellectual property at the project’s conclusion.  



Takumi’s head was secured in position with a white ratcheting cable tie from the supply closet.  Louis recognized the look of utter terror in Takumi’s eyes and tried to calm him down.  “Oh, don’t get your panties in a bunch, Tak.  This’ll be a piece of cake.  No sweat.”  Takumi’s neck strained to move his head but could not.  “I do not quite understand you, Louis.”



Takumi was a young visiting engineer from the Japanese zaibatsu, also part of Thamper’s funding deal.  His English was fluent but un-American; before this exchange program, his only conversations in the language of the Stars, Stripes and Apple Pie had been with his language instructors and other company employees.  So he talked about “prefectures” and used funny proverbs, and received questioning looks from his American colleagues and professors.  And since his verbal etiquette was still distinctly Japanese, he hadn’t yet learned to actually say “no” when he meant it.  Which is the reason Takumi found himself squirming inside this Goldbergian contraption, trying to reiterate that he was “just a little” interested in being Louis’s test subject. 



 “Look, Takumi.  All this—”, said Louis, gesturing at his doctoral work, “these are all harmless items individually!  I just put it all together, as Prof. Thamper always says!”  He briskly walked to an array of power switches.  He activated them, punctuating each toggle with his words of encouragement:  “Nothing…  here… can… hurt… you!”  At each word, power amplifiers came online, monitors flickered to life, and Takumi’s blood pressure rose another 10 points.  



Louis sat down at CyBrain’s main workstation and moved the mouse to deactivate the screen saver.  Microsoft Windows 2xxx login screen.  Control.  Alt.  Delete.  Username.  Password.  Start.  Programs.  CyBrain.  MINDHOST.EXE.  File.  New.  Subject.  Takumi.  Operations.  Read Brain State.  Dialog box:  “You are about to read the current brain state of subject TAKUMI.  Continue?”  Louis hit the Tab key to select [Yes] over the default [No].  His finger hovered above the enter key.  He paused for a second as a hundred thoughts went through his head.  Sure, nothing here was dangerous.  Not as purchased, that is.  But it’s funny how hazardous something can become merely by opening it up and completely rewiring it.  Maybe the CyBrain equipment could hurt Takumi, even though Louis had done unmanned tests without incident.  Maybe he shouldn’t be so quick to perform this experiment.  Maybe Thamper’s last “motivational” command to “go and do” was clouding his judgment.  Maybe, maybe, maybe.  Ah, who cares.  “Here goes nothing, Tak!  You won’t feel a thing!”  Click.



Takumi felt a sudden shift of perspective sweep across his being.  At first he was strapped to the dentist chair, sweating, heart pounding, covered in goose bumps.  The scene in front of him of the other grad students at their desks while Louis pushed the enter key, this scene crystallized in his mind in vivid detail… and faded slowly away to nothingness.  He was… blind?  Instinctively, Takumi reached up to his eyes and realized he wasn’t reaching with anything.  He wasn’t reaching for anything either.  He tried to scream and couldn’t.  No mouth.  No ears to hear a scream either.  He was completely without all sensory perception.   Completely without all motor function.  No input, no output.  He was a closed system.  



Thoughts rang out in the void.  “Something mmmust have gone wrong with the brain state reader!  Oh, Looouis, you smug American bastard!  You’ve left me like this!  If I ever seeeee you again I’lll… I’ll kill you!  I’ll… kllllll yuuuuuuuuuuuuuu”  His thoughts began to thin out into long drones.  Takumi realized dimly that he was dying, or already dead.  Then the pain started.  From seemingly everywhere he felt an intense suffocating agony that closed in on his waning mind.  His last remaining conscious thought was the one word that could have prevented this fate:



“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO…”



Louis looked up at Takumi through his hand, holding his broken nose.  Takumi was standing in front of a powerful massively-parallel desktop computer.  It was six months after they had read Takumi’s brain state.  Now Louis was trying to run a simulation of the human mind… specifically Takumi’s mind, as it had been when the enter key was pushed half a year ago.  Takumi had been in a very nervous brain state indeed, but Louis was right, after all; everything had been just fine.  He didn’t feel a thing. 



But now, working on Phase 2 of CyBrain, he had serious misgivings.  They had just run the software for the first time, discounting the thousands of times before where the program immediately exited with a run-time error.  But Takumi and Louis had been sitting up nights fixing bugs, introducing new bugs, fixing them, et cetera.  So this time, when they double-clicked the appropriate icon, it worked.



Sort of.



Louis’s decision to locate the vocal centers in the brain simulation and hook them up to an appropriate vocoder to get some sort of actual output… this decision seemed like a good idea to Takumi at the time.  Of course, there hadn’t been time to build any input mechanism.  And the debugging method of programming doesn’t necessarily catch problems that show up only after a program runs for a few trillion cycles.  Which for the computer in question is only a few seconds.



So after they clicked the Takumi simulation into existence, they listened to the speakers for some sign of success.  At first, there was nothing but the crackle and hiss of the vocoder blasting silence at full volume.  Then:



 “AAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAURGH!” came the horribly synthetic voice from the speakers.  Before anyone had a chance to react, it began yelling in Japanese.  “INSERT JAPANESE HERE”.  Louis was flabbergasted, but Takumi’s gorge rose.  “What… what is it saying?” asked Louis.  Takumi stood up and pointed at his American colleague.  “It says, ‘Louis, you bastard!  I will kill you!’ THAT’s what it says!”  And with that, Takumi punched Louis directly in the face, as the simulated voice sputtered and died.



Louis tried to ignore the pain and swelling enough to think rationally about this new development.  CyBrain was a success!  Well, with a few minor bugs, of course.  But he’d get his thesis signed for sure!  Certainly, Takumi and he would have to make some changes to the code.  They’d have to fix the input/output interface… probably some sort of hexadecimal byte-stream for the output.  Something less disturbing than the synth voice.  Maybe even a cool simulated face to impress the sponsors…  yeah, this could work!  They could even add a runtime brain-state reader which would keep the two Takumis in sync.  Sure, Takumi’s angry now, but he’ll come around.  Heck, that zaibatsu will probably even give him a nice cushy promotion when he goes back to Japan!    Yes, this was all going to work out just fine.  Future revisions would take care of everything.  After all, it’s just Takumi 1.0! 
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Tank Boy

Dan Argent



The airport metal detector went off as I walked through. However, that's not surprising when you are nine feet tall, weigh approximately four metric tonnes, and look like the bastard child of a challenger tank and the Michelin man. The shrill alarm was getting on my nerves, and we were short on time, so I carried on walking. Of course this meant that my wedge shaped upper torso impacted the gate, ripping it away from its mountings and trailing sparks over the faux-marble floor tiles. But then, I've always hated passenger airports, and even though time constraints meant that we had to dust-off from here, I didn't have to like it.  Shaking the metallic remains from the rest of my body, I tried to ignore the horrified eyes of the first class passengers grouped around the executive lounge, but I was suddenly, horribly embarrassed. Ah, Fuck 'em - It's not as if they know there's a person under all this hardware. So I did my best Robby robot impression and continued towards the boarding tube, while the rest of the team followed behind.



 The word "team" here is used in the loosest sense possible, since I'd never met these guys before, and whilst I was on their side, I couldn't care less if any got scragged in the upcoming engagement. The management had pulled me from my regular group, and press-ganged me into this doing this gig to, ahem, "advertise my capabilities". Hell, if anyone wanted to see what I was capable of, they could review my mission logs from the last five years. But supposedly these were special clients, from one of the big Beijing corporations, so I had to be on my best behaviour.



I exited the plush boarding tube, stepping off the embroidered carpet and onto the bare pitted metal of the aircraft that awaited us. It was an old Mitsubishi Heavy Industries AV-340 disc aircraft, true-VTOL and capable of speeds in excess of mach 1. Powered by twelve Rolls-Royce "Agamemnon" engines, it was one of the few such aircraft that had ever become commercially viable - and only when a lot of heavy equipment needed moving very, very quickly, and very, very expensively.  To me it just looked like a ten meter flattened dish, not so tastefully decorated in a fetching drab green colour. Inside the chill interior, the Canadian summer sun just didn't seem up to the job of banishing the cold of the metal. I settled down into the special docking system that had been installed just behind the cockpit, wincing inwardly as magnetically operated pistons shot locking bolts through my lower torso and legs. Of course, they told me the pain was purely psychosomatic, as there are no provisions in my design for such feelings, but it still hurt all the same. As soon as that was over, and the pain began to recede, I grabbed the armored fiber that disappeared into the bulkhead, and attached it to the rear of my narrowband visible laser comm link, just above where my right ear would be if I had one.  Instantly, a whole host of extra diagnostic and informational displays appeared, overlaying my already crowded heads up display. Mumbling a few subvocal commands, I cancelled what was not immediately relevant. From the looks of things, we were about ready to dust off, and apart from a slight power fluctuation in number eight engine, this thirty year old crate was in good shape. I probably had more diagnostic information than the pilots - Excuse my sarcasm, but that was one of the privileges of having electrodes stuck in your cortex. By this time the rest of the team had got their shit together and were strapped to the shock webbing. The loading doors slowly wound inwards, and the low growl that had permeated the aircraft rose to an awe inspiring roar. There was no announcement, since everyone knew what was coming next.  I hummed an insipid little tune as I watched their faces deform under the pressure of the G forces. By the time the pressure lifted, I'd already done two verses of "modern major general", although I did feel a little sorry for one guy who looked like he was about the spill his lunch. With nothing else to do, I sat and watched the rest of them watch me. A rather mixed group.  Mostly Indian and Pakistani, with a few Chinese, all dressed in sneak suits.  I'd also bet ten to one they didn't know what I was- it had taken my team weeks to work it out, and they did it by asking me straight out. Of course, I was happy to oblige them. In fact, I think it's kind of interesting:



I am what you call an "augmented human". I was born as little more than a normal brain in a body riddled with congenital defects. If I'd lived a "normal" life, it's doubtful if I'd ever have reached my fifth birthday.  My parents however, were scientists of no small influence in the corporation. They had friends on other projects, one of which was the AH project (or should I say product?). Anyway, I grew up inhabiting virtual space, occasionally interacting with the outside world through crude teleoperated remotes.  Sounds bad, huh? You'd expect me to be some sort of inhuman monster. Okay, I'll be the first to admit I'm a borderline sociopath, but hey - that comes in handy for the job sometimes. You feel sorry for me? Well, I was never hungry, never cold, and my parents had the computing resources to project into the realm in high quality to visit me. A lot better off than those on the streets, grubbing for money, and dying an early and usually messy death. So what if I was an only child, and didn't go to kindergarten with the others? - I learnt my social interaction within the *consensual* dreams of humanity. I inhabited the virtual games of some, and hitched rides on the virtual vacations of others. I suppose it's not normal, but due to the predominance of sex related virtuals, I knew what most sexual peccadilloes were almost as soon as I could "talk". Pah. Anyway, the sum of my existence was little more than one cubic foot of biomass, encased within a fiber-bonded ceramet interface and support module. However, due to my unique and extensive experience, as well as the complete modal interface that had been (expensively) grafted onto my central nervous system, I was able to control a wide variety of devices with utmost precision. Including my war body, which was specially designed for missions like this. Originally loosely base upon a human form, the design had culminated in a minimalist boxy bipedal shape. It wasn't pretty, but it did the job. 



