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Introduction
The book you hold in your hand is the unintended result of over 15 years of thinking, reading, and writing. The character of Artemis Bridge and his cast of supporting characters is a latecomer to the party. At first, he was meant to function as his namesake – a bridging character whose adventures set the stage for the novel I’ve been trying to publish since around 2005. That original series of novels which I started writingblied writ in 2001 was the main attraction. Bridge was a way for me to promote my writing online, to get my name out there to hopefully influential people who might one day want to pay me for that original series of novels. But in writing Under the Amoral Bridge, I found that I really dug the character of Artemis Bridge. He was a complete bastard, someone I could never sympathize with and could never like. But he was a great character to write. And before finishing this novel, two other novels started to write themselves in the back of my mind. Once I’d had some resting time, I began work on the second Bridge novel, which has just been completed and fully published online as The Know Circuit, found at http://amoralbridge.blogspot.com. The three novels, supporting short stories and GlobalPedia pieces all form the tapestry I call The Bridge Chronicles.
Publishing the novel serially on a blog was an idea I’d toyed with before, and it’s helped me tremendously. I write more because no matter how few or how many hits the site gets, I feel an obligation to get that piece out there because someone might actually want to read it. Though I missed a few deadlines with Under, I’m happy to say that I didn’t miss a day with The Know Circuit’s publishing schedule. Now that it’s done, I intend to write the third chapter in the sequence and publish it online in the same manner as the previous two. In the interim, I will be writing at least one other Bridge short story and some supporting pieces, most of which will go online at the aforementioned web site to keep people interested.
But if the contents of this book and the sequel are available for free online, why am I self-publishing a physical edition or selling an eBook version? The most obvious reason is that I’d like to get paid for my work. It was over six months of my life, after all. Secondly, my hope is that more people will read a story of this size in a physical (or eBook) version than they will in chopped up bits on a blog. To give the non-free versions some added value, I’ve included an unpublished Bridge short story as a bonus. The story Feeding Autonomy will not appear on the web site or in a free version for the foreseeable future. Shortly before the third novel is published online, I plan to release The Know Circuit in a similar physical edition, and it will also include an unpublished Bridge short story.
Regular viewers of the web site (amoralbridge.blogspot.com) will be treated to additional material that is not available in print, such as GlobalPedia 2028. These pieces are meant to give some additional history to the world. News related to the Bridge series will also be posted to that site, as well as my personal blog at gameangst.blogspot.com. It’s important to me that I give every channel something unique, my way of rewarding the people who become fans of The Bridge Chronicles.
And what about that original unpublished series? It’s still out there, waiting to be rewritten in light of changes to the setting I’ve made in The Bridge Chronicles. Many of the important historical events of that series are the central focus of the Bridge novels. At least two characters besides Bridge are integral to the second series. Whether that series will be published the same way as the Bridge novels is dependent on the success of this publishing model. Stay tuned to the web site in the future. When I know, you’ll know.
So, I kept the introduction to less than 1,000 words, and you’re probably ready for that Bridge fellow to take over. Thank you from the bottom of my heart for you aneart for purchase of this book. I hope you enjoy it.
*****
Dedicated to my beloved wife for all the support and understanding.
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FEEDING AUTONOMY

The following is a short story that takes place months before the event depicted in this novel.

*****

December 27, 2027

12:13 a.m.

“They said you were the guy to talk to about special requests.” Bridge put on as devious a grin as he could, but the revulsion he felt when listening to this weedy frat boy talk was difficult to tamp down. Bridge had done his usual due diligence on potential clients. The little douche sitting across the circular booth was named

Conner Archer, eldest son of some upper middle manager at Chronosoft, Inc. His daddy made good bank in software, and as a result, the kid got to fuck off at UCLA with as much beer, weed, Trip and whatever else he could shove down his rapacious gullet without fear of expulsion. Bridge hated everything about the kid; his spiky blond hair, his weasel grin, the erratic way he waved his hands around as he ran his mouth. The two kids to either side were just as irritating. One was a muscular jock type, a track and field kid whose father was an account executive at Chronosoft’s local news division. The third kid was a wannabe. His parents were struggling middle class, and the only way he’d managed to make it into both UCLA and the frat was because his daddy was an alumnus. He seemed to be trying way too hard to impress his more well-heeled brothers.

Bridge went through the usual routine. He asked if they were cops, or if they were wired, even though his white noise generator would have killed any attempts to eavesdrop on the conversation. Then he explained his services. “You need something, I know somebody got that something. You stand over here looking for something and the guy with that something is across the river over there. I’m the Bridge between you.”

“your=”#000What river?” asked the middle-class kid, Brett.

“It’s metaphorical. Try to keep up. For a nominal fee, I will find you that guy and hook you up. I don’t make judgements and I don’t ask questions. I don’t touch nothing and I don’t know nothing. I’m all about the connection, the circuit. You tell me, I tell him and nobody else. Now, what is this special request?”

“We want some Sluv,” Archer said with a devious grin. “A whole bunch.”

Bridge nodded. Sluv, the new nanotech designer date rape drug. Forget Roofies, or Spanish fly or any of that other shit, Sluv was the new hotness. Spanish fly was dangerous in the hands of complete imbeciles like these and results couldn’t be guaranteed. Roofies made the girls comatose. The old standby of getting chicks drunk too often led to passed out broads or Woo Girls throwing up all over the intended rapist. Sluv, though, Sluv were a sure thing. It messed with both the decision-making and memory centers of the brain. The victim became almost hypnotically suggestible; tell the chicks to blow an entire football team and they would do it without resistance. The drug altered their memories of the events, making them believe every act they’d taken had been their choice. It even played well with alcohol and other drugs, almost eliminating the danger of an adverse reaction. It flushed itself from the system in 24-hours, making it untraceable. If the rapist could afford the premium, he could have his way with whomever he wanted and get away clean.

The chestnut-haired twerp next to Archer, Sal Pearson, explained their request. “We got this big-time New Year’s Eve Party coming up,” he rubbed his hands together, “and we got some major hottie action invited. We want to make sure the brothers get their pick of the litter, know what I mean?”

Bridge kept that smile on his face, tossing the kid a conspiratorial wink. “Say no more.” He stopped as the punks giggled like schoolgirls. “No, really, say no more. I don’t need nor want to know what you use the product for. You never knew me and I never knew you, got it? I know a guy. You give me 24 hours and I’ll have you a meeting set up. My cut is $3,000 in advance. You pay in cash, five-year, deposited in a locker at this address. We meet tomorrow night and I’ll give you the details.”

“You could tell us some bullshit and leave us hanging!” the middle-class kid, Brett Wolf, said. “Uh uh, you get paid after we get our stuff.”

Bridge got serious. He could see the gigantic form of his bodyguard, Aristotle, hovering over him in the mirrored wall behind his clients. He gave the bodyguard a subtle hand signal to keep the giant from interfering. “That isn’t how it works. You may not know me, but you know of me, right? And do you really think anybody would have given you my name if I was the kind to fuck over a client? No, they wouldn’t because I’m not. My word is bond. I tell you you’ll get the meet, get it you will. Whether you can work out a deal is your problem, not mine. People use my services because I know people they don’t, and I don’t give a fuck what it is you want or how you are going to use it because it never touches my hands. I do nothing illegal. Now if you want to go wandering around asking people for highly illegal drugs because you’re too cheap or paranoid to use me, we’ll see where thd asee wheat gets you. But if you want your drugs, I can save you the trouble of getting guns stuck in your face for asking very dangerous people very dangerous questions. We clear?”

The three exchanged nervous glances. Archer tossed an angry bug-eyed stare at Wolf, which seemed to silence him. “No, it’s cool, man. You’re the guy we want to deal with. Here’s my card.” He handed Bridge a flashy bizchip. “Call me when you have things set up. You’ll get your money.” Bridge chuckled inside at the uselessness of a college kid with a bizchip, but took it without comment.

“You won’t be disappointed, young gents,” Bridge said with the biggest shit-eating grin he could muster.

*****

“You’re going to do what?”

Angela’s tone was bitingly chilly, malicious anger bleeding through her voice despite the crèche’s tinny speaker. Bridge’s live-in girlfriend, Angela Powell, was jacked into the GlobalNet, an architect of a number of massive virtual worlds and full-time information broker for a stable of hackers domestic and international. Bridge used to be one of them, before the riots last August. The experiences the two of them had shared during those awful days had affected them both in different ways. While Bridge had given up the hacker life and become the know-to, go-to guy, the amoral fixer with the slick patter, Angela had retreated deeper into the GlobalNet. Their apartment, never the most well-kept joint, had become an absolute shithole. Used food containers and dirty dishes were left everywhere, dust accumulated on every surface, dirty clothes piled up in the closets and hallways, towels mildewed on the bathroom floor when Bridge neglected to pick them up. Angela didn’t see the mess most days anyway. She spent hours and days at a stretch buried in the coffin-like crèche. The layer of dust coating its exterior dulled the shiny black surface, but it was the only thing Bridge ever saw of her anymore.

“I gotta get some Sluv for a bunch of fratboys,” he repeated flatly. “What’s Doc Cramer’s number, babe?”

“What am I, your fucking yellow pages? Look it up yourself, asshole.”

Bridge raised an eyebrow. “I take it you don’t approve.”

The speaker was silent for long, tense moments. The silent treatment then. Bridge sighed and went to his own abandoned crèche, similarly dusty. He brought up the exterior console and began a search for Cramer’s number. “You’re just going to ignore me?” Bridge sighed again.

“Ignore what? You didn’t say anything.”

“You shouldn’t even have ghtt even to ask me if I approve. You’re getting a date rape drug for a bunch of leg-humping rich boy cocksuckers.”

“Of course. The leg-humping poor boy cocksuckers aren’t profitable.”

“How can you even look at yourself in the mirror? They are going to rape some drunk college bow bitch and you’re going to give them the stuff so they can get away with it. You might as well be raping them yourself!”

Bridge had found Cramer’s number and transferred it to his internal HUD. “Don’t be so fucking dramatic. You know as well as I do these fuckheads would rape a lamppost if they could get it drunk enough. It isn’t like they need the drug to bang some sorority chick against her will. They could get her drunk, or just beat her into submission. At least with this shit, the chick isn’t likely to get a beatdown.”

“Wow, you miserable fuck. That’s the most sickening rationalization I’ve ever heard in my life. What the fuck happened to you?”

The old argument had cycled back around again like some ravenous beast, never satisfied with tiny nibbles at their relationship. The same arguments, the same justifications, the same insults, they always returned, each time with more anger, more venom and more hurtful words that couldn’t be taken back. Angela had resented his choices, had resented his leaving behind the hacking life. Though she had been in charge of the illegal information brokering business, as their relationship had grown closer, he had taken a good deal of the responsibility from her shoulders, and he was a fantastic organizer. His absence had hurt her professionally, but she took it personally, as if he had repudiated her entirely.

At her best, Angela was not a social person, at least not in the flesh. She was not the most attractive person. Her gangly arms, small breasts and crooked teeth hardly matched the accepted version of good-looking. Bridge knew her self-image was terrible, but when she tried, she was much prettier than she believed herself to be. The fact that Bridge had been able to shift from the virtual to the meat world with very little adjustment must have stirred a jealousy she didn’t even want to acknowledge.

Bridge had earned the nickname the Amoral Bridge by being exactly that. He didn’t care what his clients wanted him to find, what depravity they requested, what immoral acts they wished to perform. The client wanted it and he got it, no questions asked. His only request was that whatever illegal service or product got exchanged never touch him. All he did was connect the buyer with the seller. That couldn’t be illegal, or at least not illegal enough to get him much heat. That amorality was another sticking point with Angela, despite her chosen profession.

“How do you help these shitheels do these things without throwing up? Don’t they disgust you?”

Bridge exploded. He’d heard it all so many times by now that he was sick to the death of it all. “They all disgust me, every fucking one of them! All of them! EVERYBODY! You think I go out of my way to find these people, that I have to look hard for clients? Shit. I have to turn people away some days, not because I give two flying fucks what tog fucks they want, but because I just don’t have the time. You think there’s normal people out there that don’t want nasty shit like virtual videos of their friends getting tortured, or hired killers, or kidnappers, or date rape drugs but there ain’t. Everybody wants to do something nasty and vile to somebody else. Everybody! They’re all fucking shitheels with disgusting, immoral, vicious desires buried in their tiny, miserable souls just waiting for an excuse to get out. The sooner it gets out and they all burn themselves up in a fiery orgy of self-destructive gluttony, the happier I’ll be. Humanity as a whole is a miserable gaggle of self-pleasuring apes ready to crack you over the head and steal your fucking bananas.”

Having found the number, he felt trapped, closed into a slowly shrinking box that was their apartment. The air was stuffy and smelled of rotten food. He needed to get out, needed space and air. He couldn’t take it anymore. He would head down to the club and call Cramer. He would set the whole thing up and be done with these bastards.

“That’s it, I’m done. Fuck you, Bridge. If you do this, I’m done.” Her words echoed through the hallway as he shuffled quickly towards the door.

“Then I guess you’re fucking done,” he said as the slammed the door.

*****

“And you’re sure this guy is solid?” Archer whined. His rat-faced grin, so smug and self-assured gave Bridge the urge to plant a quick jab right on the guy’s pointy nose, an urge he fought down with some difficulty.

“Doc Cramer is a hundred percenter,” Bridge replied with no hint of malice in his voice. “Whatever he sells you will be the mad notes.”

“It better be,” Pearson threatened, “or we will bury you.”

“You know, I got plenty of business from people who don’t threaten me. Maybe I should go take care of some of it.” Bridge was genuinely ready to walk away, if for no other reason than to see how far they’d go to get him back. If he pushed it, if they really tried to play the hardass, he might even be able to get a few extra points out of the deal. Bridge started to stand, and Archer almost knocked the table over to keep him from leaving. Aristotle had tired of the game and leaned over the back of their booth, exposing his tree-trunk thick biceps to full view. Archer thought better of actually touching Bridge once he saw the dark form of the bodyguard hovering over the transaction.

“Sal, shut the fuck up, dude. I got this. It’s cool, man. It’s all good. We’re all friends here.” Archer couldn’t take his eyes off the bodyguard’s arms.

Bridge sat back down, his smile oozing smug triumph. “If the dick-measuring contest is quite through with, let’s get down to business.” He pulled a bizchip from his pocket and laid it in the exact center of the table. “Payment received, so we’re all set on my end. You put your thumb on this chip and Cramer will contact you shortly to set up fulfillment. I never see the stuff, and I never met you. You can back out now, and I’ll refund half the fee and we never met.” Bridge had to give them the out, give them the opportunity to tamp down their worst desires. He was always surprised when someone took that opportunity, mostly because it was such a rare occurrence. Despite the profit, he was always a little disappointed when a deal went through. But the more jobs he did, the more he saw that the people who sought him couldn’t help themselves, no matter how self-destructive their requests were, no matter how far down the path to self-immolation they already were. His clients either couldn’t help themselves or didn’t want to.

Archer giggled with depraved glee and jammed his thumb down onto the card. It flashed twice. Bridge picked it up and tossed it into the sparkling clean ashtray where it smoked and shriveled before catching fire and dissolving into a fine pile of ash. “Enjoy your party, boys,” Bridge said and waved them off. They left with hardy back slaps and effervescent excitement.

Despite the fee, Bridge was going to make nothing on this job. He had traded his entire fee to Cramer for a special request of his own. Bridge knew that his reputation required that he get his fratboys exactly what they wanted no matter how sleazy it made him feel. But their attitude towards him demanded attention. There was no reason to be so dickish in business. He could have gotten them anything they wanted and looked the other way without blinking, but they had to play the alpha male. Spoiled rich kids with nothing to lose because their daddy’s money would always backstop any bad behavior really pissed him off. So he asked Cramer to work a little extra magic on his client’s order of Sluv.

The drugs would work, of course. They could dissolve it in a chick’s drink, or place the paper-thin tabs on the girl’s skin. Within minutes, the victim would be completely suggestible, a fully conscious robot awaiting whatever depraved instructions the boys could dream up. The men would touch the tabs since Sluv were normally designed to only work on female body chemistry. Unfortunately for Archer and his would-be rapists, Bridge had asked Cramer to spike the dose.

The rapists would get their victims, but they’d be completely impotent for the entire duration. Whether the male touched the tab to administer the drug, or touched the victim’s skin after it took effect, there was a second nano component that turned a male’s equipment into a flaccid noodle.

Bridge was taking a chance, of course. The disappointed customers might try to blame Bridge, but to do that, they’d have to admit they couldn’t close the deal. Bridge was betting on the fragile ego of the alpha male. If there was one thing Bridge figured he could count on, it was his client’s inability to admit they couldn’t lay pipe at a moment’s notice. They would lie to each other, maybe even lie to themselves, but the odds they would put two and two together to equal Bridge were astronomical. It may have cost Bridge his entire fee, but it was worth it.

Bridge thought about Angela with a scowl darkening his face. Angela had made her arrangements moments after he slammed the door. His shit would be gone by the time he returned. He thought briefly about calling her, about trying to explain what he’d done, but dismissed it. He could explain all he wanted, but the distance between them had grown too wide, had grown with every job he’d done, with every minute he’d spent doing this thing he had to do.

*****

BOOK 1: UNDER THE AMORAL BRIDGE, A CYBERPUNK NOVEL

*****


Chapter 1

August 28, 2028

11:42 p.m.

“I know a guy,” were the only important words Artemis Bridge uttered these days. All of his conversations with those words were a carefully choreographed dance routine, each step planned out in advance with only rare deviations from his expectations. Before those words came the usual bullshit, the greetings, the give and get probing Bridge used to determine if the prospective client was a cop trying to entrap him or a legitimate person with an illegitimate need. After those words, the dance was all details, the who-is and the where-wills and all the rest of the important minutiae that would get the job done. But “I know a guy,” those were the focal point of Bridge’s life. Those words were the music that drove the dance.

Bridge didn’t yet know the well-dressed man coming across the Glitter bar towards him, but he could read the guy like a web site from the moment the sharp-dresser had entered the club. Bridge thought, ‘Here’s a guy that gets a little action on the side, a little weird action his girlfriend or wife won’t give him. He’s some well-heeled corporate douchebag looking for someone to help him exploit something.’ The man’s bearing was all faux confidence. His suit was Armani, his job was corporate, but his bravado was a subtly tarnished facade. Bridge pegged the client at around 32, desperately hoping he was still as cool as he was in high school, but deep down all too aware that the young things gyrating wildly in the club around him had moved on to more interesting predators. He was not cool, he was not crunk, he wasn’t even hip and he sure wasn’t cyber. He ogled the pretty girls as he straightened his silk tie uncomfortably, his eyes shifting nervously from one younger alpha male to the next as he gestured for the bartender’ip s attention. The man’s eyes never held anything for long, except for constant predatory stares at any young female that happened by. He seemed especially interested in the girls with the cybernetic replacement limbs. ‘Must have a metal fetish,’ thought Bridge. The bartender directed the client over towards Bridge’s table with an indifferent shrug, signaling at Bridge as the client turned his back. Costello the bartender was a stand-up guy who vetted prospective clients. All he ever asked for was a bit of hard-to-get ‘70’s porn. Bridge knew a guy.

Sharp-Dressed stuck out a hand to Bridge as he approached the table, offering a handshake of dubious merit. Bridge waved off the proffered hand. “Sorry, I don’t do physical contact,” Bridge apologized. “There’s too many crazy things can be transferred by touch in this business.” Sharp-Dressed sat down quickly with a slightly offended expression, his eyes darting nervously as he straightened his jacket.

Bridge’s paranoia excuse was a valid one. The people he dealt with were often lying shitheels of the worst kind. There were nanotech listening devices that could be planted through skin-to-skin contact, contact poisons and diseases of varying lethality, and portable weapons bladed and concussive that would make perfect tools of revenge. Bridge always tried to be fair in his dealings, but that never stopped unsatisfied customers from seeking recompense of a physical nature. But those weren’t the reason he avoided physical contact. No, the real reason was that he just hated people on an almost universal basis. He hated the cloying press of humanity, the parade of simpering mongoloids that walked the face of the earth as if they owned it. He hated them for their greed, he hated them for their vices, and he hated their sweating, stinky desperation which fell off of them in waves no matter the circumstance. He hated Mr. Sharp-Dressed man here, for whatever connection this well-heeled faker wanted from Bridge.

Bridge wondered how Sharp-Dressed managed to not sweat his balls off in the intense Los Angeles heat outside, but the man showed only a thin line of perspiration on his brow. “You got a business card?” was the first question Bridge asked him. In any other environment, Bridge reckoned the man would have whipped out the bizchip before their handshake was even cold, but the potential illegality of the situation had obviously put the guy off personal revelations.

“Of course,” Sharp-Dressed answered, whipping out a small card wallet from his breast pocket. He hesitated as the chip left his pocket, wondering if he really should be handing over his particulars to someone who could link him to a crime. “Isn’t this business usually anonymous? No names and all that business?”

“Do you do business with a motherfucker won’t tell you his name?”

Sharp-Dressed had a good think about that, finally handing over the card with only a slight reluctance tugging at the corners of his smile. The paper-thin silicon wafer glowed with exposure to the pulsating light show of the club, an animated presentation complete with video of the card’s owner flashing boldly from the card’s electronic paper surface. The man oozed oily confidence even from the bizchip.

“Your business with me is as secret as your confession,” Bridge continued as he eyed the card. “You already kpleou alrenow my name. We’re just evening up the deal.” Of course, Bridge was lying. Anonymity was a buzzword of his, but it wasn’t religion in his line of work. Bridge’s first priority was protecting his own ass, and if that meant he had to “know a guy” he worked for when someone else asked, like a frisky cop or a mean big bastard with a big bastard gun, he’d sing like a canary. Knowing guys meant knowing their dirty little secrets, and he could trade secrets as well as connections when the need arose. “Good to meet you, Brandon Thames, Film Distribution Assistant,” Bridge read from the card. “Are you a cop?”

Thames appeared taken aback, his affected calm showing signs of wear. “Boy, you don’t waste any time. I like that, I dig that. No, I am not a cop. I’m not wearing any kind of wire or listening device.” He manufactured a smile for Bridge, a smile filled with the ivory produce of a very expensive dentist and the cloying charm of a social predator. He opened his coat to display a crisply-laundered white shirt, as if that would allay all Bridge’s fears.

“Wasting time is a sin in this business, and spending time in jail for what I do is a serious waste of time,” Bridge replied.

“And what do you do, exactly?”

“I am my name. Artemis Bridge, pleasure to meet you. I’m a bridge, THE bridge, the path to whatever it is you want, so long as what you want is something hard to find that someone else has. It may be rare, it may even be illegal, but if you need it, I am the guy that knows the guy that’s got it or does it. I’m the main circuit in the relationship network, I’m the go-between and the get-to-know. You stand here on one side of the bridge with a need, and somewhere on the other side of the bridge is the guy who can fulfill that need. For a nominal fee, I connect you with him. I do not touch the goods. I do not care what the goods are, whether it’s information or mineral, virtual or physical. What you trade with the people I set you up with is your business so long as my fee is paid.” The well-rehearsed speech flowed from Bridge’s lips like electricity through a wire.

“And you don’t care what it is?”

“Not one iota. Couldn’t give a rat’s ass.”

“Which is why they call you the Amoral Bridge.”

“I’m surprised ‘they’ even know the meaning of the word amoral,” Bridge quipped with a sarcastic smile. “It’s an amoral shitstorm out there, Mr. Thames, and I’m just trying to keep dry.”

“Can you guarantee confidentiality?”

“I’m still alive, aren’t I? My clients are ghosts, Mr. Thames. The only people who will know you’ve done business with me are you and the person I introduce to you.” Bridge lied, of course, neglecting to mention Aristotle, the six-foot-three lie watching from ten feet behind Bridge’s left shoulder.

Aristotle was Bridge’s bodyguard, a fantastically gigantic black man with biceps as thick as tree limbs and a stare that filled most with the ff ct with ear of a black planet. Bridge had nicknamed him Aristotle during their interview last year, when the bodyguard had explained the philosophy of existentialism and how it related to the twenty-first century life under a corportocracy. Bridge hadn’t understood a goddamn word of it, but it had sounded right. Bridge had decided at that point that Aristotle was a damn sight smarter than Bridge was, hiring him on the spot. Unfortunately, Bridge couldn’t afford to pay him enough to actually engage in dangerous activities like fistfights. Bridge mainly kept him around for show, a bluff for the easily dissuaded, a bluff that succeeded more than it failed. The last ass beating Bridge was forced to take was eight months ago, and even Bridge would admit he had deserved it. Bridge glanced over Brandon’s shoulder at the reflection of Aristotle in the mirrored walls, buttressing his confidence with the bodyguard’s presence.

“So what is it you need? Women? Guns? Information?”

Thames voice fell into a hoarse whisper. “I need a leaker.”

Bridge laughed a little on the inside. Every movie studio in the States had been conducting legal and not-so-legal wars against what they called intellectual piracy for decades. It had started with lawsuits in the late ‘90’s, suing whatever poor soul they could drum up who had downloaded a copy of a movie or a song before its release date. As the corporations had gotten more legal power in the 2k’s, their rhetoric about the effects of piracy on their business had gotten more zealous, and the legal wiggle room to protect their copyrights had expanded with the propaganda. By the early 2020’s, many hackers spoke of hit teams who scoured the GlobalNet in search of anyone leaking books, games, movies, songs, software and TV shows. Net battles were fought, with rumors of the odd fatality here and there. And no matter how harsh the reaction, the hackers just kept leaking pirated goods and thumbing their noses at their corporate opposition.

But what few of the normal people not associated with either side knew was that the corporations hired people under the table to leak the releases. They had long ago discovered that pre-release buzz from legitimate reviewers and paid shills only generated so much interest in a media-saturated world. Unfiltered positive buzz from the hardcore underground, the pirates and the punks, was worth its weight in gold. As a result, the media corporations did what they did best. They made a deal. The corporate liaisons, like Brandon Thames here, would carelessly let the leaker know where and when to steal a copy of the media from the GlobalNet database, like something ‘falling off the truck’ because the driver left the back door open. The hacker would still have to do the work, of course, breaking through security and reaching the prized goods. Like a virus, the stolen media would spread through the GlobalNet, building hopefully positive buzz that translated into bigger releases. The corporations got a boogieman to keep the average meathead from downloading leaked media, and the hackers got a little spending money and the infamy of making a big score. The system worked great, unless the product was a stinker, or the leaker got himself dead.

Bridge asked, “Have you ever worked with a leaker before?”

“All the time. My last guy got himself killed in some goddamn arena battle. That’s the third one this year. I keep getting them from the temp pool of the collections dep”Tilectionartment. Those credcrasher assholes are barely sober most of the time, and they all seem to have a death wish. I figured I’d see if you had a different talent pool to choose from.”

Bridge put his chin in his palm for a moment, a practiced pantomime of thoughtful consideration. He couldn’t think of anyone specific right off the top of his head, but Angela would. His brow furrowed, and he gave a desultory “Tsk!” before snapping his fingers. “I know a guy,” he concluded.

“Great! When can I meet him?” Thames’s face bled relief.

Bridge spread his hands in front of him. “Whoa, patience. I’ll need to contact him and these guys don’t exactly work a 9 to 5.” He tapped Thames’s business card to his forehead. “I’ll give him your credentials and see if he’s interested. If he is, I’ll call you back and set up a meet. Be prepared, he’s probably going to do a quick background search on you, make sure you’re on the up and up, not a cop or anything.”

“I told you, I’m not a cop,” Brandon replied with a hint of irritation creeping into his voice. “CLED could bust me just as easily as him, after all. Technically, this is industrial espionage. It would make Chronosoft Entertainment look incredibly bad to the mouth-breathers out there.”

Palms down on the table, Bridge calmed the angered executive. “Hey, I know you. We’ve sat here, we’ve shared some polite conversation and felt each other up. I know you’re not a cop. HE won’t know you’re not a cop. I don’t know what kind of yahoos you’re used to dealing with, but real leakers are paranoid bastards. Good leakers get targeted by one of your little hit squads, so you can understand why he might want to be exceedingly careful.” Bridge noted that Aristotle’s attention had focused more intently on Bridge’s back as the client’s agitation had bubbled to the surface. Bridge gave him a subtle signal that things were fine. “Now, about my fee.”

“Upon completion of the first successful leak, we’ll deposit ten thousand in a non-traceable cash account at the vendor you specify.”

“None of that corporate scrip or new federal bills with the tracking software,” Bridge added. “I only deal in Five-Year.” Bridge always insisted on “Five-Year,” a term given to cash minted before 2023. That was the last year cash was produced without embedded chips that could trace every use of the currency as if it was a debit or credit card. Corporate scrip was issued by the company with the Local Government License or LGL, and was just as traceable. Chronosoft, besides employing Thames in the movie business, controlled the LGL for all of Los Angeles County. Bridge wanted to steer well clear of their accountants, not to mention the IRS. There was no tax form for the self-employed whose only skill was “knowing guys.”

“Once we have a deal, I’ll give you the name of my exchange vendor. How soon will you want the first release?”

Thames practically jumped from his seat, reaching into his pocket. Aristotle leapt into action immediately, angling to support Bridge if need be. The businessman pulled out a flier, oblivious to the threat signals he was. Hgnals h broadcasting. “The name of the movie is…”

Bridge cut him off with a quick wave of his hand. “Whoa, whoa, I don’t want to know. The particulars are between you and your boy. The less I know the better.” With a deflated expression, Thames replaced the flier in his pocket quickly. “All I need to know is how quickly do you need someone?”

“This needs to start going out in three days.”

Bridge grimaced and sighed. “That’s one tight deadline. I may not be able to get my top guy with that kind of turnaround. Have you thought about not waiting until nutcrunching time to try to pull this off?”

“I told you, my guy got whacked. I thought I had it taken care of. Will your guy be able to do it?”

“I said he wouldn’t be the best, not that he’d be a muppet. Leaks are mostly cake and coffee runs, and the guys I know aren’t fuckups. He’ll take care of you.”

Thames appeared pacified, finally attending to the drink he’d been fingering since he sat down. He downed the martini in one go, finishing it off by devouring the olive and depositing the toothpick into the glass with a brittle ting. “If that’s all then, there’s a girl at the end of the bar who’s been dying for me to buy her a drink.” His smile was all frat boy bravado, an unbecoming salaciousness reawakening his natural machismo. Bridge dismissed him with a playful shrug of his shoulders, pointing the man to the dance floor. Thames took off like an unleashed dog in heat.

Bridge sat back and let the music wash over him. It was forgettable for all its pomp, a mediocre example of the prograsmic genre. Made by programmers, prograsmic was a collage-like blend of old techno, rock and bits of random sound bites fashioned into songs not by hand, but by programs. Bits and bytes of code pieced it all together into a structure that sounded musical. But there was always something off about the compositions, at least to Bridge’s untrained ear. One of his acquaintances had tried to explain it to Bridge with little success. The music followed the rules of traditional musical structures handed down through centuries of musical evolution, from the time man had started banging two rocks together and dug the rhythm. But the programs messed with that structure, focusing on agitating unconscious associations the mind made with certain notes and frequencies and beats, producing a feeling in some not unlike light drug use. It just made Bridge antsy.

Bridge’s concentration was broken by Aristotle’s voice cutting through the music. His bodyguard’s voice was soft, yet forceful, the voice of someone assured of their power without a hint of overconfidence. “Your presence is being requested,” Aristotle said matter-of-factly, his finger pointing across the club at the waving figure of Barney. Barney was a pain in the ass, one of the many ignorant gophers used by local mob shitheel Nicky Sharver.

“Fuck, that is just what I need,” Bridge grumbled. One of Nicky’s boys motioning to Bridge was never a good omen. It usually meant Nicky wanted something, and when Nicky wanted something, he didn’t take no for an answer. Bridge gave a sarcastic smile and returned Barne

“He wants you in the alley,” Aristotle said. “You know what that means.”

“Yep. I’m about to get a beatdown. Did I piss him off this month?” Aristotle shrugged.

“We could go out the front, put him off until a more opportune time,” the bodyguard offered.

“He’d just look for me until he found me somewhere else,” Bridge replied, straightening his jacket as he stood. “Fuck it, the sooner I get this over with, the sooner I can get with Angela and get paid.”

“You could always give me a raise and I’ll deal with them,” Aristotle said with a malicious smile.

“I can barely afford you now, mountain man. I’m not paying the ER doc to pull their teeth out of your knuckles. How do I look?” Bridge posed before the bodyguard, his clothes immaculate, his demeanor that of the condemned man. He gingerly fussed with his spiky black hair in the wall-length mirror. No sense looking like a mutt until after the violence.

“Like a man about to get his face smacked in,” Aristotle joked. Bridge returned his smirk.

“Funny. Off to the gallows!” Bridge shouted, striding purposefully across the packed house to his inevitable beating.

*****

Chapter 2

August 29, 2028

12:14 a.m.

Bridge made his way across the dance floor with a false air of confidence. He couldn’t afford to let the plebes who might actually be paying attention think he wasn’t in control. Dodging flailing arms and grinding hips, he was reassured that most were ignoring him completely, engrossed by their drunken mating dance. Halfway across the floor, he was stopped by a high-pitched squeal. “Bridge! Oh my God! Where have you been?” Even over the music, he could hear her voice. It was a keening wail he’d never wanted to hear again.

“Lola!” Bridge only just succeeded in sounding excited to see her. Her body slammed into his, her arms crushing his neck in a forceful hug that drove the air out of his lungs audibly. “What… what are you doing here?”

“Dancing, silly!” she screamed, jiggling her hips provoc”>

Not all of Bridge’s transactions involved money, and Bridge had collected his fee from Lola without ever following through on his end of the unspoken bargain. She was the perfect mixture of unfulfilled desire and lackluster intelligence that made taking advantage so simple. Code words like producer, screen tests and lunch dates were all it took to unlock her resistance. Now Bridge had to think fast. “You know, I did, and he’s supposed to get back with me when his schedule clears. He’s knee-deep in a project right now.”

She pointed at him, her eyes squinting as she smiled with a drunken mirth. “You’re not lying to me, are you? You really showed it to him?”

Bridge pointed at his chest. “Would I lie? You can stand on me.”

Leaning over with lustful intent, she breathlessly cooed, “Oooooo, Bridgie! And he liked it?” Bridge lied again with a nod. “You want another audition, baby?” Her breath was thick with alcohol. Bridge could just imagine Aristotle smirking behind him. He turned her around and extricated himself from her cloying grasp as delicately as he could.

“Another time, baby, I’ve got business to attend to. I’ll call you.” With that lie, he was away, his eye locked on Barney, ignoring the hurt expression darkening her features. ‘The things I do for guilt-free sex,’ he thought.

Barney was mumbling something as he opened the door to the alleyway, but Bridge couldn’t hear it over the awful music that engulfed the club’s interior. A sickly orange light flooded into the club through the open doorway, almost painfully bright in contrast to the flashing darkness of the interior. Bridge rubbed his eyes as he crossed the threshold, a piercing headache beginning behind his eyes as his pulse quickened in dread of the coming violence.

“Nicky said you gotta come quick, Bridge,” Barney muttered. Like most hard cases, he went by a wholly unflattering nickname not of his choosing. Bridge wasn’t sure what his given name was, but everyone called him Barney because his nasally voice bore an unfortunate resemblance to the purple dinosaur from a childhood TV show. Bridge had only seen the show on some backwater GlobalNet site after Nicky told him the origin of the nickname, but the comparison was hilariously apt. His gangly form and mopey eyes didn’t help matters.

“I’m coming, Barney, I’m coming,” Bridge replied irritably. He looked down at his feet to acclimate his eyes to the changing light. It wasn’t that the alley was overly bright, but his eyes always adjusted slowly. The fact that he slept such weird hours never helped. He cursed under his breath at a flier that had gotten stuck to his shoe. The alley was full of them, glossy political fliers with embedded video, namdded vistumping for the upcoming Los Angeles mayoral race. Bridge peeled the flier off with his other foot, spitting on the video of the current asshole in charge, Oliver Sunderland. Bridge didn’t have much respect for any politicians, but that grinning bastard earned Bridge’s special contempt for being a corporate-appointed shill.

Last year had been a nightmare year for America in general, but particularly for Los Angeles. The United States government had gone bankrupt in late 2026. Bridge didn’t understand all the talking head blather about how a government that printed its own money could go bankrupt but the effect was clear. The government had no money, which meant the state of California had no money, and the city in turn had no money. The politicians in Washington had spent 2026 bickering with their thumbs up their asses instead of figuring out how to fix the problem, while the states and cities suffered. Los Angeles was a picture of what Aristotle called class inequity in still life, upper crust assholes with gold-plated swimming pools and gated communities living blocks from drug-infested shitholes where the poor shot each other over neckbones. Bridge lived among the shit-upon, the people who relied on food stamps and free clinics to live something close to a normal life. First the government food dried up and then the free clinics closed. City workers were sent home without pay. Crime skyrocketed as people got desperate, and the cops who hadn’t been laid off to cut costs started walking off the job when their paychecks stopped coming. Riots followed hunger like thunder follows lightning.

Then along come the corporations. Congress signed the Local Governance License Act of 2027, and suddenly megacorporations like Chronosoft were allowed to bid for Local Governance Licenses, or LGL’s. The government handed civil administration of Los Angeles to Chronosoft for a song. They established Chronosoft Law Enforcement Division or CLED, who were much better at policing Bridge’s information trade than LAPD. Their board of directors appointed a city council with Sunderland as mayor. The LGL was allowed to run for one year with appointed officials, and that year was up. Elections were four days away, and based on the number of Sunderland fliers in the alleyway, he was trying damned hard to keep his LGL gravy train rolling.

Bridge held the whole LGL scheme in contempt. It was bad enough when giant corporations paid lobbyists to pillage the country legally, even worse when the government gave them control over virtual city-states. CLED’s efficiency led Bridge to change illicit careers. Information theft was a definite crime, but now Bridge worked in a grey area of legality. That didn’t stop most CLED officers from trying to squeeze him for information but as long as he didn’t touch any of the goods, they had no real legal leverage over him. That left many of them to use extralegal leverage. LAPD had been easy to deal with in comparison. Grease the right palms with a pittance and you were golden. It wasn’t as if the cops had been paid worth shit, so any extra income was welcomed by all but the hardcore crusaders. CLED, on the other hand, paid their officers handsomely and gave them carte blanche to actually enforce whatever laws Sunderland’s government laid down. Bridge couldn’t afford to bribe CLED officers, he had to finesse them.

Bridge started to complain, “Now what is so important…” but he never finished the sentence. Caught in mid-stride by a punch to the gut, he doubled over with a loud exhalation. One of Nicky’s boys had come from behind the dumpster to the left while Bridge was distracted by the flier, s. the fldelivering a blow that left him gasping for air. He managed to stay on his feet, but only by leaning on the dumpster. Three more men surrounded him, their shadows growing long over the slick ground. Last night’s rain had pooled in the alley, and the humidity still hung in the air, causing Bridge’s back to break out in a thin line of sweat. Bridge gasped, “I assume there’s a problem?”

“You goddamn right, dere’s a problem!” Nicky shouted from over Bridge’s right shoulder. Bridge heard Nicky’s pimp cane tapping the pavement, and there he was, dressed in the finest white Egyptian cotton suit, a purple and gold tie setting off the stark whiteness of the suit with almost painful intensity, fat cheeks pouring over the coat’s high collar. Nicky never could let go of his LSU roots, garish “Geaux Tigers” colors queering up what would otherwise be acceptable fashion sense. “We got a big fucking problem dere.”

“I’m sure we can discuss it rationally like two grown men,” Bridge responded, finally able to stand his full six feet again. He spared a glance at Aristotle, who stood with arms folded trying to look mean and succeeding. A few of Nicky’s guys were eyeing his stance nervously. They weren’t used to fighting people with the ability to fight back, but Aristotle’s non-threatening body language confused their limited intelligence.

“No, we done passed the point of rational men, Bridge. You set me up a doser.”

Bridge thought back over his recent dealings with Nicky. He would much rather never know a guy like Nicky, but in his business, pickiness was not an option.

The transplanted Cajun ran a crew of thieves and leg-breakers, passing money up the chain of organized crime to people with much more juice. He was just as likely to steal goods from shipping trucks as he was to steal credit information from GlobalNet accounts, and never without a healthy dose of needless violence. Where other criminals were elegant, Nicky was a rabid dog. He liked hurting people. Bridge had set him up with a hacker, a generally reliable scrub named Z@m@, for some big heist Nicky had planned. “Z@m@’s clean, Nicky. He swore to me he was clean.”

“He coulda swore he was the Queen of Fuckin’ England, and he still woulda been lying. He got nicked selling a month’s worth of Trip to undercover CLED. Now he’s doing a dime upstate and I got no hacker.” Nicky leaned angrily on the cane. “So I’m taking it out of yo’ ass.” He nodded tersely to his crew, but they hesitated, eyes glued to the giant bodyguard. Nicky cocked his head, eyeing Aristotle with a petulant squint. “We gonna have an issue with dat, big man?”

Aristotle shook his head, his hands held out in front of him in a gesture of peace. “I don’t pay him enough to sully his hands on your boys,” Bridge quipped with a resigned sigh.

“Maybe you oughtta t’ink ‘bout dat dere,” Nicky snickered. “Might save you a few teeth.”

“I got expenses. Just don’t bust my face too much. Clients don’t react well to black eyes.” The crew started to close in on Bridge. He raised his hands for one final plea. “Look, what can I do to make this up? I did dois up? n’t know he was on Trip. Hell, half of these guys are on it 24/7 and you’d never know it. Most of ‘em claim it makes them better crackers. I can get you another guy!”

“Oh, you gon’ do dat, sucker. But I can’t just let you off with a warning. You got to pay a fee for my time and trouble, or else da’ community gon’ t’ink I’m weak.” The first blow caught Bridge across the back of his legs, bringing him down to his knees in a puddle with a splashy thud. It felt like a bat or a club. A boot landed squarely in his breadbasket, sending the air rushing out of his body again. A fist across his jaw made him angry.

“FUCK, Joey, I told you not the face!” Bridge mumbled over a swelling jaw. He spit a bloody mess on the ground.

“Sorry, Bridge,” Joey offered with a sheepish grin. Bridge had hooked him up with a digital pimp that provided virtual ageplay scenarios. Joey liked the jailbait, but Nicky frowned on his boys cruising the high schools, so cyberbait was the solution. Another shot with the club across Bridge’s back put his face on the ground, a wet, gritty mess sticking to his clean-shaven cheek.

The blows came in slow, measured succession. They weren’t really trying to damage him, just make it hurt while having a bit of fun. Each hardguy took a turn, planting a kick in his ribs or a punch to his gut. The blows started to merge into one series of painful flashes when he heard one of his attackers scream out in pain. The beating ceased, the shuffle of feet replacing the sickening thuds of fists on flesh.

“What the hell’s going on here?” yelled a female voice infused with a steel-edged air of authority. It took Bridge a moment to recover his senses enough to recognize the voice. Silence followed her initial question. “I asked you what’s going on here. Now am I going to get an answer or do I have to haul you all in?”

Bridge opened his eyes and peered up at Gina Danton, CLED hardass. Danton stood about 6’, her blonde hair pulled into a tight bun underneath the CLED cap. She was a looker, though Bridge always thought she was the kind who didn’t know just how good she looked. She seemed more concerned with proving how big of a badass she could be. But unlike most of the assholes CLED had hired from the old LAPD ranks, Danton was fair. She wasn’t out to bust someone’s ass just because she could. He was also never happier to see her in his life.

He spat a wad of bloody phlegm on the ground. “Officer Danton, you’re looking lovely tonight.”

“That’s Patrolman Danton to you. Bridge, did I just interrupt a beatdown?” She offered a hand to the fallen man. “Stand up and stop staring at my ass.” He grabbed her hand. She pulled him up with surprising strength.

“Me? A beatdown? Who would want to administer a beatdown to someone as charming and effervescent as me?” Bridge wobbled a bit but maintained his balance. “I merely slipped and fell into a pack of rabid alley rats, and these gentlemen were kind enough to chase them off of me. Rats are filthy bastards, you know, diseases and all.”

man” co#000”>“Uh huh,” Danton replied. “That what happened, Aristotle?” The black man shrugged and nodded sheepishly.

“He’s a rather maladroit bumbler,” was all the bodyguard would say. Bridge huffed loudly, checking his body for significant damage. There appeared to be no breaks, but he was going to be bruised for a month.

She scoffed sourly. “That’s how it’s gonna be, then? Do I look stupid to you? How about you, boys? I look that stupid to you?”

Nicky put on his slimiest grin. “No, chere, you look like a lady deserves a fine meal and some sweet talkin’.” He oozed. Bridge grinned painfully to himself. Trying that approach with her was likely to get Nicky a smack.

“Put it back in your pants, Casanova,” Danton shot back. “I ain’t one of your Barbie dolls. Why were your boys pounding on Bridge here?” Their silence infuriated her more. “Bridge, it doesn’t have to go down like this. You say the word, and I’ll haul ‘em in for assault and battery. Go through their pockets, look for illegal guns, drugs, whatever.”

“No charges, Patrolman Danton. It’s all good.” She scowled again.

Turning quickly on Sharver, her anger was a cool fist wrapped in iron. “Fine. You and your boys get the fuck out of here before I decide to search you just on GP. Do not let me see you around here again tonight.” She emphasized the point with sharp jabs of her billy club towards Nicky.

“Nice ta meetcha, Patrolman Danton,” Nicky said with a shark-toothed grin. “Bridge, we’ll speak another time.” His boys formed a cordon surrounding him as they walked out of the alley.

“What the fuck was that about, Bridge?” Danton spat as she whirled on Bridge. “I could have had him up on enough to give me a warrant on his place. And we both know that would have turned up a gold mine.”

Bridge knew it all too well. He knew that she was too honest to trump up a reason to search Nicky’s place by planting evidence. And Bridge knew that if Nicky did get nicked because of a beatdown on Bridge, tonight’s beating would have just been a preamble to an epic, fatal orchestra of violence lasting weeks. No need to rock that boat. Bridge could handle a beatdown.

“You bust him, he gets someone to bust me a helluva lot worse. In the grand scheme of things, a little beatdown is a trivial cost of doing business.”

“What business are you into with Nicky?” she asked, cop curiosity piqued.

Bridge grinned and wiped the blood from his lips. “Oh, Patrolman Danton, my lips are sealed. I know nothing, I see nothing, I hear nothing. I’m just a…”

“I know, you’re just a bridge. Spare me, I’ve heard it before. See no, hear no, speak no evil. Next time he comes around looking to polish his knuckles with your face, I might not be around.” ar aroundBridge just shrugged. “The offer’s still open,” she stated matter-of-factly.

The offer was a death sentence, if not in actuality, in the sense that her deal would end his way of life for good. She had tried to cultivate Bridge as a confidential informant for months, to drop dime for a pittance. CLED paid better than LAPD, but the principle was still the same. A rat was a rat was a rat, no matter how big that rat’s payday.

He’d have been a gold mine for her, but he wasn’t interested in being anyone’s meal ticket but his own.

“That’s a non-starter and you know it,” Bridge replied. “I’m no rat.”

“Then you better get used to those bruises.”

“Already there.”

“Maybe you should think about finally paying him enough to be an actual bodyguard,” Danton said as she pointed to Aristotle. “Keep it clean, Bridge.”

“I always do, Officer Danton.”

“Patrolman Danton, goddamnit!” She waved behind her as she exited the alley.

Once out of earshot, Bridge said, “Let’s get moving. I’ve got to find another hacker before Nicky gets his panties in a bunch again. Angela is not going to be happy to hear from me.”

*****

Chapter 3

August 29, 2028

1:20 a.m.

Bridge staggered into his apartment after seeing Aristotle off in a cab, figuring he wouldn’t need a faux bodyguard for the walk up to his place. It was the kind of perfect shithole Los Angeles apartment made cliched in so many bad movies, a series of Spanish adobe-style buildings with too little attention paid to maintenance. He lived in a second floor apartment in the back of Celestial Gardens, close enough to the Central City area to hear the nightly gunshots, but far enough away to be out of the firing line. Most of the residents kept to themselves, especially when the police were busting the Trip labs that sprung up throughout the complex like mushrooms, and he liked it that way.

The apartment was a mess as usual. His neat dress was an agonizingly maintained illusion of impeccable style, but his natural inclination tended towards barely constrained chaos. Though he never kept food and trash and dirty dishes all over, he did tend to stack things in untidy piles, books and news faxes and snail mail all heaped in theithenr own disorderly scheme. He rarely threw these types of things away, regardless of how outdated. Angela had kept the place even messier, as she was the type to just leave food out, like most of the hackers Bridge had ever known.

The thought of Angela brought his mind back to business. He hesitated to contact her, even though she was the person to call for information thieves. She ran a stable of freelance hackers, brokering their information like a pimp brokers whores. Angela was a damn skilled hacker in her own right, and that skill had gotten her enough money to set up her network. Not that long ago, Bridge had been one of her dogs and more besides.

They’d met back in ’26 when he was just an arrogant freelancer looking for a job. Angela had already been brokering for a year, and she saw talent in Bridge despite his careless swagger. Within six months of the first job, they’d fell into a GlobalNet relationship, just Netsex for the first few months before they ever met in the flesh. The first skin meet had ended in bed, where they stayed for a whole weekend, never even touching the crèche. Two months of that had them moving into this place together as an official couple. They were a formidable tandem on the GlobalNet, in a field dominated by solo acts. Life had been good, until the riots.

The 2027 food riots had started in mid-summer, egged on by the massive heat wave and the callous indifference of the federal budget crisis. When federal aid to the states disappeared, welfare food shipments disappeared and poor people starved. First, there was looting, then wholesale ransacking of government facilities and then it got really nasty. Police stations, already undermanned by those officers who wouldn’t strike, were assaulted by well-organized mobs. Bridge and Angela hadn’t given too shits, watching the news coverage of the violence from the safety of the crèche with bemused cynicism. So long as someone would brave the violence to deliver a pizza and their Net connection held up, he and Angela could have lasted indefinitely.

Once the mobs started taking down local switches and power grids because there was little else to destroy, the couple were forced into the open. Rather than watching dispassionately, they had to brave the mobs just to find food. Those two days had been an eternity, but seeing up close the gibbering screams of human beings dropped to the level of animal violence he’d never witnessed before had broken his spirit in ways he never expected. When the corporations stepped in to quell the riots, Bridge swore off the crèche completely. He wanted nothing more to do with that make-believe world of bits and bytes. Much to his surprise, the riots had unearthed an alarming penchant for manipulating all the worst desires of humanity to get what he needed. Rather than steal information, he found much more pleasure in aiding sleazy fuckers get together in some macabre dance of self-immolation, feeding their secret hungers for immorality while keeping himself distanced from the cesspool.

Angela did not take the abrupt career change well. She was no innocent, since brokering information was highly illegal no matter how many corporations availed themselves of her services.

But something about the slick persona, the impeccable fashion, and Bridge’s adamant refusal to use a crèche again infuriated her. She retreated to the crèche more than usual, and all too soon they were living separate lives, unable or unwilling toeedunwilli cross the divide between them. Finally, she moved out, taking her crèche and what little physical property she still owned. Their mutual friends, the ones who would still talk to Bridge after the breakup, would tell him about her personal life every so often, whether he wanted to hear it or not. Though she had become a physical recluse and shunned most human contact, it hadn’t stopped her from shacking up with some hacker who lived in Seoul. But she was still a great contact for Bridge, someone who could provide hackers like the one he needed now. Angela still trusted Bridge, at least as far as she trusted anyone in her business.

Bridge walked into the bedroom and past the night stand where the last picture they’d taken sat. He picked it up and stared at it forlornly for a moment, thinking of the day the picture had been taken. Before the riots, they’d gone to a New Year’s Eve party in Boyle Heights. The hacker gang Los Magos rented a string of houses in the neighborhood, and they’d hosted their own block party. Bridge remembered that some poser hacker, Dark-something or other, had insisted that everyone at the party get a photo for some GlobalNet slideshow museum room. The guy got whacked soon after, so the slideshow was never built, but Bridge finagled a download and put it by their bed. Angela had laughed, calling him a soppy sentimental bitch, but Bridge liked the shot. They both looked drunk in the picture, Angela’s seedy blonde hair matted with sweat, her skin shiny from the exertions of dancing and running from house to house. Angela wasn’t what most would call beautiful. So much time in the crèche had turned her average looks into something else entirely, skin pale and yellowed, eyes a little too sunken. She had put on makeup that night, though, and to Bridge, she had been about as pretty as a girl could get. He had drunk a great deal that night, and his memories might have beer goggles. Even after all the bitterness and fighting, she was still beautiful to his eyes.

Bridge set aside the memory with only a little pang and steeled himself for the coming conversation. It never went well, even when both agreed amicably on the business at hand. There would be cutting remarks, remarks that often led to retreading old arguments if either was in a mood. ‘Just get the business done,’ he told himself. He sat next to the neglected crèche.

The pill-shaped device, used to connect to the GlobalNet in the most visceral way possible, was covered in a thin shroud of dust, dulling the normally shiny surface. He ran a finger through the dust, letting out an exasperated sigh as he rubbed the greasy film between his thumb and forefinger. Proximity to the device tempted him, a muted siren’s call to undress, open the coffin-like lid and climb into the lukewarm saline solution, to plug his interface jack in, sheathe his genitals in the waste catch and sink down into the glorious rush of jacking in. He missed the freefall adrenaline of consciousness translated into pure data, of his body rendered in liquid mercury, shifting and changing with his every thought. He missed the thrill of cracking databank security, of running from anti-intrusion software and other hackers.

But those days were done. He bent over and opened the panel on the bottom of the crèche for remote access. Bridge pulled the interface plug out, dragging it back to the interface jack on the back of his neck and plugged in.

Remote access to the GlobalNet was nothing like crèche work. There was still the rush of dissolution, the feeling of consciousness dis doiousnesintegrating and then the re-emergence of sensory perceptions as Bridge’s netbody rezzed into the crèche’s entry room. But compared to crèche work, his NetBody was mired in mud, a sloppy, dragging sensation of lethargy encapsulating his actions. Sensory input that was normally sharper than real life was dull and uninteresting with remote access. It made him miss crèche work that much more.

Putting aside his desire, Bridge surveyed his entry room. Decorated with a baroque theme, like an 18th century Parisian ballroom, it gave Bridge a surge of pride. He had done all the texture work himself. Unfortunately, the textures were at least a generation behind what the latest crèche’s could handle, and to his critical eye, the whole room now felt outdated. But it wasn’t as if he entertained there anymore. He sat down in a lush, almost throne-like chair and accessed the room’s external communications menu, sending Angela a request for direct entry into one of her chats. Fiddling with a useless puzzle game in a floating window while he waited, he was surprised at how fast the response came. He grabbed hold of the floating key, which dragged him bodily through a hole in the air, depositing him in an elaborately-decorated room in the blink of a virtual eye.

Angela’s chat rooms always tended towards the fanciful, leaning heavily on a lack of gravity, objects floating by for no apparent reason. She’d always said, “If I want gravity, I’ll go walk around the goddamn park.” Bridge rezzed in upside down, though the concepts of up or down were purely perceptual and ineffective for describing his position relative to the rest of the room. If he had a stomach, it would have turned. His inner eyes adjusted to the whacked out perspective, and he began to examine the décor. The backdrop was space, an inky black cloud broken up by twinkling stars with the occasional brightly-colored galactic cloud. Bridge on his throne floated among a constellation of miniature cities, each covered in a shiny dome. Closer inspection revealed that each city was populated by a tiny civilization. He recognized the architecture of one of the cities as a virtual playground Angela ran for fun. All those tiny people were other real people on the GlobalNet, playing out their fantasies on worlds he presided over like a god.

“Do you like my little experiments?” Angela said with a bubbly giggle in her voice.

“I didn’t realize this was your admin interface,” Bridge replied. He examined the city he’d known as Ars-Perthnia more closely. He began to recognize landmarks that’d he only seen from street level with a fascinated rubbing of his chin. “Blows my mind.”

“It wasn’t always like this. I just added it last week. I got the idea after a 4-night run without any sleep. I was seeing some REAL strange shit.” She began to giggle in that mischievous, snorting sort of way she always had when a devious idea hit her. “It’s like I’m watching all my little minions running around doing minion shit in my little Dyson spheres.”

Her NetBody was gorgeous as always. Tall, lithe and graceful, she took on the perfect model of an undead liche queen, a white-skinned dark goddess. She rarely ever let her real looks influence her avatar’s appearance. He imagined her real face, with crooked teeth and sleep-deprived eyes but with a cuteness that shined through her average looks. Her self-image of the physical was terrible, but her NetBody was frighteninglikefrightey gorgeous. He would always tell her how beautiful she was, but she insisted on obsessing over what she perceived as her physical flaws. Seeing her NetBody now brought back all the old feelings again, a pang of loss doing a drive-by on his heart.

“Is that Perthnia?”

“Yep. Bet you never saw it from this angle. Your old buddy Cyndal is running his own guild now.” A picture of Cyndal’s Hierdul avatar popped up beside Angela, his stern look daring the viewer to start something. Cyndal was always a right asshole. “I’ve already had like 17 complaints against them and it’s only been two weeks since he quit Crimson Swords. Wanna fuck with their raid?”

Bridge waved his hands in front of his chest. “I’ve gotta get some sleep after this. I’ve got at least three meetings tomorrow night. I just needed a favor.”

“Meetings. Fleshy meetings?” Bridge nodded. Angela’s face took on an evil scowl. “You’re still schmoozing and boozing, huh? Who you meeting with? Some pedo wants a guilt-free childplay avatar? You can cater to the kid diddlers in here, then brain blast them when you feel like it.”

“That was the one time, and the guy only bought avatars and AI,” he lied. There were a surprising number of guys looking for custom ageplay avatars. “At least he wasn’t out raping real kids and shit.”

“That you know of. You don’t think he’ll get tired of the virtual shit eventually and get him some fresh meat?”

Bridge sighed. This was such an old argument. “Not my problem. He needed something. I set him up with someone who could fill that need. I never touched any of it.”

“You amoral fucker.”

“Rent don’t pay itself. You’d rather I go knock over old ladies’ pension funds, or become one of those cred-crashing fucks for some faceless corp? It’s not like I’m doing any of the things these shitheels ask me for.” He stopped himself on the edge of a rant, putting his hands defiantly on his knees. “I’m here for business, ba… Angie.” He had to refrain from calling her ‘baby.’ Those times were over.

She raised a finger as if to continue the argument, then snapped her mouth shut on the words. “Fine. What do you need?” Each word was a swirling blizzard, sharply clipped and full of venom, made all the more frigid by the addition of a reverb filter on her voice.

“Just a leaker, but I need him sharpish. Like tomorrow at the latest. Working a tight deadline. And he can’t be one of those goddamn trippers you use. The client doesn’t want druggies and arena adrenaline junkies.”

“Coffee and cake runner. Sure, I got a guy.” She leafed through a few files, and tossed one to Bridge, which floated into his hands as a streaking comet.

“Lil’ Kira.”

“Kira? Woman?” Angela shook her head. “He’s not one of those gender-confused hormone-overloaded psychos, is he?”

“No, the name is short for Akira. Loves the old school manga and shit. He’s always a bit jumpy, but he’s solid. Never bottled on a job. Where you want to meet him?”

Bridge thought it over for a second, analyzing his schedule in floating window. “I’ll be at the Arsenal between nine and midnight, maybe one o’clock. He can get me there.”

“The Arsenal? That soccer club on Wilshire? They’ll never let him in a place that upscale.”

“If he can’t get in, just have him send a bouncer in after me. I’ll have ‘em looking out for me. They all know me.”

Angela paused for a minute, something obviously on her mind. “I still got a spot for you on my crew, babe. You can go back to running, if you want. It ain’t the same without you.”

“I thought you had Kim.” An acid reply.

“Yeah, he’s great but he’s in Seoul. Sometimes I could use a little fleshy cuddling.”

“Good night, Angie. Thanks for the help. Have fun with the spheres.” He quickly jacked out without waiting for a reply. He’d probably hear about it the next time they spoke, but for now he just wanted to get some sleep. It was already close to three a.m.

Sleep wouldn’t come. He spent hours tossing and turning, rolling in memories, before giving up and heading to the couch. He flipped on the GlobalNet vids, browsing through channel after channel of fare from infomercials to interactive shows to late-night porn and the big net news. One commercial caught his eye, for a new sitcom coming in the fall. Called Misogynist Theatre, the 30-second spot stopped Bridge’s browsing dead in his tracks, if for no other reason than the buxom brunette flouncing around onscreen. “Nothing like a great pair of breasts to grab your attention,” he muttered to himself. Once the commercial had finished, he used the remote to schedule a recording of the show. He also sent out an AI agent to search for some pre-release leak versions of the premiere. Two months out was enough lead-time for the leakers.

The next commercial made him shut the vids off in disgust. It was yet another political ad for the mayor’s race, this one for the challenger, Arturo Soto. Soto was an attractive Hispanic man, slick and suave and the complete opposite physically of the more corpulent Caucasian Sunderland. Bridge would be damn glad when the election was finished. It was only four… no three days away now, this upcoming Saturday. “Fucking politicians,” he muttered, stalking to the kitchen and grabbing the bottle of sleeping pills. The bottle was almost empty, so he cut one of the flimsy paper tabs in half and let it dissolve on his tongue. He wouldn’t need a whole hit anyway. He had to get moving shortly after noon.

Unconsciousness found him soon after.

*****

Chapter 4

August 29, 2028

6:33 p.m.

The Arsenal was one of the first new clubs built after the riots. A neon-saturated marvel of ultra modern design, it contained a separate dance club, concert hall, sports bar and the requisite VIP lounge upstairs. Awash in soccer brands and memorabilia, the club was lit by huge video screens showing live and archived game footage from around the world. Run by former L.A. Galaxy footballer Crispin Twiggs, the Arsenal acted as a front for prostitution, chip drugs and loan-sharking. Twiggs had been expelled from the game of soccer for gambling, but his public image had been somewhat rehabilitated by the outward success of the Arsenal. The vague whisperings of the club’s illegal side businesses did not slow its trade in the slightest. It was the place to be.

Getting into the club regularly was difficult for those not already affiliated with professional soccer. The beautiful people were allowed in, of course,

especially the celebrities and their hangers on. It was especially popular with the nouveau riche Latino celebrities that had come to be the face of the rebuilt Los Angeles. GlobalNet actors like Richie Delgado and tella novella divas like Anise Vargas were the face of the LGL’s success. Bridge had worked for almost a month to get through the bouncers, until he finally found one who needed a connection with a black market cyberware doc. Bridge had hooked up Benny and Benny had returned the favor by giving him access to Twiggs. The Arsenal’s initial success was illusory, and by its second month in business, Twiggs was up to his eyeballs in debt. Bridge had given Twiggs the in with a new set of investors, the kind that wanted their investments kept quiet. Once Bridge had made that connection, he became a regular fixture, schmoozing his way into the VIP.

The night promised to be a busy one. The Arsenal always had its fair share of prospective clients, and Bridge was practically an unofficial employee. He knew the bartender’s routines, their schedules, their likes and their guilty secrets. A night of fitful sleep had left him slightly off-kilter, the whole cab ride a dozy daze. Aristotle tried to engage him in conversation but took the hint when Bridge showed little interest in discussing the difference between determinism and existentialism, lapsing into an indifferent silence. Bridge hoped Angie’s leaker showed up early. The thought of another beatdown from Nicky’s boys was going to drive him to distraction until he’d taken care of the problem. He’d managed to cover up most of the bruises on his face with Skin in a Tube™, but the fat lip was a problem. Of course, knowing the Arsenal, the leaker wouldn’t be allowed in. Hackers rarely showed great personal hygiene, and even less style, both of which were essential to mingle with the Arsenal’s beautiful people. Bridge managed it with charm and wit and impeccable attire, despite his average looks.

The club was already packed, even at this early hour. Though not the only club on the street, it was certainly the most popular, with a line of supplicants running down the block waiting eagerly to be judged worthy by the bouncers. There were actually two entrances. One bouncer waved the regulars in through the front where the paparazzi could photo their grand entrances, while the uninitiated waited in a line running down the street. Most would wait in vain. Bridge made for the front entrance, flashing a smile at the bouncer. The bouncer stopped him cold with a meaty hand in Bridge’s chest. “And just where do you think you’re going, luv?” The bouncer’s voice was thick with an urban British accent.

Bridge appraised the man. He was big. Not Aristotle big, much more of a lanky big, like a soccer player. The hand placed on Bridge’s chest was strong. He didn’t look like a bouncer, most of whom were gigantic slabs of beef. The face was rugged, with a crooked nose that indicated it had been broken at least once. “I was just going inside,” Bridge replied with an amiable smile. “I’ve got business to discuss.”

“Right now, your business is with me. Who are you, then?”

“Artemis Bridge, pleasure to meet you. And you?” Bridge offered up his best innocent smile. The bouncer’s ape-like features wrinkled as he eyed the club’s entry list on his cybernetic HUD.

“Don’t see your name on the list, luv.” His arms crossed over his chest in a defiant manner. Bridge spotted a familiar face over the bouncer’s shoulder.

The bouncer working the newbie line was Stonewall Ricardo, someone Bridge had helped out a number of times. Ricardo had played soccer in Mexico before coming to the states to much fanfare in the early ‘20’s. Known as a feared center half, he earned the nickname Stonewall for his physicality, his ability to stop an attack dead in his tracks. Stonewall’s career had been ended early by a horrible knee injury requiring a cybernetic knee replacement. The league still banned the use of cybernetic replacements, and barred from the pitch, he had disappeared in disgust.

Twiggs had given Stonewall a job, but Bridge had always felt there was more between the two than just footballer camaraderie. Anytime Bridge asked about it, Stonewall became as silent as his namesake. Bouncing was Stonewall’s front job, but most of the time he was in charge of leg-breaking for Twiggs’s other businesses. The footballer was the nicest guy you’d ever talk to, unless you were his target. Then all the anger and frustration of a man denied his passion would flow out onto the target with a homicidal fury. Luckily for Bridge, Stonewall had needed something he could never reveal to anyone but Bridge. Stonewall had needed therapy, from a shrink that wouldn’t rat out his illegal activities to the cops or his criminal friends. Bridge knew a guy, the therapist to the shitheels, whose client list was as infamous as it was long. Ever since, Stonewall had Bridge’s back.

Stonewall caught Bridge’s predicament with a stray glance. Bridge waved to the bouncer, who was busily engaged with an average-looking blonde with horrific combat boots trying to beg her way in. With those boots, Bridge figured she had more chance of fitting through the eye of a needle than getting paalln gettist the bouncers. Stonewall raised a finger to the girl and walked over to Bridge and the big side of beef blocking his entrance. “¿Qué onda? Is there a problem, Paulie?” he said to the bouncer, slipping between English and barrio Spanish with ease.

“Not a prob, guv. Just doing me job.”

“This here’s Bridge. Bridge, Paulie. Bridge here’s a good friend of the club.” Paulie raised a meaty eyebrow with an almost disgusted air.

“He ain’t on me list,” Paulie protested meekly. “If we’s just gonna let anybody what ain’t on the list in, what’s the point of me?”

“Bridge’s a special case. I’ll take the heat if he causes trouble. Cool?”

Paulie seemed about to make some other argument before waving Bridge on through without further comment. Bridge tipped his nonexistent hat at the bouncer as he walked past with Stonewall in tow.

“Gotta forgive him, Bridge,” Stonewall explained. “He’s new and a bit of a pendejo, know what I mean? He supposedly knows Twiggs from somewhere, came begging for a job today. He ain’t exactly making friends. Thinks ‘cos he played in the Premiership, us MLS guys should just kiss his white English ass.” He snorted disgustedly as he opened the glass door for Bridge. “You need anything tonight?”

“As a matter of fact, there’s a guy may come looking for me. A hacker, so he’s probably not going to be on the list, so to speak. If you can’t let him in, just have him wait outside and send me a message, k? Think his name’s Kira or eK1ra or some such idiotic combination of numbers and letters.”

“Will do, Bridge.” With that, he was in. Bridge noticed a flier for the band playing later in the evening, The Ardents. The walls along the entry hallway were decorated with football jerseys from around the world. Bridge noted authographed jerseys for Liverpool, Arsenal, Valencia, Boca Juniors, and of course, the L.A. Galaxy. The club opened up into subtly-partitioned enclosures, wide-open spaces broken by short walls and standing lamps. The interior design was stuffed with modern gadgetry. Each sub-space had its own white noise walls, separating and encapsulating the sounds of each area within its own space. The sports bar, with the live Galaxy match playing on gigantic screens was no louder than a quiet buzz, completely cut off aurally from the dance club which drowned in the sound of a booming prograsmic beat. The concert hall was on a similar auditory island, and each table in all areas had its own white-noise mask, hiding conversations in an invisible cloak from eavesdroppers while allowing in the area’s particular attraction, whether it be the band, the dance beat or the game. Bridge knew that the VIP lounge upstairs was similarly equipped, with the ability to pipe first-floor audio to each table individually. The Arsenal was a stark contrast to a shithole club like the Glitter. It had the most expensive and exclusive technology designed to make the club the utmost in both privacy and public display.

The crowd was a mish mash of beautiful people and football fanatics. Everyone was dressed in their most fashionable couture, brand names flashing like Christmas decoratitinmas decons. Gaudy logos were the latest fashion trend. Every fashion designer seemed intent on signing his work in the most audacious possible manner. Dark fabrics clashed with insane combinations of low-tech glitter and thin-film video panels. Many were walking advertisements for their favorite fashion line, fetish or movie, their video panels a constant stream of GlobalNet messages that paid them a dividend for impressions, repetitions and click-thrus. Bridge worked his way through the crowd into the concert hall. The stage was set dead center in the room, a round dais surrounded by a small dance floor and tiers of tables placed in perfect staggered fashion so that no seat was visually or aurally obstructed from the action. The room reminded him of a miniature Vegas showroom. A video holograph was playing on the stage as Bridge walked in, a GlobalNet-transmitted performance from one of the virtual worlds playing in eerily-transparent pantomime. Bridge’s table was as far from the door as he could manage. Aristotle took up position behind Bridge on the walkway surrounding the top tier of seats. Bridge hated that his bodyguard had to stand most of the night, but his clients wouldn’t expect “the help” to mingle with the boss.

Bridge ordered a cheaper single-malt scotch to sip on, asking the waitress to tell the band he was in the building. His first client was Bobby Ardent, the male half of the Ardents duo. They were a brother and sister team, he the guitarist and songwriter, Candace playing the rest of the instruments. Their recordings were veritable walls of sound, ten and twenty instruments laid on top of each other. Candace would play the piano parts live while using her interface jack to control recordings of the other instruments. Bridge didn’t like much popular music, relying on his GlobalNet agents to find him obscure bands from Japan and Chechnya. But the Ardents were interesting, and not just because they were clients.

Bobby appeared in minutes, his demeanor the nervous anticipation of Bridge’s typical client. Bobby’s request was a simple one. He wanted to spy on his sister. Bobby wanted a full tap on his sister’s life, from cameras to GlobalNet to chat transcripts, especially her avatar’s actions in the GlobalNet. Of course, he would never admit why he wanted such a thing, and Bridge wouldn’t force him. Bridge didn’t care that Bobby was in love with his sister. That wasn’t germane to the business at hand. Bobby wanted something and Bridge knew a guy. Bobby’s excuse was that he wanted to make sure she didn’t get involved with the wrong guy. Maybe he even believed that. “Bobby! My favorite rock star!” Bridge greeted the musician with an ear-to-ear grin.

“Hey Bridge, you got it?” Bobby’s wrinkled face was coated in a thin film of sweat, his black goatee glistening. Bridge was somewhat distracted by the band’s video playing on the shoulder of Bobby’s jacket. “Is everything set up?”

“My guy is ready. He just needs the word from you to turn on the tap.” Bridge handed over a muted email bizchip. Bobby only had to fingerprint himself on the card and an email would be sent to the contact, a hacker who specialized in surveillance for private dicks, lawyers and tonight, pervy brothers.

“And these are undetectable? She won’t know it’s there?”

“@Rg0n0t is good. He’s the one who caught Shelley Tilton’s hubby fucking around on her. Motherfucker never knew what hit him.”

/di 

Bobby reached an unsteady hand towards the card. “There’s just the little matter of my fee,” Bridge interrupted.

Bobby pulled out a PDA, a clunky old tech relic. Bobby was a half-Naturalist, rebelling against technology by refusing to get an interface jack, but he wasn’t committed enough to the cause to join the Naturalist communes that were springing up in the remote areas of Montana, Idaho and the Dakotas. The most commitment to anything he’d mustered were a few PSA’s decrying the despoiling of the environment by multinational corporations like the one that owned his record label. “You’re taken care of. Ten grand in five-year.”

Bridge smiled and passed over the bizchip. Bobby grabbed it greedily in both hands, planting his thumbprint forcefully on the scanner. “Message sent,” replied the card. Bobby dropped it to the table like it had suddenly burst into flames.

“It’s done then,” he said as much to himself as to Bridge. Bridge just nodded. “You swear you won’t breathe a word of this to anybody?”

“Your priest will spill the beans before I will.”

“My priest was a son-of-a-bitch.”

“Ain’t they all?” Bridge quipped with a laugh. The humor escaped Bobby.

“I gotta go get ready. We’re on in ten.”

“Awesome. For real. Break a leg or something.” As Bobby walked away, Aristotle came over, pointing towards the door. Bridge’s next client had entered the hall. Bridge put @Rg0n0t’s card in the table’s ashtray and activated its self-destruct code, a program that not only caused the card’s physical material to break down, but sent a virus through the GlobalNet that erased the message trail from the card. The only evidence of the transaction was now in Bridge’s head and Bobby’s conscience.

His next client made Bridge frown. It was Sid Tobin, a wannabe DJ with pretensions of pop greatness. Bridge knew this meeting’s script by heart, as they had gone through its motions again and again. Sid wanted a GlobalNet publishing deal and he had no scruples about how it was acquired. Sid’s problem was that he was a walking stereotype, the kind that turned off A&R guys. The talent acquisition suits didn’t want someone already packaged, they wanted something genuine and authentic that they could then sterilize, commoditize and package as the next big thing. Sid was always trying to cash in on the last big thing a week after it had been abandoned.

By the look of his outfit, Sid was on a Japanese anime hip-hop kick, his features accentuated by makeup to make his eyes look bigger with pointy brows, baggy neon glitter pants and a green glowing jacket festooned with brand labels, gold chains and Nipponese thug slogans. Sid walked with an exaggerated swagger, tossing gang signs as greetings. Before the poseur could even sit, Bridge had already cut him off. “Sid, before you get started, no A&R is going to touch you looking like that. What are those, Hammer Pants?”

“No, no, tomo, I got it all worked out, yo! You know a bunch of A&R guys, right?”

“I know a guy,” Bridge repeated almost unconsciously.

“Yo, check it, we throw this blackmail scheme on his ass, right? We get some dirt and throw it in the guy’s face and then he’s gotta give me a pub deal, yo!” Sid’s face was a beaming icon of stupidity, the bullheaded desire overriding any sort of common sense. Bridge just shook his head.

“Do you even know how a blackmail scam is run, you mental midget? First, you actually need to have some dirt on your target. I can assume that since you are coming to me, you don’t have any such dirt?” Sid shook his head. “So you’d need to hire someone to find some dirt, a hacker or a PI or something. Then, you’d need a go-between, which I suppose you think is going to be me.”

Bridge cut off Sid’s excited head nodding. “No, it sure as fuck would not be. That violates my most important rule, I don’t touch nothing illegal. Not one fucking thing. And finally, you’d need an A&R guy with such a shitty crop of skeletons in his closet that he’d rather risk his job to sign a complete retard like you than let his dirt get out in the open. You ever met an A&R guy? Yeah, I didn’t think so. Well, let me enlighten you. They spend their entire professional careers searching for guys they can sign to the shittiest deals possible, stuffing them full of drugs, hookers and booze until the acts don’t know their own fucking names. Once that act is all used up and no good to him anymore, Mr. A&R moves on to the next fucking target. He’s a predator with less morals than me. Do you really think he’s going to give one shit about his dirty laundry getting aired? They are expected to be shitheels, it’s in their job description. He’s more likely to kill you than sign you. Use your fucking head, you moron. Did you get a manager like I told you to last time?”

“Shit, Bridge, I don’t need no fucking manager. All he’s gon’ do is take fit’een percent to book me here, and I already got booked here.”

“That’s because your mom is Twiggs’ cousin. Get a manager and let him deal with your fucking ideas. Do you really think I’m going to piss off one of the few A&R guys I know in some half-assed blackmail scam? You can’t afford the fee on that sort of shit.” Sid whined for a few more minutes before being ushered off. It took the physical presence of Aristotle to get Sid moving on.

Once Sid was gone, Bridge exclaimed, “Aristotle, I swear that kid is going to get himself killed one of these days. He’s a dumbass at the genetic level.”

“The Buddhists say that all suffering is born of desire,” Aristotle began. “By that measure, that little muppet has got lifetimes of suffering to burn off.” Bridge grinned at the bodyguard.

“I think he’d literally give up a body part to get signed. You ever hear him?” Aristotle nodded, a pained expression marring his features. “I’d rather listen to two rhinos fucking. Check with Stonewall about Kira when I’m not occupied. I really wanna get that shit tass that saken care of.” Aristotle nodded and strode off to find the bouncer.

Bridge’s night was business as usual. He met with three other clients in two hours, all routine jobs with minimal payouts. They’d keep the lights on and not much else. With each meeting completed without an appearance from Kira, Bridge’s nervousness grew. As small-time as he was, Nicky would be all too happy to follow through on his threats. The quicker he could set Nicky up with the hacker, the quicker he could relax. Finally, around midnight, Aristotle came to his table.

“Kira’s outside,” he said.

“Well tell him to get his ass in here.”

“He won’t come in.”

“What do you mean he won’t come in?”

“Exactly that. He refuses to go around the front. He’s waiting in the alley across the street. He was exceptionally squirrelly.”

“Goddamnit, Angie, can you not give me one clean hacker? Shit, I bet he’s hopped up on Trip, all paranoid and shit.”

“He didn’t look to be speeding so much as genuinely nervous.”

Bridge sighed. “Fuck it, I’m done here.” He slugged back the last vestiges of his drink. “Let’s go meet him. You sure this ain’t a setup or something?” Aristotle nodded. “Last thing I need is another beatdown.” Bridge stalked out with his bodyguard in tow. He waved to Stonewall as he exited, the Mexican waving back jovially. The asshole bouncer was nowhere to be seen. Maybe Twiggs had fired him for being a cunt to the patrons.

Bridge crossed the street quickly, leaving Aristotle at the alley entrance to cover his back. The alley was deserted, nothing but dumpsters, grime and filth to greet him. “I thought you said he was in here?” Aristotle shrugged. Bridge began walking down the alley, avoiding the puddles of dumpster juice and piles of garbage. The alley smelled of fried rice from the Chinese restaurant.

“PSST. Here.” Bridge’s head snapped up at the strained whisper. It came from the restaurant’s kitchen entrance. “Over here!” Bridge walked slowly to the doorway, his body tensing into some semblance of a fighting stance. His one karate class years earlier had not yielded much beyond embarrassment, but he tried to recall something of the defensive techniques he’d been taught. A head peeked out of the doorway, darting quick glances up and down the alley. “Did anybody follow you?”

“Just Aristotle,” Bridge replied, indicating the bodyguard at the other end. “You wanna tell me why I’m standing ankle deep in shit instead of having a civilized conversation surrounded by hotties in the club?”

“I got people after me,” Kira said. Bridge finally got a good look at the kid, and kid he was. He might have been eighteen, but he sure didn’t look it. Bridge guessed he had not been shaving too long, a000 too lond not well at that. His upper lip was covered by a thin wisp of a mustache. Kira’s dark hair was tousled, in typical hacker fashion. Even his sideburns were messy. Sweat covered the kid’s face, a nervous sweat that seemed to soak his shabby clothes.

‘Surely Angie didn’t send me one of these homeless squatter hackers,’ Bridge thought. The clothes Kira wore weren’t cheap, just badly maintained. Brand names were all over his slept in attire. Every movement, every nuance of the kid’s body language was nervous paranoia, but an examination of his green eyes told Bridge the kid wasn’t tripping. “What are they after you for? Who is they?”

“I found something, something I shouldn’t have.”

“Ok, well that’s nothing to me, kid,” Bridge replied, raising his hands to fend off whatever bad mojo the kid had acquired. “I just need you to do a couple of jobs for some clients of mine and…”

“No, Bridge man, you gotta see this, it’s… you gotta see who it is!”

“Whoa, I don’t see nothing. I don’t touch nothing. Whatever you got going on, you keep it to your damn self. All I do is hook you up with someone that wants to buy or sell. I’m the Bridge, not the warehouse, dig?”

Kira’s agitation spilled over, his hands grabbing Bridge’s coat in a death grip. “You have to see it! Please, I gotta get rid of this! I don’t want nothing to do with it! You gotta take it off my hands!”

Bridge pushed the hacker away forcefully. Aristotle strode two steps into the alley. “No, I don’t. Sell it to Angie, she can find you a buyer.” A red light blinded Bridge for a second. Raising his hand to cover his eyes, he saw three pinpricks of red at the end of the alley. His mind processed the image in slow-motion.

Silhouettes, armed. Three armed men coming down the alleyway towards him from the darkness.

“They’ll kill me, Bridge, you gotta take this off my hands,” were the last words Bridge heard before the shots rang out. He was thrown to the ground by the force of the body hitting him, his vision blurring with pain.

*****

Chapter 5

August 30, 2028

12:02 a.m.

The dead weight of Kira’s falling body crushed the wind out of Bridge’s lungs. Kira was a skinny stick figure but the force of the shots had thrown his full weight into Bridge. He clattered to the ground gasping fe sor air, flailing to grasp the reality of the situation. Warm blood quickly soaked his hands as he tried to push Kira’s body away. His back was soaked through to the skin underneath by the wet pavement. Flitting thoughts jetted through his mind. ‘Getting this suit clean is going to be a bitch,’ and ‘I have to find another hacker for Nicky’ and other equally unimportant truisms passed through his mind. As footsteps echoed towards him, panic set in. ‘I’m still alive and they’re coming to finish me off.’

