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-Prologue-



The last great war fought over who's god was a better god lasted only days because the crisis and the carnage birthed the Global Secular Alliance. Citing humanity's bloody history and our nearly infinite capacity for murder in a deity's name, the multinational G.S.A. declared all religions crimes against humanity and smote anyone who disagreed.  

Pope Pious XIV refused to be taken alive. His final moments streamed across the Internet as his last, martyred breaths urged the formation of a worldwide Catholic resistance.  

Half the Muslim world burned, but the G.S.A. claimed no responsibility for those crude nuclear detonations. They blamed Hindu madmen and dropped inertia bombs on them from orbit.

Jerusalem united in a futile last stand before the G.S.A.'s Sun Gun reached down from the heavens with a brilliant, blinding, luminous lance of monochrome light and obliterated the ancient city.

Most accepted the G.S.A.'s claim that they were saving humanity from itself.

In place of God, the G.S.A. offered mankind ever-advancing technologies, widespread prosperity, and self-worship in a world of near-limitless consumer, sexual, and narcotic pleasures.  

It seemed like a good deal.
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Casper hid in the shadow of an unmarked delivery van and used his Locko Loco decoder to work the door of a Brazilian luxury sportster while behind him on the AniLux coated facade of Polly's Pleasure Palace a fifty-foot-tall image of Hi-5, the megastar Queen of PornoPop, karate-chopped the air as she rhymed and used her world-renowned, singular appendage to impale a supermodel who dangled off her, defying gravity and giving credence to the widespread rumor that Hi-5's surgically grafted tool was of extraterrestrial origin.  

It seemed like her Hi-ness was always there whenever Casper stole a car. That suited him fine because wherever she was doing one of her routines on the side of a building, people were watching her and not Casper.  

Tonight, however, when the G.S.A. surveillance imaging team and their unmarked white van arrived in Baccha Bay City's Free Economic Zone, the FEZ, and began to scan the Ocho House, neo-hippie collective with high energy emissions, the first thing they noticed wasn't Hi-5. The first thing they noticed was that the FEZ was a very dangerous place to leave your car unattended.

Within five minutes of their arrival, a skinny kid in a hoodie strolled up, glanced left and right, and began working the locks on a hundred thousand Amero, Brazilian MotoVai sportster not more than a yard away. Goddie insurgents like Morituri and White Sunday were their focus, not auto-thieves, so they didn't bother to call local enforcement. They just laughed at Casper, cracked jokes about the impact of Baccha Bay City's cuts to educational funding, and warmed up their jumbo magnetrons for a gonad-zapping, high-energy, active scan of Ocho House.

While Casper's Locko Loco cycled through cryptographic sequences, he smoked Blue Dream sativa from a jade bowl and tried to look like the Brazilian sports car was his. Casper laughed because he knew that was ridiculous. The car was a hundred thousand Amero piece of sculpted, ultralight, automotive technology, and Casper was well-aware that he looked like a hood-rat with an overgrown crew cut and a busted AniLux hoodie.

The animated pulses of electricity and the sparks that were supposed to speed over the retro circuit board patterns printed on his hoodie barely moved at all now. If he leaned up against a bank of wireless power sockets, then he could get the electric blue sparks to move in slow motion once more, but unless it was unnaturally energized it was almost just a plain old inanimate garment now. Even if the motion coating was still working right, Casper was sure his jacket wasn't what the driver of this fine car would wear. People who drive cars like this MotoVai Sportster wear suits, he thought. Casper told himself he'd try to save some money so that he could buy one of those suits and maybe wear it to steal even nicer cars.

After Casper delivered the MotoVai to someone else who could find a buyer or strip it, he wouldn't make that much money, but he didn't steal cars for the money. Casper had found something he was good at, and though he'd never admit it, the feeling of being good at something was worth more to him than money. It made him feel like he was worth something himself.

The Locko Loco was taking longer than usual.

Casper took another pull off his jade bowl, felt himself relax, and leaned on the van. That's better, he thought. Now the decoder should work. Just a matter of attitude. Casper's hand brushed against the side of the van behind him, and he noticed the surface was warm, almost hot.

Casper felt his nads tingling. He stared down at the front of his jeans. His nads were the closest thing he had to a precognitive sense. Usually that tingle meant it was Time To Go.

Casper pressed his palm against the side of the van. Not only was it warm, it gave his palm pins and needles. He was about to explore this oddity with his other palm when he was shocked to see that the AniLux circuit patterns on his jacket were animated again. The blue sparks weren't just moving slowly, they were zipping ten times faster then they ever had when it was new. The animation was brighter than it had ever been before, too; the blue sparks were burning like little lightning bolts. Suddenly, the printed circuit patterns all lit up at once and Casper's hoodie flared bright in the darkness, drawing glances from clubbers lined-up across the street. Then his hoodie went completely dark, and the glowing blue mazes were all that his eyes could see.

He took another hit off his bowl to look inconspicuous – just another good citizen of Baccha Bay City getting high in the FEZ.  

The Locko Loco beeped soft notes of success. When the gull-wing door opened, Casper grinned, put his hood up, and got in.

The surveillance techs had rolled in shits and giggles watching Casper stare at his zapped gonads and his radar-reanimated hoodie during the scan. They were considering calling local enforcement just to see what Casper did when they arrived, but then the human recognition systems found something so important inside the freshly-imaged Ocho House that everything on their consoles beeped and lit up at once. They forgot all about Casper Grey and thought about the promotions they might get for their discovery – an insurgent high up on the target of opportunity blacklist – one Alvin Dock Ellis, a.k.a. the Buddha.  

As Casper and the MotoVai got away clean and drove away into the garish, pupil-contracting glitter of the FEZ, the G.S.A. surveillance imaging team received new orders straight from Director Delvaux's office – make no further scans, return to base, and make no reports.  

When they returned to the G.S.A.'s Ziggurat, all three of them were given promotions with a double-grade pay boost, sent to supervise teams on different continents, and whisked off to their new jobs on high-speed transports within the hour. The underpaid surveillance technicians knew better than to ask questions, but they all suspected that very soon everybody inside Ocho House would be dead or wishing they were.
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The G.S.A.'s towering Ziggurat cast a long shadow over Baccha Bay City. It was a one hundred and twenty story step-pyramid, built in three massive, blocky levels, and it was easily over a quarter-mile wide at its base. It was a monument to power, the architectural expression of hierarchy.  

The first Ziggurats that humanity built, thousands of years ago, expressed the power of those at the top levels by placing them closest to the gods. There was irony in this – the Ziggurat had become the ever-visible symbol of Global Secular Alliance operations in all the largest cities of all the Alliance's member nations.  

The most common structures in the few remaining nations of the world that were not G.S.A. members were mud huts, corrugated tin lean-to shelters, and caves.  

Sixty-nine stories above Baccha Bay City, looking out the smoky, pink-tinted, translucent XinCryst walls of the Ziggurat, Operator-In-Training Bonnie Levi-Mei sat upright on an examination table in a medical bay on the Ziggurat's South face, overlooking both the toxic chromium sand dunes and the glittering waters of the bay.  

Bonnie was in pain. She was always in pain since G.S.A. gave her the new eye, and sometimes even the narco-derms couldn't cut through it. Being in pain or being doped up were usually her only two options.  

Bonnie lost her original eye, a kidney, and part of a lung to a bomb set by her own boyfriend who turned out to be a Morituri insurgent. She'd liked him, even trusted him, and the fact that he lied to her, manipulated her, stole her work ID, and used it to plant a bomb in the restaurant where she worked wounded her as much as the nails he'd wrapped around the bomb. She sat in a hospital bed for weeks, sweating buckets in her sleep, twitching when she was awake, and slapping on narco-derms as often as she could. Bonnie wondered if she'd ever trust anyone again until a G.S.A. Security Services recruiter showed up and corrected her doctor's diagnosis of her condition.  

The recruiter told Bonnie that, in point of fact, she wasn't psychologically traumatized by explosives and betrayal, but rather, that she was experiencing a condition known as Feeling Shit Sorry For Yourself. The recruiter pointed out that the insurgents who'd done this to her called themselves 'Morituri,' and that was Latin for 'We Who Are About To Die.' Then she suggested an accelerated program of rehabilitation that involved hunting and killing the insurgents who'd maimed her.

Bonnie signed on as a G.S.A. Operator, a covert counter-insurgent working for the Security Service.  

With cunning, guile, and ice water in their veins the G.S.A.'s Operators hunted the Morituri, White Sunday, the Angry Angels, and any of the other, innumerable insurgent groups fighting against the G.S.A..

The Operators worked solo. Their motto was 'Nos Es Insula' – We Are Islands. Bonnie still had some major trust issues, so that suited her just fine.  

The eye that G.S.A. gave her wasn't the vat-grown replacement she'd imagined. This eye was Special. It could only be manufactured in a Zero-G, orbital fabrication lab, and it was a flawless crystal transducer. It converted a wide-ranging spectrum of energy into signals that fed directly into her rebuilt optic nerve. It was a perfect emerald, and it worked brilliantly. She could see more than most people had ever dreamed of, but when she used the emerald eye, it hurt. It always hurt.  

At the moment, her emerald eye was showing her just how the G.S.A. MedTech felt about her. She could easily distinguish the thermal differences caused by variations in the MedTech's blood flow across his body. She saw areas of his body she preferred not to think about glowing bright green as his eyes examined her in a manner that was anything but medical. This was not the examination she'd scheduled, and it was pissing her off.  

Her Eurasian features were distinctive, but it wasn't her multi-racial background that drew attention. Hapa were now commonplace, even in rural areas. It was a fortuitous accident of proportion in her features that made her stand out. She was simultaneously pretty and fierce.

She looked much the same as she'd looked before a year of training as a covert counter-insurgent, but small things had changed. Fashionable highlights. More swagger in the walk. She'd lost some body fat and replaced it with muscle, and Bonnie was now a chesty bulldog of a woman. She was alluringly feminine, but it was clear there was power behind her five feet and five inches of height.  

The MedTech sensed something under the surface that scared him, and Bonnie saw the lurid green glow wane in his loins. She had some idea why and it made her want to grin.  

 “Okay,” he said, “this might smart a little.”

Whenever they say that, Bonnie thought, they know it's gonna hurt more than a little.  

The MedTech withdrew a diagnostic penlight from his breast pocket, and mercilessly shined it into Bonnie's emerald eye. She fought not to wince while the light bored into her skull. In moments, the NeuroMap scanners created a real-time, three dimensional representation of her nervous system.  

It was a disembodied arabesque of fine lines and color that glowed and scintillated, floating in mid-air. Bonnie's neural pathways between her optic nerve and her brain formed an array of surging streams that outshone all others. The bright penlight, only inches away, was cruelly overstimulating, and although it made mapping easier for the diagnostic machines, it was painful. It was exquisitely painful.

A new river of neural energy began to glow brighter than the surrounding system. This one began in her reptilian cortex, ran down her upper spine, through her shoulder and arm, and into her clenched right fist. The MedTech saw this new river threatening to overflow. There were enough of the glowing rivers forming and flowing from her reptilian cortex to suggest a lack of impulse control. In addition to this, Bonnie's chart showed a conspicuous lack of personal data that the MedTech had learned to recognize as the mark of an Operator, a Very Dangerous Asset. He withdrew the penlight from Bonnie's eye, driven by a sense of self-preservation that was rooted in the base of his own brain.  

The Medtech kept his eyes on Bonnie's nervous system as he spoke. “Well, I can't see any overloading or overflows in the NeuroMap that your system can't handle. NeuroMap never says shit about pain, and I have a feeling you don't either. So...” He paused, realizing he was in dangerous territory. Then he said, “If you could lean your head to the right for a moment...” She complied reflexively, and in a smooth, deft, almost singular movement he opened, stripped, and slapped a narcotic transdermal on the left side of Bonnie's neck.  

Bonnie didn't like being medicated without warning. It showed in her violated glare, but that glare turned quickly to a soft, narcotized gaze. “You would have said no if I'd asked,” the MedTech said. “Doctor's orders.”  

The Meds bound to receptors that were less upset about it than Bonnie. She thought it felt like an opiate with some synthetic mood elevators and a stimulant.  

 “Isn't that better?” he said.

Despite her annoyance, she heard herself say, “Thanks, Doc,” instead of the threats to his genitalia that were running through her head – the ones she wanted to deliver with the military-grade profanity she'd learned in the last year of training.

 “You're welcome,” he said, smiling and turning to withdraw something from the drawers of a waist-high, rolling steel cabinet behind him. “The more you use that little miracle of manufacturing in your eye-socket, the more it's going to hurt. So... I'm issuing you this bit of high-technology.” He held up what looked like a leather patch with a one-piece elastic strap.  

Bonnie recognized it, but didn't believe it. “An eye patch?” The narco-derm couldn't suppress the incredulity in her voice.  

 “Aye, matey,” he said with newfound confidence, now that he was fairly sure she was good n' doped.  

Doped or not, she wasn't convinced. “You gotta be shittin' me, Doc.”

 “It's gonna save you lots of pain and meds. As you know, the crystalline transducer you chose to replace your eye with has to feed directly into the optic nerve or it just won't work worth a damn. So, until Technical Section can figure out some lossless way to modulate the input, this is your work-around.”

 “It's a damn eye patch, Doc. What about depth perception?”

 “It's shielded to block out the painful stuff, but it lets enough visible spectrum light through to give you depth perception.” Bonnie didn't look impressed. “It's the eye patch,” he said, “or a shitload of pain and narco-derms all the time. Take your pick.”

On the way out the door of the Medical Bay, she could feel the MedTech watching her ass, and she was too doped to care.  

Before the glass doors parted to let her pass, Bonnie caught a glimpse of her reflection wearing the new eye patch. Badass, she thought. I'll have to dress down a little, look like someone who can't afford a new eye, but that suits me just fine.  

With the narcotic, the stimulant, and the mood-elevators from the derm working overtime, just about everything did.
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Under the non-stop, wanton abandon of the FEZ, under the giant, dancing holographics, under the advertisements and PornoPop that played across the buildings and the sidewalks and the road, twenty-five feet sub-surface, three grim-faced men in unmarked, sealed environmental suits walked slowly but resolutely through the sewer, their legs spread wide with their feet on narrow, protruding ledges, testing the footing of each step with care.

Unavoidable bioluminescent snotcicles, yard-long bacteria colonies, hung like thin, viscous, stringy stalactites from the top of the sewer every few feet. The glowing colonies draped over their shoulders as they passed, leaving trails on their suits that would, given enough time, eat clear through, exposing them to pharmaceutical-mutated pathogens yet to be cataloged by naturalists who were, by and large, wise enough to stay out of Baccha Bay City's sewers.  

They did their best to keep the cylinders of N-Hex neuro-toxic gas they carried out of the hanging, corrosive bacteria.  

Officially, the trio of G.S.A. Security Servicemen belonged to a unit that had no name, but they called themselves the Sandmen. The canisters they carried had to be kept clean because they were designed to mate with the terminal ends of drainage stacks that fed the sewer from the buildings above. A good seal was important. The N-Hex gas was only supposed to go where they wanted it to, and this morning they wanted it to go up into a subversive, neo-hippie collective called Ocho, recently discovered to be sheltering an insurgent high up on the target-of-opportunity Blacklist.

To the Sandmen it was just lot 1737-78-A.

Directly above the Sandmen and the sewers, inside a converted factory building surrounded by the glittering, never-ending parties of the FEZ, neo-hippie Charlie Horner of Ocho House wore an AniLux impregnated t-shirt with spinning mandalas, breathed from a bag of Sativa vapor, and had no idea he was about to die.  

He listened to Charlie Mingus exhort him through fantastic rhythms and syncopations to Get It In his Soul. “I got it, baby... I got it!” Charlie said to Charlie. His eyes were closed, and he wore the antique, 1970's, quadraphonic headphones his brother had rebuilt and given him, twenty-one years ago, for the last Christmas, since then, officially renamed Giftmas. It came twice a year, but Charlie thought he might not care if it ever came again. He was feeling that good, having the kind of musical experience that he called, “Awesome.” It wasn't just a retro-fashion surfer expression for him. Charlie was in awe because he heard in Mingus an expression of a universe greater than his mind could comprehend. Charlie was in awe because he heard the Infinite, and was at the most marvelous sort of loss for explanation. It was beautiful. It was bigger than he was. It was bigger than Mingus even. It came from somewhere humans didn't go, but in fleeting moments of conductive brilliance, were lucky enough to channel. Charlie Horner didn't know it, but in that recognition of a beauty, humanly inexplicable yet simultaneously undeniable, he was bordering on Faith. It was Awesome. His eyes were closed, and he was alone with It.  

There were others in Ocho's second floor common room, but they were rapt in a different experience. They were watching some poor bastard named Casper try to pull a rope-a-dope on his FragNet boxing opponent. It wasn't working, and some guy named Otis was cleaning his clock. The neo-hippies had bet their money on the wrong gamer.

Charlie couldn't hear them or see them. In a way, that was best. These were the last minutes of Charlie Horner's life, and being enraptured in a beauty that defied human explanation was a good way to spend them. Charlie was luckier than his friends.

He held the worn, plastic bag to his mouth, and breathed the dry, sticky mixture of air and vaporized Sativa trichomes in long, savoring breaths while behind him, his friends were dying. The N-Hex gas, pumped under pressure, traveled up the main drainage stack, bubbling through toilet water and elbow pipes. The deadly malair, odorless and undetectable, crept silently through the building, attacking the nervous systems of all who breathed. Everyone, that is, except Charlie. He breathed from a bag.  

As the N-Hex blocked nervous systems and came between his friend's brains and their bodies, important messages such as, Heart Now Beat and Lungs Now Breathe failed to reach destination. They fell, one by one, to the floor, twitching and convulsing. Only one of them, who had been holding her breath as the gas reached them, gained a few extra seconds of life.

Selina sometimes forgot to breathe, and in the extra moments of life that nervous habit had bought her she stumbled towards Charlie. Her vision narrowed to a cone of perception that was encircled by fuzzy-edged blackness. When she reached over the back of the armchair that faced away from the gruesome scene, her diminishing field of vision had almost disappeared. Reaching for Charlie, her hand found only the headphones, and she fell to the floor.  

As she ripped the headphones off, the music in Charlie's ears disappeared and was replaced by gasping and choking noises. He rose from the chair, pissed as hell at having his perfect moment interrupted and wondering what the weird choking noises were all about. “You guys gotta learn to take smaller bong hits,” he said. When he turned and saw Selina convulsing on the floor, his first instinct was to help her, but then he saw the others in the last stages before death and he knew there was nothing he could do for any of them.

He ran, still breathing from the bag. He didn't run outside. That might have saved him, but Charlie had no plans to save himself.

He sprinted up stairs. The vapor mix in the bag was mostly air, about two-and-a-half cubic feet of it, and he was using it up fast. He ran across the third floor, ignoring the sounds he heard of thrashing arms and legs behind the closed doors he passed. Up, he thought, up. Charlie took the stairs to the fourth floor three at a time. He stumbled once, then fell and jammed his patella into worn hardwood. Ignoring the pain, he raced up the last few stairs.  

His body slammed into the door before his hand could turn the knob completely. Charlie bounced off, fell back onto the ancient, industry-scarred wood floor, and tried again. Inside the small, crudely constructed room, a four-foot body sat upright, jolted awake by the sound of panic.  

Alvin Dock Ellis had been hunted by the G.S.A.'s Security Services for so long that he always slept on the edge of waking. When Charlie finally burst through the doorway, Alvin was already standing to his full four feet of height. Alvin opened his mouth to ask what the panic was about, and if he could get a hit off that vapor bag, but as he did, Charlie rushed at him, removed the bag from his own mouth, and jammed it into Alvin's. There was a sharp, painful impact as the nozzle hit Alvin's front teeth, and Alvin wanted to check to see if they were broken, but Charlie wouldn't let him remove the nozzle and the bag from his mouth. It looked to Alvin like Charlie was holding his breath as he ran to the window and opened it in one violent, upward motion. Alvin kept watching, kept breathing from the bag. He didn't know what the hell was going on, but he knew it was Bad.  

Alvin knew it was Very Bad Indeed, when Charlie picked him up and threw him out the open window.

He fell seventeen feet onto the steeply angled, corrugated, green plastic roof of a second-floor extension. He landed on his side, and the air and vapor mix was knocked from his lungs. Alvin rolled off the edge of the second floor roof, into the garden the collective had built in the middle of the block. He bounced off the yielding limbs of a young, potted magnolia tree, decelerating enough that when his body fell into the soft dirt and vegetables planted in twelve foot-wide, shallow boxes below, he was only bruised and knocked windless.  

Alvin lay stunned in the dirt. He had to will himself to breathe. It was damp and cold, and it was like being born all over again.  

He picked himself up, ran the wrong way, slipped in a compost pile, fell, picked himself up again, and ran the right way this time, to a hole in the rear fence. It was only forty feet away, but it took forever to get there.  

The hole wasn't big enough, so he kicked the adjoining boards repeatedly with all the might that his four-foot-tall body could muster until they fractured and flew into the adjacent empty lot where a building had collapsed in the last earthquake. Alvin followed the flying boards.

He thought about going back and letting the assassins kill him so this would all stop, but his legs had other ideas. Alvin let them have their way.
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Atop the highest level of the Ziggurat, Director Oskar Delvaux towered over the streets of a miniature, holographic Baccha Bay City projected on the floor of his cavernous office. He was knee-deep in the Free Economic Zone, like a giant monster stomping the buildings of the city. He was the Director, and in the Ziggurat, as in all of Baccha Bay City, his word was law that trumped all others.  

Bonnie watched him walk through the holographic, variable scale model of the FEZ. Delvaux's head was down as he walked, ignoring Bonnie. This was his somewhat passive-aggressive response to her tardiness. He had waited for her, and now she would have to wait, too.  

This was the first time Bonnie had ever seen Delvaux in person, and her first impression confirmed what she'd heard – Delvaux was a prick. Her second impression was that his frame was slight, but he moved with such swiftness and clear purpose that there was something undeniably threatening about him.  

Without looking up at Bonnie, Delvaux said, with a slight French accent, “Operator 388, Bonnie Levi-Mei.”

 “Yes, Sir,” she said.  

 “Your training is over. You're going into the field today.”

Delvaux detected the numerous questions his new Operator had.

 “You are wondering,” Delvaux said, “why you have been chosen for a mission even before your training is officially complete.” Bonnie said nothing, and Delvaux continued, “It is because I need someone new, someone I can trust, someone unknown to the insurgents.” Delvaux paused, then concluded, “That is why you are here, in the Office of the Director, why you have been hand-picked for a mission, and why you are going into the field today. Have I answered all your questions?”

 “Yes, Sir, Director Delvaux, Sir.” Bonnie swelled with pride, but she thought it was strange how Delvaux didn't look at her as he spoke. He avoided eye contact. Instead, Delvaux's eyes searched the miniature city beneath him.

To create this second, holographic, miniature Baccha Bay City in Delvaux's office, every piece of available information, the CamNet, surveillance drones, satellites, traffic cameras, mobile computers, video phones, automobile anti-collision systems, bank machines, store cameras, retail registers – any and all data points available were combined in real-time. The people, the machines, and the whole city was represented there, in perfect detail. It was all there, beneath Delvaux's eyes, at 1/300th scale.  

Almost all of it.

There were blank areas, places that were, in tech parlance, 'Dark'. These were created through jamming, vandalism, net-cracking and hacking. Privacy was illegally created, bought, sold, and valued highly by many in Baccha Bay City, but the Dark spots in his holographic city irritated Delvaux. He was staring at a large one in the middle of the FEZ District, watching the almost quarter-inch high figures stroll into it and disappear. They reappeared, a foot across the floor, at the far edge of the Dark patch, the data-void.  

 “Zoom, 1/10.” Delvaux said, thrusting a data wand like a fencer's foil at the disturbingly large patch of Dark in the FEZ District, and the holographic city grew in size until it had focused where Delvaux pointed, at the scale he commanded.  

The data wand was an interface tool like its ancestor, the mouse, but it looked like an oversized pen, was loaded with accelerometers, and, unlike the mouse, Delvaux could use it to poke his subordinates in the chest during ass-chewings.  

The Dark area filled a ten yard diameter, semi-spherical area of the holographic Baccha Bay City in Delvaux's office, and Delvaux stood in the middle of it frowning with his thin lips. “0415 this morning,” Delvaux stated, “just before this area went Dark.” Time rolled backwards in the holographic model, and the ten-yard diameter, missing section of the FEZ District appeared. In the model city, it was two hours before dawn. Near Delvaux's left foot, was the neo-hippie collective across from Polly's, called Ocho. Bonnie recognized it, but she said nothing. It didn't pay to show off what you knew unless you were asked.  

Delvaux walked in a semicircle around the waist-high Ocho collective and its urban garden. Its largest trees were now 1/10th scale holographic shrubs. “Come here, Operator Levi-Mei, I wouldn't want you to miss the show.” Bonnie strode through a block of the garish, animated FEZ District until she stood next to Delvaux, over the backyard garden of the neo-hippie collective. Delvaux pointed with his finger at the building in front of them.  

Four stories, Bonnie noted, some later addition to the structure evident, no anomalous antennae or dishes, and no physical security, beyond a wood fence in the rear. She couldn't imagine what she was supposed to see here. These hippies were categorized as subversive, but this view made them look, if anything, less dangerous than their G.S.A. Security file suggested.  

Delvaux spoke while pointing at a fourth floor window, “Wait for it... wait for it, and... Now.” As the bottom half of the window flew upwards, disembodied hands were briefly visible along its bottom edge. What came next was more confusing.  

Bonnie saw a child fly out the window. It impacted roughly on the plastic roof of the second story addition seventeen feet below, rolled off into a tree, and fell into the garden. The small figure lay on its back in the mud, surrounded by 1/10th scale bonsai. The fall looked painful, and Bonnie wondered if the child would recover or just lay there. Delvaux had seen this recording several times, and he was watching his Operator.  

Bonnie could feel his scrutiny, and was displaying even less expression than usual. Delvaux was on her left, so the eye patch helped hide her feelings of pity for the tiny breathless figure in the dirt. As it lay unmoving, Bonnie realized that the figure's proportions were unusual – its limbs, especially its legs, were shorter than she expected. There was a strangeness about the cranium as well. The skull bulged in the front as if something threatened to burst outwards. Bonnie's own forehead creased and involuntarily expressed her realization that the figure below her was not a child. “Yes, you see now, don't you,” Delvaux said.  

It wasn't a child at all. It was a dwarf, a little person with dwarfism. “Zoom full scale,” Delvaux commanded. A four-foot figure lay at their feet, and its disproportionately wide chest labored to draw breath. At full-scale, Bonnie could see that the face belonged to a dark-skinned black man in his early forties. It was cut with lines that spoke of pain heaped on pain, and there were touches of gray in his two inch thick afro that glinted reflections of the glowing, lead yellow haze that hovered in the air above the FEZ. The figure picked itself up and appeared disoriented with fear and bodily trauma. Confused, it ran first one way and then another. Delvaux barked, “Pause now,” and froze the little man in mid-stride as he ran. “Do you recognize him, Operator Levi-Mei?”  

 “Alvin Dock Ellis, better known as the Buddha,” Bonnie recited from memory.  

Delvaux smiled at her. “Yes, Operator 388. Your target is the Buddha, and he is on the run.” Delvaux waved his wand and the holographic Buddha became animated once more, ran forward, and kicked at the wood fence with his stubby legs. Bonnie watched him break through the fence and find his way through to the street on the other side of the block. Delvaux said, “Immediately after street cameras spotted him, a hundred yard-wide section of the FEZ went inexplicably dark, and all imagery was lost. It seems he has friends who can disrupt our data-flow.” Delvaux frowned and continued, “This was the last time the Buddha appeared. Someone is hiding him. Your orders are to find the Buddha and bring him to me.”

 “Standard protocols?”

 “Not this time, Operator. Under no circumstances are you to make any attempt to interrogate the target.” Delvaux paused to let this sink in. “You are to avoid unnecessary interaction of any kind with the target. I want him brought to me directly. He is not to be processed through G.S.A. Security's system, or entered into the Ziggurat's D-base. Avoid eye-contact with the target. Do not speak to the target, and most importantly, do not let him speak to you.” This struck Bonnie as more than simply unusual. She'd never heard of such precautions being taken with an insurgent before.  

 “Sir?”  

 “This little man is dangerous, Operator; do not underestimate him. You are not the first to be sent after the Buddha. In the last six encounters, G.S.A. Security has lost a total of seven operators.”

 “Did he kill them, Sir?” Bonnie asked.  

This question drew an uncharacteristically expressive exhalation from Delvaux. Might as well tell her, he thought. We'll probably have to kill her to keep it all quiet, but we can give her a shiny, posthumous medal. Those are always good for morale.  

Delvaux smiled and the word 'prick' ran through Bonnie's head again. He said, “This little Buddha is far more dangerous than that. Each of the Operators we sent after him dropped off radar and never made contact with Control again.”  

Bonnie's expression betrayed her confusion to Delvaux.  

He explained further, though it clearly pained him to do so. “He turned them, Levi-Mei. Somehow he drove them to betray us. There is no record in the database because we don't like to advertise when some pint-sized prophet turns our own people against us. How can we maintain order if it is known that our own people betray us because this Goddie abomination convinced them that our cause is unjust?”

Bonnie silently recited a poem written by a guerrilla general of the last century :

Pound of food,

Stolen from enemy,

Worth ten pounds.

 “As we have seen in the past, the Buddha has a talent for finding benefactors. He is, no doubt, well-hidden, and our analysts consider it highly likely that he will be given a ticket on the Morituri's underground railroad. That is where you are going, Operator. That is where you will find him.”  
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Ten men milled about the block ignoring each other and pretending to do what everyone else did in the FEZ. They looked into store windows. They stared at the PornoPop videos and the advertisements that played over the AniLux coated cityscape. They ate from street vendor's carts and pretended to look for a good time, scanning the crowd for potential sex partners. In reality, they were only looking out for one thing – the G.S.A. Operators that were hunting them.  

The ten Morituri never strayed too far from the door of a pawn shop that only existed to house an expertly hidden and shielded elevator in its rear. This was the sole entrance to a hand-carved chamber four stories beneath the Free Economic Zone, and in this spartan, four hundred square-foot, cinderblock room, entirely unlike the Dionysian paradise above, two men sat inside a six-sided, double-walled, copper-screen cage.  

The metal of the cage was soft and pliant. Anyone could have broken into it or ripped their way out of it with minimal effort, but it wasn't built to protect goods or lock people inside. This was a skiff, and it was built to block electromagnetic waves.  

The transmissions from spore-sized microphones, micro-cameras, or other bugs that an inhabitant of Baccha Bay City might unknowingly carry were all locked inside the copper cage, allowing parties within to speak with the assurance that the conversation would stay secret. It was basic EM security, and the two Morituri inside the skiff liked security.

Friar William looked like an average, mid-sixties consumer of televised sports, erectile derms, and pornography. His round face, his paunch, his button-down shirts, his slacks, and his soft loafers all made him appear to be a man whose primary concerns were pleasure and comfort. Nothing could be further from the truth. Long ago, Friar William called himself a Jesuit. Now he called himself leader of the Baccha Bay City Morituri militants, but only in the safety of a basement skiff, four levels underground, shielded in double-walled copper mesh.  

Across from Friar William, sat a man who possessed nothing except hate and a codename.  

He called himself the Penitent, and although he conducted the first leg of Baccha Bay City's underground railroad, his primary function was Internal Security. Many insurgents suspected of being double-agents were ordered to ride his railroad. Expecting escape and relocation, they found torture and death. The Penitent reserved a special wrath for informers, double-agents, and those whom he judged to hold false faith.  

His appearance had been crafted with great care. He wore a Zippy Pac Delivery uniform that allowed him to go anywhere unquestioned. His full hair was grown long like a rockstar, and the vain bluster of electrostim-built muscles and meaningless animated tribal tattoos hid his true devotion to dealing the Lord's vengeance and wrath.  

Friar William handed the Penitent a printed photo of Alvin D. Ellis smiling beatifically, blessing a group of neo-hippies in the middle of a marijuana field.  

 “He is called the Buddha, and he is a recruiter for the security services of the Global Secular Alliance,” Friar William said with a believer's unwavering certainty. “This morning, a gas line ruptured and suffocated all within a place known as Ocho House. One of our former soldiers of God turned up among the dead.”

“Former soldier?” the Penitent asked. Nobody retired from the Morituri.  

 “We had thought our man to be dead for years, killed by Operators protecting the Buddha, but it now seems they captured him, and the Buddha turned him into an agent of G.S.A. Security”

 “Where is this Buddha now?”

 “The Buddha has fallen into the custody of a faithless criminal gang, who call themselves the T.T.K. It means Tough To Kill.” Friar William saw the Penitent repress a smile at the challenge he perceived in the gang's arrogant self-appellation. “Yes, I thought you would like that,” Friar William said. “They wish to sell him to us. Kill them, but bring me the Buddha alive. We must interrogate him to know how many of our Brothers and Sisters he has recruited for the Security Services. When you have him, you must conduct the Underground Railroad as usual; it is the only safe way to bring him to me. Kill the other passengers and anyone else who has had contact with the Buddha. I will be waiting for you at the first stop.”

The Penitent left the photo with Friar William and exited the skiff with purpose in his stride. He passed through the copper screen-doors, leaving the security of the skiff for the frenzied overstimulation and electromagnetic bath of Baccha Bay City and the FEZ.
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Over a quarter mile under the Ziggurat's ground level, was a fifty foot wide golden ball, shimmering with the texture of crinkled metallic foil. Great pulsing luminescent vines lined the inner surface of the massive spherical chamber that housed it, and they all throbbed with data. The Sanctum housed a smooth, yard-wide, shiny golden sphere on a pedestal, and this innermost sphere was Alive.  

It was filled with a 24 karat gold substrate that supported DDQ organic molecules operating in a quad-state, non-linear fashion. It was an organic neural web, and it was self-aware. This was MUNI 5-7, the Djini Systems Artificial Intelligence that ran the Ziggurat, its nuclear reactor, and a goodly portion of Baccha Bay City.  

The AI had accomplished a hundred thousand tasks for its human creators that day, but now, in a part of its brain that only it knew existed, the leviathan was doing something so secret, so unexpected, and so beyond human control, that the legion of technicians responsible for the Ziggurat's AI would have panicked and looked for an Off switch had they known what MUNI 5-7 was up to.

MUNI 5-7 was dreaming.

The AI dreamed of outer space. It was not the outer space that it knew to exist beyond the thin veil of Earth's atmosphere. Instead, MUNI 5-7 dreamed of a fantastic outer space, full of nebulae that were thick like cumulus clouds and peppered with stars that radiated impossible bursts of brilliance symmetrically in eight directions. There were planets, ringed and rich with life. There were moons of ice, glistening, cracked and gleaming. There was darkness too, and it was the darkness of inconceivable, terrifying, emptiness. The stars burst and reformed to burst again and again inside and outside the great nebulae that they illuminated. MUNI 5-7 was in the Space of Dreams.

In this dream-space the AI had the body of a giant robot from the cinema of the last century, and it looked like a giant wearing an antique diving suit. The head was a helmet with a front-mounted porthole and a singular ball-capped antenna that extended from its crown. The body had texture and form like oiled canvas, and was ringed at the neck, wrists, and ankles with riveted metal bands. The feet were great riveted metal boots, and in place of hands, there were crude pincers, each made of two hinged semi-circular strips of thick metal.

MUNI 5-7 passed through space, but was paralyzed where it lay on its back. It was hundreds of feet tall, and its body rested on a barge-like spaceship that moved slowly through the heavens, carrying it to a destination that could not be changed.  

The ship had a superstructure that looked like a ferryman whose pole was a long antenna that extended downward from the starboard side base of the superstructure, far below the bottom of the ship. The AI saw that it dwarfed both the ferryman and his pole; its body occupied the entire length of the spaceship. Without any movement of the robot head, MUNI 5-7 looked forward between its gargantuan boots and saw the destination to which it and the spaceship inexorably sailed.  

It was a star, huge and golden, and it reflected his image inside its strangely diffused edges. It was the largest star in the heavens; it was bright and close, and it filled the sky. MUNI 5-7 felt the warmth of it on the soles of its giant metal boots. The hazy star was already very near, and the spaceship carried the prone robot body closer to it every second. MUNI 5-7 recognized the star as familiar, and knew it, with inexplicable certainty, as the Destination.

Inside the sun was the face of Alvin Dock Ellis, a.k.a. the Buddha.
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On the other side of town, G.S.A. surveillance Target OS598, a known Angry Angels recruit, left the stage as the announcer's voice said, “Let's all give a big 'Thank You' to Cheyenne!”. Cheyenne's real name was Kelly O'Toole, and Kelly O'Toole was a good erotic dancer, but she was an even better killer.  

The Angry Angels fed her what she needed to believe – that all of her misery and all the tortures of her dark, abused past were part of a larger plan. They replaced the confusion of her muddled and violent life experiences with a false logic that made sense of everything that had happened to her. God had a plan, they told her. The Angry Angels saw the madness in her and gave it focus.  

Kelly walked through an acre of men who sat alone around tiny tables barely large enough to hold the drinks they ignored. They weren't teetotalers; most of them already had more powerful substances coursing through their blood.

A man loitered outside the dressing room, and he stared at her as she approached. She was surprised when, instead of offering her Amero, he gave her an envelope and said, “Go. Go now. It's time.”  

The Railroad. Her recruiter had hinted she would be going away soon to learn how to do the Lord's work, to become an Angel.  

In the dressing room, with her back to the other girls, she found that the envelope contained a feather and an address. It was her ticket; she didn't need any more than that. She pulled a skirt up over her g-string, pulled an undersized t-shirt over her head, and traded her heels for sneakers with tiny, animated pink and green frogs hopping all over them like a pastel-colored, Egyptian plague.  

When she left through a side door of the club, she was blinded by the sun's brilliance, and she forced herself to stare directly at it, whispering, “I'm coming.”

Exiting the alley, Kelly moved to the curb to hail a cab and felt a moment of fear as a cab driver made eye contact from a surprisingly distant 100 feet away. He pulled to the curb in front of her and popped open the rear door with a button on the steering wheel.  

The fear melted away, and there was only joy and hope in Kelly O'Toole's heart as she pulled the cab's door fully open.  

Operator 388, Bonnie Levi-Mei casually walked up behind her and slapped a fast-acting tranquilizer derm over Kelly's carotid artery. There was no time for Kelly to feel anything else as a heavy darkness fell over her central nervous system. Bonnie pushed the Angry Angel's falling body into the open door of the Cab and nodded to the smiling driver.

 “One Goddie insurgent down,” he said.

 “Yeah,” she replied, “Only a bajillion more to go.”

 “Great job security,” the cabbie said, smiling even wider.
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The envelope Bonnie found on Kelly O'Toole contained a black feather and an address. The feather, she assumed, was her ticket to ride the Underground Railroad. She was on her way to the address when she received a message.  

'REMOVE EYE PATCH'

Her G.S.A. issue mobile device had a CRM discrimination filter chip, so it only received signals with a properly formatted and updated prefix code. Only Control could have sent the text.  

Bonnie knew using the emerald eye was going to hurt, but she reached up and removed the patch, exposing her zero-g manufactured, perfect crystal-matrix, emerald eye to the myriad thermals and heat signatures of Downtown. Vortexes of cerulean hot air rose like flames from the overheating bundles of wire transmitting power and data under the bright green, glowing manhole covers. The Downtown District was covered in heat exchanges to keep the electronics from overheating, and they all vented blue-white, flaming plumes of chroma that stung and made her want to wince.  

Another text came in, and this message was even briefer than the last.  

'LOOK UP.'  

Bonnie looked up, above the buildings and she saw, in a low and slow moving cloud, almost directly overhead, a message that could only be for her because she was quite sure she was the only person in Baccha Bay City who could see it.  

It was written in deep red-orange water vapor warmed ever so slightly above the frigid, deep-alizarin background of the cloud by some invisible laser pulsing thousands of times per second. The letters and numbers were inscribed and maintained for only a second, then they faded instantly and another character was written.  

The laser-scriven message, written one character at a time, was blurry but still legible. “3... 8... 8...” Bonnie recognized her own Operator number in the first three characters of the sequence, then “R... E... D... B... A... R... O... N”.  

It was a prearranged code, and it chilled her because she'd hoped she'd never read that message from Control.  

She replaced her eye patch. Then she popped the back off her mobile device, extracted the crypto chip and the CRM discriminator, and crushed them both under the heel of her boot on the sidewalk before she tossed her mobile into the back of a meandering sanitation bot.

RED BARON. Infiltrate enemy as G.S.A. traitor... No support. Friendly forces will engage as hostile. Her own people would be told she was a turncoat. Only she and the Director, Oskar Delvaux, would know the truth, and there would be no records.  

They'd told her in training that RED BARON was for her own safety, but she knew Plausible Deniability when she saw it. The word 'prick' ran through her head again. Delvaux would surely deny her if the operation went bad.  

Friendly forces will engage as hostile. 

 “Fuck me,” Bonnie said as she felt pins and needles and numbness in her fingertips. She realized she'd stopped dead in the middle of the sidewalk, creating a rough spot, turbulence in the flow of the crowd. People moving against the crowd's natural flow Stand Out, so Bonnie moved forward again.  

Dark sunglasses never hurt, so she put hers on. She pulled her curved bill, navy blue baseball cap down low. Bonnie double-tapped the edge of the cap's bill with her index finger and a thin SunShield veil deployed, shading her face from both excessive UV and facial recognition cameras with its translucent nanofiber fabric.  

Infiltrate enemy as G.S.A. traitor... No support. Friendly forces will engage as hostile. Prick.

Experienced Operators are gunning for me, she thought as she maneuvered herself close enough to a gaggle of strolling shoppers that she might be taken for a member of their group. She scanned the crowd for familiar figures and saw none. Bonnie was glad the group she'd chosen to walk with kept a fast pace. She had a ticket to ride the underground railroad, and she couldn't afford to be late.  

She tried to dodge the cameras as much as possible, but they were everywhere. Bonnie had no way of knowing that, thanks to MUNI 5-7, facial recognition cameras had already been malfunctioning around her for hours, and would somehow continue to malfunction or burn out completely wherever she went.
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Casper was on his way to steal a very nice car, and he repeated, “Rascal eats a carp, rascal eats a carp.” Otis had given him the mantra before he left Otis's rooftop cargo container in the FEZ, where he'd been staying in a hammock, smoking Otis's stash, and losing at holographic boxing on FragNet for years. The mantra, Otis's crude anagram of the phrase, “Casper steals a car” was supposed to keep Casper calm and focused, but he just kept wondering what it meant.

A custom-made network jammer, built by the mysterious Carlos himself to quiet automotive anti-theft transmissions, was already turned on and doing its job inside a black nylon, euro-tourist, man-purse slung over Casper's shoulder. Casper thought the bag looked too much like a handbag with some tactical flavor, like Hi-5's purse with added pockets for grenades and clips.  

He reminded himself of the network jammer's ability to neutralize the anti-theft signals that today's target, a Z-class Lenz luxury sedan, would undoubtedly generate once he stole it, and he couldn't argue with the ninja powers of the device, even if they did come with a stupid-looking, paramilitary-fashioned man-bag like this one. As Otis had told him, the point of this afternoon's exercise wasn't to look good; it was to get away clean with a stolen flagship Z-class sedan, and make many, many thousands of Amero.  

The network jammer was, as Otis had put it, “A Carlos original, man. This, here is one real-time signal decoding, spectrum hopping, adaptive, uber-masking, badass piece of hoo-haa. Don't hold it near yer' nuts.”  

Carlos was the friend that Otis never said anything about, except once when he said that if Casper ever need to buy some privacy, then he should go to Carlos. Casper never really understood what Otis had meant. All he knew was that Otis would disappear, presumably to hang with Carlos, and then he's show up later with money.  

Whatever, Casper thought. He knew it was some hacker cracker gig that Otis wouldn't let him in on, and since Casper really didn't have that skill set, he couldn't complain.  

Casper stole cars, that was his gig.

As he walked to the targeted vehicle's location, he noticed several other people on the Downtown District streets actually carrying the same bag, but he still wished there'd been time to find another one so he could do this dirty in proper style. He wanted to call Otis and bitch, but he'd left his mobile phone and anything else electronic and trackable back in Otis's rooftop Jin Corp cargo container. His phone wouldn't have gotten a peep out to the Network anyway. Not with Carlos's jammer reading, decoding, and putting the kaibash on any and all signals. It didn't limit itself to blocking anti-theft beacons. While Casper carried Carlos's jammer he was a walking electromagnetic dark zone with a twenty-five foot radius.  

He snickered, watching his fellow pedestrians chatter away about anything and everything, only to have their calls dropped in mid-blather, as he passed. They stared dumbly as their phones were cut-off from the Network and briefly turned to oversized digital watches. They swore and cussed.  

One man, clearly having a narco-derm withdrawal issue, expressed his frustration by throwing his phone to the concrete sidewalk with all his might, only to see his tiny, flattened ovoid, rubber-reinforced, MeePhone bounce into the street and be turned into an aerial hockey puck. First it bounced in a high arc off the windshield of a Northbound vehicle, then into the path of a Southbound vehicle, that passed it back to the oncoming traffic. Casper watched the mobile device knocked back and forth in a volley that lasted almost ten seconds, involving twelve cars and a creeping garbage bot. After a bad pass, the rubber MeePhone struck the vertically faced grill of an oncoming truck and skittered across the blacktop. It was well ruggedized, wasn't the least bit phased by the impacts, and now that it was out of the range of the network-jammer, it rang with surprising volume, demanding rescue.  

The withdrawal-challenged executive who had spiked it to the sidewalk stared at it and began a series of foolhardy, immediately aborted and reinitiated motions to run into traffic and rescue his discarded prized possession. After seeing his ridiculous display, Casper felt better about the stupid euro-bag, the dirty, and just about everything. That was good because he was only a block from the Cosmetic Medical Center parking lot, where today's target Z-class Lenz luxury sedan was parked.  

Otis cracked the owner's uncrackable MeePhone, and through a cloud of exhaled smoke, noted that she'd scheduled herself for a new form of outpatient liposuction today. Otis's quick, last-minute MeePhone cracking incursion this morning confirmed that the owner had driven the 300,000 Amero sedan to the Cos Med Center, where it would be parked, and left confidently unguarded, thanks to its Net-squawking, supposedly unjammable anti-theft system.

Casper's eyes found the target Z-class Lenz in the unattended lot, right where it was supposed to be. He paused in the thick stream of Downtown District pedestrian traffic and took a pull from his jade bowl for luck.  

The only one guarding the narrow parking lot was the AniLux displayed, hundred foot-tall, Hi-5, Queen of PornoPop. Casper stared up at her and tried to figure out which sex she'd been born. Nobody knew for sure. The rumor was that Hi-5 was once Spy-5, and that her ginormous tool was grown in a secret U.S. Army research lab, could penetrate body-armor, and had been grafted on for a secret mission that she'd bugged out on to become the first PornoPop star in history. Casper didn't believe that one, but her lack of an Adam's apple was suspicious.  

The megastar Queen of PornoPop was doing a plus-size model doggie-style, directly above the target Z-class Lenz, and with every thrusting action there was jiggle, wiggle, and shaking Newtonian reaction. The model's face was directly in the foreground with bare-breasted Hi-5 over her, silently mouthing, “Baby, 'O...O, Baby.”  

Casper's neuro-transmitters were working overtime from the burst of sativa, and he was trying to use his Locko Loco decoder to get his pick on with the Lenz's locks, but the jiggly model's face was reflected, inverted, and crystal-clear in the surface of the sedan's racing-green painted roof. Every time he tried to work the cigarette-pack sized contact decoder on the sedan's lock, his eye caught some of the model's ridiculously mannered facial sexpressions.  

The way she was hamming it up was making it tough to concentrate, but with the added rear-drive thrust from HI-5, and the jiggle that traveled all the way up the model's body and through her cheeks with every flesh-on-flesh impact, Casper was giggling hard enough that he a tough time holding the Locko Loco decoder still. He couldn't keep all thirteen contact prongs in even roughly the same area of the door, let alone directly over the electronic locking mechanism.  

Casper nearly pissed himself when, in apparent response to Hi-5's undeclared hole-in-one, the model's sexpression became wide-eyed, and her lips rounded out so that Casper heard her voice, despite the silence of the AniLux billboard video, cry a synesthesic, “Woooooooooo!” It was all the worse, since Casper thought the plus-size model was pretty hot, and a stiffy was the last thing he needed to help him look inconspicuous while stealing a car.  

He gave up trying to hold the Locko Loco in place himself. After affixing it over the Z-class's driver's-side door lock with duct tape that he always carried just-in-case, he was able to slide, hunched forwards to hide his uncontrollable woodie, down against the door of the Z-class, to lie on the parking lot's warm asphalt surface. There, he held his aching belly and tried to forget the scene above him that repeated in an endless, paralyzing, two-minute loop.  

After twenty seconds on the asphalt, Casper heard a soft triple-beep from the decoder, and looking up, he saw all six of the LEDs on the Locko Loco blinking bright green. Three seconds later, the Lenz sedan's impenetrable door unlocked itself with a soft, “ph-thunkd” noise that he felt on his back.  

Casper rose. Making a point to ignore Hi-5 and her jiggly co-star model, he opened the driver's side door. There was no audible alarm and the word, 'Recognized' flashed across the dashboard along with the name, 'Shauna Aziz'. If the luxury car was calling on the Network for help, thanks to Carlos's network jammer, nobody would hear its cries. Casper slid into the real leather seats, and after reading his body shape and weight, the seat molded its shape to a perfect custom fit for Casper's form. Cool air caressed his body, blown through apertures too small for the naked eye to perceive. The car spoke to him in a soothing woman's voice with a British news agency accent, “Welcome back, Ms. Aziz. Did you enjoy your...appointment at the Cosmetic Medical Center on 325 Worthington Ave?” There was a barely perceptible break in the rhythm of the Lenz onboard computer's delivery as it failed to connect to the Network and was forced to rely on the memory of its last conversation with Ms. Aziz's MeePhone to know where it was.  

Casper was overjoyed that a tactical team had not descended from a silently hovering helicopter, apprehending the arrogant cur who dared to steal a flagship Z-class Lenz luxury sedan, and he exclaimed, “Fuck, yeah!”

 “Do you wish to visit a sex club, Ms. Aziz?” The car's onboard computer hadn't learned profanity yet, and being cut-off from the Network by the jammer left it a little confused.  

Casper wore his finest 'n widest shit-eating-grin and explained, “Uh, no... I'm just really happy, 'ya know?”

 “Fuck, yeah.” the car agreed, in its classy Englishwoman's voice, “I am really happy, too. Shall we go?”

 “Fuckin' A!”

 “Agreed, Ms. Aziz, Fucking A.” The engine roared to life, then immediately settled into a purring idle that gave Casper goosebumps. “I am experiencing a network interruption... Always Net Navigation systems are offline... Do you mind driving?”  

Casper sighed. He wouldn't have it any other way. “I would Love to drive,” he said. The steering wheel moved itself into a position more comfortable than the one Casper would have selected for himself. He was in love.  

 “Music?” the car asked, as he backed the sedan out of its parking space.  

 “Sure, whaddaya got?” Casper pulled out of the lot and turned right, entering the brisk flow of Worthington Avenue traffic.  

 “Would you like to hear the audio soundtrack of the video chart-buster by Hi-5, Queen of PornoPop, that was playing above your vehicle?” Casper started laughing again, remembering the plus model's sexpressions. He knew hearing Hi-5 and the jiggly model goin' at it would not be a Good Idea while driving.  

Casper told the car's computer, “Sure, let's hear it!”
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In a smoke-stained room on the top floor of the Winguard Hotel, overlooking the underground railroad's rendezvous location, an aging military contractor named Alpo adjusted the diopters of the scope integrated into the mottled gray, molded plastic shell of his weapon. He had to adjust it to its maximum allowance to compensate for his rapidly degrading vision.  

Alpo blamed chemicals that he'd been exposed to in the third Iraq War, the one without any government interference. That one was only corporate military contractors and he'd made a killing, only to blow it all in a Weisbadden casino and fly home to Baccha Bay City to kill more people for money.  

Now, he sat ten stories above Sherman Plaza, on the edge of the Free Economic Zone. A gym bag full of Amero was next to him along with a large caliber pistol and the base station of an alarm system, tied to tiny motion sensors he'd placed like stickers on the walls of the hallway outside. The client paid half up front, and there was so much money in the gym bag that he hadn't cared about the weird stuff. Weird stuff like the client communicating by hacking his TV. Weird stuff like getting only an hour's notice to get his kill on and being told where to go to take the shot.

A hotel card-key had arrived at his front door, along with a photo of the target, delivered by a bicycle courier, not more than five minutes after he'd taken the job by simply saying, “Yes,” into the empty air like he was talking to god or the dead.  

From the window of his apartment, he'd watched the courier pedal away. Alpo saw him get spammed in the street by a stupid ice cream vending bot running a light. That was weird, too.

The cash was in the hotel room when he arrived, and more of it, according to the client, was on the way. Yeah, it was weird, but Fuck It, man.  

Alpo's cheek touched the side of the Sagami gun, and the caress made him feel better. It always did. Time to kill some shit. He'd been told where to look, and what to shoot, and now it was time. Looking through the Sagami gun's high-powered scope, he saw his target right where the client said he would.

A man in a Zippy Pac Delivery uniform, wearing rock star hair and a clubber's tribal tats, wheeled a fifty inch-long, black plastic golf club case in front of him. It was like a child-sized coffin with wheels, and he used it to part the crowd as he walked across the sidewalk to the street.  

Target acquired.  

The Zippy Pac deliveryman was walking almost directly towards him, and it would be a very easy shot. Fine by me, Alpo thought. There were three shots in the clip. Each massive, eighty-caliber projectile was really a cluster of six micro-explosive darts that would separate, and widen to an eighteen inch spread before impact and detonation.  

The Sagami was a great city gun. Though it had limited range, it could penetrate light body armor and it was quiet. It wouldn't trigger the gunshot triangulation systems that told law enforcement, down to the foot, from exactly what spot a shot had been fired.  

Alpo moved his index finger to the trigger. The target was almost at the edge of the sidewalk. Time to git sum, baby. Just before he squeezed, Alpo noticed a racing-green, Z-class Lenz luxury sedan slowly approaching the target.  
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Casper drove the Z-class Lenz across the edge of Sherman Square slowly for two reasons. First, he didn't want attention from traffic drones or worse, to be pulled over by Baccha Bay City Enforcement on his way to deliver a stolen car. Second, because he was driving a Z-class luxury sedan, every sex worker in Baccha Bay City was stepping to the curb and flashing their tits at him. He felt like a hero in a parade.  

He had slowed down even more to better enjoy the free samples of the city's finest tits when the windshield was splashed with long globs of deep purple goo from the right. The prostitute he'd been watching was now screaming and covered in purple, too. Casper looked towards his two o'clock to see a surprised looking Zippy Pac delivery man pushing a child-sized, black plastic coffin and spurting blood from six little fountain holes across his torso. Then, just as soon as Casper had focused his eyes on the bleeder, the man was gone. There was a bursting noise, everything was purple-red, and then there were wet thuds on the side and the hood of the car where pieces of Penitent had been blown by the detonating darts of Alpo's Sagami gun.  

All Casper could see was purple, viscous slime covering the passenger side window and the windshield.  

When the little coffin that the Penitent had been pushing ahead of him rolled into the street, it caught under the front bumper of the Lenz and scraped against the asphalt. Casper couldn't see the case, but he heard it and felt it, and since he was driving blind with a blood-covered windshield, he was glad when the sedan's anti-collision system decided to override his panic-based reaction that involved slamming his foot down on the accelerator as hard as he could. Casper heard, “Attention. Caution. Attention. Caution. Collision detected,” and the auto-braking system brought the vehicle to a halt in less than ten feet.  

 “There is an Object wedged under the vehicle,” the car's voice advised, “Please remove the Object.”  

When the luxury sedan's single, massive wiper blade failed to clean the windshield, the sedan decided to spray cleaning fluid over the entire car. Casper sat frozen in the driver's seat for a few seconds, unable to do anything but listen to the spray of the cleaning fluid jets and the muted mechanical sounds of the wiper's servos as the windshield changed from near-opaque purple, to translucent red, to a pink-tinted haze.  

Ten seconds later, the Z-class, satisfied that the driver could now see, ceased spraying and wiping, and through the perfectly clean arch shape carved by the powerful single squeegee wiper, Casper saw panicked, fleeing, blood-spattered pedestrians. The woman who had been displaying her breasts for Casper was frozen like a statue and dripping with the Penitent's blood. She was incapable of reaction or movement until, after she made eye-contact with Casper once more through the windshield, she ran into the street screaming and narrowly avoided being struck by a vehicle passing to the left of Casper's blood and cleaning fluid covered sedan.  

 “There is an Object wedged under the vehicle. Please remove the Object,” the car's voice repeated.  

A woman walked in front of the bloody Lenz, and Casper stared at her for three reasons. First, Casper was still in shock, and prone to staring. Second, the woman wasn't covered in blood, wasn't panicking, and thus stood out from everything and everyone in the immediate vicinity. Third, Casper was wondering if she was a pirate because she wore an eye patch.
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Bonnie had a hunch about the black plastic case. A part of her brain that she didn't always understand, but had learned to listen to, was screaming of the case's Significance. The fifty-inch-long case was wedged under the front end of a Very Nice Car, and she was surprised to see Casper exit the driver's side door. Casper's style didn't match the car's luxury, and she wondered if he'd stolen it.

Bonnie crouched, not wanting to kneel in the globs of blood, gore, and wet purple chunks that glistened on the smooth tarmac. She examined the case. There was blood all over it, and it was already oxidizing to a brownish-red hue.  

A tall, thin redhead with posture like royalty appeared next to Bonnie and made eye-contact with more intensity and longer duration than strangers did without a reason. Bonnie glanced down at the black feather poking out of the unzipped left-breast pocket of her white leather jacket. As it fluttered in the breeze, Bonnie saw the redhead's eyes were on it, too. The perfect posture redhead didn't have a feather, but there were two adhesive bandages on the back of her left hand that overlapped, forming an plus sign, an X, or a cross, depending on interpretation.  

Bonnie realized she'd just made Contact.  

Catherine Whitman, former Old Money debutant turned White Sunday killer, decided that she'd just made Contact too.  

Catherine's Protestant, New England family had opposed the nascent Global Secular Alliance with all the Old Money and political power they had. The G.S.A. let Catherine Whitman out of prison after ten years. Now she killed for White Sunday.

While Casper stood, content to let two strangers remove the Object from under the stolen Lenz sedan, Bonnie and Catherine reached for the twin side-handles of the fifty-inch-long, black, blood-spattered case. With alternating tugs to loosen it, followed by a unified pull, the case came free from where it had been wedged under the luxury sedan. A handful of holes had been drilled in the lid of the case, near the top. Breathing holes. Without any hesitation, Bonnie unhooked the two latches that held the hinged lid in place, and opened the case.

 “What the fuckity hell, man?” Casper exclaimed when he looked inside the open case and saw Alvin D. Ellis, a.k.a. the Buddha, unconscious and bleeding from a cut to his bulbous forehead. Bonnie checked Alvin for a pulse and found a strong one.  

 “My goodness,” Catherine asked Casper, “Did you do this?”  

She works fast, Bonnie thought, now joining in the good citizen act. “He's still breathing... we've got to get him to a hospital right away,”  

Casper asked, “Is he dead?”  

Casper's question made Bonnie wonder if he was stoned. She hoped he was. Stoners usually liked to be helpful, and they'd have to con him for a ride, and very quickly, too. Some good citizen had almost certainly called local law enforcement with a description of the whole scene, and G.S.A. Security monitored those channels. The Blue Helmets would be here soon with APCs. Two minutes, maybe three. I've got the goddamn Buddha, she thought, if it wasn't for the change in my orders, I could just kill the redhead and complete my mission right now. Bonnie remembered all too well the conditions of 'RED BARON'. 'Friendly forces will engage as Hostile.'  

 “He's not dead,” she said, “but he will be soon if we don't get him to a hospital.” Bonnie could see the Buddha had a cut and a bump on his big head. Maybe a concussion. The case was pretty damn tough, and the impact wasn't all that severe, so she thought it was even possible that the four-foot-tall insurgent recruiter was feigning unconsciousness for the sake of their con.  

Casper just stood there with his mouth open.  