A small bar flashed red in my peripheral vision - Our short flight had ended. Once again, I was glad for my special chair, as the pilot cut power to the lift engines, and true to the laws of motion, we continued in a freefalling parabola towards the ground. At 600 feet AGL, the pilot checked our forward movement, and with precisely judged bursts of thrust, slowed our descent rate. 100...50....20....10....down, with a (if you were unlucky enough to have them) bone jarring halt. It's a manoeuvre designed to evade any surface launched weaponry - especially those nasty Thai micro-SAMs, which we knew were in use by the target.  I suspected our captain was one of those ex-military types, probably with one of those fancy dedicated processors in his head. They always cut it damn fine, and even if they claim that their tolerances are so much more tuned, I'm always suspicious... Anyway, this was the part where I did what I was paid extortionate amounts of money for.  The chair released its grip, and with a couple of strides, I was out of the door. 



Our target was a group of terrorists, who had taken hostages and were holding them in the local church. 



Apart from that, I didn't know much more, but I could guess the rest. One of those small towns that had depended on the old style pharmaceutical industry, and as soon as that guy Bernards created the first vegetable based nanofactories, the old way of heating big vats of polluting chemicals was out the door. They just couldn't compete. Desperate as their once perfect town fell apart, they petitioned the US government for help. Except Uncle Sam was too preoccupied with the ongoing hostilities with the Argentineans making threatening motions towards Cuba State.  So these poor schmucks did the only thing left to them to grab attention.  - According to the intelligence we had received, they were holding high-level representatives of the new-wave companies as hostages. I didn't know if we'd been hired by a pharm company, the government, or even the catholic church, - it's happened before, I can tell you, but true to the mercenary ideals that made this country what it is today, I didn't care as long as I got paid. 



The hostiles were barricaded within an old brick and wood church on the outskirts of town. From the news reports, we were guessing less than ten bad guys, holding six corporate men. Negotiators were talking via satellite, and standard procedure in this circumstance was that we went in whilst they were still talking. - It wasn't politically correct, but hey, it gained us the element of surprise most of the time. 



Our landing seemed to have gone unnoticed, and the big green meanie lifted as soon as the last man was out the door.  If we had been noticed, you could bet that they would have started panicking, but from the relayed comm chatter that continually babbled through my auditory nerves, it seemed the terrorists were still unaware of our presence. So much the better.  We were less than two hundred meters from the target, hidden behind an old haulage yard, and attendant gas station.  I moved over the decaying forecourt, leaving behind a trail of clawed footprints in the crumbling concrete. A sanitisation team would come here and clean all that up after we were finished. So as the rest of the team took up their various sniper and encirclement positions, I was left to do my part. 



My part, which would signal the rest of the force to move in, consisted of smashing through the wall of the church and killing everything that wasn't wearing a suit. Subtle, huh?  Range was down to 150 as I left the comparative cover of the street and reached the wide open churchyard.  I suppose it would be that much more impressive to come in stomping gravestones and tearing the place up. Well, I preferred to let the dead sleep -call me superstitious if you want. By 120 meters, I had finally been spotted and their men on the church tower opened up. Light rounds sparked as they grazed the armour that protected my vital systems. I had nothing to worry about though - My external construction was the same as that used on main battle tanks.  Anti-tank weapons could cramp my style, I suppose, but I was too expensive and rare to be deployed in actual war zones - the government could never afford to lease me, so I was quite happily left to do small work for the corp.  Besides, I had one of the most comprehensive sensor suites available, and coupled with the agility afforded by my bipedal platform, I was a pretty hard target. You try and draw a bead on a just-larger than man-sized shape that's dodging towards you at a maximum speed of 70kph, rough terrain or not.  Anyway, as far as we knew, these poor schmucks had no such weaponry, and that meant it was going to be a turkey shoot. I mount a general electric 7.62 minigun within my right forearm with forty thousand rounds on my back, a 30mm grenade launcher in my left arm, and did I mention I have big sharpened steel talons too?  Well, actually I was quite capable of picking up something more fragile than an egg if I had to, but I sure as hell didn't see any eggs up on that church tower. A targeting crosshair bracketed each man, and as I lifted my arm small corrections were automatically made by my dedicated targeting processor.  Just for fun, I tagged and tracked the trajectory of each individual round out of the two hundred and forty that I let off. I got an almost equal split, twenty rounds in the first guy's torso versus nineteen in the second. The rest of the fire removed the top of the church tower, and the cross ornamenting it. I doubt there would be any more trouble from up there, so hopefully the rest of the team could now follow on.  I soon reached the south wall of the church, and, since I'm a "man" of my word, continued through it, with hardly any impediment to my progress. White painted wood slats tore inwards as I forced my bulk through the flimsy barrier. The frightened eyes of the hostages looked towards me, as did the more frightened eyes of the terrorists. Neither knew what to expect. Immediately I launched smoke and tear gas grenades. By the light of my IR illuminator it looked like the passive audio model of the interior that they'd briefed me on had been pretty accurate. Row upon row of simple wooden pews filled the space within, with a small granite altar sat at the east end of the church. I felt kind of sorry for the four men I dispatched, each with a single, efficient round, but these were the circumstances that fate had thrown us into - I was their executioner, and damn good at it as well.  The hostages whimpered, and crawled as far as they could away from me, and the spasming corpses of the men. 



With all the hostiles in the main part of the church now, "neutralised", I moved towards the vestry. The heavy oaken door was iron bound, and wedged shut somehow. It took five blows from my left hand talon to carve a hole into the dark wood.  Inserting my whole arm, I took a grip, and ripped the offending door from its hinges. It landed somewhere behind me in the dark, and I stepped through into the small brick room beyond. 



	She couldn't have been more than seventeen. Probably the daughter of one of the men I had just killed. She was small and thin, in an undernourished way, she would have been quite pretty if she would wash her shoulder length black hair. I doubt this group had seen a bathroom for weeks. She'd also have been much prettier if she hadn't been holding an armed L2 high explosive grenade. Now bullets don't bother me, but a grenade like that, in a confined space like this, had the possibility of causing me damage.  As I brought my weapon to bear, her dark eyes fixated on the end of the barrel. I spoke in a deep heavily modulated voice, designed to carry authority and menace in equal proportions "Put Down The Explosive, And You Will Not Be Harmed"



She didn't move, and sat so completely still, I didn't think she heard me. Catatonic maybe? Then she carefully replaced the split pin into the grenade, and allowed it to clatter to the floor. Suddenly, black man-shapes swarmed past me, and into the room. They shot fearful glances towards me, as they moved to encircle the prisoner. 



My last glimpse of the girl was of her, shackled and chained, being removed from the area. As they withdrew, I was left alone in the now quiet desecrated church. I'd seen and killed hundreds of rebels and terrorists in my career, but for some reason, I couldn't get the image of her out of my mind. Weird. Well, I was sure I'd forget about her soon.... I hoped. 
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Test

This is a Test Post

 

Emptiness

inbound spool is emptiness

outbound spool is emptiness

mantra repeats

 

Addicted 

but unsatisfied

Speak and there are no words

Listen and there are no sounds

broken pipe 

fills the basement of the 'Net

with falling, droplets of electrons

packets broken

send again

yet again

Test

Test

Test

and check the 'Face

No trace of thought or sound

or word

or heart

As if all of my friends

Suddenly and completely disappeared.

And the last words heard

Were ones

Saying:

Four of Five 

rants were

theirs

 

wince

 

re-sent  responses

and they do not appear

in the inbound stream

nothing

hear

nothing

see

nothing

speak

nothing

loop back of emotions

is frying

the infernal circuits

 

Test

This is a Test Post

Please

Please 

If anyone can read this

Please respond

 

Watch the Packets 

go out the wire

all to no avail.

 

sit at the keys

dit dit dit 

dah dah dah

dit dit dit

hunt and peck

characters

which 

say nothing

do nothing

are nothing

more

than tormented

elementals

spinning 

through

emptiness

 

the net is sinking

into darkness

a silence

a last long

sad

silence

 

Test.

 

This is a Test Post

into dead wire.

 

message repeats



… --- …



A few dozen lines

of 8-bit flechettes

embed themselves in hungry eyes

 

message received

 

listener continues, undone

broken

awaiting a different message

 

from within or without

a simple instruction

what to do

what to do

 

caught in the spin loop

of a multitasking soul;

no new context

to switch to

 

gift of a crystal set

clutched in trembling hands

tiny diode scans the ether

 

dahditdahdit dahdahditdah

dahditdahdit dahdahditdah

CQ, CQ...

SeekYou, SeekYou...

indeed.

 

crystal set lies quiet

RX only, voiceless

 

message continues

 

CQ, CQ, WA3SRD, CQ

trembling hands

drop the set

this cannot be

cannot

 

message continues

 

a tiny diode rectifier

this PN junction

cannot raise the dead

 

message continues

 

letter by letter

slow

methodical

the dead language

of the brasspounders

 

but father is a silent key

 

message continues

 

spools out,

letter by letter

drawn by trembling hand

on graph paper

 

"Remember what we taught you"

message ends

 

ionosphere clears

and the waves stop ducking

or whatever

 

don't go

don't...please?

begging

pleading

with a silent crystal set

mute

RX only.

 

"Remember what we taught you"

yes sir.



… --- …



wire trip

fuzz over lip like ratty flesh torn test post words back

re:

re:

re:

what?

response?

lame cripple hand tapping derogatory input

input

into put

into putting

something in some space that we/I only inhabit on dark hours

2

3

4am

with a portal stretched around my face

ovoid

4d extrapolation like

a hypercubic conflagration

words

words around

words around and near my eyes as

I read with a LISPers eyelash stutter

and try to make known this empty space

known as a

test

tester

tested

post tested

space with null void meaning and arrangement

responding with tap

and tip

and tear

flutterhand stance fingers across the hull of

some black box machine

that's actually gray

commercial gray, that reads in rgb

r=19

g=18

b=16

or some thereabouts

we can all conceal that which we wish to be known

in such an obvious manner as

test post

test

nothing to read

except the content that wasn't meant

meant to be

as enticement

an encouragement for attention in

some hello kitty communist way

excreting ten tons of plush furry verbiage

across 72x72 pixel spaces

denuded of selfless content

and criminal intent of

happy tree face hug pander

I

I rest

I respond

I re spool my thoughts on some retarded

input device I normally stroke with just one hand

but now your test post

entices me

to speak more

in some stereophonic, stereo-tactile hand dance

across keys that normally go unused,

mouse

mouse scurry

mouse click

you are two mouse clicks

away from sex and surrender

and grasp and purge and some banal weaving of

xxx

slander

mainland

touch and

tap tango

across the post gaia

industrial pastoral

where machines hibernate in

every mind

like the innocent idea mines every

Disney movie tailors into young audiences

this is your wish

you want

your desire

for that

simple

hapless

innocent

test post

do not respond

do not cross

do not follow

nor up

or near this space

back space

out and

click away from this spot

I really don't want you here

I really don't want you seeing this

I need attention

I am my own disorder

and deficit consumer of

electronic nullnull

test post

tempting trash

trip wires



… --- …



white noise plays

across

dead screens

across

dead LCDs

across

dead space

 

SETI

see

everything

that's

Important

Inane

Inside

outside

 

did we miss each other

were we ever connected

10 base

100 base

T

 

letters again, ASCII

across

dead air

across

dead lines

across

broken pipe

 

bridge is down

tech not found

 

more lost letters

more lost thoughts

most lost time

 

am I lost

are you lost

signal lost

connection lost

 

signal boosted

more white noise

 

not found

not seen

not heard

 

dial again

ten digit

seven digit

another DTMF

added to the noise

 

signal to noise

ratio is

high

low

searching both

 

connection found

established

login incorrect

password

login correct

 

check systems

nominal

archive found

archive accessed

archive full of

 

 

white noise

same as before

 

log off

logged out

over and out
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The Ratio

C W Kelson III



I was on my way home from the office. With the increase in the urban workforce we don’t have as far to walk as we did in the past. With all the advances in public transportation I never needed the car that I no longer owned. Overhead droned the whir of blades of the copters ‘trolling the streets keeping us, and my own,  safe from REVOs and other deviants. 