The pressure on his chest was suddenly removed, replaced by the tramp of a boot heel. One quick stomp on the sternum, then the boot rested on his chest with enough force to push what little air remained in his lungs out again. “Oi, cuntface, where is it?” Bridge gasped wordlessly. “I’m talking to you, you tosser.” The bouncer Paulie stood on top of Bridge firing staccato questions into his face with that thick English accent. Two others dressed in black with cybershade implants were searching Kira’s body with all the finesse of rampaging bison. Kira coughed a wad of blood into one of the men’s faces and was rewarded with a vicious punch. Kira’s breathing became a loud wet gurgling, a sound Bridge had heard before. The hacker didn’t have long left.

A hard slap across the face brought Bridge back to the man towering over him. “Look here, Polly. I got no time to fuck about. That little turd over there gave you something, didn’t he? Where is it?”

Bridge struggled for breath, but managed a weak, “He didn’t give me nothing. I don’t even know him.”

“We know he was coming to meet you.” Kick to the ribs. “If I start breaking bits off you, you think you’d remember better?” Bridge didn’t respond and took another kick to the ribs. “I ain’t got all night. Convince me I shouldn’t put a fucking bullet in your head and go have a pint, or I swear I will fucking murder you, Polly.”

Bridge coughed hard, raising a hand to forestall the beating. “Hey, hey, I’m a talker, not a fighter. Let me just catch my breath and we can figure this out. You need something and he has… had it. I know a guy can find things for you. I won’t even charge a fee.”

Paulie grabbed Bridge’s left arm and began to twist, digging his foot into Bridge’s chest to maximize the painful leverage. He glanced over to his companions and said, “You lot find anything?” They shook their heads. “Right, well that does you then, don’t it? We’ll go toss his place after we take care of this cunt.” He reached into his coat, retrieving a gigantic pistol from its holster.

A trashcan slammed into his forehead loudly, sending the gun and its owner flying. Bridge rolled over and sucked in precious, stinking air, his face caked with alley mud. At first, the sounds of scuffle barely penetrated the veil of pain, but his head finally cleared enough to comprehend the scene. The two gunmen were being beaten down by a combination of Aristotle’s pummeling fists and Stonewall’s flying feet. Surprise had given them the edge, and they were taking full advantage of it. Stonewall quickly finished off his opponent with a knee to the bridge of the nose, the metal of Stonewall’s cybernetic leg making a sickening crunching sound. Aristotle chose a more direct elbow and fist combination that was equally effective. Bridge spot wo Bridgeted Paulie crawling towards his gun, a gash in the forehead pouring blood. Bridge kicked out, catching the cockney enforcer in the ribs. He struggled to his feet, landing another staggered kick into Paulie’s midsection. “How you like that, huh!? You like that, bitch? Who are you working for?” Bridge stammered as he continued to dropkick the groaning figure.

“Fuck off,” was the only answer given, so Bridge planted another kick to the ribs. Stonewall, having finished his man, walked over and stomped Paulie’s gun hand. The resulting shrieks of pain gave Bridge no small amount of satisfaction. Stonewall used the gun to clock Paulie across the back of the skull, rendering him unconscious.

Aristotle put a hand on Bridge’s shoulder. “How bad are you hurt?” he asked.

“I’m ok,” Bridge replied, though he wasn’t. He felt like hell. His ribs were on fire though thankfully not broken, his lungs were bursting with each breath, and he could still feel the impression of a boot on his chest. Paulie knew how to hurt a man. His mouth filled with the coppery saltiness of a bloody lip, and he spat to clear it. “What the hell are you doing wading in there like that? I’m not paying for that.”

“It’s hard to extract payment from a coffin,” was Aristotle’s bemused reply. His grin was ear to ear, the sort of smile that could cheer up any situation. “Consider it an advance.”

“Well, my cash flow just got perforated.” Bridge indicated Kira’s prone body. “You kill those guys?”

Stonewall shook his head. “Not yet, amigo, though I’m betting that one don’t have long,” he said, pointing at the one he’d kneed in the face. The unconscious tough guy’s breathing was a raspy burble. Stonewall’s tone indicated that theirs would be a temporary reprieve. “This cabrón is getting it last. He gets to watch what I’m gonna do to these two. I told Twiggs, I told him there was something not right about that guy. What’d they want?”

“Don’t know. Kira was scared shitless, kept talking about me having to take something from him. Then they shot him.”

“Maybe he has whatever it is on him,” Aristotle said.

The three men looked at each other uneasily. None relished the idea of searching a dead body. “Don’t look at me, I don’t want whatever it is anyway!” Bridge exclaimed.

“You don’t pay me enough,” Aristotle replied flatly.

Stonewall deferred as well. “Hey, I gotta take care of these assholes.” Bridge resigned himself to the task and bent down to examine the corpse gingerly with a scowl. He touched Kira’s shirt with his fingertips, as if the body was on fire. A bloody, wet cough caused Bridge to throw himself back on his hands. Kira moved, rolling over on his side and opening his mouth to release a gigantic gob of blood.

“FUCK! He’s still alive.” Bridge crawled quickly over to Kira. “Call aw. a. “Cn ambulance or the cops or something.”

“Twiggs wouldn’t appreciate the cops on his doorstep.”

“We can’t just let him die here!”

“Look at him, Bridge. He ain’t making it.”

Bridge cursed loudly. “Kira, Kira, it’s Bridge. Can you hear me?” The hacker nodded his head weakly. “Kira, what were they after?” The punk’s lips were moving, weakly attempting to mouth words that were drowned by the blood. Bridge knelt closer until he could finally make it out.

“You… you’ll find… out, bro. I… sent it… man, I can’t… I can’t feel… my legs. I’m… dying, ain’t I? Don’t… don’t let me…” With that, Kira breathed one final wet gurgle and fell silent.

“What? What the fuck does that…” Bridge began, his jaw snapping shut as he realized what the dead hacker meant. Moving his hands to the base of Kira’s skull, he searched for the thing he feared he’d find. Pulling back Kira’s hair, he saw the kid’s interface jack, the silvery metal flush with the skin of the neck. Poking out of the jack was a wireless adapter.

Bridge was familiar with the hardware, though he had rarely used it. Jacking into a crèche or a street term took a wired connection. The wireless adapter allowed the hacker to access the GlobalNet without a jack from anywhere a hot spot existed, which was just about everywhere in the country outside of rural areas. Kira had been connected the whole time, and that meant he could have sent Bridge any kind of digital file in existence. Whatever Kira had been trying to pawn off, he’d probably succeeded. “Fuck. He sent me something.”

“What?”

“Don’t know and I really don’t want to find out. Goddamnit! I do not want to be in whatever this is. That is not my goddamn business. My business is bullshit. You want your shit, you go to the guy I tell you to. That’s it. Simple. Don’t involve me, just pay me your fucking money, you festering pack of idiots, and leave me the fuck alone. And what does this little bastard do? He gets this all over me!” Bridge indicated the blood on his hands before wiping them off as best he could on Kira’s pants. Bridge ceased ranting and stood, buried in thought.

“Stoney, can you deal with this body for me?” Stonewall nodded. “And take these bastards, find out what they were looking for, who they told, who they’re working for. Anything you can.” The ex-footballer nodded again. “If I’m going to be in this, damnit, I’m not doing it without knowing all the particulars. Do what you gotta do. You won’t hear me crying, got it?”

“What do you want me to do, boss?” Aristotle asked with earnest concern.

“Go home. Your bill is already past due.” Aristotle started to protest. “If I need you, I know where to find you. But these guys aren’t going to be scared off by a big black man, which means you stick around, you’ll have nt u’ll to do a lot more of this.” The bodyguard looked hurt but agreed. “Help Stoney move these guys out of sight, then get home and stay there.”

“What are you going to do?”

“What I do best. Cover my ass.” His confident smile was anything but.

Bridge caught a passing cab a few blocks over, took it three blocks in one direction, hopped out and caught another cab going the opposite direction for eight blocks. He got out of the cab at a corner terminal. Called street terms, these kiosks were found every few blocks in LA, offering cheap GlobalNet access, banking, news sheets, driving directions, tourist information and food delivery services. Bridge used an old backup hacker ID to access the GlobalNet and called Angela. He crouched low beside the term, the cord to his interface jack stretched perilously. Memories of teenage street hacking came flooding back, years of nickel and dime hacks riding the Net while keeping meat vision lookouts for the cops. He constantly searched for pursuit. His paranoia was likely misplaced, since the ID he’d signed in with wasn’t tied to the Bridge name at all, but he hadn’t survived this long by being careless. And if the Bridge ID was already hot as he suspected, this one would be burned once he was done.

Angela returned the request with a physical presence, projecting her avatar onto his vision. She appeared as a wispy ghost, beautiful blonde angel with demon horns and gossamer wings floating in mid-air on the street in front of him. “What’s wrong?”

“Why do you think something’s wrong?” Bridge put on his best fake smile.

“Because you haven’t used B#rTman in ages, which means you don’t want somebody following your trail. Now what’s wrong?”

“Kira’s dead.” The ghost chewed on that for a moment. “He was trying to give me something, said somebody was after him for it. Bunch of guys shot him and tried to shake me down for something Kira had. We took care of the guys…”

“Who’s we?”

“Never mind that. I’m alive, he’s dead and I need to know what he was working.”

“Nothing major.” Bridge frowned doubtfully. “No really, nothing big. We were messing with some pedofarms, but nothing that would get him killed. These guys, they look like organized muscle?”

“They weren’t cheap. Good clothes, cybershades, laser-sights, big guns and the like.”

“As far as I know, nobody he was working on was connected like that. Where’s the body?”

“It’s being taken care of.”

“So I shouldn’t tell his mom, then?”

“Not unless you want it tied to you.” She shook her

“Here it comes.”

“Look, I just need a place to crash for a few days, ‘til I can get this sorted.”

“Don’t you have any friends?”

“When did I ever have friends I could impose on like you?”

She sighed angrily. “Few days tops. And I better not get any heat over this, or it’s your ass.”

“The first sign of heat, I’m gone. I promise.”

Her scowl was an accusation. “Save it. I know what your promise is worth. You owe me. AGAIN.”

He cut off the connection, muttering under his breath, “More than you know.” With creeping dread, he switched Net ID’s, accessing the Bridge mailbox. Buried among the assorted spam offers and regular mail was a message from Kira, bloated with an attachment. Kira must have been good to float an attachment past Bridge’s filtering system. He sighed and jacked out without reading the message. He’d wait to get to Angela’s, where he could open it from the detached safety of a clean room. He called another cab, beginning an hour merry-go-round of cab switching, route retracing and obfuscation. By the time he reached Angela’s place exhausted and bruised, it was almost two a.m.

*****

Chapter 6
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“You look like shit, Artie. Is that blood?”

The crackling static of Angela’s disembodied voice was a painfully welcome reminder of past days. Bridge stood at her door, disheveled and battered, staring up at the camera above the door, which was no doubt displaying his sorry self on a window in Angela’s crèche. “You should see the other guys,” Bridge quipped. “They look like a million bucks.”

“You always were a cream puff. Door’s open.” Bridge heard the latch on the door click and pushed through quickly, keeping an eye out until the door closed. The latches and bolts slammed back into place automatically as soon as the door was shut. Even so, Bridge flattened against the wall and edged up to the front window overlooking the apartment complex’s deserted pool. A pricey place like this likely attracted a 9-5 cont>rporate clientele that would rarely be up this late on a work night. Angela had done well since ditching him.

“Nice place you got here.”

“Business is good.” Angela’s voice came from all around Bridge. Her wispy body materialized out of thin air, the perfect holographic representation of one of her avatars. Her real body looked almost nothing like this. Seven feet tall, bleached-bone white skin and jet hair flowing to her knees, with fingernails just short of being claws, this was Santhariya, the queen of the night realm, Orphonus.

Bridge raised an eyebrow. “Very good, apparently. Those holo projectors aren’t cheap.”

“Kim got me a got a good deal on them. This guy wanted me to steal some prototype designs, so he gave me the old models for like half price. I can’t resist a bargain.”

“Especially when it involves a run, right?” Her avatar nodded quickly, that cute mischievous smile Bridge was so familiar with in the flesh transferred to this apparition perfectly.

“So where are you?”

“Back in the bedroom,” she said, indicating a room past the open kitchen. The apartment itself was so sparsely furnished Bridge could barely tell it was occupied. An expensive, barely creased couch was a deserted island in the middle of a desolate living area, positioned directly in front of the wall screen. The kitchen was the only area that appeared used, and badly used at that. Dishes caked with crusted food piled in the sink, used cardboard food containers left torn on the filthy counters. He’d seen this type of thing in so many different hackers’ homes that it might have been its own interior design style for the cyberpunk set. Most of the dedicated hackers spent more time in the crèche than the flesh, and as a result, they needed little furniture and cared even less for homemaking.

“Can I at least talk to your face?”

A tiny frown creased her lips. “I’m hardly decent,” she joked. “I’m deep in, Bridge, I don’t have time to swab off and be a hostess. There’s food in the fridge if you want, the couch is as good as a bed. Now what the fuck happened to my hacker?”

“I told you, something he found got him killed. You said he was hitting pedofarms. What did you do?” His accusatory tone sounded harsher than he intended.

She put her balled fists on her hips, the first signs of her obstinate attitude emerging. “I didn’t do anything. I sent a few guys on some fun runs, a little harmless griefing.” Bridge’s frown caused Angela to point her finger accusingly. “You used to enjoy that.”

“That’s the kind of shit got Margie killed.”

“Margie got sloppy. You don’t shack up with the guys you’re griefing. Look, all we did was put some recorders on these ageplay sims. Find a few pervs paying for cybersex anfor cyb with underage avatars, record their escapades then send it to their wives. We didn’t even ask for blackmail money. We just wanted to fuck with them.”

Bridge sighed and rubbed his forehead. “And if one of those guys happened to be connected, he’d damn sure not hesitate to pop a cap in Kira’s ass.” Bridge’s mind raced despite his exhaustion. “Kira sent me an attachment, but I’m not looking at it without a clean room and a backup ID. Can I borrow a crèche?”

Angela frowned. “I have an old one, but it’s slow.” To Angela, if it wasn’t built last week with firmware upgraded last night, it was a decrepit dinosaur slogging through a primordial swamp.

“How old?”

“May? April? I kind of lost track after I got this one.” Bridge was impressed, and a little bit proud. Angela really was doing quite well, as none of the stuff she was purchasing was cheap. Holo projectors and a new crèche every season cost major cash. Of course, never leaving the apartment meant she didn’t need a car, and the crèche’s nutrient drips meant she probably ate one meal a day if she was lucky. A hacker’s life was a series of tradeoffs normal schlubs never made. “It should do for watching a run replay. Just don’t use an ID that could connect with me.”

“Got it. Now, where is this thing?”

“Bedroom. Come on back.” Bridge shuffled hesitantly down the apartment’s central hallway. Angela wouldn’t come out of the crèche to greet him, and he was certainly unsure he wanted to walk around in the room while she lay unmoving in the little pillbox. Even proximity to her avatar was enough to bring back painful memories.

The bedroom was as sparsely furnished as the rest of the place, and just as messy. A few takeout boxes lay on the floor. The bed was simply a mattress thrown haphazardly on the floor, sheets tousled and unkempt. The low hum of the crèche’s cooling unit filled the room. The shiny black surface of the coffin-like device was decorated with lines of neon green LED strips, a sign of heavy modification both on the exterior and the interior. “It’s that one over there,” Angela said, pointing in the corner at a dusty plain crèche. Bridge wiped his finger through the thick layer of dust. “The maid is off this year,” Angela joked.

“Has it got the basics? Security package, mail, etc.?”

“Do I ever work with the basics? Hell, no, that thing has custom warez. I think the defense package even has your codebase. I abandoned that tack when Freeman put out his Plat Series.” Bridge was postponing the jack in, running his hands over the console at the base of the device. He powered the crèche on, looking at the lights for entirely too long in an effort to forestall the inevitable.

He didn’t want to jack in. He’d sworn off the whole life. Like a recovering alcoholic, he marked each day without a jack in as an accomplishment. It was an exciting life, cutting through databank security and pilfering whatever he could, battling live Net security agents in some liquid mercury duel with programs he built from the groeoufrom thund up. The full-on speed of a crèche run was so different from just jacking into the front of the crèche. If a regular jack run was a sprint, a crèche run was a drag race, an intense compression of time and speed and data folded into every erg of consciousness. That kind of intensity couldn’t be easily put down, and once Bridge had removed himself from those runs, he’d felt their absence every goddamn day.

“What are you waiting for? Get naked!”

Bridge scowled back at the avatar and began to strip off his clothes. “It might help a bit if I didn’t have the Virtual Voyeur watching me.”

“It’s nothing I haven’t seen before.” That didn’t help Bridge’s nervousness much.

“It’s cold in here,” Bridge joked as he dropped his shorts, turning quickly to lift the lid.

“That’s what you always say.” The bubbling, mischievous giggle brought a flush to Bridge’s cheek, and a pang of nostalgia to his heart. The crèche’s soft plastic interior was chilly, its flesh-like embrace surrounding him with a womblike familiarity. Fitting the urine catch caused more jokes at his genitals’ expense. The nutrient drip into his arm was a bit more difficult than usual. It had been a while since he’d tapped that vein, and he’d had the easy-access cap removed. He closed the lid firmly, cutting off the teasing and encasing him in the silence of a tomb. The breathing apparatus covered his face and eyes as the saline solution flooded the chamber, a brief cold snap before the internal warmers kicked in. Within seconds, the interior of the coffin was a dimly-lit liquid paradise, his body covered with a slick fluid as his senses were one by one deprived of input. The jack began to do its magic, booting up the interface sequence. The last physical sound he heard was the beep signifying the bootup sequence’s completion.

And then he flew headlong into a wall of white, a bright onrush of euphoric experience that seemed to permeate every cell in his body. That one instant of elation was what the real hacker lived for, that sensation of flying warp speed into the great overmind, the digitization of consciousness that signaled immersion in the waters of the collected knowledge of humankind. The feeling was as close to being God as Bridge had ever thought his frail human mind could experience. The process was instantaneous, but it stretched the mind so hard that time elongated, eternity compressed into a single intense moment.

His NetBody rezzed into the crèche’s foyer, and the sensation was gone like gossamer on the wind. It was replaced with the liquid motion of his NetBody, a shiny slick humanoid-shape with the properties of liquid mercury. The programs he chose to carry with him would reshape the NetBody in various ways, some offensive, others defensive.

Accessing one of his backup ID’s had equipped the NetBody with his favored weapon, a dual-edged spear and his personal defense, a buckler-shaped shield. He tested the programs, swinging the weapons and running through a few Net-fu forms, a kind of martial arts based fighting style that hackers had adapted to Net combat. He hoped not to see any Net combat, but his paranoia about the situation caused him to prepare. Checking a few of his data gathering and analysis programs, holo prograe proceeded out of the foyer. The inky black space between data nodes was an infinite expanse of beauty, an empty void filled with the twinkling stars of billions of data nodes, web sites, chat rooms and virtual worlds.

His first steps were to hide the trail of his NetBody, sending the packets bouncing around the world in the blink of an eye, leaving traces of its passing in hundreds of random locations around the globe. Someone trying to backtrack to his physical location would need to unravel the mass of dead-end IP addresses and false trails before finding his vulnerable body, and their detection would alarm Bridge in enough time to allow him to jack out safely. Once assured his trail was sufficiently obscured, he rented a “clean room,” an off-the-shelf data location on the GlobalNet that contained no previous data, no programs, and only one entrance. He could control data access to the room, making sure that whatever he brought in could not leave without his knowledge, as well as ensuring that someone attempting to find him would have only one avenue of attack.

He marveled at the speed with which he worked. Not for the first time did Bridge consider dropping his work in the meat world and going back to hacking. The rush of adrenaline was real, an ever present euphoric call.

Putting aside the desire to backslide into his previous life, he sent out a request, a backdoor call to his Bridge ID’s mailbox. The request grabbed the email from Kira and sent it flying around the Net, obscuring it’s destination as surely as he’d done for his NetBody. The message appeared in the clean room as a blinking envelope icon, vaguely three-dimensional floating in mid-air. Bridge sighed and opened the message.

The body of the message was brief. Kira had sent it with his last breath, and all it contained was the plaintive cry, “Watch me!” Bridge felt like kicking Kira square in the junk. The attachment was large. Bridge extracted it from the message, analyzing it with one of his data-sniffing programs. It was dense, likely a room recorder. Much like a hidden camera placed in a physical room, a room recorder captured all the data of a NetRoom, creating an exact duplicate of the room, its occupants and their actions that could be experienced again. Viewing the recorder’s contents in the proper program would give the viewer a voyeuristic experience from any angle but without the ability to alter the proceedings. The viewer could even take the place of one of the participants, hitching a passive ride in the participant’s mind, feeling every sensation the person felt during that time. Such recordings were popular on the Net, most being pornographic.

Bridge dropped himself into the recording as a spectator. The room was not surprising, given the nature of Kira’s targets. Bridge could only describe it as a stereotypical little girl’s room, posters of teenage heartthrobs on the wall, stuffed animals neatly placed in a parade around the walls. The single bed was festooned in pink and puffy lace, the walls even painted a girly pink. Fake sunlight flickered through a window, and one door led out of the room. The room’s occupant rezzed in, and Bridge’s gorge rose.

A little girl, no older than twelve years had appeared, sitting on the bed, chewing gum and blowing bubbles while twisting her finger through her pigtails. It was a painfully stereotypical scene. Bridge immediately accessed information on the avatar. According to the room, sheikehe room was actually a twenty-six year old virtual escort who worked out of Colorado. Despite knowing that this underage avatar was a consenting adult, he still felt queasy about what he knew was coming next. The door to the bedroom opened slowly, an adult male sneaking into the room like a thief.

The accompanying rape fantasy was by the numbers, the adult forcing himself upon the child in a disgusting display of oedipal dominance. Even though it was an act that didn’t involve an actual child, it still made Bridge’s stomach turn. This kind of ageplay sold well on the porn market. It wasn’t illegal, though most courts frowned on virtual escort services as well as the disgusting implications of virtual child rape. It would be extremely damaging for anyone caught partaking, causing divorces and firings at the least. Bridge felt no remorse for closet pedophiles like this one whose life would be upended by the revelation of such predilections.

As he watched the scene, the doughy face of the man started to seem familiar. Had he not been so disgusted by the acts portrayed, Bridge would have recognized the man immediately. The avatar was almost the spitting image of Mayor Oliver Sunderland. That in itself was odd. Participants in these types of rooms typically chose attractive avatars, and Sunderland was hardly that. He was a pudgy man in his early 50’s, the kind of nondescript pudding of a man that would be no one’s ideal fantasy. Bridge began to get a sinking feeling and reluctantly accessed the identity of the man. All he could do was shake his head in disbelief. The person running the avatar was by all accounts exactly who he appeared to be. It was the Mayor of Los Angeles, Oliver Sunderland.

Bridge cursed a blue streak. This was exactly the kind of thing that could get a hacker killed. Powerful men with embarrassing secrets guarded those secrets with the violence of a cornered tiger. Their handlers would not hesitate to disappear someone as insignificant as Kira or Bridge to keep this kind of thing quiet.

Bridge’s first thought was to delete any trace of the file, but he hesitated. Paulie and his employers likely already knew about Bridge. They had tracked Kira to the Arsenal, going so far as to install Paulie in a job there to make sure the hacker was caught and killed. Deleting the file would remove what little leverage Bridge had. And after what Twiggs’ guys were likely doing to Paulie and his flunkies this very minute, Paulie’s employer wasn’t likely to balk at killing Bridge even if the file was gone. No, Bridge was stuck with it.

So he had to find a way to use it.

He could blackmail Sunderland. But like he’d told Sid earlier, a blackmail scam was the last thing he wanted to get involved with, especially if he was the blackmailer. Blackmail money was hard as hell to collect. But Sunderland’s place in the public eye left him vulnerable. He had enemies.

As Bridge pondered his next move, he failed to notice that the entrance to the clean room had opened. If he’d been in his physical body, the sensation that warned him of the coming attack would have been an itching at the base of his skull. Luckily, he had the room wired to alert him of any entrances, authorized or not. Bridge kept still, presenting as easy a target as he could without leaving himself completely vulnerable. A moment before the first blow struck, Bridges ruck, B twisted his NetBody to place the shield arm between him and the attacker. Losing the arm was a screaming white light of pain in his brain, the limb dissolving from the forearm down in a mist of mercury droplets.

*****
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The loss of a Netlimb was a queer sensation, a kind of panicked tickling as the brain strained to maintain its binary illusion that there actually was a limb where a limb no longer existed. The reptile brain wanted the body to feel the pain, to feel the warning that pain symbolized, yet the logical brain refused to allow the NetBody to lose its cohesion. Bridge knew he was in for a real bruise on the arm when he left the crèche, as his physical limb thrashed around wildly to reassure itself of its reality. For now, his immediate thoughts were on reforming the arm into a shield and setting himself into a defensive posture.

The attack had come swiftly, and Bridge’s practically antiquated software package had given him too little warning. He quickly sized up his opponent while dodging the second strike, a vicious spear stabbing inches from his side as his body flowed around the thrust.

The attacker was much faster than Bridge could hope to be with this setup. His silvery body held a barely humanoid shape with animal-like feet. Hooves, as a matter of fact, the guy had hooves. His entire lower half reminded Bridge of a shaven billy goat, as if the body was modeled after a satyr. The right arm was an elongated axe, the left a spear. At the top of his smooth head was a gigantic pair of horns, dripping with a virus-injector’s poisonous code. Bridge was in serious trouble. His opponent was built for all-out attack, and Bridge’s defenses were slow and outdated. He dodged another slice of the axe and tried to circle around towards the exit but found his path blocked by the spear.

Bridge aimed a quick sword thrust at the attacker’s midsection, but found it easily parried by the axe. Only a quick twist of the shield protected his chest from another spear thrust. Bridge retreated a moment. The attacker had the advantage of reach, and despite being on Bridge’s turf, the room afforded no particular advantage to either combatant. Any attempt to make it to the door would likely end with Bridge skewered and gored. Once caught, those horns would likely deliver a virus that would flatline his real heartbeat.

“Who are you?” Bridge asked, breaking arena protocol. No one talked in arena battles, at least not until they had won. The smack talk would begin in earnest afterwards, of course, provided both parties survived. But it was bad form to speak during combat.

The voice that replied was heavily synthesized, a devil-reverb effect applied for maximum Ho intimidation. “I am your DOOM!” Bridge really did not like this guy now.

“What a douchebag,” he said. The insult drew the attacker in like a lightning bolt, the spear diving straight for Bridge’s center. Bridge launched one of his better trick programs, the meat trap. His body opened at the point of attack, the deadly spear passing harmlessly through the hoop that Bridge’s chest had become. Bridge then closed the loop, chopping the spear arm off at the wrist. A follow up sword swipe was parried easily by the intruder’s axe, but Bridge had made some needed breathing room.

He quickly packaged the recording into a peer-to-peer rocket, breaking the bits up into unrelated junk data and encapsulating them in a sort of cluster bomb. Firing the rocket off sent the packets hurtling through the exit, where the rocket would “explode,” scattering the junk data all over the GlobalNet. The data would latch itself onto bigger data packets like barnacles and ride those packets forever until Bridge sent out the recall order. The packets would then return and condense into something usable, provided Bridge survived the fight. Now Bridge had to hope he had time to enact the other part of his desperation gambit.

Bridge began dancing about the room, twisting and turning like a snake, flying from corner to corner dodging attacks, buying time for himself and the rocket. The walls shook with the axe swings that just barely missed contact with Bridge, the room beginning to lose cohesion as bits were chipped off. The rocket seemed to be moving in slow motion. Just as it reached the exit, the door opened to allow another player’s entrance. The new entrant dodged the rocket with ease despite being surprised.

Bridge initiated his jack out sequence as the dancing continued. Had he any other choice, he’d have taken it, but the attacker had him in a corner. Bridge would jack out the hard way, without returning his consciousness along the path he’d taken to get there. It would be akin to pulling the plug on his crèche, a jarring return to physical consciousness that was painful in the extreme. Rather than the gradual return to his body of a normal shutdown procedure, this would be a shocking snap, and he would suffer for it. Headaches, nosebleeds and the choking claustrophobia of the coffin were the most common side effects.

The sudden jack out still took nanoseconds, and he was defenseless the whole time. He could see the killing axe blow swinging toward his head. He flinched from the blow that never came. The axe arm was dissolved with the swing of a scythe blade, the droplets of NetBody floating weightlessly away. Bridge’s last visible image was of Angela’s liche-like avatar swinging her impossibly large scythe through the attacker’s neck with ruthless efficiency.

And then he was alive, the crèche’s inky black interior suffocating him. He flailed inside the pill-shaped coffin, the saline solution splashing, his muscles twitching in uncontrollable spasms of solidity. His mind was a bubbling cauldron of fear, thoughts sizzling inside his skull, burning his light-starved eyes. He couldn’t move, couldn’t run though his every nerve was on fire, his cells raging with the desire for motion, for the surety of existence in activity.

Finally, decades later, the crèche’s latch opened and he threw back the lid, flopping out onto the fd. t onto loor like a fish out of water. His muscles still weren’t working right. The arm he’d lost in the GlobalNet was there, but he could see bruising up and down the forearm area, and he couldn’t force it to move no matter how hard he concentrated. His entire body refused mental commands, the jack out seizure in full control.

He wasn’t sure how long he lay like that, twitching and flopping uncontrollably until the tremors finally slowed, crashing then ebbing like the waves at high tide. He was still twitching slightly when Angela’s holographic form appeared above him.

“You gonna die on me?” she asked with a tinge of real concern.

He swallowed hard and tried to reply, but nothing would come out but a raspy exhalation.

“Take it slow. You haven’t done this for a while, remember.” He nodded.

His voice returned weakly. “How did you find me?”

“It’s my crèche. I can track it anywhere. Plus your trail wasn’t exactly hidden well enough. That’s some old shit you were running.”

“I haven’t kept up.”

“No, you haven’t. I figured you’d get in some shit, so I followed you. Just in time, too.” She held something in her ghostly hand, which he finally realized was a head. “Do you know Ub3r||M3^^?” He shook his head. “He knew you, apparently. Looks like whatever you got yourself into was worth hiring a hitter.”

“He’s a hitter?”

“According to his creds he was. Not a very good one, obviously. He didn’t even bother credcrashing you. Sloppy dip shit. He probably did tag your accounts, though, so I wouldn’t use your creds if I was you.”

“I haven’t used cred since I quit hacking. It’s why I only take five-year.” His strength had returned enough to sit up, though his left arm was going to be sore for days. “Crashers don’t fuck with the cash vendors. Those boys will fuck back.”

“So what did you find that’s important enough to put a hit out on you?”

Bridge relayed the sorted story of Kira’s big find. Angela seemed genuinely angry that the Mayor of the city was a closet pedophile and even more so that his proclivities had gotten her hacker killed. By the time he’d finished, her jaw was clenched so tight he could imagine her cheek muscles twitching with the exertion. Her eyes were flaming red coals.

“What are you going to do to nail this son-of-a-bitch?”

Bridge hadn’t gotten that far. Nailing Sunderland, while certainly a tempting prospect, wasn’t his first thought. “I’m less concerned about nailing him than I am about keeping his bastards from bumping me off.”

“You’re going to let him get away with this?”

“Get away with what? The guy playing his little girlfriend is a 26-year old grad student in Colorado. He hasn’t broken any laws, and even if he had, he’s the goddamn mayor. He has Chronosoft on his side. You don’t think they could cover this shit up?”

“So what, he just walks? He killed my hacker.”

“And that’s fucked me up just as much as you. I got clients ready to beat me blue again if I don’t get them somebody. So I either gotta find another guy or pay money I don’t have to keep them from breaking my legs or worse.” Bridge’s mind was in overdrive now that his body was more or less normalized. He was examining angles and profit margins, analyzing risks and thinking on his feet. “But there is a way I can get rid of this thing and recoup my losses on the deal.”

“Your losses? What about my losses?”

“You’ll get your cut too. If I take the footage to Sunderland’s folks, they’ll probably just kill me to cover it up. Since he didn’t technically do anything illegal, I can’t go to the cops with it, and they don’t pay for shit anyway.” He looked up at Angela’s avatar with a kind of puppy dog helplessness. “You know, you could sell it for me.”

“Don’t even get me more involved in this than I already am.”

“Come on, Angie, do me a solid. You’re the best broker I know.”

She cut him off with a dismissive wave of her ghostly hand. “Save the sweet talking for your clients. I know you too well.”

“No sweet talk. Seriously, you could sell this shit before I wake up in the morning.”

“And we’d both be dead by the time we were done with

breakfast. No deal, slick. I’m not ending up like Kira.”

Bridge set his jaw with the grim realization of his predicament. “Well, there is one person who’d give his left nut for something like this, especially right now.”

“Who?”

Bridge shook his head, shutting off his audible rambling. “If you ain’t selling it, better you don’t know. The less people involved, the less targets they have. You sure you don’t mind me crashing here for a few?”

“Just crashing. No business in the house.”

“I just need a place nobody knows about for a few days, then I’ll be out of your hair and I can compensate you some for Kira. How’s twenty percent sound?”

She thought hard for a moment before replying, “Not as good as thirty.”

“Twenty-five.”

“Done.”

Bridge wobbled to his feet. “Right then, I’m going to shower this shit off and crash on the couch. I better get moving early tomorrow. Don’t want to sit still too long.” The shower did wonders to loosen the stiffness in his muscles from the emergency jack out seizure, but his head was splitting. Popping an Aceto™ tab, he flopped on the couch, trying to sleep through the dancing fireflies of pain behind his eyes. The plan raced through his head threatening sleeplessness, but his body gave up consciousness before he had a chance to toss.

*****

Chapter 8

August 30, 2028

9:13 a.m.

Bridge woke early, fixed a light breakfast and headed out without a word to Angela. She never showed, in holograph or in person, so he assumed she’d either passed out or was still running deep. He was glad not to have to talk to her again. If she wasn’t going to help him get rid of the recording, best she wasn’t involved in what he had planned next.

Since this Sunderland data had already almost gotten him killed and given him his second beatdown in twenty-four hours, he was committed to ridding himself of this data in the safest way possible. He wasn’t yet desperate enough to try to blackmail Sunderland. Though the mayor had the means, he’d be just as likely to kill everyone involved as pay blackmail money. If Paulie was in Sunderland’s employ as Bridge suspected, odds were Sunderland would err on the side of violence.

Without using a go-between, one Bridge could hardly afford to find or pay on such short notice, Bridge was entirely too exposed for blackmail.

Sunderland had enemies, though. He had one big enemy in particular, one who’d welcome the kind of dirty laundry this recording represented. With the election only two days away, the value of the information was reaching its apex, so time was short. After the election, the information would only be valuable if Sunderland retained his post and even then, its value would sink like a stone with each passing day. But while the voters were still being inundated with the candidate’s message, one person in particular would pay a king’s ransom for this kind of bombshell.

That was why Bridge stood across the street from the campaign headquarters of Sunderland’s opponent, Arturo Soto. In keeping with Soto’s anti-corporate political stance, it was a modest location, a strip mall space leased out and transformed n”d into a buzzing hive of activity. Bridge, being a paranoid fucker, had to marvel at the lax security of the building.

The entire front of the space was clear glass windows from knee height to ceiling, and most areas were clearly visible from his vantage point. One area was clearly designated for the net roots activity, a bank of hastily constructed cubicles barely sheltering a squad of cyber operators posting videos, testimonials, advertisements, rumors, news stories and other such “net roots” information. Most other workers were busily making phone calls or gathering fliers and there was a constant stream of volunteers flowing through the door.

Bridge crossed the street warily. He’d managed to get a new suit to replace the blood-covered one he wore the previous night, ditching the horrible t-shirt and jeans combination Angela had foisted on him from spare clothes she had in her closet. He didn’t ask whose clothes they had been. He strode confidently into the front door, flashing the receptionist his most charming, nano-enhanced smile.

The cute blonde behind the desk responded with a dutiful friendliness, but her eyes gave Bridge that little something extra. Bridge was by no means a handsome man. His black hair was slicked back, exposing a burgeoning widow’s peak. His nose was perhaps a tad too big and angular, while his face was a bit too doughy from years of stewing motionless in a vat of saline. The five o-clock shadow he sported didn’t hurt his appeal. But Bridge had discovered that thing that made him imminently more attractive than his looks. He walked with the confidence of someone who knows how to get what he wants. It didn’t hurt that his attitude towards the entirety of humanity was one of loathful indifference.

He showed no sign of caring whether a woman found him attractive or not, and Bridge could only conclude that woman viewed that as a challenge. So it was with the receptionist, Carly.

Bridge made a vain attempt to see Soto himself,

knowing full well that no campaign manager lets just any jagoff get close to the candidate without a thorough vetting. It was a good thing Bridge actually wanted to see the campaign manager. Bridge pretended to settle for this meeting with feigned disappointment. Candidates don’t lay their own hands on their opponent’s dirty laundry. That’s why they hire campaign managers.


Carly ushered Bridge through to the manager’s office within minutes. Along the way, she slipped him a note. Bridge knew it contained the woman’s phone and NetID, but he feigned surprise for the purpose of the pantomime they were performing. A final wry smile saw Carly out the door.

“Good morning,” was the all-business greeting Bridge got from the campaign manager, Barbara Losman. Losman was a young-looking mid-40’s, long straight golden brown hair framing an imperfect face that smiled a little too disingenuously. Long smile lines stretched around her perfectly lined lips, her eyes just a bit too wide as if incredulous at the world around her. But underneath that expression, Bridge could sense the most cunning sort of cynicism, a calculating coldness that parsed every fragment of dialogue for the slightest advantage. This was a dangerous woman. “How may I help you, Mister… I’m sorry, I di Cm sBridgdn’t catch your name.”

Bridge sat down across from her smoothly. “That’s because I didn’t give it.”

Losman rolled along without batting an eyelash. “Well, I’m Barbara Losman, and it’s a pleasure to meet one of the voters. Were you interested in volunteering for the campaign? We’re a bit overstaffed, if that’s the case, but I’m sure we could find something for you to do.”

“I’m here to help you put this election in the bank.”

Losman’s eyebrow rose almost imperceptibly. She was cautiously intrigued. “That’s certainly good news. Are you sure I can’t offer you anything? Coffee? Tea? Fresca?” She said the last bit as she shuffled papers on her desk. She attempted to make the movement seem absentminded, but he could tell she was angling to push the security button she likely had under her desk.

“I’m not just some crazy off the street, so you can take your finger off that button,” he said with a relaxed smile. One solitary bead of sweat rolled down his left armpit, the tension in the room becoming palpable.

Losman smiled the grin of a predator pleased to finally meet a canny opponent. “Fair enough,” she said, raising her hands above the desk before leaning back in her chair. “Since I don’t know you, explain to me how you intend to help my candidate win the election.”

“Your opponent is about as dirty as they come,” Bridge began.

Losman feigned a sarcastic surprise. “No, you don’t say! Was it the fact that he was appointed into his position by corporate fiat or the fact that he’s done nothing for this city other than bulldoze neighborhoods since he got into office? You could ask any ten people out on the street and nine of them would say he was dirty. You could put a patron saint into his position and at least six would still think he was dirty.”

“What if I told you I was in possession of information proving your opponent was engaged in ethically questionable activities that would make all ten of those people throw up?”

The wall came up. Losman’s features hardened into an inscrutable blank stare. “I would say that you should be talking to the press. They love a good sex scandal. My candidate isn’t interested, no matter what the price.”

Bridge was taken aback. He hadn’t even mentioned sex or money, but it appeared the negotiations had started without him. “What I have will make sure Sunderland gets fewer votes than drunken Mickey Mouse write-ins. All I need…”

And just like that, the negotiation was over. “You don’t understand, so let me make it perfectly clear. My candidate is in no way interested in your seedy scandals. Maybe you haven’t checked the polls lately. Soto is ahead amongst just about every demo that matters.”

“I do understand that he’s both ahe C’No, yad and behind by statistical nothings depending on whose poll you believe. Two days ‘til the election and it could go either way. I’m offering you a slam dunk.”

“You’re offering me the chance to drive this campaign right in the gutter. My client has no interest in those kinds of dirty politics-as-usual.”

Bridge couldn’t prevent a hint of anger creeping into his voice. “Come on, lady, we both know politics is about as clean as a fucking cesspool, especially in this city. And we both know your client has as much blood on his hands from the riots as any Chronosoft executive. Soto ain’t no Richard the Lionhearted, no matter what you’re trying to peddle on those commercials of yours.”

“Richard the Lionhearted? You’re going to go crusaders on me? That’s very educated of you.”

“I read history, I been to college. That’s a good one, eh?”

She smiled a smile so disingenuous it gave the truth whiplash. “Yes, quite impressive.” And then she was done playing games. “This meeting is over.” Her eyes were simmering coals, and Bridge knew he was wasting his time. “Will you leave quietly, or should I indulge myself and let my security curbstomp you out the door?”

“I’ll show myself out,” Bridge said coldly, standing and straightening his lapels. He gave her a sarcastic head bow and walked out, barely able to contain his anger. He waited until he’d crossed the street and made it around the corner before letting out a torrent of inventive curses. He began to walk aimlessly, not thinking about a destination, just trying to sort out the puzzle before him.

Soto’s people weren’t interested in dirt, but that just didn’t compute. Politicians spoke ad nauseum about their desire to run clean campaigns, their firm belief in a return to honorable politics as if such a thing had ever existed. But invariably, all political races turned into sleazy, mud-slinging games of one-upmanship. The presidential election of 2020, the first Bridge had voted in, had taught him the scant lessons he knew of politics, and he’d mostly sworn off voting after that bitter experience.

It was beyond Bridge’s conception that a politician wouldn’t take any opportunity to smear his opponent, especially if done in such a way as to make it appear the smear-er had nothing to do with the smearing. Losman had refused to even consider the option. While both she and the candidate may claim it was because Soto was some crusading savior, Bridge wasn’t buying it. Furthermore, Bridge had never mentioned what exactly it was that Sunderland was involved in, yet Losman had immediately hit upon a sex scandal. That seemed a little too spot on to be a coincidence.

Bridge looked up to find himself in front of a waiting cab. Without even consciously considering it, Bridge had decided on his next course of action. He needed to see Tom Williams.

A quick call to Tom led Bridge to the Press Room, a tiny bar and grill just outside of the downtown area where most of the news broadcasts located their LA bureaus. The Press Room was such a prototypical LA establishment, a darkened private restaurant built in the 1970’s. The original décor still insulted the eye with its vomit brown plush carpet, dark faux brick and copious red stained glass. It was the kind of place anyone could walk into, from movie stars to regular schlubs, and the patrons would pay no special attention to anyone, making it the perfect anonymous meeting point for reporters and their sources. Or, in the case of Bridge and Tom Williams, the perfect meeting place for client and provider.

Tom was the kind of man who stood out anywhere he went, a ruggedly beautiful man with perfect blonde hair, teeth and physique. His square jaw was prototypically Midwestern, and his voice had the gravitas to carry a broadcast all on his own for hours. His career had been practically meteoric, from local field man to local anchor to the face of the Chronosoft owned National News Network in 15 years. Luckily for Bridge, in the Press Room, Tom was just the good-looking guy in the corner booth with the slick talker. Tom had needed a source for floating card games, the kind of games no one admitted to running or participating in. Tom had a helluva gambling problem when he was losing, and he’d been close to having that problem exposed when Bridge had taken care of him. Bridge knew a guy.

Bridge’s stomach started grumbling as soon as he sat down, so he ordered lunch, while Tom just had coffee. “Like I need anymore caffeine in my day,” Tom grumbled to no one in particular. He crossed his hands in front of his chest and gave Bridge a stern look. “So why the fuck did you feel it necessary to call me out at work? I thought you relied on the utmost discretion.”

“Under normal circumstances, you’d never hear from me unless you sought me out.” Bridge was paddling against a very tough upstream. “This is not a normal day. I’ve got something big.”

“How big?”

“Like break open an election big.”

Williams’ eyebrow shot straight up, and he seemed to be chewing on the thought. “Elections? Since when did you get involved in politics?”

“Something kind of fell into my lap. Believe me, it’s nothing I’d touch otherwise. Would you be interested and more importantly, would that interest be worth anything?”

“That all depends. What election are we talking about?”

“THE election, my friend. Two days from now, the mayor of Los Angeles against the upstart neighborhood crusader. I’ve got some dirt that is guaranteed to swing this thing…” Bridge paused as the waitress brought the drinks to the table. When she’d left, he continued, “I’m serious, this is national breaking oh my god everyone switch the channel big.”

Tom ripped open a packet of sweetener, dumping it unceremoniously into his coffee. He Cis n” color=” stirred in silent thought, finally lifting the cup and wincing at the heat. Replacing the cup on the table, he shot Bridge down. “I can’t touch it.”

“What do you mean you can’t touch it?”

“I mean I can’t touch it. Editorial directive, coming from the very top. No one, and I mean no one, breaks any kind of scandal on this thing first. Me, the guys at CNN, the local guys, nobody can touch any kind of dirt on this election until someone else breaks it first.”

“I thought you guys lived to break stories like this, like it was a divine calling.” Bridge asked with confused irritation.

Tom chuckled. “You know, for someone so street wise, you sure are naïve as shit.” He took another sip of his coffee, his reaction no more positive than from his first sip. “Man, they make some shitty coffee here.”

He stared straight into Bridge’s eyes, his hands gently pounding the table to emphasize his points. “Look, I’ll level with you. We like to call ourselves journalists, and we ride that objective viewpoint pony until it is dead. But it’s all bullshit. The more people I get staring at my face every night, the less actual journalism I’m allowed to do. I’m a glorified teleprompter with a dashingly handsome face, if I do say so myself.”

He leaned back in the booth, a weary sigh escaping his body. “I’m not allowed to piss people off, I’m not allowed to make a stand, and I’m not allowed to break a story if the suits that give me my paycheck don’t want me breaking it. At best, I get to regurgitate the talking points, the PR spin. Maybe once a year, maybe, someone with some actual journalistic abilities is allowed to get a page of copy to my desk and I get to read the truth before the bullshit is tossed on top of the body to cover it all up. I have a staff to do my legwork, which usually consists of emailing their plugged-in buddies to feed them the official lie.”

“I’m the hype machine, buddy. It’s a wonder I can still fucking dress myself.”

Bridge sat aghast. “Jesus. I thought I was cynical.”

“You ain’t old enough to be this cynical, bucko,” Tom smiled sardonically.

“So you won’t even take this story for free then?”

“I don’t even want to hear what it is. It’ll just make me jealous.” He took one last slug of coffee, and made a face that belonged on a poison control sticker. “Goddamnit, they gotta get some better coffee in here. Listen, I have to get back. We’re doing a story on the glorious benefits the LGL has brought to Los Angeles.” He seemed more intensely displeased over the story than he was the coffee. “Say, have you thought about using a leaker for the story? That’s probably about the only way you’re going to get it out there.”

“Where do you think I got it from?”

Tom shrugged. “Well, good luck with that then. Once it gets out, I’d love to do a followup, if it’s still news by the time you get it out.” Bridge waved him off. “Suit yourself.” Tom turned to leave, but Bridge stopped him.

“This doesn’t all seem slightly suspicious to you, then? The eve of one of Los Angeles’ biggest elections and you’ve been forbidden from breaking any story on the candidates. That doesn’t smell at all fishy to you?”

Tom’s sardonic smile was infuriating. “It stinks like last week’s garbage. But it does alert my well-honed journalistic instincts to one thing.” Bridge marveled that he could say those words with a straight face.

“Yeah and what’s that?”

“The fix is in. Gird your loins, buddy.” With that, the newsman left whistling some pre-21st tune.

Bridge sat and finished his meal, the wheels in his head turning desperately with every bite.

*****

Chapter 9

August 30, 2028

1:14 p.m.

Bridge lingered long over an after lunch coffee, his mind in a tumult. In the best of circumstances, he would have had five paying options for selling this recording and moving on, but time was against him. Few would touch something this hot without demanding a serious discount for the added danger. Tom’s intuition, for all its sarcasm, was spot on. There was definitely a fix in. Losman trying to pass Soto off as some kind of shining knight crusader might play well on the evening news but Bridge knew better. The network’s sudden reluctance to break any sort of electionscandal just exacerbated his natural paranoia. The kind of high-level string-pulling this would require made his asshole twitch.

Soto had a reputation that Bridge was all too familiar with, even though he’d never done any business with the man. Soto had earned his reputation during the riots just like Bridge. Soto had lived in a lower middle class subdivision, not the type of place you’d see corporate types living in. Mostly Hispanic, it was populated by workmen, janitors, school teachers and retail workers, the kind of barely-above-the-poverty-level residents that politicians pandered to for elections before forgetting completely. He had been a struggling real estate developer living in the home his parents had bought back in the early ‘80’s when home ownership was still attainable with hard work. The neighborhood had the unfortunate providence of being on the border between the poor areas that exploded into chaos during the riots and the targets of that chaotic rage, the downtown corporate sectors. It quickly found itself under siege, with rioters on one side wanting to march Fe to >

But Bridge knew a guy who lived there during the riots. Paco had cowered in his parents’ basement most of the time, until Soto conscripted him. Paco hadn’t wanted to fight, but Soto left him little choice, strong-arming the 17-year old into manning a barricade against the rioters. Paco had been a quiet hacker, the kind of kid that couldn’t fight off swirlies in high school. When Soto was done with him, the kid was hard. The riots had done that to a lot of people, but Paco was a kid. He spoke about the things Soto had done, the murders he’d committed and the ones he’d ordered. Soto had been particularly brutal, at one point stringing up a rioter by his ankles and leaving him to die screaming yards in front of the barricades to discourage other invaders. Somehow, that brutality never made it into the official Soto story.

That made Bridge skeptical about the Soto campaign’s desire for honor. Soto wasn’t the kind of man who was squeamish about literally and figuratively crucifying his enemy when the situation called for it. His campaign manager having more scruples than her candidate was a nigh impossibility. The fix was in, but Bridge was damned if he could figure out the angle.

Bridge paid for his meal and strode outside, not quite sure what his next move should be. He spotted a street term and logged in using another disposable ID to check his messages. The first six were all from Nicky, barely veiled threats at first, escalating with each successive call until the final message had lost all semblance of subtlety. Nicky was ready to put Bridge down, and had gotten pissed enough not to care that such a threat was being recorded. He was going to have to do something about Nicky, but that had to take a back seat to this Sunderland situation. He also had a message from that executive, Thames. The normally confident executive’s voice sounded thin and frayed, and Bridge imagined his bosses were putting serious pressure on him. He’d have to wait as well. There was no way Bridge could stick his head out into the hacker pool far enough to hook up a leaker, not with a hit order floating around the GlobalNet. Aristotle had called to check up, and Bridge smiled a bit at the bodyguard’s undeserved loyalty. Bridge really needed to give him a bonus.

The last message was from Stonewall, short and cryptic enough to make Bridge’s heart skip a beat. “Yo, Bridge, give me a call about that thing, eh? I got news.” Stonewall was really good at disguising his criminal activities with code words. Bridge immediately purchased another disposable ID and returned the call.

“Yo, Bridge, where you been?”

“Working another angle. You got something for me?”

“Yeah, but it ain’t what you want. Louie Lou, eh?” The ex-footballer hung up Kallr di without even a goodbye. That meant nothing good, and probably a whole lot of bad. The code words Louie Lou was a location where the two could meet.

Louie Lou was a restaurant on the decaying edge of the warehouse district, a shithole diner that saw more rendezvous traffic than regular diners. They had good coffee and crappy food, but if you needed to meet somewhere away from where the shit was going down, Louie Lou’s was the place. Bridge caught a cab immediately, not even bothering to hide his trail. If Stoney wanted to meet at Louie Lou, it was an emergency.

Stonewall sat sipping coffee at a corner booth with a good view of the entire diner and the street outside. Catching sight of Bridge, he immediately dropped a few bills on the table and walked out. He greeted Bridge on the street with a curt, “Follow me.” The lack of chit-chat made Bridge keep his mouth shut as they stalked west a few blocks into rows of warehouses. Three blocks into the walk and Stonewall started talking. “So we took your boy Paulie’s crew to a safehouse and went to work on them. One of them didn’t last the trip. The second one managed to make it all night. Poor bastard didn’t talk though.” Bridge had lost track of where exactly he was when Stonewall stopped at the side door of a large warehouse. The building was so dilapidated that Bridge at first thought it was abandoned. The keypad entry was pristine, however, and the Mexican quickly entered a combination and opened the door. Bridge began to follow him in when he noticed the chaotic pattern of a shotgun blast in the dead center of the door. The door’s metal was perforated, blackened holes at waist height giving Bridge a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. “Watch your step,” Stonewall warned. Bridge narrowly avoided stepping directly in the puddle of blood on the floor. Whoever had been standing behind the door had taken the shotgun blast badly.

“We’d started working on Paulie when Twiggs sent me out for lunch. I was like ok, I’ll pick up where my homies leave off. I couldn’t have been gone half an hour.” Stonewall led Bridge down a shadowy hallway. The blood from the puddle was smeared down the hallway, leading to a body face down in a pool of light. The coppery smell of bloody death seemed to soak the air in the warehouse, the air which was even now closing in on Bridge, so stuffy it was like breathing sawdust and paranoia and impending doom. He could feel the gorge rising in his throat while his back was awash in freezing sweat. Bridge began to say a vain prayer in hopes of warding off the inevitable scene he was about to witness.

“But this is what I found.” Stonewall swept his arms wide to encompass the whole of the scene. The doorway opened into a tool storage area off of the main warehouse floor. A haphazard series of cheap metal shelves and cabinets containing various motor parts and tools formed a makeshift room around the doorway. It was well lit with burning incandescent spotlights hanging low from the ceiling. The air was stifling with the smell of settling dust, motor oil, sweat and blood. All the blood. Bridge felt his lunch start to revolt, heading back up his esophagus with sickening force. “Hold it in, hombre, you don’t want the cops sniffing out your DNA ‘cos you yak all over the crime scene.” Bridge got a grip by steadying himself on one of the shelves, which wobbled under his weight. He drew back his hand from something sticky, but was relieved to discover oil on his hand instead of blood. He immediately grabbed a dirty towel from a nearby shelf and wiped both his hand and the shelf where he’d placed the hand. Stonewall approved. onewallˀoved. “Now you’re learning.”

“What the fuck happened?”

Stonewall surveyed the destruction nonchalantly. “You tell me, brother. Just who the fuck are… were these guys?”

Bridge began to study the scene carefully, reconstructing the interrogation in his head. The victim had been tied to a chair surrounded by three other chairs. Likely the questioner had sat directly across from the victim, the two flanking chairs holding the bruisers who would whale on the victim until he talked. One of the hanging lamps was low enough to be grabbed by the questioner but now swung in a faint elliptical pattern.

Various implements such as vice grips, pliers, knives and a blowtorch had been on a table to the right of the victim, a table that now held a bloody corpse. Bridge recognized the corpse as one of Twiggs’ enforcers, Ernesto or Nester or something like that. The dead man’s eyes were frozen open, a surprised expression framing the third eye blooming out of his forehead.

One of the metal shelves directly opposite the table was overturned. A pair of feet was visible, the landing point of another of Twiggs’ employees. The chair to the left of the questioner’s was also spilled, its occupant having flipped over onto his stomach from the force of the blast that had killed him. The final body was the most surprising. In the center of the circle of chairs lay Twiggs, flat on his stomach with his head turned to stare blankly at the light above him. The former striker had taken two large caliber bullets in the back, and a third to the base of his skull, likely both the killing blow and a message. Bridge let out a whispered curse and shot a glance at Stonewall. The enforcer just nodded, a grim nod suffused with a blinding finality. A queer look of melancholy crossed Stoney’s face.

“Shit, Stoney, I’m sorry. I didn’t…”

“Save it,” the Mexican cut him off with a wave of his hand. “If it wasn’t you, it was going to be somebody else got us all killed. Twiggs knew the type of bastards he was doing business with. He didn’t promise me a long life, he promised me a job.”

“You think this was a business hit?”

Stoney shook his head. “Not his business. His enemies would have left the two bodies.” He pointed over his shoulder at an area of the warehouse floor where two separate blood stains sat drying in the dust. A piece of plastic film with bloody stains had been left nearby, probably having covered the two missing bodies. “That’s where we put the ones didn’t make it.” Stoney pulled back the questioner’s chair and sat with a sigh. He pulled out a pack of gum, offering a piece to Bridge who declined. Stonewall insisted silently, and Bridge took a piece with reluctance. “It’ll settle your stomach,” he said with a wry smile. Stonewall indicated that Bridge should sit.

Bridge sank into the chair with a vacant stare. His eyes caught sight of something by the victim’s chair and he stared at it until he could comprehend it. Two fingers lay bleeding on the floor beside the chair. Bridge burped and barely covered his mouth Kreddid with his hand, forcing the vomit back down with willpower alone. “Whose fingers are those?”

Stonewall blinked, said “Huh?” then found the digits Bridge was babbling about. “Oh, those. Probably Paulie’s. We’d just started really working him over when Twiggs sent me out. Guess they figured he was harder than the other two.”

“You notice something else?” Bridge shook his head. “No bullet casings.”

“What’s that mean?”

“Professional team, maybe even corporate. Thorough, but they knew how to make it look like a mob hit. Cops, maybe?” He shrugged. “We never could get a name out of them. Tough fuckers.”

Stonewall leaned over to rest his elbows on his knees, the strangest expression of sadness on his face. Bridge could see something behind his eyes, a storm front of emotion building behind the rocky façade the enforcer put on. He stared down at Twiggs with that look in his eyes, squeezing his hands together until his knuckles turned white. “Did I ever tell you how I lost my knee?” Bridge shook his head. “It wasn’t even in a goddamn game, just some training ground scrimmage shit. Twiggs was making a run right up the midfield, and I tackled him. Clean tackle, no funny business and I got possession. I’m heading back upfield, counterattacking right, gonna pass it off to… fuck, what was that guy’s name?” He clapped his hands together as he remembered. “Ricketts, that was him. Pretty good winger. So I pass it off to him and here comes Twiggs from the side, studs up.”

He sniffled a little, emotion getting the better of him as a solitary tear rolled down from his right eye. “I could feel the kneecap just ripping up, right? It totally shattered, pieces driven up into muscles and ligaments and shit tearing right up. Doctor’s told me they could never reconstruct it as is, they had to use cybershit. Course, we all knew that would end it, what with FIFA being such dildos about warez. Twiggs apologized afterwards and you know what I told him? Same thing you always tell a footballer when he sideswipes you. I said, ‘I’d have done the same thing, amigo.’ I told him that, and every time we talked about it, I told him the same thing. No sense him feeling guilty about it, right? That’s what you’re taught, from a little dude, make the tackle and apologize afterwards. Never begrudge a man a tackle you’d have made yourself.”

A raging thundercloud of anger erupted on Stonewall’s face. His lips quivered. Something had broken free inside of him. “But that was a lie, dig? Only a fucking striker comes in with a tackle that dangerous. That shit would have got him a red in a game and he fucking knew it. He knew it, man. That’s why he gave me this fucking job, that’s why he always took care of me. You fucking knew it, didn’t you! What was I, just some Catholic guilt you worked off? Did you feel good about yourself making me do all this shit? Did you? You know how many fucking bodies I buried? Yeah, neither do I and that scares the living shit out of me. But he just kept sending me out there. Stoney, crack this guy’s jaw. Stoney, plant that deadbeat. And what’d it get you, eh puta? What’d it get you? It got you DEAD! Fuck you and burn in hell, you preppy shitbag! I’m glad you’re dead!” Spittle flew off his lips as he screamed at the impassive corpse. His shoulders heaved and hi KheaI cs breathing came in ragged gasps. His cathartic outburst over, he stood panting paying Bridge no mind whatsoever. Finally he composed himself, straightening his back and making the sign of the cross over his chest. “I’m glad you’re dead,” he said one more time with almost a whisper.

Catching Bridge’s look of terrified embarrassment, Stonewall smiled. “That therapist you got me said I should work on releasing my anger in a non-violent manner. He’s good.”

“Should we be hanging around this slaughterhouse?”

Stonewall was about to speak, his mouth just opening to form the words when a beeping sound interrupted. He snapped to attention, darting over to an open doorway that led to a security room. Banks of monitors displaying feeds from various cameras all over the warehouse lined the walls. Bridge could see police cars pulling up in at least two of the exterior feeds. Stonewall cursed loudly. “We gotta get out of here,” he said, springing into action. Slamming a button on the monitor console, he pushed Bridge out into the warehouse floor. The vehicle lift of one of the work bays began to rise, revealing the darkened pit of the oil changing bay below. “Somebody’s called the cops on us, and unless you want to get framed for a gangster-style execution, it’s time to beat feet.”

The ex-footballer pushed Bridge down into the darkened bay, grabbing a shotgun, a pistol and some clips from underneath the vehicle lift as he did so. Bridge heard muffled shouts and the thwump of flash bang grenades behind him as he ducked below the level of the warehouse floor into darkness.

*****

Chapter 10

August 30, 2028

2:03 p.m.

The darkness underneath the warehouse floor was stifling, rank with the smells of motor oil, sweat and dust. Bridge tried to get his eyes adjusted to the blackness but before he could, Stonewall turned on emergency lights with the flick of a switch. The enforcer must have been well-practiced at using this escape route, because Bridge would have stumbled in the dark for many minutes before locating that switch. The bay was bathed in a dull red light that turned it into a red-tinged nightmare of shadows. Stonewall moved with a practiced grace, his jaw set in determined, barely controlled anger.

“That way,” he said curtly, pointing a finger behind Bridge. Bridge followed the finger, trying to discern where Stoney intended him to go. The room was a dead end, a blank series of four walls. It took a second to realize that what looked at first like an impenetrable wall was in fact a tiny alcove, the recessed exit built so as to be invisible except from close-up. Bridge started towards the alcove, tripping over the hydraulic apparatus lining the floor. “And take this Nally “>

<.” 

Stoney tossed Bridge the pistol he’d grabbed from the hiding place underneath the bay. Bridge caught it awkwardly, barely grabbing the clip that followed. He spoke hesitantly. “I’m not really comfortable… I mean, I’ve shot one, but I’ve never actually shot anyone.”

“And I don’t suggest you shoot anyone now. Killing cops is a sure way to get the needle, even in this state. But you know, they got ‘em, so you better have one just in case. Just don’t shoot my ass and remember to take the safety off.” The ex-footballer slipped through the crevice quickly despite his size, while Bridge had to wiggle a little to manage his way through. Behind the alcove was a long hallway with telecom pipes running both ways down the length of the dark corridor. Either end of the hallway was engulfed in shadow, the same red emergency lights providing the barest of illumination. Stonewall took an immediate left, flicking another switch as he passed. A small panel beside the alcove began to beep annoyingly. “We better vamoose.”

“Where the hell are we?”

“Old 20th fiber trunks, built to wire this area up back in the ‘90’s. Once Twiggs found out this place was right on top of them, he had this emergency exit built. Don’t nobody use these tunnels much anymore ‘less a cable breaks.” The beeping sound started to fade away as the two adopted a brisk pace.

“What’s that beeping?”

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

All Bridge could think of was explosives, and he quickened his step unconsciously. “Shit, you’re gonna blow it up, aren’t you?”

Stoney just flashed a mischievous grin. “Only a little piece.”

Bridge could feel the tunnel veer a bit left, though he had long since lost any sense of direction. The tunnel filled with noise then, a cacophonous FOOOMPH followed by a shrill ringing in his ears. A thin coating of dust shook down from the ceiling, followed by a gigantic choking cloud that engulfed the entire tunnel. Bridge cursed loudly, though he couldn’t hear his own voice over the ringing. His eyes watered from the dust and he coughed violently. Stonewall was talking to him, but he couldn’t hear. He tried to focus on the man’s mouth, tried to read his lips but to no avail. The Mexican had a hand on Bridge’s arm and was trying to pull him down the corridor. Bridge started to follow when the ex-footballer raised the shotgun one-handed and pulled the trigger.

Bridge felt the shotgun blasts more than heard it, two quick vibrations shivering past his right arm. He looked back in the direction the shots had been fired, seeing a dark uniformed officer thrown to his back. The explosion had opened the alcove further, and Bridge thought he saw a few limbs buried under the rubble.

Another shadowed figure sprang from the hole in the wall, firing short, quick bursts from a submachine gun as he tried to make it across the tunnel, begging for cover that did not exist in the tight space.

Sv hown

Bullets whizzed past Bridge and Stoney, one coming close enough for Bridge to feel the wind displaced on his cheek. The brief flashes from the man’s gun revealed a uniform with the letters SWAT emblazoned in white across the chest. Bridge threw himself backwards by reflex, raising the gun and firing wildly. He had squeezed off six shots by the time his back hit the ground, rolling over to face the attacker. None of the shots hit, but they were enough to send the target skittering down the hallway in search of cover.

Stonewall fired two more shots down the hall before yanking Bridge up violently by the arm. A little of Bridge’s hearing had returned, allowing him to catch the gist of what the Mexican was telling him. It amounted to moving his ass and Bridge obeyed with the blood rushing in his head. Dizziness followed by nausea passed over him, but he maintained his balance and kept going. Stonewall pushed him around a soft bend to the left, which switched back to the right in a serpentine pattern.

Suddenly the tunnel exploded in light, brighter than the sun. Only the fact that Bridge faced away from the source saved his eyesight, but spots still danced in front of his eyes. The concussive force of the flashbang replaced what little hearing he’d gained back with a new piercing ringing. He cursed out loud, but kept moving.

Stonewall’s reassuring hand still pressed on his back, pushing him forward, around corners, and through a bewildering maze of tunnels that so thoroughly disoriented Bridge that he could have emerged from the tunnels into the kingdom of the Mole People and not been the least bit surprised.

Finally, Stonewall yanked his shirt, stopping him cold. The Mexican said something to Bridge, but Bridge still couldn’t quite hear it. The enforcer aimed his shotgun at one of the red lights illuminating the tunnel and blasted it, then took similar aim at lights to either side of the now darkened air and repeated his pinpoint shooting. Bridge was now thoroughly blind again, but Stonewall’s hand on his arm pulled him towards where he knew the wall to be. Bridge reached out his hands blindly, his fingers touching cold metal instead of the expected stone. It was a door of some kind, and he fumbled around until he found a handle. The door opened inward, a sliver of yellow light briefly dispelling the darkness. Stoney pushed him through quickly, shutting the door behind him with silent care. He emptied the shotgun of shells and jammed it into the silver bar that opened the door on this side. It would take some major effort to open the door from the other side.

“Give… pistol…” Stonewall said, barely breaking through the ringing filling Bridge’s head. He handed over the pistol and clips eagerly. Stonewall checked the magazine, slamming it back into place forcefully before hiding the gun in the small of his back.

“Where the fuck are we?” Bridge asked.

Stonewall pointed at the ground where a pair of rails ran into the darkness in both directions. “Subway,” he said gruffly. “They won’t want to follow us down here.”

“How do you kno Sow s arw they won’t?” Bridge asked, his vision starting to clear with only the occasional floater throwing off his balance. He felt the distant rumble of a train somewhere.

“Cops aren’t coming into the subways anymore. They’ve given it to us.”

“Us who?”

“The gangsters, the gangs. The criminals, the hobos, the naco. They’ve been giving this place up more and more since the corps took over.” Stonewall pointed down the tunnel behind Bridge and started walking towards the barely perceptible speck of light. “Nobody takes the subway anymore. The rich got that new dirigible, the middle class got the taxis and the buses. The poor, they take the subway or they beat feet. Ain’t no cops on the trains, hell, most stations don’t even charge anymore. Haven’t you noticed?”

Bridge shrugged, trudging along beside Stonewall. “I don’t take the subway. My clients expect a certain style. I show up on the subway, they’ll think I’m some kind of lowlife. Ok, some OTHER kind of lowlife. But why aren’t the cops down here?”

“Have you just really not been paying attention to what these pendejos have been doing to this town?” Bridge shrugged again, and Stonewall scoffed. “I suppose you haven’t noticed what they’re turning the Warehouse District into either.”

“I don’t do business in the Warehouse District.”

“That’s right; you don’t deal with the poor people, do you?” Stonewall said with an irritable disdain creeping into his voice. “You just get the bourgeois their dirty pleasures from the lower classes.”

“You sound like some kind of communist.”

“Just know how the world is, brother.”

“Don’t forget you’re one of those bourgeois, brother.”

“Yeah, I am.” Stonewall’s voice took on a wistful edge. “CLED’s been busy since the LGL got passed. They call it pacification, settling down all the neighborhoods that are still resisting the whole LGL thing. That’s bullshit, of course. Those riots ran out of steam once the food came back. But the CLED’s got to show some progress, bring the crime rate down to prove the grand LGL experiment is a success. How do you think they pull that off? By moving the crime around like the queen in three-card Monty. They’ve been busy evicting folks from houses, pushing the drug trade and hookers and dice games and whatever else they can into the areas with the lowest crime rates. The crime rate in the hot spots goes down. Even if it goes up in other places, it averages out, see? And if you look hard enough, you can see where they are moving the worst of the worst. It’s a series of lines that run the length of the subways. And all of ‘em lead down here. They’re creating their own little version of ethnic cleansing, their little invisible class war.”

“How the hell did you get so political?” Bridge asked. He had a newfound respect for the footballer She ll it pac. He’d always thought of Stonewall as a typical superstar jock, a hardguy with little need for education. He’d probably underestimated the man by a mile.

“You think I’m just some dumb footballer, brother?” He shook his head. “You white guys, still think us Latinos are just lazy ass gangsters throwing down for our colors. My set went to college, motherfucker. Pumas didn’t recruit me out of some Mexico City shithole, I got my degree in political science. I was gonna help the poor kids when I got done with soccer. I guess you never listened to Aristotle and me talking shit, did you?” Bridge shook his head. He noticed the ambient illumination growing with each step. The speck of light in the distance had grown taller and wider. They were nearing a station. “Course you didn’t. That’s a smart motherfucker. You should listen to him. Or at least, don’t get him killed. We could use a smart brother like that. We’re here.”

Stonewall reached a hand up to the platform about chest high. Bridge was surprised to find a hand reaching down to help the footballer up onto the platform. He looked up to see three gang members with automatic weapons and tattoos up and down their arms offering to lift Bridge up along with Stonewall. The Mexican began speaking in hurried Spanish to the three. One began talking to himself, and Bridge figured he was speaking to someone on a cell connection. After a few minutes, Stonewall turned his attention back to Bridge.

“We got you a ride coming,” he said flatly. “Take you into Downtown. Cops won’t bother you there. You can also use the phones on the car, call anyone you want. It won’t get traced. We’ve zeroed that bitch out. That line doesn’t even exist in the records anymore.” Bridge was impressed.

“You’re not coming with me?”

Stonewall shook his head. “No, brother, Twiggs’ boys are going to have some serious heat on them once that slaughterhouse gets searched. I expect the Arsenal is going to get hot pretty soon. I’m headed back to Mexico for a little while, lay low. Whoever you got me involved with, they got the power to fuck with us something fierce.”

“Yeah, the mayor can do that,” Bridge said. Stonewall didn’t bat an eyelash.

“Figures. That fucker’s in Chronosoft’s pocket so deep, he’s eating lint. I don’t wanna know any more. Watch your ass, amigo.”

“You too. I owe you, Stoney,” Bridge said, trying to sound sincerely grateful.

“Save it. That thing you hooked me up with? Saved my life, whether you know it or not. We ain’t square by a long shot.” The platform filled with a rumbling sound, the train pulling into the station behind Bridge. “Castro here gon’ see you safe,” he said, indicating one of the three guards should accompany Bridge.

“Nobody will fuck with you.”

Bridge shook his hand wordlessly then hopped on the train. Among the trash and gang tags littering the train, Bridge found a barely clean seat, trying hard to disguise h Sto “Tiis disgust at the accommodations. Castro didn’t seem to notice or care. He leaned over a seat near the window, automatic weapon at the ready, one leg hiked up on the seat. Bridge noticed the tattoos on his left arm weren’t tattoos, but decals covering the cybernetics like a sleeve. As the train got underway, he located the phone and began to make calls, a dangerous yet unavoidable plan forming in his mind. A ball of nervous resignation plummeted into his stomach as he settled on his next move.

*****

Chapter 11

August 30, 2028

6:16 p.m.

Bridge had avoided this meeting as long as he could, but he had run out of acceptable options. If he couldn’t sell the recording to Sunderland’s opponent, if the news organizations wouldn’t take it off his hands, he couldn’t hire a leaker, and blackmail was untenable, he only had one other option. It was hardly preferable or profitable, but it had to be done. He made the first call to Angie, who passed on a message to Aristotle.

The bodyguard met Bridge in the lobby of the downtown Belker Hotel, mere blocks from the Chronosoft LGL Administrative Offices that had absorbed most of downtown since the riots. Combining the finest in modern amenities with architecture that hearkened back to the early ‘30’s deco roots of the downtown Los Angeles area, the Belker was currently overrun with journalists and Sunderland campaign supporters. The mayor was due to speak to his adoring fans in less than an hour. As Bridge entered the opulent lobby, Aristotle approached him with a furrowed brow and a face full of worry. “Isn’t this getting a bit too close to enemy territory?” he asked as he pulled Bridge around the corner from one of the large convention halls.

Bridge just gave his bodyguard a mischievous grin. “Business associates are never enemies,” he replied with little conviction. He pulled a flower from the ornate vase sitting on a oak accent table, stuffing it into his lapel with aplomb. “What do you think? Too much?”

Aristotle nodded. “Just a bit too fruity for this crowd and that jacket. Didn’t this business associate try to have you killed?”

“Allegedly. Look, I don’t have much other choice. I try to blackmail this guy and I’m dead for sure. If he doesn’t get re-elected, and that’s 50/50 at best, he gets beat and the blackmail won’t be worth shit. If I want anything out of this, I have to get rid of it in the next 24 hours. And since no one else is willing to pay a red cent, selling it back to its original owner is my best option, even if the only thing I get is to save my own ass. The worst he can do is try to kill me again and he’s not going to do that with all this press around.”

Aristotle did not look one bit rea Vlor=“town ssured. “Did you bring it?”

Aristotle nodded and handed Bridge a bizchip. It was something Bridge had been sitting on for a while, a rainy day surprise he’d wheedled out of Tom Williams a few months back. Tom had given him press credentials in exchange for a voucher into a high-stakes card game. Tom really did have a problem. Of course, the credentials were shit, some kind of fluff entertainment reporter bullshit, but what the credentials lacked, Bridge would make up for with persuasion. “You’re clear about what you’re supposed to do?”

Aristotle nodded, but Bridge went over it again for good measure. “I get in here and try to work up an interview. I’ll turn on my cell connection and let you listen in. Provided I actually get the interview, and I’m pretty sure I can, they’ll probably white noise me. If you hear the connection cut out, you got five minutes to create as big a distraction as you can manage.

You realize you’re probably going to get arrested, right?”

Aristotle shrugged. “All the greatest thinkers have been imprisoned for their political beliefs at one time or another. It will give me ample time to write.”

Bridge’s respect for the man grew a hundredfold. “You don’t have to do this, you know. You can just head home right now, save yourself a night in the pokey. I wouldn’t blame you a bit.” Aristotle shook his head. “Why? It ain’t like I’m the best boss in the world. Why are you sticking your neck out for me?”

Aristotle thought for a moment. He replied with the most matter-of-fact tone. “All this time, you’ve never treated me like a piece of meat. I’m your bodyguard, but you never ordered me to take a hit for you, not even a single punch. You’d rather take another beatdown than put me in harm’s way.”

“I can’t afford a real bodyguard!” Bridge protested meekly, his cheeks flushing.

“Yeah, you keep on saying it. I know better.” His smug smile was infuriating and encouraging at the same time. If Bridge got out of this, he’d need to do something for his employee, buy him something special.

“Angela has rented a car and will be waiting for us outside if we require immediate egress,” Aristotle said.

Bridge’s jaw set with painful anger. “What do you mean Angela’s outside? She’s offline? She’s HERE?”

“Why yes, she insisted on coming along quite forcefully.”

Bridge let out a string of curses. “Goddamnit, I didn’t want her involved in this, especially in the flesh! What the hell is she thinking?” He reviewed his plans, trying to revise them to keep her out of harm’s way. Finally, he said, “Look, whatever happens, do NOT let her get involved. I don’t care if I’m about to get capped, you make sure she gets out of here even if I don’t. You got that?”

“But Bridge, we can…”

“I mean it, Marcus. I don’t want her in this.” Bridge’s use of Aristotle’s real name obviously affected the man, and he nodded his assent grudgingly. “All right, how do I look?” Bridge asked as he straightened his tie in the nearby mirror.

“Like five miles of deteriorated road,” Aristotle replied with gallows humor. “The bruises are a bit obvious.”

He was right, Bridge looked a mess. Despite his practiced attempts at concealing the damage with makeup, both eyes sported nasty shiners, his lip was split and his clothes were rumpled. One glance at his appearance brought the fatigue of the day into sharp focus, his shoulders slumping with the stress. “Nothing to be done about it now. The speech is about to start.” Bridge buttoned his coat and strode purposefully towards the convention room brandishing his fake press passes. He half-expected them to be rejected, ending his potentially suicidal gambit, but the guards just shuttled him quickly through with barely a glance at his disheveled condition. ‘Political reporters must get their asses beat constantly,’ Bridge thought to himself sardonically.

As he entered the darkened room, the buzzing hum of conversation died to an awkward whisper. The large hall held probably two hundred or so, and it was packed to the gills with reporters from local, national and international venues. The room was lit by several spotlights focused on the stage, festooned with various campaign materials bearing the slogan “Into the Bright, Shining Future.” A speaker was introducing the Mayor, praising the politician’s dedication to rebuilding the city. Bridge quickly tuned out. He shuffled as quietly as he could into the crowd, searching for the kind of reporter he knew would be in attendance. He was looking for the cynic, the guy so sick to death of the whole political dog and pony show, the guy who’d talk to anyone about anything so long as the cynicism was mutual. In the end, he spotted his man on the fringes of the room, leaning against the wall with a scotch in one hand and a microphone held lazily towards the stage in the other. This was Bridge’s guy.

Bridge sidled up next to the cynic with casual indifference, offering a greeting in the form of a head nod. The cynic returned it with little sincerity. Bridge leaned over with a convivial quip, noting the reporter’s name on his badge as Cary Batson from Channel 17. “I wonder which talking points he’ll hammer tonight.”

The cynic offered him a sheet of paper with the campaign letterhead in holographic letters at the top. “Didn’t you get the memo? He’s going for all of them.”

Bridge indicated the microphone held by the cynic. “Isn’t that thing going to catch all this?”

“This? Not likely. It’s not even on. But if you don’t at least look like you’re doing something, the jackboots start giving you shit. I could have done this remote yesterday from memory.” They shared a schoolboy level chuckle, and then turned their collective attention back to the stage where the introduction had been completed. The mayor bubbled out onto the stage, the applause from his supporters fervent with screaming and clapping while the journalists offered polite golf claps while trying to l [e tl quiook interested.

Sunderland looked more corpulent and slimy in person than he did on his commercials, a pudgy man with a lilting, effeminate voice that spoke of nothing so much as concessions and beliefs that shifted with those of his audience. Bridge couldn’t think of a less palatable candidate for any sort of position of responsibility, though he certainly could chalk that up to having seen the mayor’s disgusting cybersexual display. The speech began with disingenuous thank-you’s for support and encouragement, and continued with clockwork precision along the talking points sheet. The whole thing had the flavor of a pantomime as well-rehearsed as Bridge’s introduction speech to his clients. He got the sense of the politician’s greater role as the official state fixer, the go-to guy when you need something no one else can get. Was that all government really was? A series of handshakes and handouts based on an arbitrary series of rules that at least had the benefit of being codified, as opposed to the extra-legal series of unwritten rules that Bridge bumped up against daily? Here was Sunderland’s promise to the land developers to grease the wheels of government to make sure the economy recovered. There was Sunderland’s offering to the authoritarians in attendance to protect them from street violence. With a flourish, he offered to lower property taxes and increase services.

The mayor was just another bridge, a trader of favors with an official title and the backing of legal enforcers.

Bridge shook himself from his thoughts and leaned over to Cary with a whisper. “So has anybody been able to get an interview with the man himself?”

“Sure, if you’ve been kissing the right asses. Mitzy over there,” he indicated an attractive blonde mouthpiece with legs up to her neck, “she got the exclusive a week or so ago. Word is Breckin has a thing for the blondes.”

“Breckin?”

“Yeah, Breckin Sims, the mayor’s press watchdog. He’s the guy you suck up to if you want a little face time, and he’s the guy who snaps off your dick if you start fucking around.” Cary arched his neck as he scanned the faces in the room. “There he is,” he continued, pointing out a sharply-dressed corporate PR type watching the stage with a bemused reverence. “Of course, you’ll never get one, not this late. The less unrehearsed speaking the mayor does this close to the election, the happier Breckin gets.”

“My nuts are in a wringer. My editor says if I don’t get something with the mayor, my desk is cleaned.”

“Good luck with the unemployment line then, buddy,” Cary said with a rueful laugh. Bridge crossed his fingers to the cynical reporter and walked off, stalking deliberately towards the PR gatekeeper. The police escorts guarding the entrances to the stage flinched as Bridge approached, their eyes locked on his path.

“Mr. Sims? Caston Bocanegra,” Bridge began, flashing his fake credentials with the same air of confidence he used on his clients. “I’d like to speak with the mayor, maybe get a five minute interview if I could.”

r=”#000”>“I’m sorry, Mr. … Bocanegra did you say? The mayor’s schedule is booked solid until the election. I can’t even squeeze Tom Williams in these days, much less any fluff reporter, no offense.” The man’s smile was so white his teeth gleamed with reflected spotlight, and his attitude had the galling arrogance to match.

“But I have some very important questions about the mayor’s campaign. If I could just get three minutes with the man…”

“Three minutes is more than he has to offer. I’m very sorry.”

“Just tell him that I have a story about Candy. He’ll know who I’m talking about. Candy. Remember that. If he still wants to talk after the speech, I’ll be over there.” Bridge pointed to the open bar across the room, currently occupied by a swarm of disinterested reporters. He floated towards the bar hiding the smug smile from the PR man. Despite the danger, or maybe because of it, he was enjoying this entirely too much. The last look he’d gotten at Sims’ face was priceless, the barely-concealed fear of a man who’d just been told his meal ticket was getting punched.