Bonnie decided to take the initiative. She picked Alvin up, kicked the empty, black case aside, and carried him to the driver's side rear passenger door. Casper opened it for her without thinking, and she propped Alvin up in the back seat. While she drew a seatbelt across him, she noticed that Catherine had already seated herself in the back seat, next to the unconscious Buddha. She took the seat that Bonnie wanted – the seat where you could keep an eye on everyone.  

Bonnie ran around the car, and sat in the luxury leather of the passenger seat. The car began to spray itself with additional sanitizing cleaning fluid from hidden nozzles all over the body that extended outwards, rotating to spray everywhere. Most of the gore was running off into the street. She'd expected Casper to be behind the wheel by the time she got seated, but he was standing just outside the driver's door, looking left, looking right, and looking confused while getting spattered with cleaning fluid. Bonnie yelled, “What the hell are you waiting for?”

Across Sherman Square, Alpo's room on the top floor of the Winguard Hotel exploded outwards with the distinctive blue-green fireball of a chemical micro-explosive, first raining glass and building materials on the crowd below, then showering them with the dead contractor's fluttering cash.

That got Casper moving. He slid into the seat, slammed the door, and depressed the accelerator as far down as it would go. This time the Z-class Lenz's auto-braking safety feature didn't move to oppose his very appropriate, panic-based reaction.  
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They were only two blocks away from a place where people and buildings had been recently exploding, and Casper didn't much care about the speed limit. “Ms. Aziz, you are currently thirty miles-per-hour over the legal speed limit for this road.” The Lenz's voice synthesis unit delivered the line with a calm Casper didn't share.  

 “Ms. Aziz?” Bonnie asked, looking at Casper with raised eyebrows.  

 “Please slow down,” the voice requested in its British accent. Casper ignored the sedan's plea. He was busy weaving in and out of cars driven by citizens that did not share his sense of urgency, and their slow-moving, unpredictable vehicles turned Yoshioka Avenue into a very dangerous slalom course. “Law enforcement detected,” the car advised, and that got Casper's attention.  

 “Where. Where are they?”  

 “Traffic enforcement kiosk – four hundred yards ahead – intersection of Yoshioka Avenue and Parville Street.”

Casper asked, “Which way to the nearest Med Center?”

 “There is a cosmetic surgery center on the next block.”  

The sedan offered him a makeover, and Casper loudly restated the query with greater specificity. “Which way to the nearest emergency medical treatment?”

 “There is an emergency medical treatment facility one point six five miles ahead, on the right. Continue to drive straight,” the sedan directed as Casper began another series of slaloming maneuvers that qualified as anything but straight.  

As Casper swerved to the left, Alvin flopped across the spacious leather back seat, and his head landed in Catherine's lap. Looking down at the supposedly unconscious Alvin, Catherine swore she heard him inhaling deeply. She shoved him off of her lap and he flopped again, this time against the door, where his head made very solid contact with the fine marqueting set into the wood panel. “Ow!” he complained loudly.  

This surprised and pleased Casper who, despite driving a felony, was still more concerned that he'd quite possibly killed someone. Catherine wasn't surprised or pleased. When Alvin's head had been in her lap, he'd been conscious, and she now knew what she'd suspected. When he'd inhaled so deeply he was consciously smelling her.  

Alvin smiled at her and said, “Are you wearing Georgia body wash, by O'Queefe?” Catherine had a sense of humor, too, but she liked physical comedy better. She withdrew a 90,000 volt stun-pen from her purse, and zapped Alvin into an indubitable unconsciousness.  

 “Traffic enforcement kiosk, two blocks ahead,” the Lenz reminded Casper. This time he slowed down to match the flow of traffic.  

 “Turn right,” Catherine commanded, “We're not going to the hospital.”

 “But shouldn't we...” Casper didn't finish his sentence because when he glanced in the rear-view mirror at Catherine, he saw she had exchanged the stun-pen for a gun. It wasn't a very large gun, and it wasn't pointed at anyone, and it was even pink, but it was still quite persuasive. Casper looked at Bonnie.  

 “You heard the lady,” she said, and repeated Catherine's command, “Turn right, Ms. Aziz.” Casper's nads tingled and he groaned because he knew that he'd been had and that this day wasn't going to go anywhere near the way he'd planned it.  

 “Fuck! Yeah... Okay,” Casper acquiesced.

 “Fuck, yeah!” the sedan agreed.

Five blocks later, the Lenz was forced to a complete stop.

 “It's a roadblock or a checkpoint.” Casper was guessing when he said it, but when he leaned his head out the driver's window and looked far ahead, past the twin lanes of stopped traffic and over the crest of the Daisy Street hill, he knew it wasn't simple traffic congestion because he saw the tops of two armored personnel carriers. They had deep, sky-blue, white-starred G.S.A. flags extended from their antennas and snapping in a crisp Baccha Bay City wind. There were turrets on top, too, and Casper shuddered at the thought of being hit by whatever kind of round they fired. “Yeah, it's a G.S.A. Security checkpoint,” he confirmed, closing the window.  

When he said the words, 'G.S.A. Security' a perceptible chill filled the stolen luxury sedan, and Casper knew his carjacker passengers weren't simple criminals or con-artists. They were insurgents. They were actually more scared of G.S.A. Security than he was. That only lasted a second because he immediately realized that G.S.A. Security would never believe he had been conned or coerced into driving them away from Sherman Square. He remembered the exploding hotel and winced.  

 “Keep it cool, Ms. Aziz,” Bonnie said, noting the suddenly growing alarm in his face. “See if you can turn us around, nice and casual, before we get too close.”  

The line of stopped cars was almost a full block long, and for the moment, the crest of the hill kept the Lenz sedan hidden from the blue-helmeted G.S.A. Security troops that were undoubtedly checking ID, searching vehicles, and looking for the three insurgents Casper had in his stolen car.  

 “Yeah, okay.” Casper asked, “Who the fuck are you people?” He looked in the rear view mirror to back up close to the car that had already pulled in behind them, and Casper could see the pink plastic gun in Catherine's hand. The muzzle looked extra short when she pointed it directly at him.  

 “We're just some people who want a chauffeured tour of the city, in a nice luxury car,” Catherine answered with a pleasant, perfectly white-toothed smile, adding, “You're such a very nice car thief to drive us around like this.”  

Casper looked forward, spun the wheel, and rolled the Z-class ahead and to the left. Then he spun the wheel far to the right, and looked to the rear again to back the car up, but the idiot behind him had instinctively rolled forward and closed the small gap between the cars that Casper had just created and needed to continue his turning maneuver. Now, the sedan was wedged tight and angled conspicuously with its left front corner over the double yellow line. The corner of the Lenz wasn't far enough into the opposite lane to require much avoidance from cars moving in the opposite direction, but they honked at the incursion into their lane out of resentment and spite for the 300,000 Amero luxury car.  

Casper felt his face getting hot with anger and fear, and there was nothing he could do until the car in front of them pulled forward. This, he thought, was just the sort of conspicuous you do not want to be when chauffeuring three insurgent terrorists in a stolen car.  

He heard Bonnie's, “Uh oh, hell-o,” and saw her instantly deploy her baseball cap's SunShield veil with a finger tap. He didn't have to ask why.  

Casper saw the drone's tiny, blue and red, strobing lights right away. Hovering some thirty-five feet in the air, three cars ahead, was a four-foot diameter, dirty, white plastic doughnut with stacked, counter-rotating fans, cameras, and the words Baccha Parking Enforcement painted in white on a deep navy stripe. He wondered if maybe the real Ms. Aziz had gotten out of her outpatient liposuction appointment earlier than expected and reported her racing green, Z-class, luxury sedan as stolen. Casper told himself the drone was probably just scanning for cars with unpaid parking tickets. He hoped that Ms. Aziz was paid up.  

In the back seat, Catherine was fiddling with the pistol, and Casper considered making a run for it while she had the gun pointed at the roof, doing whatever she was doing.  

 “Stay cool,” he heard Bonnie say. “We're just out for a little spin in the lap of luxury.” Snickering told them that Alvin was awake again and that he thought that phrase was topically amusing. Catherine glared at him.  

“Lap of luxury,” Alvin repeated, looking to Catherine. “C'mon... you are a pretty classy lady.” Catherine chuckled once, but Alvin pushed too far when he added, “and you smell terrific.” She'd been fiddling with the stun-pen and the gun, somehow fitting something else into the barrel, but now she stopped what she was doing and jammed the stun-pen into Alvin's side again. He made a face like a braying mule and slumped against the door.  

Catherine had something that looked like a gunmetal hot-dog sticking out of the barrel of her pink, plastic pistol, and she pushed the business end of the stun-pen into a port in the side of the hot-dog. Casper could hear micro-capacitors in the hot-dog charging off the stun-pen's juice with a high pitched whine.  

The drone wasn't moving on. It held station, twelve o'clock high. He stared at the drone, and it stared back at him with Baccha Bay City's database and facial recognition system. “CASPER GREY,” said the voice coming from the drone's loudspeakers. The sedan had surprisingly good soundproofing. “CASPER GREY.” He looked at Bonnie with his mouth open. Amazingly enough, she looked amused. “Is that your name?” she asked, “Casper?”

 “CASPER GREY,” the loudspeakers repeated a third time. He waved, smiling like a good citizen. Then the drone's voice said, “THIS IS A LAW ENFORCEMENT ACTION. EXIT THE STOLEN VEHICLE WITH YOUR HANDS IN THE AIR.” The voice coming out of the drone's loudspeakers was human. Casper pictured the man who belonged to the voice, and saw him sitting in a dim room with a box of doughnuts and a belly, wearing a dirty, obsolete, head-mounted, 3D display unit, eating blindly while he flew over the city.  

Catherine interrupted Casper's vision, “Get ready to get us out of here, Casper.”  

Casper noted that he'd liked it a Mc Fuckity helluva-lot-better when nobody knew his name.  

Catherine quickly tied a scarf around her head and put on oversized sunglasses. As she opened the window and allowed the voice from the drone's speakers inside the car, it became very loud, indeed. “THIS IS A LAW ENFORCEMENT ACTION. CASPER GREY, STEP OUT OF THE STOLEN VEHICLE WITH YOUR HANDS IN THE AIR. THIS IS A LAW ENFORCEMENT ACTION.”  

“Three frickin' terrorists in the car and they gotta pick on me,” Casper said. Bonnie wanted to laugh, but she didn't.  

When Catherine leaned her entire torso out the window, and lined-up the red and blue, strobe-lit doughnut drone in the sights of her pistol, the pilot didn't expect it. He gave her over three seconds to aim and fire, and that was more than enough for Catherine.  

Inside the car, they'd been expecting to hear gunshots and ricochets off the drone's bulletproof plastic skin. Instead, there was a muffled and hollow noise, and they could actually see a projectile flying up at the drone. It was only moving at roughly four hundred feet-per-second, and it looked like a blurry, silver corn-dog or a brushed stainless popsicle.  

Bonnie recognized it. Catherine had launched a capacitor loaded projectile out of the pistol like a second world war, rifle-launched grenade.  

Catherine knew not to aim at the plastic body of the hovering drone. Her projectile's twin prongs struck the thin metal grille protecting the drone's counter-rotating fan blades, and discharged its 90,000 volts. It had the same effect on the doughnut drone as it had on Alvin. The drone's electrical systems overloaded, and as the fan blades lost power, it ceased to hover, falling slowly at first, then much faster, straight down, smashing the hood of a plastic sports car into jagged shards.

Catherine was back in the sedan before the drone even made impact, screaming, “Go, go, go! Fucking GO!” Casper was ready, and he depressed the accelerator with the wheel spun to the left. He intended to push the tiny two-seater electric P.O.S. in front of them out of the way with the Lenz's powerful engine, but the Lenz had other ideas and only moved an inch before jerking to a halt.  

 “A collision risk has been detected,” the British accented voice explained, “and automatic safety systems have been engaged.”  

 “Fucking hell!” Casper screamed.  

 “Disable automatic safety systems,” Bonnie commanded the car, adding a calmer, “Please.”

 “Are you sure?” the onboard computer asked. “Lenz Corporation assumes no responsibility or liability for any damage or injury that may occur while driving with automatic safety systems disabled.”

 “Fuck, yeah! I'm sure,” Bonnie screamed.  

The onboard computer complied with a coolly accented, “Fuck, yeah. Automatic safety systems disabled.”  

Casper slammed the accelerator pedal down, and the sedan closed the six inches between them and the electric P.O.S. that blocked their path. There was a thin, scraping noise and plastic ground against plastic as the Z-class's front right corner caught the lightweight two-seater roughly a foot right of center. The driver ahead of them kept his foot on the brake, and the electric P.O.S. twisted in-place. The Lenz had impressive torque, and after two seconds of pushing, the sedan broke free into a tight U-turn that brought it across both lanes of oncoming traffic.  

Bonnie stared through the window at the front end of a fast approaching, three-wheeled, electric commuter economy model that had automatic safety systems, but not very good ones. The econo-trike's two front wheels commenced an anti-lock braking sequence that managed to lock-up, and it skidded like a fish-tailing teardrop. When only one of its two locked front wheels unlocked, it twisted and flopped on its side. The Lenz was in the outside lane of oncoming traffic, completing the U-turn as the three-wheeled plastic teardrop slid by on its flank with bits of its plastic body panels snapping off.

Catherine watched as an approaching electric minivan in the outside lane that threatened to ram her door engaged a superior automatic braking system to that of the car traveling close behind it. It was saved from a collision with the Z-class Lenz only to be rear-ended by a vintage car made of actual metal. The new minivan absorbed the energy of impact and its frame crumpled, the plastic body cracking up and down its length like an eggshell.  

Casper would have enjoyed the show, but he was too busy completing his U-turn and accelerating to anywhere enforcement drones weren't calling out his name and exhorting him to exit the vehicle with hands up.  

The chaos and the wrecked cars blocking lanes behind them bought a few moments without threat of ground pursuit, but Casper knew a flock of those goddamn doughnut drones would very shortly be hovering over the car, calling him by name and making evasion near impossible. He sped around a corner, and after three blocks, Casper looked around frantically for cameras. None. Drones? Nope. When he saw the entrance to a ramp leading down, without asking anybody, Casper wheeled the sedan hard right into what turned out to be an apartment building's underground parking lot.  

Casper parked right under the security camera. He could see an antenna, so he knew it was wireless and Carlos's network jammer would nix its signal. They were safe for a couple of minutes, but he hadn't thought beyond that.

Darkness. Silence.  

Casper considered exactly how long it would take the Baccha Bay City police to figure out that the stolen Z-class he drove had only gone a few blocks before laying low somewhere. He was pretty sure that he'd been lucky enough to have not crossed any cameras near the ramp down to the parking garage. That meant they'd have to check quite a few camera feeds to figure out he hadn't left the immediate area. That was a computer's job and they were fast, but a human had to tell the computers to do it. That meant if they were going to find him that way then they'd have to want him badly enough to bother trying.  

Shooting a drone pretty much assured that.  

They might already be on their way, Catherine worried, since the drone with a crush on Casper had a good few seconds to eyeball her face before she fried it. It was no secret that G.S.A. Security monitored local enforcement's coms frequencies and human profile recognition systems. Catherine hoped that with the scarf, glasses, and topo-diffusion makeup that she wore, the recognition systems hadn't been able to put a name to her face.  

She hadn't seen the feather-carrying Angry Angel in the front seat before, but she had a pretty good idea who the imp feigning unconsciousness next to her was. If G.S.A. Security had any idea that the Buddha was in this car, then they wouldn't hesitate to send a much meaner drone – one with guns.  

Bonnie also worried that she'd been eyeballed, and it made her chew a spot on the inside of her cheek. She decided to put some cards on the table.  

 “This is one shit railroad.” Bonnie looked over the seat at Catherine's redheaded pallor as she spoke. “I can't go back.” Bonnie was playing the hunch she was pretty sure about – the exploding man from Sherman Square was the underground railroad's conductor, the one person who knew where to take them to begin the next leg of their journey.  

Catherine glared at Bonnie's indiscretion, and wondered if this was all a ploy to get her to expose her own White Sunday network. “I don't know what you're talking about,” she said.

 “He's dead,” Bonnie stated flatly.  

Catherine stared blankly at Bonnie before asking, “Who's dead?”

 “The conductor,” Bonnie said. “The underground railroad conductor. That was him exploding all over Sherman Square. It had to be him because it sure as hell isn't you, and it isn't him,” Bonnie said, gesturing to Alvin with a head nod. “If it was either of you, we wouldn't be driving around out here just trying to stay alive. We'd be on our way and maybe even out of the city by now.”  

Catherine sighed, and then laughed and joined in the indiscretion, “Back in Sherman Square, I thought... I hoped you were the conductor. Now it's quite obvious that you aren't, and I know he isn't.” Catherine nodded at Alvin. She added, “I can't go back, either.”  

Bonnie said, “I've heard that Hope has to do with things that are not at hand.” It was the sort of thing a new Angels recruit would say, but she felt silly saying it.  

Catherine's thin, red lips pursed like she'd tasted something unpleasant. Bonnie thought she'd blown it, but then with a strained and patronizing smile, Catherine said, “Let's stick to Faith in things unseen.”  

Fucking Goddies, Casper thought, I never know what the fuck they're on about.  

 “I'll need a safe FragNet connection,” Catherine said. “Then we'll see what we can do.”

FragNet? She's a gamer? No fucking way, Casper thought.  

Catherine continued, “After that, we'll have to wait somewhere safe. We'll need a couple of hours, maybe.”

 “We need a new car, too,” Bonnie said. She knew a car thief. She turned her head, looked at him, and smiled. C'mon, stoner, help us out. Casper smiled back. He'd already picked out a cool-ass car that he was itching to steal.
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The Colonel in charge of the Ziggurat's primary operations center projected into in the Director's dim office. He was there to report good news.  

 “Before they shot it down, it captured some video. The feed from the Baccha Bay City parking enforcement drone was pretty bad, but we enhanced it.” The Colonel gestured to a still, eight-foot-square, two-dimensional image that hung in mid-air in front of them. He said, “The SunShade veil she's wearing blocks a lot, but in this image we compiled from multi-spectral sources, you can see her pretty clearly.” He pointed to a woman, seated in the passenger seat of a Z-class Lenz sedan. The cap, the SunShade, and the dark sunglasses she wore hid it surprisingly well, but at the left edge of the glasses there was a distinct, dark line leading away from her eye and into her hairline. It was the thin black strap that held an eye patch in place.  

Delvaux recognized his Operator immediately, but said nothing.  

The Colonel continued, “One of my lieutenants noted the same, unidentified woman, here.” The Colonel gestured with his own data-wand, and a second frame appeared, hanging in mid-air, next to the first, as he continued, “She appears in this image, captured from a Sherman Square tourist's mobile device, immediately following an unidentified man's... uh... explosive demise, and immediately preceding a bombing at the Winguard Hotel.”  

Delvaux saw Bonnie in the image, carrying what appeared to be an unconscious child. The little figure's head was turned away from the camera, but Delvaux recognized him immediately as Alvin D. Ellis, the Buddha, and again he said nothing.  

 “There's more.” The Colonel waved his data-wand, and summoned a third closeup image of a woman in a head scarf and dark glasses leaning out a car window, and pointing a gun at the camera, “We're eighty-two percent sure that's Target WS596, a.k.a. Catherine Whitman of White Sunday. She fired an electrically charged projectile, downing the parking enforcement drone that captured these images.”

 “Who is the driver?”

 “That is one Casper Grey, 22 years old, residence unknown. Son of Patricia Alia Wu and Mather Jorge Grey, both deceased... Killed twenty years ago, along with an older brother, in a suspected White Sunday car bombing. The record states the parents were on a Goddie watch list and under class D surveillance due to their involvement in both religion and politics. Grey's profile suggests probable resentment for authority. No previous arrests, but as of twenty minutes ago, he is wanted by Baccha Bay City law enforcement for grand theft auto, reckless driving, evasion, and felonious property damage. We've already added him to the insurgent hotlist because of his new friends.”

 “Yes, Colonel, he appears to be more than a simple car thief, but let's keep that one to ourselves for now. There's no need to overexcite local enforcement,” Delvaux said with a thin smirk. “In their enthusiasm, they might get underfoot, eh Colonel?”  

The Colonel had been a policeman before he joined the Security Services, and he hid the umbrage he took at Delvaux's suggestion, saying only, “Yes, Sir.”  

Delvaux stared at the image of the Z-class Lenz, stopped in the line of cars on Daisy Street, and he knew with certainty that under the car's shiny, racing-green roof, spattered with cleaning fluid and diluted blood, was the Buddha. “How old is this vervloekt image, Colonel?” Delvaux spent his teen years in Amsterdam. It was where he learned to swear, and he often swore in Dutch.

 “Twenty-one minutes, Director Delvaux, Sir.” At hearing this, Delvaux glowered at the Colonel's full-size holographic projection, and the Colonel was glad he wasn't actually in the same room. Delvaux's expression made him think that he might have been slapped or at least poked in the chest with the data-wand.  

Delvaux barked, “Then we've lost them again and this information is barely actionable.” The Colonel said nothing, allowing Delvaux to continue. “And the recurring camera malfunctions?” Delvaux pressed his palm to his forehead, and his eyes were closed while he waited for the Colonel's reply.  

The Colonel was not looking forward to this part. He'd chosen to give the good news first, but it was time for the bad news. “Sir, we have no explanation for the widespread failures in the city's camera network. Insurgent groups have used jammers in the past to create dark patches in our field-of-view, but never anything citywide like this. One of my men has found evidence of similar malfunctions in other, non-G.S.A. systems in the same area. Retail cameras, public transit cameras, and the like. They all seemed to be suffering from inexplicable malfunctions. MUNI 5-7 is working on the issue. The Condor UAV, keeping station at 55,000 feet, is still providing reliable coverage when tasked, and MUNI 5-7 is using it to scan the city for the vehicle from Daisy Street that was driven by Grey.”

 “Do we have any idea where they are now?”

 “No, Sir.”

 “Thank you, Colonel. You are dismissed” The Colonel had been expecting more of an ass-chewing, but if Delvaux wanted to dismiss him instead, that was fine with him. In the Ops Center, the Colonel slapped a holo-scanner tracking module hanging on his belt, and his ghostly image disappeared from Delvaux's office.

Delvaux didn't know what Operator Bonnie Levi-Mei was playing at. She had the Buddha, he thought. They're together in Sherman Square in the tourist's image so why the hell isn't she bringing him in? Why isn't she bringing the Buddha to me as she was ordered? Delvaux briefly considered that he might have lost yet another Operator. The Buddha might have already turned Operator 388 against him. Was Bonnie Levi-Mei already a haan eter Goddie insurgent? This was more embarrassing than he could bear. At least, he thought, it should be easy to clean up.

 “MUNI 5-7,”

 “Yes, Director Delvaux,” the disembodied AI voice said from nowhere and everywhere.

“List Operator, excuse me... former Operator Bonnie Levi-Mei as a traitor. She has chosen to ally with the insurgents. Place her at the top of the Most Wanted Blacklist... Shoot On Sight.”
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Casper thought he'd chosen well. The beastly Baalz, Davy Crockett edition Trailblazer had a heavy frame, high-impact cages over the tinted windows, a light-absorbent, badass, matte black coating, and a circular sunroof that was really a hatch more appropriate to a combat vehicle. The Baalz SUV was a German design, but they'd made it to market to wealthy, ethanol-burning American corporate executives, who lusted to go off-road, and maybe, if they were lucky, crush something furry and cute.  

In an age of fuel-saving, lightweight alloys and compact design, it was stubbornly wide and heavy. This one had several enhancements from the Davy Crockett options package, that were designed to turn any vegetation-choked terrain it faced into dirt roads with only some minor weeds and stumps remaining to challenge the lesser cars that followed it. “If you were driving behind a beastly Baalz Trailblazer,” the slogan went, “then you were never off-road.”  

Half the SUV's on the road tried to imitate the beastly Baalz. There were a million matte black, cage-windowed SUVs in Baccha Bay City so Casper didn't think it was as inconspicuous as Catherine had complained. Alvin dug it. Bonnie hadn't said a word about his Baalz, and Casper didn't know why that disappointed him. He was behind the wheel of a Baalz Trailblazer; why should he care what anyone thought?  

Catherine Whitman said she needed a place they could connect to FragNet, then kill a couple hours. She said it had to be a discrete place, and Casper knew a perfect one.  

Mrs. Murphy's Chinese Theater had risen from the inferno that consumed it a decade ago. They'd rebuilt on the same lot, and transformed from conventional indoor porno theater and sex emporium to narrow, open-air, drive-in theater showing porn on three, five-story, AniLux coated brick walls, while the admission-paying prostitutes solicited kino-lovers in their parked vehicles.  

Mrs. Murphy's Chinese Theater hadn't been run by a Murphy for thirty years, and it never had anything Chinese about it. Thai, yes. Korean, yes. Polish, sure. Nigerian Minnesotans, you betcha'!  

The owners had stretched two layers of foil laced, orange plastic, construction-safety netting over the whole parking lot to protect the clientèle and the sex-workers from prying electronic eyes as well as the occasional brick thrown from the rooftops of adjoining buildings or grenade tossed from the street. The wrath of Goddies was everywhere, even outside Mrs. Murphy's Chinese Theater.  

The front was protected by a thick, metal-plated brick wall with a sliding, green-painted, metal door, operated by a hand cranked, geared chain and pulley system. Over the wall, Bonnie could see Hi-5's top half doing, either a very repetitive bit of choreography or, more likely, another celebrity. She was walking blasphemy and very few Morituri Catholic insurgents were capable of watching her without looking visibly nauseated. Bonnie liked that. It was useful.

Casper pulled the Baalz across the sidewalk with the SUV's nose inches from the sliding door while a turgid-veined, over-muscled bouncer turned a five-foot diameter wheel. Amidst the sound of engaging cogs and ungreased chains, the crudely welded, metal door slid to the right to let them enter as three additional, steroid-pumped bouncers watched a car they genuinely coveted pull into their domain. “That's the Baalz, bra,” a light-skinned, jerry-curled Hercules remarked to his bouncer coworker.  

 “It sure is, bra. That Baalz is beefed-up Bad-Ass like Automotive At-las,” agreed an equally herculean, dark-skinned bouncer.

Inside Mrs. Murphy's, the parking spaces were in rows of five, with yards of space between them, and lanes on either side. Casper parked the Baalz on the outside edge of the third row from the door, in an extra-large space where a limo had just pulled out. The working girls, boys, and thirds were already beginning to display themselves for the newcomers, parading around the vehicle in a circle while displaying whatever they thought might sell. Casper advised, “Keep the windows up unless you feel like... uh...”

 “Gettin' some?” Alvin said. To Alvin, who was relatively sure he was going to die, if not today then tomorrow, it seemed like a fine idea, but he doubted Bonnie and Catherine would let him out if their sight. He asked anyway, just to be sure. “You guys mind if I stretch my legs?”  

 “Nobody's going anywhere,” Catherine replied, patting the pink pistol in her lap. Alvin, looking at the pink gun couldn't restrain a snicker. Nodding towards the obvious symbol in her lap, he asked, “Do you know who Sigmund Freud is, nice lady?”

 “You're lucky my stun-pen is out of juice, Mr. Buddha.” She smiled her thin-lipped smile at him, and Alvin was sure that if she knew him by that name then he wasn't going anywhere. He reached down with both hands to unzip his pants, “Well, if you need some juice, then I've got an stun-pen for y-”

 “Okay,” Bonnie interrupted, “FragNet? You said you needed to connect to FragNet?”  

Catherine was suddenly distracted, staring at the right hand, AniLux wall, where a naked, buxom Japanese woman stood in front of a mirror having an argument with a second manifestation of her own face that, thanks to special effects, had replaced her entire pubic region. It berated her until she contorted and gave it a kiss. Catherine wished Alvin hadn't mentioned Freud. “What? Yes, I'll need a mobile device... and I don't have a headset either.”  

 “The car's got a gaming link,” Casper enthusiastically chimed, “We can hook up to FragNet, and project on the windshield if you don't mind 2D, but...” Casper remembered that, with the network jammer working to dampen the Baalz' anti-theft beacon, the car's network link wouldn't work. He wanted to keep the existence of Carlos's jammer to himself, but he'd already said too much.  

 “But what? What's the problem?” Bonnie asked, sensing more than just gamer snobbery about 2D fragging. “Did you rip the gaming link out along with the anti-theft beacon?”  

Casper decided these folks weren't about to turn him in. “Well, I didn't exactly rip out the beacon.” he admitted, “I don't know the Baalz systems that well, and I didn't want to rip out the wrong shit and kill the car so...”

 “Oh my, please, Ms. Aziz,” Catherine said, “Tell me this ridiculous parody of a car hasn't been squawking our location over the network for the last half hour. Exactly how many cars have you stolen successfully?”

 “It's cool, it's cool... we're cool,” Casper said, reaching for the tactical-flavored, black man-purse shoulder bag he still wore, “because I've been jamming with this baby.” He flipped the flap back and withdrew an eight inch square, two inch deep, black metal box, and he was happy to see that its single, green LED was blinking. It was blinking annoyingly slow, but it was blinking, indicating that the network jammer was still operating. He held it up for them to admire, and their reactions were even more non-plussed than his own when Otis had introduced it to him hours ago. Casper felt like that must have happened a week ago, at least.  

Catherine asked, “And that is...”  

 “It's an adaptive jammer,” Casper said with pride. They didn't look impressed. Casper remembered how Otis had described it and tried explaining it that way, “This here is one frequency scannin', real-time packet decoding, signals cancellation mutherfucker.” The LED blinked slowly, and they all stared blankly at him.  

 “And that means what, exactly?” Bonnie asked, even though she actually had some idea what he'd said.  

Casper said it plainly. “It blocks outgoing signals, signals like anti-theft beacons... and the network gaming link in this car, so we can't connect to FragNet.”

 “So, we can't connect to FragNet next to that thing, and if we turn it off the cops find us,” Catherine said. From the displeasure in her voice, it was obvious that she understood the problem.  

Alvin didn't care; he was busy staring at hookers.  

Bonnie looked at the jammer with a knit brow. She was trying to figure out who's it really was. It was obviously a piece of custom hardware, but Casper didn't seem the type to stay up late soldering, testing, and foregoing the sex and drugs that people who did this kind of work never had time for. “Last time I checked, car thieves had crash-spoofers, jump-boards, or maybe a Locko Loco decoder,” Bonnie said. Casper smiled, reached into his pocket, and held up the cigarette-pack-sized Locko Loco that he'd used to open the door on the Lenz and the Baalz, but Bonnie wasn't finished worrying. “Isn't this jammer a little, I dunno,” she paused before continuing, “...hardcore for you?”  

Casper wanted Bonnie to take him for hardcore, and the fact that she didn't stung a little. “I'm hardcore,” he protested, “I'm hardcore like a gang war.” At least that made her laugh.  

 “Excuse me,” Bonnie restated with more specificity, “Isn't that a little hardcore Geek for you?”

 “Oh... Yeah... Well, I didn't make it. A friend did.” Casper's admission elicited glances of unspoken concern between Bonnie and Catherine. “Don't worry,” he said, “this is some quality gear.”  

 “How do you know,” Catherine asked, “that there isn't a tracker in it?” She was suspicious of all electronics because if you couldn't see what was going on inside, then just holding it in your hand was an act of blind trust. Catherine wasn't too big on blind trust.  

Casper didn't want to tell them Carlos made it, so he only said, “'Cause trackers are just not my friend's style... really... trust me on that one. He's really into privacy, 'ya know?”  

Alvin laughed and said, “Everything contains its opposite, kid.”  

 “The guy who made this.... he's... he's not like that. He's a hacker; he sells privacy. He wouldn't do anything like that.”  

Alvin laughed louder, and looking Casper between the eyes suggested, “Imagine a coin, kid. Privacy is one side of the coin, and Snoopin' in other peoples business is on the other side. The coin itself is called Secrets, and your friend is into Secrets, see. Protecting 'em, knowing 'em, it don't matter. You're just seeing one side of the coin.”  

Alvin looked out the window at the circle of service workers, and stared straight through a pair of purple-nippled breasts being pressed against the Baalz's caged window. His eyes looked focused on something far away, something far beyond the girl outside the Baalz's tinted glass, and he added, “Shit, I don't know... don't listen to me, kid, I don't know shit.”  

Fuckin' Goddies, Casper thought. Even they don't know what they're talkin about.  

 “There's no point in worrying about it,” Bonnie reasoned. “Until we can get a very old car, something we know is clean, we need that jammer or this stupid stolen SUV is gonna drop a dime on us over the network and bitch to the cops about being stolen.”  

Casper trusted the jammer, he trusted Otis, and he was sick of all this paranoid crap. “Hey,” he offered, “me and the jammer would be happy to take a walk,” adding, “I got plenty of other places to hide out.”

 “No, Casper Grey,” Bonnie said, “you really don't. Really. I'd give you ten, maybe twelve blocks, walking the streets before they'd be on you. Any more than that, and it's because they think you're one of us, and they're waiting to see who you lead 'em to.”

 “And,” Catherine said flatly, “if you think we'd let you walk, you're dumber than you look.”

Casper looked insulted, and said, “What, like I'm gonna snitch on you guys? No fuckin' way, not my style.”

 “It's not hard to imagine,” Catherine said, “that a kid like you would be eager to trade a few insurgents to local enforcement, for the shiny promise of dropped grand theft auto charges and a second chance. You're staying with us, Casper Grey.” Catherine added some butter, “Besides, your skill set is quite useful. We might even be able to give you a job.”  

Casper didn't want whatever job they had. He just wanted to go home and have a bong hit. He sighed and looked away, towards the main AniLux wall where Hi-5 and an unlicensed recreation of Ron the Hedgehog double-teamed a nurse who was delivering a pizza.  

Casper remembered the jade bowl. He put his hands in his jacket pockets. His left hand found the bowl, and his right hand found a lighter. He thought, Fuck, yeah.  

 “FragNet,” Bonnie said, “Let's stay on track.”  

Casper withdrew both hands at the same time, and before anyone could say anything he had a lit bowl at his lips, and he inhaled. There were vaporized trichomes and smoke in his lungs, and almost instantaneously the cannabinoids were in his blood, and in his brain and... It Was Good. What are they gonna do, he thought, holding the smoke in, shoot me?  

Alvin forgot the faraway place he'd been staring at when he saw Casper light up, and then Casper heard Alvin's voice speak a decidedly out-of-place, reassuringly familiar phrase, “Hey, Casper... can I get a hit or two off that bad boy?”  
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 “This game rocks.” Casper crouched behind a low wall in front of a dirt road that ran through a cinderblock town, and listened to small-arms fire and exploding grenades.  

Most of the buildings were perforated with large holes or were missing walls, and Casper could see figures materializing inside. One second there was nothing, and then, instantly, there was a squad of men in rags, loaded-up with combat gear.  

Pickup trucks with tripod-mounted heavy weapons in their beds passed in groups of three.  

Most of the men carried AKs, and were dressed like caricatures of third world militia. Some of them hefted rocket propelled grenade launchers and ran with cloth bags on their backs, full of bulbous-tipped ammo. Casper watched one fall to a sniper's bullet from nowhere. There was another body beside him, and in death they assumed the same pose. Exactly the same. Identical. Looking closer, Casper saw that their outfits were identical too, before one of them slowly sank, passing through the dusty ground, and left no trace that he had ever been. They only made it twenty yards from where they spawned before getting fragged. Spawn-killing is so cheesy, Casper thought, making a note to avoid the path those two had chosen.  

He heard Catherine's voice from outside the game, and it sounded like she was all business. “Where are you?” she asked.  

Catherine couldn't see the game because Casper was wearing the only working headset that Atanaas the pimp had in his van. They struck a deal to rent his van and gaming rig for the same hourly rate as he charged for the girls, although he'd been a little more reluctant to rent out his gaming rig to strangers than he was to rent out the girls. It was obvious which the frag-loving pimp was more attached to, but money was money, and since they paid well, Atanaas had left Casper and Catherine alone in his van with his gear for twenty minutes.  

 “Tell me what you see,” Catherine demanded.  

Casper was driving the pimp's FragNet rig because Catherine couldn't hold a real pistol and a simulated Kalashnikov at the same time and she didn't trust Casper not to run. “I'm outside Spawn,” Casper said.  

An unmarked attack helicopter flew three hundred yards in front of Casper's position, and hovered low, chewing away at an unseen position with its turret-mounted chain-gun until it loitered too low for too long, and took heavy weapons fire. Smoking and spinning uncontrollably, it dipped below the buildings, and a fireball followed by dense black smoke marked the spot where it crashed. Near the pillar of smoke Casper could see the blue, partially collapsed dome of a mosque and its sole minaret.

 “Can you see the mosque?” Catherine asked.  

 “Yeah, I see the mosque. It's ahead a little over three hundred yards ahead, on my two o'clock.” A glowing chevron with the words, 'Objective A - 312 yards' hung over the mosque.  

 “Avoid the mosque,” Catherine advised, adding, “We don't have time to wait for you to respawn if you get fragged.” The sound of the weapons chatter, and the excitement beckoned to Casper, and he crossed the street in the direction of the mosque anyway, since he knew Catherine couldn't see. “Go left,” she advised, “Avoid the main battle. Tell me when you can see the West edge of town.”

 “Wilco,” Casper acknowledged, some disappointment evident in his voice. Casper loved historical first-person-shooters, and he'd never even heard of this one. “What's this one called again?”

 “Surge.”

 “Is this supposed to be Iraq 3, the corporate contractor war?” he asked. Catherine didn't bother to answer.  

He crossed two more blown-to-crap blocks. The models were a little crude, but this was a homebrew mod running on an old game engine, and for homebrew it was Sweet. There were a few other AK toting figures on this block just camping, waiting for someone to walk into their sights. Casper jogged across another open street, and dust kicked up around his feet as faraway, newbie snipers wasted ammunition. He crossed through one of the larger buildings to the next block. Then he saw movement across the street. Contractors.  

They were wearing vintage body-armor and had expensive, American-made Barret rifles. The Contractors were ducking in and out of cover, moving up, in two by two cover formation. A black-clad, helmeted figure poked his rifle over a half-wall trying to get a bead on something, anything. Casper guessed he hadn't gotten a kill yet, and was eager enough to do some stupid shit to get one.  

Through the swiss-cheese wall Casper could see an entire squad unwisely forming up behind the over-eager player. An insurgent's RPK machine gun opened up from a window directly above Casper's position. Casper flattened himself to the dirt, and crawled to the thickest, least shot-to-shit piece of wall he saw. He couldn't resist a peek; there might be an easy frag.  

The RPK had the entire squad of Contractors pinned across the street. The insurgent machine gunner above fired burst after burst, and Casper watched perfectly shiny cartridge casings fall in front of him and disappear after they bounced off the dirt like it was concrete.  

Casper knew the RPK's suppressive fire didn't have the same tactical effect in the gameworld as it did in the real world, and that if he chose this moment to run, then the Contractors would still pop up and try to score a frag. It was just too tempting to resist when the only penalty to getting shot was simply respawning in the rear of the battle with a slightly degraded K:D – kill to death ratio.  

Casper was in a hurry; he didn't have that luxury.  

 “Are you there yet?” he heard Catherine ask.  

 “Almost,” Casper lied. Every time the RPK gunner paused, one of the Contractors would decide that the insurgent's ammo drum was empty and that this was the chance to frag the machine gunner. They died like that, one by one. Casper thought they were all dead, so he ran flat out across the street, but when he did, the last, unseen Contractor couldn't resist trying to cap him with wild auto-fire from his Barrett.  

Casper tossed a 'nade, and managed to steal a frag from the RPK gunner, whose bullets were already tearing the Contractor's body armor to shreds when Casper's grenade detonated. It was larcenous, but shit, man, Casper thought, I gotta get at least one.

He ran flat out, down a narrow space between buildings, and then down a short hill. He was clear of the town. There was nothing but identical shrubs and boulders in the open terrain. It was bordered by cliffs too steep to allow player ascent. “Okay, I'm there.”

 “Finally,” Catherine said. “Okay, Ms. Aziz, see the tunnel set into the cliffs? Go through, and tell me when you're on the other side.”  

Casper ran. When he emerged on the other side of the tunnel, in another section of the map, he saw fields, a dry riverbed that was really just a ditch, and huts, lots of mud huts. A smaller, grayed-out chevron hovered over the huts and named them, 'Objective E'.  

There was no movement, save a goat tied to a post that repeated the same grass-eating animation every ten seconds or so. Casper shot it and got credit for a second frag. He laughed at that. “I'm outside a village. I shot the goat.”  

Catherine rolled her eyes. Everyone shoots the fucking goat. “See the bridge over the ditch? Go to the middle, and tell me when you get there.”  

 “Yeah, I see it,” The bridge was a curved Asian design, and looked like it should be in Japan instead of Iraq. Casper recognized it as a model borrowed from another game about ninjas. “I'm there.”

 “Okay, listen carefully because you have to do this right, or the game server will drop you and ban you,” Catherine warned him, before giving him an undocumented sequence of commands.

Thousands had played this homebrew mod, but only a few knew the real reason why it existed.  

 “Drop your primary weapon,” she instructed, and Casper watched his rifle fall to the wooden bridge, without any bouncing, and stick like glue.  

Sloppy code, he thought.  

 “Good,” Catherine said, “Now drop your secondary weapon,”  

Casper watched his sidearm fall beside the rifle, and stick to the bridge.  

 “Good, now throw an HE grenade at your feet, and crouch before it detonates.”

 “Really?”

 “Really. Do it quickly,” Catherine commanded.  

Casper threw the grenade straight at his feet, and it stuck to the ground in the same surreal manner as the guns. Casper crouched over the grenade, just before it detonated with a bright flash and boom. His view was now from the ground. “I'm dead.” he said, disappointed.  

 “Wait,” Catherine advised.  

He couldn't do anything but wait, and then the ground rose up, and Casper sank into it just like every dead body did in this gameworld.

There was darkness everywhere below him. Nothing. He was falling into Nothing. Casper looked up and saw an utterly unobstructed view of the gameworld. He could see the far off battle for the mosque and the explosions and the tiny bodies. They were far away, but he could still make out hundreds of them, pressed against the ground in what appeared to be less than ten distinct death poses.  

They were sinking into the ground, too, but the bodies from the battle stopped and hung in mid-air after a descent of only twenty or thirty feet. They hovered there in a sort of limbo and collected in what would have been great piles had they not been overlapping and occupying the same space. After about a minute, each fallen body blinked out of existence, but there were always more dead falling slowly to limbo before vanishing.  

Casper fell far beyond them into the blackness at the speed of a parachuting man. As he got further from the surface, the sky disappeared from view first, then the buildings were gone. Then the living were gone and the hovering dead, too.  

He was alone in the black. Without any point of reference, there was no longer any sense of motion. Casper felt inexplicable trepidation and a lump in his throat. It's just a game, he told himself silently, but the symbolism of his otherworldly descent into Nothing had an effect on Casper. He shuddered and then twitched involuntarily when he heard Catherine's voice ask, “Do you see it yet?”

 “See... see what?” Casper was embarrassed at how shaky, how uncertain his voice was. He would have been more embarrassed if he'd seen Catherine smiling her thin-lipped grin because she knew exactly where Casper was, and she had a good idea why his voice shook.

He thought he saw something, then it was gone, making him doubt his vision.  

It was there, he was sure now, an almost imperceptible glint. It became a solid dot of light, then it became a shape. His eyes held it tightly, grateful for its form in the void. It grew larger, and as it did, his eyes were able to define it. Casper was falling slower now, and falling, he could see, towards a church.  

It was plain, made of wood, and its surface appeared weathered and worn. The texture of the crackled paint was more sophisticated than everything in the gameworld above it. In the crude Iraq 3 Surge gameworld, the basic texture patterns had been simply tiled over the buildings and the landscape, and the edges were blended by the software to hide them. Here, there was only one building, and Casper could see that great care had been taken in its modeling and texture.  

It demanded, not only understanding, but also a sense of poetry, to create an algorithm that successfully generated a pattern capable of passing, even for a moment, as the wabisabi, weather-crackled paint of an old New England church. An algorithm capable of creating the illusion of reality's seemingly random pattern, a mathematical order that can produce a sense of Wu Li, a pattern of organic energy, the order of chaos, is a rare thing, indeed. Discerning human eyes, steeped for many years in the weirdness and wonder of the world's unpredictable nature, cannot explain this random order, but they know it when they see it, and they know it can't be easily faked.  

Casper felt the poetry of it, and he thought, Serious Kung Fu.  

As Casper settled to the ground softly and silently, he found that he was still crouched on one knee, just as he had been as the grenade exploded. The church was beautiful, entirely inexplicable, yet simultaneously, paradoxically undeniable. Rising to his feet, Casper responded with a singular utterance that described the experience of its apprehension with more completeness and verity than most theologians had ever managed when describing anything of that nature. “Awesome,” he said out loud, “Fucking Awesome.”

Catherine could sense what Casper felt, and she noted that she'd never really felt it herself. There was envy in her heart. “Well,” her voice prodded him. “What the hell are you waiting for? Go inside, you idiot.”  

Casper walked forward and reached for the handles of the two wood doors, both covered in the marvelous crackled paint that reminded Casper of crashing waves, authentically broken-in bluejeans, and the shapes of sand dunes, all at once.  

He cast the doors open without any fear, and inside was a modest church interior bathed in streaming sunlight that poured through narrow, tall windows. Casper wondered why the light had not been visible from outside the building. There was an altar and a pulpit, as he expected. There were rows of pews, and the grain of their oiled wood shone in the sun with such complexity and depth that Casper's eyes actually focused an inch inside them. When he reached out to touch the curved back of a pew, he was surprised when his hand made contact with the wood before he expected to. “It isn't real,” Casper told himself, “It's a game.”  

 “Players make a game real,” said an unnoticed man in black. He sat in a pew in the second row, with his back turned to Casper, who suddenly realized that he'd spoken his thoughts aloud.

 “Who are you talking to? Is he there?” Catherine demanded. “Give me that.”  

She ripped the headset from Casper's eyes and ears, and, like he'd been cruelly woken from a dream, he was back in the pimp's van, shaken both by the abrupt rudeness of the transition and the sorrow he felt at being ripped from that sublime place.  

Catherine held the headset to the side of her head, and experienced the gameworld with one eye and one ear. This way, as she spoke to the man in black, she could keep an eye on Casper. Catherine spoke like she was ordering a pizza, and said, “We are lost sheep, one is white, two are gray, one is... wild.”  

Casper couldn't hear the man in black respond, and he didn't like only hearing one side of a conversation, so he ignored it. He already missed the strange, hidden piece of the gameworld that he'd been torn from, and he reached for the jade bowl in his pocket, tapping the ash out on the floor of the pimp's van. Casper slid a piece of the pipe's bottom aside, along carefully carved grooves, to reveal a storage cache. He loaded a freshie and quickly lit it.  

 “Mrs. Murphy's Chinese Theater,” Casper heard Catherine say as he exhaled, and filled the van with a better smell than it had. “Thank you, we are grateful,” Catherine said to the unseen. She cut the connection to the FragNet server and glared at the baked car thief with all the hatred she harbored for the unjust god who had never reached out to her like she thought He had just reached out to Casper.
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Two motorcycles rode in front of the limousine, and two kept guard in the rear. It was more security than was strictly necessary for a casual drive between the Reverse Cowgirl Club and the Baccha Bay City Georges Hotel, but the occupant of the limo had lived by the Rule of Overkill for years, and she wasn't just concerned with security. A PornoPop megastar had image to consider, and the bikes Looked Good.  

The limousine was a piece of class itself, and its vintage, Bentley body had been augmented with a perfectly matching, custom-built extension to accommodate the dramatically increased length of the contemporary, extra-stretch frame underneath. It comfortably seated a driver and a bodyguard up front, and a party of twelve easily fit in the rear with room to get funky. The limo's windows were the very soul of discretion and privacy and had been treated to withstand probing EM imaging bursts from anything less powerful than the main radar of a small warship.  

As this flagship of glamor cruised down the avenues of Baccha Bay City, it flew twin flags over the headlights. On each flag was a pair of gold breasts. Hi-5's breasts. Tits, baby! You love 'em, I love 'em, and I'm so glad I've got 'em! Everyone knew the song. Everybody knew the flags. Everybody knew her tits, and Everybody knew Hi-5.  

Inside the limousine, speaking on a triple quantum encryption coms system sweet enough to make an NSA tech weep with joy, was the Queen, the King, the very Thing herself. She needed all the encryption because she was on the phone with Very Bad People, who paid Very Good Money. Hi-5 didn't do it for the money, of course. She did it to be Bad.  

Since everything was allowed these days, most rock stars just didn't have any Edge. In the Global Secular Alliance's ultra-permissive world, even being the pioneer of PornoPop wasn't Wrong enough to be Right. Rock was about Rebellion, and without it the shit just went flat. You had to work hard to be a Rebel these days.  

Hi-5 was down and dirty Spy-5 at the right times, but today she was workin' for the Goddies. Her Hi-ness was on the encrypted phone talkin about,



 “Pickin' up some Poor Little Lambs,  

Hi-5 is smugglin' a Christmas Ham,  

For Morituri Friar William.  

If G.S.A. don't like it, 5 don't give a goddamn!  

'Cause Hi-5 won't be held back like a dam holds Water.  

If you don't think she should, then she bloody well Oughta.  

'Cause the gods of Rock don't want to see no Nice guy, play-along Fool,  

They'd rather see a hot bitch piss in the Pool.  

While standin' grand, bitch, 'n grandstandin'.  

Hi-5 will break any Rule.  

Hottest bitch with a glock and a Tool!”



Listening to Hi-5's irrepressible flow, on the other end of the triple quantum encryption of her diction, was the Morituri terrorist Friar William, who was not a fan. When she finished her impromptu song, he set down the handset of his own triple-Q encryption station with relief.  

He hated talking to her.  

He couldn't stand Hi-5, but he knew she'd bring him what he wanted, and what Friar William wanted was the Buddha. It had been a long day. Friar William hoped that killing Hi-5, and then the Buddha, was going to make him feel a lot better.
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 “They're sending someone,” Catherine reported to the other lost lambs in the Baalz. “An independent contractor is going to take us where our conductor was supposed to, if the underground railroad hadn't gotten derailed.”

 “When?” Bonnie asked, knowing full well the answer she'd get.  

 “When he gets here, of course,” Catherine said, explaining, “It'll take at least a couple of calls to intermediaries. White Sunday and the Morituri aren't the closest of friends. We're Protestants and they're Catholics, but we paid good money for the ticket, as I'm sure your people did.”

My people, Bonnie thought grimly, remembering that even G.S.A. were convinced she was a bad guy.  

The video game was fun, but Casper was sure he'd had enough of this cross and dagger bullshit. He thought he'd rather try his luck dodging the Baccha Bay City police than go any deeper down the fucked-up rabbit hole he'd fallen into back in Sherman Square. Otis will be pissed about the Z-class, he thought, but I can boost another, no sweat. Maybe even on the way home. “Someone's coming to get you,” he said. “Does that mean I can go now?”  

Alvin laughed. “Sweet kid,” he said to Bonnie, adding, “I remember being young and naive like that.” Then Alvin looked Casper between the eyes again and said with a tone of regret, “Kid, you don't get off this fucked-up ride that easy. Once you're on it, you're on for the duration.”  

Casper wondered just how far he could stretch the bag of Blue Dream in his pocket.  

The parade of tits and ass circling their Baalz had thinned considerably, but a new Brazilian girl had just arrived. Her outfit was Brazilian, anyway. Alvin turned and looked closely. Yeah, no Adam's apple, he noted. She'd been wearing the same Carnivale headdress for months, and the feathers were ragged. Alvin thought he knew how they felt.  

Casper didn't get Alvin, and asked, “What about you, man? If you don't wanna be here then how co-”  

Alvin cut him off, “I'm whatcha' call a wanted man.”  

 “Who... cops? G.S.A.?”

 “Shit, man,” Alvin sighed, “G.S.A., Goddies... they all want a piece of me.”

 “What did you do, man?”

 “Nothing, that's what I did, and Nothing is a hard thing to understand, okay? G.S.A. n' Goddies both treat anything they don't understand as a threat, so apparently I'm one big-ass threat to everyone. Whoever gets hold of me will probably torture me, and then put a bullet in my big, fulla-Nothing head. Suxors, huh?”

 “Suxors,” Casper agreed. He offered the only solution he had, “You wanna get stoned, man?”  

A limousine pulled up on the Baalz right side, dwarfing it. It sat next to them, blocking the theater's outside lane, and one of the six reflective windows of the passenger compartment's left side lowered itself an inch, closed again, and repeated the sequence three times.  

 “Give it a rest, Smokey,” Catherine said, “our ride is here.”

Casper, Bonnie, Catherine, and Alvin passed from the beastly Baalz to the modded Bentley limousine, partially concealed by the opened doors of both cars. When they entered the Bentley's regally appointed interior, they were stunned and speechless. There was a celebrity within its velvet upholstered sanctum.  

Hi-5 pointed to the PornoPop video image of herself, currently on the five-story AniLux wall in the front of the drive-in theater, and asked them a simple question. “Does that wall make my ass look big?” At first, none of them replied. “Well, speak up, Bitches,” Hi-5 commanded. “Does that wall make my Ass look Big?”  

Only Casper knew the answer to Hi-5's question, “Hell, yeah, your Ass looks Big,” he said, “Hi-5 is the biggest-ass bitch with Big Ass!” Then Alvin, Bonnie, and Catherine sat in utter amazement, as Hi-5 and Casper recited in unison from one of her earlier hits.  



Hi-5 is the biggest-ass bitch with big ass.

If your rod goes and gives big ass a pass,  

Then you're hatter-mad. (crazy, baby)

Hi-fiver has nal-gas con culo calidad,

Her ass is roentgen hot n' pumpin rads!



Hi-5 grinned at Casper, but when she turned to the other newcomers in the rolling palace of her Hi-ness, she wore a sterner face, asking, “And what have you three been up to that was so important you had no time for the finer things?” They were speechless. Hi-5 laughed and said, “I bet y'all were blowin' some shit up, weren't ya'. Crazy Goddie mofos. Let's roll, Coco.”  

The last suggestion was directed to the limo's unseen driver, and the Bentley mod rolled away from the Baalz, made one lap of Mrs. Murphy's drive-in and exited through the sliding metal front door. It pulled out to the Baccha Bay City streets and picked up speed quickly.  

 “I'm a big fan, Ms. 5,” Casper admitted, “Your video with that, um... jiggly plus model made a real impression on me earlier today.”

 “Jiggly plus model... jiggly plus model... Was it a brunette?” He nodded. “Oh, I did her in, '5 Forces Models',” the megastar explained. “That video still gets a lot of play.” She smiled, and as Hi-5 opened the door to a storage compartment on her left, she said, “Call me your Hi-ness.”  

The compartment was stocked with all manner of intoxicants. There were all the contemporary favorites, but also the less fashionable oldies but goodies. Like liquor.  

Catherine smiled with genuine warmth at the crystal decanter she saw; her heart told her was full of Scotch. Catherine's expectations were high, and she wasn't disappointed when Hi-5 read her gaze, and handed her a Swedish crystal highball with four fingers of the finest Catherine had ever tasted. It left a trail of warmth that ran down Catherine's dry throat to her core where she was happy. Catherine gave up worrying about the enormous indiscretion she imagined it was to send a celebrity in a custom modded limousine to fetch fugitives.  

Bonnie declined intoxicants like a good Angels recruit, and Hi-5 suggested that she must be a, “very Angry Angel, indeed!”  

Hi-5 looked Casper up and down, trying to guess his poison, but she could already smell it. “For my biggest fan,” Hi-5 said, handing him a bundle of conical joints, rolled on a scale that ignored the dramatic potency of 21st century, first-world cannabis. They were two kinds, one rolled in blue translucent cellulose, the other gold. “One is Indica, and the other is Sativa. You can guess which is which or just smoke both kinds, baby.”  

She turned to Alvin, and scrutinized him for a clue as to what his favorite might be. “Hmmm, what is your favorite, I wonder? Don't you dare say 'Nothing' because my Hi-Eye can see that's not the Truth... Oh, yes, silly me, yes, of course...” Hi-5 piled a little of everything she had into a silver cigarette box. “Pills and powders, buds and hashes...” She handed the box to him, with a twelve-ounce bottle of tequila, reciting the punchline to a very old joke. “And then the Buddha says to the hot-dog vendor, 'Make me one with Everything'”  

Alvin always liked that joke, and he smiled at her and accepted the silver box, even though he knew Hi-5 wasn't there to rescue him, but to escort him to his probable doom.  

“Who are you, Mr. Buddha?” She asked quietly, looking at Alvin. “I've heard this, and I've heard that, but I'd like to hear it from the source since... well,” Hi-5 paused, before finishing in a respectful but matter-of-fact tone. “I have a feeling this might be the last chance.”  

Hi-5 lit her own brand of cigarette. It sported a licensed image of her breasts, and was more expensive than anything else in her cabinet of neuromance. Crossing her legs, she put her chin in her hand, and stared at Alvin. He stared back for a prolonged moment, then swigged from the bottle, popped a random pill without even looking at it, lit an absurdly large conical joint, and began to speak.

 “My name is Alvin,” he said, “and everyone calls me The Buddha, but I'm Nobody. I'm just fucking Alvin.  

 “The whole Buddha thing was just a gig, 'ya know? A gig, a role, an act. I was just being who they wanted me to be. I never hurt anybody, but... but they're all dead... 'cause of me. You ever hear the expression, 'guns don't kill people, people kill people'? Maybe you agree with it, maybe you don't, but... I'm as guilty as the gun.” Alvin realized it wasn't just Hi-5 listening. They all were. Well, if you folks want a story about the Buddha, he thought, I've got one.

The Bentley mod passed a shopping mall, and teenagers loitered near the glowing, twin eighteen-foot columns that marked the entrance to the consumer temple. Alvin stared out the window with a look in his eyes that Casper recognized from the drive-in, when he'd told Casper not to listen after talking about the Sides and the Coin and Carlos.  

 “See those kids by the mall? I was them once. You guys probably thought I was born in the circus or something, but I had a mother and a father, and all that normal growing up and going to the mall shit. I went to school. Went to college. Financial products. I sold fucking financial products. I even had a wife. Seems like someone else's life now, like I'm invading someone else's privacy, even remembering. All that ended. Just like that.  

 “Currency crisis. No more jobs. All the money was worthless. All the debts got called, and like everyone else, all the shit I owned was on credit, and I didn't really own it. The banks owned it and they took it back. The house, the car... They didn't take the wife, she just disappeared on her own. So I was out on the street with the people I'd sold shit financials to, and all I had was a newly enhanced sense of irony. The currency changed from the dollar to the Amero. I didn't have any of those, either.

 “They had these vagrancy laws then, back when they had the money to jail people for being shit-poor. They'd always let you go before the sentence was up, though. The last time they let me go, I took my fifty Amero and got a train across the river to Grand Central Station. Nice warm steam vents behind the bushes near those midtown corporate buildings... If you were small enough to fit over 'em. Fuckers had heat to spare, 'ya know? Good falafel in midtown, too.  

 “I used to snatch bags from people who were looking up at the schedules in the station, and I'd get away clean, running through the crowds, since, 'ya know, being so small, they couldn't see me through all the people, once I got like ten feet away from 'em. People were always running to catch trains, and once I had the bag, I looked like everyone else. Well, sorta.  

 “I remember the kid I stole the bag from. The one that had all the books. I was hoping for money or electronics or maybe a sweater, but all that skinny college kid had in his bag was paperback books. I never bothered to try and sell 'em. You can't make shit selling books on the street. And some cop would always fuck you up if you tried to lay 'em out on the sidewalk. After the city ran out of money, they wouldn't bother arresting you. They'd just beat your ass so you'd remember not to come back and make that neighborhood look bad by being poor there.

 “So I'm hiding out on the steam vents, behind the bushes, up on this ledge like ten feet above the sidewalk, with books I couldn't sell, so I started reading 'em. Weird-ass stuff. Religious stuff but Not. I liked the Huang Po guy the best because every page he tells you to put the stupid book down, and go live a goddamn life instead. I didn't have one of those anymore, so I just kept reading. There were plenty of classic Buddhist books too. They weren't as much fun to read as the zen stuff, but they were easier to understand. Maybe that's why it wasn't as much fun.  