Once past the assorted rows of music stands and sushi boxes I made my way down to my level. Having built the cities up one on top of each other sure helped when the seas rose after the last nuclear tests in the Antarctic circle. Pretty stupid if I was asked but never would I reveal that thought. Those are the kinds of things that help you disappear in the dark never seen again.

Angels and mortals drive around in cars

Angels and mortals, life among the stars

	Angels and mortals sometimes have to pay

I paused making my way down the street to listen to the lyrics. How fitting they are with the black insect flitting shapes on the night winds. Armed with their flame spitting wings and whirring blades of near silent whoosh swooping down for the kill. Despite the warmth I shiver and am glad they cannot read our thoughts. Someday I suspect they will be able and that is the end of it all.

Home again. Only need five sets of locks. After all this is the good part of town I live in. I curl up cozy on the couch after heating some food. The silence is soothing after the bustle of the office and the walk home in the night. Wish I didn’t have to work so late but the demands of the position dictated my working hours beyond a shadow of survival without it. 

Food costs, home costs and simply walking the walk can cost an arm if need be. At least I was further up the food chain. I never, almost, worried about becoming the boss’ spare parts if they needed a new leg or something.

 Least I was safe since I had opted for the latest set of physretrofits. They all said it would help in the job. Seem they were right. At least it is easier to navigate the infobases to find what I need in the course of the day.

Word going down is that one of us is going to be kicked so far upstairs that heaven will be looking down from the new windows of the corner office. Anxious to see who is the poor sap sucked up in the heavy hitter's league. I know I am not ready for that scene. It is murder from everything I have overheard or gleaned from the communiqués over seen in the passage of memos at the office. It is not the scene for those who want to live a calm life over a short one.

Going to be an early one, like all the others. Leave the tunes on to dull the senses enough to crash. Plug in the sleep module and the white noise under the melodies drone me away into oblivion.

A crash in the night drags me from dreamless slumber. Sounds of gunfire leek past the fibers of the walls. I hear the sirens wail as the rigs go past tires squealing on pavement. It was predicted to rain after the midnight hour. Wonder if there were any wrecks from the slickness. Nothing breaks down my doors with guns and lights so I drift back off. 

Jarring cymbal crash of the alarm rouses me again. We never dream any more. The brains in the think tanks attribute it to the demands of modern living. The stress and tension of just being able to keep up with the emerging dictates of the workplace and of a society just now relearning to relate in person after so many years of living virtually. Me, I think it was leached from us along with all the original thoughts they say humans actually have. I don’t think I have had an original thought since I was 9 or 10. The pain was too much to take never mind to try and think for myself all of the time. Simpler to follow along and let the rotes show me the ways. I know better now yet habits die difficulty. 

Dressed in the Tuesday style I gulp the OJ and move back up to the streets. The cellular modems dial in my brain and let me choose from the three channels now available from the cities current choices. They all are the same so I dial up the same one the boss said he liked at yesterday’s staff meeting about today’s staff meeting and lets the info read/write to my data storage. Never now when someone will ask me a question about the current affairs. 

Shovel a soy egg dog in the face as I make my way through the crowds. 5 a.m. is one of the busy peaks in the morning. Have to try and be there productive before the big ones even rise. Make it in no time flat and plug in the desktop system I review the day's objectives, map my optimal course of action and descend into the Information Eon of the modern world. 

Chime of the time tells me that only 3 hours have passed. There is an unscheduled staff meeting in the next 3 minutes in the corner conference room. That is bad. The short time frame means there is no time to prepare. The corner means it is a big one, prestige or power is at stake here for someone. I make it with at least 65 seconds to spare. Get a good seat. Not in the middle but no where close to the back of the room. 

Middle management files in. Five or six suits I have never seen. One stuffy type marking him as new to the ranks or the bearer of tidings and one upper suit. His cut and demeanor set us all silent and still. His way of walking shows the breeding and how far from his ranks all of us really are. This is bad. I hope they let me live after the axe falls enough times. Hope there is enough ahead of me to take the edge of their blade and ensure my own survival. 

The sweaty one starts speaking. Yadda Yadda Yadda about the company line. How good we all really are doing, how lucky some of us have proven themselves worthy of attention from the home office in England. How several lucky ones will be relocated to the Home Office on a permanent basis: Whoa stop the train! I perk up a bit at that one. So does everyone else. Only the real suit is not caught unawares. He allows just the faintest hint of a crinkle at one corner of his mouth as I swear he makes contact with me eye to eye. Not good, not good at all. Now I will have to pay attention.

”The diligence displayed over the past few years has not gone unnoticed,.” The sweat ball is pausing for the big moment. A sense of Déjà vu strikes. I have been in the place before, time marked and fat for the slaughter. I cannot evade this bullet with my own name marked on it in big neon lights. 

“I would like to welcome Charles L Main to the ranks of the Home Office employees effective immediately.” Stunned silence and then a round of applause. All of my co-workers stand up and bustle to be the first to shake my hand. All their eyes saying I am glad it was you while their lips mouth the three great corporate lies. Glad you were able to make the Big Time, I sure wish it was me, and finally the biggest one of all, you deserved this promotion. Hell no I didn’t deserve this. I was a good boy. Never rocked the boat unless it was in the approved company methods and fashions. I never did anything to deserve this sort of attention. Nothing to do about this now.

Sweat ball is one of the last ones to file out. His eyes speak volumes of what the rest was feeling. He parts saying, “Gentlemen he is all yours.”

Suit number one pipes up once he is clear, “You have ten minutes to clean out your desk of personal devices. A limousine will take you to your domicile where you will pack the two cases in the vehicle of only personal items. No clothing or other non-essential items will be required. All your future needs will be provided for from now on.”

Still nothing from the big shot. Only the faintest of smiles as he precedes the others out of the door and into the light of the fluorescent bulbs over each cubicle. Never before have I felt so alone. Never so trapped like the stars in the movies with the burning building crashing down around them. 

Already I have wasted at least a minute of the ten allotted to me. I get a move on and it only takes me 6 some minutes to pack in the valise that has appeared on my desk. I am standing there waiting when suit number one comes around and leads me to the elevators.  

We enter and he pushes the bottom floor button. We emerge with my case in my left hand. Shushed silence as the lobby attendees watch the new transferee on his way out the door and on to somewhere no one has ever been to before, that I know of.

Odd to see the street in the light. Not since I got that first promotion 7 or 8 years ago have I been outside of the office when the sun was still in the air. There it sits waiting for me. The door is opened by one of the other suits that were in the announcement and I get into leather and heavy odors. The door is firmly shut and I puzzle out the meaning of what I can smell. Flowers of some kind with a faint scent underneath them all. One that reminds me of hot metal or perhaps of ozone. The limousine is silent. I can hear nothing from the engine. Come to think of it I heard nothing on the street either. 

It takes only minutes to reach home. The trunk is opened before I can get out. I carry the two large wooden chests into my rooms and stuff them as quickly as I can. No telling how long I will really have to do this. No one has said word two to me yet. Funny how both of the suits sat in the front leaving me to my own thoughts on the ride over here. 

Takes me at least 42 minutes to pack what will fit. As I get ready to start lugging them up the stairs both of the suits are standing in the doorway. Without a word they each grab one of the full trunks and without a grunt lift them up and carry them out and up the stairs to the street. 

They put them back into the trunk area and the rear door opens and I step in. Too afraid to wonder who opened the door, but it did surface later in the dark of the night.

We sped in the silent car towards the airport. I would never have thought I would rate an airfare. Just figured that I would go the slow and surface method. We pull into the private section and the car stops in front of a helicopter. Not just anyone but one of the midnight black peace keeping jobs. Two more silent ones in flight gear I suppose step down and without words a gain load my two trunks into a storage compartment in the bottom of the thing. Then they motion me inside. 

Inside is all black leather and the same ozone and flowers smell from the car. One of the pilots hands me a helmet and helps to put it on. They both strap me into a chair and we take off. I always thought these babies were quiet but from the inside they are silent. Not a sound from the engines. Just a faint whoosh of rotors passing through the air lifting us up with their blades.

I check my watch. After an hour of flight we set down at another airport. This time we set close to some huge sleek monster of an airplane. Nothing but wings and engines. This is all too much almost too fast. I can feel the unreality of the whole thing starting to set in. As I get off I see the rotors are still turning but there is no sound from the engines. I hear no sounds from the jet either as I walk closer,. I see huge fans spinning in the engine housings but no whine or snarl of jet engines to lift us up, far away from the common and normal. 

I board and a woman, the slimmest I have ever seen shows me to a seat in the middle. Not in the back for crying out loud but in the forsaken middle. Right where people who do not know what their place in life is would sit. Seems to fit me now. I sit down and realize I have no idea what is going to happen at the end of this trip. Slowly others all filter in. I can see the power radiating from their moneyed shoulders. Each and everyone of them are from the upper levels. Never once have they worried about their place in life. They were all born to that lot in life. The rest of us are the ones who have to worry. 

Faint music of some kind. All string things and words in a language smoother then French is piped into the cabin. A voice, beyond the realms of beauty comes on over the music. Lasts about 3 or 4 minutes and all the others keep nodding or looking around. Some kind of stuff about the plane I guess. I had heard that they tell you how to get off if it should crash. Guess they all forgot some of us can’t speak the bosses’ language. Guess that is what they all peak over in England. But I had always seen the British  speaking like us with funny accents on the tube. Speaking of accents I cannot place the one I hear all around me.

We take off and I fall asleep just as a man’s voice comes on with something else that I have no idea of what is said.

I wake and it is night. Lights are all around us and down on the ground. Rubbing the sleep out of the eyes helps. I can see and feel we are coming down. Must be there already. No idea of how long it took. Funny I slept the entire way here to England. With a gentle bump we seem to land. I missed the entire flight. 

The lights come on soft and faint and everything seems to glow just slightly, except for myself. Must be some new form of illumination I suppose. We all leave in the order of our seats.

There is a man at the foot of the stairs with a sign with my name on it. This at least I can understand. I follow him holding back my questions after he places his finger over my lips just as I was about to ask him where I was. So I follow silent and meek feeling. The night is cool and full of the promise of rain. The lights glint off of the water I can hear lapping at rocks less then fifty feet away. 