The speech was interminably long, a series of regurgitated buzzwords and catchphrases that said nothing much in particular with a preponderance of words. Bridge admired the man’s ability to promise absolutely nothing while managing to make it seem like the moon was being offered to the crowd in exchange for their votes. Bridge nursed a couple of whiskeys during that time, engaging in meaningless chit-chat with some of the other reporters. A few he’d heard of through his association with Tom Williams, others he’d seen while flipping through channels. The disparity between the on-air personalities and the actual reporters was striking, and not just in their looks. The talking heads managed to pull off the appearance of genuine interest, while the less attractive jotted an occasional note on a PDA between irritated glances at their watches. Finally the speech ended with a flourish of applause, and the mayor left the stage, his politician’s smile fading as quickly as he left the spotlight’s glare. Bridge watched the pudgy man stride off stage and past Sims, who stopped the mayor with a hand, whispering in his ear with furtive, conspiratorial glances around the room. Bridge could tell the minute Candy’s name was mentioned, as the mayor’s face grew stormy, a red flush of anger darkening the man’s otherwise stoic demeanor. Sims pointed in Bridge’s direction, and the mayor almost exploded, sticking a furious finger into the PR man’s chest. With cowed resignation, Sims nodded to the mayor and walked off towards Bridge, while the mayor exited the room flanked by uniformed and plain clothes protectors.

“Congratulations, Mr. Boncanegra, the mayor has five minutes for you after all. If you’ll come with me?” Bridge nodded, replacing his half-empty glass on the bar and following behind Sims. He activated his cell connection to Aristotle as they walked through a door on the opposite side of the room from the mayor’s exit. Sims led them around a few corners and into the kitchen area of the hotel. Bridge had to squeeze past waiters and carts stacked with trays of dirty dishes.

As they turned the corner into a pantry area, Bridge was floored by a shot to the solar plexus, a well-trained blow that forced all the air out of his lungs and dropped him to his knees. His assailant was a large man in a plain dark suit, its cheap [t, pearastitching stretched by the man’s effort. His other fist struck Bridge across the cheek, the metal knuckles scraping a gash on Bridge’s face. He was knocked onto his side.

“That’s enough,” said the lilting voice of the mayor. “We don’t want to kill him.” Bridge peered up into the faces of four men: the mayor, two almost identical bodyguards and Sims. “You can go, Breckin.”

“Yes, sir,” replied Sims, exiting the room with nervous glances at the bodyguards. He obviously had no taste for the hard realities of the situation.

“Remember we have to press the flesh in five.”

Sunderland waved a dismissive hand in Sims’ direction. “Yes, yes, now beat it.” The mayor hiked up his pants as he squatted down to look Bridge in the eye. “Now you listen here, you little shit. What the fuck game are you playing at?”

Bridge checked his cell connection on his HUD, amazed that it still connected. Something wasn’t right about that. The bodyguards hadn’t checked Bridge for any sort of wire; he hadn’t had his goons deaden any transmission away from Bridge with portable white noise generators. Those things were cheap enough that Bridge carried one around with him. Either this guy was the most idiotic criminal on the planet, or he just didn’t give a damn about getting caught doing naughty things.

“No game, your honor,” Bridge said around gasps for air. “I have the recording your guys are looking for. I’m willing to give it to you, cheap.”

Sunderland’s head bobbed around as he looked from bodyguard to bodyguard. “You little bastard. You’re trying to squeeze me? ME? You’re trying to squeeze me for more money? That wasn’t the deal. You don’t just go off script on this thing here, you stick to the plan. I’m not paying you one goddamn cent for that shit. You got your paycheck when we started this thing.” Bridge’s mind kicked into overdrive. He’d miscalculated somewhere. Had Kira been blackmailing Sunderland? That didn’t make sense. The hacker wouldn’t have tried to get rid of his only ammunition, for free no less, if he had this guy on the hook already. If Kira had even half a brain, Sunderland would never have known who he was, and couldn’t have sent someone after him. Kira may have been young and socially clueless, but he wasn’t stupid.

Bridge raised a hand to forestall any more beating. “Wait, wait, I think we’ve come to a misunderstanding here. I’m not trying to blackmail you. I’m just trying to return your property what got stolen from you. The recordings fell into my possession when you sent your guys around to recover them.”

“My guys? I didn’t send any guys around. Are you telling me those fuckers lost the recordings? Shit, I said that guy was too young to be handling an operation like this. Now I’m going to have to be the one clean it up.”

Something dark and cold began to form in Bridge’s mind. This was a man with no concerns. He knew good and damn well this career-destroying information was floating out in the wild. He was in no way concerned about possible elect [ossou got yronic eavesdropping despite being embroiled in the most important election of his life. This man had no qualms about popping a cap in Bridge’s ass with the press mere yards away. Even worse, Paulie and his crew weren’t in Sunderland’s employ, which meant one pissed off ex-footballer with two missing fingers was out there looking to steam roll Bridge. He was going to have to do some serious soft shoe to get the fuck out of danger. “Wait, wait, I have the recordings. Or I can get them at least. You don’t even have to pay me, see? I’ll just give them to you. Wash my hands of the whole thing. Call it even.”

Sunderland’s doughy face chewed over that thought a moment before replying. “Like I need that kind of trouble. Boys, you know what to do.” Sunderland began to shamble out of the pantry, putting his hands absentmindedly in his jacket pockets. Bridge’s eyes darted around in a panic, desperately searching for some way out. From a distance, he began to hear a high-pitched keening wail, building in intensity from down the crowded hallway. A tray crashed to the ground with a metallic clanging. Just as Sunderland stepped into the hallway, a flash of black skin blew past him, his red tie flapping above him. With chagrined relief, Bridge recognized the buck naked form of his bodyguard.

Aristotle was saving his ass again. The man had stripped to the skin and sprinted into the kitchen. He’d grabbed the mayor’s tie on the way past, discombobulating the fat politician. As the bodyguards rushed towards the door, the fire alarm blared into life, the sprinklers erupting with a gushing hiss, showering the tiny room with stale water. At the height of the confusion, Bridge struck, mentally crossing his fingers that neither guard had metal legs. He kicked out at the nearest kneecap, hitting it squarely from the side. A sickening pop echoed in the tight space and Bridge pressed his advantage, upending a heavy metallic shelf full of food, spices and pots onto the guards. Though his side was on fire from the beatings he’d taken in the last few days, pure adrenaline propelled him as he shouldered past the guards. He knocked the mayor for a loop, sending the pudgy politician reeling in soaked confusion. He cut down the hallway Aristotle had come from, hoping that the guards would be focused on cutting off the first threat’s exit. Bridge took one corner, and then another, ducking behind a wall just as more of the mayor’s bodyguards went past him towards the disturbance.

The key to getting out of the building now was to move quickly without appearing hurried, blending into the evacuating throng. He hoped like hell the guards and policemen swarming around the hotel were more interested in the streaking naked black man than the beat up but well-dressed white guy. Bridge passed a few frantic guards with little incident and had even begun to relax in a crowd of moderately-panicked reporters when a trio of guards standing between the door and Bridge spotted him. Scenarios shot through Bridge’s mind as he continued to walk calmly towards them. Beyond the doors, he could see Angela’s car idling. If she’d seen him, he just had to get to the car and she’d have the door open. The windows all around the lobby area were inviting targets, but Bridge reconsidered trying to make a mad crashing escape through them.

A hotel this posh would likely have bulletproof glass, especially one that hosted big political events such as tonight’s speech. There were a few side exits, but he’d have to walk around the front of the building in plain sight offering ample opportunity for interception. He couldn’t really run towards the door anyw [the throng. Hay, not without jostling the crowd around him making himself even more conspicuous. He was just going to have to bull his way through. His spirit sank.

Ten feet from the guards, Aristotle came roaring out of the bar behind the guards, crashing into them with bubbling laughter. The four men rolled over in a heap and Bridge took advantage, hopping over the pile of arms and legs and bursting through the door into the oppressive summer heat. Angela’s eyes grew wide and she quickly reached over to open the door. As Bridge began his dive into the front seat, Angela threw the car into drive, blasting away from the hotel with shrieking tires. Bridge barely got the door closed behind him before she turned the corner, throwing him haphazardly around the cabin with a painful thump.

Bridge sighed, finally relaxing. His breath coming in ragged gasps, he said, “What… the hell… are you… doing here?”

“Saving your ass, baby,” she said with that puckish grin beaming on her face. “Saving your ass. Be grateful and shut it.”

Bridge did just that, exhaustion finally overtaking him as he slumped back against the seat.

*****

Chapter 12

August 30, 2028

8:49 p.m.

The only discussion during the ride to Angela’s place was Bridge’s breathless suggestions for the route home. His paranoia was now well and truly in gear, and he sent them all over the Los Angeles area in the most circuitous route possible to throw off any pursuit. By the time they reached Angela’s apartment complex, he was absolutely exhausted. His limbs felt like solid lead, and he moved with a languid, almost drugged pace. Angela parked the car close to her apartment over his feeble objections, but he was inwardly grateful for the short walk up to her place despite his protestations. He leaned heavily on the wall as she opened the door, then stomped straight to the couch and practically collapsed, sinking back into the cushions with a grunting sigh and closing his eyes.

He just had nothing left in his tank. All his plans had gone to shit. There was no one to sell the recording to, and no profit to be made from the venture. He was likely going to be on the lam from the police as soon as the mayor’s people put a name to his face. His bodyguard was likely in lockup and bailing Aristotle out would cost Bridge all the money he had if he could even show his face at the station without getting arrested on sight. And on top of all that, he had a puzzle he couldn’t figure out. Sunderland not only wasn’t surprised about the recording, he was well aware of it. There had been some sort of plan for that information, something that required Kira’s talents.

The politician had planned on Kira getting hold of that recording, and doing something with it. Since Kira was a leaker, it was safe to assume Sunderland had wanted the recording leaked. But why would a politician knowingly record a career-killing indiscretion on the eve of the most important election of his life? Was he politically suicidal? Was he just plain fucking nuts? Something was missing, some piece of information Bridge had not seen yet that would put it all together, but Bridge was too exhausted to even speculate on what that could be.

He wasn’t sure how long he’d sat there dozing half asleep, his mind racing over and over the same ground. His eyes snapped open as Angela took a seat beside him, plopping down forcefully while flipping the television on. “You really don’t look good,” she said playfully. Bridge gave her a half-grin, half-grimace.

“It’s been that kind of a day.”

She noticed the drying blood on his cheek. “You know you’re bleeding, right? You sure you shouldn’t go to the hospital?” She leaned over and touched the gash gingerly, her hand brushing up against his ribs. He winced painfully. “Was that your ribs? Are they broken?”

“No, they’re not broken. I know what broken feels like.”

A previously undiscovered set of matronly instincts suddenly appeared. “All right, that’s it, off with the shirt. I want to see this.” He gave her a stubborn look of refusal, but she was having none of it. “I mean it, off. If I think your ribs are broken, I’m taking you to the fucking emergency room if I have to drag you by the stubble on your chin. Let’s go!” He knew Angela’s innate stubbornness. She wasn’t going to be shifted without violent words he was entirely too exhausted to muster up. The concern in her voice was surprisingly alluring.

“Fine, fine.” He threw off his jacket, pulled his tie over his head and unbuttoned the top three buttons on his silk shirt before pulling it over his head. The movement robbed him of any breath, his ribs a fiery bundle of pain. “See, I’m a lovely shade of black and blue.”

“Goddamn, Bridge, how the fuck did you manage to get that many bootheels on your sides?” From just under his right armpit down to his hip, splotches of blue, black and yellowed skin tattooed his torso with a roadmap of pain. The other side wasn’t much better. He even had a shoe pattern scrape on his stomach that was scabbing up nicely, a wound he attributed to Paulie. “Sit right there, don’t move.” She ran to the kitchen and began banging through cabinets and drawers. He heard the water running for a moment, but didn’t bother to look around. He stared glassy-eyed at the television, which was running some nature program about coyotes or hyenas in the desert. He wasn’t paying enough attention to be sure of the species other than it was some kind of canine.

She returned to the couch with a wet rag, a bottle of rubbing alcohol, a bottle of vodka, cotton balls and a few bandages. “I’m not good at this, but sit still and I’ll have you taken care of,” she said sternly. He just shrugged. Her first move was to the rubbing alcohol, pouring it on a cotton ball before jabbing it straight into the cut on his face. She ignored his loud curse cis ibs a fs. “Shut it, you big baby. It can’t hurt that badly. Be good, and I’ll get you a lollipop.” He flipped her the bird with a rueful smile. “No lolly for you!”

She covered the gash with a bandage, then handed him the vodka. “Here, take a slug of that. Better than aspirin.” He chuckled and took a big hit from the bottle.

“What, no bourbon?” he said after swallowing with a grimace.

“That’s you that drinks that shit, not me. I’m a vodka woman.” She ran gentle hands over his midsection, testing for breaks. He winced again and again as she prodded him, but the activity seemed to satisfy her concerns. “Well, it looks like you’re right, nothing’s broken.”

“I did tell you,” was his sarcastic reply.

“And I told you to shut it. I’d rather it hurt for a minute than you die on my couch.” She finally noticed the program he was watching. “What you watching?” Two coyotes were fighting viciously, biting and growling and scratching with passionate venom. The scene cut to the end of the battle, with the loser limping off and the victor raising a leg to mark his territory. “That poor doggie!”

Bridge chuckled. “That’s nature for you. It’s not like that’s all that different from us. We’re all just fucking dogs, running around trying to mark our territory so somebody will know we were here, what we did was important. Just pissing in the wind, don’t mean nothing. We’re all just waiting around for a bigger dog to come steal our shit.” Angela just rolled her eyes.

“Wow, aren’t we philosophical tonight?”

“Almost getting a bullet in my brain pan in some hotel kitchen pantry gets me a little metaphysical, know what I’m saying?”

“Yeah, that’s you, the big philosopher. What the hell happened, Artie? You used to want to create something, something big and beautiful and new.

You always talked about building a virtual world to get away from the shit. What happened to that guy?”

“That guy saw too much. That guy didn’t realize how many people out there are just waiting to crack him over the skull for a fiver. When it all comes down, it’s every man for himself.”

His answer seemed to bring down her mood. He caught the barest hint of a wistful sadness in her eyes before she looked away. “We aren’t all out to get you, Artie. Hell, Aristotle got busted tonight to keep you from getting killed. That’s got to be worth something.”

Bridge took another swig, wiping his lips with the back of his hand. He scowled at the bottle, replaced the cap and put it on the bare coffee table. “Yeah, I’ll get him something good. If I don’t get whacked that is.”

Her gaze returned to him, and the sadnes cnd t ws was gone. In its place was a familiar expression, something Bridge didn’t expect to see there again. All the signals were written on her face plain as day. “Well, if you’re going to get whacked, you should at least spend your last night doing something worthwhile.” Her smile was pure sex, and Bridge found himself responding in kind.

She leaned over and kissed him slowly at first, but with growing intensity, taking care not to put any weight on his injuries. She quickly shifted on the couch to straddle him, grabbing his hand and leading it to the right place. They made out for a few minutes this way, her shirt ending up piled on top of his. All the fatigue seemed to drain out of his body. Somewhere in between breathless kisses, he asked about her Korean boyfriend. She shrugged it off with an absentminded, “Seoul is a long way from here” before engaging Bridge in another passionate kiss.

She stopped suddenly, pulling away from his lips. Her expression had a seriousness that surprised him. “This don’t mean nothing, understand?”

He pondered it for a moment and nodded. “It never does.”

Bridge slept like a stone, any dreams he had lost to post-coital exhaustion. He certainly couldn’t have said it was his best performance, but given the circumstances, he thought he acquitted himself well enough. Angela seemed to respond with equal excitement, and they both fell asleep with enthusiastic yet silent cuddling. Bridge was thankful for the silence. He wasn’t sure of his feelings about this lapse. Better to avoid that discussion at least until the morning.

His consciousness returned with syrupy slowness. Angela had moved quietly beside him and he lay with eyes closed, trying desperately not to wake fully. His mind struggled to remember whose bed he lay in, and he mumbled incoherently. Slowly, he came to realize that someone was watching him, and he muttered, “Go ‘way, sleeping.” The presence didn’t move and he smiled, picturing Angela sitting over him watching like she used to. Finally, he cracked open an eyelid and found himself looking up into one ugly mug.

“Wake up, sunshine,” said Paulie, a cruel smile plastered on his ghastly face. His lip was split, both eyes were horribly bruised and various cuts and bruises littered the craggy landscape of his already undesirable visage. Bridge tried to get up, his only reward a short jab to the chin for his troubles. “Ah ah, Polly, no sense running off just yet. We’ve brought you breakfast in bed, we ‘ave.” He fed Bridge another helping of knuckles and smiled a toothy grin.

Paulie grabbed Bridge’s throat with his left hand and pressed Bridge into the bed with a suffocating strength. He held up his right hand, displaying the empty area his middle and ring finger had previously occupied. “Now see, normally this would be your arse, mate. This is a right big debt you owe me and if I ‘ad me way, the last thing you’d see before your eyeballs popped out of your ‘ead would be my pretty puss.” The enforcer squeezed even harder to prove his point. Bridge’s vision began to swim, spots dancing in front of his eyes as his consciousness ebbed. Jus css >

“So let’s talk then,” Paulie said, sitting down on the bed and scratching the beginnings of a scruffy beard. Bridge saw past him to his helpers, two gigantic sides of beef with cybershades and long coats. One held Angela with a gloved hand covering her mouth. Her eyes were wide, a mixture of fear and anger. They had at least let her get dressed it appeared, though her feet were bare. “You ‘ave been a very naughty boy,” Paulie began. “See, that recording you’ve been trying to peddle about town, that’s not yours, now is it? No, no it is most certainly fucking not. Your little hacker buddy, he ‘ad a job to do, see? But instead of doing that job that he was well-paid for, he fucked right off. So when he disappeared, we figured he’d try to get rid of the thing. And who better to give it to than you? If he’d ‘ave just done the job, he’d still be alive.”

Paulie looked over at Angela with a disdainful expression. “Come this time tomorrow, your little girlfriend will be in the same boat as Kira if we don’t get what we want. And so will you if I get my way. But, if you’re really good, you can avoid all that. You know what we want?” Paulie stopped talking and stared at Bridge, who nodded with angry intensity.

“You want the recording leaked.”

Paulie snapped the fingers of his left hand. “Eureka, mates, I think he finally gets it. You see that?” He snapped his fingers again. “I used to be able to do that with both hands, and thanks to you and your little Spic friend, now I’m half a snapper. I gotta go and get some metal fingers now. I’m betting those fingers snapping is gonna sound like a fucking steel drum. For that, we will be settling up once this is over. But for now, yes, we want that recording leaked to as many places as it can be by 7 p.m. this evening or your little girlfriend is snuffed. And then I come after you. Do it, boys.”

The enforcer standing next to Angela pulled out a skinpatch and stuck it on her neck. She fought for a second before slumping against her captor. She was conscious but had become overtly pliable, a glassy-eyed stare on her face and a languid droop to her limbs. The patch must have been Sluv, the latest frat boy date rape drug. It left the victim conscious and aware, but completely malleable to the whims of anyone who could catch her attention. The enforcer sat her down and put shoes on her, then led her out the door.

“7 p.m. Start the seeding by then or she’s done for. Got it?” Bridge nodded his assent.

“Where do I pick her up once it’s over?”

Paulie reached into his coat and withdrew a bizchip. “This address. Bring proof or well, you know.” He tossed the chip on the bed. “Now, you don’t want her back, you just head off. She’s a bit skinny for my tastes, but she’ll do, eh?” Paulie began to walk out the door.

“Hey Paulie,” Bridge said. The footballer stopped in the doorway. “This is over, you won’t need to look for me.” The man just smiled that toothy grin again, tipped an imaginary hat cmagly malleto Bridge and walked out chuckling.

That was it, then. Bridge knew what was required. The recording was supposed to be leaked. Traditional news organizations had little real credibility with scandal stories they generated, but leaked media like this could be believed. The mainstream news would pick it up, replaying hours and hours of hurried interviews, talking heads and paid experts to expound on the story, all without looking like scandalmongers. Soto’s people got to benefit from the scandal without seeming like mudslingers. And the mayor, the mayor got his career ruined, something he was perfectly happy with by all appearances.

That was the part Bridge couldn’t quite figure out yet. Sunderland was trying to throw the election, and Soto and the media were in on it. The fix was in, but why would a guy like Sunderland willingly give up the job? What did he get out of it? As Bridge puzzled over the scenario, he picked up the bizchip. His teeth clenched together so hard they hurt.

Bridge had seen the bizchip before. He already had a copy of Thames’ card, and it was the last thing he’d expected to get from Paulie. A slow-building fire of anger smoldered in his stomach as he realized he had been played. For a fleeting moment before he’d picked up the card, he had thought about bagging it all in, packing up and getting the fuck out of LA with his ass intact. Screw Angela, screw Aristotle, screw all this political bullshit.

But it was personal now. He’d been played. It was time to fight back.

*****

Chapter 13

August 31, 2028

6:23 a.m.

“You want me to do what?” The indignant surprise in Gina Danton’s voice made Bridge cringe a bit despite himself. Bridge sat with the CLED patrolman in her personal car, parked in the deserted parking lot behind the MacArthur Park subway station. Trash blew by the car as a dusty wind picked up from the direction of Westlake Avenue. The parking lot was deserted at this early hour. A few pedestrians came and went on the streets, but none took notice of the parked auto. Bridge had insisted she not roll up in a CLED vehicle. He threw a few nervous glances towards the subway station, where some of the gang members who ran the subway kept a lookout for anyone brave enough to enter the station. They certainly noticed the car, but were polite enough to act like they weren’t watching its occupant’s every move.

“I need you to bail Aristotle out of jail,” Bridge repeated patiently.

“I heard you the first time. I just wanted to make sure you had actually lost your mind and it wasn’t me losing my hearing.” Danton really was a looker out of uniform. H f the onter silky blonde hair flowed over her shoulders, a much sexier do than the tight bun she sported on duty. A little makeup did wonders for her already attractive face, and civvy attire flattered her tight curves and well-toned body much better than the uniform. But no matter how she was dressed, the hardness of her character infused her every word. It wasn’t just the job that made her an ice queen. She was just naturally tough, a stoic core of stone wrapped in a pretty shell. “You realize that just talking about pulling favors as simple as fixing a ticket can get us both arrested by IA, right?”

“I do realize that. Look, we both know that no matter how many changes the suits force on you, police work hasn’t really changed. Without a smoking gun, you need one bad guy to drop dime on the other bad guys. You trade favors for that kind of information all the time. That’s the way it’s done.”

“What are you telling me, Bridge? Are you ready to drop dime?” Bridge said nothing, letting the rather unkempt state of his person tell her all she needed to know about his level of desperation. “I don’t think you understand just how much these Chronosoft guys have changed things. We got more paperwork than ever before, and every single nano-penny is counted, tracked, stamped and audited. Believe it or not, those suits have actually improved the place. We still got some of the old asshole Neanderthals trying to keep up business as usual, but the writing’s on the wall. That old school skull cracking alpha male bullshit is out. I’d almost say the place is professional. I may not like the suits, but they have cleaned that place up.”

“And the one thing suits understand is the art of the deal,” Bridge said with a crooked grin. “They know dollars and cents, and they know public relations. And big busts make good public relations. All they’ve got to do is release a guy who doesn’t even have a record.”

“Aristotle’s got a record.“

It was Bridge’s turn to be surprised. “Marcus? Marcus has a record?”

“Oh yeah. I guess you didn’t interview him all that well, but then you probably don’t believe in background checks, do you? No, he’s got priors, most of it petty assault, low-level gang shit. That’s why I was kind of glad he hooked up with you. I thought you’d keep him out of that shit.” Her disappointment was smeared across her face. Bridge had let her down, and he hadn’t even known it.

“Huh, I never knew. He didn’t talk about it.”

“He was always smarter than that. But once you got that stink on you, going legit is hard. Nobody reputable wants to hire you.”

“I hired him.”

“See what I mean? Nobody reputable.” She was only half-joking, but Bridge mocked offense just the same. They didn’t call him the Amoral Bridge for nothing. “You put him through college and I THOUGHT you’d keep him from getting in fights. Now you got him arrested again. What did he do?”

“Saved my goddamn life,” kamn-leveBridge mumbled ruefully. “It’s a minor beef, unless they embellish it. All he did was streak the hotel after the mayor’s speech, set off a false fire alarm. Oh and he stumbled over some guards that were in my way. He could always say it was a frat pledge thing.”

Danton just buried her head in her hands with a disgusted sigh. “Goddamnit, Bridge, the fucking mayor? Could you get him in any more trouble? Can I at least ask why?”

“Not if you want to help him,” Bridge replied. “The less you know about why he did what he did, the better.”

Danton mulled it over for a minute, leaning over to rest her chin on the steering wheel. “Look at those two,” she said, pointing out the subway guards. “Do they really think I don’t know what they’re doing? I’d bust their asses myself if I had probable. People ought to be able to use the goddamn subways.” Her rambling seemed to be to no one in particular, a distracted lilt to her voice that masked her internal struggle. Finally, she came to a conclusion.

“What are you offering me?”

Bridge clapped his hands and rubbed them together.

“Something juicy. Two days from now, there’s going to be a big-time hold up, and I know whose going to pull it off.”

“And how exactly do you know this?” Bridge’s smile told her she didn’t want to know. “Because you’re going to set up the score, of course. Fine, fine, go on.”

“Remember that guy whose boys were giving me the beatdown the other night outside the Glitter?”

“Sharver? You’re gonna give me Sharver? He’s not exactly film at 11 material.”

“He’s big enough for what I’m getting in return. Now do you want him or not?”

She nodded reluctantly. Bridge began to spill the beans, giving the entire setup for Nicky’s proposed heist. He had already lined up the hacker replacement Nicky had so violently requested. Of course, the hacker was dead. Bridge had used the ID of the one that had tried to assassinate him. But Nicky didn’t know that, and there was no reason to sell one of Angela’s guys down the river when a little creative running had given Bridge the opportunity to set Nicky up. Bridge would get rid of one troublesome contact, and if he got lucky, he’d do it without Nicky knowing who had set him up. And even if Nicky did find out, Bridge would deal with that problem when it came up.

Aristotle would be safe. Now Bridge just had to do the same for Angela.

Bridge’s next meeting was much more difficult to arrange than his morning’s rendezvous with Gina Danton. It only took him three hours to khreker r set up, because he was just that good, but it was a close run thing. In the end, he’d had to come clean about the danger Angela was in, and it was only because of Angela’s reputation among the LA hackers that Bridge even had a chance. One didn’t just meet Michael Freeman these days, not in the flesh.

Freeman was a legend, an icon of the LA hacker scene from the good old days. He was the old man of the movement. He’d been living on the net since before there were even interface jacks. He was the magic man, the boy genius who had done more hacks before his fifteenth birthday than most runners manage in their entire careers. More importantly, he’d lasted through those difficult teen years without ever getting caught, transitioning from keyboards to interface jacks seamlessly while doing massive hacks that others only dreamed about. Though never prosecuted, many believed him to be behind the great 2021 Traffic Riot, a mega hack that caused all the traffic lights in the Los Angeles County area to malfunction at the same time, resulting in mass chaos. His legend had since grown to the point that only he could tell the difference between fact and the fictitious hyperbole of the GlobalNet rumor mill. A hacker’s best advertisement was his reputation, and Freeman’s reputation was beyond reproach.

Freeman had mostly retired from the public hacking scene during Bridge’s early career. Everyone knew him, of course. His NetID had the same sort of cache as Timothy Leary among the drug culture. He could walk among hackers half his age and be revered as a god, despite the fact that he’d been working full-time for the Chronosoft Corporation for four years. Any other hacker who’d made the switch to regular nine-to-fiver would be labeled a sell-out, but not Michael Freeman. If anything, his reputation was a challenge to all the foolhardy runners out there, a bullseye painted on the Chronosoft databanks. If a hacker could pierce their security, it would mean they had bested Michael Fucking Freeman, god of hackers. Not that anyone ever did, of course. Freeman was just that good.

Bridge had one advantage over other runners wishing an audience with Freeman. He knew Angela. And he also knew that Angela had hired Freeman many times for jobs his corporate bosses would not have cleared. He could pick and choose the jobs, and Angela offered him the most challenging. Freeman liked Angela, or at least she thought he did. Bridge gambled that she was correct in her assumption, that Freeman would like her enough to help her out of a jam, even if that jam involved going up against Chronosoft.

Bridge found himself seated at a kitchen table in Freeman’s downtown apartment. The late August sun made searing shapes on the worn linoleum of Freeman’s kitchen. Unlike other runners, Freeman kept a meticulous home, every single object in its proper place. Bridge marveled at the order. It was painfully neat, everything lined up as if the owner had measured the distance between each object down to the millimeter, all arranged according to some intricately deranged plan.

“I hope I didn’t wake you up,” Bridge began as his coffee cooled.

Freeman shrugged it off. “I don’t sleep much these days. The eggheads have me on some stuff I can’t talk about.” Freeman had the waxy skin of most crèche hackers, but his eyes lacked the telltale bags.

“They n k00”or eed help finding a distribution channel?” Bridge asked without thinking. Deals like that were just a reflex at this point.

Hooking up a black market distribution deal for cutting edge pharmas was big-time money. He had already started tallying percentages in his head when he caught a glimpse of Freeman’s scowl.

“What happened to Angela, Bridge?” Freeman could not disguise his distaste for Bridge. They had met only once, and Freeman had not shown him much respect. Maybe it was the fact that his breakup with Angela had been ugly, maybe it was Bridge’s line of work, or maybe he just didn’t like ex-hackers. But that disdain had not changed. Freeman’s elongated face punctuated by a scraggly goatee had disgust written all over it. “What did you get her into?”

“Whoa, whoa, I tried to keep her out of it. As a matter of fact, I told her specifically not to show up at the place. If she’d just stayed away, they wouldn’t have been able to track me back to her apartment.”

“Yeah, and you know Angela has always listened to what you said.” Freeman laughed, but his smile was cold and humorless.

“Maybe you should explain what you were doing.” Bridge sighed and relayed the whole story from start to finish. Freeman listened stoically, occasionally sipping his coffee and interrupting Bridge for clarification. “So you stumble across this recording, try to sell it and almost get yourself killed, and you expected Angela would just stay out of all that? Surely you aren’t that dumb.”

“Hey, I offered her a slice, and she didn’t want to touch it. I thought she’d stay as far away from it as she possibly could, see if I could get myself capped trying to move the goods so she could laugh.”

“Except you were in trouble, man. You got yourself into a big pile of trouble and it still surprises you that she came to your rescue. You really don’t know her very well at all, do you?” He finished off a cup of coffee, and poured himself another from the carafe on the table.

“What do you mean?”

“What do I mean? What do you think I mean? I talked to her when you guys split up. You think she just jumped into bed with that fuckhead from Korea, don’t you? Hell no. That girl was tore up. The only

eason she ever got with that Kim guy was because of his connections. She’s been playing him from the getty. She’s been holding a candle for you since the minute you left.”

Bridge looked up from his cup quickly. “What? No, no, no. She threw ME out, didn’t want me anywhere near her. Hell, she barely let me use any of her stable.”

“If she really hated you like you thought, you think she’d have kept hooking you up? She treats those hackers like her children, and yet she hands them off to you for whatever shit you get them involved in. She’s still looking out for you, whether you know it or not.”

Bridge mulled it over. Maybe Freeman was right. Angela certainly had every opportunity to cut ties with Bridge any time she wished, and yet she hadn’t. And now, she’d gotten herself in the thick of this mess over his objections, all because he’d put himself in a dangerous situation that would require rescue. “Shit, Freeman, she’s a woman. I’m never going to be sure how she feels, and right now, it doesn’t matter. It is what it is. These assholes have kidnapped her and I have to give them what they want.”

“A leak? That’s it?” Bridge nodded. “Seems like a lot of trouble for a leak. So why call me? Leaks are script kiddie territory. It’s not exactly a challenge. And who’s to say they’ll give her up even if you do what they say?”

Bridge smiled that smile, the one he used when he was working. It was the smile of supreme confidence, of the schemer putting his scheme into action. “That’s where you come in. I got a plan.” Bridge laid it all out for Freeman. The middle-aged hacker began to smile with each sentence, his smile getting bigger as the plan took shape. By the time Bridge was done, Freeman was positively beaming, his eyes twitching from side to side as he began to work out the details in his mind.

“I’m in,” said Freeman. Bridge leaned back with a satisfied smile that hid the nervousness bubbling in the pit of his stomach.

*****

Chapter 14

August 31, 2028

6:16 p.m.

The boiling afternoon sun was slowly sinking below the horizon as Bridge pulled Angela’s rental into the guest garage of the downtown Chronosoft Civil Administration complex. Much of the massive, multi-building complex was still under construction, as an addition to the existing Chronosoft corporate headquarters. The crossover walkway between two of the buildings would not be finished for another six months, its skeletal framework casting eerie shadows on the ground. The building housing Thames’ office was attached to the garage, its shiny exterior mostly completed though the upper six or so floors were still empty shells in need of final touch-ups. Another massive building that would eventually house all of the LGL’s offices was nothing more than a girder skeleton projecting out of a dusty pit. Despite the late hour, hundreds of construction workers still toiled in the oppressive heat, Spanish curses mixed with English orders echoing from all areas. The droning, beeping blare of the warning claxons on heavy machinery dominated the scene. The sounds invaded the car as Bridge rolled down his window to the guard, who checked his credentials and directed Bridge to his parking place in excruciating detail. Security was excessively tight.

Bridge parked and prepared the car, removing all traces of anything he would necp hei need from the vehicle. He didn’t expect to return to it no matter what happened. The walk to Thames’ office was a long one, avoiding areas yet to be built and passing through multiple security checkpoints. Bridge was at least encouraged by the fact that Thames really was an entertainment division executive. Whatever political operation Bridge had been recruited into, it was at least being carried out far enough away from the elections division to be plausibly denied. Bridge admired the subterfuge.

Of course, he was made to wait outside the executive’s office. It was a trick Bridge had used to his advantage many times. Despite the time frame Thames had set, he would be the one who would be calling the shots and setting the timetable. Thames would believe himself to be in control, and that was exploitable. Bridge shrugged and sat, watching the receptionist with a bemused smile that masked his nervousness. After a five-minute wait, one of Paulie’s goons from this morning opened the office door and motioned Bridge in with a grunt. Bridge got up slowly, calmly taking his time in crossing the office.

“Come in, Mr. Bridge,” Thames said, self-satisfied smugness dripping from his perfectly shaped mouth. Bridge really hated this guy now, but hid his disgust under a smarmy smile. “Sorry our meeting can’t be under more congenial circumstances, but you understand.” He motioned to a chair in front of the oversized desk but Bridge preferred to remain standing. The office was a model in overcompensation. Opulent white leather couches flanked the desk on both sides, a gigantic wall screen covered one wall and the desk was so large, it could serve two comfortably. The tiny chair Bridge had been directed to was dwarfed by the desk’s girth, and Bridge assumed its position was meant to intimidate those who sat there. The wall screen ran a constant slideshow of various successful Chronosoft Entertainment properties. Thames sat behind the desk, leaning back comfortably in an almost throne-like office chair, its white leather so gaudy Bridge felt nauseous. Paulie’s goons flanked either side of the desk in front of the floor-to-ceiling window. Paulie stood to the side of one of the couches, overseeing Angela, who sat cowed but openly hostile. The drug had worn off, and Bridge could see the mixture of fire and fear in her eyes.

“You all right, baby?” Bridge asked. She said nothing, only nodding with her jaw clenched so tight her teeth must have hurt. Bridge nodded back and winked at her, which only made her squint her eyes even tighter.

Turning his attention back to the smug douchebag in front of him, he said, “All right, jackhole, shall we do this thing?”

Thames looked offended. “Now, Mr. Bridge, is there really any need for hostility? I apologize for the violence, but you’ve been somewhat reluctant to comply. I mean, just look at what your friends did to Paulie over there.” Paulie smiled the toothy grin of a predator. “We didn’t want this kind of business, but then we chose badly on the front end. Kira’s reputation as hardcore was vastly overinflated.”

“He was a nice kid, you cocksucker!” Angela blurted. “If you’d come to me for this, I’d have given you somebody I knew could handle it. But you suits never fucking learn do you? You think everybody is just some replaceable…” Bridge cut her off with a wave of his arm.

“She got a point, you know. Hell, I’d have gotten you a better guy if you’d just come to me first. It’s what I do.”

Thames just shrugged. “Lesson learned, then. Have you done what we asked?”

“The leak? It’s all set and ready to go.” Bridge pulled out a bizchip. “All I have to do is activate this and we’re off.”

Thames tried to remain calm as he reached over the desk to grasp the chip, but his desperation showed through in his hurried motions. Bridge pulled the chip back. “Not so fast, there, Skippy. We’ve still got some unfinished business to discuss.”

Paulie grabbed Angela by the throat, pulling her up off the couch with brutal strength. “There ain’t no unfinished business here, Cupcake. Give the man the card and get on with it.”

Thames was quick to chastise the heavy. “No, no, Paulie, no need for that. We don’t want to get blood on my Persian there.” He stared back at Bridge with bemused accommodation as Paulie released Angela. She gave the footballer a petulant slap on the ass and a look to curl the wallpaper. “What unfinished business exactly, Mr. Bridge?”

“Curiosity, mostly. See, I’ve been trying to figure this thing out. Here you’ve got an election, probably one of the biggest local elections in the country what with the Los Angeles LGL kind of being held up as the model for the entire national LGL program, right?” Thames nodded. “And your guy is throwing it. He’s purposefully set himself up to lose this election. I don’t doubt the peculiar virtual tastes he demonstrated for the recording are a regular thing for him, but he knew he was being recorded. He did it willingly, and you set the whole thing up for him. He didn’t have very good things to say about you, by the way. Thought you were a bit too inexperienced for this sort of thing.”

“His opinion really isn’t relevant,” Thames responded with mild annoyance.

“Yeah, I bet it isn’t. What does he get out of it? What he did isn’t illegal, but there aren’t many people who want play-date pedophiles running their city. This gets out, especially this close to the election, and the only thing people will think of in the voting booth is whether to pick the good-looking anti-corporate crusader or the fatass pedobear. His career is finished.”

“Indeed. Mr. Sunderland is well aware of his situation. But as you’ve pointed out, he’s done nothing illegal. He can retire to some out of the way place to do whatever he wishes. His name will be mud, but if he can take a few months’ public roasting, his future is assured. He’ll never have to work again. With the fickle nature of the public, the story might not even last one news cycle. He retires rich, which is really all he cared about. He wasn’t exactly a willing civil servant in the first place.”

“So why pick him? Was he always going to be a fall guy?”

Thames seemed to mull this over for a moment, as if trying to decide just how much he sho sw ms beiuld bother to tell Bridge. He could have stopped at any time, but as he began to speak again, Bridge knew he couldn’t resist. He was damn proud of whatever this plan was and he couldn’t resist a good brag. “Of course. Despite what our press relations department is saying publicly, the LGL is not exactly popular with the masses. Selling the concept was always going to be difficult, no matter how bad the riots were. We needed someone to be ‘our guy,’ the corporate mouthpiece.”

“And you needed the opposite,” Bridge finished both his thought and Thames’s at the same time. “You needed a protagonist, a hero for the masses, the crusader against the big bad corporation. Your movie needed a good guy.”

Thames nodded enthusiastically. The executive was thoroughly impressed with himself. “Exactly. That’s the trick we’ve learned about democracy, you see. Democracy is inherently chaotic, with the will of the people often easily swayed by all sorts of externalities, things like fear and pride and greed. But if you can control those externalities, manipulate those factors, democracy is imminently controllable.”

“But if you wanted Soto for mayor, why not just fudge the votes? You control the voting machines, the voting process, all of it. Why not just control the count?”

“Too easy to track. Besides, the masses have spent decades mistrusting the counts anyway. While it puts our chosen man into position, it makes people suspicious of his administration. Did he really win? Was it just some shenanigans behind the scenes?

However, if you infect his opponent with scandal, if you make the choice between candidates the choice between good and evil, the masses will be behind him completely. They’ll give him more leeway to do things they’d never support otherwise.” Thames was excited now, leaning forward across the desk with the smile of a child displaying his refrigerator masterpiece. “You see, control isn’t enough.

Controlling the masses overtly just creates ill will. An iron glove is resented. You have to give the masses the illusion of control. Let them think they’ve made the choice you want them to make and you can lead them anywhere you wish. They will follow you gladly. By the time anyone really figures out your game, it won’t matter because they’ve already given you what you wanted.”

“And Soto? He’s in on it?”

“Certainly. Who do you think is building this complex?” Thames pointed out the window at the massive frame of the construction next door. “He stands to make a lot of money from this deal, through all sorts of proxies, of course. He deserves an Oscar for his turn as the working man’s hero in this little picture but he’s hardly a saint. The things he did during the riots could land him in jail for life.”

“All of which disappears if he just goes along with this little game?” Thames nodded again.

“It’s the Algebra of Need, Mr. Bridge,” the smarmy suit replied.

“William Burroug sllied.hs. Nice. A bit before your time, though isn’t it?”

“And yours. I’m impressed. I didn’t realize you were that well-read.”

“You’d be amazed what I’ve read, Mr. Thames. And me? Why involve me?”

“Your connections. Once Kira went off the reservation, we had to find some way to get to him, and your connection with Angela was the best we could find on short notice. She’s not exactly easy for someone like me to approach.”

“Yeah, I have a douchebag detector installed,” Angela said.

“Artie’s is broken.”

“Does that satisfy your curiosity, Mr. Bridge? No more useless questions then?” Bridge shook his head. “Then will you please do what we’ve asked? I have eight o’clock dinner reservations at Spago.”

Bridge held out the bizchip. “If you’d care to do the honors?”

Thames reached for the card quickly, but a thought stopped him cold. He put up his hands as if the card was a gun. “No, that’s all I need is for you to capture my fingerprints on the transaction and use it against me.”

Bridge frowned. “Really? I get that little trust? Fine, I’ll do it myself.” He grabbed the bizchip with his other hand, activating the program that started the leak. “Besides, if I really wanted your fingerprints on this operation, I have more than enough DNA off of your other cards to do what I would need.” Thames face sank a bit. “Don’t worry, I didn’t. I hate blackmail. It’s more trouble than it’s worth.”

“So it’s done then?”

Bridge nodded. “Give it six hours, and every body who’s anybody in the underground news, blogging and political scene will have published, dissected and bloviated on the video at length. It should hit the morning news cycle like a freight train, just in time for the masses’ morning coffee before going off to the voting booths.”

“Well if that’s all…” Thames began, throwing a glance towards Paulie, who nodded knowingly.

“Not so fast,” Bridge interrupted. Paulie’s hand, which had been moving

towards his jacket, stopped suddenly. “You got your leak. But with a situation such as we find ourselves in here, I couldn’t take the chance that your boy Paulie over here wouldn’t just whack the two of us once you got what you wanted. So I gave myself a little insurance.”

Thames’ jaw set and he asked through clenched teeth, “What kind of insurance?”

Bridge threw the bizchip down on the desk, where it began to immediately smoke and dissolve. “Don’t worry, y s’

The pompous executive’s faced dropped, his eyes narrowing in a burning glance. “What does it do?” Thames’ voice was laced with angry impatience.

“Nothing much. It just attacks the voting machines, the election commission’s network. Those voting counts you don’t want to manipulate? I just did.”

“Those counts are secured…” Thames’ voice trailed off as he started to realize the implications.

“Seriously? You’re going to count on the machines you yourself claim can be manipulated easily. You’re going to count on those things’ security? You said it yourself, manipulating the ballots are too easy to track, and as soon as the press gets wind those counts are suspect, there goes your election. If the process itself isn’t trusted, neither is your candidate.”

Thames had the look of shocked defeat plastered across his mug. All trace of his former smugness was gone. “That kind of hack would take more than you’ve got,” he said, but his confidence was shaky.

Bridge smiled. “You’re right.” He motioned to Angela, who quickly got up to join him. “But I know a guy.” Bridge’s smile got even wider, an infuriatingly toothy grin. He began to back away towards the door. Paulie looked towards Thames for orders then back at Bridge and back at the executive again, unsure of what to do. “Now I see I’ve confused the Limey Ape over here, but I’m sure you get the gist of what I’m telling you.”

“What do you want?”

“I’m pretty cheap, actually. You let us go, alive and leave us that way for three months. Three months is all I ask. Keep the ape off me for that long, and you’ll get the code to clear this whole thing up.”

“Three months? We need that election settled tomorrow night.”

“And I need to keep breathing for three months. This isn’t a negotiation, Mr. Thames. Three months. Or you can just kill us now and sort out the counts when you get them sorted out. Do we have a deal?”

Thames pondered it for only a second, before agreeing with a sigh. “We have a deal.”

“Smart man.” He turned around, ushering Angela out the door quickly, then paused. Bridge turned back to Thames and said, “You know, you could have saved us all some time if you’d just come to me in the beginning. Shit, I don’t give a fuck if you elect Mickey Goddamn Mouse if you pay me enough to set the whole thing up. But you had to get cute. You had to fuck with me. You had to fuck with her. You want something from me you come at me straight up. Maybe next time you’ll know better than to fuck with me.”

“Don’t cross the Bridge?” Thames asked with sarcastic amusement.

“Not unless you’re willing to pay the toll,” Bridge responded all too aware how corny that sounded. “Now fuck off, you cunt.” Bridge slammed the door behind him.

“Let’s not dawdle, my dear,” Bridge said to Angela. He led her away from the elevators and down the stairs. “No, no, we’re not taking the car. It won’t be useable anyway.”

“What did you do to my rental?”

“Yeah, it’s not your rental anymore. Thames just bought himself a soon-to-be burned out husk of a rental sedan,” Bridge said with a smile. They almost ran down the stairs and out the back, cutting across side streets to catch a bus that almost left them at the curb. Bridge had his escape route all planned. The car would have combusted right about the time they reached the street, and as they boarded the bus, he could already hear the wailing screech of the garage’s fire alarm.

“He is going to be so pissed,” she said with that mischievous grin.

“Especially after you fucked up his election.”

“Oh that. Well, not exactly.”

“What do you mean? That’s what you bought our lives with, what do you mean not exactly?”

“Well, I didn’t technically hack the ballot. It’s sure going to look like I tried, and it’ll take them months to figure out that nothing was altered. Months and months and millions of dollars and most importantly, all that trust they were hoping Soto would have as mayor. Whoever gets elected tomorrow, it’ll be a clean count, at least as far as my efforts are concerned. But damn is it going to be painful to figure that out.” Bridge was beaming.

“You risked our lives on a bluff?” He nodded vigorously. “You motherfucker. You absolute cocksucker. That is the most brilliant hack I’ve ever seen.”

“Ain’t it though? See, there’s some use to being a manipulative cocksucker.”

Her dour scowl dissolved into a lascivious grin. “I’ve got a use for you when we get home, you rat bastard.” She gave him a long kiss. When she had detached herself, she looked around the bus with an embarrassed self-consciousness.

“Tomorrow, we look for a new place.”

“We?” He arched an eyebrow at her.

“You just put us on the shit list of the biggest LGL on the West Coast. We’re joined at the hip, you and me. Might be a good idea if we disappear off their radar for a bit.” Bridge nodded agreement and leaned back into his seat. Three months wasn’t a long time, but it would have to do.

*****

Epilogue
October 31, 2028
7:22 p.m.
The next two months were eventful for Bridge and Angela. True to her word, she moved them in together that week, refusing to take no for an answer as she and Bridge abandoned their respective apartments in the middle of the night.
A creative use of some of her best freelance credcrashers saw their leases dissolved, their belongings packed up as quietly as possible and shifted from apartment to storage space, where another application of the hacking arts caused those goods to disappear.
It was an expensive move, as far as Bridge could tell, but Angela handled most of it and either footed the bill or had someone else pay for it without their knowledge. Bridge laid low for the week after the election, rescheduling as many of his appointments as he could. He lost a few jobs, but nothing he couldn’t replace once he felt a bit safer.
The election was a colossal slow-motion train wreck, of course. As Bridge had predicted, the Sunderland story took off. The first downloads happened within minutes of Bridge’s exit from Chronosoft headquarters, and by morning, it had over 100,000 views. The news networks, freed from their gag order by the underground release, swooped in on the story like ravenous vultures. An estimated 85% of all Los Angeles LGL eligible voters were said to have seen the recording or heard about the recording from a news outlet or friend. Only hours after voting began, with exit polls showing Soto riding a burgeoning landslide, Freeman’s hacking became apparent. Voting machines began to malfunction, hiccup or otherwise show signs of irregularities and in a panic, the election commissioner tried to shut the voting booths down city-wide, beginning in some of the neighborhoods hardest hit by the riots. With resentment still simmering from the riots, the people reacted just as one would expect them to react when the corporate-controlled government attempted to disenfranchise them. Riots were only narrowly avoided. While there were some injuries and property damage, the efficiency of CLED negotiators averted a repeat of the previous year’s violence. In the end, the election commissioner decided to let the vote go ahead as scheduled. By the time the polls had closed, the rout was obvious. Soto had won, but the media cast a pall on the victory party by reporting on the voting machine irregularities and near-riots. Days were spent with the election commissioner on the hot seat, with both parties clamoring for certification, reporters requesting an investigation and rumors flying. By the end of the week, the commissioner had resigned in disgrace and the election was certified by his successor, triggering disenfranchisement lawsuits and rendering Soto’s enormous victory tainted. Bridge never had so much fun watching the news feeds.
His reunion with Angela was not always as entertaining. There were many marathon-length talking sessions, heartfelt discussions about their feelings and shrieking ving lanarguments. Through it all,
however, neither gave in and more importantly, neither gave up on the relationship. Something in the months they’d spent apart and in the crazy day they’d spent almost dying together had forged a stronger bond between the two. Angela still disliked the way he made his money. “You’re not an amoral bastard, you know,” she said at one point. “You just know how to push your few principles aside to deal with the scum of the earth. What I don’t get is how you can stand to deal with them.”
Finally, he’d explained it as best he could. “Look, I know these people are shit. I get the worst of the worst. I don’t get little old ladies who need me to get their pension back from the loan shark. I get the loan shark when he needs a new guy to break the little old lady’s legs. And I help him, and you know why I help him? Leave aside the fact that even if I refuse to help him, someone else will. That’s just a fact. I help him because I know that guy is going down a one-way road the wrong way. And eventually, some other dumb fucker is going to come down that road from the opposite direction. So I just run them both into each other so the sorry bastards can get themselves the fuck off my planet sooner.”
Angela laughed and shook her head. “Bullshit. That’s bullshit. You’re trying to rationalize the fact that you make money off of misery because you gotta eat. It’s not some kind of twisted service to the world.”
“Maybe. We all gotta eat. But I’d rather those guys eat each other than me.” And nothing more was said about it.
Gina Danton had gotten Aristotle off the charge, just as she had promised. With the mayor’s greatly reduced respectability in those first hours of election day, no one had given two shits that Aristotle had pulled his mischief at the mayor’s fundraiser, not when a cop of Danton’s reputation had been willing to vouch for the bodyguard. Amazingly, Aristotle never gave Bridge any grief over his arrest, instead making light of it as often as he could. Bridge still ended up buying the giant a fantastically bejeweled watch, making sure to show it off to Angela before giving the gift.
Nicky took care of himself. Bridge had set up the bust with Danton, of course, and Bridge spent a few good hours worrying that the Cajun mobster would evade capture and come directly after Bridge. Nicky, never the sharpest tool in the shed, decided instead to go out Tony Montana style, trying to shoot his way out of the dragnet. He did manage to wound one cop before getting perforated. Thinking back on it, Bridge felt no remorse for his part in the gangster’s death. Nicky was too stupid too live, too selfish to remove himself from the gene pool and too worthless to feel any guilt over. Nicky’s guys drifted from one boss to another, like all hard guys do. None of them had the talent or brains to make much of themselves beyond hired muscle.
Paulie was a problem, of course. Soon after Bridge started working again, Paulie became a regular fixture at all the spots where Bridge plied his trade. Bridge would be finishing up work with a client when he’d spy the ex-footballer standing at the bar, eyes burning holes through Bridge. Paulie would spot Bridge, Bridge would spot Paulie and the heavy would raise his new cybernetic hand in a sarcastic salute. Before leaving, Paulie would point the {ld he giftcyberhand at Bridge and make the sign of a pistol with his thumb and first two fingers, then exit with that same predatory smile of his. Short of hiring someone to whack the footballer, Bridge really hadn’t come up with a good way to deal with that grudge, but he still had a month to go.
A month was a long time. Hell, Bridge could get hit by a bus in that month. He could get abducted by aliens, or blown up along with half a city. Some punk ass disgruntled client could come back and stick a vibroknife in his back. He’d figure something out when the time came. That was what he did best. He figured things out. He’d figured out the Sunderland mess, and stuck it to “the man” in the process. Paulie wasn’t nearly as smart as Thames. And if he couldn’t figure something out, well, he knew a guy that could.



FIN
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BOOK 2: THE KNOW CIRCUIT

*****


Introduction

The Know Circuit is the second in a series of novels titled The Bridge Chronicles. If you haven’t read the first novel, Under the Amoral Bridge, you can still be entertained by this novel as a standalone story. Of course, as someone who likes to get paid for the work he’s put into writing, I encourage you to buy Under the Amoral Bridge and read it first. The paperback is available at online booksellers like Amazon, Barnes & Noble, CreateSpace.com, and Indiependentbooks. The ebook is available at Amazon’s Kindle Store, Smashwords and Barnes & Noble’s ebook store for only $.99 cents. Spare a brother a dollar for an eBook – you spent what, 10 bones on this one? If that isn’t incentive enough, I offer The Chronicles’ blog – amoralbridge.blogspot.com. The entire first novel is available there to read minus the short story Feeding Autonomy. This book was released serially on the blog before being sold as a paperback and eBook with the unreleased short story, Elegant Solutions to Complex Hostility. Thank you for buying this book. I hope you enjoy it and continue to follow the series. To this point, I am over halfway through with the sequel, if [tribe] = , and a fourth novel in the series is planned.

With the obligatory whoring over, I have to discuss a little piece of recent news. In the last week, the Supreme Court ruled that the purchase of political advertising by corporate entities is considered free speech, endowed with full First Amendment protection. Note that the ruling does not distinguish between corporate entities – foreign or domestic. Any type of corporation can purchase as much political advertising as they wish, without restriction. Let that sink in for a moment. If you’ve never read cyberpunk literature like the book you are holding, this may seem like no big deal.

I write about a near future in which corporations have bailed out the government, purchasing so-called Local Governance Licenses that give corporations civil powers over cities, counties or states. These LGL companies collect taxes, govern and administer civil services, such as power, water, fire departments, police, and pass local laws. For those who champion the efficiency of the private sector over government bureaucracy, for everyone who has ever advocated mass privitization or said “government isn’t the solution, it’s the problem,” the America of 2029 in my books is the sort of world you requested. If you think this is ideal, picture for a moment the likes of a corporation like Enron or Worldcomm, with their corrupt leadership and criminal malfeasance, controlling who gets arrested, which fires get put out. If all politics are local, control of local politics flows upwards. It isn’t a complete takeover, but it is an erosion of the foundations of the democratic system we champion, a grasping at the legs of the body politic.

This Supreme Court decision is more insidious, more subtle than that. Never mind the idea that the precedent was written in such a slapdash fashion as to allow foreign corporations an unfettered hand. Imagine only domestic corporations with the power to tell you any lie they wish to get their candidate elected. Unlike what passes for news programs these days, political ads don’t have fact checking or even the veneer of objectivity. They are free to say anything they like. While corporations do these things now with barely-disguised political action committees (PAC), imagine if one of our corrupt banking institutions were able to openly smear a Senatorial candidate in order to elect someone more sympathetic to the financial industry. Imagine the maker of a drug doing poorly on FDA tests was able to slander a Congressman with the influence to scuttle hearings on the drug’s dangers. Imagine the power such unfettered access to your brain share can wield. Ideas, even lies, can take hold in the public’s mind with a fierce tenacity and these memes are fiercely resistant to rational discourse.

What is there to do? You could engage your Congressperson to codify the limits of corporate “free speech.” Sign petitions. Become an activist. Sue the first rat bastard corporation that tries to take advantage of this idiotic ruling. There’s nothing wrong with capitalism. This isn’t capitalism. A legal precedent which puts the rights of a collective on a par with the individual rights is bad, for no other reason than the power of numbers a collective can muster.

And now I’ll step down from my literary soapbox and let you get on with the book.

*****

Chapter 1

November 2, 2028

01:20 a.m.

“Come on, Bridge, I know you know a guy,” the lithe Puerto Rican/Chinese vlogger whined to Bridge, pointing a finger directly in his face. Bridge just leaned back in his seat with that bemused smile of his, confirming the girl’s assumption without a word. “I just need the hookup, yo!”

“Look here, Anna,” Bridge said, intentionally using her real name, knowing that would get her goat. The smoldering stare and arched brows of her 16-year old face was a minor victory for him, a sign that he had gained the upper hand. “Sorry, Ms. Angst. What you are asking for is… well, it’s pretty goddamn impossible.”

“Bullshit, Bridge. You’re the bomb. I know you got Fez that in with Raging D-Bags. Did you see his numbers on that story? Cuz went stratospheric, yo!” She was trying damn hard to butter him up and if he went in for smoking hot jailbait, he’d have bit. She had the flawless skin of a teenager with the taut body of someone who spent their nights chasing celebrities in limos to get that one hit video clip. When not busy hounding celebs, she worked the crime beat. Bridge wondered when she ever got the time to go to high school. He figured her for smart enough to pass without ever seeing the inside of a classroom though, so her attendance was likely immaterial.

“You’re asking me to get the urine of a pop icon with more security than the fucking Mayor. And trust me; the mayor’s got a metric fuckton of security. All so you can break the story that she’s pregnant, which by the way, she may not even be pregnant. What do you do if she’s not?” It wasn’t the most disgusting thing Bridge had ever hooked up for someone. But it would be damned hard to find a bodyguard who not only had access, but was willing to risk his job to get the sample.

Of course, Bridge knew a guy. He’d gotten Rick the job with Ms. Shawnee when Rick was at his absolute lowest, two steps from getting his hands chopped off by the recently deceased Nicky Sharver. Rick owed him a whole lot more than just two working flesh hands. But Bridge knew better than to give in too easy. After all, a good businessman set the price as high as the market would bear.

“If she ain’t preggers, at least I got the scoop on that too. It just won’t get as many hits. Anything with Shawnee’s name trends upwards, yo. My advertisers like dem trends.” Bridge put on his best thinking face, selling his effort for all it was worth. Angst was smart enough to recognize the game. “You DO know somebody!”

Bridge pretended to give up with a sigh. Leaning over the table and pulling her closer with a conspiratorial whisper, he =“Tsaid, “All right, I know a guy. But this is major big-time bad mojo for him if he gets caught. You have got to be completely anonymous on this one. I mean it, no names, nothing more specific than sources close to the subject.” Finally, he leaned back, his dance reaching the climactic flourish. “But it’s going to cost you.”

“Yo, I pays, brau. You know I pays.” She did pay, and more reliably than most of his repeat clients. Value was established, and the two parties began haggling out the particulars. As he finalized the details, he noticed a figure over Ms. Angst’s shoulder, the towering bulk of the ex-footballer Paulie. The giant spotted Bridge. He aimed his shiny new cybernetic fingers at Bridge in the shape of a pistol, fired a pretend shot and headed for the door with a predatory smirk on his lips. Time was running out on that debt.

*****

After Ms. Angst had left the table, Bridge’s gigantic bodyguard Aristotle walked over and sat down with a loud exhalation. “Are you really going to get that diminutive paparazzi wannabe a urine sample from a pop princess? Isn’t that a little scuzzy, even for you?”

Bridge smiled back. “Have you seen Ms. Angst’s numbers? That little half-breed pulls down huge uniques every time she opens her mouth. Hell, even that bit she did when Matt’s place got raided was competitive with the Misogynist Theatre preview vids in the teen/tween demos. She’s a hot property.”

“My word, you sound like a television executive pitching a smoking hot pilot. Mr. Thames would be proud,” Aristotle replied with a devious grin on his face. Bridge’s memories of the slick Chronosoft executive who had forced him into leaking a scandalous video of the former mayor were bitter ones. The comment was without malice however, so Bridge just returned his friend a one-finger salute.

“I hate the gossip mill she works, but I’ll be damned if those kind of numbers might not come in handy some day. It’s all about who you know, you know?”

“Oh, indubitably,” Aristotle smiled back. He worked the pad on a PDA. “According to my records, that was your last appointment tonight, boss. Are you ready to retire for the evening?”

Bridge shook his head. “Why do you still use that relic? You need to get jacked, big guy.” Bridge pointed to the interface jack at the base of his skull, the cybernetic hub for all his chipped-in internal software from scheduling to cell phones to his internal clock. Aristotle just shrugged. Some people just didn’t like metal implants. Bridge let it drop. He knew Aristotle would never get with the cyber times. “Nah, I’m gonna hover for a little, see if I scare up any walk-ins. Besides, I like this band. You can split, if you want.”

It was Aris0”>eatretotle’s turn to shake his head. “What bodyguard would allow his charge even a moment unescorted through this calamitous jungle?” His smile wilted into his serious face. “I caught a glimpse of Paulie. Have you figured out how you’re to discharge that particular burden?”

“Not yet, no. I could always call up Arneson or Beach.” Bridge stared into his half-finished drink visualizing the two hired guns, mentally toting up their qualifications for such a task. Arneson was cybered-up enough to be more than a physical match for the ex-footballer. Beach claimed to be a shootist, one of the few assassins who followed some weird sort of Samurai honor by killing their prey with the most impossible displays of trick shooting. Beach’s flair was way too expensive and Arneson was fucking crazy. Come to think of it, Bridge believed they were both two steps over the line from crazy into batshit territory, but they were effective. But worst of all, Bridge really just didn’t want to kill anybody. Paulie was a thug, a son-of-a-bitch and a sadistic cunt, but he’d just been doing a job. Even the threats he’d made to Angela at the end were just how things were done. Once he started whacking guys who crossed him, Bridge became no better than thugs like Paulie or Nicky Sharver. Besides, Bridge HAD cost Paulie a couple of fingers. “I’d rather not get into the assassination game if there’s another out.”

Aristotle nodded knowingly. Though they never spoke much about it, he respected Bridge for the fixer’s hesitance to use violence. Bridge didn’t even let Aristotle fight for him, claiming that he couldn’t afford a real bodyguard. Even so, Bridge was sure that if needed, the man would take a bullet for him. Aristotle was THAT guy. Bridge wasn’t. Aristotle grinned at him and said, “We’re going to have to start calling you the Not So Amoral Bridge if you don’t watch out.”

Both men giggled. “Fuck off. I didn’t make up that nickname!”

“And yet, you use it with such prodigious frequency.” Bridge shrugged.

They sat in comfortable silence for a few minutes, letting the music wash over them. The Ardents were building their set to a crescendo, the music stacking itself in layers upon layers as if independent of the musicians’ actions. Drums fed into guitars into cowbells into bass intertwining with video snippets and found sounds. The tension between the duo was palpable, and only Bridge knew why. The tap Bobby had put on his sister’s life months ago had been discovered, and she was ultra-pissed about it. Rather than tear the band apart though, it actually improved their live performances, their anger and resentment towards each other feeding a fire of creativity that infused the music with an almost heavenly quality. Bridge wished he’d hired a bootlegger to catch this performance, but he had been too busy to think of it. He made a mental note to do just that for their next gig, if there was one. Since the Arsenal had shut down after Twiggs’ death, the Tanz was one of the few clubs that would still book them, even though the vapid celebrity clientele didn’t appreciate this kind of challenging music.

Behind the music, something was building, something at the very edge of hearing/seeing/thinking. At first, Bridge thought it was just a new psychoacoustic effect the siblings had added to the show, but as it began to tickle the interface jack at the base of his skull, he realized it was something else. Lethstiike a tide slowing rolling into a wave that fed itself into larger and larger waves until the whole sea bubbled over and buried everything underneath its watery embrace, this something radiated out from the jack through the nerves in his spine, his shoulders and hips and arms and legs and hands and feet and fingers and toes.

Bridge began to scream and he was not alone.

*****

Chapter 2

November 2, 2028

01:39 a.m.

There were ghosts in the club.

The Tanz was full of people both there and not there, a disorienting dance of ghost figures and solid constructs, neither one carrying the visual or physical solidity Bridge’s mind required to surround himself with a coherent reality. His head, his mind was in searing pain, trying to reconcile itself with its warped perceptions. The club itself was the ghost, the dance floor, even the table beneath his hands an immaterial shimmering construct of light. His hands were translucent, their edges fuzzy and glowing with reflected energy yet they did not pass through the ghostly table.

The rest of the club had the same smoky quality, a half-remembered mirage left on the inside of his eyelids. Some of the club’s patrons looked around at themselves as if seeing their bodies for the first time, while others were staring at these lost souls as if snakes were crawling out of their ears. The latter were even less substantial than the former, barely lit phantoms observing an alien landscape.

Overlaid on top of the club’s interior was another world, another series of lights and sounds and smells and things, all of it much more substantial than the actual club. His table was wrapped with another table like the skin of a 3D texture, a rough-hewn wooden table with the knots of the tree’s rings still visible underneath a slick varnish. An ornate flagon of ale rested on the table in the same position as Bridge’s bourbon. It was so real he could smell the ale, see the beads of overflowing liquid tinkling down the side of the metal cup.

Across from him, in the place of Aristotle sat Angela in her virtual disguise as the Baroness Eletheia, the white-haired lich queen of the virtual world Ars-Perthnia. “Angie?” Bridge stammered, his voice sounding distorted and distant, as if he heard it underwater.

“Artie? What the hell are you doing in… what am I doing in the Tanz? Everything’s going slideways… sideways… losing focus…” She ://amtheirseemed to be struggling with something, something that Bridge could even now hear in his head.

The sound wasn’t even an audible sound, so much as a driving compulsion, a rumbling emotion that crested in waves barely underneath the level of perception. It was a name a place a thought a concept a there a here a thing a people a something he needed to get out of his head. And as it grew he screamed its name.

The club returned to normal, the ghosts gone as quickly as they came. He was on his knees by the table, and he was screaming.

One word. “Boulder!”

*****

Aristotle was shaking him, the gargantuan bodyguard firmly gripping his shoulders while screaming in his face. Bridge shrugged off the hands angrily, answering back with a “What?! I hear you!” Bridge had somehow slipped to the floor. He grabbed hold of the chair and tried to pull himself up, but the exploding lights that blurred his vision caused him to sit right back down. “Why are you yelling at me?”

“You were screaming out the word ‘Boulder’ over and over,” Aristotle replied with a concerned expression.

“Yeah, Boulder. What the fuck was that about Boulder? Where did Angie go?” He finally noticed the silence of the club. There was no beat, no music, just the murmuring of dozens of similar conversations being had all about the place. He peered around through the dense smoke and dim lighting. Fully half of the club’s patrons were on the floor, some still screaming like Bridge had been while others were in various states of disheveled confusion. Even the Ardents were on their backs. Their vocal mikes were still hot, and Bridge could hear Bobby screaming. The singer lay writhing on the floor staring blankly at the ceiling. The unaffected patrons were busy either trying to help their friends or trying hard to ignore it, fearful of catching whatever had caused the seizures.

Bridge’s interface jack was burning and itching and throbbing painfully all at the same time, and he began to rub it as he mulled over the seizure. Maybe it was some nanobiological in the air? That was the only way to affect so many people without spiking every drink in the club, but such a tactic would likely have affected everyone and not such a random selection. Or was it random? As Bridge examined each victim closely, a pattern began to form. The conscious ones were all rubbing their necks, and not just their necks but the same spot on the back of their necks. It was the spot where interface jacks were implanted, right underneath the hairline at the base of the skull. He peered closely at the ones who were not affected. None seemed to have an interface jack.

“Look around, Aristotle,” Bridge whispered. “Notice something?” The big man shook his head. “Look closer, man. Everybody on the floor has a jack. You ain’t jacked, are you?”

“Negative. I always felt wrong about defacing such a splendid body with cold metal just to see the Web faster.”

Bridge frowned. “That’s not what we use them… never mind. It only hit the ones with jacks. What the fuck is…?” Just then, Bridge’s musing was interrupted by the sound of ringtones, a chorus of ringtones sounding out at once from all over the club. Cell phone hand units were buzzing, screeching their pop music snippets and default tones all at once. Every person who had not been affected by the first wave was answering a phone. Bridge looked over to Aristotle, who retrieved his phone from the front pants pocket and flipped open the screen. “Who is it?”

“It’s a text. It says, ‘Boulder’.”

“That’s it? Just one word?”

“Affirmative, just the one word. ‘Boulder.’ What the hell is going on, Bridge?”

The band used a set of video screens set to randomly switch between GlobalNet feeds, and Bridge noticed a number of news feeds in the spew. One in particular caught his eye, a shiny logo that said “Breaking News: Boulder Rocked.” He chuckled at the overbearing cheese. Jumping up, ignoring the dizziness that caused him to wobble on his feet, he made his way to the DJ’s booth next to the stage. The DJ, who had been relaxing with a drink during the Ardents’ set, was laid out on the floor next to the attractive blonde he had been hitting on. Bridge reached over the DJ’s panel to stop the random switching, focusing all the club’s monitors on that news feed. Chrono News Network raged into loud life around the club, causing Bridge to dial back the sound. The screen was overtaken with the stylized titles, dramatic music playing in the background.

“We’ve just gotten word out of Boulder, Colorado of an unspecified explosion. We’ll be taking you to an affiliate in the Denver area shortly with an on-the-scene report.”

Bridge stared over at Aristotle, whose face had gone an ashen color. The bodyguard frantically punched in a number on his phone, putting the ear piece to his head and chewing nervously on a thumbnail.

*****

Interlude

November 2, 2028

01:45 a.m.

The following is a transcript from the November 2nd, 2028 early morning broadcast on the Chrono News Network (CNN), preorkas ovsented by Candy Fontaine with the title Breaking News: Boulder Rocked.

(1:45 a.m.) Fontaine: We’re just receiving word in our studios of some kind of explosion or ongoing event in the city of Boulder, Colorado. Early reports are sketchy. Perhaps a gas main has exploded or there’s been some sort of industrial accident. We’re not really sure of the source, or the number of casualties, but eyewitnesses from as far away as Denver are reporting a column of fire stretching hundreds of feet in the air.

(1:48 a.m.) Fontaine: I’ve now been given a bit more information on that explosion in Boulder, Colorado. The apparent epicenter of the explosion is the University of Colorado campus located on the western side of the city. Eyewitnesses have reported a column or plume of fire rising hundreds of feet into the air, lighting up the night sky as bright as day. We have unconfirmed reports, and I want to stress that these are completely uncorroborated reports that the fire took some sort of shape, like a bird or… is this right? A bird or a dragon or something similar. Again, those reports are unconfirmed.

The University of Colorado at Boulder has an enrollment of over 30,000 students, with over 15,000 housed on the campus itself. Again, there’s no word on the number of casualties or the cause.

We’re going to be bringing you video of the incident from the local affiliate in Denver, WCAF TV7, who has a crew on the scene now. Who am I speaking with?

Thad Melton (via cell phone): This is Thad Melton, action reporter with WCAF TV7, Candy.

Fontaine: I understand you have some video to show us, Thad. Can you set the scene?

Melton: Certainly, Candy. It was a typical November night in Colorado, a slight chill in the air with patches of the first snow on the ground. Roughly eleven minutes ago, a roaring explosion broke that stillness. The resultant fireball lit up the night sky for miles around. In fact, I can see the light from here.

Fontaine: And how far is it to Boulder from your location?

Melton: It’s about 28 miles from Boulder to our station and the sky is still lit up. Can you see the light?

Fontaine: Yes, Thad. My God, that’s almost 30 miles away and it’s bright as late afternoon. Thad, have you heard anything about casualties? We’ve been told it came from the University? Can you confirm?

Melton: No, Candy, I can’t confirm its location. We’re firing up our traffic helicopter now to get a better view of the situation. I can confirm that communications into and out of the city have been completely cut off. Cell phones, GlobalNet access, landlines, radio, it’s all gone silent. We’ve made multiple attempts to contact our Boulder offices and some of our employees that live in the city, and so far we cannot get through. [Muffled] Ready… ok, let’s go. Candy, s ct I’m going to have to get back with you, our chopper is ready to take off.

Fontaine: Keep us posted, Thad, and be careful. Again, to update, we have reports of a mysterious explosion in Boulder, Colorado with a massive fireball that has lit up the sky for almost 30 miles around.

*****

(2:02 a.m.) Fontaine: We’re going to take you back to Boulder for an update from Thad Melton of WCAF TV7 in Denver. Thad is currently in a helicopter over Boulder, isn’t that correct, Thad?

Melton: Yes, Candy, I think we’re currently circling the Boulder area. The reason I say ‘think’ is because even our pilot isn’t sure where exactly we are. He tells me that our normal navigational instruments are going haywire. I’m looking at the helicopter’s compass and it’s spinning wildly as if something is interfering with the magnetic field around us. The turbulence is unbelievable.

Fontaine: Thad, can you see the blast site? Is there a fire?

Melton: Candy, I’m not entirely sure what I’m seeing. I apologize for the lack of a video feed. As we began to approach the city limits of Boulder, my cameraman suddenly collapsed into some kind of trance. He’s just mumbling the word Boulder over and over again. I’ll try to grab his camera and… Oh my GOD!

Fontaine: Thad, are you all right? Thad? Are you there?

Melton: Yes, yes, Candy, I’m still here. I just got a glimpse of the blast site. It was hard to see at first because the power seemed to be out all over the city. It’s just an inky blackness below us, no streetlights or signs of buildings or life anywhere. But it’s not a blackout, Candy. Our chopper just got close enough for the lights to reflect off of this… It’s hard to describe. It appears that a dome of some kind is surrounding the city, a shiny, coal-black bubble as far as the eye can see. What’s our altitude, Steve? Candy, we’re hovering around 1,500 feet up, and probably a couple hundred feet below us is this dome. I can’t see any anything through its surface.

Fontaine: Thad, do you have the capability to send us a picture of the dome?

Melton: I’m going to see if my camera is still active. [Sound of muffled fumbling] Yes, Candy, the light is still on. We have a live feed. Joe, are you getting this back at the station? [Picture of Melton appears on screen] Candy, do you have this feed?

Fontaine: Do we have that? Yes, Thad, we’re seeing you clearly.

Melton: Ok, I’m going to turn the camera on the dome. [Little is seen at first. The camera jostles frantically. The helicopter’s running lights blink on and off, reflecting off of a dark, mirror-like surface. The chopper’s main floodlight struggles to find an end to the surface.] I can’t tell for sure, but I think this dome may be covering the entire city. Wait, something’s happening.

[Veins of light begin pulsating through the surface at irregular intervals.] I don’t know if you can see this Candy, but there are tiny streaks of light glowing on the surface. They seem to be blinking in a pattern and building in intensity. I’m straining against the window to see where they are going but they seem to be gathering around a point below us. It’s getting stronger. Wow, it’s getting really bright. Hey, Steve, should we be this close to that? Candy, are you getting this? I can hear a sound now, like a whooshing sound, and it’s getting louder and louder. Oh God. It’s… it’s like lightning on the surface, except it’s an orange color. Steve, I think we should definitely be moving away from that. It’s going to hit… [Loud burst of static as the picture blinks out]

Fontaine: Thad? THAD? My apologies, ladies and gentlemen, we appear to have lost contact with our fellow reporter Thad Melton from WCAF TV7 in Denver as he was investigating the source of the mysterious explosion in Boulder, Colorado. I hope it’s only technical difficulties. As soon as we have more information or can get Thad back on the air, we’ll let you know.

We’ve also begun receiving multiple reports of what appears to be some kind of mass hallucination or seizure. Reports are coming in from Los Angeles, Denver, St. Louis, Seattle that people with certain types of cybernetic implants called interface jacks have been struck catatonic. Most of the stricken seem to be mumbling or screaming something about Boulder. What connection this has with the mysterious explosion in Boulder is still to be determined.

*****

Chapter 3
November 2, 2028
02:07 a.m.
The crowd in the Tanz looked on the events playing out on the screen in stunned silence. People looked from one face to the other as in a shared dream state, experiencing the uneasy camaraderie of the traumatized herd too shocked to remember the natural distrust they should have of each other. The house lights had been turned on somewhere in the middle of the broadcast, and Bridge’s eyes ached. He’d been going pretty hard lately, a three-day stretch of lost sleep and constant footwork. His body still felt the effects of the hallucinogenic seizure he’d experienced, and the other jackeost od-in victims appeared equally drained.
Bridge jumped as his cell connection buzzed to a life, a tingly irritating vibration in the back of his skull that signaled an incoming call. “This is Bridge, go,” he said by reflex.
“Was that you ghosting through Ars just a minute ago?” It was Bridge’s girlfriend, Angela. He could feel the barely-controlled panic in her voice. “I was cruising the taverns and I swear I saw you in the Blooded Falchion, but then I was in the Tanz with you. And what was that about Boulder?” Angela was one of the operators of the virtual world Ars-Perthnia, spending most of her time in that world dressed as the lich-queen Baroness Eletheia.
“Are you still jacked in?”
“Of course, there’s a tourney tonight.”
“Check the news feeds, baby.”
“Which one? CNN?”
“Any of them. All of them. It’s all over the place. Boulder just went nuclear or something.”
“Oh my God, hold on.” The artificial sound of virtual breath being drawn tickled Bridge’s auditory nerves. It was hard for someone in a crèche to gasp, but she managed it. “What the fuck happened?”
“They don’t have any idea. But apparently that little hallucination you just had of me in the Blooded Falchion was shared. I swear I was in the Falchion AND the at the same goddamn time. You know that weirdo feeling you get when you’re jacked in without a crèche and have to look at the real world and the Net at the same time? That double image bullshit that gives you a headache from hell? That’s what it was like. I could feel the table twice. Always makes me feel like the walking dead.”
“Did you jack in wireless?”
“Hell, no. You know I don’t jack in anymore unless I have to. This wasn’t conscious, it just happened.”
“You sure you didn’t get slipped a nannymick?” Bridge had already considered the idea of a nanobot attack and dismissed it.
He replied, “If it had just been me, I’d have considered it. But everybody in the club with a jack got hit the same way, all screaming out ‘Boulder’ over and over again. Ask around in the joint, see if the other gamers had the same experience.” Bridge noticed Aristotle for the first time. The bodyguard was frantically dialing numbers on his cell, putting the receiver to his ear, then cursing at something and repeating the process. “I’ll get back with you, Angie. Something to take care of.” Angela broke the connection quickly, with barely a word. Bridge wondered if he should have given an ‘I love you’ but was still unsure where their relationship stood. Living together was one thing, actually saying the words and meaning them with everything that entailed? Something for another time.
“Yo, brother, what’s the problem? Who you trying to call?”
Aristotle looked up quickly from the phone in his hand, his expression one of sheer abject animal terror. He quickly went back to the receiver, dialing again and cursing while ignoring Bridge’s question. His curses only grew louder as his frustration grew. “Fucking piece of shit, why won’t you get through?” he finally screamed into his palm. As if realizing where he was, he looked around quickly and saw the stares of the nearby patrons. Everyone in the joint was on edge, their nerves frayed from the disruption of their normal lives by the outright weird. Bridge put a hand on Aristotle’s shoulder and led him away.
“Calm it down, big guy. We got a reputation to protect. Now who are you trying to call?”
Aristotle seemed unwilling to tell Bridge at first, his eyes darting from Bridge to the phone and back. At last he sighed and stared into Bridge’s eyes. Almost on the verge of tears, he said, “My grandmother. She lives in Boulder, Bridge, and I cannot raise her. I think she’s dead.”
*****
“Whoa there. Let’s not jump to any conclusions. Slow it down, breathe and let’s work this, ok? I’m sure you’re grandmother is fine.”
Aristotle’s expression grew sour, the hint of sarcastic disbelief in his wry smirk. “What do you care? You aren’t exactly family guy now are you?”
“Just because I’m an amoral shitheel doesn’t mean I don’t got family… somewhere,” Bridge replied. His thoughts drifted to his parents for the briefest of seconds before he pushed the memories aside. They were out there somewhere, but damn if he cared where. “You never talked about your grandmother, so I just expected you didn’t have one.”
“Gram pretty much raised me. My parents split when my dad was in Iraq and my mom was a no good nothing, or so Gram said. Last I talked to her, she was living in Boulder.”
“Where in Boulder? Near that big dome thing?”
“I cannot be certain.”
“Well, see, there you go. It couldn’t have covered the whole goddamn city, right?” Aristotle nodded meekly. “Maybe she’s in the part that isn’t covered.”
“She was living near the university when I left Boulder. The artsy district. She’s a bit of a Bohemian. I haven’t been back since I left. I haven’t even visited her. What if she’s dead?”
“Hold on, let’s not jump to conclusions. So she’s by the university. I can get Angie to start pouring through the feeds, see if they can pinpoint this thing. It may not even be anywhere near her.”
“Then why can’t I get her on the phone, Bridge?”
“Shit just kicked off, big boy. The power was out. Maybe it knocked out the networks around there. Hell, maybe everybody in the country with family there is trying to call in, or everybody trapped in that bubble thing is trying to call out. The whole network could be jammed to hell and back. You remember what happened during the riots, how nobody could get any kind of service, no GlobalNet, nothing? That’s probably what it is.”
Aristotle had been staring down at his feet the whole time, nodding at each new proffered morsel of hope. As Bridge finished, he raised his head again with a forceful nod, his mind made up. “That’s it, then. I must go there. I have to go find out if she’s ok. You have to come with me.”
“Wait… what? Hold your horses there, big guy. You’re talking crazy talk.”
“No, I’m not. You said it yourself, the whole network could be down or jammed, and it could be days before it clears up. She could be outside the bubble. She could be wandering around alone in a daze. There’s no way I can spend days wondering if she’s ok. I have to go find her, get her out if I can.”
“How the hell do you plan on doing that? The cops, the national guard, the goddamn LGL is probably going to lock that site down tighter than a nun’s habit.”
Aristotle nodded. “That’s correct, and they are likely even now setting up plans for evacuation camps to hold the survivors. And who better to navigate the red tape of survivors, bureaucrats, cops and administrators than you. Those situations are where you shine.”
Bridge grinned with egotistical pride for a moment. “I know what you’re trying to do and it won’t work. You’re stroking my ego, brother, trying to get me to go along. It is not going to work. Colorado ain’t my stomping grounds. I don’t know nobody there.”
“Since when is there a place you don’t know somebody?”
“Ok, fair enough, I know a guy. But I’ll be totally out of my pond. Plus, I got work to do here. I can’t just toss nights of profit away on somebody’s grandmother.” The force of Aristotle’s reaction slammed the breath out of Bridge. Aristotle had lifted him completely off his feet and into the wall behind him.
“Listen, Bridge. Since I know that you are a cold-hearted bastard, I’ll ignore the insults. I’ll even ignore your lack of sympathy. But I will not ignore the fact that you OWE me.” Aristotle’s eyes narrowed to piercing slits. “That’s right, motherfucker. I am calling in the marker on that one. I went to jail for you, and I’m a two-strike man. I could have gone away for a long time FOR you, so let’s be entirely clear here. I need your help, and you will, aheight=“0” give it to me, whether from empathy for someone you call a friend or because you well and truly owe me. At this point, I don’t care which it is. Are we clear?”
“You picked a bad time to call in a marker,” Bridge replied with a grin. “All right, put me down, goddamnit.” Aristotle let him down gently, smoothing out his lapels as he did so. “I help you with this, we’re square, right? No matter what turns out?” The bodyguard nodded.
“Then we’re going to need some help,” Bridge said. He dialed up the one person he really didn’t want to ask. While Bridge owed his life to Aristotle he owed as much and more to Stonewall Ricardo.
*****



Chapter 4

November 2, 2028

02:43 a.m.