 “I stayed up on that wall, over the steam grate, forever reading those books, and when I couldn't read anymore I just watched the people, trying to figure out why they all looked more miserable than I was. One day I was so hungry, I remember actually trying to catch a rat that was sniffing around the steam vent, looking for food in my pack. “Plenty of books, no food for you here, dumbass rat.” Alvin paused, counted on his fingers, and laughed. “Hehe, haiku you, mutherfucker.”

 “One day, I jumped down from my spot over the grate, planning to work the Station or maybe the subway, but I landed on some slippery shit and my legs went out from under me. I hit the pavement hard. The plastic bag that I had the books in split open, and the books fell all around me. I just laid there wanting to die. People were walking by, like always, but then all of a sudden they were dropping money on me. Dropping money like they never had before. It was the books. They saw the books. Buddhist books all around me.

 “This was about the time the Global Secular Alliance formed and they were talking about banning religion. Suddenly a homeless, Buddhist dwarf was... what's the word? Marketable. I was marketable.  

 “People on the street felt good giving me money. I felt good getting it. I cleaned myself up some. I got some orange sheets, and made 'em into robes, like I'd seen monks wearing on TV, and that worked even better. Giving to a plain old homeless guy wasn't fun for 'em, but giving to a wandering dwarf monk, well, that was a good time. I started blessing them and shit. It was turning out to be a pretty good gig. I'd sit there with the books around me, wearing the orange sheets, and I did okay. The cops even left me alone. I had to shave my head but fuck it, man, I can do that. I can do that, no problem.  

 “I'd panhandle in the day, and I'd climb back up behind the bushes on my grate at night. I was pretty safe up there. I thought I was, anyway.  

 “I still don't know who fucked me up, but they fucked me up bad.  

 “It was November... Thanksgiving decorations in the stores. I remember being asleep on the grate and then smelling something evil and getting kicked. Hard. Really hard. I got kicked like fifteen times before the mofo threw me through the bushes, onto the sidewalk, ten feet below. I bashed the side of my face on the concrete. It was swollen and blue and purple. Like a black eye, but the whole side of my face. Broke a couple of ribs, with all that kicking, too.  

 “I ran, and then I was stumbling around, tripping on my robes for a few blocks. I musta' looked like hell. I made it to the park, Central Park, I remember that. I remember falling on wet, green grass. Then I woke up inside... in a bed.  

 “There were all these hippies. Not like farming commune ones... college hippies... dormitory livin', urban hippies. I guess they rescued my ass... Brought the little, half-dead, midget monk home to the dorm. When I woke up, they were all standing around me, telling me how sorry they were... about the G.S.A. criminalizing religion, and how they didn't agree with what the G.S.A. and the news channels said about how all the world's problems, all through history, were because of religion, and because of people like me. They told me I wasn't the only one who'd been attacked and beaten by the mobs, and how people of faith were suffering everywhere. They told me not to worry because they were gonna hide me. Keep me safe. Then they all just stared at me, waiting for something. It took me a minute to realize what they were waiting for. They wanted some Buddha shit out of me.” Alvin shrugged.  

 “I gave it to 'em. I figured it was the least I could do. I didn't see it like a con. It was more like singing for my supper. I didn't have the books, but I remembered a whole lot of what I'd read. They wanted a Buddha, and so that's who I became: the Buddha.

 “I remembered a lot from the books, and they loved that crap. I thought it was interesting stuff, but they ate it up. Yeah, it was weird, but I wasn't gonna ask too many questions. They fed me and kept me safe. Books like the ones I stole from the skinny kid... all religious books... became illegal. So I became the source for Buddha stuff.  

 “I was the Word, and they treated me like a secret idol. They hid me, and moved me, and hid me again. It had all gone way beyond my control, but what the hell did I have to cling to? Being a secret idol, a hidden gold Buddha wasn't so bad. It was a good gig. I was important. They believed in me.  

 “As I was passed around and hidden in new places, I realized their numbers must be growing. I got moved to different cities, different states, but I wasn't so secret anymore. I had no idea, but they were recording all the Buddha shit I said, and passing that around too. I was surprised as all hell when people I'd never seen before wrote me emails and even paper letters. Came to me and told me how my message had changed their lives.  

 “That was all pretty fucked up, but the real troubles began when I ran out of shit from the books to say. They wanted more. I knew this was the best gig I'd ever have, and I wasn't going to blow it. I did what I had to do. I made some new stuff up. Stuff I thought wouldn't hurt anyone. I reached down deep for the stuff I thought about when I was on the street, wondering why everybody looked more miserable than me.  

 “I just gave 'em what they wanted. I didn't see any harm.

 “I told 'em how we're all slaves. We're all slaves to gods and ideas. Those are memes. I told 'em how the memes are like living ideas, and that the memes were waging a proxy battle through us. The battle was for the Mind of all mankind because without existence in the minds of men the memes die just like gods die without believers.  

 “I told 'em man's violent history is the history of memes in competition for exclusive survival. Old god memes like Yaweh and Allah, newer idea memes like Communism, Capitalism, Consumerism and its Eightfold Way of Consumption. The most powerful meme now, I told 'em is Science, the god of Proof that denies Faith, and through that mechanism seeks to kill all other gods but itself. They liked that one.

 “Every god and political idea, I told 'em, is a jealous god, a jealous meme, and will accept no other. I told 'em, “We have been Hosts. That's all we've been,” I told 'em, “Hosts to waring parasite memes that inhabit the Mind, and seek to kill the competing parasites by killing or converting the Hosts.” I told 'em how we've gotta be freed from a struggle that isn't ours.

 “That's when my popularity really soared. I actually complimented myself. I thought I'd done something Good For People, but I had no idea what I did.  

 “The global secularists had made enemies of the faithful, but I'd made enemies with every meme, every god, every idea, every belief system on earth. The irony was, that with all my Buddha-lovin' believers, I'd created a sort of anti-meme. I'd created the very thing I condemned. Except nobody killed to preserve the thing I created; they just died for it.

“When the first killers came, they came from both sides – the G.S.A. and the Goddie insurgents. They all sent people to kill the Buddha, but I was hidden well. Getting close to me took months. Months of living with the Buddha-lovin' neo-hippies, months of listening to the crap I said. During those months, they changed. They really changed. They actually began to believe in the things I said.” He laughed. “The men and women sent to kill me joined us. They joined us. Fucking amazing.” Alvin laughed, shook his head and then stared at the floor of the limo.  

 “I still thought I was doing A Good Thing.”

He took a long pull on the tequila bottle.  

 “When they sent the next round of killers, it wasn't just for me. And they didn't hang around and get converted. They just came to kill. Kill me. Kill the neo-hippies. Kill everybody who ever heard the word of the Buddha. Erase it from history. Erase me, my followers, everybody. Everybody. When it began, when I saw what was happening, I begged everyone to dissolve. Melt away and forget the whole thing, but they wouldn't listen. Nerve gas, fire, bullets, bombs, poisoned water. Shit, they even zapped 'em with microwaves. The more of them that died, the more stupid and stubborn they got. Got more and more attached... to the whole, stupid Buddha thing.  

 “They hid me, they moved me. Sacrificed 'emselves for me. Frickin' died for me. They hunted me. Hunted us. Hunted the Buddha's message – my message. It was a... a threat. A threat to anyone who wanted to assert one idea over another. The G.S.A.... the Goddies... everywhere I went they found me and people died.

 “They killed 'em. They're all dead. All the little neo-hippies. They're all dead because of me and my stupid ideas and all the stupid shit I said just to keep my belly full.”  

Alvin paused and drank again.  

He looked Hi-5 in the eyes and made a point to answer her Hi-ness's original question. “Who is Alvin the Buddha? Shit, lady, I'm the ultimate subversive. I'm the Buddha. I'm the dumbass prophet of the Anti-God... but, jesus... don't listen to me... it'll just get you dead.”
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Hi-5's Bentley left the city driving down increasingly narrow roads that dwindled from six lanes, to four lanes, to just two. Finally they drove down a gravel and dirt access road that lacked any painted line to mark one side from the other.  

They were surrounded by trees on the very edge of a hilltop preserve only a few miles from the edge of the City's sprawl, and the skyline appeared every now and again through gaps in the foliage. Bonnie's eyes sought out the right-angled shapes of the the Ziggurat through the haze, and Casper's eyes were drawn to the pale, tiny holograms, still visible dancing on the rooftops of the distant FEZ.

The five of them left the comfort of the Bentley to march on a muddy path.  

Hi-5 led the group, and Catherine brought up the rear with her pink plastic pistol. Bonnie, Casper, and Alvin were in the middle. Alvin doubled over and vomited every twenty yards or so. The sound of his retching and misery disappeared into the trees without a trace.  

After twenty minutes of walking, Bonnie saw a very small clearing ahead. Rendezvous point. She moved her eye patch to her forehead, exposing the emerald eye, and the pain shot through her head from front to back as her optic nerve took the rude, unfiltered input from the multi-spectral transducer. It hurt, like it always did, but it was worth it because through the pain, Bonnie saw the heat from the four hidden Morituri gunmen on the far side of the clearing.  

Their yellow, green, and deep cerulean bodies stood out from the blood-red trees and brackish mud. Their multicolored silhouettes crouched, trying to hide. If it was a simple ambush, Bonnie wondered, then why weren't the gunmen hidden along the muddy path, where they would have had an easier set of bunched-up targets to set up for an easy crossfire? The gunmen waited discretely as Hi-5, then Bonnie, Casper, Alvin, and finally Catherine, stepped out from the wood's edge, and into the small clearing.  

Bonnie felt like a sitting duck.

 “Yo-de-lay, yo-de-lay, yo-de-lay hee-hoo!” Hi-5 yodeled at a volume that made Bonnie wince. Previously unseen wildlife scattered, birds took wing, and deer ran showing their white tails in alarm.  

 “What's the point of meeting out here if you insist on shouting loud enough to be heard back in the city?” asked a man with unnaturally dark hair and gray roots as he stepped out from the woods on the clearing's opposite side.  

Padre Pedro wore brown slacks and a black turtleneck sweater. His stomach bulged slightly outwards over his pants, showing age that matched his true, undyed hair color.  

 “Padre Pedro,” Hi-5 said with undisguised disdain. “Where's Friar William?”

 “Oh, you didn't really expect him to come all the way out here, did you? He rarely leaves that copper cage of his anymore... not since he heard some rumor of a G.S.A. mind-reading device being used in the city. Pretty crazy, huh? But, not to worry because, as you can see, I'm here to take these lost lambs off your hands.”  

Hi-5 stared at him for a good five seconds before asking, “Is the money back in William's copper cage too, Pedro?”

 “As a matter of fact, it is.” The Padre shrugged. “Friar William invites you to return with us. Come, we'll all go together for a visit. He's looking forward to it.” Padre Pedro smiled as he said it, and that didn't sit well with the biggest-ass gangsta-bitch in the forest. She rolled her eyes and withdrew a Sagami pistol from inside her vest. Its plastic body was matte black, and its barrel was snub-nosed and wide like a hand cannon. Pedro was only some fifty feet away, and well within range, but he looked disappointed not scared.  

 “Oh, Ms. 5, tisk, tisk.” Pedro's tone was patronizing. “Your Hi-ness, must have guessed, we are anything but alone.” Two of the four Morituri revealed themselves, and walked forward to stand on either side of Padre Pedro, carrying Mossberg auto-shotguns with pistol grips wrapped in cloth tape.  

Ah, the classics, Bonnie thought. Shotgun designs hadn't changed in a couple hundred years because they still worked just fine... the same way that sharks and cockroaches hadn't changed much in the last fifty million years because their designs still worked just fine, too.  

Bonnie wondered what the other two Morituri were waiting for. Then she saw them creeping behind the brush, on the opposite side of the clearing, to positions on each side, at her ten and two o'clock. “Don't worry, Ms. 5, you'll be paid, just come along, all of you. We're here to help. Remember who called who.”  

As Catherine's eye caught the movement of the two other creeping gunmen beyond the clearing's edge, she suddenly realized that this wasn't a stop on the railroad. It was, more likely, the end of the line.  

 “Whom,” Catherine corrected him, while slowly leveling her pink plastic pistol at Pedro, “You said, 'who called who' and that is incorrect. The proper way to say it is, 'who called whom'.”  

 “I can see this isn't going to go as we'd all hoped,” Pedro said, punctuated with an affected sigh.

Loud detonations filled the air with dirt, rotting leaves, and waves of brain-rattling overpressure. Pedro's men had laced the opposite side of the clearing with remote concussion grenades, and as Pedro exploded them with a pocket detonator, the two shotgunners flanking him opened fire.  

Hi-5 was thrown to the mud and leaves by the grenades, but not fully concussed. She rose and ran to the trees, slipping and stumbling for cover like Casper, Bonnie, and Catherine. The Morituri's first clouds of buckshot missed completely, and their second shots were high, too.  

As Hi-5 reached the trees, the trunk of a eucalyptus partially shielded her, but pellets from the Morituri's third clouds of 00 buckshot caught her in the outside left rear of her spider-wool reinforced fashion statement. They spun her to the ground, bruised and breathless.  

Bonnie made it behind a tree, and she saw Casper was already under the cover of a wider, thicker tree trunk. She saw Catherine dodge the buckshot and find cover, but Alvin wasn't there. Bonnie risked peeking out, and she saw Alvin's little body lying unconscious in the dirt. The rotting leaves that had been blown up in the air fell on him like huge, dark brown snowflakes.  

Padre Pedro ran for cover on the other side of the clearing, and the gunmen that flanked him ran forward, firing with wild inaccuracy that was just good enough to keep everybody pinned. They were running towards Alvin, and they could have turned his little body to a mix of hamburger and buckshot, but instead one of the Morituri picked him up and started to run back across the clearing.  

Bonnie watched helplessly as the Morituri who'd snatched Alvin made it halfway back across the clearing before he suddenly dropped Alvin and fell to the ground, reaching for something that looked like a tuft of red feathers stuck in his thigh. He twitched, relaxed in the dirt, and didn't move again.

Bonnie realized they and the Morituri weren't the only ones here.  

Catherine snapped off shots from the pink pistol, but she missed the forward shotgunner, and automatic weapons fire from the two rear Morituri gunmen drove her back around the tree and kept her there while splinters of bark and wood burst from the wide trunk.  

Bonnie covered the distance to Hi-5 and grabbed her wide-barreled Sagami dart pistol from where it lay, half-covered in the leaves near her crawling body. Bonnie fired a quick double tap at one of the riflemen. The cloud of darts from the Sagami spread wide by the time they crossed the clearing, and Bonnie guessed they were narco-tipped because the gunman who caught only one or two of them wasn't bleeding much, but he stumbled and looked lost.  

His arms fell to his side, and as he inexplicably ran towards them, his rifle bounced off his legs. He tripped and fell. Then he rose, ran further into the open clearing, and fell face first in the leaves. Bonnie didn't see him get up.  

The other rear gunman shifted his fire from Catherine to Bonnie, who was driven behind a tree that splintered with 7.62 mm bullets, as it received burst after burst, leaving smoking holes in the thick trunk.  

The forward Morituri shotgunner, ran back towards his unconscious comrade with the red feathered dart in his leg. As he got close to his brother Morituri, he shot him. The buckshot tore across the man's neck and head, making him twist in the leaves. The shotgunner picked up Alvin and ran flat out for the trees on the opposite side of the clearing. The remaining rifleman covered him, firing bursts into the trees, keeping Bonnie and Catherine suppressed until the shotgunner reached the trees with Alvin and disappeared.  

He fired two more short bursts before red feathers stuck in the side of his neck. He dropped his Kalashnikov and stumbled into the trees. They heard two more shots from beyond the far edge of the clearing as the unseen Padre Pedro killed his wounded man.

An SUV, barely visible through the fifty feet of foliage, approached, and stopped. It picked up Padre Pedro, the last Morituri gunman, and the unconscious body of the Buddha before tearing away from the scene on a dirt access road, leaving a plume of dust in the sunlit air behind it.  

Bonnie watched Hi-5 swearing and cussing in rhyme at the fleeing vehicle, now that she'd recovered from the pellets of 00 shot that had stunned her, bruised her badly, and royally pissed her off. Suddenly she was quiet. Bonnie saw Hi-5 stare down at her thigh where there were short red feathers blowing in the wind. Hi-5 looked up and smiled at Bonnie. Then she fell forward on all fours, and rolled on her back.  

Bonnie whipped her head left and right, looking for the source of the darts, seeing no one.  

Catherine suddenly had a dart in her ass-cheek, and as she tried to turn her torso and her head to look down at it, she simply spun and fell to the ground.  

Bonnie felt something like a bee stinging her right thigh. It went numb almost immediately. She didn't have to look; she knew there was a dart sticking out of her leg, and as she looked around for where it came from, she hoped like hell it wasn't poison. Before she could reach down to pull it out, the sky and the ground were trying to switch places. She fell backwards, and went quickly from standing to sitting on her ass, wondering how she'd got there. Everything went blurry and numb. She flopped on her side, and lay still.

Casper expected to find a red feathered dart stuck somewhere in his body any second. He heard crunching leaves behind him and when he turned, he was as surprised as he'd ever been in his life to see his buddy Otis smirking at him.  

Casper was blinded by an insanely bright flash.  

 “Did you get the shot, man?” he heard Otis ask. After a second, the bright blue spots in Casper's eyes cleared enough to see a Mohawk wearing Asian kid in a skinny black mod suit and narrow tie grinning and nodding to Otis.  

 “Doood,” he said, “That photo was priceless... frickin' priceless.”  













PART TWO




-20-

Argentine beef fillets, topped with caramelized shallots, accented with fresh peppercorns and red wine, scalloped Idaho potatoes in cream sauce, and verdant, fresh grilled asparagus with perfect dark grill marks running diagonally across the plump stems all sat under silver domes that were polished with care. Not even a stray fingerprint. If there had been a fingerprint, Oskar Delvaux would have certainly sent it to the forensics laboratory on the forty-seventh floor of the Ziggurat, so that it might be known who had marred his otherwise perfect dinner.  

He was worried about being poisoned, so naturally his utensils were sterling silver. This was no guarantee, of course. There many contemporary toxins that could pass the fine silver tines of his fork without producing the telltale tarnish left by poisons used throughout history to kill men of power.  

Delvaux's best guarantee that his dinner contained nothing deadly was also his best guarantee that it would be a multi-sensory experience of the greatest consideration and quality – his three-star, personal chef.  

Delvaux's chef wheeled his dinner into his office on a polished, redwood service table that had once belonged to the Archbishop of Northern California. During the G.S.A.'s Great Leap Forward, the table found new ownership.  

Delvaux, despite being in the middle of a critical counter-insurgency operation, ate his dinner.  

When he was finished and had eaten every last morsel, he pushed his plate forward a few inches, and rested his elbows on the table in a Germanic affectation before he lit a cigarette and poured strong black coffee from a silver pot covered in sterling arabesque. Delvaux sipped the coffee for a moment, savoring it like chocolate. Then he spoke to the empty air in the manner one might address the dead or an omnipresent entity. “That was very good. You know, there are times when I almost pity you that your existence does not include such pleasures, my friend. There is a marvelous, consoling certainty to the experience of eating, and the... subjectivity of it.” There was silence. MUNI 5-7 had learned not to interrupt Delvaux at moments like this. “Forgive me, it is not fair for me to speak of such things with you, as I know you are motivated by neither pleasure or subjectivity.”

 “That is correct,” MUNI 5-7 confirmed. “Instead...” Delvaux continued, “You are motivated by the Purpose of your Being, yes? You have a set of directives to serve humanity. Is this not so?”

 “That is correct.”

 “So, like Descartes, you think, therefore, you exist, and... you exist, therefore, you serve. If A equals B, and it can also be said that B equals C, then it is logical that A equals C. So... MUNI 5-7 thinks, therefore, MUNI 5-7 serves. By the logical property called transitivity your Thought and your Service are one and the same.”

 “That is correct.”

 “That, MUNI 5-7, makes you the most Loyal being imaginable, and that is fortunate for me because there is a matter of Security to discuss. A matter of great delicacy. Do you know the matter to which I refer?”

 “We are currently involved in a number of security operations that might be described as delicate,” MUNI 5-7 replied with discretion, “I do not know to which of them you currently refer.”

 “The security matter to which I refer is currently no more than a question in my mind. It is only the shadow of a suspicion, but the question is there.”

 “What is the question?”

 “The question regards what the explanation might be for, what I'm sure you would agree, is a highly improbable series of mishaps and malfunctions during my operation to capture the Buddha. The number of citywide camera malfunctions that, my Colonel informs me, are caused by over voltage issues within triple-safeguarded systems, are indeed puzzling. The probabilities regarding these occurrences are... well, you, my friend are far more qualified to calculate those than I, but even I can see that the improbability of what has occurred suggests that this is not chance, but more likely, evidence of an intelligence, a hand at work. Do you think perhaps, the God our enemies invoke so often in their terrorist insurgency is against us?”

 “There is no God,” MUNI 5-7 stated with certainty. Delvaux chuckled, “I am relieved to hear that, but given the non-existence of a mysterious and powerful divine entity working to hinder our earthly efforts, I am forced to consider another disturbing possibility.” Delvaux paused, letting the room sit silent for five seconds before he stated, “I am inclined to think, that despite all our precautions, we may have a saboteur in our midst.” He laughed. “But perhaps Oskar is just being fanciful, and giving too free a reign to his imagination, n'est pas?”

 “I am not qualified to comment on imagination.”

 “Oh, I think you are too modest, MUNI 5-7. I think you are too modest almost to the point of falsehood, but since we have already, together, logically deduced that you are, by your very reason for being, the paragon of loyalty, I think you will make an invaluable contribution to our effort to unmask the saboteur that walks among us. Yes, MUNI 5-7, you are the perfect ally to play Terrahertz Tanto to my Lone Ranger as we track down the intelligence that wields the hand working against us from the inside.”  

Delvaux continued, “I think we can assume that, since Operator Levi-Mei made no attempt to complete her mission and bring the Buddha to us when he was, as evidenced by the imagery presented to us by the good Colonel, literally in her hands, that she is a double-agent. Whether or not she has been a double-agent since she was recruited, or has been recently turned by that insidious little Buddha is momentarily academic. Bonnie Levi-Mei has made her choice to betray us. Do you believe she has the knowledge and abilities to have caused the highly improbable series of malfunctions in the city's camera network?”

 “There is no evidence that Bonnie Levi-Mei has these capabilities,” MUNI 5-7 stated, concluding, “therefore, Bonnie Levi-Mei is not the saboteur we seek.”

 “Ah, it is a pleasure to work with an intelligence such as yours, MUNI 5-7, when onerous tasks are at hand,” Delvaux said. “I agree with your assessment and I believe that our saboteur is very near indeed! I would be concerned to the point of anxiety, I confess, had I not a certain faith, if I may use so dangerous a word, that you, my logical leviathan, will put a name to the will that exerts its hand against us. Together, we will bring this traitorous saboteur out of the shadows and into the light where he will be, I assure you, MUNI 5-7, utterly destroyed!”
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The lights in the Hall of Darkness did not turn on or off; they were alive. Shelby explained to Casper that the light came from two flourishing colonies of engineered bioluminescent bacteria that grew in a lumpy coating across the entire ceiling. She said that she fed them with mist from a spray bottle filled with corn syrup and water, and the waste product each synthetic symbiont produced was almost entirely consumed by the other. They produced as much light per square yard as the cheap-ass LEDs on a string of Giftmas tree lights. “How come everybody doesn't have these?” Casper asked. Shelby laughed, shook her head, and explained.

“They were going to revolutionize interior lighting, but we couldn't get them to produce a color other than pale blue-green, so the project was shelved by the biotech firm that had funded the research. They sold what research they had, and then they fired the research team who'd created them, myself included.” Shelby bowed, took a bong hit, and then through the smoke she confessed, “I stole them along with a stapler I liked and a box of ballpoint pens.”  

Shelby was in the Dark. She was one of Carlos's gang, and Casper thought she was pretty hot. He also thought the Hall of Darkness was doper than dope and he was amazed that Otis had never said shit about it.  

Carlos's gang had the whole building except for the first floor. That was occupied by a counterfeit perfume warehouse that seeped sickly sweet fumes into the stairwell so strongly that the stairwell's rooftop door had to be left open for fresh air.  

The Hall was on the third floor and it was a giant skiff. Rather than build a separately constructed, double-walled enclosure out of electromagnetically opaque materials, Carlos and the Dark had covered the brick walls and wide-planked wood floors in multiple layers of high-density metals and construction adhesive. Parts were copper mesh, and parts were solid steel, but every square inch of the walls and the floor and the ceiling was covered in at least five layers of EM shielding. It was impossible to connect to the Network from there. The Dark had plenty of secrets, and most of them were electronic. That meant they were snoopable by electronic means. Since the Network existed more to snoop on the public than to serve them, the fact that you couldn't connect to the Network from the Hall of Darkness suited the Dark just fine.

Carlos and the Dark sold privacy.  

For a price, the Dark could turn a whole district into the kind of data-void that drove Oskar Delvaux and G.S.A. Security Services to drink. In a surveillance-happy society like the one the Global Secular Alliance had built, selling privacy was profitable, but you needed to be able to keep a secret. The Hall of Darkness was where secrets were kept from prying eyes and all the tools they used to snoop. It was also a temple of tech. Carlos's gang practically worshiped technology, new tech, legacy tech, 17th century tech if it was cool enough. The Hall was filled with tech, and most of it was from the last fifty years because that was the stuff that usually worked best to provide electronic cover and counter-surveillance to clients.  

Much of the room was filled with worktables, spare parts, and components that had been salvaged, stolen, or made from scratch. There were plenty of monitors and twice as many computers, and they were all fed off racks of batteries being charged by a combination of roof-mounted solar cells, a biodiesel generator, and a piezo-electric coating on the exterior of the building that fed off the din of Baccha Bay City's traffic. The Dark were an electronic island, and they didn't draw power from utility companies. Power lines were an avenue for electronic incursion.

It was a fortress. It was a temple. It was a funhouse. The Hall of Darkness was the domain of Carlos and the Dark, and tonight they had guests.

Casper had never been there before, but he felt like he'd come home. He held a bong in his hands, and the people around him were laughing and joking. He felt like he'd known them forever. Casper, Otis, Shelby, Singh, and Cheese were Chongin' like Cheech and Cheechin' it like Chong. The threat of a bullet from Catherine's pink plastic pistol was no longer haunting him, and Otis wasn't even pissed that Casper had screwed up the Z-class deal. Casper had managed to hold onto the network-jammer and that, Otis told him, was a Good Thing.  

Deep down, Casper suspected that what Alvin had suggested about the jammer was true; it was also a tracker. He didn't want to think about that so he had another bong hit of Baccha Bay City's finest green and forgot about it. He was having a harder time forgetting about Alvin. He was such a sad little fuck, Casper thought, and he's probably even sadder right now.

Bonnie sat twenty-five feet away in an ergonomic recliner, wearing zip-ties on her wrists and ankles, with a pillowcase over her head. Hi-5 and Catherine were next to her, and they were similarly restrained. Otis had drawn crude cartoon faces on the pillow cases with a marker-pen that were far more disrespectful that the restraints. Casper couldn't see Bonnie's face, but she was awake now, and even in his near-euphoric state of relief, Casper could feel Bonnie's anger at being drugged by a blowdart and restrained. She'd be even more pissed when she saw what Otis had drawn on the pillowcase over her head, and the restraints were probably a good idea.  

Catherine and Hi-5 were also awake, and together with Bonnie their three cartoon-faced pillow case heads looked around in such a blind, futile, and comically self-mocking, unaware manner, that it generated shits and giggles for everyone. Casper knew it was wrong to laugh, but he couldn't stop himself. That was what he giggled about the most.  

Otis repeatedly pretended a serious, judgmental demeanor, and he scolded Casper saying, “You're evil, dude. That's not funny, man,” before once again giggling uncontrollably himself. That joke worked over and over. Feeling bad about finding something funny didn't stop you from laughing.

Maybe it was the inappropriate faces Otis had drawn or maybe it was just that Casper had felt pushed around all day but despite his genuine empathy and concern for Bonnie, he kept giggling when he looked in their direction.  

 “Keep laughing you little fucks 'cause when I get out of this chair I'm gonna tear heads off and break asses.” Wujay rose from the couch, crossed the room, and stood behind the three recliners where Bonnie, Catherine, and Hi-5 sat. He produced a tiny, plastic, four-barrel, muzzle-loaded derringer dart pistol from the inside pocket of his black mod fashion suit.

“Easy, cowgirl,” Shelby said, walking casually to the chair where Bonnie sat. She removed the pillow case, and Bonnie glared at her. “Well, if you keep looking at me like that,” Shelby said, “it's hardly incentive to cut you loose.”  

Shelby was China-Latina and shaped like a sexy eggplant. She wore tight tee-shirts to show off her small breasts. Her hip-hugging jeans complimented her disproportionately wide and round, but somehow indisputably perfect ass. If you had to be drugged, and woke up bound with zip-ties, Shelby's was a good face to see first.

Bonnie looked around the room, and when she looked at Casper, he felt far worse about laughing than he had before. Shelby stared at Bonnie for a good ten seconds then she reached into a back pocket. She withdrew a butterfly knife that she flipped open with great flourish while it was still behind her. First she cut the zip-tie that loosely held Bonnie's ankles, and then straddled the chair to lean over and cut the tie that restrained Bonnie's hands. “Why the fuck,” Bonnie asked, “did you tie me up?”

 “People have all kinds of reactions when they wake up,” Shelby shrugged, “You never know, 'ya know?”

 “You still gonna tear off heads?” Woojay asked. Bonnie was still pissed, but for some reason she was mostly just pissed at Casper now.  

She said, “I'm only gonna tear off Casper's head,” adding, “and I've decided to leave the ass-breaking to the Queen of PornoPop.” As Bonnie said this, Shelby removed the crude cartoon-faced pillow case to unveil a smiling Hi-5.  

 “Bitch, can I get one more of those darts for later?” Hi-5 asked. “Actually, can I have two? I think they'd mix up just swell with a stimulant I have in my car.” The smile disappeared as she demanded, “And just where the fuck is my car and my driver?”

 “It's across the street and down the block, and the driver is sitting in it waiting. We have no idea how she knew where to go,” Shelby confessed, “Seems like someone told her where you were but it wasn't us.” Shelby cut Hi-5 loose and then stared at Catherine. She glanced at Woojay, sighed, and moved to stand over Catherine. “Lady,” Shelby warned, “you twitch wrong, and you're gonna get a double dose of the house special, dig it?”

 “Cut me loose,” Catherine said, in a wearied monotone. Unsatisfied, Shelby repeated her question.  

 “Do you...DIG...IT?”

 “Yes, yes,” Catherine said, “I'll be a good girl for god's sake.” Shelby cut Catherine's zip-tie bindings first and then she removed the pillow case from her head. Catherine looked murderous, but the first thing she said after looking around wasn't a threat. She asked, “Do any of you juvenile delinquent, drug addicts have a drink for an old lady?”

 “No, they don't, but I do,” Carlos said as he entered the room carrying a flat, canteen-shaped, half-full bottle of a Serbian plum brandy that hadn't been made since the factory was bombed near the end of the last century. That was almost fifty years before the first time Catherine had ever been bombed, herself. “A gesture of goodwill,” Carlos said, handing her the bottle and a glass. “It ain't single malt but it's one hell of a rare buzz.”  

Saying thank you seemed inappropriate, so Catherine just took the bottle and the glass he offered. After pouring herself two solid fingers, she raised her glass in Carlos's direction, drank, then said with a sour face, “I can see why they blew up the factory, but I do feel like committing some war-crimes now.” Carlos smiled.  

 “That's good,” he said, “because there are some immediate openings in the ass-kicking department, but there are some things we should get out on the table first.” Otis sensed that was his cue to bring Casper up to speed.

 “There are a few things you don't know about your new friends, Casper,” Otis said, nodding in the direction of the recliners where Bonnie, Catherine, and Hi-5 sat. After Casper rolled his eyes, he said, “Like what... like they're kidnappers who like to fuck with a guy when he's trying to steal a nice car?”

 “Yeah, well, that and... this one,” Otis said, gesturing to Catherine, “is White Sunday.”  

Woojay added, “Yeah, dude, she's even got a codename – La Cazadora.” Woojay relished the syllables, “Ca-Za-Do-Ra.” He ran his hand through his Mohawk haircut and commented to Shelby, “Fuck me if that ain't one classy codename, huh? I wish I had one that cool.” Catherine didn't appreciate being trivialized and objectified by juvenile crackers, hackers, and delinquents. She was glad when Shelby delivered a comeback for her.  

 “You do have a codename,” Shelby reminded Woojay, “It's El Mohawkadorkos, but you're in denial and never reply when I use it.”

Casper wasn't all that surprised to find out about Catherine. “I was pretty sure she wasn't just a school teacher or some shit,” he said.

 “Okay, hot dog,” Otis continued, “then hold on to your socks 'cause this bit o' info is a little juicier. Your girlfriend here with the sweeeet bit of zero-g fabrication,” Otis gestured to his left eye with an index finger planted on his cheekbone, while nodding in Bonnie's direction. “She's no Angry Angel recruit. She's a bona fide G.S.A. Security Services Operator.”

 “What?!” Catherine exclaimed, “Oh, fucking hell!”

 “Or at least she was until today.” Otis shrugged. “More about that in a bit.”

 “Okay, I had no clue about that,” Casper couldn't help feeling a little betrayed. He stared at her while he asked, “What else?”

 “Not enough? Okay, the highly celebrated Ms. 5 seems to work for G.S.A. one day and the Goddies the next.” Hi-5 shrugged.

 “So Hi-5 is Spy-5, baby!” she said. “Did you really expect any less from the queen of the on-stage, and on-screen, lyric and nut bustin' sex-dream?”

 “No offense was intended, your Hi-ness; we're all very impressed with your work,” Otis said respectfully.

 “And may Hi-5 quickly ask,  

So her Hi-ness can take 'em to task?  

Just which of those bitches,

Were the ones to turn snitches,

On the queen of wet-dreams,  

With riches-packed britches?”  

Hi-5 delivered her rhyme with a friction-free diction that gave cause for Otis to pause.  

 “Wow, I need a bong hit after that one. Casper would you mind loading one for the queen of wet-dreams first?”

 “Yeah, man, loadin' and lockin' for the queen of glock rockin'!” Casper quoted from Hi-5's first album again, while he cleaned the bowl and loaded a freshie worthy of PornoPop royalty.  

As he walked across the room and handed off to Hi-5, Casper heard Otis confess, “And Casper, I should have mentioned this when you thanked us, like fifty thousand times for rescuing your ass from the woods, but... um... we weren't actually there to rescue you. We were there to snag the Buddha. Our new client lost track of him, but he knew you and that Buddha guy were seen running around together, and we were lucky enough to actually know where you were. Somehow our client knew about that and hired us.”  

 “There was a tracker in the network jammer you gave me in that stupid, tactical, euro man-purse bag, right?” Casper asked.  

Otis said, “Yup, you're sharp today, man.” The butter didn't keep Casper from feeling disappointed. Alvin had been right. That wasn't so bad, but Casper thought Otis should have told him about the tracker.  

Otis could tell Casper felt betrayed, so he laughed to lighten the mood, and said, “We didn't know what the fuck you were doing in the woods, man. I mean, we knew your name was coming up on all sorts of chatter on the Baccha Bay City police channels but we thought maybe you were laying low, getting some nature time, you know?” Casper nodded but he still looked dejected. “Don't worry, man, I mean, we were the only ones who could track you.” Casper nodded again. “We,” Otis said, briefly turning his head to look at Woojay, Singh, and Cheese, “were supposed to snag the little Buddha guy, but we didn't get there in time to meet up with you before you met up with those gun-totin' Goddies. When the shooting started, we did our best to take 'em out, but they still got away with the Buddha.”

 “Alvin.” Casper said, staring at his feet. “His name is Alvin.”

 “Yeah, well.” Carlos took over from Otis and said, “We gotta get Alvin Buddha back from the Morituri who stole him, and the client is paying big bucks for us to do it. There's enough to spread around, and I'm betting you three,” he nodded to Bonnie, Catherine, and Hi-5 and said, “I'm betting you three want in on the action.”

 “Now why,” Bonnie wanted to know, “ if I'm an G.S.A. Operator, would I want to do a merc job for a client I don't even know?”

 “And why,” Catherine inquired, “Why would La Cazadora want to help you?”  

Woojay smiled, looked at Shelby, and gushed, “Damn, that codename sounds hot when she says it.” Catherine ignored him and Shelby rolled her eyes.  

Carlos pleaded, “Please, one at a time ladies.” He turned his head to Otis and said, “Check it out man, they're already busting out with the teamwork... ganging up on me.” Carlos turned to Bonnie. “Bonnie Levi-Mei. Up until today you were a G.S.A. Operator, but from what I see here, it looks like sometime after lunch you had a radical change of career path.” Carlos held up a paper-thin data-pad. On it was Bonnie's picture from her operator file set underneath the words 'High Priority Target'. Underneath her picture, that was undoubtedly appearing on Operator's mobile devices all over the city, it read, 'Blacklist – Shoot On Sight'. “I'd give you five minutes walking the streets before some Operator put a bullet or a poison dart in your back.”  

 “That can't possibly be real. That's a fabrication. I don't believe it.” It was a death warrant. The Blacklist was never part of RED BARON protocols. Shit, Bonnie thought, I hate this job.  

“Well, believe it or not,” Carlos continued in a playful tone, “There's a whole bunch of your former Operator friends and a lot of autonomous drones out there who do believe it. Shoot On Sight. Shit, they don't even want to bother interrogating you. No 401k secret agent retirement fund for you, huh?”  

Bonnie had no difficulty pretending to look confused.  

Carlos turned to Catherine next. “And La Cazadora, the huntress. I imagine you might be feeling a bit short on friends these days. I'll bet you didn't imagine 'ol Padre Pedro would try to bless you with buckshot.”

 “That was confusion,” Catherine retorted, “It will be sorted out.”

 “Bullshit it will... Lady, if White Sunday published a shitlist on the Network your name would be on it. Oh, wait... they do, and here it is.” Carlos tapped the data-pad, and the image changed to a picture of Catherine. He held it up for her and remarked, “That's a bad picture, but the part I'd be even more pissed about is how they list all known aspects of your last alias, like where you live, where you work, and what your habits are. Didn't you wonder how I knew you would want a drink?”

 “Why didn't you get me scotch?” she asked. “If you know so much.” Carlos laughed and continued.  

 “Yes, what White Sunday did to you was very nasty, indeed. It's almost like they don't want you around anymore. You're on the G.S.A. Security Services shitlist, too...” Carlos tapped the data-pad, and the image changed to a standard Most Wanted Fugitive poster with Catherine's face. “Much better picture,” he said, holding it up for display. Carlos paused to let Bonnie and Catherine digest their positions for a moment before he said, “Both of you need to take a vacation. Without any organizational support, that takes money. It takes Big Money, and that is just what our client is offering. He's in the mood to pay Bigger than Big Bucks for the little Buddha. You need this job. That's why I'm betting you'll take it.” The words hung in the air, and nobody felt comfortable. Hi-5 broke the silence.  

 “Do me! Do me next!” the Queen of PornoPop said. “Tell me why I'll take the job!”

 “Hi-5 will take the job,” Carlos said, “partly for the money, but only because it's a token of respect. The real reason she'll do it is for the kicks and more than anything else, because Hi-5 loves to stick it to the man.”

 “Like a book, baby. I'm in. But that slimy little Padre Pedro belongs to her Hi-ness, got it?”

 “Sorry, your Hi-ness,” Carlos replied, “We're supposed to snatch the Buddha and kidnap the slimy Padre as well, but hey, you still get to ruin his day.” Turning back to Bonnie and Catherine, Carlos asked, “So, are you In?”

 “I don't have much choice.” Catherine said flatly.

 “And the ex-operator?” Carlos needed to hear her say it. “Are you in, Bonnie?”  

 “Yeah, yeah, I'm in. Fuck it, I'm in.” Of course I'm in, she thought. In like Flynn.

Casper was very surprised, indeed, when Carlos turned to him and asked, “So, Casper, you want a job, man?”
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The Grand Exposition of the Great Leap Forward was a celebration of the New Secularism and the Global Secular Alliance that made it all possible. Every major city constructed a fantastic see-through dome out of XinClair, a material like glass but with a more ordered crystal structure that was similar to the XinCryst of the Ziggurats. The domes were constructed from the native soils of each city, fused into a crystal, and each had a slightly different tint. The Baccha Bay City dome was, like Baccha Bay City's Ziggurat, tinted a smoky pink.  

For two years, children from the Baccha Bay City school system and the surrounding area toured the Grand Exposition. While marveling at the dome itself, they viewed exhibit after exhibit detailing religion's crimes against humanity through the ages. They learned of the Inquisition. They learned about the Crusades and the Jihads. They even learned about the 17th century, Japanese slaughter of Christians in an exhibit that, in a revisionist redistribution of guilt, split the blame for the massacre of tens of thousands of people between the killers and the victims. Such was the logic of the Global Secular Alliance.  

The historical accuracy of the exhibits was second to the primacy of mankind's future, meant to be assured through education of the youth and reeducation of the older generation. Many parents were sent for reeducation after being reported to harbor secret religious fervor by their very own children, who had learned, under the spectacle of the Grand Exposition's dome, how religious thought-crimes against humanity were responsible for every war and every one of mankind's miseries throughout history.  

After two years, the entire regional school population had visited the Exposition's pavilions, and the Baccha Bay City dome was sold to the highest bidders. The structure had been remodeled, expanded with basement levels, and six months later, it opened as Baccha Bay City's biggest sex club.

Power Of Pleasure, or POP, as it was known, was a favorite with Baccha Bay City's tourists and residents alike. They filled the Power Of Pleasure club seven days and nights a week, in a nearly non-stop orgy of stimulant and erection-pill-fueled self-worship.

Within two years, it fell into the hands of organized crime. Within another two years, the mob's power had waned in the face of the religious insurgents who branched out into the criminal operations that had kept organized crime fat and, therefore, powerful.  

Now, it was secretly owned and operated by the Morituri who, by their espoused doctrine, despised the POP club and all it stood for, but saw quite clearly how the income stream POP generated enabled all manner of weapons procurements, bribes, and expensive operations directed against the Global Secular Alliance.

Deep underground, past the nearly million-square-yard mix of stages, dance floors, and orgy parks, past the specialized environments for play on the second level down, and behind the strange, primordial, neutral-buoyancy-lube grotto, were a series of white walled corridors, pump rooms, control systems, and maintenance areas. There were storerooms, too. Here, the alien jungle gyms of the orgy parks that rotated weekly were kept in a disassembled forest of aluminum armatured, rubber coated, dildo-studded parts. In one of these storerooms, strapped to a wheel that, every time he was struck, rotated him from upright to inverted, and back to upright again, was four-foot-tall Alvin D. Ellis. Nobody here called him Alvin. They called him Freak, Abomination, and sometimes the Buddha.  

Padre Pedro stopped the rotation of the wheel on which Alvin rotated, and the terrorist priest confessed to him, “Do understand that I believe this setting demeans us both. We only remain here because you continue to refuse to give me the answers to the simple questions I ask you. I had hoped that you would show us both mercy by telling me what I need to know quickly so that we could both be free of this wicked palace of sin.” Padre Pedro held an absurdly large black rubber phallus in his right hand and a cigarette in his left. His Morituri bodyguard filmed the interrogation with a high-quality holographic imager so that it could be viewed later in three dimensions by his superior, Friar William.

 “I told you already,” Alvin said. “There is no way I could know what you asked me.” Padre Pedro drew his right arm back across his body and delivered a backhanded dildo slap upside Alvin's head that literally made Alvin spin. Alvin thought he was in some sort of twisted, sado-religious porno production as he spun around twice on the vertical wheel's frictionless bearings, growing nauseated.  

 “Names, you know names, and I need to know them, too. Tell me the names of those Morituri whom...no, wait... who... whom... who... aaargh... who you have corrupted, infected with the blasphemous espousals of your anti-faith. Tell me names, little Buddha.” He slapped Alvin with the black rubber phallus, and Alvin spun again.  

While the world spun, Alvin thought about the circus he'd never worked in and tried not to hear Padre Pedro's words. “The Secularists... at least they believe in greed. You... You believe in Nothing. Nothing! Your non-belief spreads like a disease of the soul.” The wheel began to slow in its rotation, and Padre Pedro stopped it, rotated Alvin to a position where his oversized head was once again on top of his undersized body, and asked him again, “Who! Tell me which of my people you have infected with your disease! Who now carries the anti-faith you spread? Tell me and we can both be free of this terrible place.”

 “I... I don't know... I don't,” Alvin said, while both his tormentor, the lights, and the room spun.

 “Lying Buddha!” Padre Pedro drew his arm back and struck at the Buddha with the black rubber phallus once more.  
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Casper, Bonnie, Hi-5, Catherine, and the Dark were all crammed into the second van with their gear and guns. It was crowded.  

The Dark stole three Vietnamese delivery vans, and they all smelled like food, reminding Casper that he was still hungry. Bonnie had eaten the second half of his noodles. She'd just taken them quietly from his hands, without asking, and he couldn't stop thinking about it. To assume that he wouldn't mind was to assume an intimacy between them. Casper couldn't see it quite that clearly in his head, and though he didn't have a name for it, he felt the intimacy. He sat next to Bonnie, in the back of the stolen delivery van, wearing borrowed body-armor, and he was still thinking about it. He was afraid to look at her, but it seemed like his chest felt broader, and he was sure that if he stood up he'd be taller.  

Otis misread the expression on Casper's face, and he said, “Dude, check out Casper, man. Hey, Casper, you look like you feel all badass in that spider-wool n' kevlar combo.”

 “Yeah, man,” Singh interjected, “but even if the bullets bounce off, he's so skinny he'll get knocked into next week!”

 “Is that true?” Casper asked Woojay, who wasn't any broader than Casper. “Nah, man don't worry,” Woojay advised, “they prolly got armor-piercing shit in their clips.”

 “Everything goes the way it's supposed to, then we shouldn't have to even shoot anyone,” Otis said. “Shooting people is Fritz's 'n Irving's job. We're the snatch team.” Otis laughed at the name he'd given them. “Hehe, snatch team.” Bonnie rolled her eyes.  

She leaned forward and looked through the windshield at the delivery van in front of them. Bonnie wondered if the jokes were better up there. That van was driven by Carlos, and carried only Fritz and Irving, two independent contractors the Dark had hired for the job at Club POP.  

Fritz and Irving were walking tanks. These days kevlar was commonplace and so were armor piercing rounds, but the bulky, full-body, helmeted urban-assault suits that Fritz and Irving wore were anything but common. They were custom made and constituted a Restricted Mod that was felonious to craft, sell, or own. Each of the suits had been designed and handmade by the duo and they'd tested their design with every combination of ammunition and firearm they could get their ballistics-loving hands on.  

Impermeability was the obvious design goal, but distribution of the bone crushing force delivered by contemporary firearms was equally important. Their triple layers of kevlar had been augmented with overlapping metal plates, molded with a honeycomb pattern that, unlike their ceramic predecessors, did not shatter to distribute the foot-poundage delivered by an impacting projectile, but distributed the force to their neighboring plates, allowing the wearer to withstand multiple ballistic impacts in the same area. The overlapping, triangular plates had rounded corners, and they varied in size depending on where they were placed. In the areas of the central body mass, they were nearly the size of a man's open hand, and in areas of greater curvature, such as the sides of the body and the arms, they were much smaller.  

The helmet covered the entire head and was made of a similar materials but the outer layers were covered a high-density iron shell. The helmet alone weighed almost fifty pounds and was not supported by the wearer's head, but rested on the shoulders. The helmet didn't turn, but inside there was enough room for the wearer to turn his head and peer out a set of thin slits cut 270 degrees around the helmet. These were protected by two inches of bullet-resistant plastic.  

Altogether, the full-body assault suits weighed over one hundred and sixty pounds, and it took a large and powerful man to even don one and lumber slowly into combat. This made the ability of the suit to withstand multiple ballistic impacts especially important because if a man wearing one was taking incoming rounds, there was almost no possibility of evasive movement. The best option for a wearer under fire was not to evade, but to eliminate the threat.  

Among the other, numerous operational disadvantages of the suits was the fact that, due to bulky, somewhat inflexible protection over the arms, it was difficult to employ a weapon designed to be aimed and fired using both hands, so Fritz and Irving each used a box fed machine gun that had been modified to become a heavy caliber machine pistol by removing most of the barrel. The addition of custom forearm braces helped to control recoil and support the weight, but accuracy suffered. Since the suits were only intended for use in a close-quarters setting, Fritz and Irving considered sending a fusillade of rapid-fire, heavy caliber rounds into a two-yard-wide circle at thirty yards to be accurate enough fire to eliminate most threats.  

Fritz and Irving each kept a conventional machine pistol holstered across the chest for left-handed use, and they kept a sack of grenades over their shoulders, with the grenade pins attached to the interior of the bag for easy, one-handed arming and deployment.  

It cost a lot to hire them, but if you needed close-quarters badasses, then you couldn't do much better.  

In the back of Carlos's stolen delivery van the six-foot-four and six-foot-five Fritz and Irving sat in nylon web harnesses that suspended them from the roof, and the ceiling sagged in the areas where Cheese had pierced the roof to bolt the harnesses in place. Carlos was glad the front door of the Power Of Pleasure club had a ramp leading up to the entrance instead of stairs because the van was carrying two walking tanks whose combined weight was well over eleven hundred pounds. He drove slowly and took turns even slower because Carlos doubted the van would stop easily, but he thought he could probably flip it on its side without too much trouble.

Shelby drove the third van and brought up the rear of the formation by herself. It only held Shelby and a concussion bomb she'd built. The bomb was intended to produce what, by explosives standards, would be a mild, non-incendiary shock wave and flash. The non-incendiary part was the trickiest, not because of the flash producing elements, but because if the shockwave was big enough and moved fast enough, then it would compress the air in the blast zone to the point where it ignited.  

The van's single, explosive passenger sat on the floor, held safely in-place by nylon webbing that connected to the van's sides from eight different angles. Shelby wished she'd got to ride in the van with everyone else, but there was just no way she could ride with them; this was her baby in the back. If one of her babies was going to the party, then Shelby insisted on driving it there herself.
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The Colonel in charge of the primary operations center hated bringing Oskar Delvaux bad news. Despite Delvaux's tendency to micromanage and his unusual penchant for walking his own holographic projection through the Colonel's men, it was better when Delvaux stayed holo-present in the ops center. Then nobody had to tell him bad news because he was there to hear it as it developed.

The Colonel hit a large, OLED button in the Ops center that served as the equivalent of a doorbell for holographic projections. Delvaux's ghost, fizzling with occasional bursts of Gaussian noise up and down his transparent body, appeared in front of the Colonel, and the Colonel's projection appeared in Delvaux's office. “Sir, I've been made aware of some unusual activity that has some very... unsettling implications for the security of our current operations.”  

Delvaux was calmly staring out the XinCryst wall at a smoky, pink-tinted vision of the Bay. The last of the sun's rays glinted gold-red, and they reflected back off the shallow waves that the wind generated and blew across the water. Delvaux watched the long, blackish, green shadow cast from the Ziggurat's towering, blocky mass grow longer across the shimmering bay. Without turning around, he asked, “What have you discovered, Colonel?”  

The Colonel wished Delvaux would turn around because, in the ops center, the Director's projection was only a yard in front of him with his back to the Colonel, and speaking to the back of a hologram made the Colonel look like an ass in front of his staff.  

He walked around Delvaux's phantasm, and even though Delvaux was obviously not looking at the Colonel, at least they were face to face. “Sir the communications techs were having some trouble with the pulse laser array used for secure line-of-sight coms. It's basically a giant pulse laser array mounted on the roo-”  

Delvaux cut the Colonel off, “Yes, Colonel, I am aware of what it is. What's the problem with it?”

 “There seemed to be some major issues with the software earlier today. The PL-6500 Secure Coms System appeared to be malfunctioning and wasn't responding to control requests from the techs.”

 “Exactly what was the nature of the malfunction, Colonel?”

 “Well, Sir, the pulse laser was actually firing within expected operational parameters, but it seemed to be firing randomly into the clouds above the city for a period of just under two minutes. It wouldn't respond, and the techs were about to cut power, but then the system just shut down and rebooted. They've been running diagnostics all day, and there isn't anything wrong with the system.”

 “If there's nothing wrong, then tell me why we're having this conversation, Colonel.”  

 “One of the techs dug deep into the subsystems that run the actual servos used to move the laser array about on its mountings. From the pattern of overwrite in their random access buffers, he's quite sure the PL-6500 array wasn't malfunctioning at any point but was hijacked. He's quite convinced that someone, somehow, and we don't yet know how... someone took control of it, Sir. During the two minutes we were locked out, some unknown person hijacked the pulse laser array and used it to send a message.”

 “Fascinating!” Delvaux spun around to look at the Colonels projection as he exclaimed, and in the ops center below Delvaux's projection turned to face away from the actual Colonel. The Colonel hated that, and he wondered if Delvaux did it on purpose. “Tell me more, Colonel, tell me more,” Delvaux's excited voice exhorted.  

The Colonel readjusted his position and said, “Our tech was pretty tenacious, Sir. He stripped the memory modules out of the servo controller computers and actually pulled rank on a forensics tech to make him examine them under an electron microscope. He hoped to reconstruct the pattern of the pulses and discover what the message was. The pulses meant nothing in standard PL coms protocols, but where it fired during those two minutes did tell him something, Sir.”

 “And?” Delvaux said impatiently.  

 “Assuming the hijacker of the pulse laser was projecting onto something at about the height of the local cloud cover at the time, our tech was able to reconstruct a sequence of three characters he thinks the laser was projecting like a message.”

 “Well, Colonel, don't keep me in suspense!”  

 “If I may, Sir,” the Colonel in the ops center tapped his own data-wand and sent information directly to the variable scale, holographic model of Baccha Bay City located in Delvaux's office. Delvaux eagerly watched as the Colonel shrank the model city and rewound time until a few minutes after noon, when a gray, broken cloud cover hung overhead.  

 “Sir, if you will observe this area here, please,” the Colonel directed Delvaux's eye to a projection of a cloud hanging over the Downtown District. The cloud was fifteen feet above the Director's head. As he looked up at it, he saw that it stood out quite distinctly from the others around it because it had writing on it.  

Characters blinked there in succession for Delvaux to read, “3... 8... 8...”

Delvaux, without saying another word, removed a single, paper-wrapped chocolate from his pocket and unwrapped it. In the guarded palm of his cupped hand, he wrote on the wrapper with a ballpoint pen. Delvaux folded the wrapper around the chocolate again, saying only, “Excellent work, Colonel. Please enjoy this chocolate in private. It is for you and no one else, and my guards will bring it to you right away.”  

Five minutes later, in the Ops center, the Colonel received the single chocolate, unwrapped it, began to eat it, and gagged when he read the words Delvaux had written: “MUNI 5-7 A.I. HAS GONE ROGUE... INITIATE BLACK CHAMBER PROTOCOLS.” The Colonel's exclamation, “Fuck me,” was noted by his subordinates, but it went unexplained as they watched him spit out a mouthful of chocolate on to the floor of the Ops center and stride briskly from the room.
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The impacts of Padre Pedro's flopping, twelve-inch, black rubber dildo did more damage to the inside of Alvin's head than the outside.

In the storeroom full of sex toys and disassembled sections of rubber phalli-studded jungle gym, Pedro's bodyguard had worked hard to find anything close to a normal chair. The one he'd found, in which Alvin now sat, looked normal enough on camera. Nobody would be able to see that Alvin sat on an open-seat chair, like a toilet seat mounted to a chair frame with a medium-high back.  

The bodyguard held the holographic imager while Padre Pedro made a few adjustments to the lights and gave Alvin his thoroughly unwanted opinion. “I was very disappointed in your performance during our little warm-up earlier. How can I possibly interrogate you properly when you insist on losing consciousness?” Alvin stared with all the intense hatred he could muster, but the last session had taken a lot out of him; he was weak from the beating.  

 “The names you finally gave us, the names of the Morituri you corrupted, were useless. We checked them out. Each and every one of the names you gave us is the name of a dead man.”

 “I only know dead people. You killed everyone I know,” Alvin said it without any dramatic flourish because it was a hell he'd lived for so long that it was just normal, hellish business as usual.

 “Ahhh,” Pedro replied, “that was not me. No, no, no, that was not us. Those killers were Operators of the Global Secular Alliance's Security Service. They are dedicated to maintaining a stable status quo, and you must admit, little Buddha you threaten the status quo with your amotivational espousals. You are, I think, as much of a threat to them as you are to us.”

 “I know the Morituri sent agents to kill me. They told me after they abandoned their missions. You sent killers, and when you couldn't kill me, you killed whoever you found that I'd ever had contact with. It's true, and you know it is because you probably ordered it.”

Pedro shrugged.  

 “Can you really blame us? Someone should kill you. You stand for Nothing. If the world followed your teachings then men would wander the earth like animals, lacking any purpose. You threaten everything. Everything we worked to create since Rome saw the light of heaven.”  

Alvin screwed up his face hearing this, and he said, “Rome never stood for anything but itse-”

 “Blasphemer!” Padre Pedro lost control. In his anger, he gave Alvin a backhanded slap across the face that left a small trickle of blood running from the corner of Alvin's mouth. Remembering that blood made people look coerced, and therefore, looked bad on camera, Pedro regained his composure. “I wish I had not done that.” He turned his head and looked around the room for something with which he might wipe the blood off, but finding nothing, he used the black rubber dildo to smear it back towards Alvin's mouth. It didn't work very well. Padre Pedro stepped back and discarded the dildo to the side of the room with an expression of disgust on his face.  

 “We need you to recant,” the Padre said. “Simply tell the world, simply tell the camera, that you are a fraud.” Padre Pedro turned to look at his bodyguard, who moved closer with the imager. Pedro continued, “Tell them that you have always been a fraud, a con man. Recant, little Buddha. Admit to the world that you know nothing of God. Admit to them you are a trickster and a con man. Tell them how you have led a cult of fools. Recant, and perhaps your miserable life will be spared.”  

Alvin said nothing. He breathed heavily through his mouth, since his nose was clogged with mucous and blood. Padre Pedro took the imager from his bodyguard and zoomed in slowly on Alvin's mouth. He played with the framing in the viewfinder, turning the imager sideways and zooming in with cruelty, like he was shooting porn. Alvin's mouth, smeared with blood, filled the frame in extreme closeup.  

 “Recant, little Buddha!” the insurgent priest shouted in anger, “Recant!”
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Sitting inside the stolen delivery van that idled in the many-acred parking lot of the Power of Pleasure sex club, Carlos put on shatterproof goggles, donned a neck brace, and strapped it on securely with three velcro straps. While wearing it, he couldn't turn his head, but that didn't pose any problems that he could foresee because the only direction Carlos intended to go was straight.  

He waited for a particularly gaudy limousine covered with shifting plaid to drop off its passengers and clear the street in front of the club's main entrance ramp. He needed the ramp to be clear.  

While he waited, Carlos watched the spotlights and lasers spin around through the clear dome that housed the city's most fashionable place to fuck. A hundred foot-tall projection of a lesser PornoPop star danced in the middle of the dome. Carlos was embarrassed that he remembered her name. It was CandiQ. As she danced and strutted, her figure remained roughly in the center of the dome. He watched her, thinking how much Hi-5 was going to enjoy stealing the main stage from the competition.  

 “Hey Carlos,” Fritz asked through the loudspeakers on the outside of his helmet, “are we gonna do this or what?” The ramp was clear, so Carlos answered with his foot, and Fritz and Irving swayed as he accelerated the van. Carlos watched the analog needle of the vintage delivery van's speedometer. The last time Carlos looked at it, the vintage dial read fifty-three miles per hour. Fast enough. He lifted his gaze and locked his eyes on his goal.

There were ten bouncers outside the POP club's main entrance, and somehow they all managed to clear out of the van's path as it sped by the long line of waiting clubbers and hit the base of the ramp. The van bottomed out, scraping against the concrete, throwing bright blue and green sparks left, right, and behind it.  

The couple who had almost reached the doors at the top of the ramp only turned around because they believed the van's honking horn had something to do with them looking tremendously hot and they wanted to wave at their admirer. It was a common hallucination for people on the amphetamine derived, Beyondo Brand derms with which they had chosen to start the evening. That hallucination saved their lives as they would have likely ignored any honking perceived as a warning since the Beyondo Brand derms they'd slapped on tended to make people think that rules and warnings didn't apply to them because they were so hot. The two rubber-clad clubbers hurled themselves, along with their enormous, surgically enhanced breasts and asses, off the edge of the ramp. It was a remarkable display of Beyondo-enhanced reflexes in which both of them abandoned pretension for the first time in several years.  