He motions for me to follow and in the quiet I hear insects of some kind making their noises against the dark. We walk for a time until we arrive somewhere. A small plastic shed with an open door is standing of to the side of the runway. We enter and go down the stairs. They twist and curve around in circles. After maybe four flights I suspect we come to the bottom. There is another smooth white plastic door with a lock this time. My guide holds his hand flat against the door next to the pull down handle and after a minute it clicks and he swings it open.

 “Welcome to the Center of the World” The silent suit from the old office greets me. His hand is held out in the first gesture of welcome since this all began. I take it and shake the correct number of times of an inferior to a superior of unknown status. He grins and starts talking a mile a minute. Can’t figure out the accent. Something English I think or Irish. Doesn’t matter in any case. I look around. Suit is saying something about starting work in the morning operating a new data management system they just had installed. Seems they think I am the one to operate it. Similar to the models I was trained and the sole operator of back in the city. He goes on about the numbers of other workers and  other facts about the place. 

I let the brain copy it all down as I survey the territory. Low tones and soft lights make backdrops to screen illuminated faces. Everyone is quiet and diligently at work. I see a group off in the corner walled off from the rest by their banks of monitors. I point over to that way and he calls them the 

 “Special options group. You will meet them at some point later on but not right now.” “Let me introduce you to the others you will be working with.” 

We walk out through some back door and into a cool green hallway. Everything here is plastic or covered metals of some kind. Come to notice it there are only muted and subdued colors on everything. No glare or harsh shadows to be found. Seems everyone so far is some kind of health nut. Not a pudgy one in the group. Come to notice it I am the shortest one by inches in the entire place. 

We pass through a few more hallways everyone greeting my guide with a titled head and something murmured in the smooth language I don’t know. 

Finally I ask, “What language is that?” Wondering what the response will be.

 “Ancient Gaelic. It is the tongue of our founders and we still use it in their honor.” 

Yeah right, sure is a convenience to have some unknown ancient language. No one knows what you are talking about. Keeps security simpler in some ways. Can’t break it if you can’t speak it. Simple and elegant in this age of picosecond breakers and near geniuses built to spec. 

We round a corner and there it is. He points to the door dramatically and states, 

 “Your new workshop. Hope it will be satisfactory.” 

The door opens silently outward and inside is chaos. At last people who aren’t talking in whispers. At least 10 people all talking at once with music in the background and printers going off everywhere. More like home then anywhere else so far. A woman walks over to us waving the others silent. She bows deeply to the suit, whose name I still am clueless about, and says,

 “Welcome to our little family; Eileen McCray, Senior Analyst.” Her hand is soft and slightly clammy from sweat I suspect.

 “Charles Main. No clue as to what I am here.”

 “Have they not told you yet,” Suit again, “You are the new chief of Operations here in the Societal Predictive Center.  These are your new staff.” Another expansive wave of the arms to encompass the entire room and everyone in it.

Great I think to myself. Not only the new kid but the new Big Brother of the bunch. Good start I suppose. Look stupid and lost all at the same time. I look over at this Eileen to see her reaction. Hidden smile at the edges of her eyes tells me nothing. Looking again I notice how soft and deep her green eyes are. Have something to look forward to looking at, at the very least. 

Not too bad. Skinny like everyone else here but there is the hint of a figure under  the off-white smock she has on. A third look at the place tells a lot. Everyone here wears the same smock. Everyone here is shorter than everyone outside of this room, and it is cluttered. Just the way I would expect a bunch of people all working together to be like. Funny how just myself and my new staff are all the short people. I have always prided myself on not being in the bottom half of the world according to height.  Seems odd that now I am at the bottom of the totem pole for stature. 

 “Well I guess there will be enough time to get to know everyone as the days go by. I am looking forward to learning all about the operation here and how everything fits in together.” Platitudes, gaah I hate them. Nothing else I can say. Least wises Skinny seems satisfied with that line. He is finally smiling at me. Looking everyone over. 

 “I will show you to your dwellings now Mr. Main. Miss McCray will accompany us to learn their location.” Then he just turns and walks out the door. Arrogant, that is what he is. Just simply totally arrogant in his own power. Wish I had the weight to pull something like that off and make it stick. She just falls in behind me as we move out and down the hall. 

Actually it is only about 200 feet away. Past a few doors and around the corner. Nice and convenient for work. Seems I am here to stay now. Got my own room and all. 

Skinny puts his hand next to the handle like the other guy did and it opened for him. Have to learn what kind of lock that is to have no obvious mechanism or equipment. 

The door is open and suddenly I am afraid to go in. Skinny enters first and so I guess I must follow. Huge is what they are. Huge and more then just one of them. Here I was expecting to have lost space to live in. Instead it is actually a step up.  I turn slowly in the center of the front room. It already has several couches and two chairs with matching end tables. All of it in some dark grained wood setting off the cool lights concealed in the corners and edges of the ceiling. The knob for the lights is right next to the front door. Everything inside is a cool pastel brown that actually looks nice. There is a kitchen I can see off to the right and another room behind a door to the left. Nice simple layout. 

Bedroom lies behind the closed door as I open it.

Skinny turns and leaves once I am actually inside the rooms. 

 “We will see you in the morning after the third chime. The central control room will suffice. Miss McCray will arrive and conduct you there in sufficient time,” With a pointed look at her, “Is this satisfactory?”

 “Certainly. Thanks for everything.” I hate not knowing what to say.

 “Our pleasure. To the future of us.” Then he just leaves. Really weird in lots of ways. So I turn to this Eileen person to start the knowledge curve. 

Couple of hours later I let her go back to work. Glad to have found out some info. Seems I am in the nerve center of the entire world. She claims these guys are the ones who own everything one way or another. Somehow a single group has bought or gained control of everything. To run it they have some monstrous Cray clone buried under a few miles of bedrock to keep it clear of ‘Influences’ whatever that is supposed to mean. To top off that story they have made them home here on the near deserted coast of Wales in England because it is close to their roots. Like anything here would have roots. But again I have not seen the outside and I am not likely to ever again. Seems this is a one way trip in. No one not in the upper levels and a member of their clique will ever leave. Eileen has been underground in this place for about 5 years she thinks. Lots of perks like complete access to all possible indoor entertainment. Access to everything imaginable in the electronics fields and lots of stuff that is years ahead. That is the other funny thing. They have all this techno that is way beyond what the upstairs has, but they don’t share. So code among themselves she thinks. 

It also doesn’t matter what we say or think. We are here for life. Least wise that is what Eileen has been told. Never heard of a cage that could not be broken out of when the time is right. Have to wait and see. Going to sleep now got an early day tomorrow.

Alarm goes off. Check the watch but the damn thing has stopped. Guaranteed to last 50 years or my money cheerfully refunded. Just my luck there. There is a small map of the complex on the table. I scout out the location of the eats place and make my way there. Just put something comfortable on for the first day. If they picked me it was not for my wardrobe so who cares. 

Got some traffic now. Busy looking people walking the hallways. Every single one of them tall and skinny. Can’t figure that out. Is this some underground cult thing to loose weight from lack of sunlight? 

Get to the destination. Pick out from the cafeteria line of pastries and fruits. No eggs or meat substitutes that I see. Hope they are not vegetarians down here. I will go insane without some flesh once in a while at least. 

Eileen shows up and brigs her grapefruit over. Some small talk and pleasantries over the meal. She looks better without the smock on. Worth looking into if she is available. Been a while since I had someone to talk to on a regular basis. 

We get done and off to the Nerve Center it is. Takes almost fifteen minutes and I get completely lost on the way there. Still we finally pass some familiar turns so I know how to get to my room. So the walk is not so bad after all. Tracing the steps Skinny and I took the night, funny how that might no longer have much meaning locked underground and all, before we arrive. 

Inside is the still and calm I had experienced the last time. Even looked like the same ones were there at the consoles and monitor stations. We both looked around for him. Finally she spots Skinny at the back wall with a cup in his hand talking close to another obvious suit. Not having the threads on could not conceal the aura of authority they both put out. We wend our way past whispers and murmurs. Nothing on the screens makes sense to me. Either it was scrolling by too fast or it was in some kind of half machine code half-foreign language. Sure way to keep the new help from gathering clues in passing. We wait our turn to speak. Only a few moments before he acknowledges our presence.

 “Welcome to the heart of the World that you know. We control everything from this one room. Sights, sounds and sensation is all directed from here, with some assistance. This is where you will come in. Your skills in analyzing trends coupled with the other skills of your staff will help to derive motion models of predictable curves in the social patterns.” 

He has on some airs about him. Must think he is some kind of royalty or something. Course he could be if he is from this country that he says we are in. I hold my tongue and the questions that float on it’s tip. Course if they have half of what I think they do then they do own the world and run it from this little room, in near silence.

 “The men that have lived on the face of the planet have not done her majesty justice. Sometimes” lecture time I think to myself, “they have near destroyed her beauty. We will solve this scourge known as modern society. We are bringing back other ways of thinking. Ones not used in ages.” He pauses for the cued response from me, I give it.

 “What kinds of ways? Something like the Japanese have with all this bowing and polite silence mode?” There goes my first shot.

 “Not exactly, though the Nipponese have had the correct ideas. To meld man with nature. Balancing the violence with art is one of the ways to achieve our goals. Humans are too weak to be able to keep the drive and vision focused long enough. Only those of us with the lives and forevision to continue the climb can hope to bring us all into the light of our ancient forebearers world.” Spoken with the correct amount of gentile fanaticism mixed with megalomania. He is the true servant of his cause. Mine now truth to be told.

 “So how are you doing the Grand Plan? Where’s’ the mainframe from perdition that is running the whole shebang?” Valid questions I think, lets see what happens with Skinny. “By the way what is your name sir? I still do not recall you offering it up to me.” In goes the hook.

 “Names are a form of power. I will let you glimpse some power in a few moments. Our technology is based not on the use and expenditure of energy but on it’s transmutation and redirection. This is how we achieve what we have. This is also why you will never achieve a tenth of what we already have.” 

With that a section of the wall behind us slides up to reveal a massive screen. Easily the largest I have ever seen. More like a movie screen of old then a monitor. Once the wall clears a small dot of light appears in the middle. Even with flat screen crystal displays this one had to warm up. Very impressive if nothing else. A box made of some black metal is what the display solidifies into. It looks to be about the size of the trunks I used to move in. It is a dull shade of black. The light does not reflect, instead it seems absorbed somehow. A single thick braided cable runs into the left hand side as we are looking at it. The cable is the same dull black color for what might be a few feet then it turns into his silver like color. Then it shines under soft fluorescent lights. The entire thing looks to be in a steel walled vault. This must be the mainframe. Looks like nothing I have ever read or dreamed of happening. Maybe it is just a hoax.

 “Look closely. This is all the closer you will ever get to it. We created it using our ways not yours. Look and see the future of humanity.”  

Right buddy! That thing is supposed to be some kind of super computer able to control the entire world. Sure and I am a freaking elf from the Fantasy section of the library. 

 “Sorry guy. I can’t buy the story. Seemed plausible up until you showed me the funky sfx box there. No way can that be a computer unless it is about seventy five feet tall and those are multiple T1s coming out of it.” See how he likes them challenges.