“Not a good time, Bridge.”

Right on the edge of Stonewall’s usual gruff tone, Bridge sensed a nervous undercurrent, a wavering insecurity that Bridge had only heard from the ex-footballer once. As they had sat over Twiggs’ body in that dusky warehouse, Stonewall had unleashed a torrent of pent-up anger at his late boss and Bridge had gotten a glimpse of a tiny fissure in the man’s callous façade. He heard inklings of that unsteadiness again and it frightened him just a little. Tonight had already put Bridge off his corn flakes. He needed some stability, some solid foundation in the face of unexpected weirdness.

“When is it ever a good time, my brother?” Bridge joked. The static-filled silence of the old cell network Stonewall used to evade CLED detection shook Bridge out of his typical routine. “What’s going on, Stoney? Are you alone?”

“No,” he replied, “I’m dealing with a situation here.”

“Mr. Johnny on your ass?” Bridge used their code words for Johnny Law, asking without asking if Stonewall was on the lam.

“I can deal with the man. This shit… this is different.” Butterflies spun around in Bridge’s stomach.

“We need to talk.”

Stonewall returned a sigh. “And if I said I wasn’t in a spot to talk, would it matter?”

“Hey, brott iher, you know me when I need something.”

“You always need something. When do I get to be needy?” Stonewall chuckled a little, easing the tension. “I got people down all over the station, screaming about some kind of rock or boulder or some shit. I’m a little distracted, homes.”

Bridge sat up straight in the back seat of the cab. “Did they all just flop around screaming ‘Boulder’ over and over again?”

“Yeah.” For the first time since the conversation had started, Stonewall sounded interested. “How did you know?”

“Because it just happened to me and about half the Tanz, right about the same time as that explosion in Boulder.”

“Boulder… Boulder, Colorado? What explosion? What you talking about?”

“Turn on your news feeds. I’m coming to you. What station?”

“Umm, shit. Go to Broad… no, hold on, Broad’s where the Kandor boys are right now. Don’t go there. Paulson Avenue. Tell ‘em the barn’s on fire. They’ll get you to the right station.”

“Right, Paulson. Gotcha. See you in a few, brother.” Bridge gave the cabbie the directions to the subway station on Kilborne Street. Stonewall never gave the actual directions to his location over the phone, even over the abandoned cell networks. Bridge and he had worked out a series of code locations when the footballer had returned to town a month ago. Stonewall would tell him a location that was at least four blocks from the real station, with the use of street indicating the real station would be south four blocks and avenue would mean to go four blocks north.

“Everything ok, boss?” Aristotle asked. His worried expression grew even worse at the sight of Bridge’s reaction to the conversation.

“Don’t know, big guy. Say, is your grandmother jacked in?”

Aristotle shook his head. “She’s the arty type, a real bohemian. She didn’t believe in defiling her body with metal. She wouldn’t even get a hip replacement when she took a spill skiing. The doctors and I had to fight her tooth and nail to get her to take nanomeds to rebuild the bone.”

“Good, because it looks like us dumb fuckers with metal in our brain stems got a dose of strange from this Boulder thing. Stonewall’s got folks seizing up as well.”

“Is it just the ones with interface jacks?”

Bridge shrugged. “Don’t know, but I wouldn’t bet against it. You sure you still want to do this? Weird shit always gets weirder.” Aristotle just glared back at Bridge. “All right, I gotta ask.” Bridge slumped back into the seat and stared out the window, putting together a mental list of the things he would need.

*****

The subways of Los Angeles had been taken over shortly after the 2027 riots by the various street gangs and indigent downtrodden, a result of the Chronosoft LGL’s policy of willfully ignoring anyone that didn’t contribute to the company’s bottom line. Stonewall led one of those gangs, the Los Magos family. They used the term family in the loosest sense, modeled somewhat after the mafioso crime family system from Italy. Los Magos was part of the collective called the Five Families, and each claimed a portion of the subway for itself. Despite the LGL’s withdrawal of funds, the Families kept the subways in tip-top working order, in part due to their policy of shelter for all. The Families could count former engineers, computer whiz kids and other professionals left homeless by cred-crashing, riots and corporate indifference.

Kilborne Station was El Diablos territory, and they appeared none too willing to help out any friends of Stonewall. No one got onto the subway without a thorough search for weapons, but the Diablos were especially rough on Bridge and his companion. He got the feeling they were deliberately attempting to insult Stonewall but he let it slide. No sense causing Stonewall any more headaches.

The ride to Stonewall’s quarters was uneventful, other than the smoldering glances thrown at the passengers by the guards. On arrival they were rudely forced off, causing a tense moment of hostile stares between the greeting party and the train’s guards. Bridge defused the situation with a little bit of humor, but it was obvious the two Diablos guards had beef with the Magos. One of the Magos guards kissed his trigger finger and pointed it at the departing train. The target just pounded his chest and smiled as if to say, “Bring it on.”

As they were escorted to Stonewall, Bridge got a glimpse of the troubles the ex-footballer suffered from. In a scene reminiscent of the Tanz, at least one out of every three people were recovering from the seizures, their eyes glassy, their friends helping them just as Aristotle had helped Bridge. Seeing the afflicted rub their necks, Bridge was reminded of his own splitting headache, a pain he’d been repressing in the rush of preparation.

The gigantic ex-footballer turned gang leader Stonewall Ricardo was leaning over one of the stricken when Bridge reached him. He stood to his full 6’5” height, all lanky muscle and deceptive grace. He ran a hand over his dyed-blonde hair, which was tied in hundreds of neat spikes. He had been a professional soccer player before injuring his knee in a training ground accident so horrific, it had required a cybernetic replacement. To this day, the league banned cybernetics, depriving him of his life’s passion and his livelihood. To make ends meet, he’d taken to enforcing for one of his soccer buddies. Unknown to Bridge at the time, Stonewall had also risen to a high rank in the Magos family, to the point where he was their leader in all but title. He was one of the toughest and most resourceful men Bridge knew, Brtenseand Bridge knew everybody. Bridge owed Stonewall his life twice over.

“Stoney, brother,” Bridge began with as much camaraderie as he could muster.

“Don’t butter me up, Bridge. I’m not in the mood.” His face was all worried frustration. He cared deeply for his people. He was practically a revolutionary martyr for these people. “I got people screaming and going into seizures all over the line. You telling me this Boulder thing’s got something to do with it? What do you know?”

“It happened to half the Tanz right about the same time Boulder went boom,” Bridge replied. “Did you see the video of that cameraman doing the flyover? Remind you of anything?”

Stonewall nodded. “Si. Now what the fuck does an explosion in Boulder have to do with my people?”

“Not a goddamn clue, brother. But I got a guess. Every one of the ones flopping on the floor like a fish were jacked, am I right?” Stonewall nodded and appeared about to ask another question, but Bridge cut him off with a raised hand. “Everybody in the Tanz that got hit was jacked too, including me. The cameraman on the TV was probably jacked. And I’m betting we all had the same kind of hallucination. It was like we got connected, like we all jacked into the GlobalNet wireless without trying. But we weren’t just there, we were out here too. Really fucks with your sense of equilibrium.”

“So what did you see?”

“I was in Perthnia with Angie. And she was sort of in the Tanz or something but neither image was solid enough to be real or virtual. It was like ghost images one on top of the other. You got any new cell phones in here?”

“Naw, brother, you know we use the old 3G stuff. That new crap is all traced up.”

“Just after the seizures stopped, the cells all got a text saying ‘Boulder’ too. All this happening the same time as that explosion is a coincidence? Uh uh, I don’t believe in coincidences that big. Whatever that wave was, it came from Boulder.”

“So what’s that got to do with you needing shit from me?”

Bridge pointed back at Aristotle. “Actually, he needs me. And I need you to do what he needs me for. Big boy’s grandmama lives in Boulder, and he’s got it in his head that with or without my help, he’s got to go rescue her. Now, normally I’d tell him to go blow, but I owe him.”

“You owe everybody, Bridge,” Stonewall said with a smile. Bridge knew he had little hope of ever paying back the debt he owed Stoney.

“I don’t forget my debts, brother. You help me with this, I help you with your little Diablos problem. I couldn’t help notice the tension there.”

“You know how it is, Bridge.it h to Little trifling beef turns into tit for ratatattatting. Pedro’s trying to smooth it over.” Pedro was the Magos’ titular leader, known among the Families as Los Reyes Magos or The Wise King, Pedro was evenhanded but disliked violence. Bridge knew that Pedro had lost much of the Magos’ respect just by attempting peaceful resolutions. Gangsters used to solving things with a gun rarely got the satisfaction they desired with words. “What do you need?” Stonewall sighed.

“A clean car with net hookup and a bodyguard.”

“You got a bodyguard,” Stonewall replied, pointing at Aristotle.

“I need someone who won’t hesitate to take it all the way. I don’t pay him enough to fight, much less kill a motherfucker what needs it. More important, I need someone that isn’t distracted. No offense, Aristotle.” Aristotle just shrugged. “So really, you’d be doing it for him, not me.”

Stonewall pondered the situation hard, his brow furrowed. “For your abuela, I’ll do this. But your boss here is going to owe me again.”

“I appreciate it, Stonewall. If there is something I can do…”

“No. I got a grandmother too, eh? I’d be doing the same thing.”

“You’re both crazy,” Bridge joked.

“We’re just human, Bridge. You should try it some time.”

With the deal settled, they chewed over the details. They would leave the next morning around 7 a.m. It was almost four before Bridge got home. Angie had shut down the crèche for the night, and sat on the couch, folding her legs up under her chin. Bridge spent another hour consoling her and explaining the trip. The shock of the wave had affected her more than either of them would have believed. At first, she was adamantly against Bridge’s trip to Boulder. Once she realized his mind was made up, she insisted on going along. Bridge refused to put her in danger, reminding her that she had duties to take care of with her virtual world and their information-trading business. She would not be dissuaded and eventually they compromised. She would stay in LA, but would tag along virtually. Bridge would use a wireless cell connection, checking in with her on the GlobalNet every hour. She would provide any hacking tasks they needed. Her regular duties monitoring the stable of hackers she had out at any one time would be delegated to one of her best assistants. That settled, they fell asleep spooning on the couch, a desperate sadness in their embrace.

*****

Chapter 5

November 2, 2028

07:02 a.m.

At Aristotle’s insistence, they piled into the car entirely too early for Bridge’s liking. He was used to working on very little sleep from his days as a crèche-bound hacker, but a cross-country trip was going to severely test his stamina. Stonewall’s gangster friends came through perfectly though. The car was a cherry, a 2027 Toyodyne in impeccable shape, with a satnav system hacked to prevent trackback, long-distance wireless Net connects for constant contact with Angie when necessary as well as news feeds to monitor the situation in Boulder. They headed out of Los Angeles and caught the I-15 east of Rancho Cucamonga, hoping to reach Boulder sometime around midnight, with stops for food and bio breaks.

Stonewall and Aristotle insisted on Bridge being a passenger. While they half-joked that he was a terrible driver, Bridge believed they were reluctant to put their lives in his hands in case the wave of hallucinatory seizures from the previous evening returned. He didn’t mind, however, as long car rides made him sleepy anyway. The ride began in silence, but by the time they’d begun the ascent into the San Bernadino Mountains separating the LA area from the desolate scrublands of the High Desert, Aristotle and Stonewall were chatting away in the front. As Bridge listened, the discussion swerved into academic talk of Hegel and Nietzche, causing Bridge’s attention to wander. The droning buzz of the engine combined with his fatigue was enough to put him down for the count.

His sleep was fitful. A mind-itching buzz filled his dream ears, like static from a television constantly looping around him. He stood before his goal, an immense coal-black dome of translucent energy stretching miles into the sky and as far as the eye could see in all directions. Behind him stood only empty desert. He reached out a timid hand to touch the surface, and immediately withdrew the hand as a shock of static discharge arced from the dome to his fingers. He could feel the tingling in his toes, his genitals, his ears, even to the tips of his hair, which was standing on end. The surface began to glow, almost to breathe with flows of energy. Glowing softly at first, then stronger, patterns formed on the surface, in the surface, swimming deep like fish in shallow water. The patterns formed letters, though not exactly letters, but definitely writing of some kind, almost a kanji-like series of symbols and pictograms. The orange symbols formed lines of undecipherable text, then paragraphs of glowing orange hieroglyphs, and it began to scroll up the dome like text on a computer screen.

The static in his head had grown the sounds forming into words, into a jumbled mess of syllables that did not fit into any pattern his brain could discern. It was as if someone was whispering from inside his skull, vibrating his teeth with a growing urgency to be heard. Finally, a phrase made some form of sense, understood without hearing, and he followed its suggestion to look up.

Figures had emerged from the dome, three vaguely humanoid shapes emerging out of the now liquid surface above. Like coal-black naked angels approaching from on high, they peered down at Bridge with emotionless gazes, hands spread out openly at their hands as if letting the light of heaven flow from venth flotheir bodies. Their lips were moving and every twitch of muscle was accompanied by a short, sharp discharge of blue and orange lightning. All three spoke as one with the voice of thousands.

“They need you. You must save them from themselves.”

Bridge woke up with a start, the interface jack in his neck buzzing an itchy dance of pain.

*****

“No, man, the fundamental, the very core of the thing you are ignoring is that a capitalist system, no matter how regulated is inherently exploitative.” That diatribe was the first thing Bridge heard as he snapped back to consciousness. Stonewall was immersed in a heated discussion with Aristotle as he drove, his hands flying off the wheel to add emphasis to his points before coming back to keep the car on track. It was hardly necessary as the car rode straight as an arrow despite going over 80 mph. Bridge rubbed his eyes and checked the clock on his HUD. He’d been out for less than two hours, and his body was leaden. The echoes of the dream still reverberated around his dome, bouncing back and forth off of other thoughts to the rhythm of the music he’d launched on his internal player. He shut off the music and leaned back with a sigh, listening to the discussion between his two bodyguards.

“Capitalism isn’t inherently exploitative,” Aristotle replied meekly.

“Of course it is, brau. Big businessman with all the ideas and capital in the world still has to pay someone to make that idea into a product. And to make any money, he is duty-bound to pay the absolute lowest wage to maximize profits. In fact, he has to continually re-examine his operations to minimize costs. Capitalism must treat the worker as a depreciating commodity. Loyalty is expensive. The worker inevitably becomes too expensive to be profitable, so the capitalist must replace him with a newer, cheaper worker to continue to maximize profits. He must refresh the exploitation pool periodically or business grows stagnant. The exploitative capitalism we practice puts more value on the company with negative growth than those with flat growth, because at least the company that shrinks is a target for some other shark’s expansion.”

“While it is true that capitalism must continually lower costs to maximize profits, that doesn’t mean the system must exploit in order to do so. Capitalism infused with the proper responsibility to the community and transparency has accomplished great things.”

Stonewall chuckled. “You mean like the railroad built on Chinese and Irish slave labor? The outsourcing of manufacturing to increasingly more destitute third world countries in the 90’s that wrecked American manufacturing? You mean that responsibility? Capitalism has one responsibility, to constant profit expansion. Everything else is an expense that goes against its fundamental spirit.”
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Aristotle rubbed his chin then took a different tact, pointing his finger for emphasis. “So communism is the answer? Forcing everyone to give up the fruits of their labor to their neighbor regardless of worthiness?”

“Straw-man argument there, my brother. From each according to his ability to each according to his need is what the man says.”

“Sure, but that means those with more ability are supporting those with more need. That’s not equitable, that’s state-sponsored slavery to the weak. And for that matter, who gets to decide the measure of the distribution? That’s where the problem lies. The apparatus that distributes the state’s assets is just another flawed oligarchic institution. It is entirely too vulnerable to corruption because just like unchecked capitalism, it puts all the power into the hands of the few. You are trading exploitation by the bourgeoisie for exploitation by the proletariat.”

Stonewall vehemently disagreed. “Not if you have the proper democratic process, either through one-to-one representation by the technologically-enabled proletariat or proper, transparent representative democracy by the academic elite.” Bridge let out a loud guffaw from the back seat. Stonewall glanced back over his shoulder with a smirk. “Welcome back to the living, Bridge. You got something to add to the discussion?”

“You’re both nuts.”

“That’s very illuminating, Bridge,” Aristotle quipped. “I’d like to subscribe to your newsletter.”

Bridge shifted in the seat and laughed. “You’re both missing the fundamental problem with all that shit. You can talk around the issue with flowery language and academic labels but it all falls apart the minute you put it to practice. Human beings are fucked up creatures. Too much is never enough. Put a man in charge of feeding the poor and he will be eating caviar while doling out government cheese covered in rat droppings. Give him $10 profit by employing American adults and he’ll drop them on Skid Row the minute he can get some three-year old in Botswana to make the same product for ten cents. He can’t help it. We may have mapped the DNA of humans, but we missed the most important gene of all – the asshole gene. Everybody’s got it, every race, every sex, every creed, every country. We’re all just gigantic assholes in waiting.”

“So what’s your solution then, Mr. Cynical?”

“You know my system, boys,” Bridge said, settling back into the seat for another nap. “Fuck him first before he fucks you.”

The car was silent for a moment. Finally, Stonewall broke the tension by saying, “And this is why I always keep Bridge to my front.” All three erupted in laughter as the car zoomed down the interstate.

*****

Chapter 6

November 2, 2028

11:14 a.m.

With the car slowing to accommodate the slower traffic of the Vegas outskirts, Bridge woke from an uncomfortable sleep. He poked his head above the windowsill to see the towering casinos in the distance glittering through the sandy desert haze. “Vegas already?” he asked, sniffling and stretching and straightening his mussed up tie. He checked the clock on his internal HUD. Despite a stiff back, the few hours sleep had helped. “We gonna stop to toss a coin in the slots?”

“I do not believe that would be wise,” Aristotle replied. “It occurs to me you’d be a terrible gambler.”

“Gambling is for suckers and rubes. Dropping two bits into a random number generator is flirting with the universe.”

“We’ll stop on the other side of town for a piss break and some lunch,” the Mexican said. “I do not want mi cara showing up on some Strip casino’s security cameras. CLED has a partnership with NVCED and they’re still after me for that warehouse thing. Don’t matter where we go, even the churches got slots.”

“I’m surprised you never worked Vegas, Bridge,” commented Aristotle.

Bridge shrugged. “What can I say, I’m an LA boy. Vegas really ain’t my scene.” He noticed the questioning look on Aristotle’s face. “Look, everybody’s a liar. LA, Vegas, New York, Istanbul, wherever, everybody lies. Nobody expects sincerity in Los Angeles. They expect everybody and everything to be fake as starlet boobs. But they do expect to have their dreams fulfilled, so even though your client knows you’re lying to them, they still believe you’ll get them whatever they want. It’s all fantasy land out there, and I’m Mr. Fucking Roarke.” Aristotle appeared confused by the reference. “Old TV show. I mean, REALLY old. Anyway, Vegas ain’t like that.”

“How do you mean?”

“You ever been to Vegas?” The bodyguard shook his head. “Vegas is all glitz and glamour. It’s big shows and huge productions, but deep down, underneath all that put on is the con. Only it’s a different brand of con then LA. See, Vegas is where dreams go to get bought and sold and lost. Everybody in Vegas isn’t just lying to you, they are lying to you to steal every single thing you got and you know they are and they know you know. There’s liars, and there’s criminals, and there’s thieving lying criminals and Vegas is full of those. You work Vegas you expect every motherfucker you work with is angling to get at your back to stick in the knife. If LA is a fantasy, Vegas is a straight-up heist.”

The Strip had come into sight now, coalescing out of the hazy morning into nightmarish unreality. Even with the blistering sun baking the desert with blinding illumination, the carnival lights of the Strip’s daily put-on was evident, every twinkler twinkling, every barker shouting, every promised lie and lying promise on display to draw in the unwary. And on every corner, on every sidewalk, in every doorway, the crowds gathered, rushing from imagined payday to crushing disaster with wide-eyed insatiable zeal.

“I spent a month here one week. Vegas and me don’t get along,” Bridge mumbled as the Strip began to fade behind him. The dusky shimmering curtain of the desert heat shrouded the city’s shiny rotten heart.

*****

The combination greasy spoon, convenience store and gas station on the far side of Vegas was the typical American road joint, a loud choir of shrieking waitresses, thunderous freight trucks and slamming dishes, with the jingling of coins in slots unique to Vegas. Bridge felt smothered by the humid scents of horribly fried food mixed with the choking oily stench of biodiesel. They ordered lunch and relieved their bladders, Bridge sitting in quiet contemplation while Stonewall and Aristotle nattered on with copious amounts of pseudo-philosophical political science. Bridge would grunt every now and then at some of the naïve notions both men held about capitalism, socialism, communism and whatever other theoretic –ism they could remember.

Bridge was staring out the tinted window of the booth while digesting the poorly prepared meal when his phone buzzed. “Shit,” he cursed under his breath.

“What’s wrong?” Aristotle asked.

“Ms. Angst.” The bodyguard nodded in understanding. “I forgot to call that guy about that thing. She’s gonna whine. I hate it when she whines.”

“You could just not answer,” Aristotle offered with a gleeful shrug.

Bridge frowned. “Gotta do what I do.” He stood up and went outside. The diner was loud enough to mask his conversation, but the outside was louder. He would have no trouble hearing her, as the connection piped into his brain through his cybernetic interface, but without his white noise generator, he would be vulnerable to eavesdropping. He may have left town, but he packed his paranoia with him.

“Ms. Angst, to what do I owe this early morning pleasure?”

“Where’s my sample, Bridge?” All right, she wasn’t in a cordial mood.

“Circumstances have intervened.”

“What the fuck that mean, Bridge? You trying to screw me? It’s that Zbone, you’re getting it for him, ain’t it? What’s he paying? I’ll pay more, I’m good for it.”

“Whoa, Angst, hold up, hold up. I’d never do you like that, girl, you are a valued client.”

“Bullshit, Bridge. You’d sell me to some Singapore sailor hump-hump bar if you thought you could get 20%. Where’s my sample?”

“Look, I can get it, but I’ve been called away from LA. It’s going to be a few days before I can hook you up.”

“You can’t handle business over the phone, brau?”

Bridge’s frown had to have been audible across the distance. “This is not the kind of thing you leave to a phone call, girl. You know that.”

“Few days is not going to do it. The news will be all over everywhere by then. I don’t break this in twelve hours, it’s broke fo’ sho’. Now what you got for me?”

He let out a weary sigh. “Nothing, Angst. I got nothing. When I get done with this Boulder mess, we’ll talk, work out some kind of equitable makeup, k?”

“Boulder? You’re in Boulder?”

Bridge cursed at himself silently. He must really be beat. Never reveal your location over the phone. “No, I’m not in Boulder.”

The teenager sounded excited now, her anger all forgotten. “Shit, yo, you’re going to Boulder. You’re going to the dome! Why didn’t you tell me, brau? This is perfect!”

“What do you mean?”

“Forget the pop princess. Everybody’s talking about this Boulder thing, this explosion and the dome and the hacker hallucinations and shit. I got ‘em. Did you get ‘em?” Her words and sentences were running on now in one almost unintelligible stream. “You got to get me some of that, some footage, some audio, an interview, something! You gotta!”

“What do I look like, Tom Williams, Nightly News Twat? I’m not going to Boulder for a story.”

“But you’re going, right?” He reluctantly confirmed. “Look, I’ll take anything you can get, anything, brau. Just get me some video or audio, I don’t care if it’s grainy cell phone or cybereye shit, just get me something and we’re square.” Bridge considered the pros and cons. He would be there anyway, all he’d need would be a little easy-to-get footage of the inevitable cordon around this dome thing, package it up and email it to Angst, and his failure would be forgotten. Fixing a broken deal was rarely so easy.

“Yeah, all right, Angst. I get you something. Then we’re square, capice?”
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*****

Chapter 7

November 2, 2028

7:08 p.m.

Bridge managed to get restful if not quite comfortable sleep on the other side of Vegas, waking sometime in mid-afternoon as they lumbered past Salina, Utah. Stonewall maneuvered around the I-70 traffic with dispassionate haste, cutting through what rush hour traffic there was with ease. Had Bridge not gotten the rest before, the lack of landmarks along the interstate would have put him right back to sleep. Four lanes of seemingly endless tarmac cut through hilly scrubland populated with little more than cactus, broken up by gigantic buttes and blood orange cliff faces hewn by millennia of wind, sun and rain. The isolation, the vast open spaces, the pure distance from person to person was enough to make him shudder at the thought of living in this barren wasteland. As dusk started to settle over the highway, Bridge noticed the air growing thinner with elevation, the roadside vegetation turning a more fertile green despite the fall chill. The temperature had steadily dropped as they made their way east, causing him to huddle into his jacket for warmth.

With night almost completely blanketing the highway, they crossed the Colorado state line. A gigantic sign celebrated their passage. Stonewall’s voice broke the silence that had permeated the car for the last hundred miles or so. “Uh oh,” he said with a hint of worry.

“Uh oh? What uh oh?”

“Read the sign, hombre.” He pointed to the fifty-foot billboard by the side of the road. It was lit as brightly as an airport landing strip. It read:

“The Legios Corporation welcomes you to the LGL District of Colorado. Your vehicle’s registration has been automatically scanned and is being tracked. The friendly troopers of the Legios Rangers will detain vehicles not licensed for use in the state of Colorado. Welcome to Where the Columbines Grow!”

A not entirely inviting picture of a Ranger pointed out at the passersby with an expression that was half-friendly smile, half-interrogatory warning. His uniform was paramilitary SWAT gear littered with corporate logos, topped by a cowboy hat bearing the new state flag. Rather than the red “C” on a field of blue and white, the flag bore the stylized red “L” of the Legios logo over the typical colors.ght=“ence that

“Does that mean what I think it means?” Bridge asked.

“Yep. That shit’s new since the last time I was through here. Like within the last month new.”

Aristotle’s voice betrayed a growing nervousness. “I thought this car was clean.”

“Oh it’s squeaky clean anywhere west of the Mississippi, except apparently Colorado. I’d heard these Legios pendejos were puckered tight, I just didn’t know how tight. Their troopers are… let’s just say before the riots, their troopers were probably stockpiling guns and canned goods in some remote compound bunker.”

“Great, redneck militia with corporate gear and license to pull over anybody they want. Fuck.”

“We can get off the highway; try to work the back roads.”

“Let me think for a minute.” Bridge pondered the situation and immediately hit upon something of a solution. He dropped down into a link up with Angie, thanking the Legios Corporation for its commitment to keeping the interstate’s cell connections pristine. “Angie, we got a problem.”

Her voice was a welcome tonic, a calming agent to the growing ball of nervousness in his stomach. “Yeah, baby, I’m with you. What do you need?”

“We just crossed into Colorado. Apparently the Legios LGL is super paranoid, scanning every car entering the state. Any chance you can work us up some clean Legios paperwork?”

A pause. He could tell Angela had dove into the vast expanses of emptiness between data locations, skidding through the GlobalNet’s ocean at the speed of thought. “DMV is fucking gigantic. There is no way any motor vehicle bureau should have this much security. Fuck!”

“What is it?”

“Just dodging some roving ice. The whole fucking state’s buzzing with security drones. I can beat it, but it’s going to take time.”

“How much time do you think we have, Stoney?”

“I’d say about three minutes based on those lights I see up ahead.”

“Three minutes, Angie. What can you do for me?”

“Not fucking much, Bridge. You think you’d have researched this shit beforehand, huh?”

“Last minute, babe, you know the drill.”

“Yeah, I got… motherfucker!” Bridge tried to keep his anxiety down, to not scream out with each exclamation. He was just as worried for her as he was for himself and his companiod h face=“Timns. “Sorry, just had to gank a robot. The whole goddamn state is on high alert. It looks like they’ve shutdown most Net communications in and out except on authorized channels. The news says they think some kind of Net virus is being broadcast from Boulder… whoa.”

“What whoa?”

“It’s gorgeous. I never imagined…”

“Ange, you’re going space cowboy on me. What’s gorgeous?”

“Boulder. The whole fucking city is sealed off in a giant dome, just like in real life. There’s something being built in here, something fantastic. I’ve never seen anything like it. The whole thing is crawling with builder bots.”

“Can you admire it later?” He could see the flashing blue lights ahead, the trooper’s headlights filling the front windshield. “We got company.”

“Ok, I’m going. I think I’ve got an opening into the comm channel for the trooper’s cars. Can you get me a trooper badge number or a car number?”

“I’ll see what I can do.” The trooper’s cruiser had passed them and turned around in the median, roaring up behind them with lights ablaze. The car’s satnav screen flashed to the Legios logo, its cold computerized voice informing the passengers that the Legios Corporation requested the car pull over to the shoulder at the earliest convenience. Stonewall eased the car to a stop. Bridge heard the hammer of a pistol clicking into place.

“Bridge, whatever your girl is doing, she better do it quick.” The nervous tension had dissipated from Stonewall’s voice, replaced with the hard steel of a killer prepared to do what he must. “There’s plenty of books that still got me wanted as a cop killer, you know.”

“I know, brother. Keep it holstered and give her a minute.”

The ominous crunch of gravel under the trooper’s boot heels sounded deafening in Bridge’s ears. He peeled his eyes for any identifying number on the trooper’s person.

“Welcome to Colorado, friends,” began the trooper in a steely tone of faked hospitality. “Would you like to tell me why you’re entering our fair state without proper authorization?”

*****

The Legios Ranger was immense, a swaggering picture of the bubba sheriff stereotype made real, wearing mirrored sunglasses despite the darkness, thumbs hooked in his belt. The glasses were likely a non-implant HUD interface connected to the database itheearn his cruiser. The preponderance of corporate logos all over the uniform and the paramilitary style gear juxtaposed with the affected drawl made for a strangely unsettling picture. Bridge immediately prepared himself for a shakedown.

Stonewall began as calmly as he could. “I’m sorry, officer, this is a new car. Just got it off the lot yesterday, eh? The dealer told me it was clean in all 40 LGL’s and Mexico too.”

The trooper did not look amused. Bridge began to remember some of the stories he’d heard out of Colorado. Most of it was GlobalNet scuttlebutt more than any actual news. After all, the LGL-controlled news nets in Chronosoft’s LGL would be reluctant to talk smack about a fellow LGL for fear of creating a negative perception about the LGL program as a whole. Barely a year old, the program still faced an uphill battle gaining public acceptance, along with the very real threat that the whole thing could be scrapped by regular federal audits built into the LGL bill. Chronosoft had barely passed one hurdle with their sham of an election two months ago.

Legios was known to operate quite differently than the professionals at Chronosoft Law Enforcement Division (CLED) Bridge was used to. CLED was composed of ex-LAPD and corporate security. The Legios Rangers seemed more like a well-financed survivalist militia given authority. The gigantic sidearm on the trooper’s belt and the grenade magna-locked to his vest did nothing to dispel the myth. The entire time the trooper spoke with Stonewall, he rarely moved his right hand far from the hand cannon.

“Son, it might have been clean over in that fancy pants Califurnya Chronosoft rat hole, but this here’s Colorado. We don’t just let everybody run around free as you please in our fair state. Especially not since some terrorists decided to blow up one of our cities.”

Bridge cringed as Aristotle asked, “Terrorists? I didn’t know the news had said anything about terrorism. Did they definitively establish that it was an attack? My grandmother is in Boulder. We’re going to take her somewhere safe. Can you tell me if she was a casualty?”

“Grandmother, eh?” The ranger’s skepticism was written all over his face. “We don’t just hand out that kind of information to strangers driving through in unlicensed cars. You… fellers will have to accompany me to the station. We’ll sort out this whole license issue and see about your… grandmother.” Bridge could tell the trooper was a second away from calling everyone in the car ‘boys’ but thought better of it. Corporate culture had made even the most Neanderthal of police sensitive to the nature of bad PR.

Bridge whispered into his phone, trying to be as quiet and invisible as possible. “Angie, what have you got for me? Badge number 4A598D4832.”

The ranger must have heard Bridge, or seen his lips moving. “What the fuck are you doing back there? Are you talking on the phone? What are you whispering about?” His hand was firmly on the butt of the pistol now, his hackles up. Bridge tried to protest his innocence, but the trooper wasn’t having it. “All right, all three of you, out of the car, let’s go, right now. Get out of the goddamn car.”

Bridge tried to take control of the conversation. “Whoa, officer, it’s ok, I was just talking to my girlfriend back home. She’s worried…”

“I’m trying to break through, Artie, but I can’t. There’s some serious interference going on. WHAT THE FUCK IS THAT?” Her shout was so loud it rang about inside Bridge’s skull painfully, making him cringe visibly.

Bridge forgot the trooper for a moment, Angie’s tone of pure panic overriding his normal instinct for self-preservation. “Angie! Are you ok? Angie!”

“All right, put your hands up, son!” The trooper’s gun was out in a flash and pointed directly at Bridge. “I don’t know what conversation you got going on, but we’ll just settle that down at the station. Hang up the phone and put your hands up!”

“Artie, I found your trooper’s car and… I don’t know how to describe it. This thing has wings… giant golden wings. I can’t even see all of it. Red eyes. It’s… it’s beautiful. I can’t even tell if it’s digital or real. I think it’s doing something to the trooper’s car.”

“What? His car?” Bridge noticed the flashing lights of the cruiser were shifting. They seemed to be rising, as if the car itself was being lifted off the ground. Turning his head to look, the headlights blinded him momentarily. Shading his eyes, the headlights shifted, moving downward towards the ground as if pushed. He became aware of a sound, the sound of rending metal twisting and bending like paper. The headlights were pointed down at the ground now, and he could finally see what was happening. The car was reshaping itself, its frame twisted, manipulated into a different shape by invisible hands. The windshield flattened and splintered. The roof lights formed a glittering forehead. The doors opened and were twisted into makeshift limbs, the back tires into stubby feet and legs. The whole time the car was bathed in a faint golden orange light, and the light seemed to twinkle in tiny runic shapes as it danced around the deformed car. “What the fuck is that?” was all he could think to say. Bridge’s interface jack itched.

The trooper turned to see what was transfixing Bridge. At first, all he could do was whip off the sunglasses and stare in awe, his gun held aimlessly away from Bridge. He regained some of his composure, directing questions at the car. “What the fuck did you do to my car?” he stammered.

“I didn’t do anything!” He leaned up to whisper in Stonewall’s ear. “Stoney, when I give the word, get us the fuck out of here.”

“Don’t have to tell me twice, Bridge. Angie doing that?” he whispered back.

“No way in hell.”

The cruiser bot began to walk, awkwardly putting one twisted tire foot in front of the other. The cop cursed loudly and pushed away from their car, aiming the gun and firing. The hand cannon made an impressive sound, its .44 caliber shells booming in the still night air. The bullet lodged harmlessly in the splintered windshield. He fired again twice, trailing bullets down the car’s bothe interfdy. A headlight, located somewhere around stomach level, shattered in a shower of sparks.

“Punch it!” Bridge screamed. Stonewall obliged, turning on the car and gunning it down the shoulder, spitting gravel with a shrieking of tires. The trooper screamed at the car fruitlessly, refusing to divert his attention from the lumbering metallic threat. Bridge heard a few more booming shots and screamed curses before they pulled out of sight around the corner.

“Bridge, what in the world was that?” Aristotle asked frightfully.

“Don’t look at me. I’m as shocked as the rest of you.”

“Somebody out there must really want us to get to Boulder,” Stonewall said, and the unsettling truth was that Bridge couldn’t disagree.

*****

Chapter 8
November 2, 2028
7:20 p.m.
It was a full five minutes of uncomfortable silence in the car before anyone would dare to speak. Stonewall was the first to work up the courage. His voice sounded strained. “All right, Bridge, you want to try to explain to me what the fuck that was?”
Bridge focused a stare on the back of the Mexican’s head, absentmindedly examining the tightly curled blonde knots of the footballer’s hair while pondering the question. He finally answered. “I was hoping you could tell me.”
“You sure Angie didn’t do that?”
Aristotle interjected with surprising calm. “I am certainly no hacker, Stonewall, but it seems to me that display would be light years beyond what even a programmer as capable as Angela could achieve. Isn’t that right, Bridge?”
“Goddamn right. Let me ask her about it. Angie, are you ok?”
She had been sitting on the line in silence, and he felt a pang of regret for having left her so long. “Yeah, Artie, just trying to take it all in. That thing… I swear, I’ve seen avatars shaped like dragons in here, you’ve seen ‘em. Dragons, hydras, every mythical beastie you could think of. They all have that shiny, liquid-y mercury look. This thing isn’t like that. It’s solid, I swear, like I could reach out and touch it. It was gold, and glowy. It’s wrapped itself around that cop car’s net nnt faode and just crushed it, then reshaped it. It’s not a virus, at least not a remote one. I swear it’s being deliberately controlled, but I can’t even get close enough to see a connection. What happened out there?”
“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you, baby. Think robots in disguise. Be careful.” He turned his attention back to the car’s passengers. “Guys, Angie’s never seen nothing like that. Nothing. I’ve never heard of nothing like it in all the time I’ve been dealing with hackers. That wasn’t a virus, and it wasn’t anything she would know how to do.”He could hear her occasionally gasping in appreciation of the digital masterpiece.
Aristotle announced gravely, “I’m not one to believe in coincidences of such startling synchronicity as this but… didn’t the reporter on CNN talk about a dragon flying over Boulder?” Bridge nodded. “So we can safely assume that this has some tenuous if indecipherable connection to our destination, then?
“Logical assumption,” Stonewall affirmed.
“And one wouldn’t be taking too further a leap of logic to say that the incident we just witnessed was a conscious effort on something or someone’s part to ensure that we were not delayed from reaching Boulder. Correct?”
“Maybe a bit more of a leap, but I can’t say the thought hadn’t occurred to me. It could be that whatever’s out there is attacking any authority in the state, but it could have targeted us as well. So the question is who wants us in Boulder and why?” Bridge was reminded of his dream, the words echoing throughout his mind with chilling clarity. The dead eyes of coal-skinned angels made him shudder a little. The interface jack on his neck began to itch again. He chose not to tell the others about it just yet. One bit of craziness per day was his limit.
“More pressing question,” Bridge said, shifting the conversation away from the speculative. “How much information about this car did that cop relay back to HQ before his car got turned into a fucking Transformer?”
Stonewall and Aristotle looked at each other with concern written all over their faces. “That’s a good point, brau. We need to ditch this car, or at least find somewhere to hide it before we pull into the area.” He puzzled over the problem for a moment. “I know the place. I hid out there right after I left LA.”
“Where?”
“Little Naturalist commune up in Boulder Mountain Park.”
“You want to hide us with a bunch of hippies?”
“These hippies are hardcore, brau. Guy that runs the place is a real honest back-to-nature millionaire, negotiated with Legios and the Feds right after the LGL’s to buy up a bunch of the state parks. The Feds didn’t have the money to spend on fixing the place up and Legios was more than happy to take the cash instead of having to maintain it. State parks ain’t profitable or some shit. Bud may practice that hippie live-off-the-land shit, but he most certainly ain’t a pacifist. Mor pat’s a goe like the general of a private army.”
“So we’re going to hide with the hippie army in the mountains of Colorado while investigating the magic dome world of the Net dragons? Fantastic.”
“Hey, that hippie army kept me out of jail, homes. You got a better idea?”
Bridge shrugged. He had no better idea, and was really starting to feel the sinking despair of being disconnected from the local scene. “Let’s go hug some trees.”
*****
Once their course of action was set, Bridge plugged himself into the news feeds to catch up on the situation. He needed to know as much of what was going on in the area, if for no other reason than to try to cook up some cover, some plausible if far-fetched reason to be in the area. He would need to brief Aristotle on the lies to remember as well. The well-meaning lug had been entirely too forthcoming to that cop. There were a few scary moments along the road as more Legios Ranger cruisers went blazing past in the other direction, but they paid no notice to Bridge’s car. Probably too busy worrying about the giant killer car robot attacking one of their own.
The news was all Boulder, all the time, filled to the brim with eyewitness accounts, user-submitted video, audio and photos, but most was little more informative than the previous night’s coverage. Bridge pieced together a timeline from the various mainstream sources. Around 1:45 a.m. the previous evening, an explosion occurred, possibly centered on the University of Colorado campus. All cell phone, GlobalNet, video, radio, all electronic communication channels with the city were immediately cut off. Within 30 minutes, some type of dome had surrounded most of the city, a perfectly solid, opaque sphere covering around three square miles. All roads leading into the area had been closed. Both local Legios officials and federal agents were on the scene investigating. Despite multiple rushed interviews and televised press conferences, neither offered any explanation. Of course, that didn’t stop the media’s talking heads from bringing in every kind of talking head expert they could find, from terrorism wonks to physics geeks, meteorologists and emergency management authorities. The Feds were there in a merely advisory role, as the terms of the LGL gave Legios emergency management authority until such time as they surrendered that authority upwards. Bridge’s contact Tom Williams of CNN tried to make an early controversy over images of idling FEMA trucks lined up in Denver, unable to move into the area without proper authorization. One commercial break later and that story had disappeared from the network’s archive footage.
The area of Boulder outside the dome was mostly intact, though there was no power, water or GlobalNet service. The Legios EMA had begun evacuating those people to various sites, and Bridge bookmarked some of the sites so he could go back and locate them later. He was likely to have to do a lot o toatif legwork going from evacuee camp to evacuee camp trying to get information on survivors. Keeping Aristotle under control would be another tough task. If Legios or the Feds were already trying to position the explosion as an act of terrorism, a couple of guys from Chronosoft LGL in a car with suspect papers would lead to all sorts of questions. There was little video of the survivors owing to an apparent Legios embargo, but CNN did manage to get a shot of some very shell-shocked survivors trudging out of the city. Most seemed utterly unable to process what had happened to them.
Despite the tight-lipped Legios authorities, the story had exploded across the true fourth estate, the GlobalNet. Blogs, vlogs, chats, forums, web sites, anywhere that someone with a voice not connected to a corporate media outlet could speak was doing just that. Even searches that filtered out hits from mainstream media sources still numbered in the hundreds of thousands. Conspiracy theories abounded, of course. It was aliens, it was the government trying to queer the LGL deal, it was time-travelers, it was God, Allah, Buddha, Nature. The sinners were being punished, the Earth Mother was taking back her own, whatever batshit insane agenda Bridge could think of was being pimped to explain the unexplainable. Bridge just had to sit back and laugh at some of them. But at least the tinfoil brigade was thorough. The collection of hastily-snapped, badly-lit photos, shaky cam video footage and unfiltered eyewitness accounts was vast. All the information Bridge should have gotten from the official sources, the stuff Legios and the Feds would never have allowed to be publicized was all out there for the taking, if one was persistent enough. Sites were getting taken down left and right, but the information was like a ball of mercury; trying to grasp it just caused it to flow through the proverbial fingers, flowing around obstructions with blinding speed.
The most interesting user video was from a Denver resident who’d managed to sneak past the official cordons to actually touch the dome. The user, named AndrewCrazy7443, had gotten right up to the dome, and like any good caveman faced with the unfathomable, had decided to throw things at it. A half-full water bottle bonked off the surface loudly. Stones skittered off the surface harmlessly. Emboldened by his experiments, he ran up to the dome and gingerly put his hand on it, smiling back at the camera with the shit-eating grin of a man unknowingly about to be educated on the survival of the smartest. The shiny black surface, so reminiscent of a crèche, was inert for but a moment. Just like the footage from the chopper, the surface began to glow with orange runic symbols. Ignoring the warnings of his cameraman, the braggart continued to touch the surface, at least until the lightning arced off the dome. His screams would have been funny to Bridge if they hadn’t sounded so final. Bridge always did enjoy seeing a complete dumbass pay for his abject stupidity. The cameraman at least had the good sense not to try to grab a person in the throes of electrocution.
Bridge had gathered a good deal of information by the time they neared the outskirts of Boulder Mountain Park. Though the place was dark, the moonlight illuminated the park’s shabby state. Legios had done little to maintain the place once they gained control of local and state government. At least they had offered the land for purchase by groups like the Naturalists, but it was still a sad sight passing abandoned ranger stations, picnic tables and gazebos. Its condition reminded him of the state of the LA subways. Bridge quickly lost track of what direction they were heading, as Stonewall guided the car off the main paths and into pitch black roads that wk rLA ere veritable caves cut through overgrown forests. Back and forth they twisted and turned, possibly back-tracking and crossing over their past paths until Bridge just decided to look at the sky instead of trying to plot their location. Even the satnav was little help.
He was utterly blinded by the sudden illumination of gigantic arc lights shining directly in his face. Stonewall slammed on the brakes, throwing Bridge forward into the back of the driver’s seat. He cursed loudly, his eyes swimming in painful blinking lights. “What the fuck?”
“We’re here,” Stonewall said.
Bridge blinked with watery eyes, seeing shadowy, armed shapes emerge out of the light. “Out of the car, now!” was all he heard before his door was opened and he was roughly yanked from the vehicle.
*****



Chapter 9

November 3, 2028

1:34 a.m.

Bridge stepped out of the car gingerly, hiding his nervousness beneath the casual exterior of a bored tourist. He stretched and popped his stiff back with no more attention paid to the six gun barrels pointing at him than to the blinding floodlights. Tossing a glance at Stonewall, he was calmed by the lack of concern on the Mexican’s face. “Identify yourself,” a gruff voice said from Bridge’s right.

“We’re looking for Bud,” Stonewall replied nonchalantly.

“Bud ain’t taking visitors. Now take that pretty vehicle of yours back down the trail where you came from. This is private property.”

Bridge was about to turn on the charm, but Stonewall interceded calmly. “Is that you, Sly? Don’t you remember me?” The shadowed voice didn’t seem to. “S’ok, we’ll do it that way. The third tenet of the Naturalist movement is ‘Technology is a tool, not a master.’ The seventh tenet is ‘Use your power as nature does, sparingly.’ The tenth tenet is…”

“Yeah, ok, you’ve read the book. That don’t mean I let you in these gates.”

Another voice rang out of the darkness, its source unseen beyond the blinding light. “What’s the name of Bud’s first dog?” it asked with a hint of mirth.

“Bud, that you?” Stonewall e pub” color=replied, shielding his eyes and trying to peer past the lights. “Your first dog was named William Tell.”

Bridge couldn’t help laughing. “Who names their dog William Tell?”

“All right, gents, put down the heaters. This here is friends, more or less.” The guards looked nervously from one to the other. “Go on, unclench. Open the gate and let’s welcome our guests.” Bridge and Aristotle sighed with relief as the gunmen lowered their weapons. The dazzling lights went dark with an audible click, revealing a rather flimsy metal gate. Smaller lights to either side of the gate switched on. Bridge noticed in the shadows along either side of the road sat well-camouflaged sniper’s nest, just big enough for one or two prone shooters to perforate anything on the road. Bud stood leaning on the fence post beside the gate.

Tall and thick, Bud appeared to be 50 going on 70, his skin’s leathery texture hinting at years of living in harsh climes. He shifted a well-worn cowboy hat, revealing a tousled mop of graying dark hair shaved on the sides. Despite the cold, he wore a sleeveless wife-beater T-shirt and weathered blue jeans and was barefoot despite the patches of snow on the ground. As they drove past him into the compound, Bridge couldn’t help notice Bud’s piercing eyes. The man had the stare of a coldly calculating killer. The tattoo sleeve on his right arm Bridge recognized as the insignia of a Marine unit, probably acquired during the Chavez War of the previous decade. Bud looked nothing like the leader of a hippie commune. But then, the commune was nothing like Bridge had expected either.

The place was large, probably 2-3 square miles, much of it mountainous and heavily forested. The clearings were dominated by sturdy cabins, some still under construction. Small plots of tilled soil were everywhere, though most were covered with translucent plastic to keep the ground from freezing. Bridge was surprised to see that every cabin had ample electric lighting. Stonewall guided the car to a stop in front of a large communal cabin. A small windmill turned slowly behind the main cabin, the creaking noise sounding much too loud in the silent night air.

Bud led the trio into the main hall, dismissing most of the guards who had followed the party in. The gruff-voiced one, the one Stonewall had called Sly, was reluctant to leave his leader alone with the group. Bud dismissed him with a wave of his hand. “Me and Stonewall go back a ways, Sly. I’m sure he ain’t gonna stick a knife in me, k?” Bridge noticed a bandage underneath Bud’s shirt just above his right hip. He raised an eyebrow.

“Is that a common occurrence?” he asked, pointing to the bandage.

Bud just shrugged indifferently. “Bah, sometimes you think you know a feller and sometimes you DO know a feller and just ain’t fast enough to do anything ‘bout it. Getting slow in my old age.” He turned that piercing gaze on Stonewall. “All right, Juan, what’s the trouble? You on the lam again?”

“I’m always on the lam, amigo. But that ain’t exactly why I’m here. Mi hermano here, he needed my help.” He pointed at Aristotle. Bud nodded his head and listened to the story intently, interjecting questions every now and then. When the story was th mo finished, Stonewall asked, “So can we base ourselves out here, maybe get a little help?”

Bud scratched the graying stubble on his prominent chin, the tiny white line of a knife scar twitching in the low light. “That dome thing’s causing all sorts of trouble ‘round here. These Legios’ assholes have always been puckered pretty tight, but with the Feds watching over, they are super tight. A couple of ‘em even got brave enough to patrol down by the gate earlier tonight. You reckon you’ll have to light any of ‘em up?”

Stonewall shook his head. “Not if I can help it, brau.”

“Too bad.”

“I just want to find my grandma,” Aristotle pleaded. Bud nodded resolutely, empathy plainly evident in his expression.

“We’ll see what we can do. I’ll get you some beds ready, take a few minutes.” He called out to a woman named Janice, who came into the main hall and received instructions, nodded and went about her business. “Janice will get you set up, just take a few minutes. Better get some rest. We get up damned early around here. After breakfast, we’ll take you to see the dome.”

*****

Their accommodations were Spartan but more than adequate. The tiny cot with its scratchy sheets was a divine luxury compared to the car seat Bridge had slept in most of the day. Sleep swallowed him as soon as the light was out, but he tossed and turned with forgotten dreams all night. He woke with a start as sunrise broke through the window directly into his eyes, his interface jack an itchy distraction. The sounds of feet on the hut’s porch let him know that Bud did not intend his visitors to sleep the day away. Immediately after a breakfast of surprising quality, Bud mustered an escort party of three burly men carrying rifles and side arms. The group headed off on an eastern trail with the sun’s rays barely peeking above the tree line.

Bridge had expected to see the dome just over the next rise. After ten minutes of walking through mountainous forest on tracks that barely qualified as a trail, he asked with ragged breath how far they were going. The Naturalists chuckled. Bud said, “Well, best vantage point is the amphitheater ‘bout two clicks thataway.” He pointed into the rising sun. “I reckon it’s about forty-five minutes at you city boys’ pace.”

Bridge ignored the snickering and continued walking. “Two miles, huh? I should have packed my hiking boots.” The Naturalists kept snickering while they walked, their breathing much less labored.

“So how do you guys stomach living all the way out here without any of the amenities of the modern world?”

Bud let out a boisterous laugh. “Amenities? Like GlobalNet access? We got that. All the TV streams, full running water, electricity 24/7, hell we even have a crèche for those so inclined. We’re not Luddites. We use all the tools of modern life; we just choose not to be chained to them.” As he said that, Bridge noticed the scar on the back of Bud’s freckled neck. The weather-beaten skin of the old Naturalist’s neck was the color of old newspaper with the textured marbling of age, except for an area that almost glowed white with scar tissue. At the base of the skull along the hairline sat a roughly circular area of healed-over skin, bereft of the gray stubble of hair on the rest of the man’s head. Bud had surgically removed an interface jack.

“You used to be a runner?” Bridge asked.

“No, they jacked me up to kill people. And I did a damn good job of it,” he commented matter-of-factly in a thick Texas drawl. Bridge had noticed the tattoos on Bud’s right arm indicating Marine service the previous night, but in the daylight he finally got a good look at Bud’s other arm. The skin was much less weathered than the rest of Bud’s body. It still had the well-tanned coloration of the rest of his body, but without the freckling and leathery texture. The hair on the left arm was darker than the stubble on his chin or the gray hair on his right arm. The limb wasn’t an original; it had to have been vat-grown. Bud had not only removed his interface jack, but a cybernetic arm as well. Stonewall was right. This motherfucker was hardcore.

“And now I rescue people from that soul-destroying grinder you call cities and bring them back into a relationship with nature like God intended.” Hardcore and a zealot. “You’d be amazed how much about living off the land is stored in our DNA. We bring people out here and teach them to remember their roots as stewards of nature, not masters. Farming, eco-conservation, we teach a holistic life that has a symbiosis with nature. We aren’t meant to push numbers around in the ether while our bodies vegetate in a coffin full of cold people soup. I’ve turned doughy cube farmers into lean, mean farmers, ain’t that right, Darryl?”

The lead Naturalist nodded. “Yeah, I was a 60-hour a week crèche junkie a year ago. Now I rope cattle like a born cowboy.” Darryl was a wiry six-three, with a shock of tousled chestnut hair topping the shaved sides of his head. He had the natural muscle of someone who has worked for a living like most of the Naturalists they’d seen. Bridge was amazed how little clothes they all wore. Patches of snow were scattered all over the forest floor, and Bridge’s breath was visible on the chill air. He had put on a heavy trench coat, but the rest of the Naturalists ran around in short sleeves.

“How’d you end up out here?”

“We send out recruiting parties to some of the major LGL’s regularly,” Bud answered. “They’ll spend about a month out, then rotate back for another crew. Darryl here was…”

“I was a bad week away from a suicide,” Darryl finished. “Met Aretha at this GlobalNet support group and we hooked up in real life. She introduced me to the Naturalist Manifesto and I was here within a month. Best decision I ever made.” The funny thing was that Bridge believed him. He ievas that Bgenuinely seemed ecstatic. Maybe there was something to a life of farming in the clear mountain air, but Bridge sure didn’t see it. He was already light-headed from the altitude, his nose was running and he was wheezing like an asthmatic.

“You gon’ be all right there, Bridge?” Stonewall asked.

“Yeah, I got it. How much further?” he gasped.

“It’s just over that ridge,” Aristotle said. Bridge tossed him a questioning look. “My grandmother used to take me to shows here every summer.” The bodyguard had been silent, but Bridge could read the pain on his face from miles away. The party continued on in tense silence.

*****

The amphitheater was smaller than Bridge had expected, perhaps 400 feet in diameter. Resting in a clearing carved out of the forest, the seats were cobblestone constructs in a series of concentric circles facing a raised stage also made of rough cobblestones. The whole area was overgrown, as if nature had decided to take back the site from human civilization. Grass grew around the seats up to Bridge’s knee. Behind the stage was the most gorgeous backdrop of the surrounding area looking off east into the sunrise. Bridge could see for miles.

And there in the distance was what Bridge had come to see. As he gulped up the thin mountain air, his jaw dropped open and the breath caught in his throat. Normally, he’d have been at least struck dumb by the gorgeous scenery, the greens and browns of verdant mountains majestically overlooking the valley below. But today, he was awestruck by the construct that dominated his vision.

Here and there, buildings and scattered houses poked through the greenery, their roofs shining brightly as the morning sun glinted off their snow-covered rooftops. But as his eye tracked farther east past the outskirts of Boulder, the inconceivable swallowed the view. The dome was too large to comprehend; its inclusion in this scene so incongruous that his mind rebelled. Like the back of a gigantic beetle, its black surface shone smoothly in the rising sun. It was a giant polished basalt stone in the river of green, not even patches of snow breaking the smoothness of its surface. The television cameras could not have done it justice. Bridge did not believe in a God, but he could imagine some impossibly gigantic hand reaching down to pick up this stone and toss it across the ocean like some colossal child skipping a stone. Beyond the dome, many more miles away, Bridge could see the eastern areas of the town that had not been covered. The dome dwarfed even the largest man-made buildings. A lump of primal fear caught in Bridge’s throat.

Aristotle shuffled down the main aisle and onto the stage, his shocked silence a palpable thing. Bridge felt the tiniest pang of sympathy for the man. Aristotle had always been so calm in the worst of times, unflappable even facingle ” col the business end of a gun. For the first time, Bridge wanted to be here, wanted to help this man find his grandmother, no matter how impossible that seemed in the face of such a monstrosity. Aristotle’s feet failed him and he slumped awkwardly to a seat on the edge of the stage. “How is that possible?” His voice broke with emotion.

Bridge put a steadying hand on Aristotle’s shoulder. “We’ll find her, big guy. We’ll find her.” He stopped himself from turning that into a promise, as much as he wanted to reassure his friend. Bridge knew as well as anyone there that the chances of finding Aristotle’s grandmother were slim, but he resisted his natural inclination to say so. Better to leave it unspoken.

“We used to come up here every July when I was a kid. The vacation bible school would bring in some Passion Play troupe to put on a show. Do you realize the kind of effect seeing Christ crucified and resurrected on this backdrop has on a 12-year old? Gram always said a little religion would keep me on the straight and narrow. Not that it did, of course, but that never stopped her. I guess I had to learn my own lessons.”

“We all do, brau,” Stonewall said. “Mi madre was dead-set on me being some kind of teacher or something, but I had to go play football. Not listening don’t mean we don’t love ‘em.” Aristotle nodded grimly. Bridge left the two talking.

“So how much support can Stonewall’s friendship buy us?” Bridge asked Bud with a steely directness. “You ain’t just letting us stay here out of the goodness of your heart, and you and I both know we’re unlikely converts. What’s the vig?”

Bud gave Bridge a wry smile, but his mood was deadly serious. “I do you a favor, you do me one,” he began. “I told you we send out recruiters to the cities, they stay for a month or so and rotate back. Well, one of those cities is Boulder. I had a team of three living near the university. We get a better response from the college kids, though they aren’t always the most committed to the cause when they get down to the nitty-gritty. Now maybe they got out, and maybe they didn’t, but we haven’t heard from them. Juan tells me your man’s grandmother lived near the university too, so I figure if you’re looking for her, she’ll be around the same place as my people. Since you’re already looking, what’re three more names?”

“And why haven’t you already sent some people to look?”

“I may have bought this land from Legios, but that don’t mean we’re friends. I’ve seen the news. Those boys are tossing around the terrorism label like it’s going out of style. How much of a stretch do you think it would be to label a bunch of well-armed anti-corporate types living like mountain men as some crazy militia plotting to overthrow the LGL?”

“Not much of a stretch at all,” Bridge agreed.

“Juan says you’re the magic man, the golden-tongued con man can charm the panties off a nun. That true?” Bridge just shrugged with a sly smile. “You put my people’s names on your list, you got whatever you need to get it done.” Left unsaid was the other alternative. Don’t help and get senlp ty. t packing.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

*****

Chapter 10

November 6, 2028

11:48 a.m.

The next few days would be a blur for the trio. Bud was true to his word. He provided room and board, a vehicle with clean papers, and even some discreetly armed muscle when needed. Every day he would wave to the group leaving from the compound’s front gates, and every day as they drove up, he’d be waiting for any word of his people. Every day, Bridge gave him a disappointed head shake and the elder man’s eyes fell to the ground with a grim nod.

After ordering a general evacuation of the entire city of Boulder, Legios, FEMA and the Red Cross had begun housing the survivors in evacuee camps all over the Denver area. The largest was a gigantic tent city at Invesco Field, but there were others in the city’s convention centers, indoor sports arenas, high school gymnasiums and anywhere else large groups of people could be housed cheaply on short notice. The city had become a snarling mess of traffic. The group was forced to find a parking spot within a few miles of the camps they’d be visiting and legging it all day. Legios wasn’t allowing non-governmental vehicles within a half mile of the camps, citing vague threats on the survivors by “terrorist” groups. The city’s nerves were frayed. Bridge could feel it while walking down the street, read it in everyone’s faces, in their every movement. Most appeared ready to jump out of their skins at the next loud bang.

Their first attempt to infiltrate the camps was a miserable failure. Posing as relatives of survivors should have done the trick, but the ultra-paranoid Legios officials required that such claims be backed up with proper ID and the name of a relative. Aristotle spent five hours in an “interview” with Legios Ranger and FBI agents, being grilled about everything from his first conviction to his current employment. While Bridge and Stonewall waited outside for the interview to end, they did as much recon of the camp as possible.

The building was locked up like a maximum security prison as opposed to a place that existed to provide charitable aid to citizens. Stern-faced Legios Rangers with shiny cyberware and shinier guns guarded every entrance. Neither Stonewall nor Bridge could find an opening in the security cordon. Only those with proper badges were allowed in without strip searches, ID checks and intense grilling. Oddly enough, Bridge noticed that some of the Legios uniforms were ill-fitting, as if they belonged to someone other than the wearer. Bridge sidled up to one very bored individual and managed to get him talking. Legios had been stretched so thin by their statewide lockdown that they’d drafted mall guards, priidge sidlevate security and anyone else who could point a gun and look menacing to guard the camps. When asked why the camps were being guarded so heavily, he just shrugged and grumbled something about terrorists and the criminal element.

While wandering around a service entrance, the two caught a glimpse of something that chilled Bridge to the bone. Many of the aid workers using this back entrance were being fitted into chemical/biological/radiological suits. Bridge took a few discreet snaps with the camera built into a pair of sunglasses he’d purchased. Legios was either being incredibly cautious, or they knew something they weren’t telling anyone. Bridge took perverse pleasure in sending those pictures to Ms. Angst and watching the news feeds explode. Barely an hour after air time, a plastic Legios spokesperson stumbled and fumbled through an impromptu press conference outside Invesco. He awkwardly denied the existence of any contagion with an ashen face. Bridge believed him, of course. If the company had found a dangerous contagion, they’d have nuked the site from orbit rather than cover it up. An irradiated hole in the ground can at least make money as a landfill. Mass graves were terrible public relations, and no one would want to buy real estate at the site of a biohazard.

Aristotle’s interrogation convinced Bridge that the honest truth would get them nowhere. The bodyguard had been released with nothing more than vague promises that the Legios’ officials would let him know if they heard anything. Underneath the dismissal was the unspoken hint that Aristotle should probably just get the fuck out of the state if he knew what was good for him.

They changed tactics on the second day. They would pose as survivors themselves rather than concerned relatives. They dirtied themselves up with torn clothes and a few minor scratches, and wandered in without any identification. In case the emergency personnel tried to use fingerprints or DNA to identify them, Stonewall would hang back outside the camps. A few of the Naturalists without a record would accompany them for muscle.

The first attempt was much more successful than Bridge thought possible. As expected, the aid workers tried to gather fingerprints from the new arrivals. As soon as Bridge’s index finger touched the pad, every computer in the office went dead. Every subsequent attempt to identify Bridge failed miserably. Photographs went blank, video cameras shorted out and the computers would spontaneously reboot. When it seemed the group would get turned away, Bridge feigned a fainting spell, claiming that he’d gone two days without food. The aid workers reluctantly allowed them into the camp with a promise that they’d come back to be processed later.

They would repeat the process at three more camps that day, and another four the following day. Each time, the aid workers would try to identify them, and each time, their systems would glitch. Bridge stopped believing in luck after the second time, and by the fourth he was convinced. Of what exactly, he wasn’t sure, but something strange was happening around them. His first thought was Angie had worked her magic, but she had been unable to do much of anything in the Colorado GlobalNet. Just like the real world, virtual Colorado was locked behind an impenetrable dome.

“Hey Artie, be careful out there.” He could hear her heartfelt concern bleeding through the connection when he spoke with her about it that night. “No, Iighey mean it. There’s some strange shit going on with this thing and I don’t just mean online. You know how many hackers have just packed up and run off to Colorado? Ten. Ten of the most shut-in, living in mom’s basement, afraid the sun will turn them into dust hackers. I asked a few of ‘em why and they just said they gotta go and snap, they’re gone.”

“Like who?”

“Like B@rr@cUd@. Like The White Whale, even.”

“The White Whale? That fat bastard hasn’t left his apartment since they invented the goddamn jack. How’d he propose to get there, by crane?”

“I know, right? He got his cousin to come haul him out there. Bunch of others, the more shut-in the nerd, the faster they left. There’s some messed up stuff out there. Be careful, baby.” She seemed on the verge of saying more but didn’t and Bridge let her go.

Ms. Angst had similar stories. Every picture, every video clip, anything she ran on her vlog concerning Boulder was an instant success. The numbers eclipsed the story she ran confirming Shawnee’s pregnancy. She reported on the exodus of known reclusive hackers pulling up stakes and driving to Colorado. By the morning of the third day, the story had reached the mainstream, complete with video of hordes of pasty white hacker types clashing with Legios Rangers and the National Guard at the Colorado state line.

Each night Bridge would curl up for bed after a long, exhausting day, but his sleep was anything but restful. He tossed and turned like a pig on a spit, feverish night sweats accompanying dreams he either couldn’t remember or couldn’t decipher. He’d wake every morning with a burning pain in his neck, a phantom itch underneath his scalp and the quickly dissipating feeling that he was forgetting something important. Coal-black eyes with no pupils stared at him from his subconscious.

Every camp they visited had developed its own ecology, its own food chain of helpless and helpers. The aid workers were a mixed bunch, some of the stern Legios variety, who seemed to resent the need to help these people, and some showing genuine empathy for the survivor’s plight. Each camp had its share of fixers, of guys one “needed to know,” guys who could get things despite the conditions. Bridge would scout the camp until he pegged the need-to-know guy then approach, making sure to point out that he wasn’t there to horn in on the action. More was accomplished in 10-minute conversations with these types than in entire days worth of questions posed to the aid workers. One such go-to-guy was Shaky Peter at the North Hill shelter.

*****

Shaky Peter got his name from a random twitch of his left arm, a shaky almost-seizure that gripped the limb at odd times. He was a lithe towering blonde beanng oman” colpole, always stooping over to talk in a conspiratorial manner with anyone shorter than him, which was essentially everyone. As he spoke stooped over, his spiky hair twitching with his enthusiastic motions, his left arm would start twitching, subtly at first but growing in intensity until the wave passed. He never really paid any attention to it whatsoever and when asked, would shrug it off indifferently without explanation.

Bridge had been in North Hill about two hours when he met Peter, the first hour lost in the glitched Legios screening process. He spent the second hour asking shell-shocked survivors questions about the city, which he turned subtly into questions about getting things. All those questions led to Shaky Peter. Bridge recognized an equal the minute he caught sight of the gaunt giant. Bridge caught Peter’s eye and nodded. Glancing one way then the other, Peter strode awkwardly over to Bridge. The tall man acknowledged that Bridge wasn’t alone, indicating Aristotle standing watch a few feet from him. Before Peter could even speak a word, Bridge cut him off. “Don’t worry, brother, I’m not here to horn in on your turf.”

The tall rival was taken aback. He leaned away as if struck then bent over with a smile that was all crooked teeth. “That’s good, because I’m not about to let you. Now tell me why you’re here before we see whose boys are harder.” He finished the threat with raised eyebrows.

“Not here to unzip and compare, brother…”

“Not your brother. I been working these skels since we wandered out of that hell and I don’t take kindly to slicksters from… where is that I smell… L.A.? This ain’t L.A. and these people ain’t your marks.”

“Only thing I want is information,” Bridge said. “My bodyguard over there? His grandmother lives… lived in Boulder. He can’t reach her, and you know how much good the official channels are. Little old black lady named Lalasa Freeman, lived near the university. Heard of her?”

Peter stretched back to his full height. “The university? Did you not see that gigantic fucking dome parked on top of the school? If she was anywhere near there, she’s fucked. Nobody knows anybody that made it out of there.”

Bridge indicated the hundreds surrounding them. “What about these people? They made it from somewhere.”

Peter leaned back into Bridge. “Look, I feel your boy’s pain. My grandma was in that shit, I’d be ready to tear the place down with my bare hands. I know just about everybody in here. I know the aid workers. I know the skels. And the ones I don’t know, they know somebody I do know. I ain’t seen anybody living that was close to that dome. Every one of them walked miles to get here. You wanna know why? Their cars wouldn’t work. The buses wouldn’t work. The lights wouldn’t work. NOTHING worked. Water, electricity, GlobalNet, all dead. My goddamn cell didn’t even work until we were halfway here. So you ask me if anyone has seen a little old black lady? She ain’t in my database, know what I’m saying. And if she was where you say she was, your buddy needs to prepare a funeral.”

He started to turn away from Bridge. “Has anyge.New Roman”one tried going back there?”

Peter stopped dead in his tracks and whirled on Bridge angrily. “Are you fucking mental?” His left hand started twitching again. Suddenly, the anger drained from his face to be replaced by a cautious understanding. “You feel it too, don’t you?”

“Feel what?”

Peter pointed to the back of his neck. “The itch. The itch in your jack like it wants to burst out of your neck and go follow whatever it is out there. That’s why you’re here, ain’t it? It ain’t about your boy’s grandmother. You hear that thing calling you.”

Bridge started to protest but Peter cut him off. “Don’t worry, you ain’t alone. Everybody in this joint with steel in their skull is feeling it. I’ve been smuggling people out of here so they can go back to that thing. I got a group going tonight.”

“What are they doing once they get there?”

“Not my problem.”

Bridge thought it over for a second. The plan he had in mind was crazy. Batshit insane, actually. But he didn’t have a better idea and he did feel… something. He didn’t know what it was, but it all pointed to that dome. The hallucinations in L.A., the dreams, the itch, the hackers, something in that dome was calling out to people with jacks including Bridge. “I want to go with them,” he told Peter.

The change in Peter’s attitude was immediate, his eyes lit up with greed. “Of course you do. And just what are you going to give me?”

“The same thing you’d give me,” Bridge said with slick certainty. “You’d know me and all the people I know in L.A. You may have a good thing going here, but who do you know west of the Mojave?”

Shaky Peter tried hard to make it seem as if he was considering the offer, as if there was any chance he’d say no to such a proposal. The two of them lived and breathed on their connections, on who they knew and what they could extract from their know circuit. Good local connections were golden. Inter-city connections were platinum. Connections to major hubs of the kind of people Bridge knew in L.A.? Those connections were manna from heaven.

“Let’s talk,” Shaky Peter said, his left arm flapping in an excited spasm next to his side.

*****

Chapter 11
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Though the residents of the camp were technically free to come and go, in order to be allowed to return, they were required to check in and out at the aid stations. The evacuees were tracked with armbands containing a digital ID linked to a particular camp. Leaving one evacuee camp without returning to that same camp would disqualify an evacuee from receiving any future aid. The mysterious interference had allowed Bridge’s group to move in and out of a number of the camps, but he didn’t want to keep relying on that trick.

Shaky Peter had the in with a few of the less altruistic aid workers, which allowed him to pass a few evacuees in and out of the camp without ID checks. Bridge admired the simplicity. Aid workers were usually badly paid. Finding the few with a flexible enough sense of morality to perform whatever ethical gymnastics were required to allow them to profit off their altruism was a simple matter. Whether paid by corporation or government, the pay was just bad enough to encourage creative rule bending.

Leaving a few at a time, the escapees would wander in small packs towards a rendezvous point four blocks away. There they were met by a bakery delivery van. The driver ushered everyone into the back quickly, barely waiting for the last man to close the back door before peeling out. One of the escapees urged the driver to wait for their late friend, but he would have none of it. This coyote was on a schedule and he wasn’t about to deviate from it.

“Feel like I should be passing out tacos,” Stonewall quipped. Bridge raised a questioning glance. “Reminds me of the last time I went home.”

The ride was uncomfortably bouncy, the van’s suspension as tight as a drum, the route taken full of twists and turns. Bridge tried to ascertain their general direction by staring through the windshield, but within minutes was utterly lost. The driver avoided the main highways, sticking to the lower roads of Denver until they reached the outskirts. The lights of urban Denver gradually gave way to the lower lights of the suburbs until with surprising swiftness, darkness swallowed the road whole. Bridge looked to either side of the road. They were still in the suburbs, houses on either side in neat, compact rows, but all the lights were dark. Nothing moved. No streetlights buzzed. No traffic passed. Wherever they were, it was a ghost town.

As the van’s lights began to flicker, it shrieked to a sudden, jarring stop. “Get out,” the driver said sharply.

“Which way?” Bridge asked as he climbed out.

“If you’re smart, you’ll go back the way you came. The first checkpoint’s about a mile that way. I’d suggest going around it. Now shut the fucking door.” The driver made a point of showing the pistol stuck in his waistband. Bridge threw him a mock salute and slammed the door angrily. The vehicle screeched away and just like that the group was alone in the dark. Bridge couldn’t help notice t heolor=he silence. No buzz of electric air conditioning, no murmur of people and pets and children, no humming undercurrent of street lights, no distant sounds of cars, not even the chirping of birds or crickets or anything living broke the eerie silence. All he could hear was the labored breathing of the people around him.

Bridge could feel something now, something that had been growing more noticeable with each passing block. Something tugged at the jack in his neck. It grew stronger as he walked in one direction and weaker in the opposite direction. Feeling like a needle on a compass, he looked around at the escapees with him and pointed in the right direction. “Yeah, that way.” They all nodded in mute agreement and started walking. Aristotle and Stonewall exchanged uneasy glances. “If anybody gets nicked by the Army or the Rangers or whoever else they got out here, make like you’re just getting out of Boulder. They’ve got to help you get back to the aid stations, I’m sure.” It sounded plausible but based on what he’d seen so far, he wasn’t so sure.

*****

Stonewall led the group through the dark, cutting cross-country in the general direction Bridge indicated. Over backyard fences and well-manicured suburban lawns, the group staggered along slowly for miles. Bridge lost track of time, as the clock in his HUD blinked in and out of operation indicating interference with his slow wireless GlobalNet connection. Somewhere around the first hour, a light snow began to drift through the woods, dusting the ground with a ghostly powder and chilling the group to the bone. Bridge tried to engage the rest in conversation but none were interested in getting acquainted.

Corporate cops or National Guard squadrons blocked off every road they found into Boulder proper. The corporate cops were armed to the teeth with the latest gear while the Guard’s equipment appeared substandard and threadbare. Stonewall skirted around the roadblocks with professional efficiency despite his unfamiliarity with the terrain. They must have been walking for at least three hours when Aristotle called a halt. Bridge was exhausted, sweating underneath his heavy coat while his exposed face was chapped and dry from the freezing wind that swirled the snow around their heads. “What is it?” Bridge whispered in the darkness. His voice sounded deafening in contrast to the hours of silence they’d observed.

“That’s the road into the university. About three miles up that four-lane road is the campus.” He pointed down a grassy hill towards the road curving off to the northwest. Bridge could see a roadblock about a half-mile ahead.

Arc lights framed the National Guard post but the lights were flashing sporadically, as if their power source was unsteady. The checkpoint was a makeshift barrier with cars pushed haphazardly together. Bridge expected the checkpoints, whether corporate or military, to be staffed with some kind of vehicle, whether a personnel carrier or a tank or even a jeep, but none were. Seeing the state of the lights, a th Seeing ts well as the difficulties he was having with his GlobalNet connection, it was obvious that the dome’s presence was affecting electronics in the area. That must have been why the driver had refused to take them any closer. He guessed that the soldiers he saw below had been forced to set up the checkpoint with whatever was available, hence the slap-dash arrangement of cars blocking the road. As best he could tell, there were six well-armed soldiers manning the post.

Unlike the other checkpoints they’d passed, this one was a beehive of frantic activity. The soldiers were busy keeping a mass of people, perhaps fifty strong, from crossing the checkpoint. The crowd was an eclectic bunch, many of them with the sallow skin that instantly marked them as crèche-bound hackers. Tensions were high. The crowd was slowly but unconsciously pressing the soldiers, trying to work themselves past the checkpoint and onward towards the dome. With every civilian that stepped forward to crowd the checkpoint, the soldiers grew visibly more nervous. Weapons crossed over their chests, they shoved the crowd away one step only to be leveraged back two steps by the insistent mob.

“We need to be down there,” one of the escapees said. The short pudgy man who’d identified himself as Roddy stepped out of the shadows and strode towards the checkpoint quickly. Bridge tried to grab him but was too late. The others followed suit. Shuffling slowly at first, the closer they got to the checkpoint, the faster they walked. Bridge could feel it too, the tugging at his jack practically burning a hole in his head. He wanted, he needed to go down that road, and every nerve in his body screamed with the desire to follow.

“Where the hell are they going?” Stonewall hissed.

“Based on the itching I’m feeling in my jack, I think they’re going to the dome.” Aristotle and Stonewall eyed him warily. “Don’t ask me why or how, but ever since that seizure in the club, I’ve felt like something is calling me here. Right now, I want to run down there like the rest of the lemmings. I know that sounds crazy. This whole goddamn thing is crazy. But I think we gotta go that way.”

Aristotle stared into Bridge’s eyes with solemn resolve. “Is my grandmother in there?”

“I don’t know, Marcus,” he replied with real empathy. “I don’t have any idea if your grandmother is in there, is in Denver, is even alive. I don’t know if any of them are. But I do know that if we go that way, we’ll find out.” Bridge didn’t know, not really, but he knew where he needed to be and he wasn’t above lying to Aristotle to get there.

Aristotle nodded at Stonewall. “Then let us join the lemmings,” he said with cool determination. The Mexican nodded in agreement.

“Let’s go start a riot then.”

The trio jogged up to join the crowd, which by now had swamped the troops. The soldiers were shouting orders at the crowd from behind the makeshift barrier, their voices aimed like bullets, but the desperate mob ignored them. Bridge could see fingers twitching on triggers.

And then 000my jaa sound drowned out the shouting, a reverberating roar like thousands of modems screaming out a triumphant command. The arc lights sputtered and died, then exploded in a shower of sparks. A flickering torchlight illuminated the scene as if a giant candle was descending on the road. Bridge had flashbacks to the riots of last year, to savage mobs burning cars and attacking anything within reach. One of the soldiers raised his rifle skyward and fired wildly, his incoherent screams chilling Bridge to the bone.

The gunshots broke the spell that had settled over the crowd. Self-preservation instincts kicked in and they dispersed like cockroaches, running in every direction away from the shooting. Bridge, Stonewall and Aristotle ran together to huddle behind a nearby fence. Peeking over the fence, Bridge saw that the soldiers had forgotten the mob and were firing into the air. His eyes tracked upwards as the flickering light grew stronger. What he saw was impossible.

Swooping down through the snow was a construct made of fire, an impossible being of pure, shifting flame. It landed on the middle car with a metallic crunch, a talon crushing the vehicle before tossing it aside like a twig. A swishing tail slammed into and through the line of soldiers, scattering all six of them like leaves in a hurricane. That screaming modem shriek erupted from the being’s mouth as a ball of flame engulfed a second car. The soldiers’ frazzled nerves snapped and they ran. Wings of flickering orange flame spread wide in victorious celebration. Eyes like white-hot coals fixed Bridge in a burning gaze.

The dragon spoke directly to Bridge with a voice of grating digital shrieks. “Welcome. We’ve been waiting for you.”

*****

Chapter 12
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Bridge knelt dumbfounded behind the fence for a long moment. Nothing moved. The crowd had frozen where they crouched, fell or stood, staring in awe at the impossible sight towering over them. The only sound was the torch flicker crackle of the dragon’s fiery body and the flaming car. “Well, are you just going to stand there holding your dick or are you going to say something?” the dragon finally said rudely.

Bridge inspected the creature from head to tail. It stood a good twenty feet, the bottom of its barrel chest an arm’s length above Bridge’s head. The flames that made up the dragon’s body were shaped intricately into various hues, making the beast appear frighteningly solid even though its form shifted chaotically in a constant rhythm. Unnoticed at first, it finally dawned on him that the wind, which was busily tossing snow a000”>teningly sround them in a lazy swirl, never seemed to affect the flames. They burned where they would in conspicuous indifference to the environment in which they existed. Stonewall nudged Bridge out of his staring stupor. He finally responded with painful uncertainty. “What is it you expect me to say?”

“Thank you would be a good start.”

“Umm, thank… you?” He walked warily towards the mythical beast, his hand reaching out to touch the thing, to feel the reality of impossibility, to ensure he wasn’t just fucked in the head. “What am I thanking you for?”

Noticing that Bridge was close to touching its leg, the dragon barked, “Don’t do that.” Bridge withdrew the hand as if he’d been slapped. “Driving off those soldiers so you can go on to where you’re supposed to for starters. We’ve been waiting.”

“Who’s we?”

“Come with me and you’ll find out.” With a graceful shrug, it pulled its wings in towards its body then stretched them to full extension. Its wingspan was massive, spreading a shadow over the entire roadblock. Some of the crowd lost their nerve and bolted, while most could only stare glassy-eyed with whispered incredulity. The cars underneath its talons crunched and sighed as the beast propelled itself into the air with one swift motion.

“Wait, where are we going?”