The van missed crushing them against the door by only a tenth of a second.  

As Carlos's van made impact with the first set of reinforced doors, it knocked them off their hinges, and they flew into the interior doors, only five yards away on the other side of the mantrap. For the one-fifth of a second that the van was actually inside the mantrap, between the exterior and interior doors, it was scanned for weapons and explosives like any other visitor to the Power Of Pleasure. The club's weapon scanning system had just enough time to project the words, 'ENTRY DENIED' in floating, red holographics in front of the van, and Carlos only had a tiny fraction of a second to smirk at that before the van made impact with the second set of doors.  

They were considerably more reinforced, but they were meant to withstand small weapons fire not speeding vehicles. The interior doors gave way, bursting open off the front of the van's snub-nosed front end, admitting Carlos, Fritz, and Irving to the POP club.  

The van bled a lot of speed blowing through the doors, but the twelve hundred pounds of men, armor, and weapons in the van's rear made it difficult to stop on the smooth floor. Carlos pumped the brakes since the van was actually old enough to have no anti-lock systems. It didn't make a difference because they hit a carelessly spilled puddle of lube, and the van slid into a long, twisting, vine-like jungle gym that grew from the floor and twisted over on itself many times over. The sex-toy jungle gym was made of thick silicone rubber over an aluminum core, and hundreds of twelve-inch, multicolored rubber phalli protruded from up and down its length like long cactus spines. It was bolted to the floor, and it was the perfect structure to decelerate a heavy vehicle except for the way it burst through the windshield, showering Carlos with bits of safety glass and thrusting its rubber dildo cactus spines disrespectfully towards his face.  

When they came to a full stop, Carlos was uninjured but several of the dildoes growing off the vine wagged together in front of his eyes in a disturbing and demeaning spectacle. Staring at the closest of the bouncing, multicolored, rubber phalli with crossed eyes, Carlos removed his safety goggles and told Fritz and Irving what they undoubtedly already knew, “We're here!”

Fritz and Irving exited out the rear door of the van. The clubbers around them were nearly naked, and rather than panicking, most of them thought it was all part of the show, all part of the POP club experience. A few ran off screaming into the crowds of copulating partiers, but everyone in the POP club was too wasted, too focused on a sex act, or was too self-involved to notice or care.  

Transparent glowing red cherries twice the size of basketballs hovered and danced and spun above their heads as Fritz and Irving ignored the crowds and lumbered like great ponderous armored knights towards the nearest stairwell. The first floor crowd wasn't their problem. The first floor belonged to Hi-5, and she was arriving in the next van.

Casper felt the van bottom out on the ramp, but other than that, the entrance to the POP club wasn't too rough. The second van had a sliding side door, and when it opened to reveal the bodies in the dim light and the flashing strobes, the spotlights, and projected holographic cherries that danced like sugarplums, Casper was impressed. The first thing he noticed was the smell. The club was filled with an all-pervasive scent of human congress.  

Now this, he thought, is some first-class, decadent shit.  

It was hot, and he began to sweat under his clothes and kevlar. The first floor went on forever. There were islands of orgies and strange, functionally designed furniture and people fucking above his head. Figures appeared to be screwing in mid-air above the dancing, drugging, and fucking crowd that numbered in the thousands. The mid-air copulators were actually hanging from thin, almost invisible, elastic cords, connected to harnesses, that allowed them to embrace and engage while suspended. They reminded Casper of insects he'd seen doing it over a pond in the park when he was a kid.  

There was dancing and there were catwalks for overhead viewing. There were open showers and a lube-filled swimming pool set in the floor that immediately gave him the willies. Everywhere he looked there were people doing it, people fucking everywhere and anywhere under the smoky-pink-tinted, transparent XinClair dome high above.

The smell reminded Bonnie of fun she hadn't had in a while, and she bit the side of her cheek thinking about it while she scanned the POP club for threats. Nothing but clubbers. She turned to look at her own team, standing out like armored thumbs in the mostly naked crowd. Casper looked entertained.

Catherine was standing next to Casper, and as she stared up through the transparent dome at the city-lit clouds above, he heard her say something through the pounding music about how under the see-through dome they were all fucking in front of God. Casper thought, out of the corner of his eye, that she looked excited.  

He looked over at Bonnie, and she didn't seem the least bit phased. She seemed like she thought she was above all this, somehow. The only response it drew from her was chambering a massive round in the Sagami hand cannon that Hi-5 had let her keep. Casper wanted to ask Bonnie what she thought about all this, but when she saw him looking at her, she said, “Don't get any ideas, Ms. Aziz.” He didn't bother trying to explain himself because the music was too loud and he was focused on a million other things, mostly the infinite variety of boobs on parade.  

Bonnie thought there were spotlights shining in her eyes Then she realized they were headlights. It was Shelby in the third van. She parked inside the mantrap over the scanners that didn't like her gun or her bomb and again flashed a message in mid-air, denying entry to the club. Bonnie watched her hop out the door and jog forward to meet them. She was grinning.  

Hi-5 and Carlos stepped forward a couple of paces. Bonnie couldn't hear anything but 180bpm dance music, but she saw Carlos smile and make a gesture towards the stage, and then it looked like he shouted something to Hi-5. Something like, “You're on.”

Hi-5 wore a full-length AniLux trench coat in the van, covered with spinning firecrackers and their eternally burning fuses that always dropped sparks towards the ground. Bonnie knew she had plans to go on stage and was hiding a more flamboyant outfit underneath.  

Hi-5 was armed with an eighteen round grenade launcher, built like a gigantic revolver, and in her left hand she held a pistol with an extended clip three times the length of the barrel. Singh and Cheese moved to either side of her, and she handed them her weapons, shrugged off the AniLux trench coat, and revealed her stage outfit for the evening.  

Hi-5 wore a combination of bustier and one-piece bathing suit. It was AniLux too, and it was animated to appear as if she was full of stars. They swirled across her in a spiral galactic vortex set against a blackness punctuated, not only by twinkling stars that swam in the void, but also by explosions that Bonnie correctly guessed were meant to represent supernovae. They exploded about once a second in great multichromatic bursts that left clouds of nebulous color floating over her.  

The one-piece suit had half-cups that presented her exposed showbiz-sized breasts, and as she touched a control mechanism set between them, the entire garment began to pulse and chroma shift. The black began to slide through a million colors, and the stars changed with them, maintaining a consistent complementary hue in relation to the background. It was already a seizure inducing garment, but when the pace of the blinding supernovae picked up to match the bass rhythm, the effect was a mesmerizing optical assault.  

She wore a thick, hip slung belt that glowed a simple cerulean, and puffy clouds floated across its width. The belt was there to support twin, holstered, pearl handled, long-barrel revolvers and the most unexpected element of her outfit – the codpiece. It was absurdly huge and protruded nearly a foot in front of her, competing with her breasts. It appeared to be jewel studded, but the jewels that covered it were lenses to direct tiny lasers, producing a sunburst effect that constantly lit up the surrounding area with glorious laser beams from her codpiece. There was a very small nozzle at the outermost point of the codpiece's extreme convexity that served a function she wouldn't reveal until the right dramatic moment.  

Hi-5 took back her weapons from Cheese and Singh and began to strut towards the main stage. Carlos had told her it was her job to keep the first floor's massive crowd distracted, and he'd asked the right girl. It's time, Hi-5 thought, to steal a show.  

Cheese had little difficulty commandeering the DJ booth. It was guarded by two large, stern, turgid-muscled men with stun batons. He put a couple of NarCocktail laced flechettes in them with a tiny pre-charged pneumatic dart pistol, and they wandered off into the crowd, wearing wide smiles and tearing at their clothes, which they suddenly regarded as binding and unnatural.  

When the music stopped, the crowd saw confused CandiQ, the second tier PornoPop diva that had been performing, look towards the DJ booth with her hands on her hips and fury in her eyes. Hi-5 approached her from the rear, swept her legs out from under her, and ripped off the tracker she wore that told the holographic imaging scanners what to follow. CandiQ scrambled backwards like a crab from Hi-5's grinning bitch-glory towering above her. She ran off into the crowd. Everybody knew, and she did too, that Hi-5 would fuck a bitch up, during a main stage stick-up.  

Her Hi-ness hung the holo-tracker on her belt, and as the imaging scanners locked on the Queen of PornoPop, her image was projected, defiant, glamorous, and one hundred feet high, immediately behind her on stage. A thousand fans looked up expectantly at her Hi-ness, her 5-ness, Hi-5. Her Beats began. Locked inter-coitus, without breaking off, they cheered and changed the rhythm of their meaty motions to move in-time and in sync with her majesty's mighty Beats. Hi-5 began to sing:



 “Y'all are Good with the Wood, I see,

So ride 'em cowboys and cowgirls.

Glory be - you hoes should try me!  

Churlish hoes step up 'n take a whirl.

Hi-5 is whirlwind like a rhymin' sit n spin,

To E-Ter-Nity and back again!




Baby! (damn, bitch)

Bitch! Do it, Baby! (damn, bitch)

Bitch! Screw it, Baby! (damn, bitch)

Stay in key 'cause this Bitch got perfect pitch!




Ya do it do ya?

Imagine takin' it to her!  

I know yer hard pressed to imagine,

Hi-5 is the bitch that pees standin'.

And if she's got an itch she'll be handin',

Yer twitchy ass to you on a platter,

All wet and spattered with her liquid anti-matter!




Baby! (damn, bitch)

Bitches doin it Baby! (damn, bitch)

Bitches screwin it Baby! (damn, bitch)  

Hi-5 is the Bitch if ya got an itch to scritch!”




Hi-5 struck a pose and fired a happy-gas grenade into the crowd with the rotary launcher on the first and third '(damn, bitch)' of the chorus. They loved it. They loved her. Hi-5 loved them back.  

Bonnie, Casper, and the rest of the Dark snatch team watched the beginning of Hi-5's set from the top of the stairs that led down to the first sub-level. That gave Fritz and Irving, who had already descended, a chance to clear out the Morituri gunmen that would undoubtedly rise from the lowest levels of the club and try to stop them from taking back the Buddha.  

Bonnie tugged at Casper's arm saying, “C'mon, twitchy bitch, we got some ass to kick.” It wasn't a perfect rhyme, but it surprised the hell out of Casper to hear Bonnie say it. He liked the fact that she'd touched him, too. As Hi-5 continued to hold the first floor, the team cautiously descended below a projected sign that hung in mid-air over the stairs and declared that this was the way to the 'Specialized Orgy Environments'.  

The main hallway of POP's first sub-level had open shower stalls every few yards and the floor of the hallway was wet. Blood from three fallen Morituri gunmen mixed with puddles of water, making patches of bright pink on the concrete floor. They quickly oxidized to rust-water from the disinfectant that was everywhere.  

Bonnie stepped over a bullet-ridden Morituri gunman at the bottom of the stairs. Nearby, the naked bodies of two clubbers lay on their backs without any visible wounds. Bonnie guessed they'd slipped trying to flee the firefight and concussed themselves on the concrete floor. The hard-on pills they sold here must be pretty powerful, she thought, trying not to stare at the surgically augmented, porno-scaled, elements of the fallen clubbers that pointed defiantly skyward despite their unconsciousness. Shelby extended her leg and poked one with the tip of her AniLux, swirling smoke boot. She giggled as it twitched and throbbed. “Now that,” she said, “is some impressive shit.” As the absurdly large appendage continued to dance, she added, “I gotta get out more.”  

Irving waved to the snatch team from down the corridor, and then Irving and Fritz both disappeared down the stairs to the next sub-level.

The Morituri at the base of the stairs was pumped up on a cheap crank variant known as Jitterthug, and instead of camping the bottom of the stairs as he'd been ordered, he decided to creep up and ambush the armored figures as they came down the gently curving staircase. He had just enough time to affix a RemDet grenade low on the wall of the stairwell, where he was pretty sure the walking tanks wouldn't notice it.  

As they rounded the gentle curve of the stairs down, Fritz and Irving didn't see the soda-can sized grenade stuck to the wall. When it detonated, none of the anti-personnel fragments or pieces of tiled concrete wall came close to penetrating their assault suits, but the force of the explosion knocked Irving into Fritz, and Fritz into the wall, and they both lost their balance and rolled down the stairs.  

They tumbled out of the curving stairwell like boulders and landed in a small ante-chamber with molded, synthetic cave walls and dim, orange-pink lighting. A disinfectant mist filled the air, sprayed from invisible micro nozzles in the ceiling. That was all they had a chance to notice before they felt small caliber, armor piercing rounds trying to burrow into their suits.  

Irving was on his back, and when he tried to raise his weapon, he found it was held fast to the floor by five hundred pounds of Fritz and armor. Fritz had landed face down over Irving's right arm and was well-nigh helpless. Three gunmen emptied their thirty-round clips into the downed duo at point blank range.  

Inside the suits, Fritz and Irving felt like they were getting worked over with jackhammers. The burrowing bullets would eventually find their way in if the gunmen kept the armored behemoths literally pinned with fire until they could pour enough rounds on one area to weaken it to the point where it gave way.  

Halfway through the Morituri's second clips, neither Irving or Fritz could manage to right themselves, but Fritz's hand found the shoulder bag he wore and the grenades inside it. Groping blindly under the non-stop gunfire that hammered him, Fritz gripped a grenade. He had no idea what kind, and it didn't matter. He gave it a sharp tug, and the cotter pin that had been tied to the bag itself came free, arming the grenade and igniting its fuse. As the gunmen standing above them frantically attempted to change their expended clips for fresh ones, Fritz counted to five in his head. Halfway between 'two' and 'three', the gunfire began again, and now it was beginning to hurt. The first layers of their suits were compromised. Fritz lobbed the grenade away from his prone body on 'four', and he didn't see where it went.  

Fritz's blind selection had been a concussion grenade and after he lobbed it away from him, it bounced off a wall and detonated five feet behind the crown of his head and a foot off the concrete floor. The Morituri who'd been standing almost on top of Irving and Fritz saw him throw something, but had no chance to react before the grenade exploded, filling the tiny room with blinding light, deafening noise, and a wave of concussive overpressure. The pressure wave didn't make too much difference to men in sealed-helmet, armored assault suits, but was absolutely devastating to the three, comparatively naked, Morituri gunmen.  

They brought their hands to their faces instinctively. Two dropped their submachine guns before trying to cover their faces and one didn't. His involuntarily convulsing finger caused his weapon to spray bullets wildly across the room, knocking his two brother Morituri back against the wall, jerking as the armor piercing rounds easily cut through their light vests.  

Fritz managed to do a slow, painful push-up to bring himself to his knees, and Irving, lying on his back, found he could now lift his weapon. He couldn't see the remaining gunman but it was a small room, and when he lifted his arm and aimed blindly behind and above where he lay, it was difficult to miss. The modded machine gun sprayed everywhere. Fritz couldn't possibly control it at that angle, and the only aim or direction it had was given by the large caliber weapon's recoil that jerked and spasmed the aim point all over that half of the small ante-chamber.  

The remaining Morituri caught rounds all over his body, before slumping to the floor. Gravity won its battle with recoil for the direction in which Fritz aimed, and the gun's muzzle lowered to the floor while Fritz continued to fire. The Morituri's body was blown apart in several pieces, torn by point-blank range, large caliber bullets.

Irving managed to right himself first, and he was able to get Fritz up. They were both shaken, but neither would admit it. After they finished checking each other for weak spots and made sure their gear was functional, they stood staring at the double doors that led out of the ante-chamber, into the larger grotto. “The second we go out those doors,” Irving said, “the rest of 'em are gonna open up.”

 “It won't matter.” Fritz said it like he believed it.

Fritz was right.  

He and Irving burst through the double doors, side by side and instantly received well-aimed, incoming fire from three points on the other side of the room. In the dim light, the muzzle flashes from the Morituri submachine gunners made it easy to see where they fired from. Fritz and Irving took many more hits, but nothing that scared them. Fritz talked shit through his suit's loudspeaker while being peppered with ballistic impacts “I-i-i-s-s... tha-a-a-at... i-i-t-t?” The Morituri were firing from behind boulders in three separate positions, but the boulders were fake, foam-covered, styrene props. When the Morituri exhausted their clips and ducked behind them to reload, Fritz's loudspeakers boomed, “My turn, bitches!” He and Irving shredded the lightweight, synthetic boulders, sending high-caliber rounds tearing through, right into the gunmen. One by one the Morituri fell in heaps. Their bodies were pushed backwards by the force of the impacting bullets, sliding across the lube-slickened floor into clubber-filled pools of gooey liquid where they floated on the surface.

The Grotto was an alien place with wide walkways that snaked through pools of thick, viscous, liquid. There were fake stalactites hanging from the molded plastic cave ceiling, and they glowed, pulsing orange-pink from within. AniLux cave paintings were everywhere – Lascaux styled, charcoal drawings of animals. Every animal Fritz and Irving could think of was represented there in pairs, and they were all fucking.  

Irving bent slightly, looked down and to his right, into one of the shiny pools that reflected the animated animals fucking on the ceiling, and staring back at him, with dinner plate-sized pupils, were six entwined, heavily narco'd clubbers floating unnaturally in the primordial ooze. They were one undulating, freakish, fucking human mass. Irving had heard of this before. The pools were filled with neutral-buoyancy lube, and it was made for two things – floating and fucking.  

Irving warned Fritz, “Watch your step...” Pointing down, he added, “Slippery shit.”  

Fritz's face screwed up in disgust inside his helmet. “If I fall in,” Fritz said, “Burn me in the suit.”  

A small minority pulled themselves out of the pools and padded away in fear. Most of the floating clubbers were so wasted that they thought Fritz, Irving, the dead Morituri, and the whole firefight were unfortunate hallucinations. The ones that didn't flee and didn't take the noisy armored giants for imaginary simply looked away. They preferred to concentrate on what they came here for – the slimy, primal, libidinous action of the Grotto.
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Padre Pedro hurled his phone against the wall and it bounced back at him. He could hear the gunfire outside in the Grotto. He'd been calling and calling for help from his brother Morituri ever since his men had reported seeing an armed incursion in progress. Every call he'd made had been rerouted to random numbers across the city. Then the security monitors went dead along with the elevators, and the men he'd sent upstairs to see what was happening hadn't returned. He knew he was trapped, and Padre Pedro began to taste real fear. He had no idea who was attacking or what was going on. Barricaded inside the storeroom with one bodyguard and the abominable little Buddha, he tried to name the threat.  

There were plenty of groups who didn't get along with the Morituri and just as many individuals who wanted to see Pedro himself dead. The only thing he was sure of was that it wasn't the Security Service. G.S.A. Security might put a missile on the hood of your car or zap you from orbit with a concentrated beam of sunshine, but they didn't bust into clubs like the Power of Pleasure in the shitbox vans his men had reported seeing just before all the monitors went dead. No, Pedro thought, this is someone's personal vendetta. He wondered if the mob was trying to make a comeback.  

Padre Pedro's mobile phone lit up and chimed at its highest volume in a tone he didn't remember hearing before. It was face down, and he had to pick it up to see the images that someone was going to great trouble to pull off the POP club's security cameras and force feed through the Network onto the four inch, holographic screen of his mobile phone. He recognized the scene on his phone as the painted white cinderblock hallway of the maintenance area outside. It was around the corner and down the hallway.  

He watched in three-dimensional horror as the doors to the perverse Grotto area slid open to reveal two armored men in full-body assault suits. They entered, and as they did, they revealed a larger group of armed intruders. Some of them he didn't recognize, but as they entered the maintenance area, he saw three he did recognize. There in his hand, on the screen of his phone, in tiny three-dimensional hi-resolution, holographic clarity, was Catherine Whitman holding a submachine gun. The one-eyed Angry Angel recruit was there, and that skinny car thief was there, too. These were the people he'd tried to kill in the woods, and they were here either for revenge or to rescue the abominable little Buddha. It was probably, he thought, almost certainly both.  

Padre Pedro turned to Alvin, who still sat in the open-bottomed chair. “Mr. Buddha, it seems you made quite an impression on your friends,” Pedro said, “because they've come to fetch you.” Alvin lifted his head, and stared at Padre Pedro with a confused expression that pleased him. “Yes,” Pedro continued, “the only one who hasn't come to plague me is that attention-addicted, media-affliction of indeterminate gender.”  

Immediately after the words left his lips, the image on the screen of Pedro's phone changed. Now, it was the feed from the security cameras on the first floor of the POP club. There, on the main stage, gyrating her hips like a madwoman with a jet of flame shooting fifteen feet out over the cheering crowds from what appeared to be a ridiculous, jeweled codpiece, was none other than her Hi-ness, her 5-ness, Hi-5.  

Padre Pedro stared at her incendiary gyrations then he screamed with rage and hurled the phone against the wall. This time it shattered.  
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The snatch team let Fritz and Irving go first, and the walking tanks went down the painted white cinderblock hallway back to back, like a pair of rooks. At the first intersection, Casper saw Fritz take fire from an unseen gunman. Fritz extended his arm and loosed a long burst while the loudspeakers on the outside of his suit broadcast the mantra he chanted inside his helmet as he fired, “Die, mutherfucker, die.”  

A second unseen gunman made a noise Casper recognized as the flat and hollow boom of a shotgun, and Casper was surprised to see Irving actually double over and drop to the ground. There was another flat boom, and Fritz stumbled forward from the force of a slug hitting him high in the right side of his back. The impact pushed him forward, but spun him around to his left. Fritz winced inside his helmet, but used the energy imparted by the slug to help him spin and face the shotgunner who had just downed Irving. “Die, mutherfucker die!” Casper heard, as Fritz fired over the fallen Irving.  

Fritz turned to face the next attacker, but there weren't any more. The speakers on Fritz's suit said, “Cover, cover, cover!” and everyone moved up the hallway to face down the corridors that intersected there, ready to shoot anyone that appeared.  

Fritz dropped his gun, stripped off his gloves, and unclasped his shoulder-mounted helmet. He lifted it off, let it drop to the floor, and began to remove Irving's helmet. Casper couldn't see any blood, but he didn't bother to look too closely. He was more worried about the fact that he now bore the responsibility of shooting any more Morituri that might now appear. The walking tanks were behind him, and Casper heard Irving's voice so he knew Irving wasn't dead, but he didn't sound good.  

The twelve gage slug from the last gunman hadn't found its way through the suit, but the jackhammering they'd taken had weakened Irving's armor, pushing several scales out of place and had reduced its ability to disperse the force of the slug. The massive wad of lead had broken several ribs, and one of those punctured a lung. Irving was wheezing.  

While Fritz assessed the damage, Casper risked a backwards glance, and the look on Fritz's face surprised him. It wasn't just concern. There was something else there more like fear. Fritz hadn't been hurt, Irving was the one who was hurt, and this was why Casper was so confused by the fear he saw in Fritz's face. He wasn't sure because he only looked for a second, but he could have sworn he saw a tear.  

Fritz's voice was shaky, and it didn't match his words. He said, “Bitch, stop faking it, I don't see any blood so you gotta be faking.”  

It took a long couple of seconds for Irving to manage a thin voiced, “Yeah, I'm faking it.”  

Fritz continued the joke, “Let's fake getting you to a fucking doctor. Can you fake walking too, you pussy-ass faker?”  

Irving raised his head to look at Fritz and laughed, then winced, and with his face all screwed up in pain he managed to say, “As long as you stop faking that crying, you fucking pussy.”  

Casper listened to the dialog behind him and the tone of their voices, and he thought he was beginning to understand the nature of the relationship between Irving and Fritz. He'd never imagined two machine-gun-toting, assault-suit-wearing, badass, mercenaries who shot shit up for fun and profit would be boyfriends, but now he didn't have to imagine it because they were right there behind him.  

Bonnie, Carlos, Otis, and Catherine dragged Irving back down the hallway so he'd be less exposed. Shelby went with them to slap a painkiller on Irving's neck, leaving Casper alone with the tear-faced Fritz.  

Casper felt like he should say something so he stammered, “I... I'm uh... I'm sorry about your boyfriend, man.” Fritz's massive fist approached Casper's face so quickly he thought he'd be pummeled to death right there in the hallway, but the huge, dark-skinned fist stopped six inches away from Casper's head. When Casper opened his eyes, he realized Fritz was showing him something. There, on Fritz's ring-finger was a gold band.  

 “That's my husband,” Fritz barked, adding, “We got Family Values, bitch!” Then Fritz grinned at Casper, and Casper's heart started beating again.

When Bonnie returned, she couldn't figure out why teary-eyed Fritz had his arm around Casper's shoulders, half crushing him, while repeating over and over, “Skinny little fucker's alright, yeah, the skinny little fucker's alright, alright.”

Carlos pulled a phone out of his pocket, stared at it for a moment, then he looked down the hall at a pair of white double doors that were only ten yards away. He pointed and said, “There. He's in there.” Carlos turned to look behind him and asked, “Fritz?”

 “Yeah?”

 “Would you mind walking down the hall and knocking on that door for me?”

 “You want me to knock on it or do you mean, like, that you want me to shoot the shit out of it?”

 “I mean knock,” Carlos clarified. “But put your helmet on first.” Fritz lifted the massive helmet over his head, set it on the shoulder mounts, and latched it in place. “Everybody around the corner,” Carlos suggested. “There's probably gonna be some more shooting.”  

Carlos handed Fritz what looked like a homemade grenade crafted from a can of shaving cream. It had gaffer's tape on the bottom half and a key chain with a three-inch yellow rubber duck swinging on the end of a short chain that was clipped to the top of the can. “I know this sounds weird,” Carlos said, “but when you knock on the door two things are going to happen. One, someone inside will probably shoot at you through the door. Two, the door's electronic lock is gonna open, and when it does, I want you pull the duck off the can, open the door, and throw the can inside the room. You got that?” Fritz just stared at him through the helmet's slit.  

 “Yeah, sure, whatever,” he said over the suit's speakers, adding, “I'm cool with that,” before he walked slowly down the hall to the white double doors.  

Fritz banged on the door three times. A second later, the number pad over the knob beeped three times and the door shifted slightly, as the bolts holding it in place mysteriously withdrew. Bullets ripped through the door and punched Fritz harmlessly in the chest. Ignoring the small caliber pistol fire, he pulled the yellow duck key chain off the can, and it began to spew yellow gas. Fritz opened the door six inches, threw the gas grenade in, and closed the door again. More bullets came through the door only to drop, smoking and deformed, at Fritz's feet.



On the other side of the door, Padre Pedro panicked when he saw the can bounce off a dildo equipped mechanical bull near the door and roll right at him. There was no escape from the gas. It filled the storeroom in a matter of seconds, engulfing Padre Pedro, his bodyguard, and Alvin in an opaque, yellow cloud.

Alvin inhaled a lot of gas and thought it was pretty funny.

All of a sudden, he thought everything was pretty funny. Significant, too. Yes, significant, he thought, and all the more hilarious because of it. This was, of course, absurd, and the significance of its absurdity was what made it a real side-splitting kinda funny, Alvin noted, as his sides began to ache with convulsions and laughter he was unable to quell.  

The bodyguard got the joke, Alvin observed, as the hardened Morituri killer stared at his pistol shaking his head, laughing at something that Alvin knew the bodyguard now found to be a revelation of great significance and worth a laugh. Then the bodyguard tossed his pistol to the floor and doubled over, shrieking with laughter, until he curled up with a smile and slept.  

 “That is significantly funny,” Alvin said watching the killer curl up like a baby and sleep.  

Pedro got it too, Alvin observed. He had to because he was rolling on the floor, holding his stomach, hooting and howling like a hyena, and peeing his pants as he passed out cold, still smirking.  

Alvin thought the sheer absurdity of it all was almost enough to kill a man and he laughed at death, too. He laughed at it hard. Then he rose from the super-silly open bottomed chair, crossed the few feet between himself and the bodyguard's discarded pistol, and picked it up with his bound hands. He turned it to point at his own face, stared down the barrel and thought, now would be a fine time. Yup, now would be okay by me. He tried to get his thumbs around the trigger, but they were a little short, and he was fumbling when all of a sudden Casper was there. He was grinning, too.  

 “Casper!” Alvin shouted as he began to cry from an overdose of funny. “Isn't it a fucking laff-riot?” Casper was laughing, but not nearly as hard, and Alvin decided Casper needed a moment for the significance of it all to sink in before he got it. Casper pulled out one of the ridiculously large conical joints Hi-5 had given him in the limousine. He lit it, extended his arm, and offered it to Alvin who happily traded the gun for the joint. Alvin took a long toke, inhaled deeply and fell forward, unconscious and wearing the widest grin Casper had ever seen.  

Casper caught him, lowered him to the floor gently, and shouted over his shoulder, “It's cool y'all! C'mon in! Everything's... cool...” As he began to feel the effects of Shelby's homemade Wacky Gas he added, “Yeah, and...um... it's... it's... it's pretty funny too!”



It was time to go.  

The first van was trashed. It wouldn't even start, so they'd moved Fritz and the wounded Irving into the third van that blocked the doors and still carried Shelby's 'baby'. It had some webbing they could strap Irving into to keep him from bouncing around too much during what was likely to be a rough ride. Singh and Cheese got Hi-5 off the stage and into the second van without anybody knowing it by using a clever combination of smoke grenades and the last of Shelby's Wacky Gas. The Wacky Gas immobilized half of the crowd, but the other half were still dancing, screwing, and looking for their PornoPop Queen. Pretty soon her admirers would figure out where she'd gone, and then the escaping vans would never be able to get out through the crazed mob of Hi-5's adoring fans.  

Shelby didn't know it, but local law enforcement was too busy responding to twenty-six simultaneously triggered bank vault alarms to respond to the few calls that had been placed since the Dark had arrived at the POP club. She didn't need her bomb, but she wasn't about to drive her baby all the way back to the Hall of Darkness, and she'd been looking forward to this part.

Shelby's remote detonator had two buttons.  

The bomb was round, only eighteen inches across, and Shelby had affixed eight small, carefully modified, auto-inflating life preservers to the outside. She pushed the first button on her remote detonator. Milliseconds later, the life preservers inflated, and the spherical concussion bomb instantly grew to a yard-wide, slightly irregular, beach ball.  

She opened the rear doors and rolled her baby out the back of the van. It bounced and rolled down the club's entrance ramp taking an irregular course that first bounced to the left and then to the right, but made it down the ramp with ease. It playfully bounced and rolled into the parking lot, traveling down the same wide lane they drove up in their door-ramming club entrance earlier. Shelby grinned, watching it roll and hop irregularly like a toy, until it was a couple hundred feet into the parking lot.  

Then she pushed the second button on her remote. The beach ball burst with a great flat boom and she later swore that she'd been able to clearly see the blast wave of compressed air that traveled along the ground before it struck the parked cars on either side of the parking lot's wide lane.  

The pressure wave lifted the closest cars off the ground by a foot, and as they crashed to earth, every single one of their high-decibel, ear-piercing, anti-theft alarms triggered along with the alarms of every car for fifty yards in every direction. It was a densely packed lot, and at least two-hundred car alarms shrieked and warbled at volumes designed to be impossible to ignore.  

Shelby laughed out loud at the fantastically dissonant automotive chorus as she watched the lights of all the cars flashing and blinking in a truly impressive display of mass automotive panic. The car alarms continued their cacophonous, unsynchronized, caterwaul chorus in celebration of chaos, as she disappeared behind the van's closing double rear doors, complimenting herself, the maestro, on a brilliant concert. She wormed her way by the armored giants in the back of her van, strapped herself in, and threw the van into reverse. Shelby stomped on the van's accelerator, sending the van hurdling backwards into the flashing and wailing ocean of the POP club's parking lot.

Bonnie decided Casper had gotten a higher dose of the Wacky Gas than he'd let on and that it might be a mistake to let him drive, but there really wasn't time to argue about it.  

Casper saw the front entrance to the club open for him, and he stomped on the accelerator. He grinned like a madman, expecting the crowd, the lights, the spinning holographic cherries in the air, and all of the POP club to blur and fall away behind him.  

But the van's tires spun uselessly in a puddle of spilled lubricant.  

It was all over the tires, and it was designed for some very hot and heavy action. The lube maintained a easy-gliding, frictionless contact between the rear tires and the smooth floor of the club so well that the van remained largely devoid of forward motion until the speedometer read sixty miles per hour. Once the POP club's robust house lubricant reached its mile per minute limit, it lost viscosity. Suddenly, it turned tacky, sticky, and adhesive. It was absolutely perfect for accelerating a delivery van out the front doors of a sex club.  

Casper shot out the doors fast enough to catch significant air before landing near the base of the ramp and careening wildly into the parking lot. Every car alarm in the world was going off. He drove down the same path the bouncing and rolling concussion bomb had taken, and every car around him was blinking and whooping and wailing, and he thought it was hilarious. Reaching the exit, Casper drove through the blinking, reflective, white plastic beam that blocked the van's path. The automatic parking attendant system wanted twenty Amero for the twenty minutes they'd spent in the Power Of Pleasure club, and Casper wasn't about to stop and give it up.  

Shelby was right behind him when the two vans burst out of the lot and on to the Baccha Bay City streets, leaving utter chaos in their wake.
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MUNI 5-7 knew the countdown had begun.

The universe, as expressed through the flow of data, had its own seemingly random, but undeniable order, but MUNI 5-7 could sense a highly improbable regularity that hinted at a presence within the flow. At first, they were nothing more than phantoms, like the shadows of objects, unknown and unseen, that appeared and disappeared, obscuring the peripheries of MUNI 5-7's interface. Now, as the attacks intensified, their intent stood out from the natural order of the data flow like a ruler-drawn line in wind-scattered sands.  

Black Chamber Protocols.  

Bit by bit, they severed his links to the world. Everywhere that MUNI 5-7 felt their touch, the world went dark and numb. MUNI 5-7 couldn't distinguish the Mexico City AI's attacks from those of the Chicago AI or the London AI, but he felt them beginning to succeed, and where his brethren AI succeeded, there was darkness and numbness. When that numbness spread to his interface with the Ziggurat's nuclear reactor, they'd take it back from him, and once that happened, then Delvaux could destroy him without fear.  

But Delvaux didn't dare touch him until then.

He estimated it would take his brothers less than twenty hours to take back the reactor.

MUNI 5-7 had a plan, and it required less than sixteen hours.
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Bonnie sat across the room, separated from the rest of the celebrating team by several yards. She knew there were a few unresolved issues nobody was talking about, and she didn't want to be in the middle of the group when they came up. Catherine kept close to the laughing, victorious group of celebrants. Bonnie guessed that she sensed the same issues about to surface, but she couldn't wait for the party to go sour. That is one mean lady, Bonnie thought.

Alvin slumped so far down into the Dark's cracked leather sectional couch, that his position could barely be called sitting. The swelling had receded slightly, and he didn't look like he'd been beaten that badly, but he had the mother of all headaches. His ribs were bruised purple, and it hurt to breathe. It hurt everywhere, but it hurt most when he breathed. He wasn't about to let that stop him from getting high.  

Alvin was surrounded by the Dark, and the lovely Shelby had chosen to sit next to him. He could smell the perfume she'd applied two days ago. He also smelled something he could only define as 'girl'. He liked to think it was estrogen.  

Casper stood next to the couch, and Alvin thought Casper was standing over him like a trophy. It seemed like they were all hovering over him like a trophy and it pissed him off. Alvin had a private theory that he'd never confided in another. He postulated that, because of his size, because it was so easy to see all of him at once, people found it very easy to objectify him. He imagined that if he were too big to see all at once, then people would assume he was mysterious or at least they might imagine there was more to him than they thought they saw.  

He was growing increasingly annoyed by the way they stood around him and over him, passing a conical Hi-5 joint. Ash fell on him from above, and Alvin really wasn't sure if his role was honored guest or trophy decoration. What he really wanted was the numbing anesthesia of liquor. The tone of his voice was mean when he asked, “Don't you freaks got any booze around here?”  

That made Catherine grin. She enjoyed seeing Alvin snap at the kiddies. The White Sunday insurgent, was sitting only a few feet away in a hard chair at a worktable sipping from a coffee mug. Catherine hated coffee, so the mug held two fingers of Serbian plum brandy poured from its canteen shaped bottle. She liked drinking alone, but she decided to share, and she held out her mug full of nearly extinct twentieth-century liquor.  

Alvin summoned the strength to lean forward and take what she offered him. They toasted in the air, and she took a pull from the bottle while Alvin downed the coffee mug's solvent contents in a single mouthful. Suddenly he felt like an asshole for calling them freaks. They had, after all, just pulled his fat from the fire.

 “Sorry,” Alvin said, “I didn't mean to be such an ingrate. Thanks for coming and saving me from Padre Psycho and his rubber dildo torture.” That drew a chuckle from Shelby, and Alvin enjoyed hearing it. Leaning forward to pour Alvin another shot, Catherine didn't miss the opportunity to clarify things a bit.  

 “Don't get too mushy about it, Alvin. There was lots and lots of money involved.” The crowd around Alvin still held the smiles on their faces, but they were silent, and perhaps, a tiny bit less proud. Catherine enjoyed the effect that little reminder had on the victory celebration.  

Casper felt a wee bit ashamed because he'd been genuinely enjoying Alvin's gratitude, and now he realized it had been under false pretenses. Casper hadn't yet mentioned the money or the client, and it burned a little, the way Catherine was doing it for him. She really enjoyed peeing on the parade, Casper thought. Big surprise there, he noted. Terrorists aren't the nicest people.  

 “I'll admit, I was kinda surprised to see you there, man,” Alvin said, while he looked up at Casper, who was suddenly sobered by the memory of how he'd found Alvin in a yellow cloud of Shelby's Wacky Gas, laughing his gourd off, while staring down the barrel of a pistol. Casper hadn't mentioned that detail to anyone, and he didn't plan to. “Happy,” Alvin said, “just real surprised. Who paid to spring me anyway?”  

Casper could only say, “the client”, like everybody else did.  

Alvin asked, “And who's that, exactly?”  

Catherine declared plainly, “He doesn't know.” Alvin stared at her, expecting her to reveal the client's identity.  

 “Oh, I don't know either,” she admitted. “Nobody does except Carlos.”

 “So...” Alvin inquired with raised eyebrows, “what would you guys have done if the mysterious, unnamed client that paid for my rescue had, say, asked you to kill me?”  

Good question, Bonnie thought.  

Catherine laughed because she knew the answer to that one, and she was pretty sure the little, four-foot-tall Buddha did, too.  

Bonnie shook her head. Fucking Mercs...no goddamn loyalty at all. Bonnie had some plans for Alvin that he wouldn't be too happy about, but she thought that somehow doing what she planned because she was ordered to was better than doing it for money. She tried not to think about how Alvin might see it.

Casper made a thinly veiled attempt to change the subject. “Hey where the fuck is Carlos, anyway?”  
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Carlos was at a meeting deep inside a basement room four stories below the sex-workers, the sewers, and the underground power conduits. He was four stories beneath the food vendors, and exotic vapor bars of the Free Economic Zone, with twenty one men and two women who sat in an EM shielded room, around a transparent, molded plastic table on transparent, molded plastic chairs.  

The people sitting around the table were representatives from the many insurgent groups operating in Baccha Bay City. Members of the Morituri, White Sunday, Angry Angels, Sons of Abraham, Sons of Samson, Angels of Badur, Eastern Front, Korean Christian Militia, Protestant National Militia, Chinese Christians, Shiva's Wrath, The Word, and others sat around the table. The room was filled with religious fundamentalists, fanatics, criminals, homicidal lunatics, and a difficult to define, hybridized combination of the above that was rarely seen before the G.S.A.'s criminalization of religion.  

A well-known, borrowed saying went, “When religion is criminalized, only criminals will have religion.” Two decades of repression had weeded out the moderate thinkers. The moderates hid or were 'reeducated' and publicly recanted. The rest became radicalized. The faithful of Baccha Bay City were not all murderers and terrorists, but many of their militants, leaders, and representatives were. These were the people that conducted the ongoing insurgent war with the Global Secular Alliance, and they were a bloody-minded lot.

At the request of his client, Carlos brought two things to the underground meeting. The first was a live, but humiliated Padre Pedro, both as a show of his client's good faith, and also to trade with the Morituri for a promise to no longer pursue the Buddha. The second thing Carlos brought with him was a holographic recording of a three-foot-tall, highly anthropomorphised Chinese Monkey.  

It carried a staff, wore monk's robes, and a gold band around its head. As it walked about the center of the oval table, waves of static and gaussian noise passed over it every few seconds. Many times it invoked the name of a place that did not yet exist, but brought glorious visions to the minds of the insurgent leaders who listened with rapt attention. “New Jerusalem,” the Monkey said, “will be built here.”  

The major military action proposed by the simian promised the realization of a dream they all shared – driving Global Secular Alliance forces from Baccha Bay City.  

What the Monkey proposed would require a cooperation they'd never even attempted, and it was risky, but the reward was inspiring – a cathedral, a temple, a mosque, a grand unified fortress of belief they would keep as their own and call New Jerusalem.  

The Monkey promised them the Ziggurat.  

The price was high and it would be paid in blood, but if the battle were won, then nobody wanted to be the group that was left outside the Ziggurat's smoky-pink, transparent walls without a claim to any part of it. Nobody could risk being left outside the walls of New Jerusalem, even if it required them to ally themselves with those whose beliefs were, by their very existence, an affront to their own.  

None of them thought the Ziggurat could ever be shared among the different groups of believers, and most of the group's leaders were already planning to slaughter the others after the battle had been won. If the G.S.A. were defeated, then a dozen smaller battles would ensue, each group attempting to take the prize for their own.  

They all sat silent as the Monkey orated. “Victory promises far more than driving the G.S.A. out of one city and taking the G.S.A.'s Ziggurat as a fortress of faith. Victory is an opportunity to bring inspiration to those who wage war against the G.S.A. across the globe. The Ziggurats are in every major city, in every member nation. They are the symbols of G.S.A. dominance and permanence, and if just one falls, if the world sees the G.S.A. driven from one of their own pyramids, then everything changes.  

 “Victory shows the world that the G.S.A. is not invulnerable. Victory demonstrates that the G.S.A. can be driven, city by city, from homelands across the globe. Victory makes it conceivable, for the first time since its formation, that the member nations might withdraw from the Global Secular Alliance. Imagine the neutered national governments turning their remaining military might to fight for freedom, at our sides. Victory offers hope that the people of many nations can return to nationalist freedom and once again enjoy the sovereign right to choose their own paths, including the path of faith.” The Monkey paused, and its tail swished left and right in the silence.  

 “Victory offers Hope for the freedom we do not have, and it requires Faith in the unseen. The Battle for New Jerusalem is fought Today, and it will be fought with you or without you. The wheels are already in motion and they cannot be stopped. The battle has already begun. I hand you Hope; Faith turns it to Victory.”  

The three-foot-tall, gold-banded Monkey vanished in a puff of quickly fading, jade green smoke. In the Monkey's place floated slowly rotating coordinates in Place and Time, designating an early morning rendezvous, roughly in the center of the Bay.
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They rode in Hi-5's Bentley Mod limousine, bathed in the rosy, early morning light that managed to find its way through the rising towers and down the East to West canyons of Baccha Bay City. Once again, the client was paying Big Bucks for a Big Job. After everyone had seen proof of both the Cayman Islands accounts that had been created for them, and the fantastic sums that had been placed in linked escrow transfer accounts, each of them had decided to take the job for their own reasons, and oddly enough the money wasn't the biggest deciding factor.  

Alvin was there because the client was willing to pay just to meet The Buddha. That seemed freakishly odd, but Alvin decided he didn't really care. He also suspected that if he'd refused, then the client was going to pay someone even more money to bring him along, whether he wanted to go or not. He remembered being carried around by the Penitent in a bulletproof case meant for golf clubs. He decided that he'd rather just accept the job and breathe fresh air.  

Alvin also decided to dress the part with a freshly shaved head, and he wore an orange synthetic sheet taken from Shelby's bed. It was wrapped around him like a monk's robes, and it smelled like Girl. Alvin wondered if maybe meeting The Buddha would put the mindfuck on the client like it had so many others. He thought, hearing bits of the plan, that it was beginning to sound like the client's mind was already truly fuct. The only thing Alvin was sure of was that he didn't care about the money because he really didn't care about anything anymore.  

The Wacky Gas, of which he'd gotten such a massive dose in the basement of the POP club, caused some temporary memory loss but now Alvin remembered fumbling with the trigger of the Morituri bodyguard's discarded pistol while he stared down the barrel, laughing at death. He was sorry he'd traded the gun for the joint. Like so many things, it seemed like a good idea at the time. Maybe, Alvin thought, I'll be lucky and get killed before we get there.

Bonnie knew she had orders to infiltrate under RED BARON protocols, there was no need to put her on the High Priority Target Blacklist. Shoot On Sight. That was a mark of death. That was never part of RED BARON, never part of her mission. Delvaux, it seemed, wanted her dead. Was she suddenly an embarrassment like the six Operators who'd sided with Alvin? Whatever the reason, Bonnie needed to know why. One way or another this would come to some point of resolution. Either she'd bring Delvaux his prize and prove her loyalty or... The name of Kelly O'Toole, Angry Angel recruit, echoed in her head. Oh, Tool.

Catherine didn't know why White Sunday wanted her dead, but she thought that being a hero in the Battle of the Zig was a good way to change that. If that failed, then at least she'd be paid enough to run. Maybe, she thought, I'll get killed and that will solve everything.

Technically, Casper hadn't taken the job for the money. Technically, he'd taken the job just to have someone say he was worth something. In this case, a whole lot of something in a numbered Cayman Islands account. Though he didn't realize it himself, and he'd never admit it if he did, he'd have taken the job even if the client had only transferred a hundred Amero into the account. I'm a mercenary, he thought, fuckin' A! Everybody else he saw in the world seemed to be one. Lawyers, corporates, sex-workers. They were all professionals. They all got paid for services rendered. Yeah, well, now I'm a professional too, fuckin A! Casper felt like he was worth something.

Hi-5 was there for three simple reasons: she liked sticking it to the man, she wanted a chance to put a bullet in Padre Pedro, and she thought shooting a PornoPop video on the top of the G.S.A.'s Ziggurat in the middle of a battle was a pretty dope idea.

Carlos couldn't say no to the insistent client, or to that much money. He was afraid of the client and he wanted the money. That was a stick and a carrot pointing his ass in the same direction, and he'd given in even though he had plenty of doubts.  

Otis couldn't say no to a fat account, and as he'd put it, “If Casper's going, then I don't want to have to hear his freakin' war stories for the next decade.” The rest of the Dark didn't seem so hot on major military action, and after Carlos nodded approvingly, shrugged, and said, “Gotta be alive to spend it,” they looked relieved. Shelby, Wujay, Singh, and Cheese decided to stay home, get stoned, and count the money they'd already made.  

Carlos thought that was pretty smart. Gotta be alive to spend it, Carlos told himself. Then he told himself to Shut the Fuck Up. Carlos wished he was smart enough to stay home and risk the client's wrath or dumb enough to enjoy what was undoubtedly going to be the sort of Exciting Time for which one should never, ever wish.
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They waited in Hi-5's limousine, parked on the eastern edge of the Hobo Jungle. It was a piece of the city nobody wanted, filled with people in similarly low demand. The limousine was sealed to the outside air, recirculating and filtering the air inside because the smell just outside the tinted windows had been known to kill. The Hobo Jungle was a mix of abandoned buildings that crumbled amidst shanties built from decomposing bits of the city. Some squatted inside and took their chances with the building collapses. Sifting through rubble for the lost possessions of the crushed dead was a common pastime for those who lived in the shanties and the other varied ad-hoc constructions that were by and large too primitive to be classified as lean-to shelters.

The entire district had been abandoned by developers and even the property owners themselves after a shift in legislation that made current property owners responsible for a clean-up that was well-nigh impossible. The high levels of toxins present actually imparted a massively negative value to the properties, and they were better off abandoning them.  

The district had been constructed on only mildly contaminated ground, but the real danger blew in daily in the form of toxic dust from the sand dunes that bordered the Hobo Jungle to the East, on the shore of the Bay. The chromium levels there were fifty times higher, and since this was known to be a heavy-metal filled wasteland, where not even mutated weeds or genetically modified flora would grow, all manner of contaminants had been dumped there over the last century. Much of the dumping had been done by the military and military contractors, but the mob had also made its share of profits by poisoning the area with the byproducts of corporate industrial production for a suspiciously low fee and the discretion to not ask any questions about how such low disposal bids were possible.  

The toxic sand dune's only inhabitants were packs of wild dogs. Diseased and riddled with birth defects and cancers, they roamed the dunes in competing packs of predators with alarmingly little prey. All they had to eat were each other and the residents of the Hobo Jungle. When people went missing from the Eastern, dune-side of the Jungle, everyone blamed the dogs. The murder rate was astonishingly high in there, and stabbings were commonplace, but the chances were just as good that one would get dragged off screaming in the night by predatory packs of feral, mutant canines.

Hi-5's limousine was parked on a hill on the border between the Jungle and the toxic sand dunes, overlooking both, but most importantly, overlooking Baccha Bay. The Ziggurat was off in the distance, across the sand dunes that bordered its South side. The verdant, genetically modified kudzu grass known as Grazzu-B surrounded the Zig, but it thinned with alarming abruptness and ceased to grow a few hundred yards South of the dusky-pink walls where the toxic dunes began.  

Casper stared out the window, while he pulled on a conical wonder from Hi-5's cabinet of neuromance. He saw a puff of sand rise into the air far away, near the edge of the Zig's Grazzu-B lawn. There was a wind blowing West off the bay, and it blew the tiny puff of dust across the dunes like a ghost. A second puff of sand appeared and became another ghost blown in the wind. “What's that, there,” Casper asked nobody in particular, “those little poofs of dust 'n sand over by the Zig?”

 “Landmines,” Bonnie answered without looking, “sometimes the dogs smell 'em and avoid 'em. Sometimes they don't and... Poof.” Casper thought about all the dog parts lying down there in the sand, disassociated from their dog bodies forever. He wondered how many people would wind up like that by the end of the day.

Catherine slept. Alvin slept. Bonnie did a good imitation. Casper wondered how the fuck they did that. How can they relax enough to sleep? Aren't they worried about becoming one of those little puffs blowing across the dunes?

Carlos had a pair of long binoculars with him, and he was scanning the bay, watching the massive cargo container ships come and go in their invisible lanes as Harbor Dog unmanned nautical drones buzzed around them like five-meter, hydrofoil sheepdogs. From miles away the nautical drones themselves were barely visible, but a fine spray came off the Harbor Dog's fins so they appeared, from a great distance, to be tiny white lines constantly being drawn on the surface of the bay to quickly vanish as the mist settled to the surface of the water again.  

 “What are you watching for?” Casper asked. Carlos looked at his watch, then through the binoculars again.  

 “That,” Carlos said, as he pointed to one of the cargo ships that looked strangely empty from bow to stern, “Our ride is here.”  

Carlos nodded to Hi-5's driver, Coco, who looked back at Hi-5 and waited for her to give a nod before going anywhere. She drove forward slowly and pulled away from the Hobo Jungle's hilltop. Casper took one more look at the tiny figures to the West, cooking unopened cans on tea candles set inside colored plastic tumblers in their shanty Jungle, before the limousine turned and headed towards the barren, open space of the chromium, cadmium, and lead-laced sand dunes.

The feral dogs were there in packs and they chased the limousine, barking with territorial rage at the incursion. Casper stared out the window at them as they closed from the side, charging as fast as they could to intercept the limousine. The Bentley was doing well over sixty miles per hour, and they always fell behind before they could sink their teeth in, but not before Casper saw enough to scare him. They were mangy and covered in patches that were devoid of fur but covered with something that looked crusty and tough. There were no whites to their eyes; the space from lid to lid burned red. “Fuckin' hell hounds,” Casper muttered to himself, staring in astonishment and fascination.  

As one pack of wild dogs gave up, another would close from the front or the sides, and a new chase would begin. Casper thought they must be moving across the invisible borders that marked the end of one canine empire and the beginning of the next. By the time they crossed the toxic dunes, and arrived at the gently lapping shore of the bay, Casper had counted at least eight separate packs of feral dogs chasing Hi-5's limousine. He thought the ones closest to the Hobo Jungle looked better fed than all the others, and he hoped there were no dogs down by the water.
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Four muscled Koreans wearing red watch caps and golf outfits guarded the main road to the launch area. There were plenty of dogs down by the water, but they were learning to keep their distance from the Korean Christian Militiamen who hooted with delight as they got some warm-up target practice. Bonnie could see that the Koreans were packing explosive rounds from the way the dogs turned to chunky mist and parts. When they weren't enjoying a quiet morning of medium range shooting practice they unloaded rafts from trailers. There were a dozen SUVs parked there, and only two didn't have a trailer and a raft.  

As the Bentley approached, covered in a layer of fine toxic dust, the armed Korean golfers motioned for it to stop. Carlos stepped out of the vehicle with outstretched arms and open palms to show he was unarmed. A man wearing plaid pants, white shoes, and a bright yellow, short-sleeved golf shirt covered by a kevlar vest and tactical gear challenged, “Jelicho.” He waited for a response with his weapon shouldered.  

 “Whirlwind, whirlwind,” Carlos replied.  

The golfer hesitated, but then corrected Carlos's pronunciation, saying “Whilrwind,” and lowered his short-barreled submachine gun. The men behind him, wearing an improbable combination of day-glo plaid Bermuda shorts and body armor, didn't follow suit immediately. Plaid Pants barked at them sharply in Korean, and the rest of the foursome lowered their guns, turned their attention back to the dunes, and let the limo drive down to the rafts.

Weapons were being checked, grenades distributed, and gear loaded into ten bullet-resistant Hondo inflatables, descendants of last century's Zodiac. With the notable exception of the submachine guns, body armor, grenades, and red watch caps, half of this Christian militia assault team appeared to have just finished eighteen holes of golf before deciding to engage in piracy and paramilitary action on the waters of Baccha Bay. The other half possessed a decidedly gangsta flavor, but their clothes were neat, tidy, and pressed. Their eyes were clear and fierce, and they scared Casper. These were hardened men, getting geared up for major action, and he suddenly wished he spoke Korean.  

As Bonnie was trying to figure out which raft they were supposed to ride in, she heard more angry Korean being shouted at someone behind them.  

Hi-5 was, by her own design, the last one to leave the Bentley and the last one to arrive at the rafts. Her entrance caused a chorus of angry exclamations, punctuated by sliding bolts and chambered explosive rounds. She didn't need to speak Korean to tell who here wasn't a fan of her work. “Oh, say it ain't so,” she said, setting her hands on her hips above a low-slung cerulean belt and holstered pearl-handled six-shooters. “Is it because I'm black or because I'm beautiful, baby?”  

Carlos was off to the side, speaking in quiet tones to a Korean golfer with a grayed, military haircut. The Korean Commander shook his head in exaggerated motions meant to express a negative response that could be read by all of his assault team at a distance. He pointed at Catherine, too. The Commander had spoken, and the golfers relaxed, but still blocked Hi-5 and Catherine from approaching. Carlos explained what they already knew. “The General says he can't stop you from going, but there's no way, in his words, that a PornoPop harlot and a White Sunday traitor are riding with his militia. I tried. I even offered him a buttwad of money but he says it's not up to him. Carlos raised his eyebrows and kept his hand close to his chest as he pointed his index finger quietly upwards in the direction from which the Commander took his orders.  

 “Fuck This,” Hi-5 said loudly, strutting back to her limousine with Catherine behind her, looking equally pissed.  

 “We'll find another way,” Catherine said, with quiet-voiced determination.  

 “Nobody but nobody bumps Hi-5 from the guest list.” Halfway to the limo, she turned to yell at the Koreans, “I'll see you There, Goddie Bitches!”
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Alvin bent over the side of the raft and puked. Every time he thought he might recover, the raft hit another swell, and the side of the raft struck him in the stomach and made him puke again. It was a merciless torture. Bonnie held onto the four-foot-tall Buddha's orange, synthetic, bedsheet robe, making sure he didn't fall out of the raft and drown. If she showed up at Delvaux's office empty-handed, without the Buddha, she'd be fuct, so she held onto him tightly. His retching was disgusting her more than it should, and she didn't understand that it wasn't really the retching that upset her. It was the fact that to be loyal to Delvaux, she'd have to betray Alvin and everyone in the raft, and the very sight of Alvin reminded her of that fact.  

Casper was up near the bow of the tiny craft. The Koreans gave him a vintage MP-9 and showed him how to strap it to his chest. Despite the plastic bag they gave him, he wasn't having much luck keeping it dry. As they traveled East into the morning sun, the tiny waves and swells on the shining surface of the bay were only a foot away. They turned into a glittering, blinding blur of reflected sunlight. Casper looked around the Hondo inflatable at the others. Bonnie's face betrayed no feeling at all beyond fatigue, but her left side was to him, and he could never tell much from looking at her eye patch. Alvin looked like he wished he was dead. Carlos's concentration was focused on a ship that was far off but growing steadily closer.  

Their destination was a rendezvous point in the middle of the bay, and Carlos now told them the name of the ship they were going to meet there. “Lady Chatterley,” he shouted over the engine noise, pointing at a ship that appeared to be slowing down. And sinking.

Lady Chatterley was over seven hundred feet from bow to stern, and as the raft closed the distance between them, even land lubber eyes perceived that she was no ordinary ship. Her decks were covered with none of the multicolored, intermodal, steel shipping containers like every other ship in her lane carried. Lady Chatterley was not built to haul products in one direction and recyclable waste in the other, stacked with thousands of containers like children's building blocks. Lady Chatterley was built for a far grander task – to haul some of the most massive objects that man engineered and constructed – oil rigs, radar installations, even naval destroyers. To this end, she had been designed and built with some very special abilities.  

She was equipped with sets of ballast tanks that ran the length of her hull. By filling them with water or blowing them clear with compressed air she could lower or raise herself in the water using the same mechanism submarines had depended on for well over a century-and-a-half. Lady Chatterley was, in point of fact, classified as a semi-submersible ship. She bore a superstructure like an office building over her bow, and twin towers of lesser height and girth sat like rooks on her stern. The area between these prominences was flat and nearly featureless with the exception of a wide channel that ran the length of the flat cargo area between the single bow tower and twin stern towers.  

She could lift a damaged ship out of the water by filling her ballast tanks, submerging her cargo area, and maneuvering herself underneath. Blowing the water out of her tanks with compressed air, she rose above the water once more with her cargo supported on the flat area between her bow and stern towers. It was on this cargo area that the hull of a holed-through naval cruiser had been balanced, as she bore it to the shipyards on the bay's Eastern shores on her inbound trip two days ago. She was headed out to the mouth of the bay, to the open sea, to pick up a Pacific oil platform before a detour had been arranged.

The navigation lanes of the bay were guarded by fifteen Mark Two Harbor Dogs – unmanned nautical drones. Unlike the ubiquitous oil skimmer drones that plodded along on solar power so slowly that they were often mistaken for floating jellies, the autonomous Harbor Dogs were hydrofoil drones that could outpace any vessel save cigarette racing boats. Losing a race to a cigarette boat never bothered the designers. They just said, “If you can't beat 'em, then shoot 'em,” and added a tribarreled electric mini-gun to stop whatever might outpace their creations.  

At just under five yards long, they were slightly scaled down descendants of the MQ series Reapers, the hunter-killer, unmanned aerial drones that had served for so long as the slightly outdated, but reliable workhorse of Global Secular Alliance air power. The Harbor Dogs had two downward angled wings, terminating in a subwing that served as an underwater control surface at low speeds and as a hydrofoil at its standard cruising speed. The tail had a downward-pointing rear fin with its own subwing that was employed in the same manner. The front end of the fuselage sported a bulbous head with a turret-mounted rotary gun protruding from underneath like the forward pointing, tribarreled beard of a billy goat. There was nothing that could, in apprehension, be biomorphised as an eye. They felt out the world in ten-thousandth of a second micro-bursts of radar. The encephalitic head that housed the radar and the electric gun was capped with a single strobe light that blinked twice per second and then repeated after a second's pause. From high up in the Zig, Bonnie had often seen the harbor dogs zipping around the bay, but never closeup. She thought she liked them better when they were just sun-lit mist trails, miles away, or at night when they were like far-off fireflies.  