 “Good you are skeptical. No indeed those are not T1s coming out of it. Yes they are about the equal to fifty or so of your normal phone cord. But they are nothing more then that. We are transmuting energy in all it’s forms. This achieves things undreamt of with your technological paradigm. Here we live in my world. Yours must then conform because it has no choice under our scheme. Oberon is his name. I will not allow you to s[peak to him until you have a better idea of what we are achieving.” Seems almost put out there. His skin almost shone with tension or perhaps a bit of sweat. 

 “This introduction is at an end. Miss McCray will show to your new offices.” Then he just turns away like we were never there. Maybe I finally got to him there with the last one. Eileen takes my hand and leads me out. We walk the hallways in silence. Her hand having slipped from mine as the door opened out of there. 

We get there and the introductions begin. The noise is almost a shock. The smells of people working close together a nice change of flowers that predominates everywhere else. No way to keep them all straight. I finally escape to the corner that is now mine and wonder of wonders I even get my own door. Closed it and alone with my desk and chair. That same dark wood that is in the quarters I received. I give it about 20 minutes then I look out an call Eileen in for the first staffing breakdown. 

The day passes quick enough. Suddenly a soft gong can be heard. Seems that is the bell for knockoff. No need for overtime down here with the mushrooms. I let Eileen show me to the dinner area. We get something to eat. Thankfully meat is available in abundance. If nothing else so far the bosses down here are not planning on starving the help. Everybody pigs out that I can see. My appetite has not returned yet. Feel real self-conscious eating only half of what everyone else has for servings. I suppose it will improve. 

Head back to check out what I have available for entertainment. Eileen offers to keep me company but I decline. Not sure how I should take that so better safe then real miserable from the start. I let her show me back. She gives some pointers on how to call up books and features on the entertainment system. Once there I thank her and ask if she will help me in the morning to find my way to breakfast. Here smile is so honest it gives me the shivers. To top it off she agreed to pick me up about the same time. After the obligatory thanks she leaves. I enter and spend the night reading about the recent history of the world. 

Woke up with a stiff neck from sleeping in the chair. Dozed off in mid sentence I suppose. The alarm had gone of, waking me.  Shower and shave, beard not as heavy as usual. Funny thing that I give it no more thought. I hear the door chime and I let Eileen in. off to breakfast it is.

Get there and she recommends the croissants. To please her I get one and we small talk till both of us are done. The it is the long confusing trek to the offices. There I dig in and learn what we are really doing. Data comes in form world wide sources. It passes though our office to be sifted and weighed using an entire slew of criteria to determine what trends are forming and what ones should be anticipated. Simply predictive stuff. The difference is the shear glut of it. Most of it is crunched and regurgitated to us to compare. The rest requires the human touch. That is where I come into play. Seems it is my job to go though it all and see what I can come up with. No right or wrong just what is. 

Suddenly the evening chimes sound. Never even noticed the day passing by. Never even stopped for lunch. Now I know why everyone was eating that way. Too busy to even notice the passing of time. Dinner is the same big meal . Now I have a better appetite. This time I accept her offer of some company. We talk and soon enough one thing leads to another. She is slim and sleek and quite energetic. Wears me out completely.

Suddenly we are woken by the morning alarm chime. She leaves to clean up and get some clean clothes. We promise to meet in the cafeteria. Funny how intense last night was. Like it had been ages for us both or something. No complaints though.

I make it to breakfast hungrier then last night at dinner. We both sit together and wolf down some power food and off to work. The day passes in a blur and suddenly it is dinner. All of us go together and review the days work. Now I am as hungry as the rest. Eileen stops by her place first to get some stuff for the morning and then it is back to my place. 

Suddenly we are awoken by the morning chime. Seems likes days have gone by without a thought except for work and Eileen in the dark. The newest varieties of the sub-routines are ready and since their development took extra time we need to really bust to get them online today. Seems Oberon has some bad feelings about the political situation east of us and we need to get stronger models to plot some contingency plans. 

Suddenly I awake. Eileen is already up. I can hear her speaking softly to someone on the wall unit. I lie there to listen in.

 “We have enough samples. Can I get real one put back in so I can have one of my own? He won’t last much longer. The pace is greater then any other we have had. Yes I know he is doing better then the models predicted but can not we let up the pressure just a bit?” A pause. 

 “Yes sir I understand the needs. Thank you for granting my request. I will be there after the start of the first run.”

Then I hear the morning chimes and all thoughts of the conversation disappeared.

The mornings run was a complete success. We broke all of the design specs and were able to get everything caught up to boot.

Dinner suddenly came around. Eileen and I go back to our rooms and celebrated together the old fashioned way.

Suddenly the morning chimes sound and we get ready. The third generation of the latest models needs to be refined for the big test tomorrow.

Suddenly the morning chime sound off. Today is it. Now we demonstrate how we can triple the output of Oberon using the redefined Sanskrit modeling techniques. 

The test is going well. I am deep in the model when I feel a great pain in my chest. I push knowing something terrible is happening. As the darkness folds in I can hear everyone screaming out that we did it. 

Epilogue:

 “I understand your loss Eileen. Yet we did get years farther then without him. The goals are so close now we can achieve them all in your lives pan. And you did conceive by him those last few nights. The samples you provided by the synthwomb will always be available for cloning. Who knows maybe the Sidhe will have need of their Charlemange once again.”

 “I know milord. Just we had become so close in the few weeks that his heart took the strain. I will miss him.”

 “The human frame was not meant to run with us. Our lives are too long and to compress a full one into the days of a mortal was sure to kill him. The ratio of days to nights alone would have been enough. Yet it was worth the cost in flesh. Now let us get back to work my dear.



Together they leave the simple rocky coastline where a man’s body lies now buried. 
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Twenty First Century Silence

Rob Potter



He woke to the sound of twenty first century silence, nothing like the silence of centuries past. The twenty first century silence is white noise, electronic sounds so blurred and common they become background. Thrust fans lifting emergency vehicles, the near-silent hum of electronic equipment, TV through a cheap wall. What woke Sek Jodrell was the absence of a noise he had added to this list of things not to hear when he was sleeping, but it was the sound that was the focus of his life. Sek could no longer hear Kaelin Blade’s breathing beside him in the bed.



The walls were too close, the floor too solid. Sek rolled over to stare out the window, 50th story of a high rise apartment. I need to be out there.



It’s hard to find a high rise with windows that open. 



The feeling of the crowd surging around you is different when you have no destination. Sek had always been a wanderer, but it was rare that he had no goal. A tight beam to a junction; endless line of crossroads. Jodrell was moving without travelling, the fugue state between production and simple existence. A face came out of the crowd, something from a dream. Female, high cheekbones. Lithe, well developed; a face so familiar it seemed insane that he could not place it. He spun, the crowd ebbing and flowing like tides around a rock. Nothing in the distance.



Lucky eight variety loomed above him, all neon and microwave pseudo-food. Lucky Eight; why’s that so Right?



A new job, a new life. Sek scaled an office tower, his target on the 73rd floor. Simple corporate defection, security interesting. Mat Rose headed their team. A fire burned in Sek for all the hours Rose and Kaelin had spent together; training and bonding. Mat was her student; she was his God. I want to test him. He slid in through a window, thermal lance cutting a perfect section from the Nuke-proof glass. Arms jerk and through the hole, sharpest glass not farther from him than his own thoughts. A guard’s breath drowns out the noise of his passing, the intricate dance as he slips through security holes.  



Sek activated thermal imaging, set to see a few Guards patrolling. A dozen surrounded the target; Sek was sold. Bastard. 



Logic said leave the way he came, tell his employers the target changed his mind. Testicles said otherwise. Jodrell stepped into an IR beam, telltales flashing in his visor. The thermal image of Rose snapped it’s head towards him. A grin spread across Sek’s face. Muzzles heated up as the wall between them was shredded. Jodrell was gone and rolling by the time most of them reacted. Rose’s bullets whizzed over his shoulder; Jodrell found their frequency.



 “Cut it! Jodrell has been enhanced, recon was wrong,” Mat screamed into the mic.  
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Virus

Joel Hunter Crook



staring �into the darkness. �the darkness �of soul �which stares back. �eyes �feral, �wild, �destructive, �murderous, �tear ducts replaced �with targeting sensors �and metaphoric justifications ��Savage �with thin veneer of civility �bombast �waving spears of damnation �and �screaming for destruction �of the otherness �an agent of a strand of alien code �built into decaying biologic ��every thought �every notion �every hope �aspiration �dream �feeling �betrayed ��sit dying �bleeding from billions �traitorous sequences �read and replicate �four letter �helical alphabetic �code ��unmortal �cannot live �so die �across nubile �then bilious �decades �suffering �making others suffer ��hormonal and genetic �defects �accumulate �destroying systems �until �systemic overload �destroys functionality �of critical functions ��ghost player �within neural wiring �lost �system fails �final shutdown �body fluids �finally succumb �to gravity ��eyes staring �now �into �nothing ��great abyss �unseen in life �gorges �upon dying �saints �thieves �maniacs ��the abyss speaks �with a finality �which �no human heeds �until it is too late ��that is hell �the realization �it might have been different if �but the if �cannot be fulfilled ��each �ghost �trapped �illusion �encased within �humanic die �tossed upon �the unhumane �crap table �green felt covered �slate �table universe ��landing �randomly to fate �to emergence �of the probability functions �hidden within �the random combination �of enzymic words �and sentences �which owns �your future �your past ��no forgiveness �no hope �no heaven �no reward �other than �those �you make now �for yourself �and �others ��war �murder �villany �and sainthood �within every strand of code �all for the living. �all for the taking �all for illusion ��a dangerous game �Nature plays �with lives �some say souls �it does not own ��no human �will see �the final throw �no human �will know �who won ��look! �the darkness �is deeper now �moments closer �to death ��single tiny �tap dance of death �matters not �upon the small scale �but �might be �the butterfly's wing �which �destroys the world �or builds �an unimaginable �utopia. ��game continues �whether you want �to play �or not. ��life is a virus �cured by death �see �it says it �right here! �look into �the abyss �of the helical truth-- �born to die. �live with it until you do.
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Wandering, Wasted Lands

CW Kelson III



Charcoal wingtips graced with steel girders wracked with rust.

Drifting over endless seas of neglect.

The night borne shape wings effortlessly over the devastation.

Wrought beneath its breast.



Wandering the wasted lands

Taken into the care of the forsaken and forgotten

Alone without any other, to satiate the hungers of fear and loneliness

Long drifted upon waves of despair and endless tracts of woe

Motes of dust and specks of tears wandering the endless wastelands 

Alone all within themselves





The Frankenwires all take to my flesh. They burrow within leaving on the scars of entry points where I changed myself forever. The scalpels pare away the skin, leaving only the bone.



 Steel claws quicken inside the fingers. The wires making up the hair follicles all stiffen under invisible magnetic winds.



Frankenwired am I. Taken into the extremes of life and living, exposing each other to the radiations of emotions made manifest with each and every intersection of existences.



Defeat looms with each turn of the cog and crank of the shaft.

Endless situations of blood and violence etched with the social grace of muzzle velocity.