The dragon had already flown a good twenty feet ahead. It banked back to hover in the air above Bridge. Though its face expressed little emotion, its voice dripped with pissy irritation. “To the dome, you nob. That’s what you came out here for, isn’t it? You weren’t just harassing the National Guard in the freezing ass cold for shits and giggles, were you? Do you want to go or not?”

“Of course I want to go,” Bridge replied with equal peevishness. He motioned to Stonewall and Aristotle. “Come on, guys, let’s move it.”

The dragon shook his head. “Uh uh. Just you, Cochise.”

“These are my bodyguards. You expect me to follow a flaming dragon without bodyguards?”

“I don’t expect anything. But if you want to go with this flaming dragon, you lose the man-muscle. Your safe passage is guaranteed. Scout’s honor.” The dragon raised its front talon and crossed its claws while placing its other arm over where a heart might beat within its massive chest. Bridge returned a puzzled look.

“Scout’s honor? What is this, summer camp? Who the fuck says Scout’s honor?” He muttered as he turned to his friends.

“What about us?” one of the crowd shouted at the creature. “Can we come?”

“No,” the dragon said. “And if you try to follow, I’ll nuke you where you stand.” His eyes burned in threatening red pulses.

Ignoring the crowd, Bridge pulled Stonewall and Aristotle into a close huddle. “Ok, guys, I’m going to go with him… it… whatever.” Aristotle started to protest. Bridge cut him off. “No, I’m going. I’m going to look for your grandmother and I’m going to try to find out what the fuck is going on. But I want you two to follow me. Get as far back as you can without losing me. Don’t even get within eye sight but you know where we’re going so either get there before me or after me, but make sure that fucking thing doesn’t see you, you feel me?” Stonewall nodded.

“You’re going to go alone… with a dragon?” Aristotle asked incredulous. “I can’t even believe I’m saying dragon. Have you taken complete leave of your senses?”

Bridge fixed him with a cold stare. “That ain’t no dragon. Ok, maybe it looks like a dragon and flies like a dragon and has flame breath, but something ain’t right. Where’s a dragon going to pick up a phrase like ‘scout’s honor,’ huh? That may impress the rubes but I ain’t no rube. Just come up behind us and don’t get seen, got it?” Aristotle agreed hesitantly.

“All right, Mister Dragon, let’s motorvate. You gonna carry me or do I have to hoof it?” The dragon turned and flew off. Bridge tossed a Sicilian salute at the creature’s back. “This dragon is a real dick.” Stonewall couldn’t help but chuckle. Bridge just shook his head and started walking in the path of the monster.

*****

Bridge walked along in darkness, tripping here and there while trying to keep an eye on the flickering form of the dragon. The creature often flew too far ahead and would have to circle back to allow Bridge to keep up. Feeling petulant, Bridge did nothing to quicken his pace. On one of its return circuits, Bridge tried to engage it in conversation. “So should I just call you Mister Dragon, or do you have a name?”

The beast pulled up sharply, hovering beside Bridge with tight flaps of his fiery wings like a monstrous hummingbird. “Carl,” he said flatly before flying off again.

Bridge yelled at the dragon’s back. “Carl? Really? Carl? What kind of a dragon name is CARL? Shouldn’t you be called Firebelly or Phoenix or something?” Carl looped back and landed forcefully in front of Bridge, his feet melting the snow. Bridge pulled back. “Not that Carl is a bad name, I’m sure your mother was quite happy with it. But I mean, really, Carl the Dragon doesn’t inspire fear, you know what I’m saying? You need something with mystery, excitement. Like Draconis.”

Rivulets of steam escaped from Carl’s nostrils. His front toe tapped on the pavement, making a sound like striking matches. “You think I should change my name?”

Bridge shrugged. “I’m not saying it’s crucial, just that if you’re going to try to intimidate someone once they wrap their noodle around the idea of a giant flaming fucking dragon, telling them to obey the commands of Carl the Lizard King ain’t cutting it. You’re going to end up having to blow something up again, and pretty soon you’re out of shit to blow up.” Carl responded by breathing boiling gouts of fire on a nearby tree, exploding it in a shower of sickly orange light. “Yes, very impressive. I’ve seen that, not feeling it.” Carl bent down even further until they stood nose to nose. Bridge could feel the waves of heat coming off the dragon’s body. But he was surprised to note that the dragon didn’t smell. There was no scent of brimstone or charcoal or anything burning. Though he could feel the flames, his sense of personal space did not feel violated by the dragon’s physical presence, almost as if the creature occupied no corporeal space.
“What are you doing out here, Carl the Dragon?” Bridge asked, standing defiantly straight despite the attempt at intimidation.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, you closed off Boulder, you downed a news chopper, you blew up some shit and chased off the National Guard, all to get me to come with you. Why? Why me? Why are people with interface jacks compelled to drop everything and come all the way out here? You’re holding most of a city hostage, you know and after four days, you haven’t released any demands, haven’t appeared other than these two times. How does a dragon hide away from satellites and soldiers and cops for four days?”
Rather than answer, Carl took off again, rising into the air with a snort. “Do you ever stop gibbering?”
“No,” Bridge replied with a smile. “My girlfriend says the only way to kill me is to gag me. Says silence is my kryptonite. She’s probably right.”
“I’m not the person to answer your questions, Mr. Bridge,” Carl said. “I’m just supposed to bring you here alone. Balfour will have your answers.”
“Fair enough. Who’s Balfour?”
“You’ll find out,” was all the answer Carl would give. He flew on in silence for a minute then abruptly switched back to hover over Bridge. “Give me one good reason I shouldn’t torch those two following us.”
Bridge didn’t bat an eyelash. “Because they’re my bodyguards, like I told you. And if you think I’m going to tell them to just let me go alone with a flaming dragon, you’re crazy. I’m lucky I can go to the can without one of them on shaking duty. You want me in Boulder? You leave them alone.”
The dragon turned back towards the dome without comment and Bridge let out a slow sigh of relief. He glanced around trying to get some idea of where Stonewall and Aristotle were, but couldn’t see them. They were good. He walked on, staring up the road and trying not to get too fatigued. The day’s walking was starting to wear him down. “Hey, can we take a rest? I’ve been walking foren e’ hours.”
“We don’t have time for this,” the dragon said peevishly.
“Unless you’re going to offer to carry my ass, you’re going to have to give me a minute to catch my breath.”
“Shouldn’t have been talking so much,” Carl said, but settled down in the road to allow Bridge a breather. When Bridge felt a little steadier, he started in motion again. They walked on in silence until the dome appeared out of the darkness. Bridge had gotten glimpses of it now and then, but its proximity was such now that it dominated the view, a shiny black omnipresent deity peering down oppressively on the ants walking below. This close, the dark material seemed to glow faintly, grasping every iota of the moonlight and in reflecting it, amplifying the light. Bridge became aware of a buzzing hum of energy that made the hair on his arms stand up. He felt that charged expectant potential in the air like the seconds before lightning strikes. Anxiety and anticipation grew in the pit of his stomach as he approached the mysterious construct. Finally, the dome swallowed the road, the houses, and the sky, everything in front of Bridge. There was no more city, just the dome.
With distracted disinterest, Carl said, “We’re here. Go on in.”
Bridge looked at the dome’s surface, then back to Carl with skeptical irritation. “Wait a minute, you want me to touch that thing? Just walk into it?”
“Just walk into it.”
“Hold everything. I’ve seen the video on the Net. That thing fried the last jackass who touched it. What are you trying to do, electrocute me?”
“That idiot wasn’t allowed in. You are. If I had wanted to kill you, I’d have done it back there when you made fun of my name. Now go on in, the force field is calibrated to allow you and only you through.” Carl shouted back over Bridge’s shoulder at the bodyguards. “That means your bodyguards should not expect to be let in. Do not touch this thing or you’ll get fried. Do you understand?”
“Si,” Stonewall answered. Bridge picked out their location as the Mexican stood up from behind a building. “You ok, Bridge?”
“I’m pretty far from ok, brother,” Bridge replied. “But I got this. Marcus, if your grandmother’s in there, I’ll find her.” Again, Bridge refused to promise. Aristotle just nodded sadly. “If you can, let Bud know what’s going on. I’ll see what I can do about his people while I’m at it.”
Bridge stared at the dome, then back up at Carl, trying to read the creature’s emotions. There was nothing in the flames that would give Bridge comfort either way, no sense of sympathetic feelings that would bolster Bridge’s shaky confidence. The dragon motioned a talon towards the dome again, shooing Bridge forward impatiently. “Well, fuck it,” Bridge said finally. “I didn’t come all this way to pussy out now.”
He stepped into the dome with thet jachis teeth clenched and eyes closed, expecting to be thrown backwards by electric shock any minute.
*****
Chapter 13
November 7, 2028
1:04 a.m.
His first sensation was that of warm water on his fingers, palms and wrists. Every nerve in the affected area tingled like the static discharge of freshly dried laundry in winter. He slowly opened one eye then the other. His hands had sunk into the dome’s surface, which rippled like a moonlit pool around his outstretched limbs. His interface jack was on fire, the hairs on his neck surrounding the plug standing straight up. Stealing one more glance back at Carl, he saw that the dragon looked down on him with bored impatience. Bridge took the final step and plunged into the darkened surface.
Though he was on his feet the entire time, his senses screamed that he was falling through empty air. He took tiny tentative steps. His vision was blotted out yet his remaining senses seemed to expand as if he’d just jacked into the GlobalNet. But instead of that familiar blinding white rush of speed, there was wave after wave of black motion, as if the world moved around him, past him, through him. Time seemed to bend and though he knew it to be only seconds, the passage through felt like hours and days compressed into a singularity of perception. Before he knew it, he had made it through, back into reality and blinded by the sunlight.
Sunlight. That was the first thought he could grasp. The sun was too bright. He did not expect the sunlight. There should not be sunlight. There couldn’t be sunlight. But as he looked around him, he confirmed that the sun was indeed shining, though the quality of light was muted. Shielding his eyes, he peered upwards and discovered that the dome’s interior surrounded his vision, encompassing the entirety of the sky. The inside was translucent, dulling the light like a massive pair of sunglasses.
The dome had caused quite a lot of damage. On either side of the four-lane highway sat rows and rows of suburban-style houses. Many were cleanly bisected by the dome’s perimeter and those that were not crushed had been devastated by shockwaves. Windows were blasted out, roofs had lost shingles, and those in immediate proximity to the smashed houses leaned precipitously as if an explosive wave had knocked them off their center. The snow that had been on the ground outside was long since melted in the sun, and not even a hint of powder remained. The air was warm and stuffy, not quite at greenhouse levels of humidity but close. Bridge’s heavy coat suddenly felt very hot, so he took it off, draping it over his shoulder casually. The silence that was so prominent outside was gone, replaced by the normal hum of electriciNew Ry felt verty.
The interior of the dome had electricity. As he walked further up the road away from the immediate blast area, he marveled at the houses which had porch lights burning. He could hear the low-level hum of heating units running. The only thing missing was the people. Scattered cars littered the highway, likely the remnants of the sparse night owls that would have been out at the time of the incident. But each car he approached was empty. Most were still in gear, as if their occupants had suddenly abandoned the vehicle while traveling down the highway without bothering to stop. Many had drifted into the median or the shoulder, some with catastrophic consequences.
One car that had stopped in a turn lane was undamaged, so he hopped in to the driver’s seat. If the lights were on under the dome, perhaps the cars would work too. Nothing remained of the passengers except a large cup filled with molding soda in one of the front seat cup holders. A purse lay mutely in the passenger’s side floorboard. Putting the car into park, he attempted to start it, but the engine refused. A look at the dashboard console showed why. The car had no fuel. Perhaps when its occupant disappeared, it had continued running until the gas tank was exhausted. Bridge wondered how long that would have taken. Curious now, he reached over and examined the purse’s contents. The wallet contained a few Legios’ dollars and a credit ID card with the name Lucinda Barnes. He pocketed the card and the dollars. Selling a credit ID for someone who obviously wasn’t there to object would perhaps make up for some of the money he’d lost on this trip. A quick examination of the car yielded nothing else of value, so he left it in park and continued walking. He tried a few other cars, but all had empty gas tanks.
He eyed the neighborhoods on each side of the highway. A number of cars were parked on the streets and in carports, so he took a detour in the hope that at least one would have fuel. There would likely be vehicles that hadn’t been running when everyone disappeared, and who knew what else he could scavenge. He might even be able to score a midnight snack, as he’d not eaten for hours and his belly rumbled. His first stop was at an older house on Ash Avenue, and he struck pay dirt.
After shattering a window, he waited nervously outside for any response from the residents, but the tinkle of glass was answered only by silence. The house still buzzed with active electricity, the refrigerator still hummed its cooling song, so he made himself a quick turkey sandwich. Stalking through the house carefully as he munched on the snack, he searched each room for evidence of life. Beds were obviously slept in but the sleepers were nowhere to be found. He found a couple more credit ID’s and a 9mm pistol with two extra clips. Normally, the last thing he’d carry is a gun, preferring to rely on Aristotle’s bulk to discourage violence on his person. These circumstances were hardly normal and without his friend’s muscle to back him up, he preferred being armed. He hoped he wouldn’t need to use it. His gun skills were such that he was more likely to do something as stupid as shoot himself in the dick than take down a would-be attacker.
The house search also yielded a set of car keys for the late teens model pickup truck parked on the street. He jumped in and crossed his fingers as he tried the key. The engine roared to life and he let go an exhausted cheer. “That’s what I’m fucking talking about,” he yelled. Realizing he was talking to himself, Bridge shook hisidgven be ab head, and aimed the truck back towards the highway, making his way carefully through the minefield of stalled cars.
*****
Despite his impatience for answers, Bridge took to the road at a sluggish pace to avoid the few cars left stranded. The longer he stayed under the dome, the more he felt that tingling nervousness like walking in a graveyard at dusk. Bridge’s comfort zone was the breakneck pace and claustrophobic press of Los Angeles’ 24-hour lifestyle. The overcrowded atmosphere of Denver had a different vibe but it was one Bridge could grasp. Suburbs made Bridge nervous at the best of times, probably residual resentments from his pampered teen years. But this emptiness, this isolated silent wasteland without the slightest human presence gave Bridge the willies on a level he’d never felt before.
The six-lane highway he drove on was in need of repair, the truck bouncing over numerous potholes. Lines of patched-over cracks ran up and down the street like varicose veins. Houses and office buildings stood mute watch over the road from either side of the highway. Two slow blocks later, with Bridge taking careful inventory of the scenery, he began to feel something just on the edge of perception, a slow tingling, the itching sensation in his jack sending tiny ripples of feeling up and down his spine. Incoherent but insistent at first, the feeling grew and grew, traveling through his body like the circulation of blood. All the hairs on his arm stood at attention. He could feel the anticipation in his genitals, his fingers, and his eyeballs pulsed with the sensation. His tongue tasted like he’d licked a battery. He heard/felt a rattling, murmuring drone just at the edge of consciousness.
“What are you doing in my truck?” The scream startled Bridge. He threw himself to the side of the truck’s cab, pressing up against the door as if trying to escape the moving vehicle. Sitting in the passenger’s seat was a stranger staring angrily at Bridge. The muted sunlight poured through the stranger’s colorless body. Bridge could see through the passenger. This ghost wore rumpled pajamas, his curly hair tousled as if from bed head. He appeared to be in his early ‘50’s and worst of all, he was visibly pissed. His stubby finger pointed accusingly at Bridge. “You fucking thief, you stole my truck! Pull this thing over right now!” Underneath the anger, the man’s voice held an unreal quality, a droning artificial timbre that sounded digitally altered, as if he spoke through a voice box.
“Nobody was around,” Bridge stammered, trying to keep his voice steady despite being freaked out. “The whole goddamn town is abandoned and I needed a ride.”
“What, your mama told you taking people’s stuff was ok long as they ain’t around? It’s still my truck! Pull over, I’m gonna whip your monkey ass right here! I’ll have you arrested.”
“By who? Have you seen the cops anywhere? Have you seen anybody? se/p> The place is a ghost town! Look at yourself! You’re a ghost!”
“What you talkin’ about, boy? I’m as real as she is!” The ghost pointed at something out the windshield. Bridge had been paying too little attention to the road, having grown accustomed to the idea of an empty city. He turned quickly to see what the ghost pointed at, but was unprepared for what he saw.
Directly in the truck’s path was a woman, wandering aimlessly across the highway. In that split second before reaction, Bridge’s senses expanded to encapsulate every detail of the scene no matter how trivial. The woman was young, perhaps a student, dressed to the nines in a short skirt, fuck me stiletto heels and a strapless top. Her body was on the chunky side of decent, but her face was plainly unattractive. Her eyes vacant, her gait a shuffling stumble, Bridge would put good money that she was well past drunk. She turned her head as the vehicle bore down on her, a scream building in her throat as she realized the danger too late. And then the truck passed through her transparent body. Bridge had swung the wheel too late to avoid contact.
The brakes screamed in protest, tires spitting smoke and cacophonous anger at the impossible intentions of their driver. The truck shuddered towards the shoulder and past it, spewing gravel in its wake as it tore into the grass on the side of the road. Bridge felt the truck slam into the guard rail, his body thrown forward into the inadequate cushion of the expanding air bag as metal screeched against metal and glass shattered into tinkling bells.
Bridge maintained consciousness, but everything hurt and his pulse thundered in his ears. He counted himself lucky to have been so cautious, as he couldn’t have been driving more than 35 miles an hour when he hit. Nevertheless, he heard the hissing of a punctured radiator and saw rivulets of steam escaping from underneath the hood. “Now look what you done, you motherfucker!” the ghost howled. “Do you know how much that’s gonna cost to fix?” He cursed Bridge, but Artemis just ignored it, opening the door slowly and stepping out. Bridge checked himself from head to foot. Nothing was broken, and other than a stiff neck and a motherfucker of a headache, he was unharmed.
He spit a little blood from a split lip and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “Fuck it, I’ll just walk,” he said sardonically. “You hear me, you old cocksucker? You can have your goddamn truck back.” He looked back into the cab at the swearing ghost. His eyes widened.
There were ghosts everywhere, walking around in a daze. Some were dressed in their night attire, like the driver of the stolen truck, while others seemed to be going to work or shopping as if it was any other routine day. He stood on a hill overlooking a shopping center with a grocery, drug store, hardware chain and a few other sundry shops. There were people everywhere of all ages, all oblivious to each other and to their own immateriality. Though his head hurt and he ached from head to toe, his entire body vibrated with energy as if he stood underneath a gigantic electrical transformer. His jack was on fire. The scene was exactly like his first bout of hallucinations in the Tanz, only on an incomprehensibly grander scale.
The buzzing vibrations grew stronger. He could almost hear it now, a ringing in his ears that reverberatedt rt you through every cell, every square inch of him. The light grew stronger, stronger, unbearably brighter and piercing. The ghosts reacted as well, fear growing in their ethereal expressions. They shielded their faces from the light and screamed, and Bridge screamed with them.
Just as suddenly as it had begun, the light show was over. Bridge stood on the hill over the shopping center holding his ears against a pain that no longer troubled him. He opened his eyes slowly, expecting a ghost to pop out of the nearby bushes. He swore. “This is too fucking weird for me,” he complained, and started walking towards the university again. The thought of taking another vehicle occurred to him, but he decided he did not want another visitation from a pissed off ghost owner.
*****
Chapter 14
November 7, 2028
2:07 a.m.
Bridge stalked past the shopping center in a daze, stewing in mystified confusion and bone-wearying fatigue tinged with impotent anger. He wasn’t even sure who or what the anger was directed towards, just that it simmered in every cell, every pore of his being. He was angry at the dome and everything in it for the goddamned invasion of weirdness it had injected into his life. He was angry at Aristotle for giving him the sob story that had landed him here in the first place. He was angry at Carl the Dragon for being a mysterious dick. But mostly, he was angry at himself for being a soppy bitch and letting all of them push him along to this upside down bizarro world where he felt sure he was going to die. Based on how strange his time in Boulder had been so far, he half-expected that inevitable death to come from a 16-ton weight being dropped on his head from a very great height.
Just north of the shopping center was the intersection of Baseline Road and 93, a crisscross of perpendicular six-lane highways. His route should have followed the highway northwest, but something told him to veer directly north through a large compound of sandstone brick buildings with Italian-styled red tile roofs. The itching pointed towards the compound and beyond, so he left the road for the verdant shade of the trees in front of the compound. A small sign in the meadow informed him that he had finally reached the University, or at least the part of the school known as Kittredge Complex. Though Bridge felt a load-lifting relief at reaching his destination that was as palpable as the bone-deep fatigue that dragged him into a panting stoop, the lack of any visible sort of resolution made that success all too anticlimactic.
“Well, I’m fucking here, you bastards!” he screamed at the barren campus. “I’m finally here. Now what?” The abandoned buildings stared on in mute indifference.
Bridge continued on to the nearest building, which was named the “Wolf School of Law” by signs at either end. The main door was locked. Rather than try to break in, he moved on. “Last thing I need is a building for future lawyers,” he muttered to himself. Talking to himself had become way too routine. Crossing the street presented two more buildings. The one on the left appeared to be another academic building. He ignored it and approached the building on the right, which was set back from the road in a shaded grove. A quick survey of the ground floor windows revealed a series of dorm rooms, all as empty as the house he’d raided earlier. Beds were slept in but uninhabited. Spotting a mini-fridge in one of the rooms, he realized how thirsty he had become. His body was not used to this much walking.
Quickly glancing to either side for onlookers, he pulled out the pistol and cocked it. One shot sounded thunderous in the emptiness of the dome, but it did the job. The window cracked enough for Bridge to finish the job with a well-placed kick. Using the gun butt to clear the rest of the glass, he reached in, undid the latch and climbed carefully through the window.
The electricity still hummed along like the other buildings he’d seen in the city. Bridge searched the room hungrily, snatching a bag of chips from a shelf overlooking a cluttered desk. Opening the mini-fridge revealed only a sparse assortment of vegan food and bottled water. “Fucking kids these days,” he grumbled. “Where’s the beer?” He was sorely disappointed in the room’s former occupants. He ignored the water and munched on the chips while pilfering the room, scoring a few more credit ID’s.
Done with his search, he opened the door and peered up and down the hall carefully. The hinges squeaked too loudly, echoing down the empty hallway with enough volume to make him flinch. Seeing no pursuit, he began a thorough room to room search of the hall. The third mini-fridge he raided contained a stash of the sought-after golden elixir. It was a cheap brew, the kind college students drank because they couldn’t afford the good stuff, but at least these students had had sense enough to make sure it was absolutely ice cold. Bridge popped the top on the can and drained it with zeal, pulling another to carry with him along the way. The frigid liquid gave him a brain freeze and he felt the slightest hint of a buzz building. The bed next to the fridge beckoned to him with the promise of much-needed rest, but he resisted the urge. As fucked up as this place was, he’d likely wake up with three pissed-off bears fussing over his body, ready to revenge Bridge’s theft of their beer.
By the time his search had reached the last door on the east side of the building, it was necessary to switch on the light to dispel the rapidly gathering gloom. It was only after minutes of searching the room that it occurred to him how unnaturally dark it had gotten. He could see the afternoon shadow of the building stretching out on the ground, inching too quickly forward. He had not noticed the quality of light before, but seeing the shadows now reminded him of those old time-lapse photography films of plants growing. It wasn’t quite noticeable at first glance but careful observation confirmed it. The sun was moving impossibly fast towards the western horizon. On the shelf to his right directly at eye level, a digital clock blinked, the numbers cycling through their sequence at breakneck speed. Time was almost literally flying past him.
He tried to connect his jack wirelessly to the GlobalNet. He could feel a definite connection, but where the GlobalNet’s data stream should have been was only the void. He couldn’t check the actual time from the GlobalNet, so he tried to trace his steps back to his entry into the dome. He had left Carl at the entrance at somewhere around 1 or 2 in the morning, yet the dome’s interior was bathed in early morning sunlight. He had perhaps walked 20 minutes, spent another 20 in the house before stealing the car. The ride had been interrupted by ghosts perhaps five minutes after it began, and he had spent another 30 minutes walking from there to his current location. In all, he’d spent no more than two hours under the dome, and yet he could swear it was now as late as 4:30 or 5 o’clock.
While he pondered the issue of time, his eye caught something in the distance, something moving. He could see it above the red-tiled roof of the residence hall to the northeast, floating probably 50 feet in the air. Bridge blinked two, three times, trying hard to comprehend what he was seeing. “The fuck…” he stammered. His mind could not comprehend what his eyes confirmed. Floating there effortlessly stood the figure of a man.
*****
Bridge’s legs began to move before his mind could work out the details. He bolted from the room and around the corner, slamming through the locked door at the bottom of the stairwell and out into the fading light. He barely noticed the fenced area covered in beach sand and volleyball nets. He was past the other residence hall before he even knew it. Bridge kept his eyes locked on the flying figure, expecting it to dissolve into ghostly nothingness any minute.
The road he’d crossed earlier curled around northwards past the second residence hall, and beyond that were three open sports fields along the eastern side of the road, bounded by a line of boulders that followed the street’s curvature. Towers of arc lights had just exploded into life, outlining the fields with pools of light. The man hovered over the northernmost field, and as Bridge rounded the curve, he caught sight of other figures on the field, oblivious to the flying impossibility above them. In fact, the figures on the field were playing soccer. Bridge pulled up short in disbelief.
A full game of 11-a-side soccer was in progress under the watchful eye of the flying man. Bridge wanted to run, to join the group, his desperate loneliness drawing him to the crowd. He so hated to be without a pressing mass of people around him that his natural inclination was to immediately join any crowd regardless of the potential danger. He forced his pace to a walk, wiping the sweat from his brow. His natural paranoia made him double-check the gun tucked into the back of his waistband.
Every step closer brought the scene into more stark detail. He eyed the figures in the distance closely, and to his relief they were not ghosts. He didn’t feel stable enough to deal with another set o anrwellf phantoms. Bridge guessed the flier was about 5”9”, though it was hard to judge his size with only the sky to measure him against. He was wiry thin, wearing jeans and a white T-shirt with some slogan on the front made up of mathematical symbols Bridge could not decipher. The man looked Chinese, with spiky black hair and olive skin, likely a few years younger than Bridge. He was furiously waving his arms at the players like a maestro conducting a symphony.
Bridge scanned the football players. From a distance, they appeared normal, but on closer inspection, they were nowhere near normal. He recognized the uniforms they wore almost immediately, the familiar reds of Liverpool facing off against the white kit of rival Manchester United. The players’ skin shined in the sunlight, but not from natural perspiration. In fact, their skin was a patchwork quilt of metallic detritus. As he reached the near touchline, he realized that the players weren’t human at all. They were walking Frankenstein constructs, made of bits of scrap metal and car parts. Every movement they made was accompanied by the faint sounds of twisting metal. The flying man’s excited gesticulations matched the player’s movements as if he was the puppet master Geppetto directing two teams of Pinocchios.
None of the figures noticed Bridge’s approach. He stood watching the game in silent awe for minutes, until the United team slotted a silky header into the goal. The flying maestro cursed loudly. Bridge yelled up at the man, “Ummm, hello?”
The flier screamed in shock, and gestured at Bridge as if throwing a baseball. Bridge’s eyes grew wide as a ball of blue fire erupted from the ends of the man’s fingers and he dove to the side just in time to avoid the explosion that engulfed the spot he’d vacated. Bridge rolled and tried to pull the gun out of his pants, but it had fallen to the ground in the awkward motion. He threw his arms out, palms forward in a gesture of empty-handed peace.
“Whoa, whoa! Hold it, hold it! I’m not here to hurt you!” Bridge marveled at the idea that he could harm a guy who’d just tossed a fireball at him.
“Who are you?” the flier screamed in response, his left hand held out in preparation for another fireball. Bridge could see tiny arcs of blue flame hopping from the man’s fingers. “No one is supposed to be here! Can’t you see I’m trying to run a simulation? You ruined it! I’m going to have to start over!” The clatter of collapsing metal filled the air as the soccer players crumpled to the ground. Something grabbed Bridge, an invisible hand that pinned his arms to his side and lifted him off the ground like a rag doll. The flying man’s right hand gripped air and as he raised the hand, Bridge was pulled into the air to levitate at the flying man’s feet.
*****
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Bridge hung with his arms pinned to his side staring at the angry Chinese man floating above him. He wasn’t sure whether to be afraid or laugh hysterically. Other than the blue sparks dancing from the man’s fingers, the flier was almost comically non-threatening. His spiky hair was matted and unkempt, his skinny human arm probably couldn’t bend a wet noodle and his clothes gave him the appearance of a college nerd. Nevertheless, Bridge recognized the dangers of whatever invisible force this little geek was using to hold Bridge captive. Once he’d realized his predicament, Bridge stopped struggling completely and played possum. “Calm down there, dude,” Bridge quipped nonchalantly. “My name is Bridge.”

“You’re named after a bridge?” The kid’s brows knotted in confusion.

“No, my name IS Bridge. Artemis Bridge.” The name didn’t seem to provoke any sort of reaction. “Come on, surely you were told I was coming. Carl said you were waiting for me. Are you Balfour? He told me to go see Balfour.”

The name-dropping seemed to confuse the kid even more. His hands relaxed a little. Bridge felt the vice group loosen on his arms enough for him to wiggle his hand free. “Carl… sent you? To see Balfour?”

Bridge shrugged. “Well, that’s what he said. I’m supposed to ask Balfour all my questions, and boy do I have a bunch. What’s your name? You already know mine so how’s about you tell me your name and we put me down.”

“Wong,” the kid said absentmindedly. “Quon Wong.” He seemed to come to some kind of decision, tightening his metallic fist. Immediately, Bridge felt the constricting grip close on his ribs, choking some of the breath from his lungs. “You’re lying!”

Bridge squeezed out, “WONG, WONG! I swear… Carl… the fucking… flame dragon… sent me to see… some guy named… Balfour!”

“Carl’s dead! We heard his last transmission. This is a trick! Who are you really?”

“I’m… FUCKING… BRIDGE… GODDAMNIT! The dragon… sent me! He said only I could come through… the bubble… it was… set to allow… just me… how am I… going to… fake that?”

That gave Wong pause, and Bridge felt the vice loosen slightly again. “I swear I’m Artemis Bridge. You’ve been sending me signals over my jack for five days.”

“Hold on,” Wong snapped. The flames on his fingertips were extinguished as he made a flourish with his left hand. A dual-sided screen of data popped into view in the air above Bridge. He could see the mug shot he’d taken in ’26. Wong compared Bridge’s face with the mug shot, squinting and scrutinizing the grainy black and white photo. “That photo doesn’t flatter you. You should ha Yo. Wong ve been here days ago.” The grip was now loose enough for Bridge to move, and his stomach lurched a little as the invisible hand seemed to cradle his rear end in a floating invisible chair. “Carl told us you were coming three days before those bastards killed him.”

“Three days?” Bridge asked incredulous. “Dude, I just saw him two hours ago. At least I think it was two hours ago. It was nighttime when I left him, and it’s daytime now, so I’m really losing track of time here, but it feels like two hours. Maybe three.”
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“I know, I have to turn the lights on and off all the time,” Wong complained. “I have to pause the simulation every time I do that, and it’s really interfering with my work. I tried to set a timer on the lights but it kept getting reset. The physics engine alone is enough to take up most of my cycles, and I can’t squash this glitch with the crosses from the left corner. The fullbacks want to follow the cross in rather than try to block it, but I think I have the subroutine located.”

“The simulation? You mean that freak show of metal men you got running around tearing up the pitch down there?”

“Frikkin’ awesome, ain’t it? I can alter the metal’s surface to put whatever kits I want on them, and I’m using the latest FIFA player rankings to set play characteristics, with my own special tweaks, of course, ‘cos those Man. U. rankings are way overrated. I thought about trying to put down an artificial surface to keep from tearing up the grass but then I’d have to alter my ball physics to work like grass, so just keep grass, you know what I mean?”

“Whoa, whoa, man, you’re losing me. Focus.” He waved a hand in front of Wong’s face to fix the kid’s eyes on him. “How many of there are you?”

“There’s me, obviously, and then there’s Balfour, you know about him, and then there was Carl but he was out there until he got killed and there’s Lydia and Janicki and that douche Rolfsberg. You don’t want to meet him.” Bridge was already tiring of Wong’s chattering. The kid had a horrible case of the motormouth, and most of it was a blithering spew that seemed to come from some other dimension, ideas sparking into words with little thought behind them. Just as Bridge was ready to cut the geek off, he was interrupted by the squealing of tires.

A car had sped up to the field and stopped suddenly, disgorging three figures. The driver was a tall Nordic-looking blonde man with a stern, square chin and short, tightly curled hair. He wore a white jacket that looked like some kind of lab coat. The front passenger was a slightly stocky woman with close-cropped auburn hair dressed in dark slacks and a conservative silk blouse. From the back seat stood a towering bald man with a gray goatee dressed in a black button-up shirt and black jeans. All three appeared to have at least one arm that was cybernetic.

“Wong, who the hell is that?” screamed the blonde. “Why didn’t you call and tell us there was someone here?”

“Oh goodie, it’s the asshole brigade,” Wong muttered.
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“Is this the guy?” the woman asked.

The Norseman responded with bitter irritation. “He’s got to be. How else would someone get in here without the wards frying him? And if Wong here had half a brain instead of being obsessed with his little toy footballers, we’d already be on the way to the Engineering Center. Wong put him down.” Bridge drifted softly to the earth, relieved to finally feel solid ground beneath him again. “You!” The blonde’s finger stabbed at Bridge like an accusation. Bridge had been in this man’s presence less than one minute, and he already wanted to kick the guy in the balls. Based on Wong’s descriptions, the blonde must be Rolfsberg. “What’s your name?”

Bridge decided to play it dumb, if for no other reason than to tweak this douche. “Me? I’m nobody.”

“You told me you were Bridge, that the dragon sent you here, Carl sent him, he said,” Wong stammered before finally catching on to Bridge’s joke. “Ohhhhhh, right.” The kid might be brilliant with whatever kind of magic physics simulation he was running on the football pitch, but he didn’t seem to have any idea how to read actual human beings.

“So you’re the one Balfour sent for? Artemis Bridge?”

Bridge tossed a sarcastic salute from his non-existent hat. “Artemis Bridge. You need something, I’m the Bridge, the path to whatever you want, so long as whatever you want is hard to find and someone else has it. I’m the go-between and the get-to-know. You stand over…”

The man in black interrupted him. Bridge guessed this was Janicki. “Save the spiel. You spoke with Carl?”

“The dragon?”

“He’s not a goddamn dragon.” Janicki let out a sigh of pure exasperation. “He’s a man just like you and me. Well, not you. The dragon skin is an illusion.”

“That’s one helluva an illusion,” Bridge retorted. “I saw that thing’s claws crush a car. How’s an illusion do that?”

“That’s complicated,” the woman, Lydia, replied. “Balfour will help explain it as best he can.”

Rolfsberg began to rapid-fire questions at Bridge. “When did you see Carl? How did he die? Who killed him?”

Bridge was distracted by the sound of metal scraping against metal. Wong had lost interest and turned his back to the discussion, waving his arms up and down to bring the players back to life. “Like I was telling your buddy over here, I left Carl outside the dome two, maybe three hours ago tops. Of course, when I walked into the dome, it was late night but when I got inside, it was daytime. I swear I haven’t been in here more than an hour or two and it’s already nighttime. What the fuck is going on around here?”

As a group, the three dropped their eyes to the ground, as if embarrassed to admit what they knew. “That’s impossible,” Rolfsberg said.

Bridge stabbed an angry finger at Wong, who had floated a little ways off the ground. “I’ve seen a gigantic impenetrable dome cover a city, a flaming dragon and that motherfucker over there is FLYING while playing with life size toy footballers made of car bits. Impossible appears to be a relative term. You asked. I’m telling you what I know.”

Janicki responded, “Rolfsberg says it’s impossible because the last transmission we got from Carl was five days ago. And that was three days after he said he’d escorted you into the dome.” He seemed to mull something over in his mind. “How long ago did you get the call?”

“You mean the giant brain-stabbing hallucination you sent me and every other son-of-a-bitch with an interface jack from here to Los Angeles?” Janicki nodded. “Four, five days ago. Same time the dome appeared.” A panicked look spread from Janicki’s face to the others in the group. “What? What is it?”

“We sent that message over two weeks ago, right after the dome went up.” The night had well and truly fallen by now. Janicki’s face was swallowed in shadow as dark as his mood. “Temporal distortion?”

Lydia nodded. “I concur. That’s the only possible explanation.”

“Unless Bridge here is lying to us.”

“Yeah, fuck you, buddy. You think I’m lying then give me a goddamn car and I’ll drive my ass right back to L.A. where I belong. I didn’t come all this way to get insulted, attacked by ghosts and jerked around by the geek gaggle.”

“Ghosts?” Lydia asked with sudden, panicked interest. “You’ve seen the ghosts?”

“Seen ‘em? Shit, they almost got me killed. I ran one over with a truck. Well, ran through her anyway.”

“I want to apologize, Mr. Bridge,” Lydia began.

“Just Bridge.” Bridge gave her a smile that was full of charm. She scoffed like he’d just tried to pick up the last lesbian at the man haters bar.

“Bridge then. It wasn’t my call to bring you in on this. But now that you are, we all need to go back to the Engineering Center and sort this out with Balfour. He’ll be able to explain more when we get there.”

“Then what are we waiting for? Let’s all fly there now!”

Janicki coughed. “We’ll have to settle for the car.”

“Yes, we’ll have to take the car! Our buddy Wong doesn’t feel like sharing his flight equations. Isn’t that right, Wong?” Rolfsberg yelled angrily at Wong’s back, spittle flying from his mouth. Wong floated ten feet or so off the ground, his back to the group, ignoring the abuse completely. “Didn’t you hear me, Donger? I said you should share your flight equations so we can all fly like you and Carl!” Wong continued to ignore the insults, which only served to infuriate Rolfsberg more. “I’m talking to you!”

Lydia put a calming hand on Rolfsberg’s shoulder, but he shrugged it off angrily. “No, I’m tired of this shit. You! Ding Dong! We’re all going to the Engineering Center to work this out. Stop playing with your dolls and move your ass.”

“They’re not dolls,” Wong said silently over his shoulder. “It’s a complex physics simulation.”

“It’s junk science, you twerp! We have important work to do, and despite your painful immaturity, we could actually use your help. And it’s effing poor form to hold out on the rest of us. I’d like to fly. Wouldn’t you like to fly, Lydia? Janicki? Aren’t you goddamn tired of trotting around like a grad student while he gets to fly like a bird?”

“You couldn’t handle my calculations,” Wong said icily. He’d turned to face the group now, and a cold fire seemed to be building behind his eyes.

“What? You little shit. I could run rings around your math in my sleep. I spit differential equations and piss matrices. I don’t have to listen to this drivel from my intellectual inferiors. Why don’t you come down here and say that to my face?”

“Why don’t you come up here and make me?” Wong retorted with a puckish grin.

Rolfsberg’s face was fire engine red by this point. Lydia’s snickering didn’t help, only serving to enrage him further. He looked down at his flesh fist, which was squeezed so tightly the knuckles had turned white. Bridge began to feel crackling in the air, a building buzz of power consolidating in a single point of electrical energy. Rolfsberg’s fist began to shake and glow. Bridge unconsciously began to back away, aware at a cellular level that something bad was about to happen.

“That’s it!” Rolfsberg screamed, throwing his fist out at Wong. A blinding blue arc of lightning flew from his outstretched hand to strike Wong dead center with explosive force.
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Bridge dove for the cover of the car, losing sight of Wong for a second. Spots flashed on his vision, the afterimage of the lightning bolt still seared on his eyeballs. Lydia and Janicki had retreated with him, and they all peeked cautiously over the hood. A ball of lightning still sputtered in the air where Wong had stood, tossing off rivulets of electricity before dissipating completely.

Wong floated there unharmed. Anger was etched across his face, his teeth clenched and his fists balled. He looked every bit like a child throwing a tantrum in mid-air. “I’ve put up with just about enough of your shit, Rolfsberg!” he screamed. “I told you I was running a simulation, told you to leave me alone. But you can’t do that, can you? You have to feel like you’re in charge! Well, you’re not in charge of me!” He tossed off two fireballs directly at Rolfsberg.

The Norseman barely had time to raise a shield of his own, and the force of the blasts hitting his shield drove him back a few feet, buckling his knees. The area around Rolfsberg was charred, the grass singed, tiny embers glowing in the night like fireflies. Before Rolfsberg could prepare another attack, Wong sent his metal minions into action. Twenty-two players and even the ref charged at Rolfsberg with clanging ferocity, surrounding his bubble shield. Those who couldn’t reach it on foot climbed on the backs of the front ranks, creating a gigantic steel pile-on, until Rolfsberg was completely enveloped in metal. At first, they pounded on the shield, fists flying with awkward stop-motion violence, but with a few flicks of Wong’s fingers, they merged into a metallic cocoon that encased the Norseman completely. The metallic shell then began to contract with a sickening grinding sound.

Bridge felt the ground rumble underneath his feet. Small at first, it built until he could see the car shaking with the tremors. The ground imploded at the feet of the metal cocoon, a sinkhole about ten feet across forming, before exploding outward and upward in a shower of dirt. The cocoon flew a hundred feet into the air before crashing into the dorm behind Bridge. Rolfsberg knelt gasping at the bottom of the sinkhole. His lab coat was soaked in sweat and caked with dirt. His arms were outstretched at his side, and he brought them crashing together in front of him in an exaggerated clap. Lightning arced from two of the lighting fixtures on either side of Wong, trapping him in a circuit of boiling electricity.

Wong paid no notice to the lightning storm enveloping him, his fingers dancing. Bridge was unsure what was happening at first, but it quickly became obvious that the light from the electricity was dimming, draining into Wong’s hands, forming a ball of lightning that grew with every effort Roed toon lfsberg thrust into the attack. Wong was stealing Rolfsberg’s power.

Sickening realization struck Rolfsberg and he redoubled his efforts, pouring more power into his attack. It did no good. Wong had the upper hand. Fear wrote an ending across Rolfsberg’s expression and he screamed, throwing his arms in front of his face to ward off the final attack. It was in vain.

Wong redirected all the power back at Rolfsberg, throwing back a mixture of Rolfsberg’s lightning and Wong’s fireballs. Caught full by the blast, Rolfsberg’s shield was too weak to save him. Bridge caught a glimpse of Rolfsberg’s body being disintegrated, a Hiroshima shadow being wiped clean by a fiery wind, and then he was gone. Where Rolfsberg had crouched, there was only a blackened circle of earth and the melted remnants of the dead man’s cybernetic left arm.

Wong panted, his body covered in sweat with tears streaming down his face. The full realization of what he’d done was writ large in his eyes.
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The battle had lasted less than two minutes. Once Bridge was sure it was safe, he stood along with Lydia and Janicki, all too stunned by what had happened to speak. Finally, Lydia whispered, “Quon, what have you done?” Her raspy voice sounded deafening in the silence.

Wong stood shaking, his hands quivering, sparks dancing off both his metal and flesh fingers. His eyes were completely vacant, staring at the charred remains of his former rival, his mind a million miles away struggling to come to grips with his actions. Bridge had seen that look before. It was the haunted look of innocence being snuffed out, the tell-tale sign of someone who had never killed before realizing that they’d taken another human life. Bridge had seen it all too often in the riots, once the fever of the mob mentality had worn off and the full weight of sin had come crashing into focus. Everyone reacted differently. Some got colder, accepting murder all too easily, and those were the ones Bridge feared. Wong, however, was not one of those as evidenced by his tears. Somewhere in the boy’s fragile psyche, a torrent of emotions was building, and Bridge really didn’t want to be there when those emotions broke to the surface. Whoever was around when that happened would be lucky if Wong only hurt himself.

Wong fell to his knees. Lydia walked towards him slowly, repeating like a mantra, “Quon, what have you done?” She completely ignored the blackened resting-place of her former colleague. Janicki followed her, but his interest lay in the remains. He ignored Wong completely, picking up the melted cyberarm and examining the dust.

“That’s amazing!” he exclaimed. “It’s completely ashed, even the dirt and bones are gone. The temperatures, the energy required to do that is insane!” He seemed to be speaking to Bridge who ignored him in disgust. Thn disgusese people were crazy. Bridge stared down at the sinkhole, at the coldly calculating scientist picking at the ashes and somewhere in the back of his head a seed of an idea began to germinate. Not even consciously aware of what he was thinking, he let it sit in the back of his mind growing of its own volition. “One would need to heat bone for five minutes straight at over 900 Celsius to ash bone like this and he did it in seconds! Do you know what this means?”

Bridge scowled. “That you are a sick fucker?”

Janicki waved a hand dismissively. “Bah, Rolfsberg was a cock. If it wasn’t Wong he pissed off, it would have been one of us eventually. Besides, Wong is right, his math was weak. He couldn’t even break down Wong’s force field. The most interesting thing he managed to come up with was the mana engine’s casing, and I would have gotten around to that eventually. I’d better take this.” He indicated the cyberarm. “Wouldn’t want someone finding the engine when we leave.”

“You geeks going somewhere?”

“Yes, Mr. Bri… Bridge,” he replied. “That’s why you’re here. We’ve painted ourselves into a very tight corner and we need someone with your particular skillset to provide us with an exit strategy.”

Bridge was about to reply angrily when he heard Wong stammer to life. “He kept pushing me,” the kid mumbled. “He wouldn’t stop, you saw him. He attacked me first. He attacked first. I need to sit down.” Lydia had reached him by now and was guiding him to an awkward tumble back onto his bottom. His legs didn’t seem able to support his weight anymore. “You saw it, right, Lydia? You saw him attack me?” Lydia nodded sadly. “He just wouldn’t leave me alone, had to keep egging me on. I couldn’t let him hurt me, could I?” A frightened look came into his eyes. “You won’t tell Balfour, will you?”

“I’m going to have to tell him, Quon,” Lydia replied in a matronly tone. “We’re all in this together, and he needs to know what happened so he can decide what to do about it.”

“You don’t think he’ll take my engine away, do you? He can’t give it to me then just take it away when I make one little mistake.”

“You killed Rolfsberg, Quon. That’s not a little mistake.”

Bridge cut in angrily. “Look around you, lady. There’s not one goddamn body left in this place. Did you kill them all like Rolfsberg?” Wong flinched at the mention of his dead colleague’s name. “There’s supposed to be what… 20, 30,000 people in this part of Boulder? Where are they? Are those ghosts I saw REALLY ghosts?”

“They’re… gone,” was all she said. “We really must be getting to the Center. Balfour will explain it all.” She stood and offered a hand down to Wong. “Quon, are you going to come with us?”

“Can I just stay here for a little while, Lydia? I have to… I have to think. I… I need to be alone, ok?”

She didn’t seem pleased, but she relented with a sigh. “Ok, Quon, we won’t force you. We aren’t like… him. But if we call you, you need to come, ok?” He nodded meekly, wiping the long streaks of tears from his face. “Shall we go, Bridge?”

“I think we’d better.” Bridge was all too ready to find out what the fuck was going on with these geeks. Lydia collected Janicki and his melted trophy and led them to the car.
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The three got in the car and drove north, leaving Wong alone with his thoughts. Bridge took one last look back at the kid who had resumed floating over the field. Wong had retrieved the metal cocoon from the hole it had made in the dorm building and was busy recreating his players with a glazed expression. Bridge turned his attention back to the pair in the front seat.

“So how were you guys planning to leave? There’s like an army of Legios Corp cops surrounding the town, and just as many National Guard on top of that. Not to mention the horde of journos that swarmed on this fucking place like locusts the minute that news chopper went down. Did your buddy Carl do that?”

Lydia exchanged worried glances with Janicki. “We’re not sure. Communication with Carl has been somewhat sporadic. The only time it really worked well was when he was near the dome. What did he do to the news chopper?”

Lydia glanced back over her shoulder from the driver’s seat to watch Bridge make a poofing motion with his fingers. “Poof. Gone. Big flaming dragon knocked it out of the sky. Well, I assume that’s what he did. They saw a flaming dragon and they weren’t heard from again. Legios refused to talk about it. They actually don’t have clue fucking one what to do by the way. They’ve flipped between quarantining the area like some kind of outbreak and suggesting it’s some kind of a terrorist invasion.”

Janicki began asking questions intently. “We can’t see out much past the perimeter, but you said the National Guard was out. Why haven’t they just driven a battalion of tanks up to the dome and blasted it?”

Bridge returned his gaze with an expression of irritated confusion. “Do you really not know the effect you’re having out there? No, I guess not. Nothing works around the dome. No electricity, no cell, no GlobalNet, nothing. It’s the Stone Age. Our driver refused to get within three miles of this place because he said his car would just stop working. National Guard was using abandoned cars to build a cordon. No tanks, no Gunheds.”

“Does the power drain out gradually or does everything just blink out? Are there explosive effects when you pierce this dead zone?”

“Well, the jack in my head didn’t explode so I’m guessing shit just stops working. But I didn’t get to experiment what with being more concerned about not getting my ass shot off.”

The car had looped around past what appeared to be a basketball arena and an astronomical observatory. Lydia pulled the car to a stop at a stop sign, checking both directions for non-existent traffic. Bridge couldn’t resist needling her. “Why are you stopping? There’s no traffic.”

She smacked herself in the head and scoffed. “Duh. I know, I know. Force of habit. This intersection is usually crawling with bikes and kids, even this late. Early. Whatever.” She steered the car into a right turn, aiming it northward a little distance before coming to another stop sign. She ignored this one, turning the car right again. Bridge made a note of the street name, Regent Drive. He was lost without his GlobalNet maps. Knowing the street name would at least give him some bearing if he needed it. They continued on around Regent as it curved northward. Across an open field, Bridge got his first glimpse of the Engineering Center.

Even without the transformation these geeks had effected on the city, the complex would have been impressive. Made of the same brick exteriors as the rest of the buildings he’d seen, the Engineering Center was a striking series of constructs with severely angled roofs arranged in stepped tiers reaching towards the night sky. The roofs all seemed to either oppose or compliment the tallest structure, a tower over five stories high in the center of the complex. It was this feature that Bridge noticed the most.

At first, he wasn’t sure what was wrong with the tower. Bridge’s eyes seemed to slide off the building, as if he couldn’t focus his vision correctly. As they got closer, he figured out why. The tower wasn’t just big, it was moving. Not moving exactly, it was growing. The once-flat walls that comprised the structure had what appeared to be shiny, fungus-like outgrowths that drooped down to the surrounding buildings like stalactites. Bridge was reminded of the towers of South American ant colonies he’d seen on some nature vid. The growth was glacial. Only constant observation made it noticeable, and the movement made the tower appear to vibrate ever so slightly.

From the top of the tower sprouted a pillar of light, so subtle that only as Bridge drew within a few hundred yards did he notice it. His eyes followed the pillar up as far as he could see until he realized that the light was a column of energy sustaining the dome. “I think I’m too tired to be amazed, so I’ll just ask. What are you geeks doing here? What the fuck is that?”

“That’s where it all began, Bridge. That’s the power source sustaining the dome and every other electrical device underneath it. That,” Janicki pointed with undited withsguised pride, “is the future of human energy.”
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The geeks led Bridge into the Engineering Center at one of the entrances not affected by the fungus covering the tower. Through the mostly deserted parking lots and empty bike stands, into a confusing series of hallways, past classrooms, offices and labs decorated with the usual geek décor and college campus fliers, they led Bridge deeper into the complex. Up a flight of stairs, the group entered a covered walkway suspended over the street. On the other side of the walkway, the fungus grew on the interior walls, covering the hallway in shiny coal black gunk, like dark polished marble that shimmered in the cold fluorescent light. “What the fuck is that stuff?” Bridge asked, poking a finger towards it before retracting his hand in fear. “Is it safe?”

Janicki urged him onward. “It’s safe. Go ahead, touch it.” Bridge did so. It felt like a mixture of cold tar and liquorice and it oozed underneath his touch. “It’s an amazing new strain of nanotech construction material. Balfour came up with it one long crunch session. Of course, the uni wouldn’t allow us to test it on campus, but well, they’re gone now so we did. Program in your specs, stand back for a few days and it constructs things for you. It’s safe enough to be around while it does all the work, no need for costly labor and as strong as current construction materials at half the cost once we perfect the goop formula. All it needs is a power source, a rather big power source.”

Bridge marveled at the sheer naivete of these incredibly intelligent people. “Do you know how many people this would put out of work? Do you realize the kind of leg-breaking assholes in the construction industry you’d threaten if this ever went to market?”

Lydia’s earnest response was almost painfully innocent. “But those displaced workers can go on to learn a more lucrative, less labor-intensive trade. They don’t need to toil in such dangerous conditions…”

“Mmmmm, innocence, it tastes like candy. Look lady, you ever heard the expression ‘somebody’s got to dig ditches?’ Well, some people, that’s all they know and all they want to know. You think they give two fucks about improving their education? They want their GlobalNet titties, they want their reality vids, they want to drink and fuck themselves into a stupor every night until the day they die with as little hassle as possible.”

Lydia huffed. “I fail to see why we should retard human progress because some humans are lazy, lice-picking monkeys.” She turned quickly on her heels and continued on down the corridor.

“Because those lice-picking monkeys will burn your fucking house down,” Bridge yelled at her retreating back. Janicki smirked with cold humor and followed her.

As they penetrated further into the areas of the complex affected by the nanotech constructors, Bridge began to notice the thrumming hum of electricity. It grew in intensity until his fillings practically vibrated. It was as if the very air was supercharged with electricity, the constructors’ power needs so great they created a web of static charge that made his interface jack tingle. Finally, they reached a set of double doors and pushed through into a lab unlike anything Bridge had ever seen.

The room he entered had originally been very large but these geeks’ experiments with nano-constructors had made it cavernous. The lab was constructed as two interlocking rings. The outer ring was a series of workstations, crèches, and white boards. A barrier of transparent safety glass walls protected the outer ring from the machinery of the inner ring, which was full of robotic arms, worktables, assemblers, laser mechanisms and other machinery Bridge couldn’t identify. At one point in the near past, however, the roof had been destroyed. The nano-constructors were hard at work stabilizing and restructuring a new internal configuration. Where there had been at least three floors above this lab, now there was only a metallic silo reaching to the sky. That silo was filled with light, the shimmering light Bridge had seen rising from the tower to feed the dome. The shaft of light terminated in a machine about six feet tall by ten feet wide in the center of the inner lab. The machine was lined with glowing circuits and capacitors and appeared to have no moving external parts whatsoever. Oblivious to the marvel glowing behind him, another scientist toiled at one of the worktables on the far side of the machine.

Standing barely five foot eight, the scientist was balding, his shiny scalp showing through a halo of graying brown hair. Dressed in a lab coat with goggles reflecting the sparks his experiment produced, he waved his empty hands in the air as if working with invisible tools, manipulating the robotic arms of a constructor just as Wong had controlled his football players. “Mark,” Lydia shouted across the room. The man jumped as if shocked and stopped working.

“Oh, didn’t see you there,” he muttered. “Is this him?” He threw off his goggles excitedly and ran over to greet Bridge.

“Yes, Mark Balfour… excuse me, DR. Mark Balfour,” Lydia began. Balfour waved away the honorific with an irritated gesture. “Meet Artemis Bridge. He likes to be called Bridge. No Mister.”

Balfour reached out both his hands to give Bridge a handshake which Bridge clumsily refused. “Sorry, don’t do handshakes. Germs, nanoviruses, never know what somebody’s going to give you.”

“Nonsense, these things are sterile as a surgeon’s scalpel.” He held up his hands, both of which glimmered in the light, their metallic surfaces as smooth and shiny as any cybernetic limbs Bridge had ever seen. Though mildly insulted, Balfour accepted Bridge’s phobia. “Fair enough, then. I’m glad to finally meet you. I’ve heard a great deal about you.”

Bridge’s eyes narrowed into a suspicious squint. “From who? Who the hell told you about me?”

Balfour seemed to ignore the question momentarily. “entarilyForgive our manners. Tea? Coffee? I’m sure you must be parched after walking all that way to get here.” When Bridge refused, he prattled on. “We have a mutual friend, Mr. Bridge. I’m sure you are familiar with Michael Freeman?”

Bridge scowled. “Freeman. That shut-in gave you my name?”

Balfour nodded. “Yes, Michael was kind enough to provide me with a full accounting of your services. He’s quite impressed with your ability to… bullshit shall we say?”

“Yeah, I bet he is.” Freeman was the god of hackers, a world-class GlobalNet runner of exemplary skills. He had saved both Bridge’s and Angela’s lives during the election fiasco, providing the leverage Bridge needed to escape from a no-win situation. Freeman wasn’t just an accomplished credcrasher, information thief and all-around security expert, he was an interplanetary genius. Despite his past and present illegal activities, he worked for Chronosoft in Los Angeles. Bridge wasn’t exactly sure what parts of the corporation’s operations he didn’t have a hand in. Bridge also wasn’t sure when or if Freeman ever slept because he’d work just as tirelessly on his freelance projects outside of work as he did anything during office hours. And because Freeman had done Bridge such a huge solid before, Bridge was now stuck in this mess. He cursed the hacker silently. “How do you know Freeman?”

“Michael was a student of mine at UCLA years ago. We kept in touch. I’ve been known to get his thoughts on a few thorny problems. He has an absolutely breathtaking ability to analyze systems and point out the flaws, even in areas he’s not well-versed in. I’m hesitant to name him a super-genius, but he would certainly qualify. I think he’s a mutant, personally, a once in a generation evolutionary marvel with astounding mental capabilities. Why he spends his time working for those corporate bloodsuckers, I’ll never know.” He walked over to a coffee maker and poured a cup. “You sure I can’t offer you a cup? It’s Blue Mountain.”

The smell of the coffee was intoxicating and Bridge relented. “Yeah, I’ll take a cup. I could use the pick-me-up.” Bridge took the cup in both hands, barely allowing it to cool before sipping at it.

Balfour seemed to finally realize someone was missing. “Where are Wong and Rolfsberg?”

Lydia started down at her feet. “There was an… incident.”

“Incident? Somebody got dead and that’s what you call it, an incident?” Bridge fumed.

Balfour’s raised an eyebrow, but seemed otherwise unconcerned. “Dead? Who’s dead? Wong?”

Lydia shook her head. “No. Rolfsberg instigated a showdown with Wong. Wong didn’t back down and they fought. Wong won.”

“He dominated, you mean,” Janicki said with an unsettling glee. He held up the melted cyberarm. “This is all that’s left of that cocksucker.”

Balfour grabbed tour grabhe arm and began to examine it intently. “Impressive. Nothing else left? Everything ashed?” Janicki nodded with an irksome smile. Bridge had always considered himself cold-hearted, but Janicki and Balfour seemed to have no remorse about the death of their colleague. “The energy conversion rate is even greater than I’d calculated. That explains why our first large scale conversion was so explosive. Rolfsberg’s math was dangerously inaccurate.”

Bridge shouted angrily, “Your buddy got toasted and all you’re concerned about is his bad math? You geeks are amazing!”

Lydia put a hand on Bridge’s arm. He yanked it away angrily. “No, seriously, you’re sitting in a ghost town talking about the temperature required to ash human bone like you’re discussing what to have for lunch. Is not one of you concerned that there are thousands of ghosts running around this place and the National Guard is outside your doorstep and your buddy Carl is out there showing off as a flame dragon? Do you not think they’ll come kicking down your door any minute now? Or that somehow I’ve been in this place like two hours and it’s gone from morning to night in that time?”

Balfour shot a puzzled glance at Lydia. She nodded. “The temporal distortion we’d been observing is accelerating. Bridge says that Carl was alive three hours ago.”

“Hrmmm. Mr. Bridge, how long has it been since we contacted you?”

Bridge totaled up the days in his head. “Five days. Maybe six by now, I’ve lost track. It was dead of night when I was on the other side of the dome, and daylight when I got to this side. How’s that work?”

“I’ll try to explain this so a layman can understand,” Balfour began, with the tone of an exasperated parent talking to a thick-headed child. “Our experiments had a certain side effect, one not entirely unanticipated. This dome has sort of shifted us in time, as it were.” Seeing Bridge’s confusion, he continued to elaborate. “You perceive time as a straight line, an unalterable path from here to here, or more accurately from then to now. The value of that time is always constant, can always be expressed as X, correct? But really, the value of that X is only a perceived value based upon our limited consciousness, our restricted ability to see in only three dimensions. The altered dimensional vibrations we’ve created to amplify our original energy source so as to create enough power to generate and maintain the dome has altered the value of X, at least from our three-dimensional perceptions. Maybe X squared, cubed? I’m not entirely sure. I’ll have to run some calculations.” Balfour ran over to one of the workstations on the outer ring, his attention diverted from Bridge almost completely. He muttered as he worked. “In essence, your perception of the passage of time while within the dome appears as constant as it does outside the dome. But in actuality you are moving along the time path at a much slower rate than normal. Your mind creates the illusion that time is moving at the same rate you’ve always experienced because it cannot process the distortion.”

Bridge shook his head as if he’d been slapped. “You’re not making sense, Poindexter.”

Janicki grunted. “Time moves slower in here than outhere tha there. What’s been five or six days for you has been over two weeks for us in here. Your two hours in the dome has been a full day.”

“Right. And you say you spoke to Carl mere hours ago?”

Bridge nodded. Balfour continued to tap numbers into a terminal while talking to Bridge. “We received a message from him days ago saying he’d been attacked by the National Guard, and then nothing since. But perhaps what we received was not a message from our current point on the time path but one further up the path?”

“The future? You’re saying he spoke to you from the future? Does that make this the past? Oh shit, my head hurts.”

“I’ll have to do some more calculations to be sure, but yes, that’s entirely possible. And if we haven’t perceived that event on the time path outside of the dome yet, it’s possible when we leave the altered time path within the dome we could actually be on the path before said event occurs. We could change that future.”

Bridge slammed his coffee cup down. “Ok, that’s it. I don’t know what the fuck you guys are talking about, but I have had enough of this shit. You owe me an explanation. A clear, linear explanation. Start from the beginning and bring me up to speed assuming I know bupkiss. Assume I am a complete dumbass. Use the goddamn white board if you need to map it out for me. But please, explain to me what you did and what you expect me to do. Because right now, I’m ready to just leave you geeks here and head the fuck back to L.A. and let you fend for yourselves. Got it?”

If Balfour was insulted by Bridge’s anger, he didn’t show it. “Certainly, Mr. Bridge. It all started a year ago.”

*****

Interlude

Mark Balfour

“I can solve the world’s energy problems in one year.”

The statement was bold, bold enough to raise the eyebrows of a cynic like Lewis Janicki. Mark Balfour could tell neither Janicki nor Lydia Carlisle believed him. Why should they? Neither of them knew him or his work beyond casual greetings on the campus grounds and faculty scuttlebutt. He was just one of hundreds of professors conducting major research at the University of Colorado. He had only joined the faculty a year before and had been relegated to an office and lab space in the Engineering Center despite most of his research projects being funded by NASA and its corporate partners through the Laboratory for Atmospheric and Space Physics. He knew where on the shere on cientist pecking order he stood, somewhere down near the grad students and non-tenured professors, stuck teaching first-year physics to hungover business school students who couldn’t tell the difference between an electron and a proton. The fact that much of his research involved attempts to mesh superstring theory with real-world applications made many of his more traditionally minded colleagues regard him as the scientific equivalent of a snake oil salesman.

He’d done his homework, however. The night he woke from a dream in a cold sweat with his mind bubbling with solutions to equations he’d just barely formulated, he had realized he would need help with this research. He would need another set of eyes on the applications; a set of eyes not jaundiced by pig-headed prejudice nor constrained by the rigid hierarchy of the university’s research guidelines. He’d need scientists so hungry for breakthroughs that they’d jump at the chance without worrying about the rules. He’d jacked into the GlobalNet and found his former student and friend Michael Freeman. They had stolen all the personnel files of the university’s research faculty and pored over them in a marathon cram session, searching for just the right combination of theoretical skills, application experience and willful disregard for procedure. In all, five candidates presented themselves. He’d stepped from the crèche physically exhausted, but inwardly renewed with a sense of purpose he’d not felt for years. When he invited Lydia to coffee after classes, he had to convince her that he was not asking her out on a date. “It’s purely professional, Dr. Carlisle.” The skepticism was plainly evident on her features, but she agreed. The three had met in an off-campus coffeehouse frequented by other faculty.

“That’s a very bold statement, Dr. Balfour,” Janicki responded. “You’ll forgive my skepticism, but I’m aware of your field. Superstring, correct? Have you suddenly discovered the energy dimension? Or magic energy fairy strings?” He barely contained a derisive giggle. Lydia frowned at the man with the goatee, but her sympathy did not signal agreement.

“There’s no need to be dismissive.” She gave Balfour a cautious questioning glance. “I’m sure Dr. Balfour would not waste our valuable research time without good reason. Let’s hear him out.”

Balfour nodded and began to explain his breakthrough. He scribbled frantic equations on napkins until the table was a tableau of paper scraps loaded with scribbled formulas. Somewhere after the fifteenth napkin, Janicki began to sit up and take notice, adding his comments and notes in the margins. His excitement became palpable by the time Balfour had finished. Though Lydia had taken slightly less convincing than Janicki, her calm exterior never quite broke into the ravenous enthusiasm Janicki displayed. But Balfour could see the twinkle of barely contained excitement in her green eyes.

Convinced fully at last, Janicki sat back with a huff, rubbing his shaved head with a hand that shook slightly. “Where did you come up with this? It’s… it’s not just incredible, it’s goddamned revolutionary.”

“It came to me in a dream,” Balfour said with a sheepish grin. Janicki scoffed. “No, really, I woke up and the formula was burning a hole in my brain.”

“I’d like a sample of your sleepingyour sle pill prescription,” Lydia joked. “We’ll need to run simulations to be sure, but on the surface, the math seems sound.” A serious mood gripped her, darkening her expression noticeably. Her next question was hesitant, as if she already knew the answer but did not want to face its implications. “Why tell us? Why not submit a research proposal?”

Balfour’s expression hardened into a mask of resolute determination. “This is too big for protocol, too important. I need scientists of a particular skill set. I need you two and a few others and the chances of actually getting all five of us approved to work on the same project this decade is next to nil.”

Janicki squinted. “What others?” Balfour could see the ambition in the man, the naked greedy desire to share as little credit for this discovery as possible.

“Quon Wong, Carl Bullock, and Sven Rolfsberg,” Balfour replied flatly.

“Rolfsberg?” Janicki shouted. A few of the other patrons turned their heads at his shout. He asked again in a low whisper, conscious of the attention. “Rolfsberg? That guy’s an asshole. I worked with him last year on some cybernetic enhancements for the moon mission. His materials fabrication is spectacular, but his math…” He waved a dismissive hand. “Why him?”

“His materials work is good, as you said.” Balfour didn’t want to tell either of them that they’d all been chosen as much for their willingness to work off the books as for their work. “I’m sure his personal attitudes and mathematical deficiencies will not be a hindrance. Dr. Carlisle, can I rely on you to recruit Wong?”

The furtive look in her eyes confirmed the campus gossip as well as the entries in her personnel file. Lydia and Wong had been romantically involved last year while he was still her graduate assistant. The affair had been fleeting, ending many months ago, but the mere mention of his name made Lydia tense. Balfour worried for just a moment that he’d chosen his comrades poorly, but her resolute nod quelled his doubts. “And I will recruit Dr. Bullock. His work with holographic wireless communication systems and point-to-point energy transfer will be invaluable. We’ll work off the books, on our own time, using as much borrowed lab time as possible. My lab in the Engie Center is big enough for all of us, and everyone there ignores me. Too theoretical for the Engineering Department.”

Within a week, his team had been assembled and work began in earnest.

*****

They set up schedules, working in solitary shifts and smaller ad hoc groupings with full group meetings to compare notes two or three times a week. On the few occasions when they were asked about their late night lab sessions, they claimed to be engaged in an extend in an ded old school pen-and-paper roleplaying campaign. Their cover story made many of the faculty jealous; after word got around, not a week went past that they weren’t begged by another researcher for an invite into the campaign. Others who might have been concerned about the clandestine research, such as the administration and security, ignored the group once the cover story became common knowledge.

Balfour had been contracted by Chronosoft, Inc. to research a more robust power source for man-mounted cybernetics on long-range manned space exploration missions such as the upcoming Moons of Jupiter expedition. Current cybernetics used a generator for most normal operations, while some auxiliary power was generated by the body’s internal chemistry and stored in a battery. The generators required regular maintenance and yearly parts replacement. Long-range space exploration would require years away from earth, and space on those vessels was in short supply with the necessity for food, gear, backup atmospherics and other essentials. The fewer replacement parts needed the better.

No one really expected Balfour to create a workable upgrade. The money for his research was a low-cost crapshoot in comparison to the total mission budget. If it produced even a 10% increase in battery or generator life, the project would pay for itself.

Balfour’s concept wasn’t just an improvement; it was a complete power source replacement that would win him a Nobel Prize if it worked as he intended. His power source would remove both batteries and generators from the equation altogether. Energy, in this case electricity, was finite. One could not create energy, only use potential energy stored in other forms. Balfour’s design was a device that altered a microscopic particle’s vibrational frequency, something theoretically possible only with the use of a supercollider. The resulting change in string vibration would fire the particle across a dimensional barrier and back. Traversing the dimensional barrier would amplify its potential energy by an unknown factor. Balfour’s best calculations put the amplification rate at 2:1, though in theory there was no ceiling. Even a 2:1 ratio would revolutionize energy consumption on a global scale. So long as one could recycle the altered particle through the dimensional circuit in a continuous stable loop, the particle might well generate a limitless supply of energy.

“You’re talking about a wormhole,” Rolfsberg proclaimed when the theory was first explained. “A wormhole through theoretical dimensions that we aren’t even sure exists, I might add.” His skepticism was palpable.

Carl was just as skeptical, but ecstatic with the possibilities. “But think about what you could do with the ability to tunnel through dimensional states without an acceleration process. You could theoretically pipe energy from there to here or from then to now if you attune the frequency correctly. You could beam Scotty’s farts from the Enterprise to King Arthur’s Court. You could send one erg of stored solar energy from orbit to California losslessly. It’s fantabulous!” Heated discussion ensued.

Balfour watched their arguments with a wry smile barely touching his lips. This group would figure it out, would implement a prototype. And because they’d done the work off the books, he felt no obligation to hand the research over to his corporate benefactors. He had always been mistrustful of large, well-heeled organizatied organons, especially outfits like Chronosoft. He was not a particularly political person; he hadn’t even voted since 2012. Nevertheless, he found the very concept of corporate control of government that was inherent in the Local Governance Licenses to be an unsettling prospect. The LGL monopolization of local power generating utilities had only amplified that unease. The first company that could implement Balfour’s concept would put every other competitor out of business in months. They could literally control the entire world’s energy supply. No one man, no one organization should hold that much leverage. He would rather toss his specs on the GlobalNet to be copied for free, just as Takamura had done with the first plans for the interface jack.

Six sleepless months of late-night conferences, experiments, simulations and arguments had taken their toll. But despite Rolfsberg’s delays with the prototype’s casing materials, they finally had a working, physical model, a thin cylinder about the size of a corn dog. Late that fateful night Balfour placed the prototype on the workbench. “I think I’ll call it the mana engine,” he pronounced proudly.

“That’s a stupid name,” grumbled Rolfsberg, but offered no alternatives. Balfour had learned to dismiss the man’s grumblings out of hand. When he wasn’t offering weak proofs for already-solved formula, he engaged in pointless cynical rants on any subject that the group deemed worthy of discussion. The only thing he really seemed positive about was his delusion of superiority.

“Why mana engine?” Lydia asked, ignoring the Norseman.

“If it works,” Balfour responded, “it will be like mana from heaven. Inexhaustible, constantly renewed, life-giving energy.” Everyone but Rolfsberg nodded, accepting the explanation with satisfaction. He programmed in the last settings on the engine’s tiny display, calibrating it to provide power to a cybernetic arm set up on the table next to it. Carl would send movement commands to the arm while Janicki would reposition the limb at various points around the room with a robotic arm to test the engine’s transfer range. All stood behind the transparent safety glass and offered their own private hopes and prayers to whatever force they believed would aid them.

Balfour triggered the engine. Nothing seemed to happen. There were no sounds, no explosions, no static discharges, nothing. The engine just sat there. Balfour shot a glance at Carl. Carl nodded happily. “Readout is green. The arm has power.”

Balfour could barely contain his excitement. His voice quavered as he said, “Start your movements.”

Carl complied, and the arm began to move. Fingers flexed, metallic muscle fibers tensed and the arm moved freely. Balfour motioned to Janicki who sent the robotic armature down to pick up the cybernetic limb. The arm continued its motions as it was transferred across the lab from one armature to the other. For ten minutes, they watched, occasionally staring back at Carl for statistics. “Power is steady. No decay whatsoever. Every bit that’s used is replaced immediately.”

Balfour watched the readouts over Carl’s shoulder. “Is that temp reading right?” Carl nodded. “The engine is generating no heat whatsoever? Are you sure the mou sure tnitors are working?”

“Touch it. I can only tell you what the readout says, and it says that thing is generating enough juice to light this room for decades without one micro-degree of thermal leakage of any kind.”

Balfour donned a pair of safety glasses and entered the inner lab. “Just don’t bonk my bald head with that arm, Janicki,” he joked nervously. He walked carefully towards the engine like he was stepping through a minefield, as if he expected every step to be his last. Finally reaching the table, he stuck out a hand and touched the engine gingerly. Feeling no excess heat, he placed a firmer touch to the surface. It was cool. It made no sound, not even the slightest buzz or hum, not even a quiver of vibration in his hand. Other than the cybernetic arm waving around the room, there was nothing to indicate it was working at all. Balfour lifted it and showed it to the rest of his colleagues with a gigantic smile plastered on his mug. “My friends, we have just discovered the equivalent of fire for the twenty-first century.”

*****

Once the first prototype was up and running, the ideas came in a fevered torrent. Mundane applications tumbled from their collective thoughts like candy from a burst piñata, and plans were drawn up for all sorts of commercial applications. Janicki seemed particularly interested in the commercial aspects, continually asking when they’d publish their findings. He seemed especially interested in the idea of a transitional device he called a glowbug, which would amplify existing power supplies indefinitely. Such a device would fractionalize the cost of electrical generation using current technology, making the obscenely profitable LGL utility companies even more profitable. Lydia and Wong fought tooth and nail against such mercantile ambitions, wishing to release the information to the GlobalNet like open source software. Carl had no real opinion. He buried himself in increasingly bizarre concepts in the field of wireless energy transfer and holographic projections. Rolfsberg’s only concern before taking the engine public, whether open source or commercial, was in getting credit for his part. Balfour had the final say as the author of the original formulas, and he ultimately decided they should push themselves to apply the technology in multiple places before revealing the research.

Balfour’s first thought was a selfish one. He wanted to replace the power source on his own cybernetic replacements. Shortly after getting his doctorate, he’d been involved in a horrendous wreck, a three car pile up that had taken the life of his two best friends and left him with both arms amputated and partial paralysis. A nanotech-regenerated spinal cord surrounded by replacement cybernetic vertebrae supported two prosthetic arms and allowed him full use of his legs again. Despite the insane risks, he decided to replace his current cybernetic power supply with the mana engine, secretly enlisting Janicki’s aid.

“You realize this is both highly unethical and quite possibly ill possiblegal,” Janicki said with a wry smile as he worked carefully at the interface port on Balfour’s back. Numbed by a local anesthetic, Balfour just giggled.

“Of course. Why do you think I asked you and not Lydia?”

Janicki feigned insult. “Are you saying I’m not ethical? I’m almost insulted. Of course, if I was really unethical, I’d have stolen this thing and claimed it as my own. Don’t think I haven’t thought about it.”

“The math’s all wrong,” Balfour replied. “You and I both know it. You don’t think the five of us would all contradict your claim of ownership? Five is greater than one.” Janicki didn’t comment. Balfour was sure he’d thoroughly examined that equation and come to the same conclusion.

“Hop up, you’re done,” Janicki said, snapping closed the flesh-colored access port on Balfour’s back. Balfour felt the power return to his leaden limbs, to his paralyzed back. Rather than the routine feeling of restored mobility, Balfour instead felt a rush of fire, as if his limbs were suddenly suffused with an energy that practically burst from every pore and follicle. A cold sweat broke out on his forehead, followed by a flash of heat. He raised himself on his arms and swung off the table.

Janicki noticed the wild look in Balfour’s eyes. “Whoa, you ok? You look a bit flushed.”

Balfour flexed his metallic fingers, staring down at his hands as if seeing them for the first time. “I’m better than ok,” he began, grasping for words to describe the feeling. “I feel like I’ve got a supernova under the skin. Let’s check the readouts.” He reached for the console next to the workbench he’d laid on but stopped halfway there. The readouts he’d been thinking of were already being displayed on the console. “Did you set up those readouts before starting?”

Janicki stared at him wide-eyed. “Not unless I blacked out. I haven’t touched it.”

Balfour thought of another screen of reports. The console switched to the reports just as if he’d been working at the keyboard or jacked in. He began to run through a series of menu commands. Despite not being configured for wireless access, the console executed all the commands as if he’d been operating the system remotely.

“Now you’re really freaking me out,” Janicki stammered. “This isn’t a prank, is it? You didn’t set this up beforehand?” Balfour shook his head. “Try a different console. Try the constructor arms.”

Balfour gestured at the console that controlled the constructor arms, unable to even see the screen. The arm mimicked his every thought. “I think of the commands and it executes. What a thoroughly unexpected side effect.”

“We should get this on video,” Janicki chattered excitedly. He ran to the video console on the outer ring. He let out a loud guffaw when he reached the console. Balfour had already activated the video feed. “Ok, fine, do it yourself. Can you focus it on your area?”

“It is.”

“I don’t see you,” Janicki said. “Hold on, I’ll do it.” He worked the console’s controls momentarily, looking back and forth from the screen to Balfour with a confused expression. “No, that’s the right angle. I’m looking directly at you. Mark… you’re just not there.”

“What?” Balfour’s voice shook in spite of himself. “What are you talking about?”

“Come see.”

Rather than moving towards the console, Balfour focused his mind on opening a video window. His vision flipped from his normal flesh and blood view of the world to a video of the lab. He was jacked into the video console now, jacked in just as if he had logged into the GlobalNet, only he’d never experienced that rush of cyberspace entry. He was just there. What he saw in the video froze his blood. He could tell that the camera was pointed directly at his position. He could see the robotic arms behind him, the consoles on the other side of the room, the white board to his left, even the workbench he’d just been laid out on. But his body was not there. The only indication of anything between himself and the environment around him was a sort of electronic distortion, a series of film-scratch artifacts and thin static slightly distorting the picture. He tried to speak, but the video playback only spouted a burst of static.

He was invisible.

*****

The rest of the group was none too happy with his rash use of the prototype. They spent precious minutes berating him the next night during a hastily arranged meeting. While both Lydia and Carl seemed genuinely concerned about the unforeseeable side effects that might result from hardware that hadn’t been thoroughly tested, Rolfsberg and Wong seemed more jealous than concerned. Everyone in the group had some form of cybernetic replacement either from necessity or by choice. Balfour got the impression any of them would jump at the chance to be the guinea pig despite their protests.

Lydia’s almost matronly concern bled through her criticisms. “Do you realize the danger you could be putting yourself in? We have no idea if that thing is even safe to be around yet, much less implanted internally. You could get radiation poisoning. It could explode. It might even start draining your body’s energy or interfere with your nervous system. We have no idea.”

Acknowledging the dangers, Balfour countered, “And what better way to find out? It isn’t like we weren’t working up to human trials eventually.”

“We should have discussed this.” Rolfsberg simmered. “I would have gladly volunteerely volund if given the opportunity. You made a unilateral decision that could affect all of us. If you drop dead, how will we explain that to the board?” Balfour doubted very seriously that Rolfsberg actually would have volunteered. It isn’t that he would have objected to the dangers of human testing, he just wouldn’t have put himself in danger. But since it was obvious the engine worked in a human host, he wanted it for himself. “I want the next prototype. If I can improve on the fabrication time for the casing, we can each have one.”

“Why do you get the next one?” Wong snapped. “I volunteer too!” The two of them had already developed an unhealthy grudge. Rolfsberg was rather domineering. He showed Wong little respect, probably because the Chinese man was the youngest of the group and had just graduated. For his own part, Balfour thought the kid more brilliant than Rolfsberg and at least on a par with the other members of the team. Perhaps sensing his own inferiority, Rolfsberg badgered and bullied Wong at every opportunity. The other team members wouldn’t take Rolfsberg’s bullying, but Wong did.

“Quon!” Lydia snapped. “It’s too dangerous. None of us are getting anything implanted.”

Carl spoke up finally. “Now, Dr. Carlisle, let’s not be hasty. Rolfsberg, how long will it take you fabricate more casings?”

“At least two, maybe three weeks.”

“Can we have five more prototypes in the next month?” he asked.

“Five? What are you saying?”

“I’m saying we have a month to watch Dr. Balfour here, see if he starts losing hair… well, more hair.” He grinned sheepishly. “We’ve got the best opportunity in the world to study the engine’s effects on a real life human subject. If he starts to show any signs of deleterious effects, we can certainly yank the thing out and replace it with a standard cybernetic power supply. Meanwhile, we build enough engines for all of us.”

“You think a month is enough time to adequately test for negative side effects?”

“I think a month is enough time to study the immediate effects. Look, we’re already in neck deep. This experiment is so beyond the pale of accepted procedure, if we get caught it’s going to cost all of us our jobs at the very least. Maybe our careers.” He paused to let the previously unspoken implications sink in. They all knew the potential consequences; they’d known it all along despite never having uttered it aloud. “But… if this thing really does what we think it can do, and if these abilities Dr. Balfour has displayed are typical, we can write our own ticket. The energy implications alone are priceless. There’s not one LGL that wouldn’t pay us a king’s ransom for this technology.”

‘Or kill us for it,’ Balfour thought.

Lydia’s face scrunched up in a sour glare. “So we either succeed, or we destroy our careers with nothing to show for it.”

“Or we all die to horrible, unforeseen side effects,” Carl added with a sardonic grin. Lydia lowered her eyes. “Besides, aren’t you the least bit curious what you could do with that thing?”

Her smile was an emphatic yes.