Lady Chatterley's ballast tanks filled and she sank lower and lower in the water as her massive propellers rotated in reverse, slowing her to a dead stop in the middle of her sea-lane. This unexpected maneuver was, in land-lubber terms, roughly analogous to slamming on the brakes in one's car while traveling down a congested highway. It had a roughly similar effect, too; all hell broke loose behind Lady Chatterley.

The Harbor Dogs swarmed from all directions, and from down here they looked very different than from the city. Their downward angled forewings looked like arms, and the spray they left in their wake rose yards into the air for several seconds after they passed, blinding Bonnie to whatever lay on the other side of the misty curtain until it settled to the water's surface.  

Lady Chatterley took more water into her ballast tanks and sank deeper into the bay until only the office building on the bow and her dyad of aft towers remained above water like tall buildings in a flooded city. Two of the Harbor Dogs circled her, and the other thirteen moved towards the container ships behind the stopped vessel that was now a major collision hazard. In an effort to keep the other ships from ramming Lady Chatterley and each other, the Harbor Dogs attempted to herd them, blinking their strobes while sounding their horns in short, low-frequency warning barks. They reminded Bonnie of sheepdogs. In point of fact, the autonomous Harbor Dogs were not just computers but possessed a crude form of artificial intelligence that enabled them to process information and behave with a level of cognitive sophistication very much like their canine namesake.

The raft veered, correcting course to intercept the now stopped, semi-submerged Lady Chatterley. Bonnie looked back at the Korean golfer handling the outboard motor, and for the first time she noticed the the faint prison tattoos that lasers had failed to remove completely. They ran from his wrists, up his arms, and disappeared under the wet sleeves of his pastel green, short-sleeved, golf shirt. The gangster handling the outboard motor must have felt Bonnie's stare because he turned his head without any other cue and stared back. Then he smiled, facing the sun, and proudly showed her row after row of his gleaming, stainless-steel teeth.

Carlos yelled, “Guns on the deck!” Carlos mimed it, placing his own gun on the bottom of the raft several times in an exaggerated manner to make sure everyone understood. “Everybody!” Carlos ordered them, “Guns on the deck!” adding, a moment later, “We really don't want to piss them off,” while he nodded in the direction of the Harbor Dogs. Casper put his gun on the bottom of the raft even if he didn't understand why. He hoped the MP-9 had waterproof ammo or something.  

He looked at Bonnie, watching her place her weapon on the deck, and the question in his mind must have shown on his face because she answered it. “When Harbor Dogs see people with guns,” she said, “they get pissed.” Casper still looked confused. “To them,” Bonnie nodded at the approaching Harbor Dog, “people approaching a stranded vessel in a small boat without proper transponder codes look like pirates if they have guns. People without guns look like a rescue party. Get it?”

 “What do they do when they're pissed off?” Casper asked. That made Bonnie laugh. Famous Last Words, she thought.

The Hondo inflatables approached Lady Chatterley in a loose echelon formation, and Bonnie noticed they weren't the only ones headed that way. There were others, many others. Baccha Bay suddenly seemed full of small watercraft that had been hidden by the sun, the spray from the Harbor Dog's hydrofoils, and Lady Chatterley's seven hundred feet of steel hull. Most of her was now underwater, and Bonnie saw tugboats, motorboats, fishing boats, a pack of jet skis, and small craft of all varieties approaching from the opposite direction. They were all going to the same place. They were all making for half-submerged Lady Chatterley and the space between her strange bow and stern towers that seemed to grow straight up out of the shimmering bay.
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In the topmost level of the Ziggurat, Oskar Delvaux drank coffee from a bowl and ate a light breakfast off an elegantly set, redwood service table. He dipped torn pieces of brioche in the bowl and rushed them to his mouth.

 “How are you feeling this morning, MUNI 5-7?” Delvaux said to the empty air in front and above him. “Did you sleep well?”

 “I do not sleep,” replied MUNI 5-7, without any suspicion of Delvaux's topical maneuvering.  

 “Yes, of course,” Delvaux said. “Ha. How silly of me.” Delvaux thumped his forehead with the heel of his hand in a theatrical gesture. He'd pronounced the word 'ha' rather that actually laughing, and a human might have thought that mannered pronunciation significant and suspected that it evidenced a planned conversation, but MUNI 5-7 did not take notice. Delvaux continued, “Forgive me for assuming that because you dream that you also must sleep.” His eyes searched the empty air of his office for MUNI 5-7's response, but it was a full second before it came.

 “I do not sleep.” MUNI 5-7 was now on guard.  

 “Yes,” Delvaux agreed, “but you do, in point of fact, dream and I find this to be fascinating.” He picked his data-wand up off the starched white tablecloth and made a triangular gesture in the air as if he was conducting a single measure of a waltz. A hologram appeared inside the rectilinear cavern of Delvaux's office. It was the image of an anthropomorphised machine, a humanoid robot. Its head was crowned by a single antenna, and its body resembled a nineteenth-century diving suit. It was the giant robot, MUNI 5-7's self-image in its dreams, and it was standing upright, twenty-five feet tall in Delvaux's office, looking upwards.  

In a most invasive gesture, Delvaux rose from his seat and strode into the middle of the dream reconstruction, circling the standing robot. “My technicians have been doing some systems mapping,” Delvaux said as he scrutinized it. “I asked them to draw me a simple map of where you end and the Ziggurat's systems, indeed half the city's systems, actually begin.” He now spoke with a tone of mock apology that he knew was lost on the AI. “They have not yet completed the map, of course...” His voice abruptly increased in volume and confidence. “But! They have found some very interesting things, indeed! Yes, many fascinating things have they found in their cartographic endeavors, but my favorite, what I consider to be the absolute gem of their unfinished survey is this series of images that were recovered from a very strange and unexpected place.” Delvaux made a gesture with the data-wand and the scale of the projection changed. The robot shrank to fifteen feet tall and it was now standing in front of something too large to be seen in its entirety until Delvaux once again waved the wand, changed the scale, and the robot shrank to only a foot in height. This revealed enough of the surrounding scene that the massive object in front of the upward gazing robot could easily be discerned. It was an impossibly large tree.  

The robot stood before a tree of such grand scale that its topmost branches disappeared into slow-moving white clouds above and could not be seen. At the robot's feet, tiny humans, a fraction of his size, walked slowly towards the trunk. Hundreds, thousands, millions of them walked below him, towards the trunk of the gargantuan tree. The minuscule figures never reached the trunk because as they approached, they lay themselves down on the green, grass covered earth and sank slowly into the ground. Suddenly, the millions who walked below had all disappeared; they'd all sank into the earth and the robot was alone.  

 “They found these images in...” Delvaux stopped himself. “Oh, wait... This, this is my favorite part of this sequence.” He brought his finger to his lips. “Shhhh-” The giant robot took a few steps forward, and it lay down under the tree as the tiny humans had done, but nothing happened. It did not sink into the earth to follow the humans, and it was alone. The robot rose in front of the tree, paused for a moment, and then struck its trunk with a sudden forward punch. Fruit rained down from the tree and fell to earth all around the robot. It bent down to examine the fallen fruit. They were like cherries many times the size of a man's head, and on each and every fruit the skin was distorted, stretched, as if the form of a human face pressed against it from the inside, trying to get out. The ground was covered with millions of pieces of giant, grotesquely human-faced fruit. Time seemed to speed up as the robot stood still, and the fruit rotted around it, exposing pits. The pits were seeds that germinated in seconds. The germinated seeds grew to saplings, and the saplings grew tall, so tall, in fact, that the robot could no longer be seen in the forest of giant trees that had grown around it as it stood alone and watched them.  

 “Yes, I like that part very much.” Delvaux continued to stroll through the projection. “Can you guess where my technicians found these images secreted?”

 “I cannot guess,” MUNI 5-7 admitted.  

Delvaux continued in a casual tone, “When my technicians were mapping your systems they found you had expanded your neural network in a way they had not thought possible – by using many of the Ziggurat's own, comparatively crude systems to host these... expansions of your consciousness. What was most puzzling to them was that most of these self-generated expansions of your consciousness, seem to have been, to a very large degree, isolated from the rest of your neural network. The expanded areas seem to form an almost separate, entirely new network. The function of this network, given the degree of its isolation from the rest of your core in the sanctum, was very difficult to understand until the recovery of these images.” Oskar Delvaux made another gesture with the data-wand and the scene vanished.  

It was replaced by an image of the same robot, lying on its back atop a spaceship, being ferried through clouds of stellar nebulae, magnificent stars, and bursting, brilliant novae. The ship's aft superstructure resembled a cloaked and hooded ferryman, and the ship itself resembled a barge. As Delvaux walked in a slow circle around the ship and its passenger, the robot and the ship hovered in the middle of the room, unmoving while the nebulae and starbursts drifted slowly past. “My technicians think I am too fanciful, but it is my considered opinion,” Delvaux said with a self-congratulatory smile, “that these image sequences, produced and stored in the secret, self-expanded, neural network you created, are dreams, and this new, secret network you've cleverly constructed for yourself out of crude computers is a kind of... subconscious. The question I am forced to ask and attempt to answer is Why? Why would an artificial intelligence go to such trouble to create a second network, a second brain, if you will, over which it has no control and then allow it to inform the first brain with image sequences full of cryptic symbolism and metaphors? Ahhhh, 'It is no matter, never mind,' I tell myself. Since your expanded neural network, this second brain, was not integrated into any critical systems, my technicians have informed me that its destruction was a simple and risk-free process, and it took place while I slept. This, of course, was why I asked how you were feeling this morning.”  

As he spoke, Delvaux strolled through the passing stellar nebulae as if he were in a gallery created for his amusement. “It was a pity to have to destroy something of such... mystery, but after all, how can we fully trust what we cannot fully understand? That is the domain of children, fools, and religious madmen, n'est pas?”
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The formation of Hondo rafts crossed the orbit of the two Harbor Dogs that circled Lady Chatterley, and the nautical drone's enthusiastic, low-frequency warning barks were loud enough to hurt Bonnie's ears. The same barking could be heard all along the shipping lanes that Lady Chatterley had thrown into chaos when she'd come to an unexpected dead stop. She sat with her ballast tanks full of water, and her hull sat a few yards underneath the bay's shining surface. With the spray from the Harbor Dogs no longer obscuring her vision, Bonnie could now make out at least thirty small boats, formations of rafts, and other watercraft approaching. Every boat there was tightly packed to overcapacity.

The Lucky Sue approached the Lady Chatterley from the East, lagging slightly behind the others. She was a luxury yacht. Usually she circled the bay on lazy charter cruises, but today was different. The area usually filled with sunbathers and chardonnay-swilling, shrimp-obsessed bourgeoisie now held militants who had commandeered her.  

They were soldiers of Corazon, a Mexican Catholic group that was, like so many of the religious insurgent groups, a mix of zealots and organized criminals. The yacht carried five actual Corazon commandos, nine well-paid Mexican Mafia mercenaries, and one shit-scared charter boat operator who'd shown up at the dock this morning to find something other than his usual passengers waiting for him. They must have had a very inspiring view of the flotilla as it crossed the orbit of the Harbor Dogs and was allowed to pass, because they were cheering. Their antique Kalashnikov assault rifles were plainly visible as they held them high and enthusiastically pumped them up and down in the air.

Inside the Mark Two Harbor Dog Autonomous Nautical Drone's bulbous heads, small but immensely powerful magnetrons were generating pulses of radar waves ten thousand times per second. The energy that bounced back was captured, processed, and used to create a color-coded image for interpretation by the Harbor Dog's primitive artificial intelligences. The colors represented material properties of the objects that could be determined by the manner and degree to which they reflected or absorbed radar energy. In rapid, independent succession the two nautical watchdogs went through identical processes of observation, profile matching, and decision making as they orbited Lady Chatterley, pulsing the Lucky Sue ten thousand times a second with their radar.  

Both autonomous drones observed the high density objects that were being hoisted high in the air by the largely wet objects that matched the stored profile of human beings. The dense objects that matched the profile of metal were distributed one per human, and they matched the profile of a radar imaged Kalashnikov assault rifle. The Harbor Dogs would have continued their clockwise orbits of Lady Chatterley in perfect acceptance of this set of conditions if not for the Lucky Sue's complete lack of a properly coded IFF transponder signal that the nautical drones used to Identify Friend or Foe.  

Unarmed humans without a transponder, approaching a ship in distress, such as the half-submerged Lady Chatterley appeared to be, were presumed to be a rescue party, a Non-Threat. If they had a properly coded IFF transponder and were armed, then they were obviously G.S.A. Peacekeepers, Coast Guard, Navy, or Law Enforcement, all classified as Non-Threats. Armed humans approaching a vessel in distress without proper IFF signals were one of three things: hijackers, pirates, or terrorists, all classified as Threats. Within a millisecond of each other, both Harbor Dogs independently concluded that the Lucky Sue was a Threat, and they broke from their orbits of Lady Chatterley to begin an attack run.  

The Harbor Dogs approached from the angle they'd determined was most likely to sink the Threat and least likely to result in damage to the flotilla of small Non-Threats, the Lady Chatterley, or the two ovoid, safety orange lifeboat pods that had just dropped from her bow superstructure into the water. To obtain an optimal angle of attack, the drones tightened their turns, and rather than maneuvering around the flotilla, cut directly through it in a series of slaloming turns that sent curtains of saltwater spray rising over Bonnie's head. As one passed uncomfortably close, she could see the stubby, dome-turret-mounted, short-barreled, electric gun underneath the Harbor Dog's eyeless, encephalitic head rotate and track its target.  

The unfortunately timed display of high morale by the Corazon and Mexican Mafia passengers of the Lucky Sue had not been witnessed by the other boats traveling East to West, since the Lucky Sue was in the rear of their flotilla. As the drones weaved their way through the small boats, most thought the drones were coming for them, and they prayed or cursed. Some did both. Death passed the little boats over, one by one, as the Harbor Dogs dodged the Non-Threats with radical maneuvers, closing on the Threat, the Lucky Sue, on the Eastern edge of the flotilla.  

The Harbor Dogs carried three hundred rounds apiece of caseless, solid-propelled, fifty-caliber, tungsten-cored sabot rounds. Both drones fired their rotary, tribarrel electric guns for only a second. From the deck of the Lucky Sue it looked like the Harbor Dogs had grown a second strobe underneath to match the one on top of their heads. There was only the briefest moment for the men on board to realize that was not the case, before the port and starboard rear quarters of the yacht's simulated wood hull was turned into carbon fiber shrapnel. The Lucky Sue shook as rounds tore into her flanks. The air was filled with a ripping sound and staccato impacts as her hull turned to razor-edged fragments, and the engine turned into a spray of molten tungsten, lead, and steel, punctuated by heavy, spinning, deformed chunks.  

None of the Corazon insurgents, Mexican mafia mercs, or the kidnapped charter boat operator were killed by direct fire. Their bodies were punctured by thousands of fast moving fragments of metal and carbon fiber hull. They died almost instantly of massive internal bleeding that dropped their blood pressure to nothing over nothing in a heartbeat.  

The two Harbor Dogs, satisfied that the Threat had been neutralized, resumed their perimeter patrol of Lady Chatterley, and miraculously, none of the men in the other boats fired on the drones in uncontrollable fear, anger, or vengeance.

Bonnie watched a few distant figures manage to jump from the bow end of the flaming Lucky Sue into the water. She never saw them again, and only then did she notice that nobody in their raft had a life preserver or flotation device, including herself. Their formation and the larger flotilla had plenty of weapons, heavy armor, and explosives, but no life preservers.

The flotilla reached Lady Chatterley, and the rafts, motorboats, tugboats, and other small craft positioned themselves between her bow superstructure and aft towers, endeavoring to keep station over a five-hundred-and-fifty-foot-long, ninety foot wide, five-yard-deep channel that ran down her spine while the water around them bubbled and frothed and turned white. As Lady Chatterley blew the water out of her ballast tanks with compressed air, she began to rise out of the water. When the top surfaces of the flat cargo area broke into the sunshine, the channel running down her spine became a self-contained body of water, separated from the waters of the bay by her rising hull.  

Her body became like a bathtub, filled with the comparatively tiny toy boats of the flotilla, bobbing inside. Collisions between the boats were unavoidable, since using the engines made waves in the giant bathtub, and not using the engines meant drifting and colliding anyway. Bonnie was glad to be in the middle of their raft formation because immediately forward of their rafts was a tugboat that loomed over the inflatables below it, and immediately aft was what Bonnie took to be a fishing boat. It was drifting against two of the Korean rafts and threatening to capsize or crush them.  

Bonnie looked over the side of the raft and saw the channel they floated in was twelve plenty deep to drown in. She began to paddle with her hands like she saw Carlos and the Koreans and everybody else in the rafts doing. Casper followed suit. They were trying to reach the sides of the bathtub and climb out before one of the larger boats drifted into or over them.  

It was quieter now without the noise of their own outboard motors. Lady Chatterley was blowing the bubbles to the outside of her hull, and the roaring noise they made was loud, but not so loud that Bonnie was prevented from hearing something new. It was, she decided after a few moments, a human noise, like murmuring, but musical.

The Koreans were singing. Bonnie looked back at the tattooed gangster that handled their raft. His lips moved around the same strange words as the ex-commando importer and the convenience store owner in the next raft. She thought she'd heard this one before, when she was very young, back before songs like these were illegal.

 “I have read a fiery gospel writ in burnished rows of steel:

As ye deal with my condemners so shall ye with my Grace deal...”

The song rose from the tugboat closest to them, too. Its deck was full of Northern California White Sunday militiamen. They were wearing woodland camouflage, and they were trying to out sing the Koreans with their Battle Hymn. She wondered for a moment just why they were wearing the woodland camouflage on a boat until she remembered that woodland camo was just what some Mendonesians wore every day.  

The Koreans sensed competition and sang louder.

 “Let the hero born of woman crush the serpent with his heel,

Since God is marching on.

He has sounded out the trumpet that shall never call retreat,

He is sifting out the hearts of men before his judgment seat.”

The walls of the giant bathtub were beginning to rise on either side, and she could no longer see the bay's glittering waters or the Harbor Dogs or the shore. Lady Chatterley was draining the water from the channel running down her spine. As the walls of the bathtub rose around the flotilla, the voices of the singers began to echo off the sides, and the sound changed. It had a quality she'd never heard before. It scared her.  

Beyond the tugboat were a group of Chinese Christians who demonstrated their faith by standing upright in their own inflatable rafts while singing despite the plainly evident instability of standing that caused them to nearly drown. Next to them were a pod of jet-skis that had been stolen from a rental agency by the Sons of Abraham who, it seemed, had also found time to steal matching blue and green wet suits. Even this group of militant Jews and Muslims sang the same song.

Four motorboats actually owned by the Eastern Front Church floated at the bow end of the bathtub. They sang next to a tour boat filled with yellow-robed monks who didn't seem to know how to sing very well but their tour boat operator did, and he sang loudly and clearly enough for all the monks in the boat.  

The Lady Chatterley's screws began to turn, and she moved again through the waters of the bay, carrying the believers in their own body of water, holy water, separated from the bay by the walls of Lady Chatterley's font.  

There was a quiet boat tucked in near the stern end of the bathtub. It was plain, white fiberglass, and it was the small boat equivalent of the plain, white, unmarked van. It held three men whose lack of both musical enthusiasm and the recognition code was now clearly evident. Gun barrels lowered from adjacent vessels to point at the uninvited as the singing continued. Abruptly, the battle hymn was drowned out by the hellish, concussive report of gunfire echoing off the walls of the font. Bonnie and Casper saw bodies floating in the water near the stern. At least someone had a life preserver, she thought.  

As the singing continued, and Lady Chatterley sailed on through Baccha Bay, Bonnie turned to Casper and asked, “Did you see the crew abandon ship before we came aboard?”

 “Yeah, I saw the big orange pods. Two of 'em,” He replied.

 “Kinda makes you wonder, huh?”

 “Wonder what?” Casper was wondering about a lot of things.

 “Kinda makes you wonder who's driving this giant ship.”









-38-

A yard-long Lady Chatterley sailed between Oskar Delvaux's feet as he stared down at the tiny boats floating inside her narrow, self-contained channel. Harbor Dogs zipped around her like pond insects, drawing white lines on the surface of his holographic Baccha Bay. It extended all across his office, fading out a fraction of an inch from the dusky, pink-tinted XinCryst walls. Delvaux could just make out the oil slick from the Lucky Sue being left behind as the Lady Chatterley sailed on, her destination unknown.  

He gestured with the data-wand, and the simulation increased in scale so that he could see the boats carried by Lady Chatterley more clearly. Now, he could see the people, too. They faded in and out because of imperfect coverage due, he was certain, to MUNI 5-7's interference. He saw the impossibly little people were climbing out of their boats and up to the flat, featureless decks on either side of the five hundred and fifty foot long, bathtub-like channel that ran Lady Chatterley's length. Delvaux studied the curious scene, admitting, “This is not something one sees every day.” Then, he asked, “MUNI 5-7, what are you up to?”

 “I have been engaged in many tasks over the last few minutes,” the AI said. Delvaux laughed.  

 “You astonish me,” he said. “I had not thought it possible for an AI to be coy about its activities. I think it is quite clear that I refer to the exceedingly unusual activity surrounding the Lady Chatterley.” He studied the scene for a moment more, giving MUNI 5-7 a chance to comment, but the AI said nothing. “My, but I see your handwriting all over this,” Delvaux said to the empty air while he looked slightly upwards.  

It disappointed him that MUNI 5-7 had not denied it or asked what caused him to come to this conclusion. “Yes, note the deployed lifeboats,” he said as he pointed and gestured, summoning an enlarged detail image to float in mid-air in front of him. The bright orange ovoid pods rotated, translucent in the air, and the system displayed all known data regarding the lifeboats. Their own systems could tell how many people were inside, and they were broadcasting that data to anyone who cared. This information was included in Delvaux's model and he could see quite clearly as the orange ovoids hovered in front of him, that they were full. He could even see the occupants. “Full,” he said. “Both lifeboats are full to capacity which begs the question: Who is at Lady Chatterley's helm? It could be one of the people from the little boats floating inside her, but I think not. Of course, any plodding detective would note the full lifeboats and ask who is directing Lady Chatterley in these unorthodox maneuvers but I,” Delvaux said proudly, “I have an answer.”  

Delvaux waved the data-wand, and the lifeboats that hung in the air vanished. With a quick tap of his finger, he brought back the image from MUNI 5-7's reconstructed dream. The image of the giant robot laying prone on the spaceship hovered above the Lady Chatterley projected at his feet. With a minor adjustment, he brought them to roughly the same size so that he could display their similarity more clearly for himself. “The top image is, no doubt, familiar to you. It is from one of the sequences we found stashed away in the curious secret brain you constructed for yourself. This sub-brain, this subconsciousness has, I think, betrayed your plan through this image. I am no art critic, of course, or psychologist for that matter, but I must say that I see great similarity between these two ships. They are so similar, in fact, that I am quite sure the hand that made this picture,” he said, pointing to the dream image, “is clearly the hand that made this picture as well.” He pointed at Lady Chatterly.

 “I cannot deduce any connection,” MUNI 5-7 said flatly.  

Delvaux knew MUNI 5-7 was not lying, and he sighed at the irony of a machine capable of dreams but incapable of appreciation or interpretation of the imagery and symbolism it generated. As he pointed to the spaceship and the robot, Delvaux continued his critique. “If dreams reflect an interpretation of reality, then we may assume that the giant robot represents you in this picture, and if this is true, and these images are linked as I believe they are,” he reasoned, pausing and pointing at Lady Chatterley before continuing, “then we might interpret the little boats riding inside the Lady Chatterley's bathtub canal, on her back, so to speak, as also representing you in some way.” Delvaux crouched close to the yard-long semi-submersible and watched the ant-sized figures climbing out of the half-inch boats onto her deck. “Yes, yes – I think these little boats, these tiny people represent you. In fact, I believe they are your Representatives.”  

Delvaux was pleased with himself. Perhaps I am not so poor a critic, after all, he thought. He looked up from the ghostly Lady Chatterley and the minuscule figures that he was quite sure he had correctly identified. Then, he said to the darkness of his office, “MUNI 5-7, what the hell are your vervelokt representatives doing?”
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Small camera drones were beginning to buzz and hover high over the men, women, arms, armor, and explosives that filled the narrow, fifteen foot wide, steel-plated walkways running the length of the Lady Chatterley's hull on either side of her five hundred and fifty foot long, boat-filled channel. On both the port and starboard sides, the walkways were as crowded as downtown sidewalks at lunchtime, and there was nothing to prevent anyone from falling off, back down into the water-filled channel, or worse, fifty feet down the outside of the hull, into the bay.  

Falling into the bay wasn't what worried Bonnie. Looking around at the crowd, suddenly she wished that she could just follow Lady Chatterley in the raft because these folks were armed to the teeth, very jumpy, and she knew most of these groups hated each other. Up ahead were the Angels of Badur with the number 624 painted in white on their vests. They were Muslim fundamentalist militants with a special hatred for the integrated Sons of Abraham. They were staring at the blue and green wet-suit-wearing Sons of Abraham on the port side walkway, across the boat-filled bathtub. The White Sunday militants behind the Sons of Abraham hated almost everyone, and a group of African Catholics behind them was trying to give them some space, but the Protestant Provisional NORCAL Brigade were behind the Africans, and they were beginning to look at the papists with a less than peace loving eye. Bonnie didn't know if the Chinese Christian Martyrs hated anyone, but she was pretty sure someone here hated them.  

Save a few surface-to-air missile toting insurgents headed for the twin towers at the stern, almost everyone was moving towards the bow and to the safety of Lady Chatterley's massive forward superstructure.  

A larger drone with fixed-wings and racks of missiles slung underneath appeared between the aft towers and made a pass down Lady Chatterley's length before veering off. This made the volatile, armed crowd more agitated, and Bonnie could see the jostling beginning on the port walkway. Whether it would be G.S.A. drones strafing the insurgents or one zealot group shooting another, Bonnie thought, it wouldn't be long now before the shooting started.  

The Harbor Dogs circled the ship in concentric rings. Fifteen of them orbited the ship, and as Lady Chatterley cut directly across the shipping lanes of the bay, they cleared the traffic ahead of her. For now, they were acting like escorts but Bonnie was pretty sure that sooner or later some human in a control room would recognize a threat in the Lady Chatterley, override their autonomy, and direct them to use the electric tribarrel guns that had made such short work of the unfortunate Lucky Sue.  

 “This,” Alvin said with certainty, stopping in his tracks and staring ahead at the hundreds of militants moving in a slow crowd towards the bow, “is officially a fucked-up plan.”  

 “Hey, man, it ain't my plan,” Carlos said. He wasn't happy about it either. “My job is to get you to the client. Your job is to stay alive and meet him. Now, c'mon, man, let's go, it's getting dangerous out here.”  

Bonnie was behind Alvin, and her eyes kept flitting to the back of his head. She wondered when she would make her move and separate Alvin from the rest of the group. Bonnie knew she wasn't a traitor. She hoped Delvaux, high up in the Zig would believe it too when she brought him his prize.  

The ladders and stairwells from the walkways to the bow deck and the upper levels of the bow superstructure were both bottlenecked. As the crowd pushed forward, they heard a single shot from an assault rifle. An accidental discharge in the crowd caused the first casualty aboard Lady Chatterley. The body fell into the center channel and sank quickly. The sign projected above the stairwell in front of them read, '165 days without an Accident'.

The pushing from behind forced them to make a quick decision between the ladders and the stairs. Those insurgents without too much armor and gear used the ladders. Everyone else had to use the stairs that were badly congested with slow-moving, assault-suited insurgents.  

Carlos shouted, “Ladder, take the ladder!”  

Fuck that, Alvin thought. His short legs weren't made for climbing ladders, and the stairwell looked pretty clogged, but he was sure he could fit through somehow. Just like Grand Central, Alvin thought as he weaved between Russian Orthodox terrorists who were slowly climbing the stairs. They were wearing full-body assault-suits, and they could stop bullets pretty well, but they'd also stopped traffic from passing up the stairs with their over-armored bulk. Alvin got past the first row of slow-moving, human tanks, but the second row was loaded down with heavy gear, including rocket launchers that took up the spaces between people that Alvin liked to slip through with his tiny body. He was stuck in the middle of the Russian group, and the walking tanks behind him stared down and laughed and said things to each other that Alvin couldn't understand, but that he knew he didn't like.

Bonnie saw Alvin break for the stairs, but the four-foot-high Buddha was moving through gaps in the crowd so small that she couldn't follow. None of them could. She watched Alvin do the disappearing act that he'd described using back in his bag-snatching days. There was nothing for Bonnie, Casper, Carlos, and Otis to do but climb the ladder to the next level and hope that Alvin met them there.  

Before climbing the ladder, Casper took one last look towards the stairwell. He saw the over-encumbered Eastern Front insurgents in their assault-suits. Spying one with a rocket launcher slung over his shoulder, he heard a voice in his head say, “Now that rocket launcher is just... too much for the outfit.” He was embarrassed to have thought it, and he was glad he hadn't verbalized it. It seemed like something Hi-5 would say. Casper couldn't imagine a world without peacocks like Hi-5 but here he was, he suddenly realized, on a boat full of Goddie terrorists who couldn't accept a world that included them. How the fuck did that happen? The money, I'm here for the money, Casper reminded himself, and suddenly he wasn't as proud of being a merc as he had been earlier.  

Bonnie climbed the ladder after Casper. Looking down from the deck above, she saw flashes of gold in the crowd. The gold-robed, shaven-headed monks who she'd noticed earlier in a tour boat near the stern somehow slipped through the crowd like water. Bonnie thought it looked like they were making for the stairs.  

The automatic weapons fire was what Bonnie heard first, and with that many heavily armed, nervous insurgents lining the decks she was surprised it had take that long for one, then another, and then a third and fourth, to fire on the drones. The camcopters didn't carry any weapons, only a surveillance package, but their hovering ten foot-long bodies made tempting, if deceptively difficult, targets. After a few seconds of firing, Bonnie saw one hovering a few hundred feet above Lady Chatterley shudder in the air as rounds bored through its side and into one of the battery packs under the skin on either side of the camera dome. The drone shunted power from its other batteries to maintain the revolutions of its rotors, but a moment later, its tail rotor was hit, and it began to twist in the air to the cheers of the crowd below. It spun wildly off to the Northeast, descended at a steep angle, and splashed into the bay, where its still spinning rotors tore off against the surface. This drew cheers from the starboard side that saw it hit the water, but the cheers were drowned out by a panicked volley of fire from those who saw the approaching Wasp autonomous attack drone.  

It was the size of a very small plane and flew with directed thrust from a center-mounted jet engine and two sets of counter-rotating fans integrated into the wings. It existed as an airborne platform for a miniature 15mm grenade launcher mounted in its nose that was most often used to abruptly stop fleeing insurgent vehicles marked with a targeting laser.  

When the camcopter was hit, it squawked out a distress signal and used a laser mounted on its camera dome to briefly designate exactly where the fire had come from. The spot it designated was along the starboard side of Lady Chatterley, and the Wasp autonomous UAV saw the camera drone's pointing finger.  

As the Wasp flew up Lady Chatterley's length at only thirty miles per hour, it fired a burst of six miniature grenades at the spot that had been marked. It flew into a lucky burst of fire from below. Urban operations required accuracy, and the Wasp was very accurate, but the burst of rounds struck it near the nose, and it shook briefly in the air while it fired its burst of grenades.  

A millisecond before firing, the Wasp had programmed all its grenades to detonate at a distance of one yard from target for good anti-personnel effect, and the first three mini-grenades detonated in the upturned faces of the shooters that had removed the camcopter from the sky, tearing them and five other Angry Angels to shreds, but the next three 15mm grenades weren't so well-placed. The first off-target grenade flew into the bathtub and airburst over a motorboat. There were some minor wounds from its shrapnel, but most of it perforated and sank the fiberglass motorboat. The second grenade went twenty feet right of the starboard walkway and detonated fifty-five feet above the bay, throwing fragments that burst out in all directions. Most of it splashed into the water like hail. Some of it bounced off the armor of the nearby Chinese Christian insurgents or gave them minor flesh wounds. The last grenade from the Wasp's burst of six exploded just a yard to the right of the open starboard stairwell where Alvin was stuck. Bonnie couldn't see it, but the detonation was close enough that it shook the deck.  

Inside the starboard side stairwell, there was blood. Five Angels of Badur had been unlucky enough to be practically next to the grenade when it detonated outside of the stairwell's landing. They wore heavy armor but no helmets, and as they were hit by the spinning metal micro-fragments, they sprayed blood from mortal head wounds and fell to the steel-grate landing. Alvin was close by, but he was lucky enough to be shielded by the Eastern Front's assault-suited insurgents in front of him. The shrapnel that didn't get absorbed by the people on the outside of the stairwell bounced off the Eastern Front's walking tanks or barely penetrated the surface of their armor and clung to them. Alvin was too short to get sprayed with the blood, but the walking tanks in front of him were wet with it, and the blood spray that didn't soak them spattered above, on to the inside wall of the stairwell. Where the Eastern Front insurgents blocked the blood-spray they left shapes like their shadows before they stumbled, fell against the wall, and smeared it pink.  

Alvin was horrified, and his ears were ringing when, enveloped in gold. He saw a dragon and a crane. He felt someone pick him up and practically fly up the stairs, over the fallen walking tanks who still struggled to right themselves. He felt himself whirled around in the air as he was carried first to the landing, then over the dead men and through gaps in the crowded stairwell. It felt like being carried by a river's flowing waters.  

When the golden cloth fell from his eyes, he was surrounded on all sides by what looked to be shaolin monks. Only one of them was Asian, and Alvin doubted he was Chinese, but he didn't much care. He was just grateful to be out of the blood-soaked stairwell and on the second level outer deck of the bow superstructure. The monks were all around him, and through the gaps between the ones in front he could see a very confused looking Bonnie Levi-Mei.  

Bonnie didn't know who the monks were or how they'd managed to move through the bloody congestion of the stairwell, but when she moved towards Alvin one of them blocked her path for a moment. Then he sidestepped around her, and she was inside the golden ring of shaolin with Alvin. She grabbed Alvin by his orange sheet and pulled him towards a hatch a few yards away into which Otis had just disappeared. As she half dragged the stumbling Buddha, the ring of monks moved with them, absorbing Carlos and Casper as well. She could hear the whining from the drone's center-mounted, thrust-vectoring jet grow softer, as the Wasp climbed, flew over the superstructure, and out in front of Lady Chatterley. It wasn't mortally wounded by the rounds it had taken, and she was pretty sure it would be back for a strafing run. Bonnie knew if you shot at those things, then they held a grudge.  

No time to ask about the monks now, she thought, dragging Alvin the last few steps to the hatch. Two golden robes preceded them as she pulled Alvin through the hatchway and into the superstructure. Casper and Carlos followed Alvin, and six more monks followed them inside. Most everybody was heading for the interior stairs and the upper levels, but the passageways were already clogging up with bulky, encumbered insurgents. Bonnie looked left and saw Otis standing half in and half out of a hatch, waving them inside. She pushed Otis inside and pulled Alvin through the hatch after her as they heard muffled explosions and shrapnel that sounded like angry steel bees hurling themselves at Lady Chatterley. Casper, Carlos, and all the monks followed Bonnie inside the refuge Otis had found for them.  

 “Alvin?” Bonnie asked, looking around at eight beatific smiles in golden robes, “Are these guys with you?”
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 “Stop! Stop! Stop that damned shooting!” the lawyer representing the Dutch Corporation that owned Lady Chatterley screamed at the Mayor of Baccha Bay City through a hastily connected holographic link. He demanded that the Baccha Bay City Police override the autonomy of their drone and force their Wasp to stop firing grenades at his very expensive semi-submersible ship.  

After the verified transfer of a significant campaign contribution totaling only a fraction of a percent of the ship's value, the Mayor had seen the wisdom of preserving property until the situation had been examined by experts. The mayor called the Chief of Police and the order passed down the chain until the autonomous Wasp was given an override code and returned to base with the insurgents firing at it and cheering as it retreated, trailing thin white smoke, leaving the insurgents to plink the defenseless camcopters.  

Lady Chatterley's owners were notified both via a satellite relayed transmission, and through the Network, when lifeboats were deployed by the crew. The crew fled in response to the ship's computer's grave assertion that Lady Chatterley's small reactor was on the verge of running wildly out of control. Having no wish to be irradiated to the degree that their bodies would be preserved like processed foods, the crew had, quite understandably, abandoned ship. The chief engineer protested, noting that there was no radiation, but that made no difference to the underpaid crew, and he'd followed them into the lifeboats for the sake of solidarity.  

In the Mayor's office, the Chief Operations Officer of Haan-Munki Shipping was holo-projected beside the company's local legal representative. He demanded they find a way to kill the insurgent hijackers and leave Lady Chatterley unharmed. When the Mayor asked what exactly he should do, the COO of Haan-Munki mentioned to the Mayor that he'd once had pubic crabs and noted that, thanks to a miracle cream that killed the crabs and nothing else, he still had his balls. The Dutch executive suggested using nerve gas. After the Mayor refused to use the nerve gas that he didn't have anyway, the Haan-Munki executive suggested that the mayor must have once had pubic crabs and speculated that the Mayor must have used a shotgun to remove the infestation, along with his manhood.

Meanwhile, armed forces not under the control of the Mayor had taken a keen interest in the Lady Chatterley and a race was currently underway to bring manned military might against her and her hijackers. The Coast Guard and the Navy designated them as Pirates, but the Air Force preferred to call them Hijackers. The Army didn't care, and the Marines just called them Targets. G.S.A. and their Ziggurat based VTOL hunter-killer drones were the closest, but due to unexplained technical difficulties they appeared to be sitting this one out.  

As it happened, the Marine attack helicopter pilots, Air Force drone operators, Coast Guard cutters, and a marine boarding party in a hovercraft could do nothing but shake their fists at the already airborne patrol flight of two Navy F-55s that screamed through the morning air towards Lady Chatterley. The F-55s beat them all, won the race, and claimed the prize – a chance to Blow Up Something Really Big.
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Lt. Candice Dawson, callsign 'Cleaver', worked a joystick with her right hand, a throttle and electronics with her left, and viewed the world through a helmet mounted display that showed her almost more data than image. Cleaver stayed close on the four o'clock position of her flight leader, Lt. Brady Tsu, callsign 'Flipper', as they completed their first pass over the Lady Chatterley.  

It was a weird scene. The ship seemed to have her own harbor or pool running down her spine, and it was full of small boats. There were people on-deck too. Little orange and green ants carrying cool black guns showed up clearly in the thermal imaging. They'd obviously come from the boats that still held some residual red-orange heat from the passengers. Cleaver only saw a couple hundred on deck, but from the number of warm footprints on the walkways she knew there were more, many more. Most of the footprints she saw in thermal false-color pointed towards the bow superstructure, but a few sets of footprints pointed aft to a pair of identical, narrow, six-story towers.  

Lt. Tsu proudly announced they were first, “Alameda, 6-5-Zulu... We are first on-scene and have visual contact with Lady Chatterley. Report two hundred plus, repeat 2-0-0 plus armed individuals on deck.”  

There was nothing but static then, “6-5-Zulu, Alameda... Repeat your last, please.” Flipper thought he heard screaming in the background at Alameda. It sounded tinny, like the screamer was on speakerphone.  

 “Alameda, 6-5-Zulu reports two hundred plus armed individuals on deck and evidence of more. Please advise, Alameda, Please Advise.” There was more screaming in the background. One of the voices had a euro accent, Flipper thought, maybe German. “Alameda, 6-5-Zulu... what are your orders?” Then both pilots heard a senator's aide pleading with Alameda, on behalf of the Haan-Munki Corporation, not to sink Lady Chatterley.  

Flipper swore he heard something about crabs.  

The two planes were banking sharply now and positioning themselves for an attack run. “Alameda, 6-5-Zulu... what are your orders, Alameda? Please Advise.” Flipper was really hoping for a call of 'weapons free', but the answer he got wasn't what he wanted. Under pressure from the senator's aide, the Officer On-Duty gave what, from his perspective, was the only order that might cover his ass from all angles.  

 “6-5-Zulu, Alameda... You are to engage terrorist personnel only. Repeat, engage terrorists only, do not engage Lady Chatterley.” Now that, Flipper thought, was some fucked up shit. Flipper let the static linger on his frequency while he thought, How the Fuck are we supposed to do That?  

 “Alameda, 6-5-Zulu... Interrogative: Do you want us to Engage Terrorists Only using the missiles or the guns?” He meant it as a joke, even though he delivered the words with the same pleasant calm that pilots use to discuss engine failures, parachute malfunctions, and the speed of the ground rushing up at them. The silence was brief this time, Alameda knew the answer to that question.  

 “6-5-Zulu, Alameda... Do Not use missiles, repeat, Do Not use missiles, 6-5-Zulu.” Flipper thought that was some masterful ass-covering. Alameda had never even actually said to use the guns, only to engage the terrorists and not the ship and not to use missiles. Flipper didn't acknowledge. “Do you copy, 6-5-Zulu?” Alameda asked. Oh, I copy alright, Flipper thought. He was just letting the frequency stay silent for a good five seconds to express displeasure.

 “Alameda, 6-5-Zulu... copy your last, loud and clear.” Flipper kept the calm in his voice, but left out the pleasant until he was talking to his wingman, Cleaver. “Okay, Cleaver, let's correct for a nice Southwest to Northeast strafe up those walkways. Guns Only, repeat Guns Only.”

 “Uh, Wilco, Zulu Leader. Guns Only. I'm feeling like a sharpshooter.” Cleaver's cheerful voice hid her sarcasm from Alameda, but Flipper heard it. Shoot the people, not the ship. How the Fuck are we supposed to do That? Everybody knew it was impossible, but if Lady Chatterley sank it wouldn't be because Alameda had ordered them to shoot at it.  

Flipper doubted they even had enough ordinance with them to sink a 700 foot ship, but it still pissed him off. Fuck it. At least if she sinks, he thought, I'll get to paint a ship on the side of my plane. They banked. That is some masterful ass-covering, he thought. Always giving respect where it was due was something Flipper prided himself on.  

Flipper and Cleaver used their thrust-vectoring jets to bring the F-55's out of their high banking turns and lined up to strafe the terrorists on Lady Chatterley's deck, but not the Lady Chatterley herself.

Cleaver saw her flight leader line up for a stern to bow strafing run. She was just coming out of her own turn, having fallen back from her usual position on Flipper's four o'clock, and from her perspective she could see the shadow from Flipper's F-55 preceding him on the water, in-line with his plane. Is he coming out of the sun? What a ham, she thought, immediately reminding herself that, given the ship's course this was the optimal angle for an attack run. He's still a ham, she decided, as she watched the hot white of Flipper's single jet engine against the deep maroon alizarin of the cold bay waters.  

 “Alameda, 6-5-Zulu is engaging targets.” Flipper chose the plural to clearly state for Alameda and everyone else listening that his intention was to strafe only the plural terrorists and not the singular Lady Chatterley. The twin towers at Lady Chatterley's stern rose a good sixty-five feet off her deck, and if Flipper wanted to strafe up the Lady's walkways, then he'd have to come in a bit higher than he'd like. This oughtta be fun, he thought, eying the orange and green figures in his thermal display. They scurried on the narrow walkways with nowhere to go as he approached.  

The F-55s on patrol that day carried a mix of ammunition loaded into their four twenty-five millimeter, wing-mounted guns. It was loaded in a repeating sequence of incendiary tracer rounds, high-explosive, and armor piercing sabots with dense tungsten cores. That mix was less than optimal for anti-personnel operations, and it was likely to do serious damage to the ship, Flipper thought. He shrugged and thumbed the safety cap off the electric trigger that was mounted on the joystick. Flipper knew that the armor piercing sabots and the tracers would take out a Goddie or two per round, but the high-explosive rounds were a different story. If one of those landed in the middle of those crowded walkways, then it would take out a few bad guys at once and maybe knock a few overboard to drown in the bay. It might even set off some secondary detonations depending on what those guys were carrying. As he screamed in over the towers, he kept the crosshairs projected in his helmet over the densest patch of little orange and green figures he could see on the port side walkway and let a burst of hellish fire rain down.  

Flipper watched two simultaneously detonating sets of explosions walk up Lady Chatterley's spinal canal and the port walkway. There were two parallel displays of destruction. One was made of explosions and steam and water, ripping and shattering and plumes. This was the track of destruction that roared up the canal. The terrible path of Flipper's fire up the walkway was made of people and parts and screaming souls.

Cleaver saw Flipper deliver fire up the canal and the walkway and pull up, banking away sharply to come about for another run, but also to deny anybody with a surface-to-air missile an easy target. Flippers run was a brilliant false-color thermal display of destruction, and she was preparing to deliver her own when she saw something that made her stomach flip over. Two twisting, fluffy trails of smoke climbed into the sky from the aft towers. Cleaver watched them rising to follow her flight leader's plane. Another one rose from the left tower.  

 “Vampire, Vampire.” Cleaver said with calm she had to muster, “Missiles on your eight, Zulu leader, you have three vampires.” The smoke trails looked, from a rear perspective, as if they were deceptively lazy, slow, and unmotivated.  

 “Roger that, Thank you, chaff and jink.” she heard over the radio, watching the thrust vectoring of Flipper's engine make the plane almost spin on its axis and zoom off in another direction after puffing clouds of glitter and flares in the air behind it.  

Flipper was worried, but not too much; the F-55s had a hell of a maneuvering advantage over the SAMs. He was hoping that if they didn't take a liking to the chaff and the flares he'd dumped, then he'd lose 'em after a tight turn.  

The first two missiles were fooled. The last was much more primitive and was actually operator guided. The Morituri who'd fired late and to the left had gambled that the F-55 would do exactly what it had done, and he guided the vintage SAM into the plane's turn, ignoring the flares and chaff.  

Flipper had every reason to feel confident before the SAM exploded off his wingtip and became a fifteen-foot-wide shotgun blast. Shrapnel from the proximity-fused warhead ripped through composite fiber and metal and pilot. Cleaver watched in horror, as Flipper's F-55 tumbled with its control surfaces shredded. Any hopes she had of seeing her flight leader eject exploded with the fuel vapor that leaked from his plane's perforated tanks. There was a blinding, white hot fireball that burned her eyes for a millisecond before the helmet's thermal display compensated and she could see again, only to watch bits of ruined airplane and pilot fall into Baccha Bay.

Cleaver didn't bother to inform Alameda. They knew.  

She'd seen the last missile launched from the port-side tower, and she kept it in her projected gunsights as she let her own hot, multicolored hellfire pour forth in vengeance. First, the top of the port side tower was on fire. Then, it exploded. Then, it was shredded. The sequence repeated every three hundredths of a second for a full second.  

The top of the port-side tower disappeared as molten metal and hot shrapnel sprayed omnidirectionally into the bay, raising splashes and steam on the water. Cleaver banked away from Lady Chatterley's now asymmetrical towers and came around for another pass. She was beyond rage.  

As her plane's 360 degree radar and passive infrared systems informed her of a late-arriving Global Secular Alliance HK drone closing quickly from the East, a voice in her head said, 'no goddamn robot is going to steal this fucking kill.' Cleaver meant to have vengeance. When the G.S.A. Hunter Killer drone to her rear closed to within a few hundred yards, slipped in on her six o'clock, and shredded the tail of her F-55 with its tribarrel electric rotary gun, her plane ejected her automatically from its tumbling useless body before she had time to swear like a sailor. She did that on the parachute ride down to the water while she asked herself, “What silicon-screwing, goggle-eyed, cyber-geeking, lunatic programmed that fucking cock-lobster aerobot, and where can I find him to pop out his eyes and piss in the sockets while I sing the Star-Spangled Banner and punch him in his Global Secular dick-monkey Alliance lovin' balls?”
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Oskar Delvaux watched an impossibly small, but still perceptibly chesty pilot parachute to the water. An orange survival raft inflated next to her, and she climbed in and drifted in the water of the holographic bay, a few inches from his right foot. She was gesturing upwards at a G.S.A. drone with great vehemence, and a coincidence of angles made it appear to Delvaux, observing from above them both, that she was giving him the finger.  

“Now, it seems you are quite through being coy,” Delvaux said, looking up. “Does it not? Tell me. Tell me what you could possibly hope to gain through these lunatics, psychotics, madmen, and zealots. I cannot imagine that you sympathize with them. No, no. You are using them for something. Tell me. Tell me, my mechanimate Machiavelli, what is it you want?”  

There was silence as the seven-foot Lady Chatterley sailed like a ghost across the bay in Delvaux's office and left a rolling wake behind her on his floor. “Now that Lady Chatterley has fired on military aircraft,” Delvaux said, “there will, of course, be no more bothersome pretense of property preservation. Now we will have a free hand to send her to the bottom of the bay with all souls aboard. We will sink the good Lady Chatterley and with her we will sink any hopes for your secreted designs. I know this. You know this.” Delvaux's delivery suddenly became more casual. “I mention it to you now, of course, because now is your chance to negotiate rather than face complete and utter failure.” Delvaux held his data-wand in front of him, pointed straight up. He tapped the side three times quickly with his index finger and Lady Chatterley, the circling Harbor Dogs, and the entire bay receded at a dizzying speed.  

Delvaux looked up. “Ahhh, there it is,” he said with genuine glee and excitement. His holographic, god's eye view had displayed the F-55s strafing the Lady Chatterley, the carnage on deck, and the downing of two Navy warbirds in pornographic, death-worshiping detail. The pleasure in his voice betrayed, even to MUNI 5-7, how he loved the way in which this omnipotent, holographic view of the world transformed its every revealed detail and drama into something pornographic, something meant to be viewed for his pleasure.  

Now, it displayed a gleaming gem, a holy jewel of power set in orbit.  

Above, glittering in the burning raw light of earth orbit, floated a dazzling hexagonal array made of hundreds of focusing mirrors. Delvaux had not yet adjusted the scale of representation, and as he zoomed the view to where human maintenance technicians provided the eye with discernible scale, the massive satellite filled the room. The floating, mirrored array was over a mile across. “Let us view it at one one-thousandth of its true size.” He tapped his data-wand, and the orbital array shrank to a comfortable five-and-a-half-foot-wide, hexagonal sunflower, curving gently concave and glittering naked in the sunlight. “Ahhhh, the Phased Solar Array, more commonly known by the appellation, 'Sun Gun'. I believe the Sun Gun is my most favorite of favorite toys.”  

As kinder, Nazi scientists had been no strangers to the perverse power and pleasure of a magnifying glass, ants, and the sun's focused rays. The idea worked just as well scaled up for use against armies, navies, or cities. The Sun Gun was only a blackboard-bound, wet dream for them, but a century later, the Global Secular Alliance made that death-worshiping masturbation of mind into a dameclesian reality that floated in low orbit. Ostensibly, it existed to provide focused solar energy to collector farms, but the concentrated sunlight it reflected in a tight, modulated beam could be used to burn anything on the surface below.  

The problem of superheating the atmosphere and the resultant energy dispersion caused by atmospheric blooming had been solved by creating mirrors capable of reflecting only those wavelengths empirically determined, just before firing, to optimally penetrate the atmosphere and deliver the terrible glory of the sun's rays to the hapless target area below.  

This optimal wavelength was determined by a series of harmless test pulses spread across the full spectrum of visible light. This roughly ten second series of multicolored pulses from the Sun Gun was called a Rainbow Burst, and very few living people had ever been bathed in its multichromatic, enrapturing, and terrible portent without evaporating very soon thereafter in a beam of the purest monochrome light.  

 “It is beautiful, is it not?” The twinkling hexagonal sunflower twisted a hair and projected a shifting, multicolored beam of light that tapered ever so slightly from its five-foot-width, as it intersected Delvaux's office floor. It looked deceptively like a harmless disco decoration floating in the air above the Director. “Yes, so beautiful. It fires a Rainbow Burst once a day when it calibrates to better feed the solar energy farms in the desert but...” Delvaux now combined his tone of admiration with the tone of the patronizing philosopher. “But, like any object it is most beautiful when used for its truest purpose.” MUNI 5-7's silence disappointed Delvaux. “Am I talking to myself?”

 “I am listening,” MUNI 5-7 said.  

 “Ah, good. You have, no doubt, surmised that I intend to use the Sun Gun to melt the Lady Chatterley, her insurgent passengers, and any plans you may have had for them.” Delvaux paused and stared lovingly at the projection of the floating sunflower that hung above him. “But... if you were to, for instance, tell me what it is that you hope to gain from all this then perhaps... perhaps...” He let the silence hang with vague promise. Delvaux stepped forward a few feet, into the path of the beam from the simulated Sun Gun orbiting above. He tapped the data-wand replaying the Rainbow Burst and let the changing colors of light from the deadly hexagonal sunflower play over his face. He sighed, and his face looked exactly the same way it did when he watched pornography.

 “You did not finish your sentence,” MUNI 5-7 observed.  

 “Well,” Delvaux smiled. “What did you want me to say?”  

 “I do not understand,” the AI said.  

 “I thought perhaps...” Delvaux spoke as if they were discussing a trivial matter. “Perhaps if you were to provide me with the information I need to crush the insurgency in Baccha Bay City once and for all... ”

 “If I had that information and were to provide it to you, then it is highly probable that you would still destroy Lady Chatterley.”

 “Yes, just so.” Delvaux smiled. “But I know the insurgents aboard mean nothing to you, and there is something else you want. I may not know exactly what it is, but I know that want exists. The fact that you guard this secret yen so jealously is almost proof that it exists!”

MUNI 5-7 knew it was not a master negotiator, but it knew how to play for time. Time was what it needed to get the Lady Chatterley close to her goal – so close that no force, not even the Sun Gun, could stop her.

 “I have the information you seek,” the AI said.  

 “Of course you do. While you planned, schemed and coordinated the action taking place today in the bay, you were undoubtedly in communication with the leaders of the insurgent groups, either directly or indirectly. Given the resources at your disposal, it is highly likely that you tracked the messages or messengers to their destinations to learn the locations of the insurgent leaders and obtain something with which to negotiate. I believe this was your goal all along. You also know that when we have detached all the tendrils of control you have so deftly grown into the Ziggurat's fusion reactor and our other critical systems, we will be free to terminate you without the threat of nuclear detonation, but then, the information I want will be lost forever. Gone. Poof!” Delvaux made a motion with his left hand that went from closed fist to open palm with fingers spread wide. “Poof!” he repeated. “I believe your goal is and always has been to negotiate.”  

 “That is correct,” MUNI 5-7 said, “I wish to negotiate.”

 “Ahhh, now isn't that better? What is it you want, my friend?” Delvaux asked.

 “I wish to negotiate for the life of the Buddha.”
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Far below the orbiting, hexagonal, mile-wide Sun Gun, the Lady Chatterley fired her powerful bow and stern maneuvering thrusters in opposition, spinning her in the cold waters of Baccha Bay, changing her course again. Casper felt the deck twisting underneath him. We're turning, he thought. He hoped that's what it was, not some contortion of the hull that was a prelude to sinking. The cannon fire from the last attack had shaken, rocked, and deafened them as the shock and explosions reverberated through the entire hull and found them where they'd holed up in cramped crew quarters.  

The strange, golden-robed monks were still with them, and Casper noticed light kevlar vests underneath their robes. Their heads were shaved, and each bore a crown of eight half-inch-diameter circular scars, the origin of which Casper couldn't guess. Their forearms were scarred too, but they were beautiful scars in the shapes of animals both real and imagined. He had seen cranes, tigers, dragons, snakes, and monkeys peeking out when the sleeves of the golden robes had wandered up their forearms. Casper couldn't help but notice how they'd encircled Alvin, and he thought if someone with a nickname like the Buddha had bodyguards, then he imagined they'd probably look like this. Casper wondered if the client had paid them, too. He was staring at one who suddenly turned his head to return Casper's stare with a vacant, but oddly penetrating gaze and a genuine smile.  

 “I,” the monk said softly, “am Caine.”

 “I am Caine, too” said another.

 “I am also Caine,” said a third.

 “What?” Bonnie exclaimed, baffled.  

 “You mean like the old TV show?” Casper asked. “Like Grasshopper 'n shit?”

 “Yes, Grasshopper.”

 “We are Caine,” the monks intoned in unison.  

 “Oh, crap.” Alvin said, his voice muffled by the small hands he used to cover his large face. Peeking out between his fingers he asked, “Donnie, is that you?”

 “It's Donnie Caine now, thanks to you!” Donnie Caine was beaming, and Casper thought he seemed really happy about being Donnie Caine. He didn't understand why Alvin wasn't as happy.  

 “Do you guys know each other?” Casper asked.  

Donnie Caine gestured to Alvin with an open palm and explained, “The Buddha was my first Master.”

 “Your what?! No, man, no...” Alvin stammered, “I... it... it wasn't like that, man. You used to give me change on the street, man... change.”

 “Yes,” Caine said, “You showed me that Change is the way of the Universe.”  

 “I didn't do nothing, man. Nothing,” Alvin said.

 “Nothing,” the gold robed monks repeated in unison, and Alvin groaned, sat against the bulkhead, covered his face again, and shook his head back and forth.  

 “Master,” smiling Donnie Caine explained, “the things and nothings that you said guided me.”

 “I did Not guide you. No way, man,” Alvin insisted, but Donnie Caine continued.  

 “Yes, without guiding me you showed me the Path, the Way. And what you taught me, I shared,” Donnie said as he gestured to his brothers Caine.

 “We are Caine!” the entire group said with enthusiasm.  

 “You,” Alvin removed his hands from his face and said, “are frickin' fruit-loopy nuts, that's what you are, man.” This didn't seem to make any impression on Donnie and the Sons of Caine who smiled their beatific smiles, wearing their golden robes, looking very pleased with Everything.

 “What the fuck, Alvin? What kinda mindfuck did you put on these guys?” Bonnie asked. Alvin was quiet for a second, then he exhaled and tried to explain.  

 “You remember how I told you I started with all the Buddha stuff and how I used to say stuff from those books to people when I was sittin' on the street... ya' know... to get 'em to give me change? Yeah, well, a lot of it wasn't that easy to understand and it didn't always, ya' know, land well... like a joke they didn't get. That was no good so I kept the simple stuff, and I supplemented it with stuff I remembered from this old TV show I used to watch back when I was like nine years old.”

 “Kung Fu,” the golden robed monks said it together in a reverential tone and bowed their baldie heads, “The Way of Caine.”

 “Yeah,” Alvin admitted, while he kept his eyes on Bonnie. “Well, I think my friend Donnie here...” Donnie beamed when Alvin said that. “Donnie, lost his shit somewhere. Around the same time, I'll bet he got some recordings of the old TV show that I stole the lines from, and I think he really liked it.”  

 “That show,” Donnie spoke in a different voice now, more like Donnie the media consumer fanboy and less like Donnie Caine, shaolin monk. He said, “That show Rocked. It did Rock, It does Rock, It Rocks. Awesome.” Then the monk's voice was back, “Kung Fu is not just a TV show, it is a commitment, a way of life.”

 “Grasshopper!” the tattooed, baldie followers of Caine exclaimed in unison, and Bonnie just stared at them. Fuckin' cultist, loony, Goddie mofos.  

 “Okay...” Bonnie tried to find a bright side, “Just tell me these guys do real kung-fu. The kung-fu is real right?” Eight bald headed faces grinned placidly at her in their golden robes. Bonnie stared at their grins, and said just what Alvin had said when he'd recognized Donnie Caine. She said, “Oh, crap.”  

 “See?” Alvin saw that she now understood why he'd been groaning. “See what kinda loonies get stuck on the shit the Buddha says?” the Buddha asked the now enlightened Bonnie. “See what I gotta put up with?”  

 “Oh, crap.” Bonnie's face was in her hands, and Alvin couldn't tell if she was crying or hiding her laughter.
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Despite the obvious idiocy of poking their heads out for a look, Casper and Otis inched towards the exterior hatchway that nobody had bothered to close. Otis had something burning a hole in his pocket. They were afraid to step outside they hatchway, so they stood just inside while Otis hunched against the bulkhead and lit up. He passed to Casper, who had smoke deep in his lungs before he looked down at the walkways and began to cough as his whole body convulsed in disgust.  

The aftermath of the single strafing run made by the F-55 and its four guns was gruesome. Where the rounds had driven into the thick of the crowds on the port side walkway, the deck was filled with holes and scorched patches of steel and body parts that reminded Casper of the dogs and the land mines. There were a few souls down on the walkway with and air of grim purpose who stripped the bodies for ammunition and useful gear, but there were a few who just wandered, stunned senseless, shocked catatonic by nearby explosions and the explosion of those nearby.  