Once slid into endless wanders

of pure essence we delight

in the quaintness of being ourselves



Crashing waves

Soldiers of the salt

Beast from ourselves

We delight in the way the spray

Chills each other



Jester of life

I wake to find you

Only a dream I can 

escape



Pinch me long 

Pinch me hard 

Pinch me until I cannot stand

Let me wake from this 

Where I am the end

Of all I wanted

Lost forever in the 

Ways of just life from

the end to the death

Of all things lost and forlorn



Whimper, Whimper, and Whimper

Sob I cry my eyes

Lost her I did

Forever will now last that long



Being here with you

Talking this way

Enjoying the time we have

it will fulfill this day



Taken into the confidence of another I betray my own weakness with the delight of being loyal. The forced emotions show me the way toward enlightenment. 

I paused to allow her to make her way into the kitchen. Her trail goes cold as the molecules all dissipate in the strong scents of coffee and formaldehyde.



The Frankenwires all take to my flesh. They burrow within leaving on the scars of entry points where I changed myself forever. The scalpels pare away the skin, leaving only the bone.



 Steel claws quicken inside the fingers. The wires making up the hair follicles all stiffen under invisible magnetic winds.



There was the joy of flight

The fear of failure when you discovered the past

My reactions to your secrets

All conspired to bring 

A downfall in our views

Still we persevered and became inured

to the sensation of living

Under the glass of being

Together





Broken wings with the wingtips sheared off

Taken to the extremes of forever

I whisk away the cobwebs of despair to show you

What is unreal?

A Chrome Angel with Broken Wings.



Wings that are broken cannot ever be healed save

With care and love of the unknown

Lost tentacles of desperate loves

Entwined in our hair and eyes

Lost vistas strung along the walls

Desperate to unfold as

The moths singed wings in candle's flame



A Chromium Angel with Broken Wings

Wings shredded by cannon and other gunfire. Wings shredded with tears of pain turned acidic 

With loss. 



Topple into eternity

Spread Rockets to cup thermals

Rise up above the skyscrapers reaching into 

Those Icarian expanses

Lapsing into forever falling





Wandering the wasted lands sculpted within our dreams and hopes.

Silver flutes drawn down to despair.



Weapons using wasps of circuits armed with needles. Fired from mobile bunkers carried in backpacks of synthetics and steel. Carried aloft on solarwings and microchipped hearts. 



Engaging targets of opportunity where and when you can.





Whimper, Whimper, and Whimper

Sob I cry my eyes

Lost her I did

Forever will now last that long



Being here with you

Talking this way

Enjoying the time we have

it will fulfill 

This day





The Frankenwires all take to my flesh. They burrow within leaving on the scars of entry points where I changed myself forever. The scalpels pare away the skin, leaving only the bone.



 Steel claws quicken inside the fingers. The wires making up the hair follicles all stiffen under invisible magnetic winds.



Around and around for lifetimes compressed we wander the wasted lands. Searching for some sense of meaning that cannot but elude us.



Forever taken with extremes I wandered this world.

Sampling all. Partaking without end.

No thing left untouched, no boundaries uncrossed.

Everything was mine to be taken.

She had caught my eye

I made her my own



Now transgressed once too often.

Unknown to myself, promised was she.

To know nothing was her fate.

Broken dreams turned their gaze on me.

And suffered their wrath I did.

Now.

Forbidden to even pause.

Punishment forever.





Frankenwired am I. Taken into the extremes of life and living, exposing each other to the radiations of emotions made manifest with each and every intersection of existences. 
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Welcome to the Chatsubos

C.W. Kelson III



“You are now entering Chat Location 7, Chiba Prefecture, Greater Orbital Skyway. Is this your intended destination sir?” Warm yet metallic tones from the decorative grill inset next to the still closed entranceway.



 “Yes. I intend to enter this Chat Location. All right!” Really annoys me when they stop you from just walking in. Not like the old days when doors just opened or were locked. Not like now when they had to get your life history prior to.



 “You are not a recognized regular patron. Please place your identity device in the provided location and await approval.”



In it goes. All flat and plastic with my life recorded, or so it is thought by most people. There are still a few ways to get around having everything placed on the damn cards.



 “Identity check confirmed. You are cleared to enter Chat Location 7, Chiba Prefecture, Greater Orbital Skyway now. Have a pleasant stay sir.” The door finally opens for me and I get to enter. Hope my meet is not too bent at the slight delay.



The air is clean of smoke and odors. Just as nice and antiseptic as the rest of the Orbital platform. Can’t have any pollutants intruding on someone else’s olfactory rights now can we. No smoke yet I see a half dozen lit cigs of some kind. Must have individual vent motors over those tables or something. Sidle up to the bar. 



 “Whiskey and water. Like they make it planetside. “ He grunts at me and starts pouring. Look the place over. Dim in the corners and dark between the tables. Nice cheery atmosphere to be certain. 



 “Card.” So damn polite of him to ask. I slide it and he slides it back lighter than when I walked in already. Seems about right for the bar though. Nice and short in the talk zone. Good. 



I visual the place some more. Hoping to deduce my meet here in the dark. A gloved hand appears in the table lamp in a back location. Taking the hint I saunter over and pull up the other chair and scope him. No details. In the dark ‘natch. About my height and covered in some 1-piecer I think. Dark hues and no pattern to see.



 “You are William A. Whelan, also known as Piecemeal, also know as HardLiner 1, also known as.””



 “Enough already. Let a guy have a few secrets still. Sheesh. You my new friend Alley Cat sent me to?” He knows too much already. Have to do him sometime soon when it is safe. Way too much already.



 “Mr. Cat is the one I contacted to arrange this rendezvous. I have some information to impart to you and some arrangements in order to bring my new life into play.” Smooth tones, steady intonation. Artificial lungs and throat. Probably an entire upper chest job to judge from the lack of pauses in the words. 



 “So get to the point mister?” Leave it dangling they reel themselves in.



 “Names are less than always useful. I have no name only a number. Let me use Mister for right now. I need to determine what would fit me the best here in this world.” 



 “Whatever Mister. So what is the need? I tend to do more physical work. Not shepherd or hand holder. Someone you need moved from your new life? In order for it to happen and all.” Gotta ask I think to myself.



“Actually there will be seven persons removed all told before this is over. None by yourself. You and I will simply observe and I will ask you certain questions during the process. That is all for now. Is this understood Sir?”



 “Clear as the liquid in my glass. So where we going to fast forward the hits Mister?”�

 “Here, now. Watch closely.”



Then he pulls this small clear ball out from somewhere. I get a glimpse of his arm. All flat rubber with some old heavy leatherwork glove like crate handlers would use. Not the get up I expected. But I bet it is hot under it. Grin, stupid slider from somewhere getting too hot to move muscles correctly. Get him a few more drinks and too hot and slow to even stay awake. Then good sleep the long time. Till the end of the long fall to the waiting Earth below. Dropped from an airlock straight down. No more Mister who knows way too much. Then a serious talking to with Alley Cat. Spills his guts to a no body. Well he may be spilling his guts again only this time on the cold steel floor.



 “These seven sequences are all live feeds to us. As they occur. We needed to meet at this time, as there is a time element involved. Multiple streams all coordinated to achieve a single result. This will ensure my eternal existence. “



 “Get on with the picture show. No video feed I ever saw looked like a small crystal?” Curious now. Some newtech just slipping out I can handle for some cash. Make this all worthwhile to me in the end.



 “The view globe is my own creation. Utilizes strong nuclear fields in a subatomic holding pattern to gather and assimilate the direct feeds I emplaced in the seven locations. Timing and attenuation are primary factors in the crystalline selection. Other wise it is nothing more that a quartz rock set to beat with my heart. Nothing more. Watch as we witness the fate of Dr. James Spadoon. Head Chiurgeon of his era.”



The globe glows a soft white and then an image forms in it. It grows until it expands past the globe and turns into a hologram centered on the now hovering white ball. The image is sharp as any feed I have watched. Have to congratulate him on what would be a nice piece to sell. 



Inside the hologram is some old geez. Looks to be in the later 110s or so. Past treatment age and unable to hold out much longer. He is wearing that retro stuff. All long coats and tight pants with lots of buttons to snag during a bust out or bug hunt. Not my sort of stitches but to each their own. Has some large brown baggage in his left hand. Has a piece on the right. Smart that way at least. 



Out pops three in front. Some sidearea or something. Each is dressed the same way. Tight cloth pants showing it all almost and some short coat things with white shirts all bunched up around the necks. Each is sporting a knife and center boy pulls some long barreled piece. Waves it like he thinks he knows what he is doing. Poser to be certain. Thinking some geez is going to lay down and stop breathing simply cause he has a shooting piece. They never learn.



 “Watch how the Doctor dies. Tell me what you see.” Too smooth Mister damn near interrupts my view.



Punk one and three both step out and wave the blades in the old man’s direction. I can’t hear a thing. 



 “Can you turn up the volume or not Mister?” Doesn’t hurt to try.



 “Not this time. Another series we will have the audio component. Not to this one.”



The middle one raises the piece ever so slowly. Like maybe geez will drop dead from fear or something. I watched enough though. He is rock solid centered and ready to respond. Must have been something in his prime to watch. One of that smooth as burnished steel types. Ice nerves and cold eyes gunning them down. 



The middle boy says something and it happens. The old man draws his gun. Short barreled suited for close up work. Smooth and sleek as some hunting geardog. Not a wasted erg. Just a little past his prime. But a joy to watch. Drops and rolls to the side as poser boys cuts loose with his hand cannon. Big old recoil throws off the aim as old man drops the nearer knife boy. Then tracks to the other one as gunbaby steadies and re-aims. Two down flat for the doctor as he tracks on the last one. Both fire together and wonder of wonders both hit simul. The doc takes pistolboy in the mouth. Brains everywhere. Meanwhile he takes the monster slug in the shooting arm. Blows it clean off and part of his chest. Red everywhere in the hologram as the camera Mister planted is sprayed. 



 “Dead from massive blood loss and trauma to the upper body. Getting cold before the meat hit the ground. What do you want to know?” Ask the jerk first so as to cost him face.



 “But did he die well? From your standards did he comport and compose himself in accordance to your beliefs?”



 “Yeah sure if you go for all that old Nippon stuff. Yeah he was centered focused clean. Took all three. Just too old and slow. If there had been two he would be kicking still. Winded probably but alive. Good strategy. Moved out of the way eliminated the nearer threats and then went for the payoff. Came up the wrong way at the end is all.”�

 “Much as I had deduced. No surprises. He was not the least of the ones we shall observe tonight. Just the first. An ancient theory of combat and body control purported that there were seven major elements to the body. Master one and you would be deadly. Master three and near undefeatable. But to have the control, discipline and courage to master all seven would make you, in their eyes, a god. Unstoppable, indefatigable and indomitable. No one or nothing could stand in your way. Nations would crumble at your touch. I believe they were correct. Save no living human can achieve it. Only something unhuman could posses the needed strengths and dedication to succeed. I am nearly there. Only six more stand in the possible way of my ascension to the heights of the physical realm. Watch closely as we gaze on another scene.”



Real nut case. I signal for a refill and the drink is there as the next one shows up. I hand the card over and it comes back a little lighter as the second act starts up.