*****

True to his word, Rolfsberg cranked out the casings quickly. Within five weeks, they’d generated five prototypes, improving the fabrication with every new version. Instead of adding a new particle to each engine, Balfour discovered he could concentrate on transferring a piece of the dimensionally-charged particle in his own engine into the new engines. His first attempt was both a spectacular failure and a fascinating discovery. Rather than powering up the empty engine, he managed to fire the group’s first fireball into the table. The fire that resulted was luckily extinguished before the building’s fire alarms could alert the rest of the campus. After some nervous giggling, Balfour tried again, concentrating even harder as he pictured an atomic diagram of the particle in his head, splicing and dicing the particle with waves of equations, precisely considered formulas flashing through his mind’s eye. The second attempt worked. The engine was fully powered with no explosive side effects.

Bowing to the pressure of Rolfsberg’s blistering annoyance, they agreed to let him implant the second engine. Janicki performed the operation while Balfour powered up the third engine for Lydia. Once Rolfsberg’s operation was complete, Balfour explained the use of the engine, sharing the mental formula he used for energy transfer. Rolfsberg claimed to understand, but he was unable to complete the simple particle transfer.

“Are you thinking of the formula I told you?” Balfour asked.

Rolfsberg snapped irritably. “Of course I am. I’m not an imbecile. It’s not working.” He pointed his arm at the engine and squinted but nothing happened.

“Maybe you need a different formula,” Carl suggested. Seeing Balfour’s questioning glance, he elaborated. “It seems like everything we’ve seen you do, from logging on to the GlobalNet without a jack to controlling the constructors, everything we’ve seen you do is triggered by what? You visualize a particular equation and solve it in your head. We’re not even sure how or why the engine allows those mental processes to manifest as physical phenomena. But everybody’s mental processes are unique. Everybody learns a different way as their brain’s chemistry alters around new bits of knowledge. Perhaps each individual has to visualize their actions in a unique way.”

Lydia spoke up from the table where Janicki worked on her back. “That would make some kind of sense. Why don’t you try visualizing it like an engineering problem as opposed to a mathematical one?”

“What? Like I’m building something?” Lydia nodded. Rolfsberg shrugged and reset himself, closing his eyes for focus. He held both his arms up to the engine, and began to wiggle his fingers and move his hands as if he was assembling a physical construct. A soft glow sheathed both his metallic and flesh arm.

“Careful, careful,” Balfour said gingerly. “You only need a miniscule amount.” Balfour ran a piece of diagnostic software he’d written to monitor the engine’s power output. The program appeared as a thin hologram in the air in front of him.

Carl whistled. “That’s a new one, Dr. Balfour. You’ve been holding out on us.” He poked a finger through the hologram and stared at it in rapt fascination. “Oh, the things I’m going to do with you,” he said, rubbing his hands together like a kid eyeing a free candy store.

“It’s done,” Rolfsberg said, dropping his arms to his side. He was suffused with sweat. He plopped into a seat awkwardly. “That sure takes a lot out of me.”

Lydia’s gaze snapped to the Norseman, concern evident in her voice. “How do you feel?”

“Like I’ve run a marathon.”

Balfour considered. “Huh. I’ve never had that happen to me. I always feel wired after using it.”

“Are you just about done?” Lydia asked Janicki hurriedly. He snapped closed the interface port and slapped her on the back. “May I?”

Janicki agreed. “Knock yourself out.”

“Hope not,” she countered, hopping off the table without bothering to put her shirt on. Seeing Quon and Carl’s embarrassed glances and the lascivious stares from both Janicki and Rolfsberg, she covered her chest with a lab coat.

“If I’d have known that was all it took to get your top off, I’d have fainted in front of you much earlier,” Rolfsberg quipped.

“Pig. Act like you’ve never seen tits before.” She smiled. “Oh right, you geeks probably haven’t.” Her cursory examination revealed nothing worrying. “Take it easy. You seem to be fine physically. Perhaps you should drink some electrolyte replenishers. Quon, can you get him an energy drink?” The Chinese scientist jumped at her orders without hesitation. Drinking the sugary concoction seemed to level Rolfsberg off.

Within an hour, they were all fitted with mana engines. Balfour offered as much instruction as he could on using the device, but ended the evening with simple instructions. “As we’ve already seen, it appears everyone can and will use the engine slightly differently. Let’s take the time between this meeting and the next to come up with as many creative uses as you can. Watch your vitals. Watch your electrolytes. Call one of us immediately if you feel even slightly unhealthy. None of you are allowed to die before we change the world.”

*****

The next months were an amazing time of creativity, with each scientist bringing some exciting new idea to each meeting. Balfour’s experiments on power generation and remote cybernetic control allowed him to manipulate all the machines and computers in his lab with a thought. He could jack into any network, including the GlobalNet from any location on campus without using his interface jack. He discovered that he could even enter closed systems that normally only allowed interface through a hard wire, such as the Engineering Center’s security system. He was practically ecstatic the night he discovered this. He could stand in front of the keypad at any door in the building and enter its closed system, allowing him to bypass every electronic lock he could find with ease.

Balfour found his hacking skills on the GlobalNet to be greatly improved. By duplicating the same thought processes that he used to control machines in the physical world, he could create virtual machines that outstripped most of the software he had previously written. The things Balfour could accomplish with software floored Michael Freeman. Though none of the programs Balfour demonstrated could overcome the hacker god’s best work, Freeman pointed out that they were at least as strong as those of a dedicated hacker. Considering Balfour only learned as much about hacking as he needed to further his research, it was high praise indeed.

Lydia and Wong worked together closely. Though he stayed out of their business, it became obvious that their working relationship was turning into something beyond professional again. Balfour hoped their romantic urges did not interfere with the work of the group as a whole. He pulled her aside before one of the group’s meetings. “Lydia, I would like to speak to you about your relationship with Dr. Wong.”

A tense, nervous look of apprehension leapt into her eyes. “What about Quon?”

“It has come to my attention that the two of you are growing very close again, perhaps even considering rekindling your sexual relationship.”

She stiffened as if slapped. “I fail to see how that’s any of your business, DOCTOR Balfour.”

“Normally, I would say that you are entirely correct. These are extraordinary circumstances under which we labor, however. Once the endorphins and the hormones start rushing around the bloodstream, heretofore completely rational people tend to act altogether irrationally, sometimes dangerously so.”

“I am perfectly capable of separating my work relationships from my personal ones.”

Balfour peered down his nose at her, a smug expression of knowing judgement written across his face. “Previous history might disagree with you.” The ryou.” ush of red in her cheeks told him that he had made his point. “I am in no way suggesting you should alter your behavior in any way, only that you should observe… caution.”

“Duly noted. Now, if you’d like to hear about my research.”

The work she and Wong demonstrated, combining Lydia’s research into particle states with Wong’s nanomachines, produced some fantastic results. Wong had designed an army of nanobots that could deconstruct any inanimate materials, from steel to wood, and reconstruct them into whatever he wished. He could animate the materials like puppets, or use them to build anything. His first demonstration transformed one of the workbenches into a frightening golem that strode around the room before reconstituting itself as a cabinet. Lydia used the nanoconstructors to remodel the cubicle farm in the outer ring of the lab, theorizing that with enough of the little machines, she could erect an entire building from refuse in days.

Carl had the flashiest application. His research on holographic projection created solid light constructs that could affect their environment, perfect illusions with physical manifestations of mass, density and energy. His most impressive was the flame dragon; rather than being a solid entity, the illusion surrounded his body like an exoskeleton composed of light. He could alter the illusion’s appearance like a GlobalNet avatar at will. He and Wong collaborated on the flight equations, which only the two of them could control. Once the two had discovered this new power, it became extremely hard to keep them from zipping around the campus at all times. They chafed at the restraint, taking every opportunity to use their late night meetings as an excuse to fly all over campus.

Rolfsberg struggled with the engine the most. His creations were pedestrian. Whatever he shared with the group, they improved. His imagination couldn’t keep up. He became almost palpably jealous, especially once Wong and Carl discovered flight. Rolfsberg spent most of their meetings sulking. He had great success with the nanoconstructors, using them to improve his materials fabrication but he was clearly disgruntled. Thanks to his work, they had each upgraded their mana engines three times by September. Both Rolfsberg and Janicki insisted that the discarded engines be destroyed at a molecular level, using the energy contained in the engine to implode and disintegrate the case and all evidence of its existence. “We have to be careful,” Rolfsberg argued. “We all know who funded Mark’s work. We all know that corporations like that take great pleasure in exploiting the work of scientists without paying them a dime. I for one do not intend to do this work for free. If they want it, they’re going to have to pay.” The argument was a long one that night, but in the end all agreed no matter how reluctantly that the work must be guarded jealously.

Janicki took Balfour’s designs for portable power sources and expanded their range, output and longevity. Uninterested in the parlor tricks of flight, the garish displays of power like Carl’s flame dragons and fireballs, he concentrated on something the group could sell. He started small, creating small power amplifiers for the lab. The power amplifiers he dubbed ‘glowbugs.’ He could attach one of the tiny cylinders to any power source, from a fuse box to a generator, a battery pack or even a wall outlet. With a tiny jolt of energy from his mana engine, the glowbug could produce power for whatever device they were attached to indefinitely. He could di. He coual up or down the amount of power generated by the glowbug so that he could split the device’s power consumption between the glowbug and a traditional supply. Janicki’s eyes lit up when he talked about the glowbug’s marketability.

As the campus buzzed with costumed students celebrating Halloween, the group met in the lab to discuss their most ambitious experiment, one they would use to prove their success and unveil their research to the public. They set the date of the experiment during the wee hours of November the second.

*****

After long nights of furious work by the entire group, they had their proof of concept prepared. Their first prototype was a glowbug on steroids, as Janicki put it, a featureless box standing over six feet tall. While glowbugs were wired into an existing power source, this larger, more powerful version would generate power wirelessly to any electrical device within its sizeable radius. This cloud of energy gave the device its name, the cloud generator. Due to the mana engine’s asymmetrical power conversion ratio, they couldn’t pin down how long the cloud would operate on the tiny bit of startup energy. It might only last a few minutes, or it could go for years. Rolfsberg’s math was imprecise, and everyone else was too busy with their own work to double-check him thoroughly. Since the generator had no moving parts, as long as it could generate power, it would need no physical maintenance. If it worked, it could literally power an entire building without cost.

The experiment was certain to attract attention. In order to test the cloud, the group would have to disconnect the Engineering Center from the campus’s power grid. If the generator worked as planned, the Center’s power would be restored within seconds, but even that tiny interruption in power would be noticed. Since their work would most certainly be discovered whether it succeeded or failed, they had decided to make this night their public debut. Once the campus administration questioned them, they would reveal their research by releasing it into the GlobalNet as open source designs.

Carl and Lydia would sneak into the Center’s maintenance room and disconnect the back up generators first, then flip the switch on the whole complex. As the building went dark, Balfour would activate the cloud. Nervous anticipation made his stomach do flip-flops as he listened to Lydia’s reports. This was it, everything he’d worked for. He hadn’t eaten all day from the nervousness. His skin tingled with anticipation. His breathing seemed too rapid, too shallow. In the back of his mind, he could hear the voices urging him on, that subconscious creative inspiration whispering concepts and blueprints and ideas and visions into his head from the deepest recesses of his mind.

“We’re in place, Dr. Balfour,” Carl said after what seemed an eternity. “Disconnecting the backups now.”

“Be careful,” Rolfsberg hissed. Carl gissed. Crumbled inaudibly. He needed no instruction on the need for secrecy. Rolfsberg’s nervousness made him even more insufferable.

Balfour checked his instruments one more time from his seat. He marveled at the engine’s abilities; he could do everything from his chair without ever lifting a finger. “Dr. Wong, Dr. Janicki, are you ready?”

Wong hovered over the cloud generator. He had taken to levitating inside the lab as much as he could, but especially when Rolfsberg was around. Balfour thought he was showing off. The young scientist gave a hearty thumbs-up sign, a smile stretching from ear to ear. Janicki answered, “We are as good as we’re ever going to get, Mark.”

“Carl, disconnect the backups.”

“Backups down. Got a warning light blinking in here.”

“Let it go. Proceed to blackout.”

Lydia’s silken voice broke through the channel. “Shutting down now.”

The building seemed to convulse once, then sigh into silent darkness. Only the computers that ran off individual backup power supplies lit the lab. “Fire it up, boys.”

Wong and Janicki gestured at the cloud generator, each firing a tiny particle at the machine. Two globes of light about the size of marbles shot from their hands and struck the generator’s smooth outer surface, causing the outer skin to briefly glow a muted blue before the particles disappeared.

“Did it work?” Rolfsberg asked out of the black.

“I don’t see any lights,” Janicki snapped, stating the obvious.

A low hum began to sound from the inky darkness. An imperceptible ambient glow grew to sheathe it in white light, throbbing like a heartbeat in an eerie cascade. One of the robotic arms closest to the generator twitched, then snapped into life. Lights began to burn, flooding the room with a sudden, disconcerting light. The battery backups on the computers shut off with numerous audible clicks. As the hum of the generator grew strong, Balfour heard the building’s heating sigh to life. He displayed readouts of the power generation, confirming that it was working exactly as planned. But rather than level off, the power of the cloud continued to build, incrementing slowly at first, but as each second passed, its output doubled, trebled, and climbed on and on at an exponential rate.

“Lydia, Carl, how’s it look down there?”

“Power is steady and strong.”

“This output isn’t leveling off. It’s already passed our highest estimates and keeps going.”

“Is it stable?”

Janicki answered qki answeuickly. “There’s a distinct hum, but no other outward negative signs. The casing is cool to the touch.”

“Rolfsberg, can this casing contain that kind of buildup?”

Rolfsberg tapped at a console furiously. “The casing is well within safe limits. Can we tamp down the output?”

“Trying,” Balfour responded, maneuvering the equations as holograms in the air above him. “It’s not responding. It’s like it won’t stop building until it completes a specific cycle.”

“Did you program that in?”

“No, this is entirely unexpected. Rolfsberg, are you sure of your math?”

“My math is solid, goddamnit!”

“Obviously it isn’t!” Wong shouted back. “Dr. Balfour… something’s happening here.”

Balfour looked down from his equations. The generator had started glowing, a cold white light building on the top surface. “Shut it down, boys. Shut it down.”

Janicki and Wong gestured. Draining the feeder particles back out of the generator should gradually shut down the machine, at least in theory. The two particles flew from the machine, zipping into Wong and Janicki’s outstretched hands before disappearing. The light continued to grow brighter. “It’s not working.”

“Shit. Shit. Rolfsberg, get in there and help them drain it.”

“Into what?”

“I don’t know, something else!”

“I think it’s too late for that, boss,” Janicki sighed.

Balfour’s readout spat back a final message. “Power-up cycle complete.” His eyes snapped back to the miniature star growing on top of the generator. He cursed silently.

An icy shaft of brilliant light exploded upwards, slicing through the ceiling like a hot knife through butter. A whoosh of air followed the light up into the ceiling, through the five floors above and onwards until it reached the clouds of the chilly night sky. Balfour stood hesitantly and walked to the machine, staring up through the hole in the ceiling to watch the darkened clouds swirl around this massive pillar of silent light. His stomach sank. There would be no explaining away this experiment. It had worked though not as they’d expected. For the first time since their dangerous experiments had begun, he was genuinely afraid for their survival.

The light eclipsed all and he was swallowed in brilliant white unconsciousness.

*****

Balfour woke to sunlight streaming over his body from the hole in the ceiling. A moment’s confusion left him unsure of where he was, but the steady hum of the cloud generator jarred his memory with a focused shot of dread. The pillar of light still stood, reaching up towards the morning clouds. As he studied the sky further, he noticed that the light was muted like a pair of weak sunglasses stood between him and the blue sky above. He sat up, noticing that Janicki lay unmoving next to him. Wong still hovered in the air despite being unconscious, his arms hanging limply at his sides. Balfour noted with a curious detachment that the flight equation didn’t require conscious maintenance. A groan from behind shook him from his musings.

“What was that?” Rolfsberg shouted from a heap on the floor. The Norseman pushed a robotic arm that had fallen over him aside and struggled shakily to his feet. “Hello, is anyone there?”

“Here,” Balfour answered while checking Janicki’s pulse. Alive. He shook the unconscious scientist awake.

“What… who? Shit, we’re alive.” Janicki seemed surprised by this fact as he stared up wide-eyed at Balfour. “Do we have power?”

A quick glance around the room confirmed that the generator was indeed working. “I’m a bit more concerned about what that flash was, but yes, it’s working. Better than we’d anticipated, apparently.”

“I told Wong that his math was off,” Rolfsberg hissed. Janicki threw Balfour a knowing glance and a wry smile.

“Still an asshole,” Janicki whispered under his breath.

Balfour’s connection to Lydia and Carl was still active. “Lydia? Carl? Are you two ok? Answer me.” He heard the pair stirring back to consciousness.

“What happened?” Lydia said sleepily.

“We’re still trying to determine that. Do you have power down there?”

“Yes. The generator worked?”

“Affirmative. Unfortunately, we’ve got a bit of a side effect here. And we’ve slept for… I’m not sure how long, it’s daylight outside.” He glanced over at the clock, but it had malfunctioned, its digital display cycling through its series of numbers at breakneck speed. He tried to connect to the GlobalNet to update his own internal HUD clock, but no connection was found. “Just get back here and we’ll figure out what happened.”

“I guess we wait for security to come and escort us off campus,” Janicki joked. Despite the humor, they all or, theyexpected it. “I don’t think we make enough in a year combined to pay for that hole.” They sat in embarrassed silence waiting for the hammer to fall, each fidgeting with their own data from the generator’s operations. When Carl and Lydia finally burst through the double doors to the lab, Balfour jumped as if electrocuted. He sighed with relief to see his colleagues instead of a team of campus cops.

“You have to come see this,” Lydia shouted. “Come outside, quick!” She motioned at them with her hand then ran back out the doors, ignoring the hole in the ceiling completely. Balfour raised an eyebrow at Janicki and followed.

They ran down the hallway to the stairs, barely keeping up with Lydia as she retreated down to the ground floor. She blasted through a side door into the parking lot. Balfour stared around for a minute, seeing nothing out of place. The parking lot was mostly deserted despite the hour. He looked back up at the tower where his lab was located, scowling at the pillar of light poking out of the top. Then he noticed the dome, the polarizing effect of the energy field dulling the chill November sunlight. The temperature was a bit warmer and stuffier than he would have expected, perhaps a function of the dome’s translucence acting like the glass in a greenhouse. He followed the curvature of the dome across the horizon. It was enormous, possibly miles in diameter. No way could they hide their experiments with that overhead.

“The cloud appears to be visible,” he observed. “That was unexpected. Your calculations on the range were also incorrect, Rolfsberg.”

The Norseman started to protest but Lydia interrupted. “No, not the dome. Don’t you notice anything else? Anything missing?”

There was a silence in the air, a disconcerting stillness that distorted their voices with an eerie echo. Despite the proximity of the nearby buildings, he felt isolated on a clear open field, alone in a massive desert.

“No security. We ran into nobody on the way from the lab to here. No one in the parking lot. No early morning joggers. There’s nobody here.”

“No,” Janicki objected. “It’s just early.”

“Do you ever remember it feeling this empty? This quiet? Even this early? And how early is it, anyway? My watch isn’t working at all, but it looks like class time to me. There should at least be the joggers or the security. Look at the street.” She pointed to a security truck sitting in the road. At first it appeared to be idling but on closer examination, the truck had drifted unattended to a rest on the cub. The cab was empty with the engine running. Balfour reached in and put it in park, then shut off the engine.

“She’s right. What kind of security guard leaves his truck running in gear? We need to scout out, see how far the dome extends and if there’s anyone else left here. Take a car if you need to.”

“I think we just made a city disappear.”

*****

Chapter 18
November 7, 2028
Time Unknown
“Gone? Just gone?” Bridge had listened as patiently as he could to Balfour’s story, but the finality of an empty city, the sheer bleakness of having come all this way only to find Aristotle’s grandmother vanished crushed him with fatigue. He slumped further into his chair. “And you eggheads don’t have clue one where all these people went?”
“No, Mr. Bridge. We scoured the whole city in all directions. We didn’t find one corpse, not one molecule, nothing to show that any of the residents within the dome survived. These ghosts which you’ve already seen are the only evidence they ever existed. Most of the ghosts don’t even seem to know we’re here. They come at random times but never for very long.”
Janicki offered a theory with cool detachment. “I’ve considered the possibility that the cloud generator experienced a power surge. This surge might have disintegrated all non-plant organic matter underneath its area of effect. Plant life is unaffected but humans, pets… all gone.”
“And you guys,” Bridge replied.
“If we accept Dr. Janicki’s surge hypothesis, we can deduce that our mana engines rendered us immune to the effects,” Lydia explained.
“That is a logical deduction. After all, we can juggle fireballs and lightning without getting singed. The engine seems to lend us a remarkable resistance to electricity, heat, perhaps even other forms of more harmful radiation.”
Bridge scoffed. “Rolfsberg didn’t seem too immune to heat.”
Balfour peered down his nose at Bridge distastefully. “No need to be petulant. We’re still exploring the rules of our upgraded conditions.”
“Great. I’m dealing with wizards who don’t even know the extent of their magic. Five idiot savant Merlins.”
“Wizards? Magic? You sound like Carl with his dragon illusions. We aren’t magicians. There’s no such thing as magic. We’re scientists. All of our abilities can be explained by a more thorough understanding of the mana engine, something we’ve been trying to accomplish while we waited for you. Dr. Wong has been experimenting with his sports simulation. Dr. Carlisle has been examining the startling variety of dense particle combinations the engine can facilitate. Dr. Janicki and I have been attempting to better understand the cloud generator, and we think we can shut it down, though the results will be rather explosive.”
“Science, magic, same thing to a caveman.”
“There is another possibility.” The voice startled everyone. Wong had appeared in the doorway. His eyes were red and puffy, and he walked with his shoulders slumped as if they bore the weight of the world.
“Quon!” Lydia shouted and ran over to him. “Are you all right?” She clutched his face lovingly with both hands. He pulled her hands down softly, nodding his head. Though calm as a still sea, his expression betrayed a tumultuous spirit.
“You have a theory, Dr. Wong?” Balfour asked.
“The engines and the generators work off the principle of firing particles cross-dimensionally, right? What if the particular combination of particles we fired into the generator created a reaction that opened that dimensional tunnel too wide? The energies unleashed could have shifted the dimensional frequency of the organic material in the area of effect, except for those of us with mana engines whose bodies were already attuned to the engine’s dimensional energies. We’re anchored at the same frequency as the cloud generator, but those who weren’t at the time are constantly shifting back and forth across the dimensional barrier. When the ghosts appear, it’s just the echo of their consciousness coming close to the same phase as the cloud but never quite syncing up.”
Bridge tried to follow the Chinese scientist as best he could. “So you’re saying the people here could be saved? You could sync them back up with this cloud thingie?”
Wong stared at him with a puzzled expression. “Save them? Do you have any concept of how difficult it would be to try to guess the particular dimensional frequency of just one person and then sync that person in with the rest of us?” He laughed a hollow, soulless chuckle. “No, I guess you don’t. It would be like trying to catch one specific water molecule with a net the size of the Milky Way while that water is traveling at the speed of light. And even if we could reconstitute whatever energy state their consciousness is trapped in, their organic matter has likely been converted to that energy.”
“I’m sorry to say those people are gone, Mr. Bridge.” Balfour spoke with such detached certain finality that Bridge’s stomach burned.
It all began to swirl in his mind. Fatigue and despair weighed on him so heavy it felt as if a fully-loaded truck sat on his chest, restricting his breathing. They’re all dead. Or stuck between dimensions, whatever that meant. It was probably worse than being dead. Aristotle’s grandmother, the Naturalist recruiters, they were all gone, for all intents and purposes dead.
Despite all the talking and effort and wheeling and dealing Bridge had done to get to this point, to get to Boulder to perform some miraculous rescue, he hadn’t really cared. He hadn’t come to save Aristotle’s grandmother, no matter how much he had told his bodyguard. Bridge had . Bridgealways known that deep down. It was why he would never make Aristotle a promise. Not because he logically knew that the chances of her survival or of Bridge being able to do anything to find her were so remote as to be impossible, but because he hadn’t come here to help. He was here because he was angry. He was here because somehow these geeks had gotten into his head and compelled him to come here, had forced these choices on him. He was here because he was pissed off at being jerked around.
His anger, his fatigue, his sense of failure, and deep down his own self-loathing finally exploded. “GODDAMNIT!” Bridge snapped, lifting the desk next to him and tossing it aside. Papers and books flew everywhere. A console screen exploded in a shower of sparks. “I came here because my bodyguard’s grandmother lives around here somewhere… lived. And you fuckers are telling me that she’s dead, just like that? She’s just dead?”
“No, Mr. Bridge, you’re here because we called you here,” Balfour stated without emotion. “We are fully aware of what our experiments have wrought. The Legios Corporation and the US government will find every excuse to blame the deaths of these people directly on us. And before they are done with us, Chronosoft and any other corporation that funded our research will claim ownership of every bit of it. They will bury us in a deep dark hole and they will steal everything we created. They will turn all of it into another means of exploitation, or another weapon.”
“You sound like my buddy Stonewall,” Bridge chuckled wryly.
Lydia elaborated. “We talked it over before we activated the cloud generator, Bridge. Whether the experiment had succeeded or failed, we were going to need someone to represent us, someone who could help us negotiate, or help us hide if the corporations went after us. We would need someone like you. Dr. Balfour’s friend Freeman said you were the man we needed.”
“Once we realized what we’d done,” Janicki took up the story, “we knew we had to have you here quickly. But the cloud was interfering with all forms of communication in or out. So we sent Carl outside the dome and sealed it, making sure only he could open it from that side. He was to send the message and wait for you to come.”
“He got a little overzealous,” Bridge responded. “Not only did he get me, he’s hypnotized every jack head from five states over to flock here like you were handing out free Trip. And he attacked a National Guard post, which has probably caused fifteen kinds of holy hell out there.”
“We think they might have attacked him. This is his last message.” Balfour gestured and Carl’s distorted voice filled the room. Though Bridge could see no speakers in the room, it filled his ears as well as any sound system could.
He recognized the nasally, artificially augmented tones of the dragon Carl. “They’re everywhere! Tanks and soldiers. I’m hit bad. I don’t think I’m going to make it. I can’t believe it. I didn’t think it was possible. They’ve killed a technomancer.” The message ended with a booming explosion and a burst of static.
“Until you got here, we assumed thae assumet meant he was dead. Now that we know he might still be alive out there, we need to find him. We need to disappear, to destroy any trace of our work and set ourselves up somewhere else with new identities and new facilities. We need you to get us out of here.”
“What’s the plan then?”
“We don’t have a plan, Mr. Bridge. That’s why you’re here.”
*****
“I gotta freshen up,” Bridge muttered. His head was spinning, fatigue beginning to take its toll. “Where’s the can?”
The scientists all looked at each other in puzzlement. Janicki pointed out the double doors. “Down the hall.” Bridge strode out of the room shaking his head, barely noticing the others. His mind was racing from idea to idea, analyzing the events of the last days and formulating plans he couldn’t even consciously grasp through his weariness. He half-staggered down the hall to the bathroom, absentmindedly walking through the ladies’ room door before realizing where he was and turning around.
He stood before the mirror in the men’s room, the water swirling loudly in the sink. Reaching his hands into the cool water, he splashed his face. The shock of the near-freezing liquid took his breath away for a moment, but it crystallized his subconscious musings into concrete conscious thoughts. The scheme he was cooking up was big. It would require some long-range commitment on his part, but if it worked, he would personally benefit as much as the geeks. One cold, hard look in his own eyes, the mirror reflecting his desperate cunning and fatigued sparkle of insanity, then he self-consciously straightened his clothes. The last thing he needed was the grin, the cocksure slight uptick of the corner of his lips, the expression that said he had the situation under control.
When he returned to the lab, the four scientists were huddled around whispering in conspiratorial tones. They went deathly silent when they saw him. “You geeks ready to perform the biggest magic trick in the history of the universe?” Bridge said with that crazy confident smile.
Their stunned silence was answer enough. “Here’s how it’s going to go down. You’re dead, all of you, even your buddy Carl out there. In fact, you never existed. You cannot exist now or in the future. To even leave a hint that you were ever here during this clusterfuck is to sign your own death warrant, for realz.”
“How do we do that?” Lydia asked.
“Magic, baby. Magic.”
color=”#“There’s no such thing as magic,” Balfour scowled.
“Flying fucking dragons, guys tossing around fireballs like baseballs, energy shields, football golems, need I go on? You guys are wizards if ever there was one. You show one-tenth of what I’ve seen to the knuckle-dragging rubes on the street, they’ll either think they’re in a movie, or you’re some kind of magic man.”
“But everything we’ve done is a side-effect of this dimensional-particle technology,” Balfour insisted. “We can’t quite explain all of it, but there has to be a rational, scientific explanation for it. Just because we’ve discovered how to use it doesn’t mean we’ve been able to understand it all. Marie Curie discovered radiation without understanding the dangers.”
Janicki snickered. “Until the radiation sickness killed her.”
“Yes, but that’s what I mean. Eventually, science found a logical explanation, and we can find one for all of this.”
“And until then, you guys are magicians. Wizards.” A name he’d heard on science-fiction TV during his childhood leapt to mind. “Technomages, technomancers. Wizards whose spells are created using technology. Does that sound more acceptable?”
Balfour shrugged. “It makes as much sense as wizards. One doesn’t weave spells from technology, one just applies theorems to practical…”
“Yeah, you? You don’t get to speak to the public. You could ruin a wet dream.”
Lydia interrupted. “Great, we call ourselves technomages or technomancers then. Are we going on television to reveal ourselves to the world?”
“No,” Bridge sighed. “I’m creating an event here, lady. Do you want the Chronosoft’s of the world finding you and picking your brain for every little trick you can think up?” She shook her head. “Then you have to distract them. People are going to want to know what happened here, and the less they know of what actually happened, the less chance you five have of being blamed for the deaths of thirty thousand people, got it?”
“But how does calling ourselves technomancers help us?”
“You guys know anything about history? Probably not, you’re more concerned with the Big Bang than with history, am I right? Anyway, you know about the Crusades right? Good.”
Bridge crossed his arms with casual confidence as he began to tell the story. “Well, the Christians, these Frenchies and Germans and whatever captured this town called Antioch from the Muslims. One of the priests with the army, guy named Peter Bartholomew, claimed to have a vision. This vision told him that a holy artifact was buried in some church in Antioch. He probably made the whole damn thing up to inspire the troops. After all, the Crusades hadn’t been the cakewalk most of the idiots thought it would be. So, he goes and digs up the floor of the Church and lo and behold, there’s this lance head buried undad burieerneath the Church. ‘A miracle!’ he says. ‘This is the Holy Lance that the Romans used to pierce Christ’s side on the cross,’ he says.”
“The Spear of Destiny?” Wong asked.
“Holy Lance, Spear of Destiny, who knows? Not important. They find this lance head and show it off to the army. The head Crusaders, they’re real skeptical. I mean, it looks just like one of their spears, so they figure this guy’s yanking their holy chain, right? But as soon as the grunts see this lance, they go ape shit. I mean, any army that carries the Holy Lance of God cannot possibly be defeated. They’ll just rampage over the heathens. And these happy assholes believed it.”
“Maybe it was the starvation, the heat stroke, the fasting, or maybe the lance really was some kind of magic holy mojo, but whatever it was, the army starts winning. Guys are running into battle getting shot to shit by arrows and shit, but they don’t care. They’re totally oblivious to their own wounds, slaughtering Muslims left and right, just batshit crazy suicide bombs in armor tearing ass from one side of the Holy Land to the other. They drive off the Muslims, but instead of thanking old Peter there, the leaders of the Crusade accuse him of making the whole thing up.”
“You know what an actual trial by fire is, right? Light up this stretch of ground between two points and force the accused to walk through the fire. You live, you’re innocent, you burn and you’re a liar, liar pants really on fire. Well, they put Peter through one of those and he comes out totally unscathed. Scared shitless, but unharmed. They make him do it again. Once ain’t enough proof, get it? It makes them look bad. But he makes it through again. Now, he’s probably thinking he’s either the luckiest motherfucker alive, or maybe God really has blessed him. What’s that got to be like, going from scared of being a crispy padre to thinking you might really be some kind of messenger from God? The crowd fucking loves him after that. Here’s the guy that’s brought them the bomb, the divine intervention that will save their asses from a slow, scorching death in some fly-ridden foreign shithole. They start to cheer. They start to paw at him, ‘cos everybody wants a piece of this lucky divine son of a bitch. Everybody wants a bit of hair, or some of his robe, because if this fucker is blessed, maybe I can lucky rabbit foot’s my way to surviving this crazy ass war by pinning a pound of his flesh to my armor.”
“And they pick at him for days. By the time they’re done, he’s been trampled and ripped apart by this insane crowd of fanatics. He inspires them to victory and he gets ripped to pieces for it. I heard that story when I was twelve. Not sure how much of it is true, but it always stuck with me.”
The scientists stared at Bridge in confusion. Balfour asked, “I’m confused. In this allegory, are we supposed to be the crowd or the priest?”
Bridge grinned. “You’re the Lance, Mr. Wizard.”
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Bridge laid out the logistics of his plan to the skeptical group. It was bold, ambitious and larger than life, but he was sure it would work. Once they’d all bought into it, he set them to their individual tasks. As they went about their work, he went about his. He had one thing more to do before leaving Boulder, and he needed to do it alone.
The address was easy enough to find. He drove to a modern, somewhat swanky condo complex near the Pearl Street Mall. Bridge wandered through the halls until he found the right door, Condo 17 A, just like the book had said. The place was deserted, barren like every other place under the dome. Though it took only a few minutes to drive there, the sun was already peaking up over the mountains in the distance. He wasn’t sure if the temporal distortion was accelerating or not, but his body sure wanted that sun to be the signal for sleep. He would usually be in bed right about this time and his arms and legs felt as if they moved through molten lead. But he struggled to the door and made his way through it with a few well-placed kicks. He chuckled at the dichotomy of such an expensive place buying such cheap locks. The alarm system blared a deafening claxon to an audience of one. He ignored them as he entered her apartment and sagged into a chair with an audible thud.
He had asked Lydia about the ghosts before leaving. “When do they show up?”
“Random times. I tried to track it the first few days, but there was no discernible pattern other than that they show up once a day… er, once a solar cycle, that is. Close enough to a day for us.”
“So if I hang around here at least a day, they’ll come back?”
She nodded. “For a few minutes. Why do you ask?”
He just waved her off. “One more thing I have to take care of.”
There he sat in Lalasa Freeman’s apartment, waiting to meet her ghost while hoping he didn’t, hoping against every cynical bone in his body that she wouldn’t be here, wouldn’t have been affected, a strange guilt weighing him down. Of course, he didn’t cause her death anymore than he should have felt guilty for not saving her. Guilt was one of the emotions he rarely felt, as if it was a disease and he was immune to its contagion. But he felt the guilt now, felt it like a two-ton stone in his gut. He knew better, but he still found himself hoping she had taken a trip, had gone to visit a friend outside the dome’s range, that they would yet find her somewhere safe and sound. He hoped and he blamed himself and he sat waiting. He tried to stay awake, marveling at the powerful paintings that hung all over the place, but his chin fell to his chest as his body gave in to the urge to sleep.
He woke to the rushing of blood in his ears, the itch of his jack burning on his neck. The hairs on his arm stood on enm stood d. He could feel something about to happen, just like it had the first time he’d seen the ghosts, and he steeled himself. The world blinked.
He opened his eyes and there she was. A short, slightly stocky black woman with neat cornrows in her hair and glasses perched on her nose, the ghost of Lalasa Freeman stood before Bridge. She seemed to be staring around the apartment, at her artwork, her counters, her chair where this young intruder sat staring back at her agape. “Who are you?” she asked, the hint of fear cutting through the distortion in her voice.
“Mrs. Freeman?”
“Mrs. Freeman was my mother. My name’s Lalasa, son. Now what are you doing in my apartment? Did you bust open my door? Why can’t I see right?” She adjusted the glasses on her nose and scowled. “My prescription ain’t due up for another six months. What’d you do to me?”
“Nothing, ma’am,” Bridge said, an unconscious respect appearing in his voice. “Well, I busted in the door, but didn’t figure you’d be in a position to mind.”
“Mind? Hell yes, I mind, you little fucker. You here to steal an old lady’s purse? I’m on a fixed income and my credit is tied up in this place. You won’t get nothing worth a damn out of me.”
“I’m not here to steal from you, Mrs. F… Lalasa,” he replied. “I’m here because Marcus sent me.”
“Marcus? That boy needs to learn to call his grandmother. I ain’t gonna be around forever.”
An unfamiliar sensation of regret stabbed at Bridge’s heart. “Yeah, about that,” he choked, “he’s fine. But you aren’t. You’re a ghost.”
“Nonsense, boy. You’re the ghost. How you do that, by the way? Gas? Nanovirus? Cloaking suit?”
“It’s not me, it’s you,” he said firmly. “There was an accident, and everyone here is… well, they aren’t dead, exactly, I guess. There’s just ghosts, like you. You blink in and out for a few minutes every day. We don’t have much time.”
She seemed to take the news of her condition in stride. “Well, you’re obviously crazier than a bedbug, but I’ll bite. How is my grandson? Is he keeping his nose clean? No more drugs, gangs?”
“He’s clean,” Bridge lied. “He’s working for me.”
“Doing what?”
“He’s a bodyguard. But he’s going to college, he’s getting a philosophy degree.”
“Good, good. Boy always was smarter than he let on. I tried to teach him right, teach him that money wasn’t as important as a peaceful spirit. Why’s he bodyguarding you? You ain’t doing nothing criminal, are you?”


eight=“0” width=“29”>He lied again. “No, not exac… no. He’s safe, and I intend to keep him that way. I just wanted to know if there was anything you wanted me to tell him. You might not ever be able to see him again.” 

“Oh, I’ll see him again. One day we’ll all be one with the universe, and his spirit will be there right beside mine.”

“Ok, sure, we’ll do that. But while he’s here, is there something you want to say?”

The ghost stood for a moment in concentrated thought. “I don’t know that I believe you, what with the ghost thing, but yeah, I got something to tell him.”

Bridge began to feel the encroaching event, his body tingling, his jack burning. The ghosts would be gone soon. “You don’t have a lot of time, ma’am. Please.”

“Tell him I was always proud of him. Even when he was at his worst, I always knew he’d succeed, he’d get it together. Deep down, he knows who he is. He…” The world blinked, and when Bridge opened his eyes again, she was gone.

With an exhausted sigh, he left the apartment and drove back to the Engineering Center to prepare for the escape.

*****

Chapter 19

November 8, 2028

6:36 a.m.

The escape plan was a simple application of misdirection played out on a grand scale. Bridge needed to get six people out of the most watched city in the world without revealing their escape route. Between the press, the National Guard soldiers and Legios Corporation goons, and the unknowable number of government and private satellites likely trained on the city, the city was under constant observation. When the dome was dropped, the electrical dead zone around the city would go with it, and all those eyeballs would focus on Boulder unless he gave those eyes something else to see.

Getting out on foot was out of the question. Even if they could manage to stay unseen, the weather and distance would take too much out of them. Wong had not yet gotten enough control over the flight equations to carry other people, so flying was out of the question. A single car driving out of the city would be spotted within minutes. Bridge wasn’t confident enough in the mana engine’s ability to hide an entire car from satellites. While Bridge spent the day waiting for Aristotle’s grandmother, the technomancers gathered every car they could find, driving them to the edge of the dome facing outwards along six different exit points. Wong meanwhile modified his soccer AI, creating a sophisticated driving intelligence that could maneuver one car to a predetermined destination. If the car encountered an obstruction, it would transform into a giant golem robot like the car that had attacked the Legios Ranger on the journey to Boulder. Somewhere in the design phase, Bridge began referring to their abilities as spells.

Balfour scoffed. “Spells? I really think you are taking this wizard thing to a ridiculous conclusion.”

“You’re goddamn right,” Bridge countered. “And you had better learn to get used to it if we’re going to sell this technomancer thing. You don’t write programs, you create spells.”

“Why magic?”

“Because the church cornered the market on miracles. You have to make people believe in magic, because belief makes people stupid. Stupid is predictable.” Balfour appeared to want to argue, but as his mind chewed over the concept, his expression changed, first to one of confusion then acceptance. From that moment forward, he relished his role as the Alpha, first of the technomancers.

As sunlight broke on Bridge’s second day under the dome, they stood ready. Bridge, Janicki, Lydia and Balfour chose an unremarkable station wagon as their escape vehicle. They stood beside it as it lay idling at the intersection of Canyon Boulevard and Broadway surrounded by four lanes of cars pointed towards the western mountains. Six other major roads out of the domed area sat clogged with cars stacked three and four wide, each controlled by Wong’s spell.

The thorny problem of gathering up Carl was left to Wong. The youngest technomancer had been sullen but agreeable during the entire preparation. Bridge could tell that Rolfsberg’s death still weighed heavily on him, despite his enthusiasm for the programming challenge. Wong’s task was perhaps the most dangerous. The second the dome dropped, he was to send an encrypted message to Carl, giving him the details of the plan before joining the illusionist in executing their part. Balfour assured Bridge that the message would not be intercepted or decoded, another of the fringe benefits of the mana engine. Of course, they couldn’t be sure that Carl would still be alive to receive the message. They weren’t even sure when they would be emerging from the dome. Days, hours, weeks or minutes might have passed since Bridge had entered, and the message Carl had sent regarding his death might be genuine. If Carl was alive, Wong was to find him, but if there was no answer, he was to haul ass out of there, meeting the other technomancers at the Naturalist compound.

Bridge was unsure if Bud would allow him back into the compound with five new fugitives. Once the aging Naturalist found out that these fugitives were responsible for the deaths of his people, he’d probably be even less inclined to let them stay. But it was the only place Bridge had. All he would need would be a day, just a day to gather his resources and get them all to somewhere else, somewhere out of Legios territory. He wasn’t quite sure where they would end up but he was making it up as he went along.

“Are we ready?” Bridgady?” e asked. He took another hard look at his new associates, the tiniest bit of apprehension twisting his guts for the briefest of moments. But his course was set. These were the cards he’d dealt himself. Time to play them.

The group nodded. Bridge climbed behind the wheel, as he was the only one who knew where they were going. “Then let’s set it off,” he said through gritted teeth. Balfour gestured and a ball of lightning shot into the air, then split into hundreds of tiny fingers of electricity that shot off in all directions. The cars surrounding Bridge each got a jolt, and they started in tandem, a roaring grumble of automotive thunder. The first line of cars six lengths ahead jittered into gear and began to ease off the line.

Bridge turned his head to the southeast, gazing towards the Engineering Center. At first, he couldn’t see the tower over the trees and intervening buildings. But then he heard it, the crackling of energy gathering, building to some explosive crescendo. The Engineering Center had too much evidence of the technomancers’ presence. The cloud generator alone would be enough to sink them, even though no one outside of this group would have been able to decipher its uses for years. But the nanotech constructors, glowbugs and other experiments would be too valuable, too important to the upcoming investigations to let it stand. The technomancers knew they had to keep those things to themselves, at least for now. So rather than just shutting down the cloud generator and removing the dome, they needed to remove all evidence of their passing.

The technomancers turned the cloud generator’s energies back in on itself. They would implode the device, and the resultant implosion would wipe out the entire Engineering Center complex. Just as Wong’s fireball had disintegrated Rolfsberg’s body, every iota of physical evidence of their experiments in the Center would end up as ash.

Bridge finally located the Center by the pillar of light. It began to blink, to fade, falling away towards its source in a cascade of blinding light. The dome, deprived of its support, evaporated like the morning fog. All Bridge could see was light, a stunning white light that engulfed his vision. He squeezed his eyes shut and the world blinked.

*****

The car jumped, snapping Bridge’s eyes open, his breath caught in his throat. Another bump caused him to check the rear view mirror, which was filled with the hood of the car directly behind. He shook the cobwebs from his head and put the vehicle in gear, pulling out slowly to maintain pace with the cars to either side and in front. The rest of the car shook to awareness as well, staring around at the world as if seeing it for the first time.

Early morning daylight bathed the road. The buildings to either side were lit, the power having returned once the cloud generator was switched off. Bridge took a chance and tried to establish his wireless GlobalNet connection,t connec which worked flawlessly. He checked the date and time. It was early morning, a day and a few hours after he’d entered the dome. “It’s only been a day,” he told the technomancers.

“Time to jam the lines,” Janicki said and closed his eyes, concentrating on a spell. “Done.” To disguise their movements, they would need to disrupt the restored communications between Legios and the National Guard. Janicki’s spell would activate every switch it could find, sending reams of complete gibberish over phone lines, cell towers, and the GlobalNet. With that much static, Bridge’s call to Stonewall would go completely unnoticed. He had to make sure Stonewall and Aristotle arrived at the Naturalist compound ahead of him to prepare Bud for company.

The four lanes of Canyon Boulevard were packed with cars moving westward. A few vehicles were left abandoned in the road. As soon as an obstacle presented itself, one of the front line cars in the parade would transform with a screech of metal and the tinkle of exploding glass. The auto golem would smash, toss and kick the road clear for the rest of the convoy. Once the last vehicle passed, the golem’s work done, it would fold in on itself, ending life as a ball of fuel-soaked steel, glass and rubber. Bridge imagined the same thing happening at all the other spots around the city, the automatons blindly following their programming to the end.

The procession continued at around 20 miles an hour, receding as golems sprouted to deal with the obstructions. The buildings began to thin as they reached the outskirts of town and nervousness flourished in Bridge’s belly with each side street passed. Houses were replaced by trees and their army of cars seemed to get dangerously thin on the ground as they neared the cordon. Only two rows of vehicles were ahead of him as he spotted the first checkpoint. They had gone slightly less than a mile.

The checkpoint was a makeshift barrier manned by the National Guard with four cars pushed together to block the road. The soldiers seemed to be scrambling around in disarray, surprised that their communications gear was not only working, but was being overwhelmed by thousands of random messages. “Get your heads down,” Bridge commanded the technomancers. “Whatever happens, do not poke your heads above the windowsill until I tell you its safe.”

One of the soldiers had spotted the procession of cars coming towards his position and was frantically pointing it out to the rest of his team. Bridge counted at least ten soldiers, and they snapped into action with mechanical precision, ducking into cover behind the barrier while one stood holding up an arm to command the vehicles to stop. The cars continued to come and he repeated the command, his lips moving furiously with vain shouts. The cars continued. He raised his rifle and his team followed suit. Onward the procession rolled.

In the split second before he was prepared to fire, the point soldier realized that the cars were unmanned, that there was no driver to shoot. As time compressed into a slideshow of impressions, Bridge could see the confusion burst across the soldier’s face before quickly melting into horrified surprise. The front row of cars began to twist and shriek in tandem, transforming on the roll into a ten-foot tall wall of robot. Bridge could hear the thundering footsteps of the metal men, interspersed with the staccato pops of automatic weapons fire. Bullets bounced off the golems, the golor lodged in shattered windshields and burst tires. Shouts and screams erupted from the line as the golems made contact, tossing aside cars as easily as men.

They had discussed trying to keep the golems from using lethal force, but given the time frame, Wong couldn’t guarantee they would do the job at all with such parameters. In the end, Bridge had ended the discussion. “You may not want to kill those soldiers, and I don’t blame you. But think about it like this. You’re already on the hook for about 30,000 deaths. 10, 20, 30 more ain’t gonna make any difference.” The mood darkened, but the point was well made. Whatever guilt they might feel over the deaths of these soldiers couldn’t be worse than their original mistake.

Bridge clenched his teeth. Though the golems were doing their job, the road wasn’t completely clear. Soldiers ran towards the shelter of the trees to either side of the highway, but the golems had only managed to toss three of the four cars away. The now front line of the procession was transforming to help clear the way. Bridge’s line of cars was going to have to swerve to get around the last obstruction, and soldiers still sheltered behind the final car. An explosion rocked the scene as one of the soldiers fired a shoulder rocket into the face of a golem menacing him, showering the road with sparkling bits of steel shrapnel, some of which struck Bridge’s windshield. Spider-web cracks appeared all along the surface. Bridge was going to pass the last car in the roadblock to the right. As the car passed the barrier, the rocket-firing soldier’s nerve broke, and he half-turned to run for the shelter of the trees.

Bridge had no chance to miss him. The soldier struck Bridge’s side of the car, the mirror catching him on the hip and spinning him around hard like a broken marionette. He slammed across the hood of the last car, his head slamming into the windshield with a sickening crack. Past the barrier at last, Bridge snapped his neck around to catch a glimpse of the damage he’d done. The soldier lay limp across the car’s hood until the golems managed to lever the car off the road. The rag doll soldier’s broken body slumped sickly to the pavement and lay still. Bridge gritted his teeth and drove on, trying hard to shut out the sounds of the golems shrinking into inert spheres.

*****

The final component of Bridge’s escape plan was the most important and most perilous, as Bridge had to rely on Wong to pull it off. Since he was the only one besides Carl who could fly, he would be able to reach the dragon-man faster than anyone else. The two of them could escape as the bird flies, avoiding any checkpoints. But they would also need to create the biggest diversion, pulling off a pantomime act that would distract the corporations, governments and media from the real escape while also setting up the mythology Bridge had hastily crafted.

Carl had been seen multiple times as the dragon. If the last message the technomancers had received from him was accurate, he would eventualould evely be caught and killed if he hadn’t already been. Bridge knew the mentality of the Legios management. They would want to capture the dragon and dissect it, and the federal government wouldn’t be far behind them. If they managed that feat, they would have their hands on a mana engine. They’d figure out how to recreate the technology somehow. Bridge had to give them Carl, or at least the illusion that they had taken care of Carl, but without letting them actually have him or his technology. That particular sleight of hand was going to be tricky, but like all magic, it had to be done in plain sight.

As soon as the dome dropped, Wong sent a message to Carl. The technomancers could communicate with each other on a GlobalNet sublevel that possessed the same impenetrable electronic invisibility that the mana engine gave to their physical forms. The message outlined the plan and set up a rendezvous point. Wong would meet Carl and the two of them would head towards the nearest checkpoint, staying out of sight. Once there, they would send the empty dragon skin illusion on an errand of mayhem, attacking the nearest opposition it could find as loudly as possible. In the end, the dragon would lose and be destroyed, at which point the two technomancers were to fly to a rendezvous with the rest of the group before driving on to the Naturalist compound.

Of course, merely sending the dragon out to die wouldn’t establish the technomancer’s reputation. Bridge assumed the Legios Corporation or the feds would do their best to keep the dragon under wraps until they could devise a plausible cover story. Bridge needed his version of the story to get out, needed the world to see the magic, to establish the technomancer brand. Wong would send a nanobot camera to take up a position behind the checkpoint and film the whole thing. A little creative editing and extensive viral distribution would reveal the technomancers to the world, thanks to the dogged freelance journalism of Sanderson Fielding.

Fielding didn’t exist, of course. Once clear, Bridge would put Angela on the task of creating him from thin air, crafting an imaginary persona that could populate the video without the worry that an actual journo would get shut down by the corporations. Once in the wild, the video would spread the brand far and wide.

Bridge watched the video hours later at the Naturalist compound. It was impressive. The raw footage was spectacular, and the work Angela’s guys did with the final product was genius. As soon as the dome dropped, the Legios Rangers and the Guard moved towards Boulder with whatever vehicles they could find handy. The columns of car golems slowed them down briefly, but once armed vehicles moved up into the town, the columns of Legios’ Gunheds and Guard APC’s made short work of the metal army. The road ahead of the Guard was littered with smoldering heaps of metal, makeshift arms blown off torsos, craters in the pavement smoking, dust and dirt and smoke obscuring the road.

The camera panned up quickly, as if startled. The sound of shrieking modems pierced the air. The fiery form of Carl’s dragon swooped out of the sun, a shimmering silhouette with a massive wingspan diving into battle. The dragon dodged a line of tracer bullets fired from the machine gun mounted on the back of an APC, gracefully twisting right before opening its mouth to unleash a gout of flame that crackled with tiny rivulets of lightning. The APC exploded in a shower of burning bodies and shrapnel. The camera mimicked its bearer going prone. Carl’s digitally-enhancedally-enh voice boomed out over the landscape.

“This city is ours!” it screamed, the sound of a thousand nails on a chalkboard. “You intrude on the domain of the technomancers at your peril!” Another fireball torched a swath of road before igniting a Gunhed, sending its occupants scattering in screaming panic. The dragon landed on a Guard APC, wrapping its talons around the jeep before lifting it into the air with awe-inspiring strength. Having reached its desired height, the dragon tossed the APC. The camera tracked the vehicle’s flight path directly overhead, following it to its landing point on top of another Gunhed.

Several more minutes of wanton destruction followed before the Guard brought up the heavy gear, a pair of massive tanks. The dragon laughed at the tanks, spitting fire at the nearest. Though absolutely engulfed in flames, the tank continued rolling towards its target. The camera shook dizzyingly as both tanks fired in tandem. The first missed. The second caught the dragon full in the chest, exploding a hole directly through the beast in a shower of sparkling embers. The dragon recoiled in pain, its scream echoing through the hills. A third cannon shot shook the air, and the dragon lost a wing, its graceful flight turning into a sickening, twisting death spiral. The ground shook again as the dragon slammed into it full force. The snow instantly melted around it, clumps of flaming dirt flying into the air.

The crater it left behind was swathed in smoke and steam, and the camera zoomed in awkwardly for a glimpse. For long moments, the area was still as the tanks rolled forward. Finally, a flickering claw reached up to grab the lip of the crater. The beast staggered up, its chest bleeding fire and ash. The tanks fired again, blasting its arm off and throwing it back against the far side of the crater. It stood one final time, its jaw slack as it spoke its final words.

“They’re everywhere! Tanks and soldiers. I’m hit bad. I don’t think I’m going to make it. I can’t believe it. I didn’t think it was possible. They’ve killed a technomancer.”

With that final statement, the exact phrase Bridge had heard before echoing throughout the GlobalNet, the dragon evaporated into a fine ash that blew away on the wind.

*****

Epilogue

January 4, 2029

1:22 a.m.

Their escape plan had worked, better than Bridge could have hoped. All five of the technomancers had made it out of Boulder without being pursued. Bridge’s group switched cars a few times on the way to the Naturalist compound, sending each abandoned car away on autopilot from where they’d abandoned it. Bud was extremely put out by the surprise guests, even more so when he learned that Bridge had not found his missing recruiters, and the unwanted guests had been responsible for the recruiters’ deaths. Bridge managed to talk him down from shooting the whole lot, but it was close.

Once tempers had calmed, Bridge laid out the entire scenario. He explained who the technomancers were, what they had done and what Bridge planned to do with them. Rather than try to lie his way through it, he told Bud the whole truth. Though every additional person that knew the skinny endangered the whole conspiracy, Bridge figured he could need Bud’s help in the future. Any little lie would jeopardize that future relationship.

As the plan was laid out, the elderly naturalist stared at Bridge with bemused shock before flashing a begrudged smile. “You are the craziest sumbitch I think I’ve ever run into in all my years,” he admitted. “But goddamn, if it works…”

Bridge sat back with a smug smile plastered across his mug, much too satisfied with his own cleverness. Bud leaned over the table and laid a firm hand on Bridge’s wrist, like a massive anchor tying Bridge’s inflated ego to the earth. “You’re going to get a lot of people killed, you know. This thing… it’s going to get people killed. You better make sure it’s worth it.”

Bridge nodded grimly. “It’s worth it.”

Later that evening, he had an even more important conversation. Bridge led Aristotle out into the crisp night air after dinner, making nervous small talk while avoiding looking at his bodyguard. Aristotle let Bridge chatter on for as long as he wanted, oblivious to the silent tears in the larger man’s eyes. Having finally worked up the courage, Bridge stopped along the isolated trail and put a hand on Aristotle’s arm. Everything important that he needed to say was already reflected in the big man’s coal black eyes. “You know she’s dead, right?” Aristotle nodded. “There wasn’t nothing you or me could have done about that. You know that, right?” Again, a nod.

Bridge laid out the whole story, sparing no details. The culpability of the technomancers, the reasons Bridge had brought them safely out of Boulder, the visitation with Lalasa, Bridge repeated the entire story to his stoic bodyguard. Aristotle’s value to Bridge might not have been as vital as Bud’s, but Bridge needed his friend to understand, to come with him. Bridge couldn’t even admit to himself why. The unspoken need galled Bridge, and he tried to make excuses to himself that he dismissed as soon as he thought them. Whether from guilt or affection, all Bridge would admit for sure was that he needed Aristotle. “You can’t retaliate against them, brother,” Bridge finished, emphasizing the obvious. “I need them.”

Aristotle wiped his eyes. “I realize exactly what this means,” he stated without emotion. “I will not harm a hair on their head. You have my word.” They stood apart in tense silence for long minutes. “I need… can you go back? I would prefer to be alone with this for a bit. I need to process.”

Bridge nodded and headed up the trail back towards the compound. Ar compounistotle’s steely voice stopped him. “One day, there’s going to be a reckoning for the things you’ve done here, you know that?”

Bridge didn’t turn, concealing the hollowed stare that broadcast his guilt in mile-high glowing letters. “Don’t I know it, brother.” He walked back to the compound with a soldier’s eyes following his every step.

*****

The next few months were hellishly busy. Bridge had gone back to LA, sending each of the technomancers to separate locations scattered around the country. His instructions were clear. They were to meet in the flesh only if absolutely necessary. They could live anywhere they chose so long as it was away from other people. The five founders would be known as the Council of Five. The Council would meet regularly using a nest of hidden GlobalNet sub-channels created by the mana engine. They would continue their personal experiments separately, but any spells they created would be freely shared amongst the Council. Within a month Carl, Lydia and Wong had set up a hidden virtual city online, accessible only to the Council and of course, Bridge, the Council’s silent partner.

The video of the dragon battle had been seeded liberally by Michael Freeman’s wonder program. It made international news, replayed over and over by local, national and global news networks. The imaginary journo Sanderson Fielding was an overnight media sensation. The corporate owned networks searched high and low for an interview with the reclusive reporter, as much for the ratings as to target him for elimination. Bridge continued sending dispatches from the phantom journalist, spinning a fantastical narrative of a rogue freelancer pursued into hiding by a corporate conspiracy. Fielding’s investigations into the technomancers helped create the cult itself, as hackers, cyberpunks, geeks and young scientists around the world sought to transform themselves into powerful wizards.

The Order of the Technomancers became a real entity, a myth given form. Bridge was the secret brain behind the power, setting up the organization’s structure as a franchise system. He divided the world into five regions, each made up of isolated cells of mages completely unaware of the existence of other franchises, and certainly unaware of Bridge’s participation. Each of the Council was in charge of one region’s cells. They were allowed to recruit a small number of neophytes, who upon passing the showy initiation rites would be implanted with mana engines. The law of the technomancers stated that there could only be 100 mages in existence at any time. Since the new technomancers only knew of their recruiter, the Council and a few others, and only met with the Council online by petition, the lie held. Bridge envisioned a lot more than 100 technomancers, of course. But that belief, that faith that they were one of a special few gave the technomancers a confidence and some much-needed arrogance. They were discouraged from working in teams for extended periods of time. It became quite clear early on that the power of the engine inflated egos dangerously, and there were incidents. The battle between Rolfsbetween berg and Wong was small compared to some of the blowups in those first few months. The technomancers were encouraged to roam free and roam alone, selling glowbugs to whoever could pay. The Council got a percentage, and Bridge got a cut of that. The engine’s GlobalNet sub-network allowed them to move money around at will, and Bridge began amassing a large war chest.

Every technomancer was given one unbreakable covenant. Their mana engine could not fall into corporate hands. If in danger of death, a technomancer was instructed to destroy his mana engine even if it meant destroying himself, disintegrating the engine at the cellular level by implosion. Killing another technomage was frowned upon, but if it happened, the victorious mage must make every effort to retrieve and destroy the loser’s engine.

Bridge took advantage of his silent position with the technomancers. Aristotle had begun to withdraw from their arrangement almost immediately, and Bridge suspected he was drinking pretty heavily. Needing a more reliable bodyguard, Bridge “hired” one of the newly recruited technomancers, a lanky Chinese-American kid who had renamed himself as Mu. Just the rumor of Mu’s presence decreased the drama around Bridge significantly to the extent that he began to forget what a beatdown felt like. Once the Paulie situation had been resolved, he almost began to feel safe.

It wouldn’t last, of course. Bridge had put himself on a collision course with some very powerful forces. There wasn’t a corporation in the world that wasn’t after just one sample of the mana engine, and most would kill to get it. The glowbugging operations took off slowly at first, but as the rumors about the technomancers spread, business boomed. Chronosoft LGL very quickly passed a law outlawing the practice, announced smugly at a press conference by Los Angeles mayor and Chronosoft puppet Arturo Soto. Bridge grinned madly every time he thought about the trouble that he must have been causing Chronosoft Utility’s bottom line. For them to have gone to the trouble of outlawing the practices of an organization whose existence couldn’t be officially confirmed meant they were worried, if not outright panicky.

A reckoning was looming. Bridge would need all his skills, all his connections to emerge intact. At times, he wasn’t even sure the outcome would be worth it. Glowbugging was damaging the LGL system, chipping away in small chunks at one of the pillars of its social power, its death grip monopoly on energy. It might take a hundred years, but as the price of energy tended towards zero, the system’s power over commerce evaporated. The technomancer’s could hide money from the banking system completely. Control over the flow of money, over liquidity itself was no longer the exclusive domain of the LGL’s. Money by itself was useless, but money in liquid form was power. The technomancers, used correctly by someone as devious as Bridge, could whittle away at the entire LGL system, one sliver at a time. He cared nothing about the LGL’s existence or survival. If his efforts destroyed the system, he would laugh, if not, he would use the system to his advantage. He gave no thought to what would take its place were it to fall. The system was corrupt, as amoral as he had ever been at his worst, but more importantly to Bridge, it had crossed him more than enough. Surely something else would be better than the shiny-happy face of corporate dominance that lied with every collective breath. If the American Dream had been a sanitized version of “I got mine,” the LGL version was “You’ll take what we give you and like it.”

<=“0”>For Artemis Bridge, that was a challenge he couldn’t refuse. 

FIN

*****


ELEGANT SOLUTIONS TO COMPLEX HOSTILITY

The following short story takes place after the events depicted in this novel.

*****

November 26, 2028

7:26 a.m.

Artemis Bridge had a problem, and that problem was named Paulie. Paulie wanted really really badly to kill Bridge and the bitch of it all was that Bridge actually deserved it. Bridge had been indirectly responsible for Paulie losing two of his fingers. Bridge hadn’t cut the fingers off, of course; he wasn’t the violent type. They’d been severed during interrogation by Bridge’s business associates. Bridge needed information on the people who had hired the ex-footballer to retrieve a video in Bridge’s possession, part of an elaborate plot to discredit the current mayor on the eve of the election, ensuring his opponent’s victory. Paulie’s bosses at the Chronosoft Corporation had engineered the whole thing, and while Bridge and Paulie had both been mere pawns in their scheme, the grudge had become personal. Paulie had vowed to kill Bridge, and it was only through quick wits that Bridge had manipulated a smarmy executive named Brandon Thames into giving Bridge a three-month stay of execution. That three months was almost up.

Bridge had plenty of options to deal with the problem, the easiest being to hire someone to bump Paulie off. His know circuit included three killers-for-hire on speed dial, but he hesitated to use them unless absolutely necessary. Killing was messy, and after all, Bridge didn’t bear the thug any animosity. Paulie was doing his job, the shitty job some corporate cocksucker had handed him from the safety of a desk. ‘Don’t hate the t hategun for the gunshot, hate the shooter,’ Bridge thought to himself anytime he mulled over the problem. Handing Paulie a non-fatal beatdown wouldn’t do any good either. He could have tried to destroy Paulie’s credit, get him fired and pursued by police, but that would only give the thug further cause to carry out righteous vengeance. No, Bridge had to take a different approach, one that was the opposite of violent. He had to defuse the situation. He had to kill Paulie with kindness.

And so he sat in the bleachers of a football stadium in North London waiting for a meeting. He wasn’t physically in the bleachers. His body lay on his bed, connected to the exterior console on his GlobalNet crèche by a thin wire leading to the interface jack on the back of his neck. Bridge had bought a ticket to the virtual stadium, created by a series of cameras that ringed the real stadium. The cameras fed real-time video through a piece of software connected to the GlobalNet that rendered the game in full sensory 3D, including smells and sounds as well as sights. The tickets weren’t cheap, but it was better than being there. Not only did he get the sensory experience of watching the game from the stands, but the whole thing had user customized interfaces displaying stats, piping in broadcast audio, and replays from any vantage point in the stadium. Most of the organized sports in the developed world had converted their stadiums to provide this type of broadcast. The match was twenty minutes old when his appointment finally showed.

Sharples rezzed into view like a digital ghost, pixelating into solidity with a rush of filled vacuum that tickled the nerves of Bridge’s virtual skin. Like Bridge, Sharples was a know-who, go-to guy, based around the London area. His spectator avatar was very similar in appearance to the photo Bridge had seen, only without any of the physical flaws of the real Sharples. An inch or two taller than Bridge, the beak-like nose of his physical self toned down to an average size and shape, Sharples ratty spiked chestnut hair still looked as unwashed as it had in the photograph. He spoke without looking at Bridge, his eyes fixed obsessively at the pitch. “You Bridge?” Bridge nodded, and Sharples stuck out his hand.

“I don’t do contact,” Bridge retorted, “not even virtual.”

“Your bird must be a lonely woman.” He flashed a row of teeth so white the simulated sun twinkled off of them.

Bridge ignored the jab. “You had to make it a Spurs game? Was Charlton busy today?”

“Be glad I didn’t make you watch Scunthorpe.” Sharples scanned Bridge up and down with a slight air of disdain. “I smell pretend Scouser on you.”

“If you’re going to pose, at least pose with the best.” They watched without conversation for a few minutes. Sharples really got into his football, standing up and cheering when Spurs came close to scoring a goal, even heckling the ref over a missed foul call. Finally, his avatar sank back into the chair and launched right into business.

“Now this geezer you got ya self in with, he’s a right bastard, he is. I seen him play back when he had a cuppa with West Ham. Mean fucker.”

“or=”#000And then some. What do I need to do to get him off my dick?”

“You could have done with him.” Sharples pointed the sign of a gun to his forehead with his thumb and forefinger. “You gotta know somebody can clean that up. You Yanks love a bit of the gun violence.”

“I do, but that’s not how I roll. I try to avoid the bloodshed whenever I can.” Bridge’s voice trailed off as he stared across the virtual stadium, seeing a dying soldier’s eyes screaming back at him. No, Bridge would not bump Paulie off unless he absolutely had no other choice.

“You Californians, all peace and love and happiness, eh? Paulie don’t play by them rules. You’re lucky he hasn’t given you a Chelsea smile.” He made the sign of a throat slashing, his finger trailing evilly from ear to ear. “He plays by London rules. After he got bounced from the FA for match fixing, he ran with the Green Street crowd for a bit before going across the pond. He’s done for two of me acquaintances that I know of, maybe more. You sure you don’t want the permanent option?”

“I’m sure.”

“Fair enough. Your funeral, mate.” Sharples pantomimed deep thought for several moments, an act Bridge recognized. He used it himself to drive up the price.

“Paulie is pretty untouchable by himself then. He’s a complete cunt, kill you as soon as look at you. He don’t really have vices, least not any you can exploit. No drugs, he’s not loose with the birds, don’t get pissed and tell his bosses’ secrets. The plod don’t have anything they can pin on him to get him out of your hair.”

“But…” Bridge began, trailing off to prod the fixer into revealing the full story.

“He’s got family, up Manchester way. His dad was a tosser, bottled it when he was young. His mum still lives up north. She remarried, had another little brat, name of Joey. Plays a bit of the footie, but mostly fucks about with a gang of geezers up there. Kid’s only eighteen. Seems the mum had him when Paulie was a teen.”

“I’m not exactly seeing the weakness,” Bridge mused.

“Young master Joey has real footballing talent, least that’s what I heard. Could probably make it bigger than his step-brother did, if only he wasn’t such a colossal fuckup. He’s got a taste for the hard man’s life worse than Paulie. See, that’s one thing everybody says about Paulie. He does what he does because he has to. He don’t like violence, despite his stunning aptitude at the brutal arts. But his little brother… he likes it a lot. He’s done enough that most of the football clubs won’t even look sideways at him, what with this whole FA campaign about stopping the hooligans. Last thing the clubs want is a hooligan in the backfield, aye? The kid is on the path, you know what I’m saying?”

“And a misspent youth turns into history repeating itself,” Bridge finished the thought.

“Bu=”#000”>t for you, I have found a solution. I know a bloke, what knows a bloke in the United Academy. This bloke who knows this bloke is a bit of a bum boy, and he does his work discreet-like. Mr. Academy contracts the services of this bloke, something which is very frowned upon by his superiors.”

“And thus leverage can be achieved.” Sharples nodded with a mischievous grin.

“Seems some folks still got a bit of shame ‘bout their tastes, especially when the missus ain’t informed.”

The set up was done. This was Bridge’s way out. They spent hard minutes going over the details. It would cost Bridge a pretty penny, more than he needed to pay. But he would pay it.

*****

The whole deal took almost a week to come off. Bridge received an email from Sharples as the calendar turned to December telling him the job was done. Every night Bridge went out to the clubs to do business, he waited for the inevitable confrontation. There was no guarantee what he’d done would buy off Paulie. Helping out a step-brother half his age that he likely didn’t even know that well, a step-brother he might not even like, well, it certainly wasn’t assured. Paulie was a hard bastard with a grudge.

But Bridge stayed visible, deliberately putting himself out there as a lure. His time was up. It had been three months and a day. The Chronosoft exec who had ordered Paulie away from Bridge would have rescinded that order by now. Bridge sat in the Tanz bar at his usual spot, a booth in the back of the downstairs band area. His bodyguard, the gigantic Aristotle stood five paces away. Bridge worried about Aristotle these days. His grandmother’s recent death in Boulder and Bridge’s involvement in it clearly had taken their emotional toll. He thought that maybe Aristotle had been hitting the sauce before showing up late for work. Aristotle’s pupils were dilated, and his speech had the least bit of a slur, something Bridge only noticed because he was so used to Aristotle’s lucidity. Bridge was seeing off one of his more annoying wannabe clients, Sid the Poseur, when the reckoning came. A shadow engulfed the weasel Sid. Bridge looked up from the table to meet Paulie’s rock hard gaze.

“Fuck off, you tit,” the ex-footballer growled, making a dismissive gesture with his hand. Sid’s eyes grew three times their size and he fucked right off. Paulie sat down easily, making sure to show Bridge the gun dangling from a shoulder holster. He stared down Aristotle who had come to support Bridge.

“It’s ok, Aristotle, we’re cool.” Judging by the fire in Paulie’s eyes, Bridge couldn’t be sure they were anything approaching cool.

“Yeah, skulk on back into the woodwork, mate. I still owes you for a trash can to the dome.” Paulie flash Paulie ed the bodyguard a grin of pure malice, then turned his attention to Bridge. “Now you, Polly, I know how you like to talk so I’m going to tell you to shut your festering gob and let me have my say.”

Bridge nodded and let the man speak. “I don’t know what fuckhole you shagged to find out about me mum, and lucky for you, I don’t care. You went after my family, and normally that’d be it for you. But I know you and I know how you work. And being that I already owe you a serious hurting….” He held up the two cybernetic fingers that were the marks of Bridge’s fault.

“After what your Spic friend did to me and me mates, I should have done you, orders or no orders. But I’m a professional, so I waited. I half-expected you to do for me, but you didn’t. Instead you do this. Mum calls me up out of the clear blue and says little Joey got hisself a trial at the Academy today. Even got a youth contract. I think to myself that this is completely mental, right? Not only is he a year older than they look for, he couldn’t even get a sniff with his record. And kid’s got real talent when he isn’t fucking off with his mates down the pub. Then mum tells me the most interesting part. Seems I owe it all to a bridge. Or THE Bridge as it were.”

Bridge shrugged nonchalantly with the hint of a smile turning up the corners of his mouth.

“Don’t get full of yourself there, Polly. Joey never meant shit to me. Time that little bastard came along I was already down London way. I barely knew him. And he turned into a right little shit. Thinks he’s the second coming of Tupac Fucking Snoop Dre Doggy, some kind of super gangsta. He’s not even a proper geezer. I’ve seen these mates he runs around with. All of them not worth the dog shit what scrapes off your shoes. I heard the little muppets blagged a fucking pub, for fuck’s sake, a supporter’s pub. No fucking respect, and not a one would lift a finger to help his mate like proper gangsters.”

“But it ain’t about Joey or his dad. I got no beef with either of them, and his dad did the right thing by me mum. And she’s the reason you and me are square.” Bridge’s eyebrow lifted. “Yeah, that’s right, we’re square. A man ought to take care of his mum in her dotage. Way Joey was going, he’d end up on a slab before the year was out and that only matters because she’d be on the slab next to him. I can’t have that. What you did makes no sense, and I ain’t about to ascribe you with any sense of morality about the whole thing, because I know better. This was a business transaction, plain and simple. You got my fingers, I got a happy mum. I can live with steel fingers.”

Paulie leaned over then, his eyes narrowing into the hardest glare Bridge had ever seen. “But let’s be clear. You fuck with me or my bosses’ business again, I will not hesitate to ram these fingers down your gullet and pull out your innards. Are we clear?”

“As crystal,” Bridge responded without fear. “Business is business.” He held up a glass of bourbon. He couldn’t help but smile as he said, “Shall we drink to the occasion?”

“Fuck off,” Paulie cursed. He grabbed the glass out of Bridge’s hand and knocked it back in one smooth gulp. “Piss weak American mash.” Then he s” Thentalked off, leaving Bridge with a self-satisfied smile. Aristotle sidled up to the table and sat down.

“That was a good thing you did,” the bodyguard said through a smile. “You could have had him killed. Why didn’t you?”

Bridge waved off the compliment. “It was business. One of these days, I might need a guy like Paulie.”

*****

BOOK 3: if [tribe] =


Introduction

When life imitates art, the natural reaction is to chuckle, shrug one’s shoulders and move on. When life begins to imitate my own art, I get this weird amalgamation of shit-scared, apoplectic and wearily depressed. The setting for the novel you are about to read (and for the two previous novels I hope you’ve already read) is one that I often agonize over. Can readers really take it seriously? After all, I write about a future America where corporations are allowed to buy the rights to collect local and state taxes, run police and fire departments, and administer all the local social services we take for granted. It seems absolutely ridiculous on its face, or at least it did in 1994 when I came up with the idea. Not only would it be fiscally unrealistic, surely such a concept would be antithetical to the very idea of the constitutional republic that America is supposed to be. On the flip side, why would the free market adherents, the bastard children of Ayn Rand want to bother with local government, when one of their central tenets is that “government is the problem, not the solution?”

And yet, life manages to imitate my art, or at the very least, provide a credible scenario for such a travesty to occur. I’m speaking of a law that passed through the Michigan Legislature before making its insidious way to the Governor’s desk to be signed into law in March 2011. House Bill 4214 is meant to provide a mechanism for towns in financial distress to be guided out of said distress by the appointment of an emergency manager. Sounds like a well-intentioned bill, right? Many cities across the nation are one bad quarter from financial distress, and some in Michigan could already be considered economic disaster areas.

However, this law takes that concept and gives it an unhealthy dose of steroids. I don’t mean that it makes it stronger so much as it makes the law insanely strong and prone to fits of destructive homicidal rage. This emergency manager can be anyone. He is not elected. He is given such powers as the ability to null and void all contracts signed by the city. That includes the ability to nullify any collective bargaining agreements with public sector unions. This un-elected emergency manager can dissolve the town’s entire elected government.

Let that sink in. A guy you didn’t vote for can shitcan the mayor and the city council you voted into office. You can’t complain about it, because who are you going to complain to – the emergency manager who dissolved your government in the first place? This manger can set himself up as ruler of a mini-fiefdom in the land of Gov. Snyder’s kingdom.

As bad as all that is, it doesn’t take a lot of imagination to take that law and apply it on a broader scale. With the recent Citizens United Supreme Court decision, corporations, already considered “people” by legal definition, were given the right to spend unlimited amounts of money on political advertising, cementing the rights of corporations to the form of free speech – speech, in this case, being conflated with money. What’s to stop Gov. Snyder from deciding that a “corporate person” is the best “person” for the job of emergency manager in your town? That’s right, your town could become an early version of a Local Governance License, and suddenly you’re living in the world I created.

I don’t care what political party you follow, I don’t care who you voted for, if you are an American, that should make you rage. At the very least you should be scared shitless by the thought. Do you really want the same people who caused the recession of 2008 to be put in charge of running your town’s finances, of determining which streets get police patrols or fire department service? Do you want criminals like those who drove Enron and Worldcomm into the ground to have that power over your life regardless of your vote? No matter what you think about government’s role in your life, you cannot be comfortable with the thought. Imagine, for a moment, your last phone call to customer service of your cable company. Imagine being so incensed at the incompetence and arrogance displayed by that company in regards to missing your favorite TV shows. Now imagine instead of entertainment, the problem is the piles of trash outside your house that the city government won’t take away, or the house burning down in your neighborhood because your neighbor couldn’t afford the fire service fee. What would you do in this situation? Sue? Great, go ahead and try to find a lawyer willing to take your case against a monolith that has an army of lawyers on retainer and speed dial and writes the expense off as a cost of doing business. While government can be equally infuriating, at least you have some recourse when wronged – you can vote against the administration in the next election. With corporations having become so large, so powerful and so prevalent in our lives, “vote with your wallet” is not an option. Often, there are few if any competitors to the largest corporations left, having been gobbled up in acquisition after acquisition until these corporate behemoths have such a virtual monopoly as to be untouchable. Think about how many choices you have for health insurance in your state, or for cable TV in your neighborhood. In some places, there are precious few choices.

Government, like any collective, can be wildly inefficient, horribly bureaucratic and impersonal, and it can often seem like it only benefits the people who aren’t you. But do you really want to go back to the company towns of the towns o late 1890’s? Do you want your civil rights taken away from you by people you didn’t even have the opportunity to vote against? Your vote may seem a small thing but it is one of the means to hold your government accountable to your will. That is how you ensure that your government sees to your well being instead of to your exploitation.

Human history is the centuries long-struggle to establish the proper balance between the needs of the individual and the needs of the collective. Tribes formed to protect weaker individuals from stronger. The strongest ruled because they were strongest, but as rival tribes formed, the strength of the tribe became every bit as important as the strength of the individuals leading the tribe. Protecting the tribe and ensuring its prosperity was absolutely necessary to ensure the survival of the tribe. Like a living organism, the tribe’s first responsibility is its own survival, and survival requires expansion. Expansion causes conflict as resources become scarce and rival tribes fight over those limited resources. Leaders who lost sight of their duty to protect the tribe, preferring to enrich themselves over the needs of their people, were eventually replaced by those promising more prosperity, whether they were able to provide that prosperity or not. The people saw to it that their leaders lived up to their responsibility, healing the tribal organism of its sickness.

Corporations are a modern tribe of a sort. Boards and shareholders take the place of chieftains and tribal councils, while employees are the tribe’s bodies and customers are the resources that keep the tribe alive, the elk that are hunted, the land that is farmed, the stream that is fished. Overuse of resources leave the tribe starving, forcing it to move to more prosperous lands, which we call emerging markets. Mistreatment of employees will lead to employees leaving, shrinking the tribe or reducing their efficiency and morale. Their desire to fight for the tribe against rival tribes diminishes, and the tribe grows weaker. Without some sense of responsibility to the tribe and its resources, the chieftains may prosper in the short term, but the tribe will die from the inside. Today’s chieftains, the CEO’s and board members and shareholders all seem to be operating under the hope that their irresponsible behavior is irrelevant because by the time it all crumbles, they’ll have moved on to their posh retirement or their early grave. Someone gets left holding the bag eventually if the needs of the collective aren’t also considered against the needs of the individuals.

Laws like Gov. Snyder’s bill do not serve either of those needs – it puts unfettered power into the hands of unaccountable individuals. Beware the concentration of power into too few hands, especially hands that already wield the power of vast corporate riches.

If not, you may wake up one day to find yourself in a world so bizarre, it could only be made up by the fevered imagination of some crank with a word processor like me.

Previously

Artemis Bridge never did anything to help anyone else but himself. Since his unfortunate involvement with the mayoral race the previous summer, he had seen behind the curtain of the grotesque political pantomime show, a carefully staged drama run by the LGL corporation Chronosoft, Inc. Bridge’s desperate machinations had altered the performance slightly but the end result had been the same. Mayor Sunderland, corporate puppet and part-time virtual pedophile had been defeated. His opponent, Arturo Soto, a corporate puppet of a different sort, had been elected mayor of Los Angeles. Other than personal animosity towards the players, Bridge hadn’t really given a fuck.

Bridge had always been a reactor. He had taken what opportunities had come his way and reacted, turning what profit he could. His aptitude with the GlobalNet - and his loose morals - had created a subsistence life as a hacker with his girlfriend, Angela. When the federal budget crisis of 2026 had led to the explosion of violence of the ‘27 riots, he had reacted with a change in career, leaving behind the life of a GlobalNet hacker for a life in the flesh. He had become the go-to, know-who guy of the Los Angeles underworld, the amoral fixer with the know circuit, the man who could find whatever illegal or immoral good or service desired. He had made a decent, if somewhat dangerous, living dealing with the shitheels and the criminals and the wannabes of Los Angeles’ underbelly while secretly hating them all.

The outlandish events in Boulder, Colorado the past November had compelled Bridge to visit the disaster area, ostensibly to save the grandmother of his bodyguard, Aristotle. That had been a flimsy excuse. He never gave a damn about Lalasa Freeman and only cared about Aristotle for the number of times the black giant had saved Bridge’s ass. He had really gone to Boulder because of the scientists. The city had been trapped in an energy dome after the secret experiments of a group of university scientists. They had compelled Bridge to seek them out using the unusual powers of the mana engine, an extra-dimensional power source that gave them the ability to forge what Bridge had called “magic spells.” Seeing the powers they could wield, he had conspired with them to create a cult of sorts, the Order of the Technomancers. As silent partner to the reclusive sorcerers, Bridge morphed from reactionary to active participant in his future. Some vague idea had formed in his mind as he pictured the possibilities that the technomancers’ powers could open up, but most importantly, the addition of such powerful allies had given Bridge the ability to act.