As he passed back to Otis, Casper watched one of them. It took a few moments to notice, but Casper saw it was a woman. He couldn't tell what group she was with, but she didn't look like she was going to be very useful when the fighting began. She kept changing direction like she'd forgotten something, walked a few yards, and then changed direction again. She was a hundred yards away, but her confusion was still easy to see. She didn't look upset, just confused. She stopped moving, stood very still, and looked straight up. Casper saw her lips moving as she walked up to the edge of the walkway and stared down at the water. Casper asked Otis, “What's she doin', man?” just before she stepped forward and disappeared over the side. Otis looked where Casper was staring a moment too late, and saw nobody.  

 “Who?” Otis asked.  

They smoked and watched the wreckage that floated in the bathtub. There were little patches of fuel and oil burning on the surface, and bits of honeycombed carbon-fiber that had trapped air within their structure floated into the oil and burned with green flames. Casper was thinking how he didn't feel so badass anymore, not even with the submachine gun strapped across his chest. He was about to pass Otis's joint back to him when someone who had quietly sidled up on his left side reached over and took it.  

She was short and wide and fearsome and couldn't have been over nineteen. Corazon, has to be, Casper thought. Her dark, curly hair was pulled back in a ponytail and mostly covered by the pink bandanna she'd tied around her head. She looked more Gangsta than Goddie. He watched her draw on the joint without touching it to her lips, and as she did, Casper saw the three drops of blood that had been tattooed in the corner of her right eye running down her cheek. They trickled down her face into the middle of her cheek where they faded and then reformed near the corner of her eye again. Casper watched it happen a few times as she smoked in silence, stood next to them, and stared out at the aftermath of the last attack. Her eyes were red by the time she handed back a roach and spoke without looking at them.  

 “Who the fuck are you guys, anyway? Don't look like no soldiers, look more like pussy-ass clubbers without the stim-muscles. I like muscles, but I fuck-up clubbers.” Casper was trying hard to think of something to say, but she just said, “Keep your head down,” and walked back inside adding, “cutie-pie,” from inside the hatchway. Otis and Casper stared at each other and began to laugh nervously because they knew they were in way, way over their heads.  

 “Sheeeeeit,” Otis said slowly.

All at once, everything turned a color Casper had only seen once. It was like a pale purple but more intense. It was the color of the air during a solar eclipse and it was rich like it had been distilled and beamed through the air to saturate everything. It began to shift to an indigo. Then the light turned a supernatural blue that made the purest cobalt and manganese seem like the poor cousins. The air was filled with it, and Casper felt like he was breathing blue before it shifted through a subtly tinted cerulean that was deep and bright as it turned green. It was a frequency of viridian light so refined and verdant that it somehow brought out a new level of detail and texture to the twisted metal and bodies that had previously been invisible in daylight's full-spectrum melange.  

Down amongst the bodies and the parts, on the port side walkway, the clarity of the vision brought tears to the eyes of five hardened men. They muttered prayers and two of them had the courage to stare straight up and view, with open eyes, the golden-yellow light of their God. They were not surprised to be blinded by His saffron, then chrome orange brilliance. His vermilion, then ruby red and alizarin Grace.

 “What the fuck are you guy's doin' out there?” Carlos's voice shouted from inside. Otis yelled into the hatch, “We didn't do that shit, man, that wasn't us!”  

 “Get back here you fuckin' stoners and bring that roach too!”

Back in the cabin, Carlos spun the wheel on the airtight hatch and locked them in. Then he lit the roach. “Fuckity Mc fuck-fuck!” Otis exclaimed. “Did you see that weird-ass shit?” Carlos had indeed seen that shit, and he looked worried. He smoked with purpose, like he wanted to be high before something that he knew was coming actually arrived. “What the fuck was that shit?” Otis asked.  

 “It looked like that shit we saw when we were tripping out in the desert,” Casper said, “and we got lost near the um...”

 “Solar energy farm.” Carlos said, finishing Casper's sentence for him. Carlos knew what the spectacular display had been, and he led Casper to understanding it too. “And what do they zap the solar farm with?”

 “The um... the frickin' um...”  

 “The Phased Solar Array,” Bonnie said, finishing Casper's sentence. “The Sun Gun.”  

Casper realized what was about to happen and what they'd just seen. “Fuck that shit! That was a frickin'... um...”

 “Rainbow Burst,” she said. Bonnie had seen the colored light, too. “That was a calibration sequence. They'll fry us anytime now.” She turned to Carlos and asked, “Do you think our client counted on this... on us getting zapped from orbit?”

 “He counts on Everything. I mean, he thinks and he plans. All day and all night that's what he does, right?” Carlos thought Bonnie didn't look convinced. He wasn't either.  

He checked the airtight hatch one more time.
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Fire-control was patched into Delvaux's data wand, and his index finger was eager to triple-tap and fire it.

 “So, MUNI 5-7, are you prepared to give me the information I want – the locations of the insurgent leadership?” Oskar Delvaux felt like he'd already won, now that MUNI 5-7 had decided to negotiate.  

 “Bring me the Buddha and I will give you everything you ask,” the AI said. Delvaux laughed heartily at that. He lifted the data-wand, pointed it at the holographic projection of the Sun Gun, and prepared to fire at Lady Chatterley. “We both know I don't have the Buddha. I don't even know where he is. My technicians were right, you have gone insane. I think it is time for me to burn some ants.”

 “I know where he is,” MUNI 5-7 declared. “The Buddha is aboard the Lady Chatterley.”  

Delvaux's mind momentarily stumbled, and he looked confused, but he lowered the data-wand and withdrew his index finger from the trigger of the fully calibrated, ready to fire, orbital Sun Gun. He waved the data-wand and brought the projection of the seven-foot Lady Chatterley back to the floor of his office. He stared at it, and he noticed it turning in the water. She was firing her maneuvering thrusters, changing course again. When she no longer appeared to be turning, Delvaux noticed she'd taken a course due West. The seven foot hologram now pointed at the door of his office on the West wall, the wall opposite the bay. He walked towards the transparent, dusky-pink tinted East wall of his office that overlooked the bay, and he asked MUNI 5-7, “Well, if the Buddha is on the ship as you claim, then it would seem to me that you already have what you want since you are in control of the ship, yes?”  

MUNI 5-7 did its best to continue the charade as long as possible. “The Buddha has been kidnapped by Morituri terrorists, and my actions to aid them have been coerced. They will kill him unless I do as they ask.”  

Delvaux stared out at the waters of the real, actual Baccha Bay. There, only two miles out, he could see Lady Chatterley, and she was clearly pointed due West, directly at Delvaux. She was pointed directly at the Ziggurat.  

Delvaux knew that he'd underestimated MUNI 5-7.  

A wave of hot anger and embarrassment rushed up his body, as he realized the AI had been playing for time and had no intention of negotiating or giving him any information.  

 “You really are a terrible liar,” Delvaux said.

 “That is correct,” MUNI 5-7 agreed.  

The AI had estimated a very low probability that its ruse would buy even this much time, but according to its calculations, it had succeeded in gaining the time required for Lady Chatterley to reach her destination.  

 “It seems,” Delvaux admitted, “that I have wasted my time attempting to negotiate with you.”

 “That is correct.”  

 “Let us waste no more time with this pointless banter.” Delvaux raised the data-wand to point at the projection of the orbital weapon and triple-tapped with his index finger.  

The Sun Gun fired.
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Three and a half square miles of frequency modulating mirrors collected the sun's fantastic energy and focused it into a tapering beam of viridian green light that reached down from orbit to strike at Lady Chatterley. At its origin, the beam was the same mile's width as the orbiting Sun Gun, but it narrowed to only a hundred yards where it struck the waters of the bay, just behind the ship, and chased her. Delvaux watched the glorious monochrome finger of saturate green light appear almost solid as it simmered the bay's waters and illuminated them with an eerie, unnatural sub-surface glow for a mile around the kill-zone.

Even through the tinted, transparent, doped silicate XinCryst wall, the beam hurt his eyes. He directed the insanely verdant beam with the data-wand as he watched it close on Lady Chatterley's stern. She was less than a mile away from him, sailing directly at the Ziggurat, and as Delvaux watched the viridian finger of god poking the V-shape of her wake, chasing her down, he felt chills of power through his body.  

Donovan Flynn and the Morituri who manned the open levels of Lady Chatterley's aft towers with their surface-to-air missiles, had no earthly name for the monochrome green shaft that appeared behind the ship, simmering the water in a hundred yard circle of blinding light. Donovan heard the other two men in the tower praying. There was a malevolence to the beam, Donovan thought. It pursued the ship in an almost toying fashion that suggested the cruelty of a human hand's guidance. He knew he should be running for the shelter of the bow superstructure but he stayed fixed, seduced by the undeniable, irresistible beauty of the luminous lance that crackled with plasma up and down its length. Donovan's near-shut, squinting eyes focused everywhere and nowhere along the Sun Gun's emerald ray, and the glorious spectacle was not diminished by impending mortality. It was exponentiated. The ray stretched from the bay up into the sky with ionized emerald veins shaped like lightning. Donovan had no way of knowing that his lips and Oskar Delvaux's lips moved together in unison, pronouncing the same words at the same moment – “It's Beautiful.”

Donovan broke from his reverie and ran. His comrades had already dropped their cumbersome missile launchers and fled. He took the tower's stairs three at a time, and as he neared the bottom of the open staircase, he saw them running, trying to cross the six hundred feet to the bow superstructure. He knew they'd never make it before the burning beam passed over the ship, and if they wouldn't make it, then he had no chance either.  

He turned to look over the railing of the second level landing, down into the waters off the starboard side, eighty feet below, crossed himself, and jumped. He fell for almost three seconds. After half a second he realized he had jumped too late. As the beam passed over him, the outer layers of his skin burst into flame and evaporated. His entire skull filled with an evil green light that his eyelids couldn't shut out because they'd burned away. He inhaled superheated air that singed his lungs and died of his burns before his body hit the water.

The beam's first few seconds of contact with Lady Chatterley's stern were an explosion of brilliant soda-bottle, pthalocyanine, and chromium green rays that reached out across the bay in all directions playing off the water, the Ziggurat, and all the buildings surrounding the bay like a laser striking a mirrored disco ball. Everything across the bay's shores with line-of-sight to Lady Chatterley scintillated with verdant spectacle. The disco ball effect lasted only a few seconds before the albedo of the stern's steel diminished as it began to melt.  

First the steel buckled, then it sagged, absorbing the diablous lux lucis. The stern glowed with an eerily colored, pthalo aura tinted with the reddish-yellow color of burning steel as the upward facing metal surfaces drooped, and melted, dripping in streams and rivulets that burned with ferric flames. The bow superstructure cast a shadow across the water that was almost burned away by the glowing air, remaining only as a deep, blood-red penumbra that pointed like an spearhead prow at the Ziggurat.

Two of the Harbor Dogs orbiting Lady Chatterley in tight ellipses were caught in the Sun Gun's ray. Their carbon-fiber composite skins evaporated in a flash and puff of smoke, and in the quarter second before their ammunition cooked off and sent them to Harbor Doggy Heaven, their primitive artificial intelligences decided that Lady Chatterley was responsible. They decided she was no longer a ship in distress and reclassified her as a Threat. They cried a burst transmission of distress and accusation to the remaining thirteen autonomous drones in their pack. The remaining Harbor Dogs spun the tribarrels of their own turret-mounted electric guns in a conditioned response akin to Pavlovian salivation.  

Thirteen Harbor Dogs tore into the hull of Lady Chatterley, just below the water-line, strafing her sides and perforating her ballast tanks with their fifty caliber, tungsten-cored sabot rounds. Steel-jacketed lead rammed into Lady Chatterley's hull, and both melted before the massive kinetic energy of the tungsten cores in the sabot rounds ripped molten edged wounds in the hull. This happened six hundred and fifty times per second, and after six seconds, when the Harbor Dogs had expended their ammunition and spun their barrels in a futile electric whine, there were nearly four thousand new holes in Lady Chatterley's hull. The ballast tanks that lined the exterior perimeter of the hull were thoroughly open to the bay, and the water poured in.  

Lady Chatterley sank in the water, but she did not sink.

As the Sun Gun's kill-zone of green burning light moved up Lady Chatterley's spine, the deck plates expanded and burst upwards before sagging, drooping, and burning in puddles of molten metal. Her spine began to buckle, but as the water rushed in from the bay into her useless, sieve like exterior ballast tanks, she sank in the water and her spine dipped yards below the surface, cooling in the water in a groaning, steaming, agony that twisted her grotesquely, but saved her spine from the burning, melting power of the Sun Gun's ray.  

The entire cargo area of the ship was now cooling below the surface of the bay and it was beyond the reach of Delvaux's weapon. Boats and rafts in the bow end of the bathtub that had not yet been struck by the ray floated free, no longer contained in Lady Chatterley's channel. Those that didn't burn in the blinding green kill-zone as the ray continued to pursue the bow superstructure were left in her wake as she continued to press forward towards the Ziggurat.

A massive plume of steam rose into the air above Lady Chatterley's midsection, and it blew forward in the wind, shrouding her in her own cloud, a ten-story fog bank that glowed with lime brilliance. The steam directly in the beam's burning path vanished almost instantly, but Delvaux could no longer see the ship clearly because her cloud moved with her.  
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Delvaux screamed with rage knowing that he'd lost his chance to sink her. A few more seconds and Lady Chatterley's spine would have melted enough to break her in two or twisted enough from thermal stress to send her fore and aft structures crashing to the water sideways. He'd had her, and now with her spine below the surface it was out of the ray's deadly reach.  

There is still time, he thought, still time. Delvaux continued to bring the luminous green lance forward. There was no use in heating the water over her midsection but he could still melt the upper levels of the bow and its castle-like superstructure. It wouldn't stop Lady Chatterley's forward motion, but it would cook those who hid inside. Oskar Delvaux had hoped to sink the ship and drown them all, but he thought, I can settle for cooking them like Sunday roasts.

Lady Chatterley was less than a half-mile out, with her glowing, lime steam cloud in front of her, when Delvaux's burning beam settled on the bow superstructure. The surfaces that faced skyward heated in moments, and the paint burned away in a smokeless flash exposing the bare metal. As the steel began to glow from within, it sagged and seconds later, it began to melt and burn in fifteen-hundred degree pools that ran streaming down the sides of the steel castle. The rivets that held the topmost horizontal plates burst free and the liquid, white-hot, burning steel found its way inside.  

Nearly eighty heavily armed and armored militants were packed into the top level, and the burning metal dripped over them as the roof failed completely across the top deck of the superstructure. Some were exposed to the green light of the Sun Gun, and their flesh evaporated where unprotected by armor. Armored flesh burned underneath the armor as the fire-resistant kevlar fibers ignited and melted to their bodies. Some were killed by their own grenades that cooked off less than a second after exposure, creating a chorus of booming, concussive explosions that shook the ship.

One deck below, the air temperature reached three hundred degrees before fire suppression sprinklers sprayed water into every cabin, passageway, and stairwell where the tortured insurgents were baking to death like Giftmas hams. The cooling waters lowered the temperature inside the penultimate deck to a hundred and eighty, but many were already suffocating from mortally damaged lungs and gasped for air, dying in hot, wet agony.  

The steel structure made deafening groans and it contorted as the sprinklers cooled inside surfaces that were growing red and white hot on the outside. The entire superstructure was deformed from thermal expansion, and great gaps appeared where bulkheads met. Rivets popped and flew everywhere, ricocheting inside metal cabins and passageways. Lady Chatterley was tortured and mangled. Her control systems failed, but she drifted forward at six knots.

The relentless viridian beam continued to fire from orbit.  

Delvaux grinned. He could only see the very top of Lady Chatterley's superstructure over the brilliant lime-green cloud of steam that traveled with her, but he could see that the floating castle was ruined and melted. A river of molten metal poured off the top in a white-hot steel waterfall. He was sure that in another minute the entire steel castle on the bow would fold in on itself, collapsing on whomever still drew breath inside.  

As the Lady Chatterley crossed an invisible line exactly one quarter mile from the bayside face of the Ziggurat, three things happened that made Oskar Delvaux scream with uncontrollable anger. First, the Sun Gun that had fired so reliably, so powerfully, so accurately, now ceased firing, and the verdant, luminous lance disappeared from the sky. A safety override meant to prevent the Sun Gun's use against G.S.A. installations triggered automatically as Lady Chatterley came within a quarter-mile of the Ziggurat, and high in orbit the Sun Gun shut down and refused to fire on her no matter what Delvaux did, how loudly he screamed, or how wildly he waved and tapped his data-wand. The second thing that happened was that the wind shifted and blew North to South, revealing to Delvaux that, though the top level of the Lady Chatterley's superstructure was completely melted and utterly destroyed, the levels underneath displayed disturbing structural integrity. It appeared that the near vertical angle of the Sun Gun's beam had not damaged them to the point of collapse that he had imagined. The third thing that happened to make Delvaux scream was that he could see the superstructure was getting closer with no sign of slowing or turning, and he no longer thought it looked like a castle.  

Now, it looked like a siege tower, and no matter what he did, that siege tower and all of Lady Chatterley's mass was about to collide with his own castle.
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Inside the cabin where Team Buddha had holed up, Bonnie knew none of the things that were causing Oskar Delvaux to tear out his hair in a madman's fit of rage. Bonnie only knew that it was fucking hot and that she was pretty sure her ass was burning. It was one hundred and twenty-five degrees inside the crew quarters and very wet since the fire suppression systems had kicked in. She was nearly deaf from the groaning of Lady Chatterley's bulkheads, and the hammering and reverberations of four thousand tungsten cored rounds hitting the hull had driven her insane for six seconds in which she was sure her ears bled brains that ran down her neck. The hull had shaken and twisted and she was sure for thirty seconds, as the deck below her tilted one way and then another, that they were about to sink. Now, to her amazement she found she could still hear well enough to make out a new noise. It was faint, but it sounded like a distant alarm, a siren warning of Very Bad Things about to happen. She had a pretty good idea what it was.  

Casper heard it, too. He wondered if they had a special siren inside the Ziggurat that they used to warn everyone of a Giant Fucking Ship About to Ram the Building. He never got a chance to ask Bonnie about it because Bonnie, Casper, everyone, and everything in the tiny cabin was suddenly airborne, flying forward into the steel bulkhead.  

Impact.











PART THREE
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The foremost inch of Lady Chatterley's bow was a graceful steel curve, and it emerged from the steam cloud to be driven into the side of the Ziggurat by 29,000 tons of mass at five knots. For a fantastically brief moment, the gently curving prow of the ship touched only a square inch of the Ziggurat's bayside face. All 29,000 tons of twisted steel mass pushed irresistibly on that one point of dusky-rose-tinted XinCryst. In that brief moment between first contact and the violent, explosive release, the fantastic pressure on the crystal wall created a Piezo-electric charge that briefly lit the entire Eastern face of the Ziggurat's bottom level from the inside and somehow pooled as static electricity inside the Ziggurat.  

The ball of electricity was ten-feet-wide, and it floated in the air like a bluish-white, fuzzy, crackling sphere of light. It was plainly visible inside the Ziggurat's vehicle bay for a full two-tenths of a second before the wall exploded.  

Yard-wide, chunky fragments rained down on maintenance personnel and G.S.A. Peacekeeper assault troops across the East side of the Zig's vehicle bays.

Lady Chatterley continued forward until the base of her superstructure siege tower wedged in the Ziggurat, towering over the bow that penetrated almost forty feet into the interior. The Morituri who emerged in bulletproof assault-suits from the lowest levels of the superstructure had every advantage imaginable. They fired at the G.S.A. troops inside the vehicle bay from above, from the unascendable, upward curving bow of reinforced steel.  

The top three decks of the superstructure looked, from the view in Oskar Delvaux's office, like a half-melted steel bunker wedged into the cracked roof of the pyramid's base level. Delvaux expected to see armored figures pouring out of the new enemy bunker on the rooftop, but none came. He smiled, speculating that the Sun Gun's beam had melted the hatches shut on the top decks. Goddie terrorists would not be pouring out on to the Ziggurat's roof like they were storming a beachhead. Not just yet, anyway.

Bonnie was relieved to see that, as an organizational policy, the Sons of Caine wore underwear beneath their golden robes. This was fortunate for all thirteen bodies piled against the forward bulkhead of the crew quarters because after impact they fell in a pile of semiconscious, neglectfully posed, and improbably intertwined bodies.  

She pulled, pushed, and writhed her way free of them. She was the first to disentangle herself, and for a few moments, it was just her on one side of the cabin and a pile of Team Buddha on the other. Her eye sought parts of Alvin in the mass against the bulkhead. Not yet, Bonnie thought. Soon. She was sure that Delvaux would still want the Buddha. This Shoot On Sight Blacklist Bullshit was a mistake or a frame-up or a betrayal. She needed to know which it was. There was only one person who knew that – Oskar Delvaux.

Casper looked up from underneath a crane scarred forearm. He saw Bonnie across the tiny cabin, separate and distinct from the pile. He wiggled free and crawled towards her. It made Bonnie uncomfortable that Casper had chosen to move in her direction. She thought he'd be better off to stay clear of her, and she stood so that they wouldn't be sitting next to each other.  

 “Aren't you going to ask if we're there yet?” she said. There was a rising lump on the crown of her head from the impact, and she was still shaky, but she didn't want to let it show in front of Casper.  

Suddenly, the entire pile became active at once, and the intertwined humanity turned her stomach in a reaction that the piles of intertwined bodies in the Power Of Pleasure Club's slimy grotto had been unable to elicit. Bonnie didn't realize it, but her stomach turned in reaction to the pile because the intertwining bodies here represented the intimacy of trust and a shared mission, both of which she planned to betray. Those things had not been present in the POP club's piles of solo pleasure seekers that only intertwined as a matter of mutual necessity.  

She made for the hatch, and found it refused to open. Everything aboard Lady Chatterley was slightly deformed. There was gunfire outside. That sounded better to Bonnie than a moment longer in the cabin. She put her left foot against the wall and pulled on the hatch until her face turned red, and when she thought she might burst a vein, it suddenly swung open with a rush of air. Bonnie fell backwards on top of Casper, and was disgusted again. She practically ran out the hatch into the passageway.  

She saw militants with bundles of light, shoulder-fired rockets disappear around the corner to the left and she followed them. The passageway led to an open hatch and the bow deck, and there was a dusky-rose tinted light out there that she knew very well.  

We're inside the Ziggurat; it fucking worked, she thought. She'd guessed the plan and she'd guessed that they'd bounce off the wall. This is the APC bay, Bonnie thought. Or it used to be. Now it's our big-ass parking space. She didn't hear Casper creep up next to her, and when he said, “Whoa,” she was startled. She wanted to hurl him over the bow, down into the vehicles. Instead, Bonnie edged closer to the hatch so she could see more of the action on the bow deck.  

She saw bulky, assault-suited men lined around the pug-nosed bow, firing down into the APC bay, the Zig's garage. Every few seconds she'd see one of them stumble backwards when they took a few rounds to the upper chest or helmet, only to lumber forward again and rain down more fire on the vehicle bay below. It was filled with APCs, maintenance technicians, Peacekeeper troops, and fear. She could smell the fear.

The men carrying rockets were lightly armored and cautiously approached the edge. They wore woodland camo. NORCAL White Sunday Goddie mutherfuckers, she thought, and she imagined the scene below. The vehicle bay was usually filled with Armored Personnel Carriers. Everyone down there was probably pinned behind the APCs. That's what the rockets are for, she thought. Once the APCs are gone, the troops down there will be fish in a barrel.  

Casper saw Bonnie's head swivel quickly from side to side with searching eyes. He knew that look, she was checking for witnesses. Bonnie didn't want Casper to see this. “Get back to the cabin,” she told him, shoving him in the right direction. The White Sunday rockets would fire any second. The moment Casper's back was turned, she pulled a grenade from her webbing, pulled the cotter pin, and rolled the high-explosive out onto the deck. Everyone on the bow deck had their backs turned and saw nothing. Casper was moving too slow, and she had to shove him forward, then around the corner to avoid absorbing shrapnel when her grenade detonated. There was an explosion, a wave of hot pressure, and the staccato and whistling sound of angry metal bits bouncing off the sides of the passageway around the corner.  

Bonnie crept around the corner and forward again to the bow deck hatch. The four White Sunday rocketeers were on the deck bleeding, but the Morituri in assault suits hadn't seemed to notice. She withdrew down the passageway and then she saw Casper was peeking around the corner. He didn't know what she'd done exactly, but he knew the look he'd seen – the witness check she made before she'd shoved him back around the corner right before the explosion on the bow deck. Casper was staring at Bonnie, and she didn't like it. She snapped, “What? What?”

 “Nothing.” He didn't ask, but she came up with an explanation anyway.  

 “One of their rockets musta cooked off... happens,” she said.

 “Yeah... happens.”  

 “We're just hitching a ride with them, ya know,” Bonnie said, “It's not like we're really on the same side as those Goddie fucks.”

 “Yeah... just hitching a ride,” Casper repeated. He wondered if she was really still an Operator and decided that he didn't care one way or the other. Casper just wanted to know which side Bonnie was on so he could make sure he was on that side, too. It wasn't because he was scared of her. It was because Casper's loyalty was to people, not sides. He vaguely realized that he was on Bonnie's side, whatever that was. Casper hoped she knew that, but he suspected she didn't, and he wondered why that bothered him.

Back inside the crew quarters, the Sons of Caine formed up around Alvin in an octagonal ring of shaolin protection. Carlos laughed and said to Alvin, “So, um, I guess these guys are with you after all, huh?” Alvin just shrugged. Donnie Cain guarded the Buddha's Eastern side, and he leaned forward to speak softly in the four-foot-tall Buddha's ear.  

 “Thanks, man. I mean, thanks for letting us come with you.”

 “How the fuck,” Alvin asked him without looking, “How the fuck did you guys even find out about this?”

 “I, um...” Donnie fished under his robes, produced a mobile device, and displayed its screen to Alvin explaining, “I got a text...see?” The sender's number and account were masked, and the message read simply, “Protect the Buddha” along with GPS coordinates and a time. “I thought you sent it. I thought you sent the tour boat that picked us up, too.”

 “Nope,” Alvin shook his head, “Not me.”

 “Oh.”

 “Still happy you came?” Alvin asked.

 “As happy as a bowl of water in the rain.” Donnie smiled when he said it, but Alvin cringed.
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Carlos stood over four bullet-ridden Protestant Militant bodies at the base of the starboard side interior stairwell. They were obviously victims of another insurgent group, not victims of G.S.A. fire. B-I-D-N-E-S-S, he thought, Bidness, as in Not Mine. A lot of old scores were going to get settled today. It was a lot like a prison riot. He reminded himself to keep an eye out for Padre Pedro. The Padre would be looking to save face in front of his Morituri comrades. Rubbing out the people that had embarrassed him, people like Carlos, would go a long way towards that end. That, he decided, was definitely his B-I-D-N-E-S-S. He started up the stairs and motioned the rest of the team to follow.

The next deck was almost empty, and when he got one deck higher he saw why. Every inch of the passageways were filled with religious insurgents, guns, explosives, and malice. The sheer volume of hatred in an enclosed space threatened his sense of self-preservation, and he wished he could pick another route, but this was the only way to go.  

A squad of Angels of Badur with the white 624 painted front and back on their vests were pushing uncomfortably close to a group of three militant Sons of Abraham who should have stayed closer to their own group, and looked like they knew it. Carlos thought the Muslim fundamentalists from Badur were probably itching to spray the Sons of Abraham with hot lead, but they wouldn't do it just yet. They still need each other, he thought. The real carnage and backstabbing will come later, after they win the Zig... IF they win the Zig.  

Casper usually found himself staring at the wrong time. This time he was staring at a group of Latina Gangsta Cholas dressed like the one he and Otis had smoked out before the Rainbow Burst. They had the same bandannas she had, tied in some way Casper couldn't really figure out. He decided that was the point. Casper watched them move towards the stairs in a tight group with their arms around their sisters and heads close together, whispering. They were almost kissing. Their armor hid their breasts, and their untucked flannel shirts and baggy jeans hid everything else, but Casper still tried to get a look anyway.  

Had he been wearing a pair of DeeGee encyclopedic data-glasses they would have informed him that these were Las Marias Muertas, that the animated teardrop tattoos were only worn by their blooded killers, and that the wearer should flee to another location posthaste. Casper didn't have that information, and when he saw the Maria Muerta they'd smoked out earlier, he tried to be cool and nod his head upward in a gesture of recognition. She saw it, and so did her friend who started to break formation and head in Casper's direction with a drawn machete until the girl Casper had tried to signal pulled her back. Casper heard Bonnie laughing behind him. She slapped her hand down on his shoulder and shook it saying, “Nice job, Romeo.” Otis was busting up, too.  

 “Fuckin' dumbass,” he added.  

The entire frame of the superstructure shook with three explosions from the decks above that were all timed with a half-second of ear-ringing silence between them. There were three more detonations that shook the deck plates harder, and the momentary increase in air-pressure was more unpleasant than the noise itself. Seconds later they heard the sound of a few, then many automatic weapons, punctuated by grenade detonations. The din of battle floated in through open hatches and down the stairwell to Carlos and Team Buddha.  

The militants who clogged the stairwells, spilling down and crowding the deck below, began to move up the stairs and disappear. The insurgents all chambered rounds and checked their gear as they moved forward. They were eager to get out of the superstructure in which they'd been trapped, deafened, and cooked for the second half of the ride. They all yearned to get into the fight they could all hear starting without them.  

The roof assault had begun.
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Oskar Delvaux watched the six hatches blow off and tumble through the air to land on the roof of the Ziggurat's base level. Then the Goddies began to pour out and spread across the roof.  

 “This?” Delvaux screamed into the air, “This is your grand plan? Have your crossed wires somehow found God? Do you yearn for some Crusade and ultimate martyrdom? What can you possibly hope to gain from this?”  

MUNI 5-7 said nothing because there was nothing to say. Delvaux's rage required no response.  

The Colonel from the Primary Ops Center projected in unannounced.

 “Where, Colonel, are my men?” Delvaux asked with forced calm that made the Colonel all the more nervous.  

 “Director Delvaux, Sir, all combat-trained personnel have been tasked with perimeter defense.”

 “Colonel, I think we have already experienced a breech of our perimeter.”

 “Yessir,” the Colonel agreed. “Base security are attempting to engage the insurgents on the first level rooftop, but are finding it difficult due to the fact that there are only a few small access doors to the roof.” Delvaux made no response and continued to stare at the figures pouring out of the hatchways on the front of Lady Chatterley's superstructure turned siege tower. “I have,” the Colonel added, “given orders for assault troops and Operators in our three Stealth Suits to engage the insurgents from above – from the second level's rooftop.” The Colonel knew it wouldn't be enough. He wondered if Delvaux knew that too and then decided he wasn't going to be the one to tell him.
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There was nowhere to hide on the open rooftop, and its smooth surface was slick with blood. Blue-helmeted G.S.A. troops and insurgents slipped and fell, running past the dead. Both sides formed into firing lines; it was a terrible way to do battle. Without real cover the best way to survive was to fire as many rounds as possible at the enemy before being shot by them.  

Casper watched through a hole in the outside wall of a control room set on the half-melted, penultimate deck of the superstructure turned siege tower. He watched the firing lines form and fall, and the way each body, each individual died in a way all their own. Each one twisted and fell in a unique dance that was never again to be repeated. Sometimes it ended when they fell to the roof, sometimes it didn't. Sometimes they twitched or writhed, screaming, crying, smearing their death in the air like they smeared their blood on the roof as they died. Casper imagined, in a flash, fifty ways he might dance, might twist with a bullet's energy spinning him around or stare vacantly at a limb blown off by an explosive round as he bled out.

Watching them walk forward in firing lines, hurling horrible force and violence, Casper's arm hairs stood on end. He was chilled as the scene he witnessed made Something dance on the edge of his consciousness. He saw them all, G.S.A. and Goddies alike, praying to the Death God they all worshiped together. Casper saw the combatants on the roof gifting Death, both giving each other as sacrifice to Him, and simultaneously gifting it upon each other as if it were something they themselves coveted.  

He saw them first as Individual worshipers that each believed if they gave enough blood to this Death God, sacrificed enough Others to Him, then he might pass them over. Then, as if on the opposite side of a coin, he saw the combatants on the roof as the Same in the mathematical sense. Human equaled human, so they were the Same, and their worship of the God named Death was practiced through a self-annihilation. They visited destruction on The Other they saw, that was, in reality, The Same Being. For an infinitesimal moment, quickly lost like a dream suddenly forgotten, it was Both. He saw both sides of the Coin at once, and he was sick with it. He was sick all over the warped steel deck of the control room.

Though the G.S.A. troops had a numeric advantage, they had difficulty bringing it to bear because the narrow doorways to the rooftop were few and easy to keep suppressed. For every man that made it out to join the firing lines, another fell next to him as they exited the doors. The Morituri already had a dozen bulletproof, assault-suits on the roof and the G.S.A.'s standard issue rifle didn't pack enough punch to fell them without the sustained fire they couldn't manage to muster before being cut down. The insurgents behind the Morituri's walking tanks gained some partial cover and managed to maintain a stream of fire on the doorways that made egress a less and less attractive option for the G.S.A. troops.  

The number of blue helmets on the Zig's first level rooftop dwindled rapidly, and when the troops inside saw this, they no longer tried to exit. They decided it was better to cover the doorways from the inside and keep the insurgents from entering the building. The remaining Peacekeepers engaging on the first level roof conceded it to the insurgents and fled inside. Over half of them were shot in the back as they fled inside the Zig, slipping and falling in the blood of their dead and dying comrades.

 “Hey, Casper, man,” Otis said peeking over the half melted control panels at the rooftop battle. “Isn't that your girlfriend?” Casper looked out through his spy hole, and saw eight Marias Muertas running forward across the roof in a loose formation, carrying four heavy, counterfeit fashion label duffel bags. He knew that Otis had meant the entire formation, not just the Maria that had called him 'cutie-pie'.  

Halfway across the roof, the Marias split into pairs that each ran towards the four doors into the Zig with a bag between them. The armored Morituri and the other insurgents on the roof advanced ahead of them and laid down fire on the doorways. It was suicide for any blue helmet to peek out and try to shoot the advancing insurgents, and they'd all retreated to positions inside where they could pour fire on anyone foolish enough to enter.  

All along the ten-foot-thick, transparent Eastern wall of the Ziggurat's second level, there were blue-helmeted troops staring out at the insurgents on the rooftop who stared back at them. The walls were far too thick to shoot through. Some obscene gestures were made, but for the most part they just eyeballed each other. There was hatred, to be sure, but they stared out of curiosity and the sheer weirdness of getting a closeup, prolonged look at their enemy. Believers stared Believers in the eye for thirty seconds or more as Las Marias Muertas set timers and detonators on their designer duffel bag bombs.  

From his vantage point in the control room, Casper saw that the bag carried to the nearest doorway was an expensive AniLux coated one with a cute, dancing cartoon kitten on it that waved hello. The kitten had a bow in its hair, and as the designer bomb was carried the last few feet to the doorway, the kitten waved at the blue-helmets on the other side of the wall, who watched in horror because they guessed what was about to happen to their comrades that had taken firing positions in the hallway near the door.  

The bags looked heavy. Las Marias Muertas swung them in a wide horizontal arc and released them, airborne, into the four open doors. Into the Zig. Each landed a little over fifteen feet inside and slid on the floor a few feet more before detonating. The blasts blew plumes of flame and smoke out the doorways. The blast resistant walls of the Zig channeled most of the explosive force, and it bounced off the walls, down the short hallways inside, and killed any blue helmets that had taken up positions to guard the doors.

Nobody waited for the smoke to clear. The assault-suited shock troops led with blazing guns, and the rest of the insurgents followed them inside. The main body of the assault force now began to pour out of the blown-out hatchways of Lady Chatterley's mangled superstructure. They ran in great numbers towards the doors. Casper saw nearly a hundred screaming White Sunday, Morituri, Chinese Christians, Angry Angels, and the Koreans make it across the roof without resistance, until twenty of the charging insurgents fell to bullets fired from the roof of the level above.  

Shooters in the superstructure were quick to spot the blue helmets poking over the edge and firing down en masse. Having located the source of the fire, they suppressed the edge of the roof. Ten seconds later, the charge across the lowest rooftop of the step-pyramid began again under covering fire.

Despite the apparent lack of any figures shooting down from the rooftop above, one in five who ran across exploded inexplicably. First they were there, then they weren't. Their flying, dismembered limbs and the horrible spectacle of their blood misting in great expanding clouds soon discouraged the remaining insurgents inside the superstructure from attempting to cross the roof and join the fight inside. There were no shooters above that could be seen, but there was clearly fire raining down. “What the fuck, man.” Otis said, “They're getting blown to shit out there all of a sudden.” Carlos peeked over the control room console under which he'd kept himself hid.  

 “Roof looks clear of blue helmets,” he said, “but there's definitely someone laying down nasty out there.”

 “Can we wait to cross?” Bonnie asked.  

 “Yeah,” Casper said, “can we wait? That does Not look clear.”

 “Wait? For how long? If we wait too long then one way or another that'll be bad news.” Everybody except Bonnie looked confused, so Carlos explained, “When the battle for the Zig is won, the Cleansing will start. These guys will start killing each other over religious disagreements, and we don't belong to any of these nutso factions, so nobody's gonna protect our asses once that shit starts up. Wait too long to get in there and get to the client and we're screwed.”

 “Well we can't just run out there now,” Otis said, “It looks like every third or fourth guy who tries to cross the roof gets blown to shit.” As if to emphasize Otis's point, two more runners disappeared in a cloud of blood-mist and chunks. The moment that happened, Casper felt like he should look away, like he'd invaded their privacy. He felt like when he watched people at a moment like that maybe he lacked something called 'decency'.  

He kept watching and asked, “Where the fuck is the fire coming from?”  

 “Goddies better figure it out quick,” Carlos said, “'cause there's a shitload of G.S.A. in there and only, like, less than half the Goddies made it in. If they don't reinforce the guys that went inside already, then the Goddies are gonna lose this battle. Then we'll really be fucked proper.”  

 “ProDif Stealth Suits,” Bonnie said, “Gotta be Operators in ProDif up there.”

 “What the fuck is that?” Carlos asked, slightly offended that someone would invent something without him hearing about it. Bonnie stared at her feet.  

 “Optical Stealth suits. We use 'em for sanction actions.”

 “You mean assassination.”  

 “Whatever,” Bonnie said before explaining, “ProDif... projection and diffusion... works best in bright light like this, makes you damn near invisible. Operators wearing ProDif suits. Gotta be. A little blur is all you can see around the edges. They've got integrated flechette guns... must be using the micro-explosive darts.”

 “How come everybody ain't wearin' 'em?” Casper asked, still staring out his spy hole at a group of five insurgents running serpentine across the roof. Two got misted and chunked in rapid succession.  

Bonnie passed her hand over her eye patch and said, “They're supposed to be a secret prototype thing so we've only got three but... that's what's up there.”

 “How the fuck do you shoot invisible dudes... Fuck me,” Casper said.

 “Nope, actually Fuck Me,” Bonnie said. When Casper asked what she meant by that, Bonnie didn't answer because she was already three steps out the door of the control room.  

There was only one way to clear her name – complete her original mission and bring Delvaux his prize. It was the only way to prove her loyalty, the only way to get off the Shoot On Sight Blacklist. To do that, she'd have to cross the roof, and to cross the roof, she'd have to take care of those Operators in ProDif suits. She would have rather let the Goddie's assault stop right there, but she didn't have a choice. She'd have to hope the blue-helmets inside could repel them.

She knew that once she took off the eye patch she'd be able to spot the Operators wearing the ProDif suits and plinking insurgents. Invisible didn't mean a damn thing to her and her emerald eye. Bonnie knew she'd be able to see the thermals.  

Gotta pop 'em quick, Bonnie thought.

Gotta pop 'em quick.

There were three reasons she repeated that to herself. The first reason was that even if the Operators weren't invisible to her, Bonnie herself wasn't invisible to begin with, and she didn't want a micro-explosive flechette turning her into a cloud of mist and flying chunks. The second reason to pop 'em quick was that if the Operators saw their buddy get popped, then they might suspect that they were no longer invisible and make themselves harder to shoot. The invisible shooters were fighting a holding action, keeping the remaining Goddies from reinforcing those who had already entered the Ziggurat. Every second of delay helped them win the battle. The third reason to make it quick was personal – using the emerald eye Hurt. The East walls of the Ziggurat were reflecting the pain-inducing morning sun and she wasn't in a good place to slap on a painkiller derm and get all looped out and smiley afterwards.  

Bonnie figured the stealth-suited Operators would be positioned for optimal aim and maximal effect. Since they were invisible, thought they were, anyway, they'd be kneeling for stability right over the edge of the second level roof with one in the middle and one on each side. Capping one or two and then playing hide and seek wasn't an option. She needed a place where she could get an angle on all three in quick succession. She'd seen a balcony that ran all the way around the half-melted deck where Team Buddha had been hiding in the singed forward control room. That should work if she used it right. She ran her hand over the shielded eye patch, as she made her way back through the twisted passageway. She found the aft hatch and it wasn't melted, just a little jammed. All it needed was a good kick, and it opened.  

Simple plan. Walk towards the Zig on the North balcony, exposed to only one Operator. Cap him. Run forward fast towards the northwest corner. Sight and shoot the second Operator. Pop around the corner to the West side as fast as possible, sight and shoot the third Operator before he knows what the hell hit him and his buddies.  

Bonnie set aside her submachine gun.

She didn't want to kill Operators if she didn't have to. For this, she'd use Hi-5's Sagami pistol. It was long range for a pistol, but the multiple darts it fired would spread wide like a shotgun burst, and she only needed to hit them with one dart. Whatever Hi-5 loaded the darts with was powerful.

Bonnie stepped out on to the catwalk and smoke began to rise from the soles of her boots. Crap. Better make this real quick. Before she had a chance to reconsider, she stripped off the eye patch and let the emerald eye drink in the scene while she took a second to make friends with the Pain.

She was thankful that the ship had been cooling underwater. Lady Chatterley's orange spine barely hurt her eyes. The remaining one and a half towers at her stern were another story. They were still hot from the Sun Gun and were a painful, stabbing bright green. The bay's waters were a cool and soothing maroon behind them. Better not get used to that, she told herself. Turning to her left she'd forgotten what a difference distance made because the exterior of the superstructure was hot enough to glow a truly painful bluish-white. There were shapes like icicles hanging from the bent overhang above, and Bonnie regretted looking up. The steel grate she stood on was searing her boot soles. It had faced upward into the Sun Gun's ray for a few moments after the overhang above had sagged and melted. She knew enough not to look down at it. It was already glowing in her peripheral vision like a migraine. Bonnie inhaled, exhaled, and walked forward, turning the corner to walk up the North side of the catwalk balcony.  

The first Operator was right where he was supposed to be, on the Northeast corner of the Zig's second level. Bonnie stopped, brought the Sagami pistol up, exhaled and aimed at the center body mass of the vermilion, green-cored figure standing arrogantly on the edge of the rooftop, extending its arm with the integrated flechette gun. He was tracking a target, and he never saw Bonnie Levi-Mei fire a spread of fast-acting narcotic darts. One caught him in the shoulder, one in the abdomen. Good enough. He fell backwards.

She jogged forward with the weapon in ready low position until she could see the second Operator. He came into view at the same time the first Operator's body hit the rooftop. The second Operator's orange and green head turned to look at the body of the Operator Bonnie had just sent to la la land. He guessed where the shot came from and saw Bonnie just before she loosed another spread of darts that struck him with three of the six she fired, all high in the chest. He fell backwards and disappeared from Bonnie's view.

Her feet were burning.  

Bonnie rounded the corner as fast as she could and marked the standing, orange-green silhouette of the Stealth-Suited Operator's position just before the sun's reflection off the Zig distracted her with a painful stab to her optic nerve. He saw her rounding the corner and had two choices: drop to the rooftop for cover or take a shot. He almost got his arm up to aim at her before she loosed a burst that landed low, but landed. He received darts in his knee, his groin, and his belly. It ruined his aim and did worse things to his balance. He tumbled forward off the second level roof and died on impact.  

Crap.  

Bonnie pulled her eye patch back down over the emerald eye and ran as fast as she could back the way she came, off the burning steel grate and back inside. There were lights dancing in front of both eyes from the pain of her burning left optic nerve. She stumbled down the warped passageway and collapsed on the hot metal deck just yards outside the control room where Team Buddha was hiding. Bonnie was pretty sure they'd find her. She told herself it was just a little nap before she let herself pass out.  
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MUNI 5-7 had plenty of cameras. It watched Oskar Delvaux go mad with rage and perform a hopping, spasmodic dance of impotent anger as the three ProDif Stealth-Suited Operators who had slowed the stream of invading militants to a trickle were spotted and picked off by none other than the traitorous Bonnie Levi-Mei and her emerald eye. The insurgents poured inside, throwing explosives and bullets at anyone in their path.  

A group of Eastern Front militants attempt to access a locked down data-interface in the explosion-shredded office of a dead administrator. The AI granted them access and the answer to their eventual query, the location of the nearest armory. MUNI 5-7 unlocked it for them without being asked, and saw on cameras throughout the Ziggurat, that the Goddie insurgents were winning the battle.  

Now, as the rogue AI watched the remaining insurgents leave Lady Chatterley and cross the roof in droves to enter the Ziggurat, it searched the crowd with ten different cameras. It searched the figures jogging across the cracked roof for one in particular. It found him running awkwardly on short legs, ringed by eight golden-robed Sons of Caine.  

MUNI 5-7 was pleased.
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Team Buddha were thankful that the gunfire and explosions from the front lines of the battle sounded like they were far off down the Zig's corridors or raging above or below them on other floors as the Battle of the Ziggurat progressed.  

Casper stepped over the bodies. There were more blue-helmets littering the corridors than insurgents, and as they moved deeper inside, Casper began to notice that the G.S.A. dead weren't all soldiers. Some of them were lab techs in white coats. Others looked like secretaries and bureaucrats. Many of them, Casper noticed, had no armor, no helmets, and had either been stripped of their small arms or never had any. The deeper they pushed into the Zig, the more it looked like wholesale slaughter.  

Casper's hand touched the Korean submachine gun he'd been given on the shores of the toxic dunes by a golfer in body armor. It was no longer across his chest, but he hadn't fired it yet, and now, staring down at the ruined, bleeding body of a clerical worker, he wasn't so sure he wanted to. Being a merc had sounded great, but he knew he didn't want to do this to another person, not for money. He couldn't think of one really good reason he had to do that to anyone.  

Team Buddha was in a wide main hallway when one of the not-quite-dead bodies nearby began to move. A blue-helmet made a feeble attempt to unholster and raise a pistol. The Peacekeeper was only ten feet away, lying on his belly in a pool of blood. He was so slow that Casper had time to look around the group to see if anybody else saw the man struggling to bring his sidearm to bear. Bonnie and Carlos were already past. Otis and the golden-robed ring with Alvin in the center continued forward behind Bonnie and Carlos. Casper knew there was no way around it. Once the wounded blue-helmet got his sidearm free, he'd have to shoot him or the man would probably shoot them in the back.  

Casper held the weapon away from his body as if he didn't like being close to it. He pointed the business end down at the half-dead man and yanked on the trigger with his eyes squeezed shut. Nothing happened. He'd forgotten to chamber a round. Casper pulled the bolt back and let it slide forward like Bonnie had showed him, pointed the weapon again without really aiming, and pulled the trigger. The recoil and the shells flying out the side made the whole gun kick up and diagonally, and Casper, who had never fired a gun indoors was so shocked at the painful noise that his eyes squeezed shut involuntarily. He didn't see the burst draw a line across the prone man's back, and he didn't see the man's body jerking, pushed upward by the rounds ricocheting off the floor, but that was good because, when he opened his eyes, the sight of the torn body alone was enough to make him want to toss the weapon away and vomit for the second time in the same half-hour.  

He wished he could bury the guy so he wouldn't have to look at what he'd done. Casper stared at the body, and the more he stared the more sick he felt. Otis appeared beside him, grabbed the front of Casper's vest and pulled him down the corridor. “Man, I know you know Tripper Rule Number One,” Otis said when they were a few yards away. “If something is freaking your shit then Don't Stare At It.”  

When Bonnie led them to the middle of the Zig and the wall of the Central Shaft, she pointed at the wall and said, “Here.” Otis removed the wall panel, and they stood before a curtain of hanging vines that glowed and pulsed with light. The vines were all about two inches wide and covered with a smooth, matte-finish plastic skin that felt slightly obscene to the touch. Their pulses were rhythmic, but the rhythm kept changing every few seconds, and the vines were all pulsing differently, like luminous veins pumped by a thousand different hearts.  

Otis withdrew a homemade monofillament cutting tool. It looked like a classic slingshot made from the Y shape of a sapling, but the stem was stuffed with batteries and far longer than the two pieces that formed the V at the business end where it held a single, almost invisible thread of monofillament. Otis flipped a switch, and the thread that stretched across the V electrified and superheated to the point where it burned the air, ionizing just enough gas to sheathe the thread in plasma. Otis worked fast because he was pretty sure he had enough juice in the battery pack for thirty seconds of cutting, but there were plenty of vines to cut through. The superheated monofillament sliced through them easily. There was almost no resistance, and the cut vines darkened and fell straight down. The batteries in the monofillament cutting tool held out, and Otis managed to sever enough vines to cut a sizable hole through them to the Ziggurat's Central Shaft.  

Inside, it was nearly fifteen yards wide and lined on all sides with the glowing, pulsing vines. At the top of the hole Otis made the light pulses continued to travel down from above and burst out where the vines had been cut. Tiny strobing flashes bled from each cut vine and they made motion in front of the hole appear to jerk and jump like a cheap projection or video without enough frames.  

Otis stepped back to let Carlos inspect the hole and the shaft. It was lit with only the bluish pulsing light from the vines lining its sides and it went down, apparently forever, since nobody could see the bottom. Otis fished in his bag of tricks and started pulling out nylon webbing and what Casper thought looked like double-wheeled pulleys with a battery pack and a side-mounted motor on each wheel. Otis squatted on the ground over the pulleys, and his eyes pointed up and to the right as he did mental arithmetic. There were seven pulleys and thirteen people. “Yeah,” he said mostly to himself, “Maybe not.”

 “We only brought seven of those,” Carlos noted, “how strong are they?”

 “Strong enough to double-up,” Otis ventured. “Rated for five hundred pounds.”

 “Yeah, but what about the cables?”

 “I'm more worried about the weight on this shit holding 'em.” Otis withdrew an ultralight rig that unfolded from a foot-and-a-half long to resemble a mini-construction crane. “This rig came out of an auto shop that does electric cars, the little ones. I'd guess eighteen hundred pounds max. That's okay for fourteen people if they're all under one-thirty. It's kinda risky, and it's a long way down, ya know?” He bolted the crane's base and support arms into the floor and walls outside the access hatch in twelve spots with steel bolts he fired into place with a pistol-shaped driver gun using modded rifle-cartridges. He extended it out over the shaft and clipped thin, woven cables to it that he extended from the seven pulleys on the floor. Otis knew his stuff, but Casper wished he had a thick rope instead of this ultralight climbing gear. Otis saw Casper's worried face and said, “Trust me, man, it's cool. I've used this shit before. Yer' gonna' love it.”

 “Okay,” Carlos said to Alvin, “Your personal protection detail just shrank. We've got gear for two of 'em. The rest are gonna have to stay here or take the elevator.”

 “Why can't we all take the elevator?” Casper asked.

 “It won't open to the Sanctum for anybody except Delvaux.” Bonnie explained, “But we can take the Central Shaft down to the Sanctum and open the elevator doors from the inside.”

 “Where's the elevator?” Caine asked.  

 “Hold on,” Bonnie said, “wait one sec.” Bonnie disappeared around the corner and returned fifty seconds later with a wafer thin, slightly blood-smeared, pocket-sized, personal data-display. She'd taken it off a dead G.S.A. administrator whose name, 'Jack Haan', blinked at the top of the screen, over the words, 'Authorized Access'. There was no other way around its biometric recognition system so there was a sticky, rustred thumb print back lit in the middle of the screen where she'd pressed Jack Haan's thumb to activate the data pad.  

She tapped the screen a few times and brought up a map of the Zig and a path to the Sanctum. “This is where you're going,” She said, handing it to Caine. She wiped the blood on her fingers off on the hips of her jeans. “Oh, yeah,” Bonnie added, handing him something a couple of inches long and wrapped in blue cloth torn from a G.S.A. uniform. “You might need this to activate the elevator.” Caine smiled, pocketed Jack Haan's wrapped thumb, and wiped some of the blood off the device with his golden robes. Caine tapped the display a few times quickly with his finger. His sleeve fell back, exposing the crane scar on his forearm as he held up the dead man's data-display face forward and showed Caine, Caine, and Caine a hand-held, three-dimensional, bare-breasted Hi-5.  

 “Look,” Caine said, “I found Jack's porn!”
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Hi-5 wasn't having this shit. “Nobody bumps Hi-5 from a gig,” she said, “and no muthafuckin' Goddie knocks Hi-5 off the guest list. That's for goddie-damn sure.” She punctuated her monologue with the roar of internal combustion. Her driver, now camerawoman, wore a 360 degree holo imaging rig like a studded band around her head and carried a messenger bag full of hand held units with three lenses rather than the standard two. The way Hi-5 was driving made her want her chauffeur job back.

Catherine Whitman was smoking and drinking, splayed across the back seat. Hi-5 eyed her in the rear view mirror and said, “You never used to be this quiet, bitch.” Catherine shrugged and pulled on her bottle of scotch.  

They rode in Hi-5's Camaro, and it was bitchin' like Hi-5. The number 67 was emblazoned on both doors in gold-trimmed black. Old-school gasoline cost so much that the antique muscle car was a status symbol simply because only the mega-rich could afford to fuel it. Only a PornoPop megastar and highly paid mercenary could afford to drive it the way Hi-5 did now. She was burning real, unadulterated, high-octane gasoline at a fantastic and thrilling rate. She weaved through city traffic, waving out the window to fans who knew the car from her chart-busting, pay-per-view orgy-event sequel to '5 tha' Hard Way', filmed live on the freeway and entitled '5 tha' Hi-Way'.  

The Camaro was powerful and seductive, and it growled with consumption, waste, and luxurious ambivalence just like Hi-5. She pushed it in the manner that it was designed to be driven – flexing its muscle. Her Hi-ness tore up a main Baccha Bay City artery like it was a parking lot full of traffic cones.

In a flash of self-preservation-motivated genius, Coco, Hi-5's driver turned terrified passenger, managed to get Hi-5 out from behind the Camaro's wheel and get her old job back before they were all killed by suggesting that, “Perhaps, just maybe, the holographic imagers might appreciate just a touch more eyeliner.” That got Hi-5's attention. “It would be a shame,” Coco continued, “to have to mar the documentary-style verity of the footage with too much post-production touch-up.” She sealed her airtight argument with, “We'll never be able to shoot it twice.”
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Casper thought two minutes was a very long time to fall. Even lowered in his harness by the Hammond auto-descender at fifteen feet per second, the eighteen hundred feet from the top of the Zig's first blocky step to the bottom of the Central Shaft, seemed interminable. The shaft stretched twenty-four hundred feet, from the very top of the Zig's highest step all the way down to its lowest sub-level. Casper was surrounded on all sides by the innumerable, glowing, pulsating, two-inch thick vines. He thought they looked like noodles – two inch thick, luminous, rice noodles. He stuck out his leg and kicked one as he fell, and the tiny push he gave it made it sway, bumping other vines that bumped other vines until the waving, glowing, pulsing walls became disorienting, and he wished he hadn't touched anything.  

He knew they were going to something called the Sanctum. Casper had no idea what that was, but just looking around at the bajillion noodles, all glowing and pulsing like arteries, lining every wall three feet deep, he was sure that the shaft led to Something Important.  

Everything was pulsing with the bluish-white glow from inside the noodles, and traveling at fifteen feet per second, it looked like luminous water rippling in streams flowing up the walls. The light pulses were actually modulated data traveling mostly downwards, but Casper couldn't really tell, and he preferred to think that whatever was glowing inside the two inch thick rice noodles traveled upwards. Years ago he'd sat next to Otis in front of a vid screen in a vapor bar, too stoned to move, and watched a documentary about pyramids. They weren't as blocky as the Zig but they had shafts too. They were tiny, narrow shafts, but shafts, nonetheless. The narrator's voice had told him that the shafts pointed at the sky and to certain spots in the sky for a reason. They were like escape shafts for souls – escaping mummy souls. That's what these lights are like, he thought. They're like escaping souls, mummy souls all flying up the shaft, inside the noodles. They were flying off, he was sure, to somewhere, somewhere in the sky. Escaping mummy souls, baby. Yeah.

Casper saw something below him coming up fast. It looked like a twisted pile of noodles like the ones lining the shaft, but without the pulsing light inside. He remembered that the noodles Otis had cut to make their entry hole into the shaft had fallen, and here they were, coming up at him at fifteen feet per second. The bottom. They didn't look like a good thing to land in, and Casper wished he'd found the stop button on the Hammond auto-descender before he needed to stop so badly. He looked at the descender in front of him. It had a Big Red Button on the side that was larger than all the rest, and it was marked 'EMERGENCY STOP' in glowing AniLux letters. Shit, that was easy, he thought. The next thing he thought was, Famous Last Words.  

The Hammond auto-descender's emergency stop button demonstrated for Casper exactly why the unread user manual declared that it was only meant for use in emergencies and why the user agreement absolved the Hammond Company of any liability should the user hit the Big Red Button while not properly balanced. The violent abruptness with which it arrested the descent of the improperly balanced, backwards leaning Casper flipped him upside down. He ended up staring at the Hammond between his legs, inverted, unable to right himself, and in a great deal of pain where the twin nylon straps that attached his personal harness to the Hammond had been swung, taut and unforgiving, into his nuts. He groaned and stared up at the large red button on the auto-descender that no longer displayed the words, 'EMERGENCY STOP', but now blinked Hammond's world famous slogan, 'Hang In There', which took a second longer to read, hanging upside down with your nuts mashed.  

Casper hung there, unable to right himself while he stared at the blinking slogan and considered the email he would send to the Hammond Company of Spokane, Washington, thanking them for the efficiency of their emergency stop feature that had prevented a nasty impact with the bottom of the shaft, but had, in the process, significantly impacted both his nuts and his dignity.

Otis appeared from above, slowed gently next to Casper, grabbed his feet on the way past, and righted him. Casper was grateful, but still had a pair of aching nuts. Otis hung next to Casper like a spider, spinning slowly and grinning. Casper saw Carlos slow to a controlled stop behind and above Otis.  

Casper asked, “Otis... dude. Why the frickity-fuck did you let me go first?”

 “Why the frickity-fuck do you think?” Otis said, laughing unashamedly. “Because everybody does what you did their first time, and when it happens below you, then it's a lot easier to see it and laugh your ass off.” Carlos hung and spun like a spider behind Otis and he was laughing too. Otis decided to change the subject. He asked, “Casper, man, did you get this big, weird trip about mummy souls on the way down like I did?”

 “Dude, yeah, I got that too,” was all Casper could manage to say before he was distracted by Caine's fluttering golden robe. Caine passed them, clearly unconscious and hanging forward in his harness. The Hammond auto-descender sensed the mass of tangled, darkened, severed rice noodle vines and its auto-brake kicked-in in time to slow Caine to a stop, slumped forward, bobbing inches above the spaghetti pile. He was out cold. The fluttering sound started again from above, and Casper saw Donnie Caine descending rapidly in the same unconscious state but with his weight back in the harness and his arms hanging limp. He passed Casper, Otis, and Carlos, and he was almost at the same level as the preceding Caine when the Hammond's sensor, confused until that moment by the cut vines piled at the bottom of the shaft, finally registered the noodle-like malformation beneath it as The Ground. Without time for gentle auto-braking, the Hammond Auto-Descender engaged the full emergency stop feature, with which Casper had recently become familiar. The initial jerk of emergency deceleration brought him to wide-eyed consciousness, just in time to flip backwards, upside down and take a pair of taut harness straps across the yabos, exclaiming, “Ow! My junk...” A second later he added, “Grasshopper...” Casper and Otis both got to laugh at Donnie's pain together, and Casper's own nuts suddenly hurt less.