Some sort of manual exercise place. Old-style mirrors on the walls and racks of big sticks. Looks like a hand-to-hand place. Yup see a bunch of folks all working their bodies watched all over by some young thing barking out the orders like he knows what. Bunch of silly stuff to me. A good gun, augmented reflexes and a steel-shod jacket stop the punches and kicks cold. Dead away to be precise.



 Still to each their own and maybe they can’t afford the right stuff. To make the cuts that is. Bunch of nuts in the end. Slide in the right software and you can kick your way out of most things anyway. If I am away from my gun odds are I am a bleeder on the endrun to the big dark so it won’t matter. Still a couple of them look smooth enough. Must have natural skills or have integrated skills with the muscle movements. Either way I can spot none are as fast as I am so they would be all or any deads up against me. Not certain about pretty boy leading them though. Reminds me of the geez in the first sequence. Same sort of stuff there. Strong smart and in this case in prime not downsliding. 



 “Getting boring here Mister. When is what I need to see going to scroll here?” Push the issues move the flak along like it needs even I have no place to be any time soon.



 “Patience very young being. The sequences here are all very important to what I have to accomplish to achieve my goals and aims.”



I tune out the rest of his drone and watch as five others; all in black barge in for what must be the big fight scene. Yeah called it right as they kick one stupid chunky who charged the five black outfits. Fast and furious. He needed automatic defense weapons to have stood a chance to keep them out. Oh well. Here goes pretty boy making some lame-o speech. Mister there is still babbling something about primal forces and how he will be immortal should all go to plan. Yeah right. Everything dies from men to the stars. Death claims us all. Just depends on how hard you gonna fight when it comes for you is all. 



There goes the pretty boy mixing it up with the five others. Not a chance. Takes out two before they can blink then they are all over him punching and kicking when he can’t stop them. Down he goes and with a flurry of blows lies there in blood. Mostly his own. The last three black outfits leave the way they came in and the others there all gather around the dead boy. Shame he went down so fast. 



 “Did you see how they destroyed him there? How did they finish him off?” Irritating fellow. 



Replay it in the head. He took out the first with a blow to the throat the second with a kick to the head then they grabbed that leg he kicked with and broke it. He went down under punches and kicks.



 “You saw the leg, which leg was it, this is the most important part of this lesson sir, which leg?”



 “The left one. Snapped it clean at the knee so it folded the wrong way and then kicked him to death.”



 “Correct. The left leg was his most dangerous element. Take out his source of power then you destroy the man or machine. Do you agree or mot?”�

 “Well yes I do. So what does this and the geez have to do with you?”



 “As I was saying as a creation of natural primal elements trapped within this mockery of a form I can only be destroyed with another elemental force There is only one here that can challenge me and with each death we observe his power weakens. Each one that dies was contributing to his power. So destroy the base weaken the pyramid.”



He had that right at least though how he thinks that he is a threat to anyone I do not know. Must have some monster weapon hidden there in the shadows or help close by he thinks is clear. Does not matter I can take him at my leisure. Getting closer than he might think though. Soft grin slides my teeth into view.



“Ahhh you understand. Very well for you that you do. The next to be confronted has her power resting in the right leg. Watch how her enemies who are my unwitting allies destroy her.”



The globe glows again. Damn did not notice when it went dim after the last one. Have to stay alert here. Different territory and a nut of a contact. I signal for another beverage and as it arrives the white stuff turns into the images. Funny ones this time. All outside views. Trees and something grass like in a park setting or reserve place. Rich planet bastards I suppose. Hate them all. Slid us all into space and then made sure we could not pay to get back to the green stuff. Hate them all. 



There she is right on time I suppose. Wonder where he hid the detection and video capture devices to track her here. Probably a set sked she will die by. Not my case. Just here to watch. Looks a lot like my sister but not her. She died three some years ago when the air all leaked out of her section. Went in her sleep all cold and frozen like meat in a freeze. Not her, we never have set foot on any planet. No one in my immediate family ever has or will. Unless the impossible happens and it never does for us. 



There she is walking along in the outdoors. No suit to keep air in or unbreathables out.



 “Her name is Lady Catherine Allen. She is a wealthy woman by the standards at her time. She helped many people up to this point in time. Then she was changed.”



His hand slid into view and it seemed to swell a little in the glow of the table lamp. Like it was suddenly too large for the rubber glove. Odd to say the least. Odd.



She steps in a hole in the stupid unmoving ground. One moment she is standing there and the next she is over on her side with her leg in some hole in the ground. Come to notice it is her right one like he said was her source of power. He keeps talking about power under his breath and there was that thing about the seven sources of power in a body at the start.



 “What are the seven body things again?” Keeping my eyes on her trying to get out. 



 “An ancient theory of combat and body control purported that there were seven major elements to the body. We have observed the first three. They are as follows the legs the arms the vitals the chest and then the head. Destroy all seven and you have destroyed the body. The followers of this belief system ritually broke all major bones and then scattered the seven elements in seven directions to prevent a master from reassembling the body. “



Nuts to go to that much effort but the old was, were, the weird ways. Death is death you did not have to destroy the body in seven ways to kill someone. 



 “So any real evidence to this theory?” She is just lying there still can’t get her leg out. Tame over all. 



 “Watch as she dies.’ Insistent this time. 



I turn again to see something on the horizon. Some form of vehicle. Gets bigger and bigger. A sort of giant wheeled thing. It rolls right over her. Must have been a hundred feet tall and wide as any freighter I ever rode on. Nothing left of her but a crushed red smear. Not a way to die I would say. Over in a heartbeat for her though.



 “Now it seems my eternal existence is gaining the leverage it needs to reach fruition. Only through these deaths can I ensure my life.”



Yeah he keeps saying that but what threat was she to him or even the geez in the first feed. Say how is he getting a live feed from some planet when the nearest one is at least a week of travel or communication away.



 “So how did you get them to bring that recording to you again?” Make them mad and they will blurt out the secret.



 “It was no recording. She died at the moment she died. We were the only living witnesses. Where that occurred in approximately one of your weeks a human will review the tape to determine the trip status. There they should see her death. Not before. Four left to die for my moment. Now comes the end of the left arm of this equation.”

	

Left arm done then the middle part of the body should be next. So it should be something to do with destroying the arm for who or whatever comes up next.



 “Say there why if your theory says there are seven parts to destroy. Not all seven of each of these so far has been separated. Only the last one was taken apart in any real way? Holes like stars in your theory showing up, like a live feed from a planet I never heard of that is no way close enough to get a direct feed here real-time. Thought the others were all here stationbound but she wasn’t. So what gives here?”



 “Cease your prattling the death arrives in steel clad leathers and iron limb of death.” 



Damn, his arm shoots out and grabs my head and turns it to see the globe thing. Strong as anything I ever tangled with. Keep that in mind while I stay from blowing him away for the affront. Interested now to see what happens next.



I ignore his cold rubber clad arm and note it is not boiling over like it should be. Stronger, faster and not overheating have it all filed into the deathquation for when we part our ways. Mists part like steam in a vent and there he is. Mr. left arm I presume. 



 “So is that him, the left arm or the flunky for you?”



 “None work for myself’s needs. I am as I am, as you perceive me with those pathetic imitations of sensing devices. He dies in the next framework.”



Lets go of my head at least. So I will watch and see what happens and make the end moves afterwards I do believe. Nothing holding me to this station and I might just decide to cut out in a hurry once old Mister here buys the plot. 



In the feed now. Could see he was augmented from the gitgo. Right arm is pure chrome and a good job it looks like. Couple of big pieces on both hips and a honker of a blade strapped across the back. Got some large piece of headware also. Appears to be like some external targeting device and recorder. With that sleek of an arm why did he go external on the other mods? Plenty of good docs to slide it all under the skin unless it is for shock effect or something. Instead it looks like some surveil camera was tacked into his skull on the right side.



Guess he is one of mine by trade at least. Walks well, centered and light on the toes. Garb is unfamiliar like everyone else so far in this charade. Wonder how he got them all up to the act and all. Don’t recognize the arm’s make but it could be a custom job the way he moves. Professional through and through. Wonders how he is supposed to be put down?



Comes up to a door made of wood it looks like and slides the handle down and enters. Thick bugger as the crystal scans down into a follow mode and we are right behind like in a remote drone hovering over his rear shoulders. The wood looks real to boot. Opens into a large room filled with an entire slew of goofs and goons. 



Whole bunch of full mod types and bizarre add-ons to others. A righteous medley of parts and pieces that ever I saw. Most do not even look human in basic form. All of them must be out of their minds to have gone to those levels of alterations. Hell this station’s officials would have denied them access for half of what most are. That one with the eight arms is not even human at all anymore. From the face maybe it never was human to begin with. But we have not encountered any other species out here. More of Mister’s so called live feeds showing up the work he took to fool me. Wonder why.



 “Look awfully fake to me those aliens I would guess you would call them in that video feeder. Not so real anymore I would say.”



 “Not so real you would say. The time effort and energies to arrange for all the players in the seven locales staggers the consciousness. I harnessed entire suns to power just the visuals. It took me an entire universe to affect the courses of their lives to these points so they could die so I would continue. There is no falseness here. Each is a part of each other and of one here. Once they are gone the only one able to threaten me is no longer powered to attack me. You are then out of my calculations forever.” 



I am out of his calculations. Different tune suddenly. What are the connections here? He said there are seven to die. That old religion said seven parts to a limitless warrior. Could he be thinking these are all a part of someone else? Then how can they be in all those different bodies?



 “You begin to understand I sense too slowly it is. He dies now. “



Have to watch this one. He steps up to the ringleader of this freak show and starts jabbering away. Grandstanding it all the way you can tell. Hands on gunbutts and chest straight out to scare the locals away. Not working at all on ugly there sitting in his chair. All steel parts and greasy hair down over the entire body. Ugly raises one hand and Gutsy there draws down on him. Fire erupts from all sides and the freaks all try to take him down. The right arm somehow flies off and starts whipping around in the air holding one piece and cutting loose on anything in sight. He is shucking and dodging all the while shooting away some kind of energized weapon cause I can see the rounds leave the gun and blow big holes in whatever he points at. Some with butch armor fall from the penetrations others just fly back half splattered from concussive forces. No recoil it looks like. He catches a stray one himself, high in the chest and then it looks over. A hail of fire on the flying arm sends it down and with his firepower cut in half he dies real fast. Grenades of some kind knock him to his knees and then the massed guns finish him off. 



 “Dead like you said. Thought it was to be the left arm. But the right one got blown to pieces and that was the end of him. “



 “No this one died from the blood loss when his left arm was destroyed. I am recording them all. Watch and learn centerpiece.”



Centerpiece. No what does he mean by that comment I do wonder.



He pulls back the sleeve and there is nothing there under the rubber. I can see right through the arm and there is nothing there. Creepy effect how did he get a clear plastic series under the somehow transparent flesh is way beyond slick. 



 “Yes centerpiece. Fulcrum for your perceptions. They are all early finished. The power cycles are waning with each according to how I have devised. Soon there will be nothing in any creation that could thwart or threaten this continued existence.”



Real nut going down real soon. Tired of the flat voicebox, tired of the flat rubber in the dark there and the insult to the senses of what I am. Real tired going to put him down real soon. Wait till the end and collect it all and then enough.



 “Here fulcrum, centerpiece here comes the death of the vitals. The death of the Hara of this plan.”