The technomancers had created an energy converter that Bridge himself had dubbed a Glowbug, a magical piece of tech that took a small input of electricity and returned that same energy multiplied, like a battery that doubled, tripled, quadrupled its output every second for infinity. The new local energy monopoly, Chronotility Energy and Water, a subsidiary of the Chronosoft LGL, squeezed everyone hard for their energy needs. Prices had almost doubled since the riots, on the pretense that the damage done by the militias to the power infrastructure of LA had strapped the utility with decreased supply and reconstruction expenses. Bridge didn’t believe it for an instant, as one of Angela’s info thieves had “found” an extensive study of Chronotility usage patterns and profit centers that proved the utility was manipulating prices by restricting supply. Bridge had held onto that report for future ammunition.

The stockpile of future ammunition was growing quite large. He had hired a technomancer recruit who went by the name by the of Mu as a bodyguard to supplement Aristotle. Since the death of his grandmother, Aristotle had been horribly unreliable, and Bridge suspected that the big man was drinking quite heavily. It wasn’t as if Aristotle had ever been a true bodyguard. Bridge hadn’t wanted to pay Aristotle enough to put his life on the line, but the giant had worked quite well most times as a six-foot-five bluff. Bridge had come to rely on the man as a personal assistant and as much of a friend as Bridge would allow. Mu was something different. As the rumors of the technomancer’s magical abilities had spread, Mu had become more than a threat deterrent. He was a status symbol. The most well heeled corporate CEO couldn’t afford a technomancer bodyguard, but Bridge could. No one had to know that the technomancers refused to work for corporations for fear those companies would steal the mana engine technology.

Bridge found himself using these resources in ways he never could have imagined to save lives.

Chapter 1

March 6, 2029

8:23 p.m.

Standing in an empty warehouse was not the most comfortable feeling for Bridge. Memories of the corpses of business associates in a cavernous, dingy building very similar to the one he was in now suffused his nerves with an itchy anxiety, which was exacerbated by the ill-fitting rented tuxedo. The addition of a crowd of strangers was yet another irritant. The presence of his bodyguard Mu did help, the black-clad technomancer drawing stares of disbelief and whispered wonderment. The kid wasn’t exactly being inconspicuous with his hooded cloak festooned with glowing golden runes.

Stonewall Ricardo, Bridge’s sometime bodyguard, friend, and Mexican ex-footballer, stood next to Bridge, looking just as uncomfortable and out of place in his tuxedo. Though Stonewall had invited Bridge and Angela, this really wasn’t his scene either. “Now, why are we here again?” Bridge asked.

“We’re showing support for a brother,” Stonewall replied. The “brother” was an artist by the name of Marjun Pulido. Pulido also happened to be a member of Stonewall’s latest project, the Los Magos gang of the Five Families. Bridge wasn’t sure what kind of art Pulido trafficked in. The barren warehouse had no fixtures to hang paintings or photos, no stage or visible equipment for a performance piece. There wasn’t even a buffet table or wine bar.

“This brother of yours needs to learn how to schmooze the pinkies-up drinking set,” Bridge quipped. “Can’t a brother even get some piss-weak wine in this place?”

Stonewall smiled. “It’s all part of the theme, amigo. Marjun is trying to set a mood here.”

“If the mood is starvation, then he’s spot on.” Stonewall flashed Bridge a knowing grin. “Oh goddamnit, it is, isn’t it? It’s just some lazy-ass statement on the emptiness of modern life, ain’t it? You could at least have warned me beforehand, I haven’t eaten since I woke up.”

The lights suddenly cut out with an audible snap. Bridge started to panic, visions of armed hit teams rushing into the warehouse to take him out. “Relax,” Stonewall whispered. “Time for the show.” A faint glow of light bloomed from the inky blackness in the shape of a hand. Mu had cast a spell illuminating the area around him. Shadowy figures started to cluster unconsciously around the only source of light in the room.

In the top corner of the warehouse, another light source grew, a mini-sun outlining a piece of blue sky where the ceiling should be. Skyscrapers so large they blotted out most of the smog-filled sky winked into existence. Bridge looked around furtively, and finally caught sight of the centerpiece of the exhibit.

The scene was a distorted ant’s eye view of a disgusting, trash-filled alleyway. The proportions of everything were distorted. Bridge and the rest of the observers appeared to be no larger than a few inches high. Towering over the whole scene was an unconscious figure, sitting with one outstretched leg; his back leaned up against one side of the alleyway. His arms hung limply at his sides, an air-hypo Bridge recognized as the delivery device for most of the really good designer street drugs hanging from the figure’s limp right hand. Bridge stood next to the giant’s crotch. The man’s attire was threadbare; a worn jacket filled with holes, news faxes providing a bed sheet for this figure on the nod. The bum’s left eye, larger than any of the viewers, twitched unconsciously. Dirt and slime stained the man’s face, his hands, and every bit of his clothing. A scraggly beard so large Bridge could see the fleas working their way in and out of the tree trunk sized hairs plastered the bum’s face.

“That’s both disgusting and amazing.”

“Isn’t it, though?” Stonewall whispered.

“How the fuck did a starving artist afford such an expensive hologram setup? He’s got to be running at least ten large for the equipment alone.”

Stonewall’s irritation was written across his scowling face. “It’s always about the paper with you, ain’t it?” Bridge shrugged.

“You could have asked me, I know a guy who could have gotten it for him cheap.”

“The equipment wasn’t an issue,” Stonewall replied. Bridge knew what that meant. This kind of gear sometimes found its way “off the truck,” as it were.

“The power consumption’s got to be off the charts, though.”

“Why you think the show’s only half-an-hour? Any more than that and the utility cops shows up.”

“I could h>“I coave had Mu hook up a Glowbug.”

“We won’t be here long enough for it to matter, and we sure as fuck ain’t paying rent on the space. I’m not even sure who owns the joint.”

Bridge continued his criticism. “Mu could have really spruced this thing up, though. I mean, I’m looking at a scabby bum covered in shit, and he could have gone with the full sensory experience. Smells so strong you can taste them, feeling the heat, everything. I mean, the gear he’s got is good, but well… magic.” Bridge secretly liked showing off his pet wizard, though he’d never admit it.

“It’s fine, Bridge. I think it makes the point quite succinctly.” Stonewall changed the subject quickly. “So where’s Aristotle? He’d appreciate this.”

Bridge shrugged sadly. “Don’t know. He was supposed to be here at eight sharpish, but I’m going to guess he’ll show up late and drunk again, if at all.”

“Still not taking the grandmother thing well?” Bridge shook his head and Stonewall nodded knowingly. His conspiratorial whisper laid it all out there. “You gotta give him time on this one, Bridge. Not only did your wizard buddies cause her death, you shacked up with them, turned them into a religion even. You’re lucky he hasn’t killed you himself.”

“Balfour still isn’t sure those people are all dead,” Bridge dissembled. Seeing Stonewall’s scowl, he conceded the point. “But you’re right. The fact he even still talks to me is a miracle. Couldn’t your boys at least have hooked us up with some of those little cocktail weenies?”

“Feeding the viewer would be a bit hypocritical in a piece decrying the starvation of the underclass by the corporate oligarchy. Now go mingle.” Stonewall walked away from Bridge and began speaking to a very attractive blonde woman.

“Mingle? Fuck, I hate people. What am I doing here?”

Bitching like a woman, apparently, said the disembodied voice in his head.

Bridge had asked Angela to come with him to the showing as a date, but she had refused. She made tons of excuses: she was working on some serious upgrades to Ars-Perthinia, there were jobs in the hopper she wanted to finish, and she didn’t have anything good to wear. Bridge knew the truth, though. Months of deep running on the GlobalNet had left her skin morbidly pale, her eyes sunken and dark, and her figure dangerously thin. While the crèche provided the nutritional equivalent of three square meals, it was not an adequate substitute for real food. She couldn’t starve, but she had still lost a noticeable bit of weight, and she had been skinny to begin with. The few hours she spent outside the crèche had just reminded her how much of a toll the marathon sessions on the GlobalNet were taking. Bridge knew Bridge that her terrible self-image had taken too much of a beating from casual glimpses in the mirror for her to venture into a situation with a crowd of strangers.

Instead, Bridge had gotten Mu to cast a spell that connected them via a two-way GlobalNet link. What would normally have been little more immersive than a phone call had become a two-way sensory experience. Angela could see, smell, hear and feel everything that Bridge could in the physical world as well as talk directly to him. He would hear the voice in his head and could respond without speaking by thinking about the words. She had become the perfect eavesdropper, and could experience the show viscerally without anyone else’s knowledge. Bridge could experience what she was up to in the GlobalNet as well if he chose, but he decided against it. The sensation of being jacked in would tempt him back to the crèche and he had sworn that off almost two years ago, except in the direst circumstances.

Bridge could see an illusion of Angela’s body projected into the space. She stood in full lich queen glory, her death-white skin a pale contrast to the jet-black hair that flowed over her shoulders. Her crown was a spiked monstrosity, splattered in blood and viscera. Clad in a gorgeous black full-length gown that highlighted her augmented breasts with enticing directness, she was an apparition of terrifying beauty. “Don’t you ever just shut up and enjoy yourself?”

Bridge grinned. “Tell you what. You come out here and stand head high to a bum’s balls and we’ll see how much you bitch.”

“No thanks. I have more important things to do than count the hairs on a corpse’s knuckles.” Bridge peered at the slumped figure’s hands.

“No, he’s not dead. He’s just resting. See, his chest is moving. He’s breathing.” Noticing the ragged nature of the rising and falling chest, he added, “He’s not breathing well, but he’s still breathing.”

“It’s a pretty powerful message,” Angela commented.

Bridge jumped as a person sidled up next to him and added an opinion. “Striking. Engrossing!” The speaker was an impeccably dressed corporate type, a man at least twice Bridge’s age with a silvery beard. He rubbed his chin while tossing out more vague adjectives.

Angela began to mock the man. “FRIGHTENING! SPELLBINDING!” she screamed in Bridge’s ear. He barely controlled the giggles until she added, “I believe we’re slated for a journey up the poor soul’s rectum for the finale. I can hardly wait!” Bridge lost it then, letting loose a loud guffaw before slapping a hand over his mouth with an embarrassed flush.

Bridge spent the next half hour mingling, while trying to ignore the snide comments Angela made about the guests. It was a pained study in immaculate self-control, and by the time the artificial sunlight dimmed to extinction, he was relieved for the peace. The crowd filed out of the abandoned building self-consciously aware of the likely crime they were committing by intruding on the space.

Bridge caught up with Stonewall on the street outside. “It occde. “Iurs to me that I know a guy could maybe give your boy some more exposure.”

“Always working an angle, aren’t you, Bridge?”

“No angle. Well, except my fee, of course. But still, I do know this guy owns an art gallery. He might be interested.”

Stonewall stared over Bridge’s shoulder with a sad expression on his face. Bridge turned to see what Stonewall saw. Coming up the street at a jog was Aristotle. He wavered on his feet, weaving a little as he ran. His shirt was half-tucked into his pants, and the big man was unshaven. “Fuck,” Bridge sighed. “Geez, he looks like shit.”

“Cut him some slack, brother.”

“Slack is the right word. Maybe we should do an intervention?”

“You’re the last one to talk about interventions, Artie,” Angela yelled in his head.

Aristotle had almost reached the pair when his expression darkened. His face melted from hurried anxiety to the fear of imminent danger and on to the determined resolve of decision. His arm raised to point behind Bridge, Aristotle yelled something as he dove at the pair.

Bridge’s neck snapped around to catch a glimpse before the big man tackled the two of them. As he fell over under Aristotle’s weight, he heard the unmistakable sound of gunfire stitching the air around him.

Chapter 2
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The air exploded with the sounds of automatic weaponry, the burping spit of bullets fired in rapid light show parades of orange laser beams spearing the night, the patter of shells chipping divots in the brick wall behind Bridge. He hit the ground with force, the air slammed from his lungs as he rolled over Stonewall. The Mexican footballer was already pulling a weapon from his jacket as he rolled, coming up in a crouch to aim the cannon at their assailants. Bridge caught a glimpse of an injured bystander, her face a rictus of screaming pain, a single rivulet of blood dripping from her mouth to pool on the dirty sidewalk. Aristotle’s enormous form sheltered Bridge from above, and Bridge could smell the telltale scent of gin.

Stonewall had a bead on the assailants, but he hesitated with his finger on the trigger. A slight shimmer in the air told Bridge why. Mu had finally come into play, the technomancer casting a shield spell - a translucent force field made of air or electricity or something. Bridge didnthinng to why.t know or care what it was. He could barely suppress a smile as he watched bullets flatten on the shield and fall to the ground. He got to his knees and scanned the street for the attackers.

“ARTIE! Answer me, Artie!” Bridge became aware of Angela’s plaintive cries in his head.

“It’s cool, baby, relax. Somebody’s shooting at us. Mu’s got it covered.”

“Goddamnit, you scared the shit out of me!”

“No picnic for me either,” Bridge grumbled.

The would-be assassins were doing a drive-by. Two gunmen leaned from the passenger side windows of a black late-teens model sedan, military-grade sub-machine guns roaring in vain bursts. The rear gunmen ran out of rounds first, cursing his weapon as he tried to change the magazine awkwardly. His partner realized the futility and began screaming at the driver to take off. “MU! GO OFFENSE!” Bridge screamed. To Angela, he said, “Baby, record this. Get as much sensory info as you can. I want to know whose car that is.”

The young Chinese wizard stood to his full five foot eight height and casually flipped his raven bangs back from his eyes, a cocky smile tilting the left corner of his mouth. He shook the loose sleeves of his black shirt and gestured, his fingers dancing in the air swathed in tingling sparkles. The rear gunmen had finally gotten his gun reloaded. The driver threw off his aim, tires squealing in the night, the gunmen’s shots going wildly into the air as the spell went off.

The night erupted with sickly orange light from the small space in front of Mu’s fingers. A fireball about the size of a basketball shot across the street trailing wisps of flame behind it. It struck the car dead center with fire and force, the explosion flipping the vehicle over like a child’s toy. Engulfed in flame, it spun once, twice, a flaming body flying from the back and landing on the opposite curb in a heap. Coming to a jarring stop, the sedan wrapped around a light pole and exploded again, gouts of fire thrown off in all directions. Nothing escaped from the wreckage. The unfortunate gunner that had been thrown clear did not stir. Mu smiled, held up his thumb and index finger in the shape of a gun and blew across his finger. A tiny puff of smoke dissipated from his hand.

“Did you see that, Bridge? That’s some serious wizard shit!” Bridge scowled, but the dour expression did nothing to diminish the wizard’s exuberance.

Bridge surveyed the scene. At least five bystanders had been hit, and two lay silent and unmoving. Most of the bullets had flown over the area behind Bridge and Stonewall. Bridge couldn’t be sure whether the intended target had been his friend or himself.

Stonewall had sprung into action as soon as the shield dropped, dashing across the street towards the gunmen lying on the street. He kept his weapon trained on the attacker the whole time, but such caution wasn’t necessary. Stonewall kicked the man’s leg and got no reaction. Satisfied the danger was past, the ex-footballer holstered the weapon under his jacket and flipped the dead man over on his back. on his bPatting out the last vestiges of flames, Stonewall searched the dead man’s empty pockets.

“Are you unharmed?” Aristotle asked. He seemed unsteady on his feet.

“Yeah, yeah, I’m good,” Bridge replied. Mu walked up to the pair with that shit-eating grin still plastered on his face.

“Good work, you two,” Bridge began. “Could you have been any later there, Aristotle? You were supposed to be here almost an hour ago. Sober.” Bridge fixed the man with a hard stare, and the bodyguard stood with an embarrassed, hangdog pout. Mu grinned from ear to ear, but Bridge had his share of criticism for the technomancer as well.

“And you… don’t you go looking all pleased with yourself. You think you could have made any more of a fucking light show? I don’t think they saw it out in Van Nuys.” Mu waved a dismissive hand at his boss and harrumphed. “CLED’s going to be up our ass in minutes with spelunking helmets and a shitload of rubber gloves. We need to motorvate. Stoney!”

Stonewall had been staring at the dead man’s face with a sour grimace. Hearing his name, he perked up and motioned for Bridge to join him. “Come on, let’s go.” Bridge gathered his companions and crossed the street hurriedly. “We need to book it, brother,” Bridge began.

“I know. Just wanted you to look at this and see if you saw the same shit I did.” He pointed to the dead man. The right side of the attacker’s face was a char-grilled black mess. Bridge could see what Stonewall had noticed in an instant. The left side of the man’s face was covered with a tattoo, a stylized devil with a pitchfork stretching from the slack cheek to the hairline.

“Diablos. FUCK! Do you know this assgoblin?”

Stonewall nodded. “Si. He’s actually an ex-girlfriend’s cousin. Flaco. He used to be Los Magos. Low-level muscle, no real ambition. He had some beef when El Diablos split off, something about somebody fucking his sister or mother or some shit. Nothing with me, though.”

“Diablos been out for Magos for a while though, right?” Stonewall nodded. “But isn’t going after you kind of punching above their weight class? You don’t attack the number two guy unless you want a damn war.”

The Mexican nodded again, running his fingers over the tight blond curls on his head. His dark brown skin shone with sweat and his cheek twitched in anger as he stood. “Exactly. What the fuck kind of play is this? Worst possible time to be causing this level of drama.”

Bridge noticed the absence of police sirens. “Where are the cops?” he asked. “I know they don’t give much of a shit about the Warehouse District, but they should be in earshot by now.”

Stonewall frowned. “I doubt it,” he grumbled without elaboration. “But yeah, we need to move it, in case there’s a second try.”

“What about the wounded?” Aristotle asked.

“They got money. Bunch of slumming art collectors. You can bet at least one’s got a combat-ready triage service on speed dial. Come on, let’s book it. Station’s about two blocks over.” He broke into a hurried jog north towards the subway station. Bridge cursed under his breath and fell into a matching pace.

Two blocks later, Bridge was panting and damp with sweat. Stonewall stopped short across the street from the station, his eyes scanning the entrance for guards while he hid in the alley. “Hold up. Don’t know who’s got patrol tonight.” He fished into a jacket pocket and brought out an ancient cell phone. He placed a call and began talking in low tones to someone on the other end.

“Yeah, who’s got station duty on 7th? It’s not Diablos? AsiaTown? All right good. Well, I’m coming in now, get Pedro to the Barn. What do you mean? WHAT?” He paused for a full minute, his brow furrowed deep in thought. “Ok, get as many of the looies as you can and meet up at the Barn.” He slammed the phone shut and cursed under his breath.

“What’s the matter?”

“We gotta get moving. Diablos just ganked Pedro.”

The subway station was guarded by soldiers of the AsiaTown set, one of the Five Families made up of the Korean, Japanese and Chinese gangs and their allies. AsiaTown had civil relations with Los Magos. The soldiers seemed completely indifferent to the passengers they let pass through the station. Stonewall spoke in short bursts to them, and they responded with the same curtness. Bridge, Aristotle, Stonewall and Mu boarded the empty train, which took off towards the Barn.

The Barn wasn’t a specific location. It was the name of the train where the Shotcallers of the Los Magos would meet when necessary. Bridge had never been on the Barn. “Stoney, where are we going?”

“The Barn, brother.”

“Yeah, I know that. Why are you taking us? Isn’t that some secret gangster shit we ain’t privy to?”

“Normally yeah. But if Pedro is dead, I need some support. They’re going to look to me for ideas, and I’ve only got two.”

Bride knew what those ideas were but he asked anyway. “And what ideas is that?”

“Revenge or submission.” He slumped back into the seat and sighed. “I know what Pedro would want. Shit, even you know what he would want and you only met him what, once? Twice?” Bridge nodded.

Pedro was famous among the Families and people who did business with them. Los Reyes Magos, the Wise King, as he had been known, Pedro did business a different way. He had taken over Los Magos during the riots, leading them to make surgical strikes against the police precincts that had done the most damage to the Hispanic neighborhoods in their zeal to quell the riots. Once the riots had ended, he had helped establish the Five Families and had preached a doctrine of peaceful cohabitation. Many of the Families had taken that approach as a sign of weakness, a predilection for submission. But they misunderstood Pedro. He would not hesitate to use violence when he felt cornered, when there was no other course. Brutal when pushed, those who underestimated his willingness to fight back often did not live to regret their decisions. Pedro had been the steady hand that had prevented a war when the gangs now known as El Diablos had decided to split with Los Magos. And now he was dead.

“Magos is going to want blood for blood,” Bridge admitted. Stonewall nodded. “And what do you think? You’re his second. Unless the other Shotcallers want to take the reins, they are going to look to you to make the call.”

“I think war is the last thing Pedro wanted,” Stonewall sighed. He stood and stared out the window into the uncaring darkness. The city sparkled, a brilliant tapestry of twinkling lights on a field of nothing. “We can’t hit back. The Families cannot afford a war, no matter how much that pendejo Nacho deserves retribution.” Nacho was the nickname of the current El Diablos leader. Bridge had tried to work with him on a few jobs, but his friendship with Stonewall had eighty-sixed any negotiation before it could begin. “I told you before that those Chronosoft pricks have been pushing, right? Well, it’s gotten worse since Boulder. They are tossing people out of their homes left and right, on the flimsiest of excuses. Every family is getting refugees out the yin yang. They ain’t moving the crime figures around anymore, they are inventing crimes and putting people out on the street. All it would take is one big blowup, and the CLED fuckers will come down on all the Families. They’d take the subways back first, then start pushing us into the Warehouse District.”

“Yeah, but the Families fought off the cops before during the riots.”

“That was then, and that was LAPD. The cops we fought during the riots had shit for ammo, no fuel for patrol cars, nothing. CLED’s got fucking tanks, man. You seen those goddamn Gunheds they run around in? Those things can take on a whole gang on their own.”

Stonewall seemed to spot something on the horizon, and he became more agitated. He moved towards the door. “No, we get in a war now, and the big boys are gonna come into our neighborhoods and put the hammer down. It’s going to be the excuse that traidor Soto has been begging for. You boys better get ready.”

“Ready for what?” Mu asked.

“We’re changing trains.” Bridge stumbled as the train jerked in deceleration. He gripped the handhold. “We can’t risk stopping completely, so you’re going to need to jump. Me and Bridge will take the first door, you and Aristotle take thtotle tae second one.”

“Jump?” Bridge squeaked. “Are you fucking nuts?”

Stonewall grinned with an insane glee. “How you think the Barn stays safe? It don’t stop for no man.” He pounded the release button next to the door, which opened with a shrieking whoosh. “Ready?”

The wind stung Bridge’s eyes. Both trains had slowed significantly, but they still were moving at a dizzying pace. Stonewall chuckled. “Don’t look down, it’ll look like you’re moving much faster.” He pulled Bridge over to stand on the opposite side of the door from himself, and motioned Aristotle and Mu to the back door.

“How am I supposed to do this?”

“Don’t miss.” With that, Stonewall grabbed Bridge’s right arm and leapt out of the moving train.
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Bridge felt the dizzying rush of air blowing him slightly off course in the seconds he hung dangerously in the air between trains. The cars couldn’t have been going more than five miles an hour, but it still made his testicles shrivel and took his breath away. His feet hit the floor of The Barn and twisted, tumbling him over onto one of the catchers standing poised to brace the jumper’s fall. Before he could even regain his balance, Aristotle and Mu slammed into him, sending the whole group sprawling up against the opposite door of the train. Bridge flailed out and grabbed a nearby seat back, hearing the door slam shut behind him with a hiss. The suddenly quieter train car was thick with tension as Bridge got a look at the occupants.

Los Magos was a collection of various Hispanic street gangs and citizen groups. All those different gangs and their leaders participated in an ad hoc ruling council, with the leaders of each faction, the Shotcallers, sent to represent their interests. Since the riots, the organization had taken on a much more formal structure with the addition of the Magic Men hacker gang and displaced citizens made homeless by the violence and police reprisals. The Magic Men and the Citizens Brigade sent their own Shotcaller to the council.

Bridge looked around at the gathered assembly. In all, there were eighteen people in the train besides himself, his two bodyguards and Stonewall. Every Shotcaller seemed to have one bodyguard or lieutenant with them. The Magic Men’s representative was a bodyguard holding a holographic projector as he lounged in the back with a bored expression. The hologram depicting a muscular brown man with a skeleton tattooed across its face, represented C@L@C@, one of the more renowned hackers in the Los Angeles area. He was no Michael Freeman, but Bridge reckoned he could hold his own against Angela in a pinch. A balding man in his mid-forties, David Hernandez, represented the Citizens. Hernandez, as normal looking a guy as you could possibly imagine, appeared uncomfortably out of place amongst these tattooed, hardassed individuals.

“You’re a little over-represented, ain’t you, brother?” one of the Shotcallers Bridge recognized asked Stonewall. The man’s measured voice was thick with unexpected venom. Goyo Cardenas, the oldest living Shotcaller of the Los Magos gangs, familial head of the Valley Locos, was an imposing figure even as he sat leaning on his cane. Were it not for the elaborate tattoos that covered his hands, he might look like nothing more than a typical middle-aged Mexican approaching his golden years. But the eyes, set into a craggy face lined with age, toil and perhaps even wisdom, the eyes told of a cunning that belied his average appearance. The cane was a necessity. He walked with a limp, the result of a gunshot in his younger years. Bridge had always wondered why he never chose to replace the leg with cybernetics. “They ain’t even family. What are you doing bringing them to the Barn?”

Stonewall straightened his tuxedo. “These two saved my life tonight,” he said, pointing at Mu and Aristotle. “And they come with the Bridge. You know the Bridge.”

Goyo nodded with a scowl. “Yeah, I know the Bridge. I know this puta got no loyalty to nobody. He been trying to chat up El Diablos for months now.”

“Business is business,” Bridge replied deferentially.

“See, no loyalty.”

“That’s why I brought him,” Stonewall admitted. “He’s knows everybody, and he’s got no stake in any of us. And he owes me.” Bridge’s eyes narrowed but Stonewall quickly moved on before Bridge had a chance to respond. “Where is he?”

The train got silent again, the earlier tension returning to the air. Eyes lowered to the floor all around. A woman who had been standing in the back of the car spoke up. “He’s over here,” she said, pointing to the bench beside her. A bloody sheet lay draped over the seat, the inert form of a body underneath it. Bridge recognized Cierra as well.

Cierra was the youngest Shotcaller in Los Magos at only twenty years old. She had been a Shotcaller less than a year, the title being forced upon her when her father and three brothers had all been killed in an ambush. Most believed El Diablos had been the shooters in that incident as well, but nothing had been proven. She carried herself with an angry confidence, almost daring the people around her to challenge her authority. She was perhaps one of the most beautiful women Bridge had ever seen, her raven hair flowing straight past her shoulders, her body an absolute brick house. The only flaw Bridge could find with her physically was the white, jagged line of a scar running from below her right eye to her chin.

Stonewall strode over to her delÀer to heiberately, his eyes fixed on hers with an icy calm. “What happened?” he asked, as he raised the sheet. His eyes scanned the body slowly, a barely restrained sadness almost bringing tears to his eyes. Bridge could see the turmoil on the man’s face, the struggle to maintain calm in the face of a hurricane of raging anger and morose sadness.

“He was hanging Eastsidez, trying to show us how to channel some Trip money into legit businesses,” Cierra began.

“I’m still not sure that’s a good idea,” Hernandez interrupted. “The last thing the few citizens who still have businesses need is to be linked up with gang activity.”

“You think CLED ain’t already targeting you?” Goyo yelled. “You’re part of the Families now, that’s put a target all over your back whether you touch any of the gang shit or not.”

“Were you there?” Stonewall yelled, silencing the petty bickering. Hernandez nodded. “And what did you see?”

Hernandez hesitated, scanning the faces of Cierra and Goyo before answering. “We were sitting on Cierra’s balcony. You know that loft she’s got looking out over the warehouses? Having some coffee and talking. This car comes screaming around the corner and started blasting.”

“And you hid like a little bitch!” Cierra screamed.

“I’m no gangster, Cierra. I’m just some schmuck with nowhere else to go. I don’t even own a gun.”

“You fucking ought to, you little woman! Maybe with another heater we could have stopped…”

“ENOUGH!” Stonewall bellowed.

Cierra jumped at the sound, staring up at Stonewall with a mixture of embarrassed shame and defiance. “Pedro saved my life, all our lives. He stepped out front and got lit up. The assholes got away. I might have winged one of them.”

“Did you recognize them?”

“They were masked,” Hernandez added.

Goyo began tapping his cane. He smoothed the corners of his mustache with his thumb and forefinger casually. “You sure it was El Diablos, Tapia?”

Stonewall nodded solemnly. “Thanks to Mu here, we blew up their car. One of them got tossed and I recognized him. Flaco.” Goyo made the sign of the cross.

“What do you want to do about it, Los Reyes Magos?”

“Whoa, I ain’t el jefe yet, brother. We haven’t even had an election.”

“Come on, brother, we all know who Pedro wanted taking over for him. Hell, youaLos Reyes Magos.” He finished with a dismissive wave of his hand, a palpable derision in his voice.

“I don’t appreciate the sarcasm,” Stonewall grumbled. “I don’t want to be Los Reyes Magos, I never did.”

“Spare me the humble pie.” The voice was heavily distorted, both a deliberate choice on the part of C@L@C@ and a result of the tinny speaker on the holographic projector. “We all know you’re the best choice, no matter what Goyo over there thinks. Just because you’re the only idiot that doesn’t step back from the line when volunteers are called for doesn’t mean you aren’t the best for the job. Now what’s your suggestion for our course of action, el jefe? Do we strike back or not? I’ve got a line on four groups of El Diablos that are good immediate targets. There’s two groups doing guard duty up the line a bit, another group is out at the Tanz and one dealer on the corner of 13th. No sign of Chimuelo or Nacho, though.” Nacho was the leader of El Diablos, Chimuelo his second.

Stonewall sat down heavily, staring into his hands. His voice was a whisper at first, inaudible by all. Goyo asked him to speak up, and he raised his burning, angry eyes to the older man. “I said, I think we need to seek peace with Nacho.”

The train car erupted into cross talk and angry yelling. Only Cierra, Goyo, Hernandez, Stonewall and C@L@C@ were silent. Goyo and Stonewall stared daggers into each other, while Cierra stood with arms crossed looking curiously at Stonewall’s back. As the discussion died down, Goyo’s calm, measured tones cut through the noise. “What about the concept of retribution do you disagree with, homes? They hit us. We hit them back. That’s how it’s done. That’s how it’s always been done.”

“That’s not how Pedro saw it,” Stonewall replied.

“Pedro is dead, mi camarada. Pedro’s way got him killed. We sat back and got fat and lazy, and then got caught by surprise. Pedro’s dead because of how he saw it. I don’t know what grand vision of a kinder gentler gang Pedro had, but this is primal shit, bro. This is protecting the tribe, eh?”

“If you want blood so badly, old man,” Cierra began, “why don’t you go over there yourself and take revenge?”

“You think I’m scared, niña? I ain’t afraid to die for my family, for my set, for my colors. A man takes care of his business.” The sexism was implicit in his statements, and Cierra smoldered even more than normal. Her beautiful brown face flared red, the scar glowing white in contrast.

“There’s nothing aboutÀnothing violence that makes you a man,” Hernandez replied. “Jesus said to turn the other cheek.”

Goyo spit on the floor. “Don’t bring your religious shit into this. Jesus got crucified for turning that cheek. I ain’t going out like that.”

It was Stonewall’s turn to undercut Goyo. “Don’t assault his religion, brother. Just because neither you nor I believes don’t mean you should insult him.” He pointed an accusing finger at Goyo. “You know as well as I that now is the worst possible time to be starting some shit in this town. The Chronosoft cops are itching for an excuse to push us into a hole and bury us. You don’t think gang war in the streets will give them that excuse? We’ll be fighting El Diablos and CLED before we know it. If we’re lucky, they won’t send in the National Guard again. We’ll still be outgunned and probably outmanned. This ain’t like the riots, CLED has its shit together.”

Goyo leaned over on his cane until it brushed his left cheek. “They’re already driving us into the hole, brother. How much juice you got outside of the Warehouse District? How much juice does any of us? My boys can’t even walk their neighborhoods anymore without risking a firefight with CLED. You think turning the Families legit is going to stop them?”

“If you don’t want to fight,” interrupted C@L@C@, “what do you propose?”

“I want to send Bridge over there to broker a peace.”

“Yo, what?” Bridge croaked, his eyes bulging. “How did I get involved in this?”

“You said it yourself, business is business. What’s worse for business than a three-way war between the gangs and the police state? You think the cops will stop when they take us down? They’ll come after you first because of your connections. They’ll try to turn you rat.”

“They can’t afford me,” Bridge said, but his mind was racing. Stonewall had a good point. Bridge knew everybody on all sides. If CLED wanted to work their way up the chain, Bridge would be an invaluable source of information. “Even so, the fucking Diablos don’t want to know from me. I been working them for months and they won’t give me the time of day because they know we’re friends. I’ve never gotten a meeting with anyone above a lieutenant.”

“He’s hardly the most trustworthy emissary.” Goyo’s piercing stare told Bridge all he needed to know about the man’s feelings towards him. “Only person he’s going to look out for is himself.”

Goyo had meant it as an insult, but Bridge didn’t take it that way. “You’re goddamn right.”

“One thing Bridge won’t do is turn on me,” Stonewall said with absolute confidence. “He may be a bastard, but he owes me for some shit neither one of us is about to talk about here.” Bridge knew Stonewall was talking about Boulder. Stonewall hadn’t had to do much for Bridge there,ÀBridge t but it was enough to make Bridge feel beholden to the ex-footballer. What little guilt Bridge ever felt Stonewall was able to manipulate.

Bridge sighed. “You really think they’re going to talk to me? They fucking hate me. You forget they tried to kill me tonight too.”

“Only because you were near me. If you give them something they can’t resist, I’m sure they’ll listen. Unless they are out for total annihilation, in which case, they won’t listen to anyone.”

Bridge stared absentmindedly out the window while the Shotcallers argued amongst themselves. He wasn’t sure Stonewall knew what he was talking about. El Diablos had their own go-to guy, and were downright hostile to Bridge every time he tried to work anything with them. He’d heard enough of Nacho to know that the El Diablos leader was a real hardass. There were possibly apocryphal stories about Nacho’s violent tactics, mostly involving a gas can, a match and crispy gangsters. It was called the Devil’s Retribution on the street, some kind of clever word play to spook the street soldiers. All things considered, Bridge was in no way looking forward to a conversation with this man.

The city twinkled with billions of pinpricks of light as the train rumbled on. Bridge was amazed that Chronosoft still let the Families control the subway system. They weren’t known for magnanimous gestures towards the under classes. Even though the corporation didn’t need the subway, with its buses, dirigibles and car services, Bridge could envision a scenario in which Chronosoft found a way to make money with the trains. In that instance, they would need a reason to take back the system, and a gang war using the trains to transport street soldiers around would certainly be a good reason.

A flash of light outside of the window shook him from his thoughts. It was a small, bright flash, a puff of orange smoke that formed a glowing tail. The flaming trail seemed to veer towards Bridge in an arc, starting perhaps six hundred feet away and moving fast. It took him a second before Bridge recognized the distinct signature of the rocket-propelled grenade being fired at him. The Barn was under attack. “MU!” he screamed, ducking behind the seats. He could hear the technomancer babbling in that strange language he used to cast spells, and then the world exploded with light, sound and concussion.

Chapter 4

March 6, 2029

10:45 p.m.

The interior of the train erupted with the sounds of destruction. Bridge felt the gritty floor on his palms, heard the screech of twisting metal and was blinded by the white-hot light of the explosion. The tell-tale tinkle of flying glass and shards of metal shrapnel sang all around him, but heƀ was unharmed. The world shook and shuddered as the train’s momentum fought with the perpendicular thrust of the rocket’s force, the wheels squealing as they strained to stay on the tracks. From his vantage point on the floor, Bridge could see almost nothing but the fire. It danced a jig over the invisible shield Mu had managed to throw up. Unharmed by the shrapnel thanks to the shield, Bridge nevertheless was unable to draw in a breath, as the fantastic heat smothered the air within the impossible shell.

Bridge could tell the shield was expanding, the fire growing more distant with each second until it finally broke through, exposing the blackness of the night sky. All told, Mu had managed to cover Bridge, Aristotle, Stonewall, Cierra and himself. Goyo, Hernandez and C@L@C@’s holder had been on the other side of the train, but were still alive, as the rocket had hit the front of the train. A gaping hole, its edges still glowing with heat, was all that was left of the front quarter of the train, including half of the conductor’s compartment. Three of the minor Shotcallers were in various stages of dying around the car, and Bridge catalogued the parts of at least two others scattered around the floor. The lifeless eye of Miguel De Silva stared back at Bridge, a mute accusation from the past igniting a fire of memories and sensations of Boulder in Bridge. He lay on the floor longer than he needed to, staring into that accusing gaze, unable to tear himself away from the grotesque half-face that held him entranced. Finally, as the train drifted to a jerky rest, he stood, with Aristotle’s help.

“You all right, boss?” the big man said, dusting off Bridge’s jacket. Bridge kept staring into the dead man’s face. “Boss?”

Bridge snapped to attention at Aristotle’s inquiry. He nodded silently and began to take inventory. Stonewall had leapt into action as soon as he could reach his feet, checking on Cierra and Hernandez first, then reaching to help Goyo up. The older man slapped Stonewall’s hand away angrily. A raging gash ran down Goyo’s cheek, staining his neck and collar with blood. Countless rips in the right sleeve of his shirt bled with less ferocity. One giant chunk of metal the size of a finger stuck in his cane. He started as he caught a glimpse of his bodyguard’s lifeless body. Goyo knelt painfully next to the corpse and kissed it gently on the forehead before making the sign of the cross over the body, a ritual he seemed to do without enthusiasm. Bridge sat back on the seat, which promptly collapsed under his weight.

Cierra had rushed to administer to the wounds of Manny Man, one of the minor Shotcallers, who had taken a piece of shrapnel in the left shoulder blade. She worked quickly, with the precision and confidence of someone trained in emergency medicine. All told, six passengers were dead, including two Shotcallers. Mu leaned heavily against the wall in the front corner of the car, a horrified look on his face as he gaped at one of the bodies at his feet. Bridge recognized that look, survivor’s guilt plainly eroding the technomancer’s confidence. Bridge got up and went over to him.

Mu’s wide eyes fixed on Bridge’s, all anxiety and doubt. “I tried to cover us all, but I couldn’t make it big enough. It was just too big. I couldn’t stop it all.”

Bridge nodded. “Yeah, you dˀYeah, id what you could. You did good.” The young wizard seemed on the verge of protesting but the look from Bridge cut him off. “You did what you could.” Mu returned an unsure nod and stared out of the gaping hole in the train.

“You still want peace, jefe? You still want to send your errand boy off to suck up to Nacho’s tit?”

Stonewall responded with a determined nod. “I do.”

Goyo struggled to his feet, his bloody face enflamed with rage. “How many of us do they have to kill before you give them what they deserve? How many deaths have to be on your head before you act like a man?” he screamed. Stonewall shoved him back to his seat angrily.

“You don’t think I’m going to see every one of these faces every time I close my eyes? You think I have any illusion that these deaths aren’t firmly on my head, brother? You better think again! I am drenched in their blood! And I’m not about to add to it! We need peace!”

Bridge interrupted. “For what it’s worth, he’s right.” Goyo’s fiery gaze told Bridge what his opinion was worth. “All this drama tonight, the police might have been able to ignore. But this? This is huge. They can see this shit from Griffith Park. Cops are going to want answers, and they will crack heads until they get it. They ain’t gonna care if it’s Diablo heads or Magos. You’re all subhuman to them anyway.”

“You really think we can have peace after this?” Cierra asked.

“Fuck no. I don’t think Nacho’s one bit interested. But you need time to prepare, and an olive branch will at least give you some breathing room.” Bridge shoved his hands in his pockets and shuffled his feet nervously, a deliberate stalling tactic. “But that ain’t what you got to worry about. You need to start asking yourself how they found the Barn. It’s never in the same place, right? No set schedule, never stops moving? So how did they find it?”

“Watch what you say, puto,” Cierra spat through gritted teeth. “You ain’t Family, and I got no qualms about gutting you.”

“Won’t change the equation,” Bridge replied. “Your network is compromised somehow. Until you figure that out, you’re better off splitting up.”

Stonewall gave the order. “He’s right. I want everyone to hole up somewhere. Don’t tell nobody where you’re going. Make sure you ain’t alone either, take somebody you can trust. C@L@C@ will coordinate communication. Bridge, you set up the meet with Nacho ASAP.”

“Probably be tomorrow before he’ll see me.”

Stonewall acknowledged the effort. “Do it before the pigs shut us all down.”

Within minutes of the explosion, another train had been sent up the line to collect the survivors. The Barn was abandoned, a smoldering wreck blocking the tracks. As the rescue train pulled away, Bridge could hear the distant sounds of sirens headed their way. Their delay was worrying. Even with the disdain and neglect Chronosoft had heaped on the subway system, such a public conflagration should have had the authorities reacting at least as quickly as the Families. Perhaps the word was out; a war was starting and CLED had been ordered to let the scum blow each other up.

Bridge tried to help with the cleanup as much as he could, but it quickly became apparent that the likes of Goyo did not want him anywhere near. After a hurried huddle with Stonewall over the plan moving forward, Bridge collected his bodyguards and grabbed a taxi a few blocks from the nearest station. Stonewall insisted on a Magos escort until the taxi showed up. Bridge had the taxi drop Aristotle off first, watching the big man carefully until he made it to the door. Though the excitement had likely completely sobered up the bodyguard by this time, Bridge still worried that he might not be as sharp as he should. Bridge would have to have a talk with him at some point soon, but he was avoiding it as long as possible. Every time Bridge looked in Aristotle’s eyes, he could see the accusations, the recriminations, the question Aristotle wanted to ask. ‘Why couldn’t you save my grandmother?’ It was in every glance, every word, every movement of the gentle giant’s body.

Since Bridge had “hired” Mu as a bodyguard from the technomancers, he had wanted to keep the young wizard close. To that end, he had gotten Mu an apartment in the same complex as himself and Angela. The technomancer was never more than five minutes away, and the two had set up a special GlobalNet connection similar to the one Bridge had used with Angela earlier in the evening. Bridge could tell that being constantly on call chafed the kid. Mu was eager to display his new powers, and even more eager to learn how to augment those powers. Bridge’s insistence on their subtle use was clearly frustrating.

Bridge trudged into his apartment feeling a hollwed-out shell. Something about the devastation he’d witnessed tonight had awakened a thought, a months-old memory he had been diligently repressed. The eyes of that soldier, the dying, frightened eyes of the soldier he had run over in the technomancer’s escape from Boulder haunted him. He had made elaborate stories in his head, creating multiple fantasy histories of this kid’s life before that moment, a torturous movie of ambitions, dreams and desires that Bridge had snuffed out with callous abandon.

Bridge didn’t do guilt. He prided himself on it, actually. Clients had come to him with the most atrocious desires, unspeakable needs that he would meet without regret. Ageplay avatars, weapons, drugs, exploitation, he trafficked in all the worst aspects of the human psyche and it never touched him. Perhaps he had fooled himself all these months that by being a conduit rather than a participant, he somehow was not responsible for the acts he enabled. This was different. This was a conscious, deliberate act. Though he liked to think he had tried to swerve, tried to avoid the killing contact, there had been no chance to do so, no time to act. He could distance himˀ distancself from the 30,000 deaths in the city of Boulder, from the deaths of the soldiers and Legios Rangers who had fought the army of car golems the technomancers had used to distract from their escape. That soldier’s death was all on him, however. It was the first man he had killed, and he was afraid it would not be the last.

“Are you all right, Artie?” sang out the sterilized voice of Angela’s hologram, standing in the hallway in the darkly alluring form of Baroness Eletheia, lich queen of Ars-Perthnia. “Why are you covered in ash?”

Bridge looked himself up and down. His clothes were smudged and stained with soot. Rips littered the dark fabric of his pants and jacket, and there were stains on the pants and sleeves that he knew were someone else’s blood. “Did you not see the rocket attack on the fucking train?”

A panic spread out across her face and she ran to him, unconsciously reaching ghostly hands through his shoulders. “I stopped watching when you got on the train. I had to go fix a continent cluster crash. Beezeos went down completely, trapped like fifty people in a warp storm. What happened?”

Bridge described the rocket attack as he poured himself a stiff straight whiskey and settled onto the couch. One long draught of the burning liquid made his head swim, and he leaned back into the couch, rubbing his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. “And you’re sure it was El Diablos?” she asked when the story was complete.

“If it ain’t, somebody’s gone to a lot of trouble to pin it on them.”

“You think it’s a stitch up?”

Bridge shrugged. “Don’t know what to think. Diablos sure got plenty of beef with Magos and they’ve never been shy about letting everyone know. That whole survival of the fittest bullshit doesn’t exactly make them hesitant to pop a cap in a motherfucker.”

“What do you mean?”

“That’s their whole schtick, dime-store Darwinian bullshit. They got this thing about being the toughest mofos on the planet, that only the strong will survive. So they are constantly challenging each other and everybody else to see who’s the baddest. It’s like a life-long dickwaving contest with them. The leader is constantly getting ganked. Shit, Nacho’s the third leader they’ve had in two years. You know how he got to be leader? The same way the guy before him did; he killed the last leader. Any other Family, that’d be a negative. Not Diablos. It’s a mark of pride. Somehow, he’s survived almost a year as leader.”

“So this is what, a power play in the Families?”

“Probably. Diablos is the smallest of the five. Maybe they are trying to expand. Terrible fucking time for it, though. Stonewall is convinced CLED’s just looking for an excuse to round up all the Families and put ‘em up against the wall. Stonewall wants me to broker a peace, but I don’t think that’s going to happen.” Bridge finished his drink and tossed the empty glass down on ˀlass dowthe barren coffee table, staring into and through it.

The silence was thick, a nervous tension descending on the room. Angela’s hologram had sat down on the couch, and she seemed unwilling to speak. Finally, Bridge broke the silence. “What?” he snapped.

“What’s wrong with you?” Angela asked flatly with the hint of annoyance in her voice. “You’ve been… distant since you got back from Boulder. You told me what happened but it’s like there’s something you aren’t telling me, and it’s like you don’t want to talk to me.”

Bridge felt the guilt of the truth in her words. “You’re always online, how the hell can I talk to you?”

“I’m right here, talking to you now,” she shot back. “What the fuck is wrong with you? You’ve been mopey and you’re never mopey.”

Bridge struggled internally, that soldier’s eyes appearing in his mind’s eye again. The words came unbidden. “I killed someone in Boulder. I don’t mean the people in Boulder. That was the techonmancers. I just covered that up. No, I KILLED somebody there, a soldier.” He retold the sequence of events that led to the soldier’s death. “I ain’t never killed anybody before. I’m not sure how I feel about that.”

He shook his head. “No, I am sure how I feel about it. I feel fucking shitty. I don’t kill people. I could have had Paulie killed a hundred times, I know fifteen guys that work assassins, I coulda whacked anybody I wanted. I never do, I never go that way. I ain’t about that. I do everything I can not to have to go that way.”

“It doesn’t sound like you meant to,” Angela began. “That’s gotta count for something. He’d have shot you if he had the chance.”

“Paulie would have killed me, you, Aristotle, anybody,” Bridge stammered. “He wouldn’t have skipped a beat. He was serious about wanting to whack me for cutting his fingers off. I could have had him whacked easier than what I ended up with, but I didn’t because I know, I know, once you go that way, once you cross that line, you keep crossing that line. It’s easier, get it? That first time, that’s the hard one. You make that decision once, there’s nothing to stop you from doing it again. And I don’t want to be that guy.”

Angela stood silently. She had no words for him. All she could do was hug him, an ethereal hug that passed right through him. He coughed and stared down at his feet. He tripped over his words, barely choking back a timid sob. “Can… can you come out here, baby? I could use…”

Her eyes grew sad. “I can’t, baby, I’m way too deep to come out now. Besides, I been down two days, I probably smell like sour crotch. Get some sleep, I’ll make sure to get in bed with you once I’m done.” Bridge nodded ruefully. She blew him a kiss and disappeared. Bridge sat up for a few more minutes. Before he knew it, his chin had fallen to his chest and he slept with an uneven snore.

Chapter 5
March 7, 2029
8:32 a.m.
Bridge woke with a snorting start, his head snapping up off the couch. He spent a dozy moment getting his bearings before realizing he hadn’t even moved from the sitting position he’d had the previous evening. The television was playing with the sound turned off, its harsh light causing Bridge to blink with watery eyes. The place was dark, as usual, the blinds blocking the morning sun, all the lights off. He rubbed the stubble on his chin groggily, then set himself to his waking ritual. The burden of the day’s upcoming agenda weighed heavily on his shoulders. He would have to make contact with Diablos’ leadership, who were already openly hostile to him, and try to turn that hostility into a peaceful resolution. He put the odds somewhere between ‘what the fuck are you thinking’ and ‘sometime after the sun explodes and kills us all.’ Stonewall had a nasty habit of calling in markers at the worst times.
Once dressed and presentable, he strolled through the bedroom once more, searching in vain for Angela. The bed was unmade but cold. The lonely hum of her crèche confirmed his suspicion. She was still doing a deep run. He kissed his fingers and planted the kiss lightly on the crèche’s shiny black surface before striding out.
He sent out a wireless taxi call as he walked down to Mu’s apartment. He raised his hand to knock, but the door swung open with a creepy slowness before he could make contact. He had gotten used to the technomancer’s flair for the dramatic. Mu’s place was dark, the only light coming from a circle of candles on the barren floor. Mu sat in the lotus position, eyes closed, the only movement coming from his fingers which twinkled and danced. Bridge strode in with a cheeky grin and leaned against the wall. “OMMMMMMMM,” he intoned with a giggle.
Mu didn’t even flinch. “Very funny. This is actually quite comfortable. Helps me get up in my chi.”
“What’s with the wiggles?”
“Casting a spell. Trying to, anyway. It’s not working out that well.” His eyes snapped open and he stood with a fluid energetic bounce.
“What are you trying to do?”
“Learn to fly.”
“You guys can do that?” Bridge asked with mock incredulity. Of course, Bridge knew that some of the technomancers could fly. His memory flashed back to the image of Wong floating over the soccer fields at the university in Boulder, his hands manipulating his team of metallic golems with the invisible strings of the mana engine’s magic. But Bridge couldn’t reveal his s΀nilent partnership with the technomancers’ Council of Five to an initiate like Mu.
“Some of us can,” Mu said and left it at that. “Time for work?”
Bridge nodded. “Yah. We got to go pick up Aristotle, then we get to the impossible task of creating peace between two mortal enemies.”
Mu crossed his arms, his hands disappearing into the loose black sleeves of the hooded silk shirt he wore. The gleam of tiny golden runes up the sleeves distracted Bridge momentarily. He recognized the runes as part of the language Lydia had been developing for the technomancers. She had begun to relish the theatrical nature of a guild of wizards. Bridge found it oddly humorous that a cadre of science-y geeks took to the fanciful mythology they had created so eagerly. “Why are you still working with that guy?” Mu asked with obvious irritation in his voice.
“What guy? Aristotle? Why shouldn’t I?”
“You got me, for one. For two, he’s mostly piss-drunk and late.”
“He’s been here longer than you, and saved my ass more times than I care to count.”
“But he’s just a human. He can’t do this.” Mu flashed a hand at Bridge, a gout of flame exploding momentarily from the palm.
“Maybe not, but there’s something to be said for brute force and intimidating physical presence. And he’s smarter than you and me combined.”
Mu gave up the argument with a shrug. “Whatever, man. It’s your money.”
By the time they’d reached the street, the taxi had arrived. Bridge was pleased to see that he knew the driver, a skinny Arab named Hasan. Hasan was also one of Bridge’s clients. The young driver had had a hankering for the forbidden pork. Rather than completely break his religion’s tenets, he had insisted Bridge find the man a halal butcher who was willing to slaughter and prepare pork despite Islam’s prohibition. Bridge knew a guy, Hasan got his blessed yet forbidden meat, and Bridge got a 50% discount on taxi rides when Hasan was available.
Bridge left Mu with the taxi idling. Knocking on Aristotle’s door was fruitless, so Bridge used his key. The door was unlocked, however. Bridge flattened himself against the wall, and peeked into the room slowly. Aristotle lay half-on half-off the couch snoring loudly. Bridge relaxed. He entered the living room and slammed the door with a bang, waking the bodyguard with a violent start.
“Goddamnit, Bridge,” he began, wincing and grabbing his head. “Don’t you know how to knock?”
“I did knock, brother. And your door was unlocked.”
“Huh. Must have forgotten to lock it.”
“Bit dӀ000”>“angerous what with everything that happened last night.” Bridge strode into the room and picked up the empty bottle of gin sitting on the coffee table. “You empty this last night?”
“I’ve had that bottle a week.”
Bridge grinned. “Cheap date.”
“My tolerance is most definitely not at your exorbitant level. I’ll catch up. Do I have time for a shower?”
“Taxi’s waiting, but yeah. Hasan’s at the wheel.”
Aristotle nodded and stood. He grabbed a new bottle of gin off the kitchen counter, cracked the seal and took a quick slug. “Hair of the dog, as the colloquialism goes.”
“You think you’re maybe hitting that stuff a bit too much lately?” Bridge hesitated to bring it up, and instantly regretted it the moment the words left his lips. Aristotle’s smoldering glare was answer enough.
“Look here, Bridge. I do not give you constant admonitions about your choice of clientele, despite the abominable services they ask you to procure for them. Ok, some, but still. It’s hardly appropriate for you to show mock concern for my well-being at this late stage in our relationship.”
“Fair enough, I’m a cocksucker. I’m also your boss. And your friend.” The last part barely made it out of Bridge’s mouth.
Aristotle picked absentmindedly at the bottle’s label. “Friend. Heh. How does the saying go? With friends like these…”
“All I’m saying is this drinking thing, however much or little you can handle, it’s affecting your work. You’re always late. You want to ruin your liver, that’s your call. But I need you on point, especially right now. No telling how many motherfuckers got a bead on my back and that shit last night added a whole bunch more, I’m sure. I don’t want to end up dead because you want to forget Boulder.”
The giant’s eyes flashed white-hot with a barely constrained anger. “Don’t you fucking dare talk to me about Boulder. You’re the one that wants to forget it, just gloss it over and never talk about it again. You’re the one trying to spackle over the deaths of 30,000 people.”
“I didn’t kill those people, the technomancers did.”
“No, you’re the one using those deaths to build… I’m not even entirely sure what you are building with that yet. A religion? A mighty mystical magical pyramid scheme? What do I have to offer? You’ve got your pet wizard out there.”
“Yeah, I got Mu. But he’s not you. I need somebody there that can think their way out of something. If all I needed was somebody to blow shit up, it don’t take a wizard to do that. I know plenty of guys with a fetish for explosions.”
“Yeah, and I need my grandmother.” Bridge caught the faintest hint of a strangled sob as his bodyguard turned his face away. And that was the crux of the problem right there, all laid out for both to see. No more dancing around it, no more talking around the problem like it didn’t exist.
“I’m sorry, brother,” Bridge stumbled. The words stuck in his throat. He didn’t do guilt, and this was one huge pile of guilt.
“Don’t. Just don’t. You got to see her. You got to talk to her. You can tell me she said what she said, but frankly, I don’t believe you. You have this way of saying exactly what you think you need to, and it’s only the truth when that will aid your agenda more than a well-crafted lie. So do not bullshit me.”
“But that’s what she said,” Bridge pleaded. He wasn’t actually lying this time, but he supposed he deserved Aristotle’s mistrust.
“It doesn’t matter. She’s gone and you are here and the persons responsible for her death are free and clear and I’m aiding and abetting that freedom. There’s nothing to be proud of in that. Every day I keep that secret, it’s another day I’m every bit as culpable in her death as the technomancers. Now you want to tell me how to make that right, I’m all ears.”
Bridge had nothing. “I don’t have any answers for you, brother.”
“Then do not presume to give me any life advice.” He slammed another swig from the bottle and sealed it. Without another word, he stalked into the shower, only the slightest hint of a stagger in his step.
The day was a long one. Bridge’s attempts to make contact with El Diablos would have been tough no matter the situation. The early hour didn’t help. Most of his contacts didn’t wake until after noon. On the day after the gang starts what would likely be the biggest militia action since the riots, the street crews were ghosts. Bridge made the rounds at all the best and worst bars, making contact with the bartenders, owners, waitresses and bouncers. Some places he hadn’t visited in weeks, but they nevertheless greeted him with open arms. Even the bars that weren’t open until the sun went down opened their doors to him these days, as the main pipeline to the technomancers and their miracle Glowbugs. Everywhere he went, help was offered, but no one could promise him even a phone call with the lowliest street soldier.
The sun’s rays were contracting as Bridge and his crew sat in the Louie Lou, a crumbling diner on the edge of the Warehouse District with great coffee and abysmal grease piles disguised as food. Bridge rummaged through a plate of barely meaty meatloaf ruefully, his mind tumbling through contacts like a spinning rolodex. He had almost reached the end of his considerable resources. Hitting up his competing go-to guys appeared to be the only viable option. He fucking hated those assholes. There was Benes’n’Franks, a twitchy SpainiӀwitchy Ssh Jew with the worst breath. He could try the Owl, if the Owl would take his calls. After that deal for a shipment of black market cyberware replacement parts went tits up, Bridge was the Owl’s least favorite person. Sammy Samir would still speak to Bridge as far as he knew.
“I’ll give Samir a call,” Bridge said out loud to no one in particular, as if Aristotle and Mu had been conversing with his thoughts.
“That would be rather difficult,” Aristotle replied. “I believe he has met his maker.”
“Capped? Who would cap Samir?”
“His ex-wife. Actually, three of his ex-wives if the stories are to be believed.”
“Shit.” Bridge stuffed another forkful of meatloaf into his mouth, scowling sourly before tossing the fork back into the plate. “I’m out of ideas, brother.”
Aristotle pointed behind Bridge with a sarcastic smile. “Don’t look now, but your day is about to get much more fruitless.”
Bridge sat up with a start, turning to see the problem Aristotle indicated. Sid Tobin walked purposefully towards him with eyes lit up. Sid was the worst kind of musical poseur that lived, the kind of fame-chasing twit always one or two trend waves behind. He had no real musical viewpoint of his own, yet he was convinced that some label would be willing to sign him for a publishing deal, to make him the next big star. He had tried everything: anime nip-hop, emodouche, ‘70’s prog rock and many, many others. Sid changed styles like Bridge changed underwear. Based on his current appearance, the new thing was last month’s technosalsa. Sid wore a garish zoot suit, head-to-toe black velvet with digital sparkle patterns running all through the fabric, a huge white collar sticking out of the jacket, topped off with a Rat Pack style black hat with a six-inch peacock feather stuck in the brim. He would look ridiculous on the stage, much less out on the street, but Sid was one of those rare types so lacking in self-awareness that he actually believed he looked cool. Bridge shook his head and rubbed the ache out of his temples.
“Sid, you look fucking ridiculous,” Bridge began. “What the fuck is this style you are sporting? Did the ghost of pimp Jesus possess you this morning?”
“Naw man, this suit is the shiz. Dean Martin meets Joseph’s Technicolor Raincoat or some shit.”
“Do you even know who Dean Martin is?”
“I Pedia’ed, G.” Sid sat down with nervous excitement, his eyes wide with glee. Sid had something, something Bridge wanted written all over his face.
“Is that glitter eye shadow?”
“Yeah, man, this completes the look, you know? Chicks dig a brother can get in touch with his feminine side.”
“Your feminine Ӏour femiside is a tranny hooker named Sparkles?” Mu couldn’t help snickering at the insult, but Sid ignored it completely. He was used to Bridge’s insults. “What do you want, Sid? I’m kinda busy today.”
“Yeah, I know, I heard. You’re trying to get in with El Diablos.”
“That’s correct.” Bridge’s eyes narrowed. “What do you know about it?”
The grin split Sid’s face from ear to ear. “I got an in.”
Bridge sighed and covered his eyes. “This is serious, Sid. If you are fucking with me, Aristotle over there is going to show you how far up your ass a shoe can be lodged before you taste sole.”
“I’m not fucking with you, Bridge. I got an in with El Diablos.”
“I’m listening.”
“My cousin runs a Trip board on the ‘Net, see. All the hackers what’s on this board can get the hookup for their Trip habits, and all the suppliers that post on the board are Diablos dealers.”
Bridge finished the thought. “And your cousin had to get vetted by Diablos to post about dealer locations, so he’s met with at least somebody on the Shotcaller level. You’re telling me your cousin can get me in with a Shotcaller.”
“Yeah, yeah, that’s what I’m telling you! He owes me a bunch of favors, ‘cos I got my mom to pay for the GlobalNet space. She thinks it’s some music board, which it sort of is ‘cos I got the Trip heads hooked on my demos. They love my shit.”
“Get ‘em racing on that Trip shit and they’ll swear they see ghosts in the GlobalNet. Trip heads aren’t known for their taste in music.”
“Or hygiene,” Mu added.
Aristotle piled on. “Or sanity.”
Sid waved an annoyed hand at the bodyguards. “Yeah, yeah, but this is your in, Bridgey!”
“Don’t call me Bridgey.”
“Sorry.” Sid stared at Bridge expectantly, his eyes begging for the words of affirmation to spill from Bridge’s lips.
Bridge sighed again. Sid had him over a barrel. “What do you want, Sid?”
“You know what I want, Bridge. I want you to make an A&R guy listen to my demos. ALL my demos.”
“Sid, you have like thirty demos. Every one of them is a different style. You’re like a human karaoke machine. He’s going to be clawing his eyes out by the time he gets to the nip-hop.”


“I’m serious, Bridge, all of them. He hears my entire body of work or nothing.”

Bridge silently cursed Stonewall for charging him with this task, and Sid for finally getting enough of a spine to insist with such fervor. The worst part was that Bridge had no illusions that the meeting would make any difference. He was convinced that no matter how persuasive he could be, El Diablos had no interest in any kind of peace treaty. They were out for Los Magos blood, and Stonewall’s prohibition against retaliation made sure that El Diablos had nothing to fear from denying peace. Bridge would be lucky if they let him walk out of the meeting without a beatdown or worse.

“Set it up, Sidney.”

Sid had a mini-fit, pumping his fists in the air and whooping with joy. Bridge calmed him down. “It’s got to be tonight, Sid, or you get nothing. I don’t have a lot of time to make this happen, got it?”

“You’ll have it, I swear. You’re not gonna regret this.”

“I already regret it, Sid. Now get to it.” Sid dashed out of the diner rubbing his hands together gleefully.

Chapter 6

March 7, 2029

6:21 p.m.

Somehow, Sid came through. Two hours after they parted at Louie Lou, Bridge sat in the Glitter making small talk with the owner, Gizzard. The first crowds of the night were filtering in, the timid early-goers who would be in and out by midnight, scared off by the true denizens of the club’s night life, the hookers and predators, the criminals and the killers. Gizzard had been bragging for the last half-hour about his latest production with his bi-sexual live-in girlfriends, known professionally as Ginger and the Bambina. To hear Gizzard tell the tale, The Bambina Returns would be some sort of porn magnum opus, the kind of hardcore epic that would reshape the face of the GlobalNet porn industry. Gizzard’s business was not nearly so profitable as it had been, though. The bar owner had confided in Bridge that mainstream fare like Misogynist Theater had put a serious dent in his downloads. Bridge didn’t have the heart to tell the man that he was an avid Theater watcher.

“That Glowbug thing, that’s been a goddamn miracle,” Gizzard gushed. “Cut my overhead in half. I was getting worried I’d have to choose between Ginger and the Bambina.”

“I know a guy that can get you a virtual actor setup, real cheap,” Bridge replied. “The whole thiրing is pretty damn awesome. You get some gear for the girls to work on, right? It’s got sensors that the camera reads, and your CG guys come back in at post and create completely real looking dudes, right? Or chicks, or animals, or whatever you need, right? As long as your actors have the chops, they can be banging thin air and the whole thing looks top-notch. Can even do it in 3D. You interested?”

“I don’t know about that, Bridge. I’m a traditionalist, you know? You can’t fake the real thing, it just don’t look right. Besides, I’m more than willing to do all the male parts for free, know what I’m saying?” Gizzard’s normally thick Jersey accent became even more accentuated every time he spoke about sex. His black top-knot bounced up and down like a horse’s tail as he emphasized his words with hip thrusts. Bridge snickered without feeling.

His phone rang and he excused himself from the conversation. Gizzard got up and busied himself at the bar. Bridge had never been so happy to hear Sid’s whiny voice. “I got your hookup, Bridge.”

“This better be solid, Sid.”

“Solid as concrete, man. You set up the demo?”

“Yep. I’ve got a meeting in a couple of days with my man Baku Baku. He’s solid, for an A&R guy. You sent me everything you want him to hear?”

“You have my entire catalog. Thanks, Bridge! I am over the moon.”

“Hey, no promises. He might hate it as much as I do.”

“I got it. Ok, you go to the Little Tokyo train pickup. They’ll meet you there.”

“Did they say some stupid shit like ‘come alone’ or something they know I’ll ignore?”

“No, they expect you to bring the bodyguards.”

“How soon?”

“You got an hour to get there.”

Bridge glanced at the clock in his personal HUD. With the crappy early evening traffic, he’d barely make it. After saying his goodbyes to Gizzard, he gathered his entourage quickly and ordered a cab. On the ride over, he laid down the plan.

“I want both of you close. Mu, I want you to keep us in one of those bubbles the whole time. No telling when some motherfucker is going to try to make good with the boss by capping me. How long can you keep that up?”

Mu grinned. “With or without the taser coating?”

“With. These bitches are all about the show of strength.”

“Hour. Maybe two if we don’t move too much.”

Aristotle provided the cheery optimism. “We still need to breathe, though. The field is air-permeable, correct? Could they not merely gas us if they wish to rid themselves of us?”

Bridge scowled. “Aren’t you the cheery one? What are the chances they’ve got killer gas? If they get anywhere near us, they won’t use gas unless it’s something they have immunity to. I don’t think Diablos has that kind of gear. I hope, anyway.” He wasn’t entirely sure, of course. What little he knew of Diablos’ capabilities came secondhand from Stonewall. “We’ll have to take that chance. Whatever happens let me do the talking. Just stand there and look menacing, got it?” The two nodded.

An interminably long ride later, the cab pulled up at the intersection of Alameda and 1st with minutes to spare. Bridge shuffled his crew towards the rail line stop, a dilapidated bench with a beat-up street term on a covered platform. Three tough-looking Mexicans hung around the bench, the visible portion of the Diablos guard contingent. Bridge spotted at least three other guards in the surrounding area, one across the street on a roof overlooking the whole scene. The roof lookout was the only one visibly armed, but Bridge knew all carried some form of heater. One of the bench-warmers was huge, only a few inches smaller than Aristotle. His left arm was an oversized cybernetic replacement with a hinged door in the forearm that Bridge assumed contained a concealed gun or missile launcher that could be raised, fired and concealed again in seconds. Based on what he knew of Diablos hierarchy, this was the likely leader of the guard squad.

The giant gave Bridge a twitchy nod as the group approached, saying, “You Bridge?” Bridge nodded, and the man motioned down the line. Bridge could hear the rumbling of the approaching train from behind. “Costas. You almost didn’t make it.”

“Traffic,” Bridge responded. His eyes were fixed on Costas’s cyberarm. Despite the cheap devil graphics plastered on the metal’s surface, Bridge could tell that the gear was expensive. The compartment alone was worth almost as much as a mid-line crèche. It was hard to spot even from this close. The quality of that little extra set it apart from the typical black-market streetware. Bridge knew a guy that could get that level of gear, but no one he knew used it because of the cost.

“You know the drill, hombre. Arms out.” Bridge nodded to his bodyguards, telling them to allow the frisking. The other two bench-warmers did the deed, and they were none too gentle. One even went far enough to give Bridge a ball-tap as he finished. Bridge coughed, trying hard not to double over in pain and nausea. As the pat down completed, the train rattled to an ear-ringing stop, its brakes shattering the night with a squeal. “You clean. Welcome to El Diablos’ express, eh?” He smiled with a mouthful of space, probably half his teeth gone while the other half was a rotting, yellowed mess.

Bridge tipped his imaginary hat and turned to the train’s open door. Aristotle and Mu strode in a step behind him. Five men inhabited the car, two seated in each corner with their backs to a wall, while their three bodyguards stood holding automatic weapons. “Park it,” the man seated to the left commanded.

“We’ll stand,” Bridge replied. He wasn’t sure how easy sitting would be with the bubble surrounding them. A slight bluish shimmering in the air separated him from the armed men.

“I see you brought your pet wizard,” the other seated man said. He was shorter than Bridge, probably 5’10” at best, but he was thick as a brick. His arms had the muscular curves of a steroid junkie, rippling muscles covered with thick veins that bulged with every movement. He wore a simple black muscle shirt to show off his guns, a tapestry of devil-themed tattoos covering his arms. His chest glistened in the wavering light, and Bridge could see that he’d had ceramic implants placed in key locations on his body. These implants would provide his vital organs like heart and lungs better protection than a bulletproof vest. His jet-black hair was slicked back, and bushy eyebrows overhung the tattoos on his face. Even seated, the man was an imposing figure, and his eyes bore an intensity that ratcheted up the intimidation factor. This had to be Nacho, the leader of El Diablos. Based on that assumption, the clean-shaven man across the aisle must be Nacho’s second-in-command, Chimuelo.

“Never leave home without it,” Bridge replied. One of the bodyguards approached the bubble warily. “I wouldn’t come much closer if I were you. Unless you want the shit shocked out of you.”

Mu wiggled his fingers and tiny darts of lightning sparked off the bubble’s surface. His face split with a most devious grin.

“You approached us with an offer of peace, we listened. You really think such precautions are necessary?” Chimuelo asked.

“I’m still alive because I’m not a fucking idiot. This talk wasn’t my idea. I’m well aware what El Diablos thinks of me.”

Nacho fiddled with the end of his mustache. “Fair enough. You want to talk about peace. Let’s talk about peace.”

Bridge raised an eyebrow in surprise. “You’re actually willing to talk about peace? I was under the impression you wanted to wipe Los Magos out.”

The corner of Nacho’s mouth curled up with an evil twitch. “I ain’t a completely, what do you call it, unreasonable man. What are Los Magos gonna give to make it happen?”

Bridge studied the man’s expressions carefully. Despite his words, Bridge didn’t think Nacho gave a good goddamn about peace. The Mexican had the air of confidence that came with secret knowledge, with some hidden assurance that Bridge couldn’t quite puzzle out yet. “Give? Normally in a negotiation, the injured party is not the one expected to give up anything. You attacked them after all. You killed their leader. What more do you think they are going to give up?”

Nacho’s smile got impossibly bigger. “Yeah, I did that. Who they got in charge over there, eh?”

“Stonewall.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. Mr. Richardo. You know, we used to be tight, ‘til he got pretensions of, what do you call, grandeur. Started thinking he was some kind of savior for the peoples. That brother thinks his shit don’t stink no more. But I know him. He got all kinds of blood on his hands. He used to use me and my boys as muscle, back when he worked with los blancos, that Twiggy fucker. Used us so he wouldn’t get the white boy’s hands dirty. He ain’t no saint.”

“What does that have to do with the war?”

“Nothing really, except for this. The Families are gangs. We’re soldiers. We ain’t no fucking Red Cross. We ain’t no charity. Stonewall wants to tie himself down with all these parasites, it’s his call. But the Families are about earners. El Diablos will do the business Los Magos wants to forget.”

“Drugs and whores and violence the old fashioned way,” Chimuelo finished. The words sounded so plastic coming from his mouth. Bridge took a look at Nacho’s second-in-command, and was immediately ill at ease. Almost sterile in appearance with hair meticulously close-cropped, his light-olive skin was covered in tattoos of all varieties, but something about the work bothered Bridge. There was a clarity of line, a fastidious neatness about the ink that felt out of place on this dingy train among his dingier companions. Chimuelo smiled and the illusion was broken. His teeth were a crooked, yellowed mess. They looked as out of place on his face as a dog turd on a lace doily. “There’s a reason El Diablos don’t have a citizen’s brigade.”

“The way I hear it, it’s because you shot them all.”

A flicker of anger broke Nacho’s confident façade for a moment. “They were weak,” he hissed. “We don’t go no room for non-earners in our tribe. And we ain’t got no room for weakness.”

“The citizen’s brigades are for people with nowhere else to go!” Aristotle blurted out. “These people have had their homes stolen from them, their lives irrevocably destroyed. And you want to turn them into common street thugs?”

Bridge tossed his bodyguard a baleful glare, but Nacho was unfazed. “The weak get crushed by the strong, big guy. That is the way of the world.” Nacho stood up and stretched, his arms reaching from the seats on one side to the seats on the other side of the aisle. “Would you like to prove how strong you are?” he said with a gleam in his eye.

Bridge interrupted. “We didn’t come here for a wrestling match.” As he spoke, more things occurred to him. He paid special attention to the guns the bodyguards carried. Most of the Families were well-armed, but their gear was old, made up of various pistols, knockoff AK’s and cheap Chinese copies of other popular guns. What automatics they had were unreliable. But the gear these three displayed was almost obscene. Not only was it pristine, still suffused with that new gun smell, it was upscale. Two had real H&K submachine guns, the new caseless types that could empty a 40-round clip in seconds. The other carried an automatic shotgun with a 20-round drum as if it was a sack of potatoes. El Diablos had a sugar daddy. Bridge knew a guy that could get that kind of gear, but his ۀear, butprices were way beyond the means of any of the Families, or so he thought.

“What did you come here for then, homes? After all the shit we’ve taken from Los Magos, after the way they threw us aside like garbage to take in all these leeches, you expect we’re going to throw down like we did and not finish the job? We just going to bloody their nose then kiss the booboo and make it all better? Stonewall wants peace, he can have the peace at the end of this!” He grabbed the shotgun from his bodyguard and squeezed off three angry shots, filling the car with thunder and smoke. Pellets ricocheted everywhere, tinkling off the metal walls, lodging in the bulletproof glass. A few tore the flesh of one of the bodyguards and he fell to a knee momentarily. A blazing stare from Nacho forced him back to his feet with gritted teeth, his face a crisscross of bloody, razor thin scratches.

Nacho turned back to the trio. “Huh. That thing really does work. Guess you was smart to bring him after all.” He nonchalantly tossed the gun back to its bearer.

“You want to earn? You say this is all about earning the old-fashioned way?” Bridge began. “How much do you think you’re going to earn when CLED intervenes? You think they are going to let you turn the streets of LA into a goddamn war zone without lifting a finger? Stonewall isn’t being weak, he’s being smart. Talk to him. Look at the patterns. Los Magos and the rest of the Families have taken in those people because CLED is turning them out. They are confiscating whole blocks because one house on the street is a meth lab or a Trip pusher is doing business on the corner. They are scorching the earth, and if you start kicking up shit, they are going to annihilate all of you.”

Nacho flexed the muscles on his right arm, the tattoo of a devil winking at Bridge in the flickering light of the train. “They are welcome to try, Bridge. If they can take me, they deserve to win.”

“Just like you took your predecessor?”

“The strong survive, homes.”

“You on board with this?” Bridge asked Chimuelo.

“We’re the strong ones,” the lieutenant commented. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Sure, I get it. Let this idiot put himself out there and get his gourd shot off and the gang’s all yours. Nice.”

Nacho eyed his inferior suspiciously, then smiled back at Bridge. “If he thinks he can take me, he’s welcome to try any time. You fuck with el toro, you get the horns!”

“CLED’s going to destroy the Families over this. You know that, right?”

“Fuck that bunch of pussies, man. If they don’t want to get on the bus, they can burn with Los Magos. Got it?”

“Is that your final offer?”

“It’s my only offer, Bridge. You tell Stonewall either he hands it all over to me or I come after him full bore. Either El Diablos is on top, or dead.”

“Message received. You want to drop us off?”

Nacho snapped his fingers and the train ground to a screeching halt. Bridge surveyed their surroundings. The train had stopped somewhere in the Warehouse District, no station in site. One streetlight burned weakly over a darkened street. Bridge cursed to himself. “Thanks asshole. We’ll never get a cab out here.”

“Welcome to Los Magos Town,” Nacho replied.

The trio had barely stepped off the train when the door shut behind them. The train trudged away loudly. “Let’s go find a street term so I can call Stoney.” They walked three blocks before finding a term that worked. Stonewall was not pleased.

“Stoney, he’s not interested in peace,” Bridge began. “He’d rather go down in some dumbass macho blaze of glory than talk to you.”

“I was afraid of that,” Stonewall replied. “This is the worst possible time for this.”

“Is there ever a good time for gang war?”

“Not really. Look, Los Magos is going to call in the other Families for help on this. I need you to come give them a briefing.”

“Awww, man, are you serious? It’s not enough I had to talk to that cocksucker, you want me to do a book report in front of the class, too?”

Stonewall chuckled without humor. “I don’t think it’s going to help, but you can relay exactly what was said. Maybe it’ll make them realize that when one of us gets hurt, we all do.”

“How very egalitarian of you.”

“Funny. Can I count of you, brother?”

Bridge didn’t want to help. He wanted to be done with this. The next few days were going to be dangerous on the streets. Bridge considered closing up his business for a week or so to let things work out while he hid away in safety. The last thing he needed was to be knee-deep in the middle of all the shit. But the tone of Stonewall’s voice was hard to refuse.

“All right, fine. But that’s it. I tell them my story then I walk. I’m not getting any deeper in this shit, understand?”

The reply was cold, and Bridge didn’t believe that Stonewall would let him walk that easily no matter what he said. “Understood, brother. Give your report and skate. I’ll call you with the details.”

They hung up and Bridge checked the bus schedule. The closest bus was a mile away so ۀmile awahe and his bodyguards hoofed it to the stop. They took a ride to a nearby bar to wait in sullen silence for the call Bridge dreaded.

Chapter 7

March 8, 2029

12:51 a.m.

Bridge was overjoyed to find that the Parliament meeting took place in an actual building as opposed to a train. Perhaps a moving target could be secured more easily, but he’d had enough of train cars since this thing began. From the outside, the warehouse was completely dark, looking for all intents and purposes completely abandoned. But once Bridge got close, he could see that the windows were intentionally blacked out so that not one sliver of light escaped into the dark night, and the walls were soundproofed as well. The only indication of life surrounding the place came in the form of the guards who only appeared visible when needed, otherwise blending into alleyways and the windows of adjacent buildings. Streetlights up and down the block were strategically darkened to maximize the shadows around the warehouse. Bridge, Mu and Aristotle were shuffled into a side office and made to wait with three guards, two Asian and one black.

After twenty minutes of interminable boredom, Stonewall poked his head into the office and motioned for the group to follow him. “Come on, Bridge, we’re ready for you,” he said with a chilly flatness that put Bridge on edge.

“What’s the scenario, brother?” Bridge asked.

“Not good. The other families really don’t want to get involved. I’m hoping your report convinces them to help.”

Bridge stopped the ex-footballer with a hand on his arm. “What are you expecting them to do? Fight for you? I’ve dealt with a few of these guys. They aren’t what you’d call generous. Shit, the AsiaTown factions will barely talk when they aren’t shooting at each other, and the damn Bottle City Boys don’t have more than what, thirty actual physical bodies? The damn Panthers are on this non-violence kick. You’re lucky they even let you talk about this.”

“They gotta do something, Bridge. Exert some political pressure, make Nacho back down. Threaten to join up with us against Diablos. Something. We can’t have a war.” Bridge could tell how much this was tearing Stonewall apart, and a tiny tinge of empathy poked through his Bridge’s instinctual detachment.

Stonewall had ambitions. Deep down, the ex-footballer had a heart the size of a small galaxy. During their escape from a frame-up last year, Bridge had learned all about Stonewall’s background as a political science student in his teen years in Mexico City. Stonewall had revealed a lot to him that day, from his leadހLos Magos clan of the Five Families, to his political ambitions. Stonewall was practically a Communist, opposed at his core to the pervasive control exerted by the unfettered capitalism inherent in the Local Governance Licenses granted to corporations like Chronosoft. Stonewall had revealed his ultimate aim for the Families over a bottle of whiskey one night. Stonewall wanted the Families to carve out their own benevolent society in the midst of the corrupted social system Chronosoft controlled in Los Angeles, with its own self-supporting infrastructure negotiated away from the corporation. It would be an egalitarian commune in the heart of the city, a starting point and an inspiration for future generations that proved that the system of exploitation offered by the LGL was not the only way, that there was a better way forward. To that end, he had started the Citizens’ Brigades, assigning regular non-gangster citizens to Families for protection from CLED once the police had started forcibly evicting people. Entire streets had been confiscated and evicted on the flimsiest of excuses, all perfectly legal thanks to a local ordinance passed under the administration of the new mayor, Arturo Soto.

If Los Magos and El Diablos went to war, real to-the-mattresses war, that dream would die in fire. If the two families didn’t end each other, the collateral damage from the fighting would prompt the Chronosoft Law Enforcement Division to end the fighting the easiest way they knew how: with overwhelming force. There would be a lot of deaths, a lot of damage, and in the end, what survivors remained would be marginalized as violent criminals and rabble-rousers. Disdain and fear would replace what empathy the general public might have for the downtrodden citizens of the Five Families.

Bridge followed Stonewall into the warehouse proper. Stacks of crates formed a barrier around the central meeting area, a dimly lit circle of chairs and bodies. Bridge surveyed the Parliament. Each Family could send up to five representatives to any Parliament meeting, with no more than three bodyguards from each allowed in the circle. Bridge knew each of the members of the Parliament, some more than others.

To his right were the delegates for AsiaTown, the Chinese, Korean and Japanese gangs in Los Angeles. Each ethnic group had sent their leader. The oldest was the Chinese leader, Shen Ju Hui, a middle-aged man of average height with floppy dark bangs that framed the dour expression permanently affixed to his face. Bridge never took his expression literally. The story was that many years before the riots, Shen had been the target of an assassination attempt by a rival. The gangster had been infected with a nanotech neurovirus, an invisible killer that had attacked his nervous system with an army of tiny motorized robots. The virus had wreaked stroke-like havoc, but somehow he had survived. The sickness had taken its toll, leaving the right side of his mouth in a permanent scowling droop, but his intellect had been unaffected.