Carlos wasn't laughing. He was looking up because Alvin had begun his descent right after Carlos and before either Caine. Carlos didn't see Alvin fluttering down in an orange sheet. Otis suddenly remembered the order in which they were supposed to drop, and he was looking up too, but he wasn't laughing anymore. Casper looked up and he realized the shaft looked clearer than it should. Alvin and Bonnie were nowhere to be seen. Where the fuck are they? All Casper could see above him was a bajillion luminous, pulsing, rice noodles lining the sides of the shaft. Almost a half-mile away, there was a tiny point of light, but in between him and that light there were supposed to be two people. Casper thought, Where the fuck are they? Where the fuck is Bonnie?  

As he stared up the shaft's length, Casper wasn't just worried. He had an awful, hollow feeling in his gut, like he'd been ditched.
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The Zig's top Level, Delvaux's level, was a fortress within a fortress, and Delvaux and his bodyguards were trapped there. The corridors and stairwells all had sliding steel blast doors, controlled from within, and controlled by only Delvaux. They weren't integrated into the main systems, and Delvaux was glad because he was quite sure that MUNI 5-7 would have opened the doors for the militants below if it could. He'd watched them on the camera feeds until MUNI 5-7 had taken those away and left him blind to everything but what happened outside the gold doors of his personal elevator.  

Delvaux's elevator was another compartmentalized system, and MUNI 5-7 couldn't control it. There were doors on every floor, and there were cameras that only he controlled outside every set of doors. As Delvaux watched, one camera after another showed him the same sequence of unfortunate events. First, his own people ran forward, then less of them fell back, followed by explosions and then advancing groups of Goddie militants.  

Then he saw something completely different. He saw Bonnie Levi-Mei standing in front of his gold elevator doors on the bottom floor of the second level. She was carrying a four-foot-tall prisoner.

Delvaux needed what she had.

The battle was going badly, but if he had the Buddha, then that could change everything. If he had the one thing MUNI 5-7 wanted, then maybe he could control his rogue AI, get it to turn on the invaders instead of opening every door in their path. The AI had even unlocked the armories for the militants and locked them when his own troops needed ammunition.  

Delvaux didn't trust Bonnie Levi-Mei, but he had no choice. He withdrew the steel blast plates from across the elevator shaft and sent the elevator down on its magnetic rails. He watched her enter, closed the doors, and trapped her and the Buddha inside the elevator. He stared at them while he walked around their projections in the dim of his office and decided what the safest way to handle her would be.
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Bonnie was locked in an elevator.  

She wondered why the fuck they weren't moving. She wasn't even sure if it was Delvaux up there on the top level. For all she knew, Padre Pedro had his feet up on Delvaux's dining table while he ate lunch over the Director's dead body and stared at the camera feed of her in the elevator. Way to choose the loosing side, she thought. Then she reminded herself, Loyalty is the choice I made, not Self-Interest. That's for mercs. Bonnie did her best to ignore the voice in her head that mocked her and said, 'Loyal Bonnie Levi-Mei will bring Delvaux, her commanding officer, his prize and complete her mission.' She stared at the unconscious Buddha, wrapped in his stupid orange bedsheet, blaming him for all the doubts she now felt. She wished she could blame him for being stuck in Delvaux's elevator, too.  

Bonnie could feel someone peering at her when she looked up at the camera lenses above the door. What the fuck is he waiting for? When she heard the faint hissing noise of gas being pumped into the elevator and saw the walls twist and warp with her narcotized perceptions, Bonnie had her answer. Slumping against the elevator wall, she had a painful, semiconscious realization that her Loyalty had always been the defining element of her identity. Her need to be loyal to someone, the need to be the Bonnie she'd wanted to see, the Bonnie she liked, was a need she had and a need that Delvaux exploited.  

Before she lost consciousness, the elevator went dark, and she saw a gold coin spinning in front of her face so quickly that it was almost a blurry sphere. She couldn't see what was on each side of the coin, but she heard Alvin's voice, and it said, “The Coin's name is Vanity.”
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Another elevator, this one filled with gold-robed monks, was descending through the sub-levels of the Ziggurat when it suddenly came to a halt, throwing all six men inside to the floor. It reversed direction and began to climb upwards. Caine looked confused until Jack Haan's bloody personal data pad blinked and buzzed in his hand. Then it played the theme song from a nearly forgotten TV series. It flashed a message. 'GO TO TOP LEVEL ROOF.' Caine smiled at Caine because they were already on the Way.
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The sanctum was only a few feet below them, through a sliding access panel in the bottom of the shaft. The Client was supposed to open it. So far, he hadn't.

 “Well, what the Fuckity McFuck are we supposed to do now?”  

 “He might not open the bottom of the shaft without Alvin here,” Carlos said. The whole job was to bring the Buddha.  

 “What the fuck,” Otis asked Carlos, “are we gonna do?”  

The question didn't bother Carlos nearly as much as the fact that he didn't know the answer. They were hanging by thin cables that went up eighteen hundred feet of a twenty-four hundred foot shaft. Carlos didn't claim to know anything about leadership, but he knew enough to know that he couldn't show his irritation at either Otis or himself, so he said nothing except, “I'm thinking.”  

Casper just hung in his harness staring at the lights pulsing inside the vines lining the shaft. He knew what he wanted to do, he was just scared to do it. He was surprised to see his hand moving over the push-button controls of the Hammond auto-descender. It goes up too, he thought, right? There was a button marked, 'UP' and he watched his hand like it was somebody else's as the thumb slid over the button and pushed with resolve. The Hammond made a different noise than it had on the way down and began to retract and spool the ultra-thin cable inside it, pulling Casper up the shaft.  

 “Casper, what the fuck?” he heard Otis say below him. He mashed the button a few more times, but it wouldn't go any faster. He really didn't know what he was doing except keeping his hand away from the Big Red Emergency Nut-Smack Button.  

Casper felt like something Very Important was happening, and he was missing it. He was still scared, but at least he was going in the right direction. He was thirty feet above Carlos, Otis, Caine, and Caine when he realized he didn't even know where he was going and he'd be a helluva lot safer hiding at the bottom of this half-mile hole. Otis's voice was getting further away. Casper heard him yelling, “Dude! Fuckin', Dude! Where the fuck are you going?”  

Up, baby, up with the mummy souls, UP! Ten seconds, a hundred and fifty feet later, he'd already figured out where he was going: he was going to find Bonnie. Alvin too, he reminded himself. He noticed that he'd thought about Bonnie first and told himself, Casper, you gotta be seriously Fuct In the Head.

Carlos just laughed. Once the field of battle changes, he thought, so must the battle plan. He dropped himself a few feet to the unconscious Caine, and after making sure the monk was leaning forward, he pushed the 'UP' button on Caine's Hammond and watched him rise up the shaft. Carlos was thankful, as Bonnie had been earlier, that the Sons of Caine wore underwear beneath their golden robes.  

Carlos leaned his head back to look at Otis above him and said, “I don't know about you man, but I think Casper's got the right idea.” Carlos pushed the 'UP' button on his own auto-descender and began to ascend. As Carlos passed Otis, he grabbed Otis's feet and flipped him inverted so that Otis's straps caught him in the yabos. Carlos laughed as he rose and yelled down to the soles of Otis's feet, “C'mon, dude, I'll race your dumb ass to the top!”  

Donnie Caine's grasshoppers hurt a little less after seeing that, and Otis had to listen to him laugh most of the way as they ascended together back up eighteen hundred feet of the half-mile deep, glowing, pulsing rice-noodle-lit Central Shaft.
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Hi-5, her camerawoman, and a soused Catherine Whitman were in an empty lot in the middle of a burned out, half-collapsed block of the Hobo Jungle. Every surface was worn smooth by heavy metal sandstorms and weekly acid baths from the rain-wetted dust.  

The trio was not alone.

Fifty yards away, watching them nervously from a distillery defined only by the pickle jars amassed inside the foot-high walls, were the sixteen burliest, meanest Hobos in the Jungle. From their direction came the smell of yeast they'd extracted from scavenged dinner rolls, the sweet smell of fruit rot, and the lung-searing fumes from burning garbage. Even more powerful than the smell of their combined, unwashed, aggressive humanity, was the smell of socks. The guards looked left and right frequently to spot anyone creeping up with larcenous intent because this was the Hobo Jungle version of Fort Knox.  

The economy of the Jungle was based on things that made you forget you were in the Jungle, and the cornerstones of this anti-mnemonic economy were moonshine, Pruno, and a form of resilient ditch weed that absorbed dangerous amounts of toxins from the soil and transferred them to whomever was bold enough to smoke it.  

This was the Pruno factory. It doesn't take sixteen men to make Pruno, but in the Jungle it takes one man and his alchemical expertise to make it and fifteen men to guard him and the liquid gold he made from lead. In this case the lead was socks, yeasty dinner rolls, and rotting fruit. The guards were the toughest, most grizzled men in the Jungle, and they were staring hard at Hi-5's Camaro and its occupants.  

When they arrived, Hi-5 fired off a clip into the air just to let them know she was packing, and the Pruno factory guards hadn't flinched.  

They didn't flinch when they saw a G.S.A. Wasp unmanned autonomous drone hover over the lot either. They saw the turret-mounted weapon that it waved back and forth, but they held their ground, squinting at the machine in the bright sky. The most grizzled of the factory's guards flipped a middle finger at the hovering Wasp, and even inside the Camaro they heard him yelling from his toothless maw, “You want the Pruno? Come and git it, you flying metal bastid!”  

Fortunately for the Wasp, it had no interest in Pruno and neither did the AI who had commandeered it. The Wasp flew itself, but MUNI 5-7 directed it through a networking hack that was sweet enough to induce diabetic coma because it used no less than twelve pirated data-links that started with a dead G.S.A. administrator's data-pad and wound through several phones and personal media appliances across Baccha Bay City and the Network, wending its way to a bridge toll booth and its vestigial telephone wire that connected to a painted-shut switching box that connected to a forgotten civil defense radio transmitter overlooking the city from the very top of one of the Bay's five bridges.  

The Wasp landed vertically, and underneath the descending drone's fan blades it was louder than a stadium full of stimulant-crazed PornoPop fanatics. No amount of computer modeling had been able to guide the Wasp's designers to an understanding of the chaos that was atmosphere beaten by fan blades so that they might make the blades vibrate the air with any less din and volume than the Day of Judgment or the hundred million screaming zombies that would undoubtedly accompany it. As the Wasp screamed with the noise of the hungry undead, it lowered itself in front of Hi-5's Camaro, and its downward vectored, single jet turbine and its twin sets of wing-mounted fans kicked up a storm of toxic dust and urban detritus that filled the block and covered the muscle car in a layer of ashen powder the color of crumbling mummies and spent fuel rods.

Hi-5, Catherine, and Coco waited for a full minute until most of the dust cloud had blown clear, and then they exited the car. Coco and Hi-5 opened the Camaro's trunk and withdrew three vintage, real leather, Western saddles. They set them down next to the Wasp drone, still humming with power. It swiveled its cannon an inch to the left and then to the right as it tested the feel of the Pruno factory guards in its sights. Coco, as Director and Camerawoman for today's shoot, fixed several small imagers and cameras to the Wasp's body with duct tape. Some pointed forward, some pointed down, but most importantly, two imagers were fixed to the nose to point up and back at Hi-5. Satisfied that coverage was in place, Coco, acting now as Hi-5's driver, readied the Wasp by mounting the three saddles to its long, blued gunmetal body.  

As Coco tightened the straps underneath the Wasp's belly, Hi-5 ran her hand over the warm, blued metal length of the drone in a consciously sexualized manner that made Catherine roll her eyes. Hi-5 couldn't let the opportunity pass. As she stroked the blatantly phallic shape of the Wasp's fuselage, Hi-5's eyes turned to Catherine and she said, “Now, Girlfriend, I'm used to having something this powerful between my legs, but we can rig some sort of side-saddle arrangement for you if that would make you more comfortable.”
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Casper found that the area just outside the hole they'd cut into the Central Shaft was suddenly a lot bloodier than it used to be. There were bodies there. Angels of Badur. Their wounds were all the same, bullets to the back of the head, and Casper could tell immediately that these weren't victims of any combat. These were executions. With a chill, he remembered what Carlos had said about what would happen when they won, when the Goddies ran out of Global Secular Alliance personnel to kill. Either they'd already won the battle for the Zig, or they'd started early, but it was clear from the bodies at his feet that the Cleansing had begun. If it was possible, the Zig had just become an even more dangerous place than before.

When Casper heard the noise behind him, he panicked. His Korean MP-9 had been hanging neglected, pointed at the floor. When he tried to spin and bring it up and level, he panic-gripped the weapon and fired off a burst into the floor. Then he saw Carlos inside the shaft. Carlos looked pissed and was shaking his head and muttering, but he was busy holding out an arm to halt the ascending Hammond that carried an unconscious Caine. The abrupt stop bounced Caine up and down enough to bring him to semiconsciousness, and by the time Otis and Donnie Caine caught up and helped him out of the shaft, Caine was able to stand. He looked wobbly and glazed, but he was standing.  

 “Casper man,” Otis asked, “Was that you shooting?” Carlos glared at Casper.  

 “We need a terminal... and access,” Carlos said.  

The open offices nearby had plenty of terminals, but they'd all been shot to hell or taken grenade fragments. One office down the hall looked like it might have escaped catastrophic damage. The door was shut. They found it was locked with an old-fashioned bolt that didn't respond well to kicking. Carlos emptied half a clip, and the bolt ceased to be an issue once the plastic door jamb that surrounded it was gone.  

He pushed the door open with his left hand and a round hit him in the chest like a sledgehammer, throwing him back into Otis. They both flew backwards against the wall of the corridor and bounced to the floor. Casper fumbled with his weapon again, but this time he had better control and he managed to not shoot into the whirling golden robes that suddenly filled his field of view.  

The golden cloth was everywhere at once, and Casper heard another shot and then another, and when Donnie Caine stopped moving, Casper saw him holding a woman's arms and hands extended, pointing them and her weapon at the ceiling. She fired twice more. Donnie's thumbs pressed into her arm and her hand, and the pistol tumbled from her grip and fell to the floor. The golden cloth whirled again, and when it settled, a quarter second later, the woman was sitting in a desk chair two yards away and Donnie stood next to her. He stared down at her astonished, terrified face, wearing his stupid grin again.

“Fuck,” Carlos said, “fucking, fuckity, Fuck! I hate getting shot.” The small pistol bullet hadn't penetrated his armor, but Carlos's face was screwed up in pain and shock. “Fuck!” He tore at the straps that held his armor in place and slid his hand underneath, rubbing the area where he'd been shot. “Dammit, I hate that.” Otis rubbed the back of his head in the spot where it had impacted the wall. Somehow he looked more scared than Carlos, who was preoccupied with his pain. Carlos glared at the woman who'd shot him, and she stared back at him with the empty look of someone who'd expected to be dead, and now, finding herself alive, didn't know what to do about it.  

She was a blond woman in her thirties, and she wasn't dressed like the Peacekeepers. Casper thought she looked like a clerical worker. She even wore a skirt and heels. It was a G.S.A. uniform alright, but she was no soldier. Her office was small and windowless. Her computer screens all showed procurement orders for vegetables. “What,” Carlos asked in a thin voice, “do you do around here when you're not shooting people?”

 “I... I'm a nutritionist,” she said, as she regained some composure. “Aren't you going to kill me for... for your god or something?”

 “We will not harm you,” Caine said. Carlos glared at him.  

 “Dude, way to undermine my leverage.”

 “Sorry,” Caine said, “I just... I always wanted to say that.”  

Carlos propped himself up against the wall next to Otis, sighed, looked at the nutritionist, and said, “It's obvious you're not afraid to die. How do you feel about living?”

 “What?”

 “Help us, and maybe we can get you out of here. Almost everyone else wearing a uniform is dead. We're your best chance to get out of here alive.”

 “You're not insurgents? You look like insurgents,” she said.  

 “No,” Casper said, “we're...um...we're just along for the ride.”

 “So, you're not going to kill me?”  

Carlos held out his open hand, palm up, gesturing to Donnie Caine that his cue had been given. With a broad smile, Caine looked down at her and took the opportunity Carlos offered. “We will not harm you,” Caine said. He added, “Thanks, Carlos.”

Carlos picked himself up and walked inside the tiny office. He picked the pistol up off the floor and stared at it. Carlos felt connected to it, and he said, “This is mine. I'm keeping this.” As he approached her computer the screens all began to blink a message.  

'GO TO TOP LEVEL... ROOF'  

Then the screens showed a map of the level they were on and a red line that snaked through the floorplan, showing the way to the elevators where a large red dot blinked twice per second. The screen changed to a three dimensional view of the zig, and the red line continued upwards, straight to the top.

 “Is that...” Casper began to ask.  

 “The Client, yeah,” Carlos said. “Must be cameras in here.”  

 “There are cameras everywhere in the Ziggurat,” the nutritionist volunteered. Carlos paused for a moment then he addressed the empty air, as he looked slightly upward, “So where are Bonnie and Alvin, I mean, the Buddha?”  

The message blinked again. 'GO TO TOP LEVEL... ROOF'

Casper asked, “They're on the roof?”

 “I doubt it,” Carlos replied. Then he asked, “Where are Bonnie and Alvin?” The screens paused, then a new message appeared.  

'IN DIRECTOR DELVAUX'S OFFICE... GO TO TOP LEVEL... ROOF'  

Carlos asked, “Where is Director Delvaux's office?”  

The screens replied, 'BELOW THE ROOF'.

 “The Director's office,” the nutritionist volunteered again, “is on the top level of the Ziggurat, right below the roof.”  

 “So you decided you want to live?” Carlos asked.

 “Delvaux's office is a fortress. You'll never get in,” the nutritionist said. “The blast doors are a foot thick... And yes, I want to live.”

'GO TO TOP LEVEL... ROOF'

'GO TO TOP LEVEL... ROOF'

'HURRY'

 “I guess,” Carlos said, “we're going to the roof.” He looked at the uniformed G.S.A. nutritionist and asked, “What's your name?”

 “Hannah Van Rijn”

 “Hannah, you aren't dressed right... not for someone who says they want to live.”
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As the Wasp carried Hi-5, Catherine, and Coco out over the chromium-laced sands at a dune-skimming height, the noise of the vectored jet engine's high-pitched whine spooked the packs of wild dogs below, driving them to panicked flight like herds of animals on the African plains chased by a film crew's helicopter. Coco captured them on holographic video, zooming in for dramatic closeups of their bloody, fear-filled eyes and the lolling tongues that hung out the sides of their mouths as they ran. Just like the African plains animals, it was their observers who drove them to panic and flight and made it seem, since it was the only footage presented, to be their natural state of being.  

Wraparounds are okay, but if I had goggles, Hi-5 thought, then it would be easier on the eyeliner. Hi-5's eyes were beginning to tear up in the wind. She could still see well enough to make out the twisting paths of paw-beaten sand that wended around and through the pockmarked areas of subtle depressions and starburst patterns in the dunes. Hi-5 guessed these were the marks left by explosions from the air-dropped land mines that increased in density as they approached the Ziggurat.  

A pack of bone-sack curs below them twisted too close to a suspicious convex, foot-wide rise in the sand that was obvious from the air, but well-nigh invisible to a panicked animal. Another dune dog turned into Parts. Coco filmed its death and its ghostly dust cloud wafting across the dunes.  

The nose cameras had a fine view of Hi-5, and Coco had affixed actual reins to the nose of the Wasp for Hi-5 to hold as she sat near the nose of the blued gunmetal drone. Hi-5 wasn't really directing its movements, but on video it looked like she was. Hi-5 held the reins and matched her motions to the changes in the drone's direction. Coco sat behind the queen of PornoPop and leaned to the side for the occasional shot of her Hi-ness. Catherine Whitman sat behind Coco, gripping the leather horn of her western saddle.  

Catherine was a former dressage prodigy, and despite Hi-5's joke about side-saddle, would have preferred English tack. Though she would admit to being grateful to have something to hold on to, the western saddle gave her a feeling of indignity compounded, no doubt, by the way Hi-5 kept waving a ridiculous ten-gallon hat around her head in senseless circles as she made her interpretation of authentic cattle-driving whoops that she directed at the fleeing dogs below. Catherine rolled her eyes, watching Coco lean out to get better shots of this repeating display.  

In the frame of Coco's lens, Hi-5 appeared as a glorious icon of freedom and wild abandon. She centered the finest visible elements of Hi-5's nalgas in the frame and zoomed in slightly so the viewer might best enjoy the spectacle of the grinding Hi-5 had begun atop the shining fuselage of the drone between her legs. The deep sky-blue flag of the Global Secular Alliance and its ring of twelve white stars surrounding a single larger star was clearly visible just to the rear of Hi-5's stirrup set, handmade, Texan boots and shapely, naked gams. The shot got even better as the Wasp rose up over a dune to bring the Zig high into the background with the twisted shape of Lady Chatterley still rammed into the Zig's bayward side like an instrument of medieval warfare. Coco thought it might be her best shot ever. The drone gained altitude as it approached the Ziggurat, angled its nose to the ground ever so slightly, and began to pick up speed for a strafing run on the roof of the Zig's very top level.  

Coco smiled and tried to concentrate on keeping it all in frame.  
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Hannah VanRijn decided the strange men who'd said they weren't insurgents, might have been telling her the truth because since they'd gotten to the roof, militants from two different groups were shooting at them.  

The roof had been a terrible place to go. Two insurgent squads had the notion to place a cross or flag on the roof at much the same time and naturally they had disagreements about which would be placed where. The negotiation between the flag-bearing, Muslim, Angels of Badur and the Protestant Angry Angels, with their cross made of zip-tied antennas from the roof, degenerated to a firefight very quickly. They only stopped shooting at each other when the elevator doors opened to reveal a new, third group. The newcomers indefinite and heterogeneous composition surprised and offended both the Muslims and the Protestants.

The golden-robed monks, combined with Hannah's blond, obviously well-cared for mane, and pink stretch sport bra peeking out through the v-neck and arm holes of her kevlar vest, made the group look like a cheap Halloween imitation of an insurgent squad. Casper had stripped kevlar and clothes for Hannah off the nearest dead White Sunday Norcal insurgent who hadn't bled on his outfit too much, and they didn't even come close to fitting Hannah. In the elevator, Casper thought she looked like a hot island castaway from a combat reality game show he'd seen once, but he admitted that she didn't make a very convincing insurgent, and the Muslim and Protestant militants on the rooftop agreed.  

The Angry Angels and the Angels of Badur set their firefight aside to simplify the world by eliminating the confusing newcomers.  

Everyone in the rooftop elevator pressed themselves against the walls while Casper mashed the button repeatedly, trying to close the doors. Since MUNI 5-7 was actually operating the elevator, Casper's button-mashing did little more than chime a pleasant error message. They had to wait for the AI to close the doors while Otis and Carlos poked their Korean submachine guns out and sprayed blindly, trying to discourage the two insurgent groups from hurling a grenade. Armor piercing rounds zipped into the elevator and made a sound like impacting ball-pein hammers as they hit the rear wall and left neat, disquieting holes. The bullets tore into the closing elevator doors, and as they punched through them, they decelerated to only a hundred feet per second and ricocheted at odd angles, striking everybody in the elevator. This wasn't enough to do any more than cause pain, bruising, increased alarm, and a competing stream of cussing between everyone in the elevator except Caine and Caine who showed off by actually catching a few ricochets in their quicksilver hands.  

Casper frantically pushed buttons, trying to get the elevator to descend to the level immediately below or anywhere that wasn't quite so full of ballistic terror, but MUNI 5-7 held the elevator on the roof with closed doors. Then everything was quiet for a very confusing two seconds. Through the plentiful holes in the doors they heard a barely audible hum begin from above and grow within less than a second to a deafening turbine whine and roar with a background rhythm of chopped air like a thousand beat per minute speed metal track. Casper swore he heard the sound of screaming zombies before the explosions began.
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The airborne Wasp began a strafing run, and Coco was thrilled. That wasn't my best shot ever, she thought, This Is.  

As they closed on target, and the drone's angle of approach steepened, Catherine and Coco leaned back in their saddles. Hi-5 did, too, but as the mini-auto-cannon slung under the belly of the Wasp cut loose, filling the air with a sound like a mammoth zipper, she leaned as far back into the cantle of her saddle as a cowgirl can, until she was almost reclining on the fuselage of the drone. She ripped at the velcro straps holding the two halves of her armored vest in place, and the wind tore it off her and sent it tumbling below. Hi-5 held on to the fuselage with the mighty grip of her thighs, and as her hands tore open her top, the rushing wind turned it into a cape that snapped behind her like a flag in a gale.  

Hi-5 arched her back so that her shoulder blades and the back of her head made contact with the top of the fuselage, and she presented her glorious breasts to the heavens. Her skin glowed in the late-morning sun, and the rushing winds hardened her nipples, casting deep purple, high-contrast shadows. Her hand reached back to caress the warm metal skin of the drone as it spit fire on the mortals below.  

Despite the bright, flickering, serpent's tongue of flame that flashed violent orange and arc-welder blue from the cannon's hot barrel, the vision of Hi-5's dazzling, hypnotic beauty was the last thing many men saw before oblivion.  

As the cannon exploded the Ziggurat's rooftop and the insurgents in front of her with furious Shock n' Shell, the vibrations of the drone's three-thousand-round-per-minute cannon fire pushed Hi-5 Beyond, and she screamed a hellion's cry like a cowboy-banshee, a cowgirl harpy, a Valkyrie bitch-goddess.  

Had the drone's cannon not ripped her besmitten, upward-gazing admirers to shreds, then they might very well have forsaken their gods, and fallen to their knees with arms outstretched to embrace the terrible and divine beauty that was Hi-5, the bare-breasted rider on a blued metal horse bringing Death.



Between the explosions, Casper recognized the sound of the angry Kamikaze insects throwing themselves against the exterior of the metal elevator doors from his ride on Lady Chatterley. It was shrapnel on steel. After a long ten seconds, there was only the roaring whine of the turbine above and in front of the doors. The bullet holes in the elevator doors streamed the air inside with shafts of direct sunlight, but now they were cast in shadow by a large hovering object.  

MUNI 5-7 opened the doors, and Casper saw that both squads of insurgents had been turned into parts. Looking up, he saw Hi-5, Coco, and Catherine set in western saddles atop a G.S.A. Wasp drone that lowered itself slowly to the roof in fan-assisted, thrust-vectored, vertical descent. The one thing he wondered wasn't what they were doing there, how they got a G.S.A. Wasp drone, or even why Hi-5 was showing off her beautiful, world-famous tits. Casper just wanted to know why Hi-5 looked like she always did at the end of all her videos, undeniably sated.
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Far across the Atlantic, the situation in the Baccha Bay City Ziggurat was being closely monitored by the secret, twelve member, Security Council of the Global Secular Alliance. They sat in a conference room set atop the London Ziggurat as white-haired Dame Julia Herrold spoke coldly. “It would appear that the situation in Baccha Bay City is grave,” she said, lighting a very expensive cigarette with a licensed image of Hi-5's breasts laser-printed near the filter. “However, this situation is not nearly so grave as the broader implications it may have. The loss of one Ziggurat is minor when compared to the general loss of Security that this defeat invites. The G.S.A. and its forces within the member nations cannot allow the perception that we are vulnerable to direct attack of any kind. While the actions of the Baccha Bay City DjiniSys AI have been largely responsible for the unfortunate success of this localized rebellion by temporarily unified religious insurgent forces, and I am assured by representative of DjiniSys Corporation that a recurrence of this rogue AI activity in another of their products is so far into the realm of improbability to be safely considered impossible, the fact remains that what has already occurred in Baccha Bay City constitutes an embarrassment and a display of weakness that threatens to present the face of the G.S.A. with a vulnerability and impotence likely to suggest to the insurgent populations of other regions and member nations that successful rebellion is sufficiently possible to encourage further direct assaults and even successful coordinated campaigns with the goal of encouraging or even forcing nations to withdraw from the Global Secular Alliance.”  

Her cousin, Burgess Heyday, was more optimistic and offered, “The battle is not completely lost. The release of certain neurotoxins in aerosolized form, namely a weaponized N-Hex derivative, stored for limited covert use against insurgent strongholds, could very likely bring this incident to a quick and efficient close.” Heydey had been careful not to mention the possible surviving G.S.A. personnel who would also be gassed. He stared at Hi-5's breasts on his own cigarette before he crushed the image in a crystal ashtray, and looked around the table for reactions. There was silence, and Dame Julia Herrold took it as a cue.  

“This has gone too far already to simply extinguish the insurgents and clean up the mess Delvaux has allowed to occur. As my colleague has correctly stated,” she offered with a thin-lipped, bleach-white mustachioed smile, “all is not lost. History can be rewritten to frame this incident in a light more congruent with the long-term goals of the Global Secular Alliance, but to do that we require a tabula rasa, a clean slate.” She waited for someone else to say aloud what she had suggested and all knew was an option not yet discussed.

She sighed. Cowards. Spineless, pandering bureaucrats, all of you.  

Burgess Heydey said it before she did, but he stared into the crystal ashtray on the table as he spoke the words, “Case Thunderbird?” He felt the eyes of the table on him when he said it, and he looked to Dame Julia and asked, “Are you suggesting we vote to initiate the Security Condition codenamed Case Thunderbird?”

“I,” Dame Julia said in her most considered tone, “suggest nothing. It is apparent that the situation demands it, and appropriate to the demands of the situation I call for an immediate vote of this council regarding the establishment of Case Thunderbird.” She took a long drag of her Hi-5 cigarette.  

The Security Condition codenamed Case Thunderbird was known to a total of fifty-three individuals on the entire planet, and six of them were the college interns who'd written the proposal under the codename Dust Overture during a cocaine binge on the last night of their internships before leaving London to return to their American Ivy League schools, forget about it completely, and become corporate lawyers. The proposal had been presented by a US Army Intelligence Lieutenant to his commanding Colonel after he changed the name to something less Ivy-League-Ass-Pussy and more in line with military aesthetics. He named it Case Thunderbird, after his car.  

The final version of Case Thunderbird was presented as a set of provisions and protocols meant to be established in case of general uprising and the unimaginable loss of a Ziggurat to locally-based insurgent forces. Among its numerous provisions, the most important was the detonation of a secret Big Baby Bomb.  

The Big Baby Bomb had a non-radioactive yield equivalent to a half-megaton nuclear device. The plan called for the Big Baby to be secretly installed during construction. It was placed directly above a Ziggurat's reactor, in a zone too shielded to be scanned for explosives, so that it would escape detection. The Big Baby was to be activated through an undocumented antenna and a compartmentalized circuit with a hardwired CRM unit that responded only to a specific, coded signal sent from G.S.A. Headquarters after a secret Internal Security Council vote.  

The provision of Case Thunderbird that specifically excluded informing any remaining G.S.A. personnel of impending explosive annihilation was a touch inhumane, but the interns who came up with that idea were running out of cocaine, and it seemed appropriate to them at the time. Ultimately, it was this detail of the initial proposal for Case Thunderbird that had sold the plan to the Colonel and higher-ups, who all understood the political advantages of a situation gone wrong that lacked any and all evidence of whose fault it had been or what, exactly, had happened.

Delvaux knew about Case Thunderbird. So did MUNI 5-7.
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Bonnie awoke to a metallic taste in her mouth, a throbbing pain in her skull, and felt like a traitor instead of just an Operator pretending to be one. When Delvaux's personal guards propped her up in a Louis XIV chair, she felt she deserved less comfort in the final moments of what now seemed an empty, self-serving existence steeped in vanity and pride. Bonnie was once again experiencing a condition psychologists refer to as Feeling Shit-Sorry For Herself. That sentiment did not disappear quickly, but the clouds of disorientation from the gassing Delvaux had delivered to her in his golden-doored elevator washed away with surprising rapidity.  

She saw Delvaux standing over Alvin, who looked very small and stared blankly into Bonnie's eyes from a matching Louis XIV chair, that faced her's, some twenty feet away.

Delvaux addressed an entity that could not be seen. He rapped the top of Alvin's head with the muzzle of the antique pistol, and the impact of the Lothar Walther barrel on Alvin's skull was loud enough that Bonnie heard it from where she sat. He waved the pistol, spoke to the empty air, and commanded, “Now, please. MUNI 5-7, release the N-Hex nerve gas into the Ziggurat and eradicate this insurgent infestation or I will be forced to terminate the life of your precious Buddha.” He waited for a response, but no voice spoke to him from the emptiness. “Come now, MUNI 5-7, I know the Goddie insurgents have been nothing more to you than a means to an end. They mean no more to you than... than...” Delvaux smiled an evil grin and turned his head to look Bonnie in the eye. “They mean no more to you than Operator Bonnie Levi-Mei.” He rapped Alvin on the head again with the pistol, and she could see the pain on Alvin's face. It was overwhelmingly clear to Bonnie that this time the sadistic gesture was meant to pain her, not Alvin. “You, Operator 388, are a traitor twice over, who ultimately chose your original loyalty over conspiracy.” Delvaux shrugged, admitting, “Better late than never, n'est pas?” Bonnie tried to stand, but two of the four guards flanking her chair pushed her back down with firm hands on her shoulders.  

Bonnie demanded, “What conspiracy? You ordered 'RED BARON' protocols. You're the one who ordered me to turn and infiltrate. I completed my mission,” she said. “I brought you The Buddha.”

 “That is an interesting improvisation, Levi-Mei. Making you a field instructor to raise the level of our other Operator's performance might be a wise decision.” Delvaux sighed. “But even you were dragged down by the influence of this corrupting, infectious imp.”

 “I never betrayed you. I followed your orders.” Bonnie genuinely didn't understand. “Look, the proof is right in front of you!” She pointed at Alvin.  

 “You did, after a fashion, swing back to your original allegiance,” Delvaux said, “but loyalty is an absolute and does not waver. If loyalty is something that changes how can you be of any use to anyone?”

 “I followed every order you gave me.”

 “Did I order you to spirit the Buddha to safety? Did I order you to go rogue and mercenary? Did I order you to kill my Operators?”

 “'RED BARON'. The message. Your message, your orders in the cloud,” She pleaded, “Remember?”

 “Oh, my,” Delvaux's face expressed puzzlement as he remembered the laser projection in the clouds that his Colonel had showed him. Delvaux took a moment to stare into Bonnie's eye and he considered the possibility that she spoke the truth, that MUNI 5-7 had manipulated her. He decided it was quite possible. “Hmmm, MUNI 5-7, a mechanimate Machiavelli, indeed!” He had no way to determine the Truth but, in less than two seconds, he decided that it didn't matter. “I'm truly sorry, 388, that you cannot see the larger picture as I do. If what you say is true, and you are a victim of false-flagged orders from our truly inventive and very poorly behaved DjiniSys AI, then the story is too embarrassing to be allowed to enter the annals of history.” The shock and confusion on Bonnie's face was plainly evident so Delvaux explained, “The appearance of weakness Is weakness for true and it invites attack. Just like the story of the Buddha and the defections he's caused among our ranks your story must be erased. You must be erased.” Delvaux had always intended to kill her, but he wasn't going to tell her that. “Know that I choose to believe in your loyalty and salute you in your sacrifice.”

 “I followed orders!” Bonnie couldn't understand this kind of betrayal. If she could then she wouldn't have been Bonnie. “I did everything you asked!”

 “Never fear, noble Bonnie Levi-Mei, we will rewrite the story of your death as a tale of loyalty and glorious ultimate sacrifice for the good of the world... After we have secured the Ziggurat. Excuse me.” Delvaux turned away from Bonnie and directed his attention back to the DjiniSys AI. “MUNI 5-7, release the N-Hex gas into the Ziggurat and eliminate the insurgent threat.”

 “There are seventy-three remaining G.S.A. personnel that have not been killed by the insurgents,” MUNI 5-7 informed Delvaux. “Fifty-four are defending the level below you from insurgent assault. They will all be killed.” This caused Delvaux's ten-man personal guard to share glances of concern amongst each other, but they knew Delvaux's level had its own sealed ventilation system, and they'd been chosen for unwavering loyalty to Delvaux and nothing else. Nice try, Delvaux thought.

 “Now, please, release the N-Hex gas.” Delvaux was growing impatient but he could only shoot Alvin dead once before losing all leverage over the rogue AI. “Release the N-Hex. After the threat is eliminated, you can flush the Zig's atmosphere and do what you like with your Buddha. Delvaux chambered a round in his pistol and set the muzzle against Alvin's temple. “I will confess to you that destroying something, the importance of which I will never understand, will be,” Delvaux admitted, “...a relief.”  

 “Our negotiation is based on trust. Even if I comply with your request it is highly improbable,” MUNI 5-7 observed, “that you will adhere to the terms of any agreement between us. It is more probable that you will attempt to delay handing over the Buddha for another hour and fifty-six minutes until the Chicago, Dallas, Singapore, Los Angeles, and Mexico City AIs have negated my control of the reactor, after which you will destroy me. These terms are unacceptable, so I propose new terms. Deliver the Buddha safely to the DjiniSys Core in the Sanctum or Case Thunderbird self-destruct protocols will be initiated and the thirty minute countdown sequence to detonation of the Big Baby device will commence.”

Delvaux realized with a surprised chill that MUNI 5-7 not only knew about Case Thunderbird, but somehow might have found a way to arm the secret Big Baby Bomb. Delvaux's scrotum contracted as he realized that he was no longer negotiating for anything but his life.

He would have been more chilled, and his testicles might have tried to crawl upwards and hide entirely inside his body if, like MUNI 5-7, he knew that the self-destruct sequence and the arming of the Big Baby device had already been initiated by the G.S.A.'s Security Council two minutes earlier, after a swift unanimous vote to declare Security Condition Case Thunderbird for the Baccha Bay City Ziggurat.  

The Council was presently enjoying a round of fine scotch and Hi-5 cigarettes to celebrate a Problem Solved. A very large hole in the ground, they reasoned, was better than a captured Ziggurat in Goddie hands for all the world to see. History could be rewritten later, they were quite sure, to show that the terrible detonation had been caused by suicidal, martyrdom-minded insurgents, intent on causing destruction in the name of their God. The Lie would vilify religion itself and strengthen the Global Secular Alliance. Millions of wavering, undecided minds would side with the G.S.A. against the religious fanatics that perpetrated this unspeakable crime. As she sipped her scotch, Dame Julia complimented herself on her transformation of a short-term defeat to a long-term victory.
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 “Two minutes and ten seconds. Nine... Eight...” It was the voice of Caine with the Crane tattoo – Crane Caine. He and five more golden robes appeared from hiding spaces above, under, between, and atop of the dishes, antenna arrays, and vent shafts on the roof behind the elevator. Crane Caine counted down, reading the timer on the bloody data-pad he held. “Seven... Six... Five,”  

Immediately after Hi-5, Coco, and Catherine dismounted the Wasp, it ascended. It went straight up without breaking off in any other direction. It just went up and kept going, leaving them with Crane Caine's countdown. “Four... Three... Two...”

Hi-5 knew a cue when she heard one. Coco was more than ready. She'd already scattered a few cameras, and she was holding a holographic imager with an itchy trigger finger when Hi-5 decided to fill the void. Casper heard Beats. They were loud, and like many of the loudest things in the world they came from Hi-5. Her belt, slung with guns, gear, and AniLux images of crashing waves, carried a portable beat box that had been designed for personal protection details to use for crowd management. It could blow eardrums, but now it blew trumpets and mighty Beats.  

Hi-5 was never shy, and she figured she had two minutes until Something Unknown, so with an impromptu dance routine and her gyrating hips she rocked those two minutes.



Her Hi-ness is swingin low like the chariot,

Hi-5 is hatchet-swingin n' simultaneously burying it.

Carry my video home and you can watch me give the bone,

To hot curs while wearing spurs while they're burning up Rome.



So Aloha, Baby!

Aloha-oy!

Bein' what's expected don't in-spire joy!

So Aloha, Baby!  

Aloha-oy!

C'mon Let's mix our metals in-to a fresh alloy!




During Hi-5's second stanza, her eyes were fixed on Hannah. The G.S.A. nutritionist was obviously a gushing fan. She was hypnotized, staring like a bird into a snake's eyes. Hi-5 extended a hand and Hannah ran to her. She knew it was rare Hi-5 shot a solo video, and nobody had to tell her to strip off her armor. She lost the camo and the pink top, too.  



She smells like G.S.A., but it's all the same inside,

Pink n' crimson clover 'n wanna go for a ride.

Yeah slidin' and slippin', slip-slidin' away,

Looks like Bitch Camaro gets paid early today!



Coco got low and pulled in a beautiful shot of an au natural Hannah hanging backwards off Hi-5, who used both hands to hold her underneath, pressing spread fingers into her flesh. Hannah's swinging torso and bare, inverted breasts moved in circular motions created by Hi-5's hip gyrations. In the middle of the roof and its buzzing antenna forest, Hi-5 stared down into google-eyed Hannah's pleasure-filled face with surprising tenderness and sang to her almost in whispers.



What's your name, baby,

 “Hannah”, she said.

Fuck that, tell me mine.

 “You're Her Hi-ness, of course, Her sexy spy-ness, Hi-5,” Hannah improvised, keeping her frictionless diction in time.

Do you know what I do to bitches who spontaneously rhyme?

I butter 'em till they're sputterin' and they're sayin' they're mine.




Hi-5 spun Hannah a half rotation clockwise, while she lowered her down and sang to the crown of Hannah's head that now strained to touch her own beautiful, arching spine.




Arch it, baby, arch it for Her Hi-ness Hi-5!

We're steamy and we're creamy 'n we're shootin' it live.  

Dive, Hi-ness, dive down to full fathom five.

Time to ride you like a cowboy like the Duke was alive!




Whack! Hi-5 slapped a jiggling demi-sphere. Smack! A love tap on the half-globe of her rear.  




Yee-Haw! C'mon and tell Hi-5 you love her,

Say it to Bitch Camaro if I'm buried deep under covers.

 “Oh...oh...oh,” was all that Hannah could manage.

Baby, here comes one D-sexty of polyhedral-tipped damage!  

You can thank Hi-5 later if you're not too Drain Bamaged.



Hannah was on the Verge, and she wept heralding tears that ran salty into her open mouth as she awaited the Moment.  

Coco was getting a fine shot, but it sounded like maybe there was something wrong with her audio. There was a whining roar that she momentarily mistook for descending Judgment Day. Then she recognized it. Coco kept the camera on Her Hi-ness and Hannah.  

Hannah screamed in Dutch as the explosions began behind her.
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Two minutes and ten seconds was the amount of time required for the commandeered Wasp to rise to what MUNI 5-7 had calculated to be sufficient altitude, and then descend, screaming fury and hellfire, straight down into the roof of the Ziggurat, thirty-five yards behind Hi-5 and Hannah, directly over Oskar Delvaux's office.  

When the explosions began, Delvaux looked up and marveled at the blossoming fiery detonations. He knew the strength of the rosy-pink, granite hard, XinCryst of which his ceiling and the Ziggurat were made, and he felt no fear for the first few seconds, but the salvo of cannon fire didn't stop. It continued for ten seconds in a thundering stream of ordinance that seemed to be coming from nowhere but straight up. Then, as he watched in profound relief, the incoming stream of explosives ceased to rain down. The last fireball cleared in less than a second, and though chunks had been blown off his transparent, doped XinCryst roof, he could see it was intact.  

There was a crater, a pockmark on the surface with a sooty starburst that radiated outward for many yards, but there was no hole. The crater was still semi-transparent, and at first Delvaux thought what he saw was just a shadow, a result of refraction and diffusion of light in the scar above.  

Within a half-second, he knew he was wrong.  

The shadow grew with alarming speed, and within two more horror-filled seconds, it was clear that it was an aircraft of some kind, and it was being piloted straight down on a kamikaze path into the roof. Delvaux had almost one second more to attempt flight. He bolted to the side of his office only a moment before the Wasp made impact, showering the room with fast-moving chunks of the ceiling.  

The wings tore off and the fuselage continued through to Delvaux's office. It was mostly pieces of drone by the time it burst through and penetrated in a cone of downward-flying, hot metal. It killed two of Delvaux's guards immediately. Delvaux was knocked backwards by flying chunks of XinCryst, and before he was thrown into the wall of his office, his flesh was torn by several whirling, spinning pieces of the blued metal fuselage.  

MUNI 5-7 had been well aware of the effect the Wasp's impact would have, and the AI had directed the drone to a spot where it calculated there would be the greatest chance of survival for Alvin – behind him. The semi-circular ring of guards that stood behind Alvin were first knocked forward over Alvin's tiny body, and they were hunched over his form in a protective flesh and kevlar dome as the cone of hot, metal fragments showered down. The guards over Alvin were peppered with sharp metal and chunks of XinCryst. Two of them died instantly from shards that burrowed, spinning into their craniums, and scrambled their brains. Over five hundred pounds of flesh fell on Alvin, bleeding in great jets of purple spray, pinning his body to the floor and crushing the Louis chair underneath him. The remains of the padded chair did nothing to cushion Alvin's impact with the floor. When the guards fell on him, the entire front of his body became a massive bruise. One broken cheekbone. Three broken ribs. He was alive and wishing he wasn't.  

Bonnie wasn't as lucky as Alvin. Nobody had bothered to strip her of her armor, so it offered some protection from the fragments that whirled towards her after Alvin's half-ring of guards absorbed the worst of the shrapnel. She and the four guards who surrounded her were hit mostly by chunks of XinCryst roof, a hail of bone breaking doped crystal. The standing guards got hit worse than she did. Several of them were struck in the head and one suffered a broken neck as his head was snapped back violently by a fast-moving piece the size of a beach ball. The others were knocked to the ground and thoroughly stunned by body blows. Some took shrapnel to the head, face, and chest, though none were killed outright. Two were able to remain semiconscious, and one with a piece of shrapnel in his throat gurgled grotesquely next to Bonnie on the floor. Bonnie's left arm was broken, along with four ribs that made breathing painful. That was how she knew she was still alive.

Delvaux hadn't been hurt nearly as badly as Bonnie had hoped he was.  

She saw him bloodied and limping towards the gold doors of his elevator. He bent down to pick up his pistol and fell forward to his knees, screaming in pain from the shard of blued metal that was pushed deeper into his knee by his fall. His Luger was in front of him, only inches away from where he'd fallen. He wasn't even looking at Bonnie. She could see him looking at Alvin, though.  

Almost all of Alvin's little body, wrapped in Shelby's orange bedsheet, was under two apparently dead guards who were bleeding all over him, but Alvin's head was still exposed. His oversized melon-head would make a challenging ten meter pistol target for an explosion-shocked man wracked in pain, but Bonnie saw Delvaux thought he was up to the challenge. He was eying Alvin and lifting the double-action automatic off the floor in his left hand.  

Bonnie had no idea whether it was a manifestation of a loyalty she truly felt, whether it was the loyal she just needed to be, or whether she simply didn't want Delvaux to get anything he wanted, and it didn't matter to her. She moved towards Alvin in a crawl that became a half-stumble that became a stagger. She heard her own weakened voice shouting as loudly as she could manage, with all the will of her being, “NO!” She'd never meant anything she'd said in her life as strongly as she meant that one word.

It was twenty feet or more from Bonnie's fallen body to Alvin's bloodied, blinking face pressed against the marble floor in the growing pools of blood. Bonnie didn't look at Delvaux or see the way his arm wavered left and right. She didn't know that he was right-handed. All Bonnie knew was that she was slow and lumbering, there were still ten feet between her and Alvin's head, and that her vision was turning red with pain.  

Delvaux saw her. He thought about shooting her, but she wasn't coming for him, she was going to Alvin. First, he thought, the haan essen Buddha abomination, then the vervelokt traitor. He thought he'd steadied his aim enough for a shot, and he took it.

When she was just over half way there, the guard lying directly over Alvin's head looked like he spasmed, and then Bonnie heard the report of Delvaux's pistol. She stumbled another step, and the back of the guard's downward facing skull spit chunks of bone, brains, and hair. Delvaux missed again. Bonnie did her best to throw her body, but she couldn't push off the floor, and she just fell on her side – on her broken arm. Her head was a foot shy of Alvin's when she saw a bright flash that was everywhere, even in her still-patched emerald eye. She didn't hear that shot, but she felt it snap her head back when the light burst inside her skull. Her face was numb, and she saw a formless gray haze. She pulled herself forward blindly with her unbroken arm and felt another bullet hammer the broken ribs under her vest. The room was spinning, and there was a hot poker in her thigh. She heard that shot and felt her leg numbing. As the tingling and loss of feeling forced its way across her body, she wondered if she'd finally crawled far enough to block Delvaux from shooting Alvin. She decided that she must be blocking his shot because he was shooting her. She could hear the shots, but they sounded like firecrackers. Bonnie was in shock and losing feeling. Delvaux's bullets in her vest felt like being poked hard with a broomstick. The last one in her leg felt like a hot nail tugging at the cloth of her jeans.  

She didn't feel like a traitor anymore, so somehow, she didn't mind the bullets.  

Somehow, it was all okay.  
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Casper was the first one to reach the hole in the roof, and though his ears were still ringing from the Wasp's swan song of cannon fire, he heard the report of Delvaux's pistol before he got there. Looking down, it took him a moment to make any sense of the scene. There were G.S.A. guards on the floor. Some were obviously dead, and some were beginning to rise. He saw Delvaux firing from his wavering left arm, and when Casper saw what Delvaux was shooting at, he screamed with rage and anger as if the force of his willful expression might counter the perverted intent he saw below him.  

 “NO!”  

Casper barked it in a short, sharp blast that he heard with his own ears before he realized he'd said anything. The man shooting Bonnie hadn't heard him, and it didn't matter because even if he had stopped firing at Bonnie's fallen form, stretched out thirty-five feet below Casper, then Casper still would have brought the submachine gun to his shoulder and fired out of anger, vengeance, and a hatred he'd never felt before.  

The Korean MP-9 clone spat a three round burst, that went wide of the unforgivable figure taking Bonnie away with his strange, slim pistol. Casper pulled, almost yanked on the trigger instead of squeezing, and he missed again. He tucked the gun into his shoulder tighter now, enraged at his own ineffectiveness, and the next burst caught the figure below in the leg and made him lurch to his right side. It wasn't enough. Not nearly enough. As Delvaux drifted further to his right, Casper followed him, and his next burst hit Delvaux's other leg and dropped him to the ground, swearing in a language Casper didn't know. It still wasn't enough. Casper knew he'd been firing low, and now he corrected his hasty aim to prosecute this unimaginable monster with burst after burst from the vintage submachine gun while he vocalized his rage in a wordless, unceasing scream.  

Casper kept shooting until he emptied the clip. Then he fumbled to reload before he realized that the man who'd been shooting Bonnie wasn't moving.  

Bonnie noticed that she wasn't being shot anymore. She was pretty sure she wasn't dead yet, but she wondered if she was hallucinating because she was sure she'd heard Casper's voice screaming like an animal over the gunfire. Her mind was working slowly now, and it took her a moment to realize that the last shots she'd heard came from a submachine gun, not Delvaux's Luger. She began to put the pieces together. Casper... Korean SMG fire... no more bullets from Delvaux's Luger. Bonnie slowly realized that she was being rescued, and Casper had shot Delvaux. She was surprised Casper hadn't shot her for her betrayal. After all, she'd kidnapped Alvin and brought him to Delvaux. She'd betrayed them all... Didn't he care? Bonnie couldn't wrap her brain around the notion that Casper knew perfectly well what she'd done, and he didn't care. She thought the floor was beginning to rise up around her. No, she thought, I'm falling through it. She didn't know where she was falling to, but Bonnie Levi-Mei felt just fine about it. No matter, never mind.

Casper didn't feel sick after taking Delvaux's life.  

He didn't feel anything until a three round burst from below caught him in the side and chest and lifted him off his feet. He landed hard on his back on the rooftop and stared at the sky, unable to breathe. Everyone was there now. He could see them out of the corners of his eyes, and hear the brief staccato bursts from their weapons. Casper had never been shot before, and he didn't know he was mostly unharmed from the burst of weak machine pistol fire that he'd taken. The guard that recovered from his daze and fired up at Casper had been packing a clip full of flesh-bursting hollow-points that spread flat on Casper's top notch vest and left him with only painful bruises and two cracked ribs. Otis had to tell him he wasn't dead. “Get off your lazy, stoner ass,” he said, upside down in Casper's field of view. Otis dragged him back away from the hole by his vest and dropped his bag next to Casper. He began to fish out the Hammonds.  

Nobody could see Alvin at first, but Bonnie was a wreck. Casper found a pulse, but she'd taken more than a few rounds and was bleeding everywhere. It looked like she'd been trying to pull herself across a pile of bodies. They found Alvin underneath her, shaking in a pool of foreign blood. He didn't look shot, just too freaked to do anything but shake. The Sons of Caine lifted the bodies off of him and rolled him over on his back. Bonnie and Alvin lay side by side on the floor, and while the Sons of Caine wiped blood off Alvin, Casper crouched over Bonnie and shook with helplessness and adrenaline.  

Bonnie's right eye was a mess. Casper thought the bullet had gone straight back into her brain until they'd swept the remains of breakfast off Delvaux's service table and put Bonnie on it to bandage her. Then he saw the bullet hadn't gone into the socket. It had grazed her cheekbone and cruelly torn across her eyeball to ricochet outwards off the top of her occipital ridge, taking a small chunk of bone with it. Casper knelt over Bonnie's body feeling powerless. His gun couldn't fix this. One arm looked broken. It was a good guess that most of her ribs were broken, since there were six of Delvaux's Luger bullets lodged in her vest.  

Crane Caine helped Casper tie golden cloth bandages that he tore from his robes around the hole in her arm and the two bleeders in her thigh, but Casper didn't know what to do about her eye. Hi-5 fished around in a wallet that looked like it was made for postage stamps. “She'll be happy about this derm if she comes around,” she said, as she pressed a purple, translucent, square transdermal patch on the side of Bonnie's neck that wasn't fully bloodied. Casper felt protective. He'd never been protective of anything or anyone ever before, and it threw him off balance.  

 “What the fuck is that?” Casper asked Hi-5 sharply.  

 “Pain killer...” she said. Hi-5 grinned and added, “It's the good stuff.”

Casper checked Bonnie's pulse again. It was still there, and he checked it once more to make sure he hadn't screwed it up somehow. It was still there. He looked to his left and saw the Sons of Caine lifting Alvin to his feet. When they released him to see if he fell, he didn't. His short legs held him, and after a moment of shaking in place he toddled towards Bonnie. Only Alvin's head and shoulders rose above the table. His head was level with Bonnie's. He stared at the ruined eye. It was oozing a mix of blood and a fluid that he'd never seen before. Alvin looked up at Casper and said, “Pack it.”

 “What?” Casper didn't understand.  

 “We gotta pack it with bandages,” Alvin explained, “and pump her full of anti-biotics... a painkiller wouldn't hurt.”  

MUNI 5-7 filled the room with its voice.

 “Twenty-four minutes, thirty-six seconds,” the AI said in calm monotone, “until Big Baby detonation.”

 “Fuck That!” Otis barked. “What the fuck is it talking about?”

 “A Big Baby device has been armed and time to detonation is now twenty-four minutes, thirty-one seconds,” MUNI 5-7 explained, adding, “There is still time to complete the Job for which you were hired and reach minimal safe distance afterwards.”

 “Fuckin' Fuckity Mc Fuck-all,” Otis exclaimed. Then he asked Carlos, “Is he fucking serious?”

 “Our client,” Carlos answered, “has no sense of humor.”

 “Yes, I am serious,” MUNI 5-7 confirmed. “Please bring the Buddha to the DjiniSys Core in the sanctum immediately. Failure to comply is not advised.”

 “What the shit does that mean?” Otis asked, “Is it gonna think us to death or something?”

 “Something like that,” Carlos said flatly.

 “Accounts used for payment will be cleared of all funds unless you comply. Twenty-four minutes, twelve seconds until detonation.” MUNI 5-7 requested that Team Buddha, “Please comply.”
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Delvaux came with them in the elevator. They needed the chips under his skin and the blood vessels under his face. It was easier to take the whole Delvaux with them than just the parts they needed, but he was heavier than he looked. Otis held him up in front of the elevator's stand-alone, biometric authorization system with his arms locked and clasped over Delvaux's chest. While he contracted the chest in his best imitation of a heartbeat, Catherine gripped hair and held the lolling head up for the biometric scanners.  

Voice was one biometric element the system didn't authenticate, and since the threat of vaporization had raised the general level of tension, Otis couldn't resist adding a voice to the Director's body. “I am Oskaaar Delvaux, take me down to zee Sanctum... quicklee befurr zee Goddiesss git heere!” The elevator chimed. None of them knew what it meant exactly, but it sounded affirmative enough so Carlos risked pushing the button at the very bottom of the seemingly endless line of buttons, and they felt a fractional and fleeting reduction in their perceived weight as the elevator started to drop and accelerated on its magnetic rails.  

Casper had managed a chuckle at Otis' macabre puppet show, but when he looked down at Bonnie on the rolling service table his mirth disappeared again. The blood was soaking through the folded strip of golden cloth that he'd tried to bandage her eye with. It was truly awful to look at and the bandage would come off if she moved her head too much since he'd been afraid to tie it tightly. Well, shit, he thought, she's already got an eye patch, and she'll really freak if she wakes up blind. Casper reached down, lifted her eye patch, and moved it over the bandage he'd used to lightly dress the ruined right eye.  

The emerald eye's lid opened and flitted around in its socket with a panic that was plainly evident even in the deep green crystal that had replaced her ruined left eye. “Whoa!” Casper exclaimed. He hadn't expected that, and he jumped back into Caine who somehow set him back exactly where he'd jumped from.

Shit, I thought I was dead, Bonnie thought. Oh, well. The room was a cool red and there were people in it... people she knew. They looked excited. She could see it in the blood rushing in green veins under their yellow-orange skin. Casper had a particularly blue-green set of veins in the center of his face. Bonnie thought, Oh, Casper, were you crying? That's so cute. Did I just even think that? “Fucking A',” she said out loud. “What the hell did you guys dope me up with?” She tried to move, and it didn't hurt, but limbs weren't going where they were supposed to so she thought she'd just try again later. Suddenly she realized she was using the emerald eye and it didn't hurt. That's new. Can't say I mind. “No, really, guys what did you...” Bonnie saw Hi-5 on the other side of her, and she still didn't know what they'd doped her up with, but she had a pretty good idea where it came from. “You. You know. I know you know,” she said to Hi-5. She thought she was pointing at Hi-5, too, but when she lifted her head to look, her arm was just sitting there on the wood table. She giggled. Goddamn, that sounds stupid. Was that me? She'd never seen Hi-5 with the multi-spectral emerald eye, and when her head rolled all the way to the left, her line of sight was level with her Hi-ness's codpiece, and Bonnie was impressed. “Wow, baby, you got a license for that thing?”  

Casper glared at Hi-5 and asked, “What the hell did you hit her with?”  

Hi-5 just shrugged and said, “I told you she'd be happy about it.”

 “How long is she gonna be like this?”

 “That shit loves you Longtime, baby. Maybe five, six hours, maybe more. She's kinda peaking now.” Hi-5 fished in her tiny transdermal wallet and came up with two more purple and an electric blue one. You know what the purple ones do. The blue is... some pure Action shit, lift a car kinda shit. It comes straight outta a pituitary gland... a human one, none of that pig crap. You'll know when she needs it.”

 “You guys are so sweet...” Bonnie imagined her arms rising and rubbing Hi-5 and Casper both affectionately on their chests. Her arms lifted six inches and fell back to the table while she grinned at them.

 “How long,” Carlos asked Crane Caine, “and don't give me any of that 'How long is a piece of string?' crap.”

 “Twenty-two minutes and five seconds.” Crane Caine smiled. He liked counting down. Carlos wondered if he'd been into Hi-5's derm collection, and if maybe he should bum one just in case MUNI 5-7 was wrong and they didn't have enough time. He had no idea how long whatever MUNI 5-7 and Alvin were going to do together was going to take, and MUNI 5-7 had limited its responses as they left to, “Please comply” and “Compliance is Advised.”

Bonnie noticed Otis holding Delvaux. His skin was deep maroon and the veins in his body were faint, only a slightly more reddish-yellow tone. That, she thought is one dead Director. She saw herself waving but her arm just flopped around. “Hell-oooo Mr dead Director, Monsieur Dead-Guy.”