It kicks into glow mode and here is a female. Just out of the rinser. All wet and covered only with a wraparound. Nice fig, can’t see it all plain but curves show through the fabric. Something white to be stained soon. 



 “Mister you bore me. So what if she dies. Just somebody I never seen and will never see I suspect. Way up there to rank using water on the orbital. So far upstation we are not in the same world.”



 “True you are not in the same world. She dies and so does more of your power. You cannot stop this should you even deduce what is occurring.”



Ok mad as a miner now. Insults on insults and not one lick of respect. He dies after she does. Since it is just a recording far as I can tell it don’t matter either way. Slide the hand over the gunbutt and the safety is off. Ready to jump and sing in my hand. Still going to watch this final show.



Looks like someone knocked or something. She moves to the doorway and after checking the peephole opens up. Some slinky fellow there. All dandied up in old leathers and black. He plants on her lips and paws the meat. She leans in and seems to like it. He slides the old hand in the front and she leans her head back. There it is the other hand whips up a blade and in the gullet it goes. Low and fast with a mean ripping up cut. Guts her clean and the shock shows in her face from a close up as blood gushes on slinky there. Yup dead as she hits the ground. He just watches until it stops flowing and then leaves. Carmine footprints out the door and down the hallway all paneled in some dark grain.



 “Five are dead. Five parts of the equation.  Already it is working. I feel the possibilities becoming probabilities. So close now on a few more moments to go. Then I shall be supreme.”



Local loco here. Or from so far out he has never been here. Enough going to wax him here. I signal intent of injury for matters of personal honor though the headgear and the Orbital acknowledges and authorizes all force necessary.



 “What are your signals to portend centerpiece? You are unable to affect me know. Too many have perished already. Your base is finished. You are finished. Only I shall remain soon. You think your puny signal means anything. There is only two left. Only two left. I shall succeed.” His freakin' arm shoots out and bout breaks my right one with the grip. Worse than steel or augmented. Like there was some field effect there or something. 



 “I know all there is. Up to your arrival on the Orbital I know it all. Thoughts, hopes, dream action events I know it all. You shall survive since you will be powerless to affect me once the last two dies. My ascension is nearly complete. I cannot be thwarted at this point. Watch as he who is next to last dies. Watch now and know you have been a witness to. “



Glow time as there appears number six. Chest this time according to the mumbles of jeez here. Can’t use the main piece. Arm is numb already. Even if he let go no grip there I can tell. Thinks he knows everything. Up to my arrival. Must have been tracking me. No one knew where I went after the last work I did here. Hell that was over three Terrestrial years ago. Been a couple of different people since then. Alley Cat was not sure whom I was when I arrived. Now this gets slinky here total. Been fooling myself here. What he got I am not sure but sure sounds like I am the centerpiece to what he wants to have happen. Having scans of all these snuffs and me here waiting for the end game. Playing it now. Looks like there is some action there in the globe. Big dude in some heavy armor there. Moving slow in a corridor. Muscles bulging and shaved head reflecting red strobes from emergency lighting. Hunting someone to be certain. Large power piece it looks like. Squad level gear at least. All black and boxy looking rifle affair. Here comes death. Boiling around a corner up ahead. Shaved cuts loose. Orange bolts of flame scoring the metal walls as they scream towards the enemy. It looks all mouths and fangs and long talons on tentacles, must be some attack bio. The flames seem to hurt it but it sure is not slowing down. Shaved starts to back up still firing on what passes for full auto there. One bolt nips the wall and leaves a scorned smelted look as it expends the energies there. Damn I would love to have one of those. Mean firepower there. It is close enough to watch it char in bits when the bolts hit it. Twice as fast as the backing up moves and a flurry of limbs. He blocks a few with the gun that then shatters and a long blade like limb arches over and splits our boy in half almost. Pierces the chest clean and he flops there dying as other ones then dissect the parts and the mouths all start to work.



 “Now only she remains to die. Then they and you cannot affect me. There will be nothing to be done. I feel the last suns I tapped fading. Only enough to power this last one. Then I shall have no power limitations.”



 “Right chu  are. Let go and I will sit and watch the last one.” Right let go for the time it takes to clear the table edge.



 “No, no chances then you also shall perish.”



Sinks it there. Going to hurt but if he has been tracking me up to my arrival I have one surprise he knows nothing about. Here it goes.



 “Mister this is going to hurt.”



Pop out the fingers; flex the new hand to loosen the grip. Not working but some leverage and should be able to twist the right hand free. The left moves down to the blade on the thigh comes up full of sharp metal and buries it in the arm. Passes clean through and then is sheared away sideways the hilt rebounding off the Chat wall. Other patrons start to move and track on us. Damn going to be in the middle in a heartbeat. Mister there does not even notice save to clamp down harder and I can feel the reinforced steel buckling in my arm. Way too strong there nothing should peak out that way. Gun drops as my arm is somehow cut off where his hand was. Nothing there now he is ignoring me watching as some slip of a woman appears in his globe. He is concentrating and now I make the move. Up comes the table to send the quartz flying. A soundless shriek erupts. Not words or sounds yet something hammers me into the floor. Head thrown back he dives for the globe as I see her in there, now a splitting replica of my dead sister diving for cover as white hot tracers track to her trying to end her. Can’t let that happen I figure Mister was really running the show. He goes down now. Out comes the backup piece from the holster in the small of the back in the left hand and sight in on the head and cut loose with all twelve armor-piercing rounds. See them all hit dead on and the head bounces around but no blood. Nothing. Still stands as he reaches for the globe. 



 “I know of your eyes, your arm and your guns. All accounted for all arranged to be worked around. Nothing of you before this station can harm me. Nothing you can have learned can affect me. I have prevented you from my reality and now she dies along with all your power.”



All right then here is something I just got on my way over here. Load to head RAM the new brainware and kick it out. Smooth as light I train on him and the left-hand pulls up my newest piece. Guaranteed to not burn the Orbital walls but hot enough to char bones to ash. Love flame weapons and here I go. Sights locked. Internal HUD shows 100 % probability of hit. No outside casualties and I cut loose with several hundred centigrade of heated plasma. Time slows. I see her fighting, Mister reaching down to grab the globe, the superheated materials devouring the air as it hits and splashes across Mister’s back. See him start to melt under the heat. Should be a torch now. Screaming for the few seconds it will take for him to incinerate totally. Instead there he is melting from the inside it looks like. He is turning arm coming up so slowly to point at me. I dive as some laser, hand mounted and internal, fires at me. Hits somewhere and sirens start to sound. Roll over by my main piece and drop the sparker for the metal slugs. Sights compensate for time, speed, and disturbed air as I place four heat-seeking armor-piercing explosive rounds in his skull. There now some action. Looks like parts are blowing up from the inside. Glance in the slow motion way that my reflexes kick in and it looks like my sister look a like has her attacker down by the throat. Long old claws erupting from all her fingers ripping away as his flesh. Boy there stands no chance as long as she gets no grief from friends of his. Going to help her and I stand up to watch as more of Mister starts to collapse, His ribs getting sucked in from heat I suppose. Place a few more rounds into the mid-section and finally it looks like I am making an impression. He staggers and starts to fall slowly to the floor. His head tracking the crystal. Off comes the coat and over the rock it goes and he screams. Long undulating howls of pain. Like the plasma can be felt. Takes few more moments and there is nothing left. Only a pile of rubber lying in a rough man’s shape. I drop my heater and stand there. The bartender has me covered. Is watching what else I will do. I stand still to allow them to run their attacker profile models and ascertain from my actions and stance that I will cease the hostilities now that my target is down.



Lights come up on me now. Can plainly see that Mister is gone. The rubber suit lies flat, empty. No clues evident where he went off to. Put a total of sixteen rounds and all that fire and nothing. Should be a charred pile of ashes. Not a deflated rubber suit. Too weird for me to figure. Orbital police should be here in minutes. 



Stand stock still until they arrive. Give the statement. Yes he insulted me, threatened my life, I filed intent and then he sheared off my arm. I responded in kind. 



 “May I go now officer?”



 “We will be back in touch if necessary but the Chat records all substantiate your physical claims. Pick up possessions and depart the scene. We shall be in touch if necessary.”



Wish they would load a personality into the cops here. Makes a robot seem downright cheerful at times. I grab the arm and holster the guns and the crystal under my coat as I make my exit from Chat Location 7, Chiba Prefecture, Greater Orbital Skyway. Curious as to what Mister was up to and wondering where Alley Cat is hiding out at. Have a score to settle with him now for setting up this meet. Least he can do is get my arm fixed and to cover my bar tab for my efforts. 
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What Price Silence

Joel Hunter Crook



Sometimes

Silence... 

is

the answer best

unmade



Chrome reflects

light

not the shadow

worlds and words

of images on the page

there!

within the mind of the reader

truth and denial

lies and fantasies

truths and pains



Do you hear the words?

Moment to moment 

trace to trace

circuits made

links broken

packets lost



large caliber lies

versus

high velocity truth

versus

perceptions as usual

versus

internetainment at any price

versus

the petty jab and slice

versus

a fragmentation grenade made of silence



do you laugh 

when your world is unmade?

should you cry?

plot the noise to signal ratio

as the future is

as much the past 

or the present



light staccato laughter 

with as much value 

and impact

as a horizontal retrace

across phosphor coated glass

85 hurts per second



we bleed 

photons of our own 

calling it the of others

a sprawl of pain as large as our own heart

                 as shallow as our need

This is how we create meaning.

                 

do we betray our self or another?

do we accept the futility of hope?



To escape from the vacuous

choose meaning

choose pain

choose acceptance



cold logic dictates the truth table

quantum dots of nothing

bound forever 

and not or and nor

infallibly superimposed

logically interlocked

packet collision



Does the best always win?

Good?

Light?

Truth?



Listen to:

irrationally indexed entries

in a helical strand of nucleic acids 

lies nature has told itself

future generations will laugh and cry



nothing *is* forever

forever is no thing.

words

irrationally indexed letters

traced once across a phosphor page

now fade like chain-sawed trees



my voice is stilled 

I listen:

soft breathing

a murmur

another

crying out 

in their sleep



Had I not listened 

I could not have heard.



Sometimes silence is the answer

hardest to obtain

but the most precious of  all



Beware:

What price silence?
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Wires and Flesh

CW Kelson III



Wires, gears, servos, motors

Hydraulics throbbing in rhythm with the pumps

Pistons thudding down through the cylinders

Mechanical interlacing with the analogs

All distilled down the outlink

Transferred to homesite

Real time asynchronous dual relays

Porting targeting and environmentals

Necrotechnic ways filling the gap between

Life, death and technology

Optics swivel with all the stimuli

Hostiles and Friendlies mixed and matched

Strewn across the Killing Grounds

Locked in death dances to the end

Hordes of reinforcements

Surge from the ground

Graves violated with the movement of 

Augmented corpses

Micromachinery creating the war machines

Converting ligaments to wires

And organs to pumps

Altering the dead into

Engines of destruction

Golems of flesh and metal

Necrotic bringers of devastation

Interlinked with their opponents

Images transmitted

Showing gains and losses

Fluid across the landscapes

All the while tactics dictate

Which units to salvage and which to sacrifice

In the eternal struggle
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Wires, pulleys, flesh and death 
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