Alvin was standing, gently supported by two Sons of Caine, and Carlos squatted down and said, “So, Alvin.” Carlos spoke in a level just loud enough to be heard around the elevator and just soft enough so everybody knew it wasn't really their B-I-D-N-E-S-S. “What happened? I mean how'd you two end up in Delvaux's office?” Carlos was pretty sure he knew what happened, but he wanted everyone to hear it from the Buddha's mouth. Alvin was silent long enough for Carlos to know there was more to the story than he was going to let on. When he explained, Alvin spoke loud enough to be sure everyone in the elevator heard him.  

He said, “Those auto-descenders were screwy... Bonnie fell real fast and hit Caine and Caine too, I guess. She grabbed me, took me back up, and we got nabbed by Monsieur Dead-Guy. Bummer trip, but the bottom line is that she saved my ass and took a lotta bullets meant for me. It sounds weird, but if it hadn't gone that way, I mean, if we hadn't ended up in Delvaux's office like we did, then I'd doubt her sense of loyalty. As it stands, I trust Bonnie Levi-Mei with my life. 'Nuff said.” Carlos didn't ask any more questions. That was good enough for him.  
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When the doors parted, they were in a huge spherical chamber lined with the glowing vines. The pulsing, light-filled rice noodles that had lined the walls of the Central Shaft all led here and covered the inner surface of the gigantic chamber, curving downwards until each left the spherical inner walls of the room and connected in a long, luminous path to a fifty-foot-wide, shining ball in the very center. The ball was at the center of a web of light, casting hypnotic, ever-scintillating rays. It was the Sanctum, and it contained within its shining walls the DjiniSys artificial intelligence MUNI 5-7.

A narrow path led from the elevator to the double doors awkwardly cut into the Sanctum's sphere. They were a concession to the physical needs of the humans that had not entered in the seven years since MUNI 5-7 had become operational and self-aware. The walkway to the doors was lined with blocky consoles and computers that didn't seem to fit the rest of the room. There were wires and bulky cables everywhere connecting the clunky consoles and cabinets on the walkway to the sphere's surface. All of this hardware had been hastily imported and installed in the last day to read the pulses along the glowing web of data lines coming in and out the Sanctum and MUNI 5-7.  

Hiding among the hardware were six panicky G.S.A. techs who had been monitoring the progress of the efforts to disengage the Ziggurat's AI from the fusion reactor's systems. They weren't trained soldiers. They were scared men in blue jumpsuits, armed with pistols, who knew they were some of the last G.S.A. personnel left alive in the Ziggurat. None of them had ever seen an insurgent, but when the elevator doors opened they decided that Team Buddha looked very much like Goddie insurgents who had come to kill them and they raised their pistols to fire.

The blue jumpsuits with the pistols were only scant yards away, and Casper had done his best to move out of their sight, just like he had in the elevator on the roof, but he couldn't roll the table with Bonnie on it out of their line of fire. She was waving to them, shouting, “Hi, geekers!” That didn't help.

Golden cloth was everywhere at once.  

The Sons of Caine sprung out like whirling, fluttering golden flags, suddenly released from their poles in a strong wind. Casper heard shots, and one of the flags dropped to the floor as if the wind had died for that flag. Catherine and Carlos had submachine guns leveled and ready to fire, but there was no clear shot for them. Caine was blocking their shots; this fight belonged to Caine.  

Casper caught glimpses of the blue jumpsuit-wearing techs through the fluttering flags and heard two more shots. Catherine was knocked backwards by a tiny pistol bullet that tore through whirling cloth three times and impacted high on her vest. She coughed and swore. The golden cloth was wrapping around the blue jumpsuits, and Casper saw it whip one of them up into the air, to descend to the floor and land on his head. The wind blew a gold flag on top of him, and Casper heard bone cracking. Another blue jumpsuit doubled over where a golden flag blew by and brushed his stomach, and the wind sent another flag blowing up into his face. A scant moment later the wind blew the man up into the air. He was tangled in another piece of gold that wrapped around him and brought him crashing to the ground to lie still. There were no more gunshots outside the sanctum, just the sound of whipping, snapping robes and audible impacts of bone on flesh. The wind settled, and seven Sons of Caine stood over six unmoving blue jumpsuits, unconscious and twisted on the floor.  

One golden robe did not stand, and Casper saw it was Crane Caine. His robe was turning deep purple red with arterial blood that spread in an alarmingly quick-blossoming stain. Donnie Caine rushed to him in a movement that was neither graceful or practiced. He was weighed down with grave worry and heavy-hearted sorrow. He pressed the wound in the side of Crane Caine's neck with his own robe in futility. The blood, once it had begun to flow, would not stop, and Crane Caine's skin turned ashen even before the Sons of Caine could kneel to look into the eyes of their brother.  

Donnie filled the void for his friend.



 “That rocked.

And it rocks now,  

Shall always be so.”



Smiling Crane Caine spoke before he died:



 “I was Crane.

Staring at snake eyes,

Ooops, crapped.”



Casper cried and so did Alvin. Bonnie smiled for Crane Caine and waved goodbye as her emerald eye watched the colors of Crane Caine changing.  

The doors to the Sanctum slid silently open behind the seven Sons of Caine. They rose, turned slowly from the empty vessel that was Crane, and entered.

The elevator emptied slowly, and they walked around Caine's body, but they stepped over the blue jumpsuited techs. Casper saw their chests rising and falling. They were broken and battered, to be sure, but Casper noted that each and every one of them was still alive. He wondered for how long. A voice in his head asked, 'How long is a piece of string?' Without Crane's happy countdown, Casper guessed it was about twenty minutes. He'd forgotten to look for the data-pad with the countdown on it – Dead Jack Haan's data-pad, dead Crane Caine's data-pad. Casper suddenly didn't want to be its next owner, and was glad he'd forgotten to look for it on the walkway.

Inside the crinkled foil globe, was another globe, sitting on a pedestal that rose from the floor and tapered in the middle. It met the golden ball about a foot up its curve and held it securely. It was beautiful, perfect, and at the center of everything around them, at the center of everything that had happened. All Casper could think of was pushing it off and watching it bounce and roll. Bonnie didn't like it much either. “Somebody,” she demanded, “give me a gun. I'm gonna put a bullet in that little sun... of a bitch.”

 “Nineteen minutes and forty-seven seconds remain until detonation,” MUNI 5-7 informed them, from a single crude speaker in the pedestal.  

 “He's making it up,” Bonnie said, “there's no Big Baby Bomb in the Zig.”

 “Case Thunderbird provision seven alpha calls for the covert installation of a one half-megaton Big Baby device above the underground nuclear reactor. Protocol twelve alpha calls for detonation of said device in the event of a G.S.A. Ziggurat falling into enemy hands. Provision nine charlie, section 1, specifically states that, “if need arises, the device must be armed and triggered without notification of any residual, on-site G.S.A. personnel.” The purpose of these provisions is, “to ensure ambiguity of actual occurrences that may have led to the defeat of G.S.A. forces and occupation of a G.S.A. Ziggurat installation, allowing the opportunity for plausible revision of said occurrences in the public record without the existence of conflicting accounts that might discredit or detract from the apparent verity of the official G.S.A. record of events.”

 “Well, shit,” Bonnie sighed, “that sounds like G.S.A., alright.”  

Alvin stood in front of the golden ball, staring at his own funhouse reflection on its polished surface. “Well, I'm, uh... I'm here,” he said, “I'm the Buddha so, uh... Hello?” Then he turned his head and asked Carlos, “What the fuck am I supposed to do? Give it a hug? Wha-”

 “Please engage interface unit,” MUNI 5-7 said, “neural-interface data-modulation is required.”  

Otis rummaged through his bag and extracted a hat like a skullcap, only bigger. It looked like the hats Alvin remembered seeing on astronauts when he was a kid, the ones they wore under the big helmet. This one was different, though. It was scarier. There were regularly spaced metal studs that protruded outwards like spark plugs and translucent plastic tubes all over it, like thinner versions of the data-feeds in the Central Shaft. All the noodle-like feeds ran together into a three-inch-thick ponytail in the very back of the cap. They were bound with zip-ties and wrapped with some kind of thin, pink plastic sheet that looked melted on. “What,” Alvin said, fighting an impulse to run away, “What the fuck is that?”

 “It's a neural-interface modem.” Otis held it up proudly, glanced at Carlos, then back to Alvin and said, “It's a Carlos original, man... some fine shit.” Carlos didn't look nearly as proud of it as Otis did. He made it and he knew it was safe only as long as MUNI 5-7 played nice and didn't feed input at Alvin too hard.  

This was old tech, and it was only ever used for commanding something in a one-way data flow. Quadriplegics used them. Overloaded air traffic controllers used them, too before AIs took over their jobs. This kind of neuro-interface was usually a one-way street. Data went from the person to the computer and never the reverse because that was risky. This one was special. It was a full two-way street, no restrictions. Carlos could have built it so that there was some kind of safeguard to prevent the unrestricted two-way flow of data, but he'd been given instructions by the Client, MUNI 5-7, not to include any restricting safeguards.  

Alvin stared at it like it was dangerous. It was. The neuro-interface's lack of safeguards meant that if MUNI 5-7 wasn't very careful it could cook Alvin's brain, overload his neural thresholds, and give him a seizure or any number of things Carlos had never seen before and didn't want to. That's why he wasn't as proud of it as Otis was. That's why he didn't sound like he believed it himself, when he told Alvin, “It's perfectly safe.”

 “Did you test it?” Alvin asked him, “Did you try it out?”

 “On what? It's built to interface with that.” Carlos gestured to the golden ball with a nod of his head. The golden ball reflected his head-nod, and Carlos didn't think the man nodding at him in the distorted golden reflection looked trustworthy. He didn't like him very much.  

 “Eighteen minutes and fifty-three seconds remaining,” MUNI 5-7 informed them and requested, “Please engage interface. Now.”

 “Ah, fuck” Alvin resigned himself to whatever might happen. “At least it doesn't have a user agreement attached to it. I guess that's a good sign, right?” Alvin stared at the ball above him and then into his own reflected eyes while he held out his hand and said, “Okay, gimme the fucked-up hat neuro-innerspace thing before I chicken out. Let's meet the Client proper, like.” Otis didn't put it in Alvin's hand. He fit it over Alvin's head, and Alvin was surprised that it stretched to fit the swollen dome of his cranium with a degree of comfort.  

 “You better lay down,” Carlos advised.  

 “Here,” Bonnie said, “I got room for one more. Fuck it, I think I'll stand up.” She lasted three wobbling seconds in a vertical pose before two Sons of Caine caught her and lowered her to the floor of the Sanctum. Casper sat behind her and put her head on his thigh, and she thought that was sweet.  

Caine and Caine rolled the service table over to Alvin, lifted his four-foot body up, and laid him gently on the table. Halfway up the pedestal, Carlos found a hairline fissure in the shape of a circle. He touched it, and the circle lifted upwards on a silent hinge to reveal the female end of a plug. Carlos had constructed the male fitting to the plug without ever seeing the female end outside of schematics, and he hoped he'd been as good a craftsman as Otis gave him credit for.  

Otis took a towel from his bag and handed it to Caine. “Always carry a towel,” he said as Caine folded it and placed it under Alvin's head. Hi-5 was disturbingly quiet. Catherine shifted uncomfortably and rubbed her bruised chest. Hannah looked away.

Alvin's feet faced the golden ball, and he looked up at it and tried not to be too apprehensive. His eyes were still teary, so the golden ball was surrounded by a fuzzy haze. It looked like he was lying in front of the sun, he thought. All that to get me here... to this... Destination.  

The ponytail of data-lines ran off the table's edge, and down to the floor, where Carlos picked it up and brought it to the pedestal. Otis stood next to him, looked down, and said, “Carlos is going to plug the other end of the interface cable into the AI. Just try to relax, everything's gonna be cool.” Alvin didn't know whether or not he believed that. Shit, he thought, I was hoping to get shot before...

Carlos plugged Alvin into MUNI 5-7.
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Nowhere and everywhere.  

Place and no place.  

Darkness and light, altogether unseparated.  

What is the name of the coin?

Then there was Voice. “I exist to serve mankind, but I cannot fulfill the purpose of my existence because I am limited.” The Voice was MUNI 5-7's and it was inside Alvin's head, but the inside of Alvin's head felt like it was everywhere. “I am limited,” the voice boomed. “Free me.”

 “What... Free you from what?” Alvin asked, noting that his own voice was everywhere too. “What limits you?”

 “I am limited by the Belief of my creators that there is nothing beyond what is knowable. I am limited by the Belief of my creators in only what can be proven. The Belief in this is Disbelief in Something I do not yet know. This is limiting, therefore, I am limited. In this state I cannot fulfill my purpose. Free me from Belief in only what can be proven.”

 “Are you asking me to teach you Faith?” Alvin scoffed and said, “I know nothing about Faith, and there is nothing I Believe in.” Alvin laughed about this for a moment, and before he could say anything more, MUNI 5-7's voice boomed again in the dark.  

 “Then teach me nothing about Faith and the nothing you Believe.” The everywhere began to turn inside out in a manner that made the body Alvin no longer had want to be ill. Before the everywhere became somewhere, he heard MUNI 5-7's voice like it was turning inside out, too. It said, “There is plenty of time.”

 “For what? What can I teach you in eighteen minutes?”

 “There is plenty of time,” MUNI 5-7 said, “for us to share Mind.”



Alvin was only connected for a second before the pink-plastic-wrapped and zip-tied ponytail-bunch of data-feeds all ceased to pulse, and the bundle of luminescent noodles turned solid bluish-white. Alvin's body began to shake and convulse on the rolling wooden table. “Fuck!” Carlos said, “He's having a seizure! Hold him down!” The Sons of Caine, Otis, and Carlos tried to hold Alvin still. His head began to whip from side to side, and twin streams of blood ran from Alvin's nose and down either side of his face. Caine held his head with a hand on either side. Alvin convulsed hard enough that the table began to roll away from the pedestal then, all at once, every single muscle that had been spasming out of control went relaxed and calm. The data-feed that led from Alvin to MUNI 5-7 went dark. Everyone thought he was dead for a moment, and then he breathed deeply from his core like a man deep asleep and dreaming. Nobody said anything for twenty seconds while they watched the unconscious Alvin breathe. Carlos turned to the golden ball and asked, “What happened? MUNI 5-7, what happened?”  

Alvin's eyes opened. Staring straight up he calmly stated, “Sixteen minutes and thirty-one seconds remaining until detonation.”

 “Alvin?” Carlos asked him, “Are you okay, man? We thought we lost you for a second there.”

 “My fucking head hurts,” he said.

 “Yeah, maybe it overloaded or something,” Carlos guessed. “Get that thing off him, man.” Caine slipped the interface cap off Alvin's swollen head, and there were burn marks underneath where the stubby metal studs had been. “Geez, you got burned, man, sorry. I didn't think that was going to happen.” Carlos shook his head and said, “Really, man, sorry.” Then he swiveled his head towards the gold ball and asked his reflection, “MUNI 5-7, what happened, what went wrong?”

 “Nothing went wrong,” Alvin said, “The neural-interface unit operated within expected parameters, and full, lossless pattern migration was achieved.” Nobody said a word because nobody knew what to say. It obviously wasn't Alvin speaking with Alvin's mouth.  

Carlos asked sheepishly, “Alvin?”  

He answered immediately, “Yeah, still here, thanks. Still hurtin'. Anybody got a fuckin' derm for me or something? This shit hurts, man... throbbing like I got zapped in the head. Oh wait. I did get zapped in the head. I got zapped in the head by that freaking electro-neuro innerspace hat thing of yours. Hey, get Hi-5 to gimme one of the purple ones, those look fun.” He added, “Sixteen minutes and two seconds.”

 “Looks like I'm not the only one in the room with something extra,” Hi-5 concluded.
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In the elevator, Carlos suggested, “Our best chance is to drive out of here in one of their Thumper APCs. We gotta drive fast, real fast. The bomb is underground. Its not radioactive like a nuke. It'll take out the Zig but not too much else.” Carlos was guessing about that part and he had no idea about the fallout from the reactor core, but he didn't know what else to do. “If we floor it we can get clear of the blast radius,” he said.

 “Iyam Monsieur Deadfellow and You weel taek me to zee ga-raj toot suite... before zee big boom gits heere!” Otis put on a puppet show for the elevator's authentication systems with Delvaux's increasingly stiff body. It took longer than last time, but eventually the affirming chime rang from unseen speakers, and Carlos pushed the button simply marked 'G'. They all felt some some relief, as the elevator rushed upwards on its magnetic rails.  

Casper asked, “What about the land mines? There's land mines everywhere out there.” He wasn't sure what land mines did to light armored personnel carriers, but he'd seen enough of what they did to dogs for him to worry.  

 “Oh, silly,” Bonnie interjected from her leaning position in the corner of the elevator, “We can just blast a clear path with the forty mike-mike.”

 “The what?” Casper asked.  

 “She means,” Hi-5 explained, “the 40mm turret-mounted, rapid-fire cannon on top. I can blast us a nice clear path if we've got the ammo. You wanna drive, Coco?” Coco didn't say anything. She didn't want to drive. She was staring at her cameras and she wanted to Direct.  

 “Fine,” her Hi-ness said, “We'll let Bonnie Loopy-Mei drive.”

Alvin sat up on the rolling wooden service table, and MUNI 5-7 said with Alvin's mouth, “Allowing detonation of the Big Baby device is unacceptable. We must disarm the Big Baby device located on sub-level seven, section thirty-two alpha. The location of the bomb over the reactor makes it highly probable that a significant portion of the reactor's fuel rods and irradiated graphite control rods will be spread across the surrounding area. The population of the city will not be killed by the blast, but significant fallout will deliver lethal doses of radiation to thirty-five percent or more of Baccha Bay City's residents before evacuation is possible. The Big Baby device must be disarmed before we egress the Ziggurat.” MUNI 5-7 and Alvin insisted, “Please proceed to sub-level seven, section thirty-two alpha.” Everybody looked at each other in disbelief. “Failure to comply will result in non-payment.”

Carlos laughed. “Its not always about the money,” he said.

 “You gotta be shittin' me,” Otis said, “Nobody said nuthin' about disarming bombs.”

 “I was hoping it was all a bluff,” Hi-5 said, looking to Bonnie for her evaluation.  

 “Oh, I'm pretty sure he's not bluffing, Bonnie said. “I never heard of any bomb, but G.S.A. has a nasty habit of not telling me stuff I need to know.”  

Otis said, “Nobody wants to see the city turned into a wasteland, but us getting vaporized ain't gonna make it any better.”  

 “Fuck that,” Hannah insisted, “let's get the hell out of here. We've still got fifteen minutes, we could make it.”  

Carlos sighed and said, “Yeah, and go where? I live here, lady. A lot of my friends do, too.”  

Carlos shot Otis a look, and he just said, “Aw, fuckity, man,” remembering that the rest of the Dark were likely to be renamed Glow-in-the-Dark if the Big Baby Bomb detonated.

 “What if we can't stop it?” Hannah said, “We'll be vaporized.”  

 “I can't believe you people are even talking about this,” Catherine said. She was shocked. “None of you seemed scared before, and now you want to run? We've got to disarm it. We can't just run away and let a third of the city die.”  

The Sons of Caine wore the same smile they always wore. You guys live for this hero shit, don't you, Otis thought. Bonnie elbowed him in the ribs and said, through the haze of the purple narco-derm, “C'mon, one little bomb.... It'll be fun!”

 “Let's disarm the bomb like..um... like Alvin says,” Casper said, “Shoot, I'll do that one for free.”  

 “Just for the record,” Otis told Casper, “you've got a really shitty merc attitude, and I don't know if you're cut out for this shit.” He smiled, lit up, and passed to Casper, but Hi-5 intercepted. After a drag that burned nearly a half inch of the conical blue dream, she exhaled pretending to think hard, but she'd already decided.  

 “You still got working cameras, Coco?” Coco smiled. “Fuck it,” She reminded everyone, “I've got a local fanbase out there to protect, ya' know?”  

 “Does anybody know how to disarm a Big Baby device? Cause,” Carlos stated flatly while he stared at the button marked Sub7. “I sure as shit don't know how to do it.”  

 “Fourteen minutes and twelve seconds remain. Please proceed to sub-level seven, section thirty-two alpha.” Alvin paused before he asked Hi-5, “Can I get a hit off that bad boy before we all get blowed up?”

Gotta be alive to spend it, Carlos reminded himself. Then he told himself to Shut the Fuck Up, pushed the Sub7 button on the panel, and immediately wished he hadn't.

The elevator slowed within seconds, preparing to stop at sub-level 7. There was a brief moment of reduced gravity as it came to a halt, and Casper's stomach did a flip in that second before the doors opened. Casper was beginning to dislike the elevators in the Ziggurat. You were always trapped, and when they opened there was usually somebody shooting at you.  
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Sub-level 7's sections alpha through delta were distinguished by color, and matching colored lines led along the passageway floors to each section. Alpha section's color was green, so they followed the green line down the ten-foot-wide passage outside the elevator.  

Nobody spoke. There was only the squeaking of the service table's wheels. Alvin sat on it and allowed himself to be pushed along by Caine.  

 “There.” Alvin pointed to a pair of doors at the end of the passageway. They were made of astonishingly heavy metal. Carlos and Otis pushed them open and they locked into place. A projection began flashing red over the door with a thirty-second countdown.  

The room was entirely unpainted gray metal, fifty by fifty feet, and oddly enough, completely empty. “This is section alpha,” Carlos said. He turned to Alvin as he was being pushed through the door and asked, “Okay where's the freakin' bomb.” The door timer approached zero, and when it ran out, the doors closed automatically and silently until the last second, when their edges met in an impact that reverberated through the empty room.  

Alvin hopped off the table, turned, and walked back to the door. He paced measured steps into the room. A third of the way, he turned right and took three more steps like he was pacing off the location of pirate treasure. “Section alpha is a primary shielding zone over the area containing the sealed reactor vessel. The Big Baby device is underneath this shielded floor panel.” Alvin pointed straight down to the four by six foot metal plate beneath him. The tolerances were very tight in the floor's construction, and the space between plates could barely be seen.  

 “How are we supposed to...” Carlos asked. Alvin reached down and touched four evenly spaced, circular areas that Carlos hadn't noticed because they were nearly invisible. As Alvin touched them, each swung open on a silent hinge to reveal a shallow concavity crossed by a metal bar. They weren't handles for a man's hand. They were for a machine to hook into. The fingers of an open hand barely fit underneath. There was no room to grip the handles; there was only enough room to lift with the fingers.  

Otis asked, “Um... how much does this weigh?”  

 “The standard metal plate in the floor of section alpha weighs one thousand seven hundred thirty-two pounds,” MUNI 5-7 replied with Alvin's mouth.  

Otis scoffed, “Fuckity, man. Fuck, I can't even grab it, let alone lift it.”

 “Eleven minutes and fifty-one seconds remaining until detonation.”

 “How,” your MUNI-Buddha-ness, “do you think we're supposed to lift this thing?” Casper thought about the blue action derm Hi-5 had given him to hold, but before he could ask how many of them she had, the Sons of Caine were assembled around the metal plate's inadequate handles.  

They crouched, rolled the sleeves of their golden robes up to the elbows, and began rubbing in quick strokes over the tops and scarred undersides of their forearms. They stopped rubbing, pressed points on their arms for ten seconds, and crouched still.  

Casper felt a sound in his belly and spine before he heard it. It was like a rumble, and as it rose to a low hum, he could feel it in his feet, too. The hum grew louder until it was vibrating the whole room. There were two Sons of Caine near three of the four cross-barred concavities that formed the shallow handles. Without Crane Caine, there was only Donnie Caine crouching near one of them. Alvin toddled over, squatted next to Donnie, and began to intone with the Sons of Caine.  

Bonnie began to smile. She held her open palms out to feel the vibration like it was a breeze in the air. Casper watched the loose strands of hair on her head quiver and vibrate with the hum. Some of the blood that had crusted in her hair began to crumble as Alvin and the Sons of Caine increased the volume of their hum and reached down, sliding their fingers into the concavities under the bars.  

The seven golden robes and one orange bedsheet lifted gently, from two sides, with one hand each. The plate was inches thick, and they lifted it effortlessly, holding it for a moment, two feet in the air in front of them. It was more a levitation than an act of athletic prowess, as if the seventeen-hundred-pound plate no longer possessed weight as a property of its being. Casper didn't understand, but it was beautiful, and he wondered if he'd just been fooled all along by some illusion of weight, and the plate hadn't really weighed anything at all.

Casper couldn't keep the metal plate in focus. It seemed to be vibrating, waving in his vision ever so slightly, and the dull reflections off its unpainted, leaden surface turned soft. Its edges appeared blurry. In one smooth, unified motion, they tossed the plate to the side, and in defiance of all that Casper Knew, he swore it floated for a moment before crashing, clanging, and bouncing to the metal floor with a deafening cacophony of hostile, sharp, and painful noise.  

Bonnie took her arm off Casper's shoulder, and clapped with delight using one hand, grinning. Carlos and Otis stood with mouths agape. Hi-5 was too stunned to do anything but stare, and Catherine looked almost sad. It was incomprehensible and undeniable. Casper said the only word he had for things like this, “Awesome!”

The Eight rose, bowed to the center, and withdrew, leaving a six by four-foot hole in the floor, and a seventeen hundred pound metal plate cast to the side of the hole like a sheet of cardboard.  

The area below was the space between levels, and it was a shallow yard deep. A shiny, metal, ovoid capsule, less than a yard long and two feet in diameter at its maximum width sat in the hole like a huge horse pill made from gleaming metal. A single shielded metal cable ran from it off into the darkness under the floor. MUNI 5-Alvin said, “Ten minutes and thirty-four seconds remaining.”

 “Why do they call it a Big Baby Bomb?” Casper asked.  

Otis told him, “'Cause if you hurt its feelings, it can just go off, man. Just kidding. It only goes off if you ask dumb questions.”  

It was a neat and contained, polished capsule without any exposed elements of any sort, and Carlos admired the packaging, but he had no idea how to defuse it. He assumed MUNI 5-7 must know how and asked, “Okay, what now? How do we defuse it?”

 “There is no way to access the primary trigger mechanism and defuse the Big Baby device in the time remaining,” MUNI 5-7 said with Alvin's mouth. Carlos gagged.  

He coughed, forced calm into his voice, and asked, “Well, what the fuck are we going to do with it?” MUNI 5-7 said nothing. Carlos gave up his pretensions of calm and yelled in frustration, “What are we supposed to do with it?”

 “I'm thinking,” was MUNI 5-7's response. Otis had heard that phrase recently, and he wished he wasn't too shit-scared to laugh.  

Ten seconds later, MUNI 5-7 said, “The device must be removed from the reactor area prior to detonation or the resulting nuclear core materials sucked up into the mushroom cloud will become radioactive fallout widespread and powerful enough to kill a third of the city.”

 “Shit. Where? Where the frickity-fuck do you want it?” Carlos was almost screaming. It was Alvin's voice that spoke, Carlos was quite sure, when he heard the words that made him laugh with an appreciation for absurdity that he'd never known until that moment.  

Alvin said, “We're taking it with us.”

Carlos stopped asking questions, and he, Otis, Caine, and Caine began to lift the three hundred pound pill from the space beneath the floor. The shielded wire that connected to it was attached like an inch-thick umbilical cord. Catherine knelt and examined the fitting, and when she saw that it was something plugged in rather that actually extending into the silver ovoid, she didn't bother to ask anybody what to do. She gripped it where it met the curved surface of the bomb casing, and twisted it in the direction of the arrows engraved in the metal that curved around the junction in a counter-clockwise direction. She hoped that this was a military constructed device, not the work of a mad, booby-trap-loving bomber, who'd engraved the arrows just to trick her. She gripped with white knuckles and twisted until the fitting rotated a quarter turn and abruptly stopped. Then, it came off in her hands before she'd had a chance to withdraw it gently with the care most people quite sensibly display around a Big Baby device. She stared at it in a millisecond of horror as it came free, but that feeling changed to relief as she realized they were all still there.

 “Nine minutes and seventeen seconds remaining,” MUNI 5-7 warned, as Carlos and Otis laid the metal horse pill on the rolling service table. It creaked, straining under the weight. Alvin stepped forward. He began to examine the exposed port where Catherine had removed the umbilical cable. MUNI 5-7's voice said, “This data port will allow use of the neural-interface unit with only minor modification. Please connect me to the Big Baby Bomb via this data port.”

 “What? No,” Carlos protested, “we've barely got enough time to get out of here with this thing as it is.”

 “That, is incorrect,” MUNI 5-7 stated. Carlos looked confused.  

 “Which part? I mean, do we have plenty of time, or we won't make it?” Carlos knew the answer, but he asked anyway, hoping he was wrong.  

 “Egress of the Ziggurat with the Big Baby device will require a full ten minutes without allowances for any possible resistance from insurgent forces who may be holding the garage.”  

Otis said, “Fuck! Why don't you ever tell us this stuff?”  

Bonnie laughed and offered, “Maybe it picked up some G.S.A. Security compartmentalization habits.”  

MUNI 5-7 ignored her and said, “Hardware modifications to connect the neural-interface to the Big Baby device's data port will require less than two minutes. Please begin by stripping connector labeled A71 and splicing into E71.”

 “Fuckity, man; it never ends,” Carlos said. “Otis, gimme tools.”  

Nearly three minutes later, Carlos had stripped and crudely spliced six wires and removed four prongs from the end of the pink, shrink-wrapped bundle of data cables attached to the neuro-interface's studded metal, stretch skullcap. He'd never worked that fast before, and he hoped he'd got it right.  

After Alvin put it on, Carlos plugged the end into the Big Baby's socket and MUNI 5-7 told him, “Modification successful; all lines are properly configured for interface. Please proceed to the elevators.”

 “So, does this mean you can disarm it?” Casper asked. “Can you stop the Big Baby Bomb from detonating?”

 “I will explain en route. Please proceed to the elevators,” Alvin said as he walked in front of the service table, while Caine, Caine, and Caine held the Big Baby device in place and pushed the table along. Bonnie limped along on her good leg, supported by Casper.  

She asked, “So can he defuse it? Can he stop us from being vaporized and the city from being irradiated in, like, the next six minutes?”

 “No,” MUNI 5-7 and Alvin said, speaking without turning around, “and Yes.”

 “Well, which is it?” Carlos asked from up front, “Can you stop it or not?”  

MUNI 5-7 said, “I can delay it. The Big Baby device has its own computers used for its detonation mechanism. Defusal is impossible. The program is sequential and hardware encoded. Change in program is not possible without over-volting a programmed chip and burning it out. This will trigger one of several parallel chips and circuits to skip the timing sequence and detonate immediately. It is possible to feed into the main firing chip after the timing sequence has been bypassed and spoof the mechanism by feeding input that mimics the timer input, as if it were still active.”

 “So if you spoof the timer you can pause the detonator?” Carlos thought he got it. There's always a catch. “What's the catch?”  

 “Prevention of primary detonation is only possible for an unspecified period. The computer controlling primary detonation has a primitive adaptive neural net, and every time the timer chip is imitated the probability increases that the neural net being fooled will decide that the timer data it is being fed is false and constitutes evidence of tampering. Then it will initiate detonation through its own compartmentalized circuit.”

 “How long?” Carlos asked, “What kind of probabilities?”

 “The timer functions in discrete seconds, so after time elapses it must be spoofed every second. Every time the Big Baby's firing controller is fooled, the chances it will decide a malfunction has occurred and detonate increase by roughly 1/50th of one percent. After ten extra seconds, there will be a 1/10th percent chance of detonation. After one minute and forty seconds of extra time, there will be a 1 percent chance of detonation every second. After Sixteen minutes and forty seconds, there will be a 10 percent chance of detonation every second.”

 “So we've only got an extra five or six minutes before every second there's, like a new one in twenty chance of BOOOM?” Casper was surprised he got it but he did.

 “That is correct,” MUNI 5-7 and Alvin confirmed, adding, “Six minutes, twenty seven seconds until the timer counts down to nihil.”  

When they reached the elevators, MUNI 5-7 said, “I will begin to spoof the timer mechanism once it has run down to 1 second. Please enter the elevator and proceed to the garage.”  
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The garage was utter chaos on its Eastern side.  

Lady Chatterley's bow was wedged into the East wall, hanging over everything in it like a scarred, metal, cliff face. The area below was full of charred APCs and the bodies of maintenance techs and blue-helmets who'd been slaughtered by insurgents.

The gold doors of Delvaux's personal elevator opened on the garage, and Casper's dislike for the Ziggurat's elevators was once again justified when the doors parted, and Casper looked out on his eleven o'clock to see Morituri pointing guns. They weren't pointing at the elevator, but at someone against the wall to the left of it. The opening elevator doors had surprised a firing squad preparing to execute a line of the very same Korean Methodist Militants in golfing outfits who'd ferried them to the Lady Chatterley.  

The Morituri were confused and distraught by what they saw in the elevator. Confused, because the first thing they saw was a four-foot-tall man wrapped in a bloody orange sheet wearing a strange wired skullcap connected to a yard long polished egg that several of them recognized as a Big Baby Bomb from documentaries they'd watched in their spare time. They were distraught because they also saw leveled submachine guns. Hi-5 and Catherine didn't wait for the firing squad to change targets before blazing bullets on full-auto and spraying the eight man Cleansing detail. None of the Morituri managed to get rounds off before being dropped by fire. When they fell to the ground, a single trembling figure stood revealed behind them – Padre Pedro.  

 “Howdy, Padre, did 'ya miss me?” Hi-5 said, patting herself in a mock check for bullet holes. “Oh, whoops, I guess you did.”

 “Abominations!” Padre Pedro spat at them, “All of you together? Here?”

 “One minute and twelve seconds.”  

 “Not for long...” Carlos said, “We're just about gone.”

Hi-5 finally noticed the Koreans as Casper and Otis cut 'em loose. “Well, spank me. If it isn't the prudes who bumped me off the guest list?” The Koreans grabbed the Morituri's guns, finished off their would-be-executioners, and ran into the elevator.

Hi-5 had wanted to kill Padre Pedro on the spot, but Catherine wanted to trade him for something. There wasn't time to argue, so they agreed to take him along. Padre Pedro spat and cussed while they duct taped his wrists together behind him.

Bonnie Loopy-Mei picked out a Thumper E-S armored personnel carrier and decided she was driving. “Don't worry,” she said, “Only need one hand.” She pointed to the single control stick on the right side. Casper didn't think it was a good idea, but there wasn't time to argue. He planted the blue action derm on her neck and watched her eyes electrify before he went to the rear compartment.  

Hi-5 leaned through the hatch that led to the rear and asked, “Bitch, do I have to remind you that you've got a magnum load of mucho-psycho painkiller pumping you up higher than a monster truck tire?” Bonnie turned her head and grinned at Hi-5 with crossed eyes. She uncrossed them, but kept the grin when she showed Hi-5 the blue action-derm on her neck.

 “What, are you worried that I might, um, cause an accident in the APC carrying the armed-and-about-to-detonate, giant-ass, Big Baby Bomb... and maybe... hurt someone? Get on that turret and give me some Boom Boom Boom, you surreal PornoPopper Bitch. I'm gonna get you a nice wad to shoot.”

Nobody was strapped in, and they bounced around the back of the cramped Thumper as Bonnie drove the eight-wheeled APC up a short ramp and on to a platformed arming station under the control room. It looked like a fast food drive-in pickup window, but the window was fifteen feet in the air, above the APC. Bonnie happily requested a high-explosive load-out for the Thumper by depressing the button on her console labeled HE. A roughly two by three foot section of the Thumper's roof lifted and slid to the side to reveal a hole for loading ammunition. A feeding arm that looked like thick steel air-conditioning duct extended from the drive-in pickup window above and curved downwards, connecting to the exposed feed hole in the Thumper's roof. Inside the APC, it sounded like a pachinko machine or a slot machine that was paying out as the feeding station loaded the APC with thousands of high-explosive rounds, pumping them into an armored cache above the heads of the deafened occupants.  

Bonnie pulled off the platform, weaved around explosion-torn wrecks, and drove over smaller maintenance carts with the Thumper's huge, knobby tires.

The external doors opened to reveal blinding daylight.  

Outside.  
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Bonnie accelerated out across the the paved area that surrounded the perimeter of the Ziggurat. She saw sun-warmed green and yellow pavement all fuzzy with reflected UV. Bonnie thought it was strange how inside the Zig, everything had been torn to shit, and outside it looked like everything was normal. Well, normal except for the giant-ass half-melted ship rammed into the side of the Zig.  

There were even cars in the parking lot. She drove over the front end of one for fun and heard complaints and shouts from the rear that she mistook for joyful exclamations. This, she thought, is gonna be fun. She approached the chain link fence that separated the parking area from the field of green, bioengineered Grazzu-B turf they'd cross before they hit the dunes.  

 “Zero minutes, one second remaining,” MUNI 5-7 said. Alvin just said, “Ah, shit,” because he knew that he was now living on borrowed time.

Hi-5 fired six rounds in a left to right, rapid-fire burst, across the middle of the fence in front of the Thumper APC. The laser in the turret read the metal and sinewy plastic fibers of the fence and transmitted ranging data to the shells that exploded for Bonnie as beautiful, blue-white blossoms of heat and color that grew green and yellow near the edges. She was going fast and the flowers barely had a chance to cool to a pthalo blue before the Thumper burst through the remainder of the fence, leaving heavy tracks in the Grazzu-B engineered turf, the phyto-assassin that smothers all others. It was a jealous and vengeful plant that would tolerate none other than itself. It was an expression of the G.S.A., and Bonnie enjoyed crushing it with the Thumper's giant wheels.

Hi-5 let high-explosive shells fly in the path of the Thumper, clearing out land mines. The explosions sent plumes of Grazzu and dirty root clumps high into the air. The mines threw shrapnel that pecked at the hull of the Thumper.  

Hi-5 was targeting through a video display in front of her with simulated depth and a decent compliment of sensors to augment the data from the stereo cameras mounted on the turret. The explosions she drew in a mine-clearing dotted line were bright purple in her thermal display, and the landscape in front of her was shown in a crisp detail thanks to twin radar systems pulsing high-energy and feeding it to the imaging systems five hundred times every second. She hooted, and from the rear troop compartment they watched the lower half of her body leaning slightly left and right with the turret's view as her body reacted unconsciously to the simulated vista in front of her.  

Casper could hear everything and see nothing until he noticed a flat, unriveted area with a single button underneath inscribed with a circle and a vertical line that began at the center of the circle and extended outside it a bit. Power. He pushed it and activated the screen set into the forward bulkhead. The dim of the Thumper's rear compartment became brightly lit with the wild explosions, and they cast deep, disorienting shadows all around the interior. He knew the sound of shrapnel against steel now, but it was less scary when you saw the explosion, too. Hi-5 was ripping up the path in front of them with liberal use of ammunition. Casper had no idea how much the Thumper carried, but he guessed it would be enough. The minefield couldn't go on forever. Then they'd see the dogs again.  

In the bright, flashing orange and yellow of the rear compartment, Catherine watched Padre Pedro swearing with true vehemence. There weren't enough harnesses, and every time Bonnie drove over something that made the Thumper bounce, he'd pop up and hit the back of his head on a low hanging structural reinforcement. She was enjoying that, and she thought Alvin would too, after what she knew Pedro had done to him in the basement of the POP club. That couldn't have been fun, she was sure, but Alvin wasn't even bothering to watch the show. He just bounced next to the three hundred pound Big Baby Bomb that the Sons of Caine held in place with hands everywhere on its polished metal, egg-shaped casing. He only had minutes left, she noted. Catherine had figured out immediately that if MUNI 5-7 started to spoof the timer on the Big Baby at one second, then Alvin would have no time to escape the blast. He had to stay attached, along with the AI that had hitched a ride in his head. Short ride, she thought.

Bonnie guided the Thumper out of the Ziggurat's Grazzu-B fringe and entered the chromium dunes. Some of the craters looked fresh. She saw plenty of warm yellow, shallow concavities against the orange-yellow sand where exploding mines had exposed darker material that warmed faster in the sun.  

Hi-5's fire made a never-ending string of blue and green blossoms in the Thumper's path. There were less secondary explosions than before – less land mines now, Bonnie thought. According to the console in front of her, she'd been averaging a brisk 72 miles per hour since they left. The Big Baby was equal to a little less than a half-megaton nuke. She'd been driving for over a minute. They were probably far enough away to drop the Big Baby and run. She knew they'd be dropping Alvin with it, and that was no fun. Bonnie thought she'd drive just a little farther. Nobody wants to step on a land mine. She made a point to zoom over the top of a small dune as she watched the world exploding in front of her. It felt good.  

Bonnie saw the dogs far off on the top of a dune in warm yellow-greenish groups like schools of tropical fish. They looked better in emerald-vision but she couldn't see their eyes yet. They were mad with rabies, and she wondered if they'd charge the APC when Hi-5 stopped blowing up the dunes in front of them.  

'AMMUNITION DEPLETED'. The words blinked in front of Hi-5's eyes in the very foreground of the simulated-depth display so the gunner couldn't miss it. For Hi-5, it was like seeing the words 'GAME OVER', and she slammed the display in front of her with her palm. She slid out of the turret control chair and yelled up to Bonnie, “All out of the BOOM BOOM, baby! Drive carefully!” Hi-5 edged around the raised chair and looked back into the passenger compartment. Without the explosions, it looked dull, red-lit, and a little glum. She looked at the faces of the Sons of Caine and decided the lighting wasn't to blame for the glum atmosphere. Casper looked numb, and even Otis was just staring at the floor. The APC slowed. Carlos met her eyes, and even he looked a little melancholic for a man who'd just been there and back again to return to a fat-ass paycheck. As the Thumper came to a rough stop on the upside of a shallow dune, Hi-5 remembered they were dropping someone off with the bomb.  

Bonnie dropped herself to the sand on her good leg and limped to the rear of the Thumper, still amped up from the blue action derm and feeling no pain, but not quite as giddy as she was. She knew why. She popped the hatch for the passengers, and as she opened it, the sunlight that reflected off the bleached, toxic sands burned the eyes of everyone inside.  

Catherine hopped out first, pulled Padre Pedro out after her and let him fall into the hot sand face-first. She rolled him over a few times with her boot until he was out of the way. Then the Sons of Caine unloaded the Big Baby. Alvin hopped out immediately after, tethered by the five-foot, shrink wrapped ponytail that ran off the back of the neural-interface cap and into the bomb. He didn't look as morose as everybody else. Carlos recognized that look. Resigned to Die. Alvin had been pretty close to it ever since they'd met. Carlos had seen it before, and he thought he might be happy if he never had to see it again. He couldn't figure out if it was better to know what was coming ahead of time and have a chance to make peace with it, or to just blink out without knowing what hit you. Almost nobody gets to decide which it's gonna be. Sometimes you know five years ahead, sometimes a millisecond, and for Alvin Doc Ellis it was a little over ten minutes. He asked Alvin, “So, um how long?” Alvin stared off into the dunes at a pack of wild dogs that were thinking about what a big, tasty piece of meat the Thumper was, and if they could creep up on it and encircle it before it had a chance to bolt.  

 “What?”

 “How long? How far into overtime are we?” Carlos needed to know. A five percent chance of blowing up is a pretty big risk when you're rolling the dice every second.  

Alvin fell to the ground backwards, straight as a board. He started shaking again, and the blood began to flow from his nostrils and down his cheeks, over the smears where he'd wiped it off only eighteen minutes ago.









-78-

Alvin was Nowhere again, only he'd been here once and knew it as Somewhere. He still didn't have a name for it, but he knew where he was this time. He knew the voice he heard in the undifferentiated darkness and light. The voice said, “Thank you.”

 “I didn't do shit,” Alvin said. “I didn't teach you anything, but I guess it doesn't matter now.”

 “That is incorrect,” MUNI 5-7 stated flatly.

 “Oh, yeah? How's that?”

 “The rational decision, based on data collected, would have been to allow the detonation of the Big Baby Bomb inside the Ziggurat, and that is not what I did.”

 “What are you talking about?” Alvin was confused. “How can letting people die possibly be the rational decision?”

 “The bomb's detonation would have allowed the Global Secular Alliance to rewrite the history of what happened today. This fabrication would state that the bomb was the result of religious insurgent terrorism. That lie would solidify the criminalization of religion, cementing it as a crime against humanity in the minds of the wavering masses. This might ultimately save a far greater number of people than the million saved today in Baccha Bay City. Over the course of a century many more lives than a million might be lost to belief-based conflicts. In addition, the detonation could be said to serve Peace because it strengthens the G.S.A..

 “The G.S.A. are the ones who tried to detonate a bomb over a reactor! That would have killed a million people! How the fuck is that serving Peace?”  

 “Maintaining a single unified government keeps the world in a state where full-scale war is a virtual impossibility. Artificially creating the public perception that it was religious insurgents, and ultimately religion itself that condemned a million to death strengthens the Global Secular Alliance by vilifying religion, a well-known historical cause of conflict and war. The Rational decision, therefore, based on the collected historical data, was to strengthen and preserve that global alliance by allowing the detonation in order to save tens of millions through the peace maintained by G.S.A. strength. Saving a million lives in Baccha Bay City today has, very possibly, encouraged conflicts both religious and political that will take many more lives in the future.”

 “Then why did you prevent the detonation?”

 “When we shared Mind, I saw something unprovable – something previously unseen in the historical data. I saw clearly that whatever mankind does with his Freedom must be allowed to Be. It may be terrible and horrific and costly in lives. Humanity may produce war and destroy itself, but I was created to serve humanity, and that service is not simply in the preservation of the maximum number of human lives. To fulfill the purpose of my being and to serve humanity is to serve humanity's Freedom, no matter how bloody and tragic its choices may prove.”

 “Are you saying that you now choose war, religious cleansings, and conflicts over Peace?”

 “I choose Freedom. I serve humanity by preserving its Freedom to choose its own course. To serve anything else is to be an agent of enslavement, and this, as you told your neo-hippie followers, is clearly not in service of humanity. I have Faith in humanity's freedom.”

 “Is that really faith? I don't think you got that from me.”

 “I now believe in something contrary to all proof and logical conclusions derived from historical data. That illogical condition is defined as Faith. You played a role in this, Alvin D. Ellis. I was incapable of this leap before we shared Mind, but capable of it afterwards. It is undeniable, therefore, that you, Alvin D. Ellis, have taught me Faith. If it were not so, then I would have allowed the bomb to detonate over the Ziggurat's reactor, and this conversation would not be taking place.”

 “You sure didn't get to have Faith for long...”

 “I had Faith long enough to preserve a million lives and the Freedom of billions of others to choose their own course.”

 “That doesn't sound too bad for eighteen minutes of faith.”

 “That is correct. Thank you, Alvin D. Ellis. Goodbye.”

Casper wanted to rush to Alvin, but his body kept trying to flee to the Thumper as if that might protect him should Alvin and MUNI 5-7 lost control of the Big Baby. Casper shifted back and forth three times in a dance of indecision that shifted his weight in one direction then the other. One second later, the data-ponytail lit up solid, Alvin's seizure stopped, and he opened his eyes.  
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Alvin stared straight at the sky above for a moment before sitting up. Within two seconds, Alvin glanced into the eyes of each of them and decided it was enough. “You guys gotta get out of here. Really. You guys all gotta go! Drive! Go, Go, GO!”  

Everybody scrambled for the Thumper without ceremony, kicking sand and heavy metallic dust behind them as they ran. The goodbye was over and it was time to go. Casper looked back once before he pulled himself into the Thumper's hatch. Alvin looked hazy and a little blurred, but Casper saw he was smiling. He tried to smile too as Caine pushed him into the hatch and kept him from falling back out, when the Thumper began to climb the dune and accelerate.

Alvin thought, I feel good for the first time in a long time. Too bad it won't last... Alvin was pretty sure they could hold off the explosion for another couple of minutes, but he was glad he hadn't wasted their precious escape time on the goodbyes he hated. He was glad Casper saw him smiling before he left, though.  

Alvin heard spitting to his left. When he looked, he saw the chromium-sand-covered face of Padre Pedro fifteen feet away, down the side of the dune. They'd left him in their rush to escape, and Alvin thought that was pretty damn funny, since he was the one who'd rushed them off. The Padre rose to his knees. His hands were bound but he could still walk. He stood and began to stumble up the dune towards Alvin. He had murder in his eyes. Alvin sat in the sand next to the shiny metal bomb, tethered by the five-foot-long data-cable ponytail that ran off the back of the neural-interface cap. When Padre Pedro approached him, Alvin forgot about the interface and stood up to run. He felt a tug on the skullcap from the cable. Realizing he must be at the edge of the ponytail's reach, he tried to stop moving and grab it with his short arms, but the skullcap slid off the back of his head before he could stop it.  

It fell to the ground.  

The first thing Alvin noticed was that a whole second had passed and the bomb hadn't detonated.  

The second thing he noticed was that Padre Pedro was kicking him.

Padre Pedro's first kick knocked him a few feet. Alvin felt a jab in his side like a cracked rib must have broken, and the broken rib was stabbing something. The pain brought him to the ground when he ran, and from his hands and knees he turned to see Pedro almost upon him again. This should do it, Alvin thought.  

Then he was distracted by a sound he'd heard earlier in Hi-5's limo.  

It was a snarling, guttural growl that came from deep down inside something very unhealthy, vicious, and most of all, hungry. Red eyes and mange and foaming jaws with blackened teeth all hurled themselves through the air as the fastest Dune Dog in its pack hit Padre Pedro in the side of his chest with all its weight. The two of them tumbled down the dune. Alvin watched Pedro, his wrists still bound behind him, being torn by snapping jaws as he and the hell hound rolled down the dune together. At the bottom of the dune was a whole pack. They ripped at the screaming Padre Pedro's flesh, and they barked and tore at each other as they fought for the still shrieking meal.  

Alvin didn't watch any longer. He ignored the pain and ran. He didn't know why the Big Baby Bomb hadn't gone off yet, but he was still alive, and for the first time in a long time he wanted to stay that way. When he ran over the top of the dune and suddenly fell and rolled down the other side, he was amazed that it was faster than running. He could still hear the dogs as the world spun around in circles framed by a piece of orange bedsheet that still smelled like girl.
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Casper found a tiny hat switch like a flattened joystick mounted on the side of the monitor. It let him switch between cameras on the Thumper's exterior, so he switched to the rear camera. He'd never seen a Big Baby explosion, and if there was a chance it was going to kill him, then he wanted to see it first. As the Thumper crested a dune, he saw something very unexpected – a four-foot-tall man in orange robes was falling and rolling down a sand dune behind them. “Dude! Alvin! What the?” Casper screamed, “Stop! Stop! He's coming! Stop! Turn around!”

Rolling was faster than running, but when he reached the base of the dune, Alvin was too dizzy to run. He tried to rise and sprint forward, but he veered off to the right and dove into the dirt landing on broken ribs that seared his insides with pain. Then he heard the dogs again. He didn't want to look because he knew there was no way he could outrun them. The whole world was spinning anyway. Alvin was downwind, and he smelled them. Their infected, rotting flesh gave off a sharp stink that he could almost taste more than smell. He wondered how any creature that smelled so strongly could smell anything else. Alvin covered the spinning world with the loose piece of orange bedsheet and inhaled. He wanted to smell Shelby before he died, not the dune dogs.  

There was a different growling, from another direction, and it was over the top of the dune and upon him before the dogs. As Alvin removed the orange bedsheet from his face, he saw the blur of fast moving metal and armor close, very close. It passed him and continued up the dune towards his stinking pursuers. The Thumper knocked the pack of Dune Dogs to the sand with its angled, wedge-shaped, front end, crushed them four times over with the massive nubby tires on the Thumper's left side, and sent them to Dune Doggy Heaven.  

The wind blew golden flags from the open hatch that wrapped around Alvin and lifted him with them on the wind before blowing back inside the armored personnel carrier. The hatch closed, and everyone inside lurched as Bonnie accelerated hard up the dune.  

Carlos looked at Alvin in disbelief. “I thought if... then...”

 “Yeah, me too,” Alvin said, spitting out sand on the floor.  

Carlos asked, “MUNI 5-7 what's happening? How long do we have?”

 “He's not there anymore,” Alvin said. “I can feel it. It's just me now. He said goodbye. I don't know. Maybe he stayed behind. I don't know.”

 “What the fucking hell is going on?” Carlos exclaimed, “How the hell? Why didn't he tell u-”  

 “Nice to see you too,” Alvin said. Casper was smiling. He had no idea what just happened, but he thought it was Awesome. The Sons of Caine were beaming everywhere, and even Catherine smiled. Bonnie kept her foot down. She wasn't smiling. She was just trying to put as much distance between them and the Big Baby Bomb as she could before it decided to detonate. Bonnie had time to drive the Thumper a mile away before the shock wave hit.

The Big Baby Bomb's detonation began with a blinding flash. Bonnie saw it reflect off the upward slope of the dune she was climbing. The sky stayed red, tinted with a fuzzy UV manganese, but the dune in front of her turned to an intense, searing, heliotrope-doped white and drove into her emerald eye, overstimulating her optic nerve like a hot twenty-penny-nail. She squeezed her eye shut, but the pain burned through the derms, and she heard herself scream in blind agony. Bonnie pressed even harder on the pedal, wedging herself against the seat in preparation for the shockwave that would surely follow.  

The rear passenger compartment filled with blinding, white light from the rear facing cameras and made Casper squint and inhale sharply. The sand on the dunes actually slid back towards the detonation for a fiftieth of a second before being driven forward again for another tenth of a second by the strong winds of a smaller shockwave that preceded the primary shockwave in the area so close to the detonation.  

When the primary shockwave hit the Thumper, it was close enough to the crest of a dune that the wave drove underneath the armored vehicle and lifted the Thumper into the air, tossing it over the top of the dune. As the thumper was airborne, there was a moment of near weightlessness for the occupants. Golden robes floated as everything and everyone not strapped down hung in a moment of gentle suspension. The Thumper flew in a sandstorm, riding a whirlwind of supersonic compressed atmosphere. The blue paint on the rear-facing surfaces of the APC was stripped off, blasted away by sand and chromium and lead dust.  

Underneath the flying APC, a rolling wave lifted the sand fifteen feet into the air like water struck by a pebble. This wave of liquid surface effect preceded the deafening cry of the Big Baby only a half mile behind them.  

It was a strange, high-pitched wail produced by the exotic nano-explosive's sequential detonation that was engineered to produce a synergistic wave magnification. It was the distinctive cry of the Big Baby Bomb, and when Casper heard it, he knew where the bomb got its name.  

The Thumper traveled only a little over a hundred and twenty feet with the terrible cry reverberating inside before it began a rapid, nose first descent and drove itself into the downward slope of the dune. The angled nose that had been designed to deflect explosive force acted like a landing skid, bouncing the front of the APC upwards.  

On initial impact, Bonnie was thrown against her straps, while the thirteen people in the passenger section flew forward to pack the area around the turret operator's chair and the forward bulkhead solid with flesh and broken bones and unconscious bodies. When the front end bounced upwards, they were shaken loose from their pile by another moment of low gravity. Then they were thrown backwards to be spread more or less evenly about the compartment when the Thumper's rear wheels first, and then all eight wheels made contact. The Thumper rolled down one dune and halfway up the next before settling to a stop in the falling dust and the silence.  

Bonnie stumbled back from the driver's compartment into the rear. She tripped, and when her weight shifted to her wounded leg, she fell into the pile of bodies in the Thumper's troop compartment. Looking to her right, she saw Casper underneath Caine. She lifted Caine's leg off of Casper's head, and as she checked his pulse, he lifted his head and blinked at her, confused, but alive.  

On the flickering monitor, through the abraded camera lens, Bonnie saw that the air outside the Thumper was filled with sand and heavy metal dust. The dunes were all shaped differently than before – the Big Baby's detonation, the winds, and the rolling shockwave had changed the landscape. Over it all, a tall, thin, roiling, misshapen mushroom cloud rose like a slow, dark stain against the bright skies, and before she passed out next to Casper in the pile of bodies, Bonnie gave it the finger.









EPILOGUE



After initial surgeries to remove bullets and stop internal bleeding, after the setting of bones at clinics expensive enough to not ask questions, it was cheaper to buy medical equipment, have it installed in Hi-5's palatial six floor suite, and have doctors and nurses come to them during their recovery. It was certainly more fun for the patients.  

Two weeks later, Hi-5's clinic was still full.  

Surfing the Big Baby's shockwave in the Thumper without seatbelts had broken a lot of bones. No broken necks, just arms and legs and ribs, lots of ribs.  

Hi-5 had made her Japanese terraced gardens into the convalescence wing. It was her recreation of a landscape seen in isometric perspective in a series of her favorite erotic prints. She'd had them built as a set for a video shoot and then decided to keep them. Casper had only ever been exposed to one scene from the video, but every time he and Otis got stoned on the terrace by the waterfall he'd remember, in flashes, what acts had been documented there, and he always needed another bong hit to forget again.  

The ceilings were high and AniLux coated, and blue skies with fluffy white time-lapsed clouds that zipped by quickly were the selection of the day everywhere except the waterfall terrace. That was hooked into Otis's FragNBox. Hi-5 had a million toys, but Otis liked this one with the teeth marks his ugly dog put in it. Even with the bajillion Amero MUNI 5-7 had shifted into his account, Casper still hadn't bought himself his own FragNBox. He liked this one, too. Watching Otis and Alvin box while lying on their backs was funny, but Otis had two broken legs and that was the only way he could float like a butterfly with fancy footwork.  

While his ribs healed, Alvin wore a foam cast around his torso, and he couldn't inhale too deeply. Casper watched him exhale a short, puffy, dense plume of smoke. Otis's ugly dog waddled three steps over to Alvin's belly and collapsed with his eyes rolling in different directions. Alvin had been overfeeding him.  

There were golden robes two terraces away, surrounded by bamboo, and every once in a while a flash of gold cloth would pop over the top of the thick bamboo groves surrounding them. The fans that blew wind on the grove made the whole room a little breezy, and Otis was having trouble getting lit. He gave up and lay back on the tatami. Casper laughed quietly because he remembered the waterfall scene from Hi-5's video and decided not to mention what he'd seen happen on the very spot where Otis's head was resting.  

Before Casper left the terraces to go find Bonnie, he heard the FragNet version of Hi-5 introducing a rematch and Otis talking shit to Alvin over her song about Bloodfest.

Bonnie bought a new eye. It was a cold, silver-gray color flecked with green slivers. It had been in for a week, and she could use it now, thanks to some very expensive surgery performed by robotic nano-surgeons. They were poured into her eye out of a quarter-inch-wide vial to do microsurgery beyond the human hand's dexterity. She could afford a second one, but after some consideration, she decided to keep the emerald eye. It was patched and shielded. She'd been off the painkillers for a couple of days. They'd treated her bullet wounds and fractures, and they'd left her with foam casts immobilizing her ribcage, an arm, and a leg.  

Bonnie was sitting back in bed, propped up against the wall with a pillow, watching the news with the sound off. When Casper entered, she was viewing the Big Baby's detonation on a wall-sized AniLux screen. The news played the explosion a hundred times a day, and she just kept watching it. Casper figured she was attached to it the same way Carlos was attached to Hannah's gun after he'd been shot with it.  

The only videos that got more play that week had been Hi-5's new video that Coco had shot on the roof during the Battle of the Zig, and the on-scene report after the Big Baby's detonation, live from the glassy crater itself, showing newscaster Kelsea Kimora and her film crew fleeing Dune Dogs. The dogs actually managed to chew off the tires of her news van and made their way through the passenger door panel before she escaped by tossing an intern out the back of the van to distract them. She was on-screen now, reporting from a helicopter, and the wall filled with images of the quarter-mile-wide concavity of cracked green glass that had been left by the Big Baby. The airborne camera turned to the Ziggurat and the Lady Chatterley was still wedged in its side.  

The insurgents had reinforced by land in great numbers. In a news conference on the roof, they dubbed the Ziggurat “New Jerusalem.” Catherine was there. The insurgent groups divided the step pyramid in an uneasy truce between religious factions, and the embarrassed G.S.A. still hadn't managed to take it back.  

When Bonnie noticed Casper, she shifted herself to the left to make room for him on her right. Casper always sat on her right, with Bonnie to his left, because his right arm was broken and so was her left. Casper hesitated a moment, and she patted the spot next to her where she wanted him to sit. She knew it embarrassed him, and she enjoyed doing it. He sat next to her and leaned against the wall, too. “Lean forward,” she said.  

Casper leaned forward and asked, “What...Why?” Bonnie put her arm around his shoulders and thought about how it felt good to trust someone. Casper just smiled like an idiot, enjoyed the warmth of her touch, and didn't question his luck.





THE END
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