Next to Shen stood the Korean Guk Hyo. Though an inch shorter than Shen, Hyo nevertheless dwarfed the Chinese gangster with sheer bulk. The man was thick, his body enhanced with all sorts of black market nano-steroidal treatments. His head resembled a cake, flattened and round, with a cap of dark hair presiding over shaved sides dyed shockingly blonde, with blonde sideburns that tapered down to a point at the corners of his mouth.

Almost lost next to his two larger colleagues, the Japanese delegate, Me delegaasakazu Matsumoto, appeared tiny at a rakishly thin 5’1”. Despite his wispy physical appearance, Masa exuded an air of danger. Strapped across his back was a katana probably a foot longer than it should have been, so large that Bridge had been sure its bearer would be unable to use it effectively when first they’d met. Bridge had been wrong. The streets buzzed with tales of his prowess as a swordsman, and Bridge made sure never to underestimate the man.

The New Panthers delegation sat to Bridge’s left, a klatch of three angry looking black men in dark biker leathers with the red, green and yellow of the African flag sewn as a quilted patchwork across their shoulders. Their leader was Huey Chahine, an imposing 6’3” figure with a thin afro and mirrored sunglasses that he wore despite the dark hour. Bridge had tried on repeated occasions to work some form of arrangement with Huey, but the insistence of the New Panthers on non-violence had cut them out of many of the deals Bridge could offer. Unlike El Diablos, they didn’t appear to hate Bridge so much as distrust him enough to keep him at arm’s length. His skin color likely didn’t help. The Panthers had an antiquated though not quite undeserved apprehension about doing business with white men, especially those carrying Bridge’s shady reputation.

Far-el, leader of the Bottle City Boys, had the most disturbing appearance. Like C@l@C@ of the Magic Men, the Bottle City Boys, or BCB, were a virtual gang. Unlike Magic Men, they were a Family of their own with their small cadre of physical foot soldiers. Their members never left the crèche, living their entire lives on the GlobalNet. Formerly known as the Kandorians, after the Kryptonian exiles whose city had been stolen from Krypton and shrunk into a bottle in the Superman comics, the gang had changed their name to Bottle City Boys after the Superman copyright holders had threatened legal action. Since legal action was useless on those with no known physical presence, the threat of extralegal action in the form of a GlobalNet war had convinced the Kandorians to change their gang’s name. Far-el appeared in holographic form as a giant crystalline golem, easily eight feet tall and as wide as a car. His eyes glowed an evil green, and the shape of his mouth implied a constant scowl. Prismatic rainbow light constantly spilled from that mouth as he spoke.

Far-el’s bodyguard, Johnny Cloud, bore his holographic projector. Cloud had been a member of the Hollywood Starlets militia during the riots. Once the Starlets disbanded, a few including Cloud had stayed on as the foot soldiers of the Bottle City Boys. Bridge had done business with Cloud shortly after the riots. Though he was so massive many assumed he juiced, Bridge knew that all Cloud’s muscle came naturally from dedicated weight lifting. But what most didn’t know, because Cloud rarely spoke to anyone besides Far-el, was the incredible intelligence the man possessed, something Bridge had aided. Cloud had hired Bridge to find a vendor of intellect-boosting nanodrugs. The transformation had been remarkable. Before, Cloud had spoken like any normal jackoff. He hadn’t started out dumb, but he hadn’t been exactly Mensa material, either. Afterwards, he had been able to hang with Aristotle without blinking. Bridge was never quite sure why someone who rarely spoke would care about intelligent conversation, though he had his suspicions.

Stonewall’s delegation consisted of himself, Goyo and Cierra. Cierra stood with her left arm bandaged, a spider web of shrar web ofpnel scratches dotting the left side of her face. She had been in some serious action. Goyo wore a bandage on his head but seemed unperturbed. Stonewall introduced Bridge with little excitement. “Most of you know my next witness, but I’ll introduce him anyway. This is the Bridge. You need it, he can get it for you, no questions asked.”

“Does that include guns?” Masa interrupted with a devious grin.

Bridge nodded and returned the smile. “We can talk afterwards,” he quipped.

Shen cut in with peevish disdain. “We know who Bridge is,” he said. “Cut the shit and tell us why he’s here.”

“I sent him to speak with Nacho about an offer of peace,” Stonewall explained. “I’ve asked him to come and report on that meeting.” The footballer turned his attention to Bridge. “Bridge? You want to tell them what you saw?”

Bridge nodded and paused before speaking, letting the tension around his words build up deliberately. “You people are fucked.”

Whatever etiquette existed, Bridge had shat all over it. The entire room went so silent Bridge could hear his heartbeat in his ears, a bead of sweat pooling at the nape of his neck. Huey spoke up first. “What do you mean, you people?”

Bridge returned a wry smile and replied, “Don’t take it like that, Malcom X. Ain’t nothing racial in it. I mean you all, collectively; the Five Families are well and truly fucked. I know you’ve all been talking before I got in here, you know about Pedro getting whacked, about Stonewall taking over Los Magos. I’m sure you all think this ain’t nothing more than beef between Nacho and Stonewall or Nacho and Magos in general.”

“It isn’t?” Shen asked with a sarcastic tone. “We’re all aware of the split that created El Diablos in the first place. That this current unpleasantness is an extension of that schism is without question.”

“Sure, there’s plenty of beef there. Diablos has wanted more of Los Magos pie since the split. There’s better ways to do that than the nuclear option. You three fight all the time,” Bridge indicated the members of AsiaTown. “When’s the last time one of you took a potshot at each other? Tried to whack anybody above street looie? Never, am I right? At least not since the riots. You want to tell me why that is?”

The three gangsters exchanged knowing glances. Guk replied in the harsh clipped tones of his broken English. “Make no sense. Big fight like that makes everybody targets. Bad for business.”

Bridge snapped his fingers and pointed his thumb and forefinger at the Korean like a gun. “Bingo. You let the grunts take the fall, becthe fallause they are expendable. You start offing each other, suddenly your little enterprise turns into a blood feud. Everybody loses.” He turned on Stonewall and shot his words out at the ex-footballer with all the venom he could muster. “Nacho ain’t in this for business, brother. Hate to tell you, but he’s out for blood. What I can’t figure out is why.”

“We’ve never gotten along,” Stonewall replied. “He approaches the business like the Old Testament. Eye for an eye, kill or be killed, scorched earth over consensus. Live fast, die young.”
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“The old way,” Goyo commented without emotion.

“Si, the old way. The way that lands us all in prison or dead. Every time we pop up with this old school bullshit, the CLED’s patience runs a little thinner. You guys may think that ‘cos the mayor is a Mexican, he’s going to take it easy on us. He ain’t. If you haven’t been paying attention to how big the Citizen’s Brigades are getting, you should. Since that puta got in office, we’ve been getting more refugees, not less. He’s herding us into a corner for the slaughter. This war is the exact excuse he needs to step up the game.”

“What do you expect us to do?” Far-el’s booming voice rattled eerily through the space.

“If we all get together, if we all approach Nacho as a united front, ask him to back down, he’ll…”

“Laugh in your fucking faces,” Mu said. The technomancer stepped into the light and raised a hand. A tiny hologram of the Diablos’ leader appeared in the air above his hand, replaying the part of Nacho’s speech from earlier threatening the other Families.

“What is that sound?” Far-el said. “Johnny, is there something wrong with my mic inputs? I’m hearing a weird static, and there’s some kind of visual distortion beside Bridge.”

“Sorry, that’s my bodyguard,” Bridge said. “He sometimes forgets that he’s invisible to electronic detection.” One of the hidden benefits of the technomancer’s mana engine, besides the power to cast spells of frightening strength, was that they disappeared from the electronic grid completely. Cameras couldn’t record them. Database searches on their fingerprints, voice recordings, searches on their names all returned with scrambled results. They were completely invisible to the GlobalNet unless they wanted to be found. “He’s showing a recording of my meeting with Nacho. Nacho is basically threatening all of you.”

Cloud spoke in whispers. “He’s right, boss.”

“Nacho doesn’t want peace, and he doesn’t care about CLED. He’s absolutely confident that whatever happens, he will survive it. And he isn’t crazy, either. I saw some of the gear his boys are sporting. It’s super-cool, high-tech shit. I’d have a hard time coming up with it. I could do it, but it’d be expensive. More than all of you fuckers can afford, that’s for sure. Look around.” He pointed to the guns the bodyguards carried. It was a motley assortment of unreliable Chinese-made street pieces that would be as likely to jam as fire. y to jafired You guys might as well have been equipped at a gun show. This guy is sporting military grade shit from back when the military meant something. He’ll bury you on firepower alone.”

“Where’s he getting it from?”

Bridge shrugged. “Maybe he’s got a sugar daddy, I don’t know.”

Masa rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “It’s more than the gear,” he said with a quiet contemplation, almost to himself as much as the Parliament. “He speaks with absolute confidence, as if he is not one bit afraid of war. Which means he is either insane…”

“Which he’s not,” Bridge interrupted.

“Which he most certainly is not. Or he has a secret, something he believes in so strongly that he can throw caution to the wind. He is not afraid of the police, nor of us.”

“He won’t stop with Los Magos, either. He’ll burn the whole goddamn city and take you all down with him if he has to.”

“When you engage with violence, violence is your only return,” Chahine stated. “New Panthers are committed to a the path of non-violent resistance. The problems of the Mexicans are their own. If we do not engage in the violence, we cannot be targeted.”

Aristotle’s shout made even Bridge jump. “This isn’t about race, you asshole,” the bodyguard bellowed. “You think just sitting in your blackness detached from the rest of us will keep you safe? This isn’t a black thing, brown thing, white thing, brother man. This is about the haves letting the have-nots weaken each other so we’re all ripe for picking off, one by one. You ask the Citizens Brigade. Those folks aren’t gangsters. They aren’t a part of ‘the life.’ They were sitting in their homes minding their own business. Now they are stuck with you. What kind of leader abdicates that responsibility because he thinks this is a racial thing?”

“Easy, big guy,” Bridge interrupted, putting a hand on Aristotle’s shoulder. “He’s right. He’s speaking out of turn but he’s right. My suggestion? Gird your loins, all of you. The firestorm is coming whether you want it or not, and no amount of solidarity or peace offerings is going to keep this crazy mean bastard from bringing the war to your doorstep. I’ve done my part. You guys are on your own.”

Bridge stomped out of the warehouse, waving to Aristotle and Mu to follow him. He hadn’t gotten ten feet outside the door when Stonewall caught him. “That didn’t go well.”

“What did you expect, brother? You know the rules, every man for himself.”

“I know, but I can still hope for a change, can’t I?”

“You can wish in one hand and shit in the other. Guess which one fills up first.”

Stonewall chuckled. “I ne kled. ed your help.”

“You already had my help. I’m done.”

“Come on, Bridge don’t be like that.”

“Like what? I’ve gotten shot at, blown up, tossed around and trainwrecked with this shit already. I got my own business to take care of. When this war goes sideways, yes I said when, I need to have my shit together so I can stay out of the way until it blows over. This is going to fuck up a lot of shit.”

“I just need you to figure out where they are getting their gear from, that’s all.”

Bridge cut Stonewall off with a dismissive wave of his hand. “No, that’s it. I’m done. This isn’t my war. Those guys in there got it right. Take care of your own shit, and get the hell out of the way when the fireball comes tearing after you. If I was you, I’d fuck off back to Mexico for a little while.”

Stonewall’s shoulders slumped in disappointment while his face took on the steely look of determined anger. “It’s going to be like that, then?” Bridge nodded. “What about the people? These people are under my protection. They’re my responsibility. They are my tribe, my family. What do I do about them?”

“That’s your problem, Stoney. You keep worrying about other people, about all your little tribes. Twiggs. Me. Los Magos. You can’t save us all. All this shit with Diablos, you and I both know there’s more to it than gang beef. Those guns… they got a sugar daddy with some serious clout, probably corporate-type clout. I get it. You’re a crusader. You have this holy mission you’re on, this crazy ass idea that you’re going to force the LGL to give you your own little commune, to leave you alone and let everybody live in peace.”

“Is it that crazy?” Stonewall asked with an almost pleading tone.

“You know it is. You know what a crusader is without the power of some big ass organization backing him? It’s a martyr. You want to be a martyr, you go right ahead, but leave me out of it. Be smart. Save yourself before it’s too late.”

“I ain’t wired like that, amigo.”

“Neither was Pedro. See where that got him?” With that, Bridge spun on his heels and stalked off.

Chapter 8

March 9, 2029

10:42 p.m.

The next few days were infuriating. Though constantly busy, much of Bridge’s efforts were fruitless and frustrating. No sooner would he get close to a simple deal when he’d have to perform a quick shuffle step to avoid catching some splash damage from the troubles. The first night had found him at the Tanz, hooking Bobby Kneecaps up with a new money laundering service. Two steps from the deal being done, one sentence from collecting his fee and sending Kneecaps across the crowded club to meet the Aardvark, the whole scene exploded at the crack of one stray gun shot. A crew of three Magos had chased a foolishly solitary Diablos rock-slinger into the back door. The disturbance started with a low rumble of perturbed dancers, shouting at the asshole that had tripped across their gyrations. The telltale pop-pop-pop of old school nine millimeters burping out bullets parted the crowd like Moses at the Red Sea. The Diablo runner went down, blood splattering the horrified club-goers. Bridge and his client dove in opposite directions as the club cleared in record time, the deal forgotten. Bridge made it out unscathed, but at least one bystander was struck by haphazard return fire.

Five minutes after Bridge had cleared the door, he heard the whooping sirens of the CLED forces raiding the place. He later learned from the Tanz’s owner, Yazmine, that CLED had used the disturbance as a convenient excuse to search the place for anything and everything, including Glowbugs. Bridge had been working on Yaz for a month now, trying to sell her on the Glowbugs, but to no avail. He would have to work twice as hard to get her to bite after this.

The next night he found even more difficult. Setting up meets had become problematic. Places he’d been cautiously welcomed before began to turn him away. He received a particularly gruff rebuff from the bouncers at Alligator Corner. Steve Three-Fingers, a bouncer he’d hooked up with some GlobalNet snuff torture rooms seemed to revel in giving Bridge the cold shoulder. Gizzard gave Bridge the run of the Glitter, but barred members of both Magos and Diablos from entering the place, and called the CLED on any who were spotted within a block of the joint. Bridge’s attempts to regroup with Kneecaps and the Aardvark fell apart when Gizzard revealed that Kneecaps was barred from entering the Glitter because of an outstanding debt.

Bridge did manage to set up a meeting with the A&R rep, Baku Baku, to go over Sid’s music. Slick as greased goose shit, Baku Baku was an Iranian-American with a bit of a god complex. Dark slicked back hair capped a swarthy face of impressive masculine beauty, with the eyes of a predatory lizard. Bridge had never found out his real name – everyone just called him Baku Baku. Bridge could never spend more than thirty minutes alone with the guy without feeling the urge to punch him directly in his pretty face. Luckily, Bridge had tossed a few successful acts his way, including the brother and sister team, the Ardents, who had recently hit the number one on the GlobalNet charts. Baku didn’t exactly owe Bridge, but he was the only A&R guy that would take Bridge’s call without the typical dick-waving, put-Bridge-in-his-place posturing.

Bridge met Baku at his penthouse office downtown, three blocks from the enormous Chronosoft LGL headquarters that had engulfed the Los Angeles downtown core. Sid had begged to come with, but Bridge knew better than to have the twitchy so-called musician in the same room with the executive in this situation. If Bridgeon. If B could get Baku through all Sid’s demo tracks, he would have held up his end of the bargain. Baku would probably be ready to kneecap Sid soon after they met in person, and if that happened before the rep had heard all the music, Bridge would owe Sid something else.

Bridge, Mu and Aristotle rode the glittering, mirrored elevator up in silence. Bridge could smell the barest hint of gin on his bodyguard, masked badly by stronger cologne than Aristotle usually wore. Bridge had to give him credit. He was becoming a functional alcoholic.

“Bridge! My nizzle!” Baku shouted as the elevator doors slid open. The Persian stood with his arms wide, his silken shirt open to the sternum, glittering gold necklaces twinkling from his smooth, olive chest. “Want some blow?”

Bridge demurred. Baku liked the old stuff, the finest grade cocaine, bereft of nano additives, the kind of blow that still rotted sinus cavities and made hearts explode. Of course, Baku had an ace in the hole, an army of tissue-repairing nanobots that coursed through his veins, undoing any damage he’d done to his body in twenty-four hours. The treatments were expensive as hell. Bridge’s commission for finding a nanodoc willing to provide the technological marvels without paperwork on speed dial had been quite generous. “I’m good, Baku Baku.”

“Come on, Bridge, we’re friends here. It’s Baku! Sit. Let’s dialog!” The man’s voice boomed through the cavernous penthouse. He was a loud talker, his voice always on the edge of shouting, but he seemed unaware of how loudly he spoke. Bridge sank into the sumptuous couch, the cushions redolent with the smoke from a water pipe. The air around the couch had a slight haze. The party had started in Baku Baku’s world. Bridge noticed a trio of naked hotties hanging out around the bar.

“How’s business, Baku?”

“Business is business, brother. Those Ardents, they been kicking it to the limits. You really found a gem there. What you got for me today, homes?”

Bridge pulled Sid’s demo card and placed it gingerly on the translucent, circular coffee table in front of him. The circuitry in the table connected flawlessly with the card’s internal interface, lines of power glowing through the card and into the table. Bridge motioned to Baku for permission to begin playing the demo. The rep gave his permission with a dismissive wave of his hand.

“What am I listening to?”

“Sid Tobin.”

“Big band hop?” Baku asked as the first song started with a crescendo of blaring trombones and DJ record scratches, followed by Sid’s whiny voice flowing over horrible rhymes. “Jesus, man, why you bringing me this shit? Turn it off.”

“Hold up, Baku. I got a favor to ask. I need you to hear all these songs. All of them. There’s like 30 of them.”

“I got to listen to 30 of these?”

“No, it gets worse. Wait ‘til you get to the industrial jangly pop.” Baku made a gas face.

“You want me to listen to all of this shit? That’s going to cost you. Who the fuck is this idiot, you’re mother’s retarded cousin?”

“Not quite, though not far off. We ain’t related, but he did me a huge solid and you are what he asked for. You don’t have to listen to every second of every song. Shit, maybe there’s something in here worth listening to, I don’t know. I couldn’t make it through myself.”

Baku rubbed his smooth chin. “You’re going to owe me,” he said. Bridge nodded. “This got something to do with that beef going down in the Families?”

Bridge raised a surprised eyebrow. “You know about that?”

Baku nodded. “Yah. I know lots of shit, man. Let’s listen to this warbling, then we’ll talk about what you can do for me.”

Listening to all the songs took what seemed like an age, each genre switch accompanied by rueful laughter and wincing. To his credit, Baku did listen to three of the songs from start to finish, expressing interest in meeting Sid. “I don’t recommend it,” Bridge replied when asked. “He’s about as big of a pain in the ass as you can imagine.”

“I’ll meet anybody that’s got some talent, and he’s got some talent,” Baku said. “There might even be a hit in there if we polish and package him right. And if we don’t, it won’t be the first time I stuff artist in box and mail him to Botswana.” Baku’s explosive laughter pervaded the room, but despite the humor, Bridge knew Baku wasn’t kidding. Everyone knew about “the packaging.”

With the songs finally finished, Baku stood and walked to the bar, slapping one of the naked women on the ass playfully as he filled up a glass with a greenish liquid that Bridge guessed was real absinthe. “I’ll call you next week to set up a meet with this kid,” the Persian began. “But now you gotta do something for me.”

“I am your servant,” Bridge replied with a smarmy smile.

“Somebody wants to see you. They’re waiting in a car downstairs for you.”

A cold ball of apprehension slammed into Bridge’s stomach. “A car? Am I taking a trip?”

Baku shook his head. “Not that kind of car, Bridge. They called me right after you did, brau. All they want is to talk.”

“Who is it?”

“Go on downstairs and you’ll see. Don’t give them any shit and we’ll be square.”

Bridge’s eyes narrowed into slits. “They must have some serious juice to get you to let a favoto let ar like this call us square. Should I be looking for the parachute exit?”

Baku’s voice was uncharacteristically soft, almost a caring whisper. “I really wish you wouldn’t. It’s no big deal, brau. Just a talk.”

Bridge nodded, his course set. He didn’t like being herded, and he liked the idea that his movements were being tracked so closely at a time when the streets were exploding even less. But he didn’t have much choice in the matter. He motioned to his bodyguards and said his goodbyes to the music executive. The ride down seemed all too short, and sweat broke out under his armpits.

“Who do we know with the juice that could pull that kind of favor?”

“A veritable ocean of potential enemies,” Aristotle replied.

“Yeah, true. But who would?” Neither Aristotle nor Mu had any idea.

The doorman ushered Bridge from the building with a sarcastic good night, a knowing smile plastering his face. The car waiting for him was a stretch limo, its back door flanked by two nano-juiced bodyguards in black suits, white shirts and black ties. Each guard wore sunglasses, but Bridge could tell they didn’t need them. Their arms were cybernetic, which led him to believe that their eyes were cybernetic as well. The shades might otherwise contain HUDs that carried the picture of their target, but they were likely there for show as the eyes would have all the HUD’s the two would need. They completed the illusion with one ear piece with a curly wire leading down their neck into their jacket, but like the glasses, those were merely for show. These were local Secret Service types, so the limo’s passenger would be government. Bridge’s mood worsened as he realized which member of government would likely be in the back of the car.

The back door opened and the Secret Service guards indicated that Bridge should get in. The passenger leaned forward to greet Bridge.

“Nice to finally meet you, Mr. Bridge,” Mayor Arturo Soto said. “Would you care to join me for a leisurely ride?”

Bridge was caught. He could find no excuse to get out of this very awkward conversation. His fear evaporated as his mind tumbled through the possibilities. Had Soto wanted Bridge arrested, a simple phone call would have done the job. “Bridge, you cannot get in the car with him,” Aristotle hissed.

“Why not? This is the fucking mayor, brother. He’s not going to hurt me.”

“You sure about that?”

“No, but think about it. He wants me dead, then he doesn’t put himself anywhere near the crime. He hires a motherfucker with a sniper rifle sniper who puts a slug in my dome before I even hear the shot. Or he calls CLED and gets me arrested on some bullshit charge and tossed in the deepest hole he can find. He doesn’t offer me a ride in his limo.”

“I would be more amenable if we could accompany you,” the bodyguard said.

“I’m sure you would,” Soto interrupted. “But this is a private conversation. Don’t worry, mother, I’ll bring him back safe and unharmed.” The smile on the politician’s face oozed charm.

“I’ll be fine,” Bridge said. “I’ll call you with a meeting place when we’re done.” Bridge tossed Mu a hand gesture, an infinitesimal signal in the burgeoning cant the technomancers were developing, that told the wizard to back off both physically and electronically. Mu could have planted a nanobot spell that relayed the entire conversation to anyone he desired, recorded the whole thing and spit it out in a viral blast to anyone with a GlobalNet connection, which was, of course, everyone. Bridge didn’t care much for blackmail and Soto was entirely too slick for it to have been effective anyway. Had Bridge tried such an operation, he would move himself from the mayor’s dislike list to his hit list, a movement that gained Bridge nothing but more enemies.

Bridge slid into the limo’s middle seat gracefully, with casual indifference to the opulence paid for with taxpayer dollars. Had Bridge actually been a taxpayer, he might even have felt a tinge of outrage at the luxury. “Nice ride, ese,” Bridge quipped, intentionally using the Spanish phrase to get the mayor’s goat. He leaned over and opened the mini bar. “You got any tequila?”

If Bridge’s attempts to rankle the politician were successful, he gave no indication at all. Soto sat back with smug indolence, his arm stretching comfortably across the back seat. “I hear that you are partially to thank for my election victory,” Soto began. “I never got a chance to offer my regards.” His eyes narrowed into the stare of a predator. The smartass comeback Bridge had readied stuck in his throat. “Of course, I hear that you are also to thank for the pall of illegitimacy hanging over that victory.” The tone was set. This was no more a friendly visit than it was a prelude to an attack. Bridge would have to tread carefully.

“You’re welcome, your honor… your imminence… what is the proper honorific? I always get confused.”

“Mr. Mayor will do,” Soto replied.

“So, Arturo, do you want to talk about what kind of a fuckup your boy Thames committed to make it necessary to do what I did?”

Soto waved his hand dismissively. “I’m not here to rehash the past. While your stunt certainly created a stir, it ultimately hasn’t hindered my administration in the slightest.”

‘Score one for the cocksucker,’ Bridge thought. The dancing had begun the minute Bridge stepped in the car, and so far, Soto had made it quite clear he would lead. Bridge’s attempts to get under the man’s skin had bounced off Soto’s so far impervious shell, while the politician had clearlyn had cl illustrated Bridge’s impotence. Bridge poured a two-finger draught of a fine bottle of whiskey from the mini-bar and sipped it casually. “Then to what do I owe the pleasure of riding in your fine tax burner and drinking some really outstanding whiskey on the regular jackoff’s dime?”

“Juan Ricardo,” the Mayor said with startling directness. “The man you call Stonewall. I want him.”

Bridge stopped cold in mid sip, savoring the taste of the alcohol as it burned his tongue, then letting the burn slip down his throat. He carefully placed the glass down in an opulently paneled cup holder and crossed his arms. “He doesn’t swing that way,” Bridge replied in a flat, humorless tone.

“Your attempts to draw me out by insulting my manhood are in vain, you realize. I know he’s your friend. I know that he has helped you out on occasion and you have done so in return. I know that he is now the leader of the so-called Los Magos gang that has infested our subways, a gang that is even now engaged in the first stages of a very dangerous, very loud street war with El Diablos. I know that you were enlisted to broker peace between the two factions, a peace that proved elusive. I know that he aided you during the unfortunate circumstances surrounding my election.” Bridge shouldn’t have been all that surprised. After all, most of what he got involved with was at least common knowledge to CLED and anyone on the streets. His activities weren’t exactly illegal; even under Chronosoft law, the police couldn’t really arrest someone for ‘knowing a guy.’ What really surprised Bridge was that the mayor had placed enough eyes on Bridge to gather information into one conversation.

“And I know that whatever happened in Boulder last year, he was with you.” The statement tossed Bridge’s stomach into a cyclone of nervous activity. He had supposed his trip to Boulder wasn’t a state secret. The knowledge could have been had, but it would have taken some digging. If the mayor’s people had done that digging, it meant that Chronosoft had that information as well. Every LGL in the world wanted to figure out what had happened in Boulder for one reason or another. The coinciding appearance of the technomancers so soon after the strange events in Boulder, as well as the Glowbugging business that could cause so many problems for the energy utilities those corporations ran made any knowledge of the Boulder incident priceless. The price could be in money or lives, and the corporations wouldn’t have cared either way. Tying Bridge to that event was more dangerous than any other business he could be involved in.

“What do you want with Stonewall?”

The triumphant gleam in Soto’s eye shot waves of anger through Bridge. Neither man liked being on the bottom in a negotiation, and both were well aware of the other’s position. “This street war is bad for business. It’s bad for your business, it’s bad for the corporation’s business, but most importantly, it’s very bad for the Local Governance License. You may not be aware of this, but the LGL program comes up for audit next year. One of the measures of its success is the ability to quell civil unrest and lower crime rates. Letting these Families run roughshod over the entire city, letting them shoot each other up like this is the Gaza Strip, letting them control one of the major branches of public transportation… well, it looks bad. As mayor, one of the pillarsf the pi of my campaign was rebuilding our city after the destruction these savages caused in the riots.”

The vague outline of the mayor’s plan began to form in Bridge’s mind. “Rebuilding. You’re moving all those people out, all those evictions… you’re taking the land. You’re going to redevelop it all, aren’t you?”

“We’re not just redeveloping, we are resurrecting! We’re reshaping the city into the kind of place it should be. Safe, clean…”

“Corporate.”

“Someone has to foot the bill. They should get a say in how their money is being spent.”

“And I suppose all the construction projects go through your companies, right?”

“Not officially, no. That wouldn’t be proper.”

“It’d be fucking illegal, even with the LGL’s lax laws regarding conflict of interest.”

“Yes, well, good thing those contracts aren’t going to companies I own, then isn’t it?”

“That’s it? That’s what this is all about? One great big land swindle? One real estate paper circle jerk that lines your pockets?”

“The profit is secondary to the vision. This city has been a cesspool for too long. The riots are what happen when you don’t drain the pool often enough. It’s time to drain the pool, skim off the shit and start over.”

Bridge chuckled. “Too bad there wasn’t a hurricane to wipe the map for you.”

“One makes do with what one has.”

“This gang war is the perfect excuse then. Let the spics kick up a little dust, so you can send CLED in to take them out and steal all their land. Not even going to provide them with some smallpox blankets? How can you do that to your own people?”

The calm veneer cracked for the first time since Bridge had gotten in the car. A tortured sneer erased Soto’s carefully crafted mask of indifference. “My people.” He growled. “You mean the Mexicans? I wasn’t born in Mexico, I was born right here. I grew up with two parents who did everything they could to hide their own heritage and they made damn sure I did too. You know why? Because they knew this country didn’t give a shit about a couple of wetbacks and their spic kid, legal or not. No matter how nice my clothes were, I was one more beaner sucking off the government tit. This country doesn’t give a fuck about culture, or people, Mexicans or blacks or whites or Chinese. All it gives a fuck about is money because money is power. My people lived in Boyle Heights and they got shot, their houses burned, their streets turned into a war zone by both the cops and those Mexicans you claim are my people. Why? Because they didn’t have the money to buy their own security, they didn’t make enough money for the cops to come down to come dhe streets every two minutes. Those same people you claim I should give a shit about will stab me in the back the minute things go to shit.”

“Fuck the other guy before he fucks you first,” Bridge rambled absentmindedly while staring out the window.

Soto smiled. The placid expression returned. “All you have to do is offer this Stonewall character up. Let us know where he’ll be, when he’s vulnerable. CLED will take care of the rest.”

Bridge tossed the rest of the drink back quickly. “I’ll see what I can do.” He spotted a battered street term out the window. Suddenly, he felt the irresistible urge to get out of the car, to be somewhere else as quickly as he could. “Drop me off here. I’ll catch a cab where I need to go.” The car slid gracefully to a stop at the corner.

“Glad to see we could come to some sort of understanding, Mr. Bridge,” Soto said with an oozing satisfaction as he opened the door. “I know that tinge of loyalty you’re feeling is a strong one. Best to ignore it. It will only get you into trouble.”

Bridge nodded, barely hearing a word the mayor said. He stood in a daze and waved as the car pulled away. He needed to think, and a long solitary cab ride would be the trick. He called Aristotle and Mu and told them to head home without him. When the cab came, he rolled down the window and slumped in the back seat, letting the cool night air flow over his face.

Over forty-five minutes later, he closed the front door of his apartment. The living room was bathed in shadows, the only light spilling in through the tiny slits in the front blinds. The hallway to the back bedroom was lit with the tiny sliver escaping through the door, which stood slightly ajar. He rubbed the stubble on his chin as he walked towards the room, buried in thoughts. Had he not been so preoccupied, he’d have noticed the eerie silence over the whole place. Absent were the whirring fans of a crèche cooling system. He should have heard the fans from the front door, but they were silent. Angela should have greeted him in holographic form as he came in. She very rarely slept outside the crèche this late at night.

But he noticed none of this. His thoughts were too heavy. It wasn’t until he saw Angela’s crèche that he noticed the missing ambient noise. The shiny black coffin was inert, no fans blowing, no lights on the surface indicating power and information flowing in and out of the pill-shaped box. The lid sat slightly ajar, but none of its internal lights shone from its innards. A hand hung limply from the opening. A female hand.

An explosion of pain and light filled Bridge’s vision and he slumped to the floor.

Chapter 9

March 9, 2029

11:51 p.m.

Copper. Spit it out. Wet. Fur. Scratching face. No. Carpet. Bedroom carpet. Dust smell. Dirty. Have to vacuum. Open eyes. Dark. Can’t see. Wait. Light. Pain. Light is pain. Room. Room spinning. Window. Ceiling. Fan. Slow turning. Revolution. Floor. Ugly brown carpet full of dust. Spit copper. Blood. It’s blood. On the carpet. Blink. Can’t see. Tears. Spit. Hands. Push up. Fall. Push up. Head swimming. Window. Crèche. Woman’s hand. Floor. Carpet. Up on hands again. Legs not working. Work. Get up. Blood. Raise hand to mouth. Blood. Headache. Bruise. More blood. Crèche. Not working. Legs moved. On your knees. Get up. Someone here. Foot in chest. Pushed on back. Ceiling. Face. Black face. Dreads. Blurry. Crèche. The crèche isn’t working. Angela’s crèche isn’t working and that’s her dead lifeless hand spilling from it.

Bridge’s senses returned slowly, a kaleidoscope of swirling images and swimming vision as he slowly regained consciousness. He ended up on his back with his attacker standing calmly over him. His limited perceptions could only focus on one thing at a time, and that thing was Angela. She was in her crèche, and she wasn’t moving. As clarity inexorably returned, the chain of events that led to this ordered themselves into a linear narrative that Bridge could comprehend.

The crèche, otherwise known as the SukeMura Sensory Deprivation GlobalNet Interface, was, for all intents and purposes, a sealed coffin-like environment. The user lay in its pill-shaped interior and had their senses removed one by one. A liquid suffused with a light anaesthetic absorbed through the skin removed the sense of touch, covering the body, face and head completely. Earplugs and an oxygen mask covered the face, eyes and ears, cutting off sound, sight and smell while providing oxygen. An intravenous drip provided nutrition on those long runs, and small electrodes provided tiny shocks that prevented muscular atrophy. A waste catch covered the genitals, removing the need for bio breaks. The crèche was an environment that isolated consciousness from its earthly shell, and the SukeMura plug provided an avenue to the great data ocean that was the GlobalNet.

Without electricity, the crèche became a watery coffin in fact as well as in appearance. Bridge had experienced the jolt of power loss during the riots and it had been terrifying. Oxygen stopped flowing, and water would begin seeping into the facemask with the slightest movement. All the senses that had been removed would fire back up instantly. Perception snapped from whatever fantastic vista the NetBody had been experiencing to the darkened, claustrophobic feeling of being buried alive while also drowning. The best crèche models, like the one Angela lay in, had multiple battery backups. All backups took seconds to warm up, enough time to extricate oneself from the crèche before suffocation or drowning, precious seconds of sheer, thrashing, panicked terror. The locks were designed to pop open as soon as power was interrupted, whether the backups engaged or not. Angela’s model could have kept her in power for at least an hour after power loss, more than enough time to escape safely.

Unless someone stopped her, that is. Bridge imagined her last moments. She could have held her breath a minute and a half, maybe two minutes tops. She would have thrashed about initially; taking precious seconds gous secoetting her physical bearings without thinking there was any danger. She would have checked the power readouts glowing on the goggles that blocked her vision. Those readouts would have been dead, of course, because Bridge could tell, even now as he scooted back to lean heavily against the wall, that the backups had been disabled before the power had been cut. Angela would have immediately realized that the crèche was dead in the water and moved her leaden arms to lift the lid. Bridge imagined the muffled, annoyed curses she would have tossed at the box, irritated at having her work interrupted. Even the first resistance to opening wouldn’t have registered as dangerous through her peevish mood. Only when the lid had refused to budge after a second, harder push would she have started to panic. A quick gasp would have caught in her throat, fogging the oxygen mask as she pulled the last, scattered remnants of air from the interior. Water would have begun to seep in under the mask, and she would have tried to raise her head above the water line, in that miniscule void space between the water level and the ceiling. But even there, the air would be fetid and scant, redolent with the scent of body odor, stale water and the memory of electrical current. She might have lasted whole minutes that way, frantically slamming her hands against the coffin’s lid, burning what little oxygen remained faster and faster with each second. Maybe she wouldn’t have screamed a scream that would have been swallowed up by the thick casing. The carpet showed the signs of the crèche having been moved after long months crushed down by the weight of the equipment, proving that she had struggled mightily. But it would have been in vain. Floating, exploding lights would have crept into the edges of her vision, followed by the dark, textured shroud of unconsciousness crawling across her eyes. All would have gone dark, her eyes rolling back into her head as the last scrabbling breath left her body and her lungs strained to extract any solace from the air. She would have fainted finally, falling back into the water with mouth wide, water seeping into her mouth and nose and filling her dead lungs.

Angela was dead. Bridge repeated the words over and over in his mind, unable to process the reality. Angela was dead. She was dead. That was her lifeless hand draped cruelly over the lip of the crèche. Angela was dead.

“Up here, mon.” The voice slapped Bridge out of his trance. It was a lilting, male voice tinged with the slightest hint of a Jamaican accent. “Yeah, that was I. Focus over here, mon.” Standing over Bridge with the smug confidence of a trained killer was a wiry black man, just over six feet tall with long, brownish-blonde dreads. A set of nasty scars made a second set of eyebrows on his forehead, glowing a mottled, angry red on his caramel skin. He had the penetrating gaze that Bridge had seen in so many killers before him, the disinterested focus of someone so emotionally detached from his targets that he could kill them without a visible change in mood. Dressed in a full body suit of black with various pouches holding the tricks of his trade and a gun at his side, he leaned casually on a long metallic fighting staff that appeared to be collapsible.

“I have done for your girlfriend there, and for dat, I apologize. Business of Babylon is an ugly ting,” he said without regret.

“So why am I still alive?”

“I and I needs to talk, yah?”

Bridr=”#000”ge spit another bloody wad onto the carpet. He leaned back against the wall with a sigh. “You want to talk? You’re not one of those douchebag hitmen that has to talk philosophy with their victims before they kak them, are you? ‘Cos if you are, go the fuck ahead and kill me now.”

“In good time, brudda,” he laughed. “I and I got business first. I is Michael.”

Bridge wiped his lip and stared daggers through the hitman. “Artemis Bridge. We can talk. Sure, we can talk about what ever you want. But when we’re done, I’m going to kill you.”

If the killer Michael was taken aback by Bridge’s threat, he gave no indication of it. Instead, he leaned farther forward on the fighting staff until his cheek brushed the sparkling metal and smiled. “Cu yu. A lot of men done said that to I, mon,” he grinned, “and yet I still walks the earth. What I so sure about?”

Bridge ignored the question. “What shall we talk about then?” His mind worked at a mile a minute, doing everything it could to divert its attention away from the beautiful, lithe wrist dangling limply from the lid of the crèche. “How’d you get in here? Past the security systems, I mean.”

“Trade secrets, mon. Yahso had some bad mojo in dem walls, but I and I breaks it. I and I know why I is here?”

“Can you cut the phony Rasta crap and talk English to me?”

“Whatsa matta, mon, I and I no like the words of H.I.M.? Fair enough. I and I learn your words. School was good for something.” The switch from Rasta to English was as smooth as silk. Michael’s voice had a whispered calm that in any other circumstance would have been soothing. “The rasta thing tends to scare the white boys. Is that better?”

“Much,” Bridge nodded. “You weren’t here to kill her, then?” Michael shook his head.

“She was here, you weren’t. I wanted to make sure we understood each other.”

“That was your first mistake. I don’t like threats. They make my asshole itch.”

“No threat, mon. My instructions were specific. You and anyone around you are gone, but not before I get the information I need. Who was she?”

Bridge rested his arms on his knees and let his head sink to his chest. “You fucking moron. You just killed one of the most notorious hackers on the West Coast. The bounties on her head are probably worth twice what they are paying you for me. Didn’t you even do your due diligence?”

“She wasn’t important.”

Bridge gritted his teeth. “See, it’s that attitude that’s the reason I’m going to kill you. Who the fuck hired you? Did they pick you up at the loading docks of the local department store?”
“This job’s going to net me a cool million. Your little girlfriend couldn’t be worth that much.”
“More, asshole.” Bridge chuckled ruefully. “Your contract – it was corporate, wasn’t it?” Michael shrugged, confirming it without a word. “Yeah, I thought so. I swear, these suits really do not have a clue how to run a killing. It’s all brute force and show with them. Come in to a joint and waste everyone even remotely connected. Total waste. It’s like they don’t see anybody that lives in their world as able to do a deal. Now, if you come to me, maybe put a knife at her throat, talk to me like businessmen, maybe we could work something out. But no, it’s all raze the earth and salt the ground. No wonder they still can’t stamp out the mob.”
“Are you telling me you’d really have been willing to deal with a knife at your girlfriend’s throat? “
“Wouldn’t be the first time. Even that ain’t necessary though. Do your research, man. I don’t do violence. I’m a pussycat. I talk. That’s my thing. You want something, I get it for you. I’m your Bridge. Someone over there has what you want, I’m the conduit.”
“What if it’s you that has what I want?”
“That makes it so much easier. None of this messy shit. I got it, you want it. What is it?’
“Boulder.”
The stone of nervous anger dropped from Bridge’s throat to his stomach. His whole body tingled with fear, in his toes, his genitals, his ears. Bridge couldn’t help but show surprise in spite of his best efforts to hide it.
“You didn’t really think you could be involved in something that big and not suffer any consequences, did you?”
Bridge had not thought that, but perhaps in the back of his mind, he had hoped. The lack of any kind of pursuit, the smooth setup of the technomancers’ Council, all of it had happened with so few hitches. The Glowbug sales had gone well, the installation of Mu as a bodyguard and the street cred that had bought him. It had all lulled Bridge into a false sense of security, he now realized.
“One could always hope,” Bridge responded. “How’d they connect me with it?”
“Well, they don’t really have any firm connection to anything,” Michael began. “They know you were in the area right before that dragon went apeshit on GlobalNet. Satellite imagery has you entering the state of Colorado in a car with two others, scuttlebutt has you hanging around evacuee camps yet there’s no record of you entering them. Your teenage media sensation, Ms. Angst, mentioned reports filed from Boulder by someone, and you two have done busines done bus. But there’s no evidence that you ever left Boulder, yet somehow you’re back here. And you have a technomancer for a bodyguard, you’re helping this guy sell these ‘Glowbugs’ around town.”
Bridge stayed silent. “No answer for that? Yeah, I didn’t think so. Who’s your contact? Do you know Sanderson Fielding and if so, where is he? Is he your contact with these technomancers?”
The name Sanderson Fielding made Bridge’s head pop up. A wry smile crossed his lips, and inside he giggled as much as he could, given the circumstances. Whichever corporation had hired Michael, they were after Sanderson Fielding. That meant they really didn’t have a clue what had gone on in Boulder.
Fielding had been the first journalist to report on the existence of the technomancers, providing the GlobalNet with a first-hand view as Carl the Flaming Dragon attacked and was ‘killed’ by Colorado National Guard soldiers. Since then, he’d filed a few reports on the technomancers, using a combination of rumors, innuendo and careful distortion to build a mythology around the wizards who used technology to create spells. Every media corporation wanted an interview with Sanderson Fielding, and every utility corporation wanted him dead.
Only a few select people knew the truth about Fielding, though. He didn’t exist. He was a phantom, a virtual persona created by Bridge and propagated by Angela, Michael Freeman and a few other hackers. Bridge had dodged something of a bullet. If they were coming after Bridge for a connection to Fielding, it meant they really still didn’t know that Bridge was a silent partner of the technomancers. And so long as they didn’t have that piece of information, Bridge had wiggle room.
“Which corporation was it, then?” Bridge asked.
“Does it matter? Any corporation with energy interests wants a mana engine for research, and they want the Glowbug trade dead. Or in their hands, naturally. Babylon does not sleep on an open market.”
“I only wanted to know which specific one I should direct my rage towards once I get done with you. You’re right, though, it really doesn’t matter. They’re all bastards who deserve everything I’m about to do to them.”
Bridge was done with this conversation. He had been waiting to pull out his ace in the hole, trying to extract every bit of information out of Michael that he could. Bridge had gotten more than he would have expected, thanks to the hitman’s overconfidence. Michael had done at least enough homework to know that Bridge wasn’t a physical threat, and had gone no farther. He hadn’t counted on Bridge’s technomancer bodyguard, however. He had believed that so long as Mu wasn’t in the same room, the wizard wasn’t a threat.
Anticipating trouble was one of Bridge’s strengths. He had long anticipated someone coming after him, and despite the fact that neither Angela or his name had been in anyway connected with this apartment, he had prepared for the possibility that someone would find his home. Mu and he had designed a failsafe, a voice-activated spell, a ward that would obliterate the entire apartment and everything and everyone in it. The entire space entiree would be rendered as ash. Only Bridge could trigger it, and only Bridge and Mu had known about it, just in case.
Angela was dead, and Bridge needed to escape the heat. He struggled to his feet, his knees buckling a little as he did so. “I got one more thing to say to you,” Bridge began, all traces of a smile gone from his face.
Michael tossed a smug grin back. “What is that?”
“Fa-toom-sha.”
‘Fa-toom-sha? What are you…”
Fire, concussion, explosion, darkness.
Interlude
Gabby
March 10, 2029
1:33 p.m.
Gabby prided himself on being the kind of old school gangster nobody fucked with and for the most part, he fit that description. He dressed in his best cholo costume to do business, recognizing for his set and announcing his hardness. White wife-beater tee, nano-enhanced biceps festooned with tats signifying his proud membership in El Diablos. Short for Gabriel, Gabby had become more of an ironic nickname. He rarely spoke, an absolute vault anytime the police questioned him. Nacho himself, leader of El Diablos, had bestowed the nickname back when they were both street punks in Los Magos. Gabby had gotten nicked for a piss-ant gun possession charge. The gun had been part of a stash of weapons stolen from an LAPD precinct during the riots. He had refused to flip on the gun supplier, so Nacho had jokingly nicknamed him Gabby for being so talkative, and Gabby wore it proudly. When El Diablos had broken with Magos, Gabby had followed, buying completely into their ‘survival of the fittest’ mentality. The nano-steroids came soon after, exploding his body with garish strength. He had even gone so far as to add a cybernetic ceramic plate covering his chest and abdomen. He would be powerful. His body would be stronger than the bodies of his enemies and his inferiors. To that end, he had been plotting to take out his immediate superior, Hipolito, for the last month, but the opportunity had not yet arisen.
His shaved head sparkled in the early afternoon sunlight as he led his crew into a warehouse at the end of Factory Place. His brother Castro kicked the door open as loudly as he could to announce their presence, then gave way as Gabby strode through with his best tough-guy scowl. Xavier and Sergio brought up the rear. Though all were armed, none carried their gear out in the open, relying on their nano-enhanced bulk and cybernetic accoutrements to intimidate. Most of the time that worked.
The warehouse was the headquarters of Los Angeles Valley Shipping, a small-time outfit run by a wiry little white guy named Earnest. Earnest bought his protection from Los Magos, but he had the misfortune of being located on the border between Diablos and Magos territories. As the war had kicked up over the last two days, Earnest found himself caught in the middle. Yesterday, Gabby had given Earnest a choice. Come over to El Diablos side and pay the increased protection tax, or get shot in the face after watching his business burned to the ground. Gabby considered it a simple choice, but he had given the worm 24 hours to think it over. That time was up.
Gabby’s loud entrance had alerted the warehouse workers. Most fled. One decided to be a hero. The 6’6” black dude came strolling up to Gabby smacking his left hand with a crowbar in his right, his posture full of threat. Gabby smiled at him, silently urging him to attack. Castro raised his cybernetic left arm and giggled as the leads from his hidden taser flashed out and struck the hero on either side of the windpipe. The man crumpled almost immediately, twitching and screaming as the voltage coursed through him. “What’s that? I can’t hear you, blackie!” Castro shouted into the man’s face as he tittered with glee. Xavier planted a kick squarely in the prone man’s ribs.
“Time’s up, Earnest!” Gabby shouted to the deserted warehouse. A line of glassed-in cubicles made up the office area to the right of the entrance, but they appeared empty. Crates were stacked in neat rows all through the loading bays, and a few trucks sat in the doorways with their cab doors opened. The whole area was silent except for the droning hum of the giant cooling fans. Nothing moved. Earnest was nowhere to be seen. ‘Surely they ain’t got out that quick,’ Gabby thought to himself. At this time of day, the loading area should be a beehive of activity, forklifts buzzing around with their cargo, workers moving goods from here to there. He motioned for Xavier and Sergio to search the loading docks and drew a gigantic pistol from his waistband. Castro followed him to the offices, but they were as empty as they looked.
“You think he’s out to lunch, bro?” Castro asked. Gabby’s unibrow furrowed. Something didn’t feel right. He peered into the darkness of the loading area, spotting Xavier. The young Mexican had reached one of the trucks and raised the cargo door with a cacophonous clatter.
Three quick shots rang out, throwing Xavier’s body back into a stack of crates, where he fell to the floor and lay still. Gabby threw Castro and himself into one of the offices, seeking shelter behind a thick oak desk. Bullets rained through the air, shattering the cubicle’s glass and showering them with shards. He didn’t see where Sergio had gotten to, but as the first salvo of shots subsided, he could hear Sergio’s SMG burp into life.
Castro cursed next to him. “What do we do, bro? Call up the boys?” Gabby grunted affirmatively. He stuck a cautious eye above the desk, spotting their attackers. Five Magos poured out of one of the trucks, armed with a variety of weapons. Gabby aimed his hand cannon, the gun’s built-in sensors spewing reams of targeting data onto the HUD built into his eyes. The gun picked a target, a beefy Magos with cybernetic goggles where his eyes should be, and Gabby squeezed the trigger twice. He smiled with pleasure as he heard the booming of his gun, so loud it ecso loud hoed off the tiny walls of the office. The gun’s targeting had done the trick, both shots catching the target in the cheeks, evaporating his face. Gabby caught a glimpse of the cyber goggles flying through the air before ducking down again. The wall behind him splintered with return fire.
“Light ‘em up, bro,” he screamed at Castro. He squeezed off three quick shots over the desk without looking, giving his brother time to pop up. Castro pointed the cyber arm into the warehouse and fired the mini-missile from a port next to the taser. The thin shriek of a finger-sized missile slicing through the air made Gabby’s ears hurt, but the explosion that followed deafened him completely.
Castro’s shot had hit the truck the Magos had emerged from, the cargo area absolutely disintegrating in flame. ‘Must have been the incendiary round,’ Gabby thought with absentminded clarity. Through the ringing in his ears, he thought he could hear the keening wail of a man screaming in abject torment.
Gabby gave his gun a quick examination. When that douchebag in a suit had sold them these guns, he’d made great pains to point out their big-time cutting edge features. All their shiny new weapons had embedded target cams which could link with any interface system like the HUD in Gabby’s eye. He flipped the switch that turned the link on. The split vision in his right eye threw him off for a minute, the tiny targeting window displaying a double image of his feet. Gabby shook off the dizziness and placed the gun on the desk above him, tracking for targets. The screaming Magos had been too close to the truck, and his body had been splashed with fuel from the gas tank. Falling to the ground, the burning gangster twitched as his screaming died off. A Magos head poked out from behind a crate, and Gabby’s finger twitched involuntarily. The shot grazed the Magos’ cheek bone, tossing him back away from his cover. Three tracer shots blazed through the air from the right. Sergio must have flanked the Magos’ position and finished what Gabby started.
His mind began processing more of the visual information he’d gotten from his first look at the attackers. They were Magos, all right, and he recognized at least two of them, including their leader. “Give Hipo a call. Tell him Cierra’s here.” Cierra was the Shotcaller for the Eastsidez faction of Los Magos. Nacho had put a price on all Magos Shotcallers but bagging her would be a big-time score. Since El Diablos had assassinated Pedro, only Stonewall and Goyo were higher up the Magos chain than Cierra. Nacho might even give Gabby her territory. “Tell him bring the boys. All of them.” Castro began speaking frantic, whispered Spanish into his cell. Gabby set his jaw and vowed to come out of here with her head on a platter or his body in a bag.
Interlude
Cierra
March 10, 2029
1:3”#000”><7 p.m.
Things had not gone as Cierra had planned. This was supposed to have been a simple ambush. A small crew of El Diablos had threatened one of the business owners under Los Magos’ protection. Cierra remembered the crew’s leader, a juiced-up tough guy named Gabby, the kind of cholo with little between the ears. She had brought five of her own guys, plus another five of Goyo’s guys. Goyo had insisted on coming himself, a grating lack of confidence in Cierra’s abilities that she had been forced to endure. Twelve guys against four, with the element of surprise on her side. As had been the routine during this war, El Diablos would have the technological advantage, but it shouldn’t have been enough to overcome a 3:1 margin.
And yet, that was exactly what was happening. Chino had started things off well, taking out the first Diablo with ease. But Rodrigo had gone down to a lucky shot, and then the truck had blown up. She had not expected street gangsters to have fucking rockets. The explosion had taken out Macier and distracted Lopez enough that a flanker had perforated him. Now Cierra’s crew was cut in half, she was pinned and Goyo’s crew was nowhere to be found.
“GOYO!” she screamed out. Despite the crackling flames and sporadic gunfire, Goyo should be able to hear her. His truck had been parked within earshot to maintain communication, but as far as she could see through the smoke choking the area, his team had not emerged. As soon as the door opened, Goyo’s crew would have a clear shot at the flanker, but still the truck sat motionless. “Goddamnit!” she cursed. Snuggling down into better cover, she reached in her pocket and retrieved a disposable cell phone, punching the speed dial to Goyo’s cell. No answer. She thought she could hear the tell-tale beat of the mariachi music Goyo used as his ringtone coming from the truck, but the Shotcaller did not answer. She cursed again, disconnecting the call and picking a different number. Stonewall answered with fatigue oozing from his voice.
“Stonewall, I need help,” she blurted into the phone. “I’m down at Valley Shipping and Goyo isn’t fucking answering. I’m pinned down.”
“How many do you need?” The concern in his voice dissipated the fatigue immediately.
“Whatever you got in the area, papi,” she chuckled. “They got fucking rockets, dig? Get ‘em here quick.”
“Si. I’ll try to get Goyo with you right after, k?”
She slammed the phone closed. Her gaze pierced the smoke surrounding the first truck and bored into Goyo’s hiding place. Her teeth gritted, she fired a shot high into the cargo area. The truck shook a little as the occupants reacted. Movement in her peripheral vision betrayed the flanker’s location and she fired six quick shots. The crate he took shelter behind splintered, but the burst of return fire confirmed his survival.
Five minutes. Stonewall could probably manage two or three reinforcements in five minutes. She could hold out that long. The problem was getting iwas gettn and out of the place. The street outside was a dead end, and the surrounding parking lots all had very effective fences, some electrified. They had chosen this site for an ambush precisely to cut off Gabby’s avenues of escape. Unfortunately, that meant she was as trapped as he and that if both sides brought in reinforcements, they’d likely run into each other.
After the first few minutes, the shooting died down to a sporadic series of stop-start bursts, each side unwilling to chance a risky push. Cierra cursed to herself. As sure as she had called Stonewall, Gabby would have called in reinforcements too. Now both sides sat and waited for rescue.
A minute passed. Two. She needed to do something to reinforce her position. “Julio,” she hissed to the stout Mexican to her right. “Get that door shut,” she whispered, pointing to the loading door controls for the truck bay. He ran hunched over to the wall and slammed the button. The door creaked into action. As the lip of the door encountered the resistance of the burning truck, its rusty gears shrieked in protest, and stopped. The fake out had worked, as both sets of opponents poured concentrated fire on the general area. Cierra popped up and fired three quick shots at the flanker, recognizing him the minute two bullets tore through his neck and shoulder. She ducked down just as a burst of gunfire lit up her cover.
The gunfire died down again, and she heard feet shuffling in the office area. Loud moaning drifted to her ears from the direction where Sergio had been shot. An inward cheer of triumph echoed in her brain. If she was going down, at least she’d have taken one of them with her. A quick inventory of her pistol ammo revealed that she only had one more clip, not nearly enough with the wild fire the situation demanded. Lying on her stomach, she stretched across open space to grab Lopez’s discarded Kalishnikov and a spare clip. Ten rounds in the pistol and another 60 in the AK. ‘Stonewall better get here quick,’ she thought.
The unmistakable WHOOMP of a grenade went off somewhere outside, probably within the block. Someone had arrived, probably multiple someone’s from either side. Small arms fire crackled to life from the parking lot. A pitched battle had erupted out the front door, and she could see a few fleeting figures running for cover through the loading bay door. The cavalry had come all right, and had run right into the other cavalry. What fleeting relief she had first gotten from the possibility of rescue evaporated.
She didn’t have to be here. For just a moment, she considered what her life could have been had her father and brothers not been killed. They had spent considerable effort keeping her from the gangster life, protecting her to the last. She could have gone to college; she was certainly ‘book smart’ enough. But the crushing weight of her family’s street obligations had compelled her to follow in her father’s footsteps, and she was not one to regret her choices, even now.
Steeling herself, she gave Julio an indication of her thoughts. She would bolt towards the area where Sergio had gone down, circling around the crates to the office area, pinning Gabby and Castro in the office. He nodded and fired wildly into the office area, trying to give her cover. As soon as she left the protection of her hiding place, shots rang out after her. She was fast, and even so, the shots still almost found her, one even grazing her back sng her beconds before she got out of the line of fire. Stumbling forward with a line of searing pain across her back, she slammed a hand on the truck where Goyo’s men should be hiding, screaming Spanish curses denigrating the occupants’ manhood before rolling into cover. She landed beside the moaning form of Sergio’s dying body. His moans increased, then trailed off into a wet gurgle.
Ignoring the pain, she pressed her back into the crate and peered around the edge. Another line of crates over and she would have a completely protected run to the first office. From there, she could pour fire into the offices where Castro and Gabby had holed up. Her legs tensed for the run across the six feet of open space between victory and herself.
Before she could take off, the sound of a truck’s cargo door opening made her pause. Goyo had finally emerged from the truck. She turned her head and saw a strange sight. Goyo and four of his guys stood at the back of the truck, oblivious to the fact that they stood in an open firing line. The last of Goyo’s men lay slumped in the cargo area, his head swimming in a growing pool of blood. Goyo caught Cierra’s eye and he smiled. “My apologies, senorita,” he said as he raised his pistol. “You would have made a fine wife.”
Interlude
Gina Danton
March 10, 2029
1:50 p.m.
The streets of Los Angeles flew by the screaming cop car. Officer Gina Danton held on firmly to the ‘oh-shit’ bar on the inside of the Toyo Cruiser as her partner, Officer Bobby Graves, dodged unsuspecting traffic at breakneck speed. Responding to a 13 Alert was serious business. As veterans of the LAPD during the 2027 Riots, both Graves and Danton had never expected that code to be used again. CLED had done a fantastic job on restoring order in the wake of the total failure of local and state governments that the riots represented. The mere mention of a 13 Alert had both Danton and her partner keyed up, and Graves drove like a madman when he was keyed up. “Take it easy, Graves,” Danton muttered, the white-knuckled grip on the handle hurting her hand. In response, Graves shot across three lanes of traffic and took a left turn against a red light.
“I got this.” Another right turn brought the car within a block of the CLED mobile HQ cordon. South Alameda Street was blocked off completely, cars being diverted into the oncoming lanes. Horns blared from all directions, curses were exchanged, and birds were flipped. Graves brought the car to a shuddering, screeching halt and erupted from the driver’s seat, barely stopping to put the vehicle in park. Danton yanked the emergency brake with a rueful shake of her head. She grabbed both shotguns from behind her head and took off after Graves. She hadn’t seen a guy so hyped up for the violence since her first partner with Lartner wAPD, the one who had been shitcanned for excessive force three months after she had joined.
Graves had already caught up to Lieutenant Bell, who stood huddled over the upraised trunk of his cruiser with two other officers and a suit. Gina recognized the suit immediately, and scowled. Every CLED precinct had its own standard issue suit. His official title read Comptroller of Public Affairs, but everyone called him the Chronosoft PR flack. The public face of the police department had suffered greatly under the overzealous leadership of the LAPD Neanderthals. They had been the type more prone to break a perp’s nose than investigate a crime, and they often found themselves the target of lawsuits, public pillories and uncomfortable media scrutiny. CLED had changed all that. The Neanderthals who joined from LAPD soon found themselves without jobs. Every large-scale arrest that might result in media exposure needed a signoff from the PR flack. This kind of loud operation was exactly the type of PR nightmare that caused the Comptroller sleepless nights. From the small amount of interaction she’d had with him, Marvin Pollock was a PR flack’s PR flack. His pale white skin glowed in the height of the afternoon sun, glittering with a profuse sweat.
“What do we got, L.T.?” Danton asked as she caught up to the huddle. The car’s trunk had a holographic satellite display of the area with blinking icons for assailants, officers and bystanders. Looking down Factory Place from her vantage behind the car, she saw two distinct columns of black smoke rising into the air. At least one car was ablaze, and she could see the darting figures of various officers taking cover, hear the pop pop pop of small arms fire that went with the muzzle flashes from the smoke-shrouded cul-de-sac.
The L.T.’s attention snapped up from the holo display and regarded her with disdain. L.T. was old school LAPD, one of the dying breed of cops who still thought women should get his coffee and keep their yaps shut. He had not seen the writing on the wall. The image-conscious CLED corporate culture would chew him up and spit him out eventually. Danton had testified only the previous week in a secret deposition. His misogynist tendencies had already caused problems, and an Internal Affairs investigation for sexual harassment was underway. The suit had nothing to do with Danton, of course. Gina would have started by breaking both of his hands had he tried anything with her.
The L.T. replied coolly, “Danton. Unknown number of assailants holed up down the end of Factory. As far as we can tell they got nowhere to go.”
“Who are they?”
Pollock stepped in. “Anonymous tips indicate there are high-level members of Los Magos trapped in the warehouse at the end of the street.”
Gina bubbled with excitement at the chance to use her new toys. As CLED had begun driving out the old culture leftovers from the LAPD, she had become aware of a subtle favoritism in the new administration towards officers who opted for cybernetic enhancements. Official LAPD policy had been noncommittal on the subject, but the unspoken rule had been that elective replacements were for street punks, not cops. Not only did CLED not discourage the metal, cybernetics deemed to improve job performance were actually covered under the company medical policy. Once Danton discovered that, she kd that, new that the ceiling she’d run into at LAPD, the barrier that kept most female officers in subordinate roles no matter how high they were promoted, was being slowly raised. As soon as she’d gotten the promotion to Officer, she’d booked an appointment for cybernetic eye enhancement. The deductible was steep, but affordable with company assistance. She’d still been afraid to go big metal; a pair of eyes was a good way to dip her toes into the cyber waters without too much commitment. Since the surgery came with a year’s warranty that would replace the cybernetics with her old eyes, she took the opportunity eagerly. Her dad, a long-time cop during the bad old days dating back to the ancient history of the Rodney King incident, had been none too pleased when she’d told him. Of course, he had also bitched about GPS in the cruisers so she ignored his curmudgeonly attitude.
Today would be her first opportunity to really show off what the eyes could do. She activated the telescopic feature, zooming her vision to 20x magnification. The change in perspective was dizzying at first, but she steadied herself quickly. The smoke caused a few problems, and she had to hold her head as still as possible to keep the dizziness from returning. She could see clearly past the front lines of police. A confused scene played out before her eyes.
There were certainly Los Magos involved. She could see at least six of them huddled in three clumps behind makeshift cover on the north side of the street. Their ragged line seemed to be positioned to protect them from both the police lines of fire as well as the opposite side of the street. Eight other gang members had taken up positions on the south side, some taking potshots at the police line. Gina recognized the gang signs of both sides immediately. “It’s not just Magos down there,” she said. “I can spot Diablos too.”
“How do you see that?” Graves asked.
“I see you’re putting your enhancements to good use, Officer Danton,” Pollock replied with smarmy satisfaction. “Glad to know the department’s money is well-spent.” The last statement dripped with sarcastic reproach, and Danton heard the L.T. grunt disapprovingly.
“You got cybered?” Gina had not told Graves about her surgery. After all, it was her goddamn business, not his. “I couldn’t even tell.”
“Your anonymous tip didn’t tell you this was a turf fight?” Danton asked.
“No. Is that a problem?”
“Only if you care who wins. Shit.”
“What?”
Gina had finally assessed the terrain. Magos was boxed in on the north side of the street, but the south side wasn’t quite closed off. A parking lot ran in front of the warehouse that closed the street to the east and off towards East 6th Street. One look at the sign on the building the parking lot serviced gave her a cold chill. “They aren’t all boxed in. That building on the south side there. That’s the Gun Club.”
“Fuck,” the L.T. sighed.
“What’s the Gun Club?”
Graves explained. “Used to be just that, a gun club. Only CLED sold that land and building to the Way of the Gun Church. You know, the crazy fuckers who believe that god is revealed in the muzzle flash of holy firearm justice?”
Gina aimed a crooked grin at Graves. “What? I like guns. I read their pamphlet.”
“We’re lucky those bastards haven’t aimed an RPG at the firefight in their backyard,” Danton said. “And if I’m not mistaken, the Chronosoft LGL gives special religious dispensation to churches. We can’t step foot in that parking lot without permission.”
L.T. grumbled. “Those gun crazy fuckheads ain’t giving us permission. They’re probably locking and loading now to take care of it themselves.”
Pollock took a hurried glance at his watch, a sparkling jewel-crusted gold timepiece that only the most well heeled corporate showoffs wore these days. “L.T. we got about five minutes to shut this situation down, as quietly as possible.”
“Why five minutes?”
He pointed over Danton’s shoulder at the gathering news vans and on-foot vloggers gathering behind the cordon. “Them. This has gotten way too loud. If regular CLED doesn’t stop it in five, I’ve been informed that Special gets the job. They’ve already been dispatched, and their ETA is five minutes.”
L.T. ran off a long string of curses that would have caused a sailor to blush.
Danton’s confusion was apparent. “What’s Special?”
“You don’t want to find out,” L.T. growled. “We got five minutes. Danton, do your magic eyes see any good tactical solution?”
She focused her eyes down the dead-end street again, noticing the placement of several snipers already in the best vantage points. Some form of gas grenade could do the trick, maybe tear gas or some Somnobombs™ to soften up them up before sending in a rush. The holographic map had told her that the warehouse had no exits out onto Mateo Street to the east. Other than an air drop onto the roof of LA Valley Shipping, a frontal assault was the only option. “Nothing good, L.T. We got any gas on hand?”
L.T. looked to his assistant, Tom Waters. “Just plain smoke. It does have the chaff in it, but it won’t knock anyone out.”
Pollock looked from Danton to Graves to Waters to L.T. for an answer. “Well? Is it doable?”
L.T. nodded grimly. “It’s doable, but there’s going to be a lot of casualties on both sides. We got enough vests?”
Waters nodded. “A vest for every officer.”
“At least the company is good for something,” L.T. grumbled. “Suit ‘em up.”
Pollock’s pocket buzzed. He retrieved one of the prettiest personal comms Gina had seen and began speaking rapidly into it. Danton began to check her own vest, securing the straps before checking on her pistol and shotgun. “You have got to be kidding me. We talked about this. Are they even ready? You told me I had five minutes. NOW? Where?” His head snapped up, his eyes squinting against the dazzling sun. “I see them.”
Pollock snapped the comm closed. “Forget about it, L.T.”
“What do you mean?”
“Your time is already up. They want this to be Special Squad’s beta test. They’re already here.” He pointed at the sky.
Danton searched the air in the direction Pollock had pointed. What had been a small speck against the blue sky became a growing black mark, then a bug-shaped blob. Finally, she heard the helicopter’s rotors, but rather than the throbbing roar she expected, she heard only a whispery pulse, almost at the edge of hearing. The chopper’s body was big enough to carry ten men and mean-looking autocannons hung from either side. Magnifying her vision, she zeroed in on the cargo space. Three unbelievably large men in black uniforms stood waiting in the doorway. Their startling size paled beside their appearance. One had no face, his head covered by a mirrored metallic mask of some form. The second seemed a man in name only; both arms were glittery metal and the shorts he wore revealed a pair of cybernetic legs as well. Mirrored goggles wrapping around his head gave the third man a disconcerting visage, as did the book-sized mini-missile launchers sprouting from his shoulders.
“What the fuck is that?” Danton hissed.
“That, Officer Danton, is Special Squad.”
Her breath caught in her throat as all three men stepped from the chopper door, free-falling forty feet towards the flat warehouse roof.
Danton breathlessly watched the cybernetic freakshows plummet to what she assumed would be a painful death. “Oh my god, they jumped,” she hissed. But instead of seeing a gruesome display of the power of gravity, her eyes grew wide when the first made violent contact with the roof. A great cloud of dust flew up around the one with the shoulder launchers, who she nicknamed Goggles, as he landed on his feet, his body shuddering with the harmless impact. The silver-armed monstrosity she called Wall for his sheer size. He landed in a dusty roll, and sprang to a kneeling position, holding a pistol-shaped gun that was so massive its ammo must be as long as her finger. The faceless one, Mask, did not come off as lucky as his partners; while he landed on he landehis feet, whatever gear he had loaded himself with was too much for the weathered roof. Like a butcher’s knife sinking into a block of warm cheese, he exploded through the roof and disappeared into the darkened warehouse interior. “Shit, one of them went through the roof. How the fuck did they survive that jump?”
“Special Squad has been seriously upgraded,” Pollock announced proudly, “but you didn’t hear that from me.”
“Those aren’t upgrades, those are full body conversions. I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“Technically, you shouldn’t be seeing it now, Officer Danton, but somebody up the chain wanted a field test.”
“So what, we just stand around holding our dicks?” L.T. grumbled.
Pollock chided the Lieutenant like a cross schoolteacher. “ Lieutenant, that sort of sexually insensitive talk is not appropriate workplace banter. What if a reporter heard you just now? Officer Danton could sue you for sexual harassment and the company would have no choice but to settle.”
Danton hand-waved the talk and strode closer to the warehouse, trying to get a better look at the action. Pollock continued speaking to L.T., giving orders that she knew would rankle the grizzled cop. “Your men need to get ready to do cleanup duty. This should be over in minutes.”
She ignored the PR flack’s instructions fixing her gaze on the action. Wall had moved to the edge of the warehouse roof, carefully taking aim with the cannon in his right hand. Even from so great a distance, Danton could hear the gun’s shot as soon as she saw it. Glass shattered from windows a block up from Wall. Something with that much concussive force should have knocked him twenty feet the other way, but his shiny silver arm barely shuddered from the back-blast. The gun’s effects were similarly concussive. The target was a car that three Magos crouched behind. Instead of bullets, the gun must have fired some form of grenade, like a flashbang without the flash. The car rolled over onto the Magos and past them, knocking the whole group down and taking a chunk of the pavement underneath with them, but without any sort of incendiary effect. It was almost like a sonic wave had sent the car tumbling.
Goggles stepped to the edge of the roof next, his shoulder launchers roaring to life. Six mini-missiles shot from the launcher leaving tiny trails of smoke behind. They impacted the area around the Diablos on the south side of the street, sending orange gouts of flame and smoke into the air. Body parts flew from the area, and Danton followed the dizzying arc of a severed arm with sick fascination. Within seconds, most of the opposition outside the warehouse had been neutralized by these cybernetic mysteries. Another shot from Wall’s hand cannon blasted a hole in the wall of the warehouse on the north side of the street, sending Magos soldiers scattering towards the police cordon.
A fourth party entered the fray at that moment, much to their eventual regret. The Gun Club’s members had finally had enough of the firefight on their front doorstep and retaliated, hosing the front of the warehouse, the street and the roof down with of down small arms fire. Goggles ducked behind the lip of the roof for cover, but Wall stood tall for it, protecting the fleshy bits of his face with his metallic left arm. With his right, Wall aimed the hand cannon wildly, letting loose another cacophonous blast that bored a hole through the Gun Club’s wall, taking at least three unlucky members of the congregation with it. Wall screamed soundless obscenities down at the congregation, a primal scream of triumph that proved short-lived.
Someone at the Gun Club had an ancient RPG, the kind she remembered seeing in Beirut, Lebanon on the news as a young child when her dad would rail against the “goddamned ragheads.” A huge burst of smoke puffed from the hole Wall’s cannon had created, followed by the cone-shaped rocket straining towards the heavens on a tail of exhaust. The rocket struck Wall full in the chest, enveloping him in orange fire. Somehow the man stayed on his feet, his torso straining backwards with the force of the explosion until he was almost bent over backwards. As the mist around the cybercop began to clear, the bile rose in Danton’s throat. Somehow he had survived the direct hit. The skin of his face had practically melted in most places, little bits of flesh still hanging on to the red ruin of muscles that clung to his skeleton. What should have been the bones showed through the meat, and Danton finally understood why he’d remained standing. Rather than bone, it appeared the man’s skeleton was covered in metal, either as a protective coating or a full replacement. The external parts of him that were man were blackened and burned, but the core remained stable. His metallic skeletal grin, devoid of lips or flesh, glowered back at his assailant, who disappeared in a red mist of sonic force.
Someone came stumbling out of the loading dock at that moment, limping to the cab of the truck parked in the bay and climbing in. It took Danton a moment to recognize the bloodied face of Goyo Cardenas, one of the longest-standing Magos Shotcallers. It had been a long time since he’d been spotted in public, but his name had floated around the precincts since Danton’s days as a beat cop in LAPD. Slamming the cab door shut, Goyo started the truck and threw it into gear. As the truck lurched into motion, a crazed smile split the middle-aged gangster’s face. Within seconds, he had gotten the truck past both lines of gangsters and was steaming toward the police cordon.
A blurred figure leapt from the edge of the loading dock Goyo had vacated, flying into the air in a lazy arc that ended on the roof of the truck’s cargo area. Mask had reappeared, his expressionless silver face gleaming in the sunlight. Crescent-shaped blades protruded from both forearms, their razor-sharp points digging into the truck’s roof as he climbed towards the cab. As he reached the cab, he slammed his left blade into the cab’s roof, the blade emerging directly in front of the startled Goyo. The Shotcaller’s head snapped upwards to look at the roof just as Mask drove his other blade into the roof, striking Goyo right in the forehead. The dying man’s foot must have slammed into the gas pedal, the truck bursting forward and twisting into the red brick wall of a warehouse on the north side of the street. As the truck slammed into the wall and bounced off, rolling onto the driver’s side, Mask took an acrobatic leap, cut two flips and landed on his feet. His feet barely touched the pavement before he leapt back towards the warehouse seeking fresh targets.
It was a full minute of stunned silence before Danton could move again, and by that time, the battle was all but over. Horrified by Horrifiewhat she had seen, she couldn’t help but feel a little jealous. What would have taken the normal CLED officers half-an-hour of hard fighting to overcome, these three insane cybercops had dispensed with in minutes. Only Wall seemed to have taken any real damage, though from his movements it was hard to tell if he felt the pain at all. The gangsters outside the warehouse, the ones who’d survived, surrendered easily, most unable to put up much of a fight. The Gun Club congregation had to be convinced by bullhorn to put down their weapons. Pollock had to grab the bullhorn at one point to keep L.T. from losing it and assaulting the place. The flack had quieted the situation down with promises of the corporation footing the bill for repairs and funeral costs. Once resistance had died to a low simmer, the Special Squad chopper had returned, retrieving all three of the cybercops from the roof by zip line. As the crew flew away, Danton followed them with her eyes, her mind a tumult.
Pollock handled the press with the slick ease of a car salesman, deflecting questions and turning the narrative to his favor at every opportunity. Danton was flabbergasted as she overheard multiple reporters ask why their video feeds had stopped working the moment the chopper had flown in. Again, Pollock deflected with aplomb. She would find out later that not one piece of video existed of the event, despite the army of reporters camped around the police cordon. Danton could only assume the chopper had deployed some sophisticated form of anti-electronics jamming, something that clearly wasn’t standard department issue. Everything about Special Squad, even the name, was expunged from the news reports that night. Heroic efforts by the CLED became the overarching narrative of the news feeds, and Gina had to laugh inside. CLED had been reduced to spectators in the event.
A brutal aftermath awaited her in the warehouse. As bad as the body count outside had been, with severed body parts littering the street and at least one body trapped between a car frame and the wall, the interior of the warehouse was worse. Those blades that Mask had used cut with deadly efficiency. Blood splatter, two missing arms and a disembowelment proved Mask’s skill and ruthlessness. Getting an accurate listing of the bodies and reconstructing the events that led to their deaths proved problematic. In all, Danton counted fourteen bodies inside. She noted the deaths of Gabby and his brother Castro plus two other from Diablos, none of whom were as big a fish as Goyo outside. She recognized a few of Goyo’s men among the ten dead Magos inside. Three Magos survived the pitched battle outside, including one of the up and coming Shotcallers, Carlos Baggy Pants. A trail of blood leading to a broken window in the back of the warehouse indicated at least one had escaped the scene, but a search of the surrounding blocks turned up no injured perps.
The sun barely peeked above the mountains in the distance when Danton’s shift ended. Drowning in thought, she rode back to the station in silence, thoughts about Special Squad and her place in CLED. The new corporate attitude had opened her career path more than the three years she’d spent busting her hump in LAPD, but she still felt stifled. Assholes like the L.T. still held much sway among the ranks, and until the new culture weeded out guys like that, she’d never get ahead. Her dad had made Lieutenant by the time he was thirty-two. At 29, her prospects of getting any higher than Officer doing the kind of beat she was doing were dwindling. Getting cybered up might have helped her a little bit with corporate guys like Pollock, but binocular eyes weren’t going to get her much more than a pat on the back and a sidewayand a sis glance from her immediate superiors, most of whom viewed cyber enhancements as thug trophies. But those Special Squad guys; they had been walking tanks, and they had been sent in to the worst type of firefight while CLED got to sit around pulling their puds. That kind of collar got the promotions, not busting corner Trip dealers and evicting tenants on the so-called “Gang Streets.”
After a quick shower and change of clothes at the station, Danton hopped on the bus. She ignored the claustrophobic press of stinky bodies on the crowded vehicle, her mind still racing. Special Squad. That was where she wanted to be, given the toughest cases, taking down the over-armed bastards without quarter. So the crew she saw today might have gone a little overboard with the ultraviolence, but surely that couldn’t be department policy. That kind of gear intrigued her. The takedowns she could make with cybernetics like that would be legendary. She decided to ask Pollock about joining Special as soon as she could.
The walk to her rental house was three blocks through a deteriorating neighborhood. Gina never felt unsafe along this walk despite the crime. After all, she was a cop. This area had been hit hard by the riots, and the city seemed unwilling to put the money into rebuilding it. Every third house was a bombed out ruin, some burned down to the foundations, leaving only charred skeletal remains poking up from the charred slab. Six of the houses on her street were undamaged but had been confiscated by CLED due to their proximity to gang activity. The latest victims had been her next door neighbors. Their eviction had been an ugly one and now the house sat in ghostly darkness as mute reminder of the screams of its former tenants. Had Danton not been a cop, she would probably have lost her home too, and she still wasn’t sure how she felt about that. The neighborhood really was a mess. She knew at least three homes in the three block radius that had been rightly busted for gang activity from drug houses to whorehouses.
Lost in her thoughts, she did not notice the man following her until she’d reached her house. He was big and dark, practically mountain-sized, but the reassuring weight of her service revolver against her left breast kept her calm. His stride grew quicker as she neared her house. The pool of light and the waist high walls of her porch would provide good cover if the man wanted to attack her. She bounded up the steps and whirled, gun coming up as she fell to one knee, sheltering behind cover.
The man raised his hands. “Whoa, Officer Danton, it’s me. Aristotle.”
Gina could see his face clearly in the light coming from her back. “Marcus? What the hell are you doing at my house?’
“Can I put my hands down?”
She waved the gun in a downward motion before holstering it. “Yeah, go ahead. You shouldn’t follow a cop like that, you’re liable to get shot in this neighborhood.”
“My sincere apologies, Officer. I could not exactly speak to you at your workplace, but I require your assistance.”
Gina scowled. “You and your damn boss already got more than enough assistance from me. What does Bridge want now?”
󀀝 
“This is not a request from Bridge. This is about Bridge. I think he’s dead.”
Interlude
Aristotle
March 10, 2029
12:50 p.m.
Waking was a slow, painful process, a gradual working from the attenuated surrealism of dreams to the casual realization of the dividing line between fantasy and reality. Aristotle had been dreaming of something he couldn’t quite grasp now, but he felt its loss intensely, a single tear streaking down his cheek. Sniffing, he wiped his face and sat up, unsure of his location. His back creaked. The couch, of course. Never good for his back. He’d ended up in his apartment after all. Running a hand over the greasy stubble on his bald head, memories folded back into his brain as each wrinkle of skin bunched and unfolded behind his passing hand. Bridge had taken that ride with the mayor, leaving Aristotle to make small talk with Mu at that dingy little coffee shop. Aristotle had become rather fascinated with Mu, despite all the reasons he might have to hate the Chinese technomancer. It turned out Mu was thoroughly versed in Confucian thought, something Aristotle had not had the time to study in school yet, so he’d picked the wizard’s brain as much as allowed. Whether because of Aristotle’s admittedly deteriorating job performance or some form of rivalry over their shared duties, Mu always seemed to keep Aristotle at arm’s length.
Once the call from Bridge had come telling them to head home on their own, Mu had spared no seconds for small talk, leaving Aristotle alone with his thoughts swirling like the rivulets of creamer in his coffee. His grandmother had not been far from his thoughts since her disappearance in Boulder. Aristotle refused to say “her death” even to himself, though the technomancers had assured him that there could be no hope of her return from wherever their experiment had banished her. He cut his eyes left and right, making sure none of the late-night patrons were observing him, then reached in his back pocket for the flask. The clear liquid trickled into the lukewarm coffee and swirled in an oily whirlpool before settling. Aristotle drank heartily from the acrid, bitter liquid, feeling the warmth of the alcohol spreading throughout his limbs, dulling his thoughts almost immediately.
The bottle he’d finished before passing out that night rolled off his lap and thudded dully onto the floor. He watched its lazy motion as it bobbled across the carpet until it stopped against the previous night’s refreshment with a delicate tink. Aristotle’s eyes examined the dusty carpet, spotting a total of six bottles scattered around the coffee table, its own top littered with chip wrappers, takeout dispensers, sticky unwashed glasses and discarded bottle caps. His philosophy 101 book lay open teetering on the very edge of the table, its pages e, its pstained with dried alcohol. He turned it around to read the headline on the leading page, chuckling at the quote paraphrasing. “The abyss gazes also – Nietzche” it read.
“Don’t it ever,” he muttered to himself.
He gazed around the room, trying hard not to see the mess there. Finally, he found the clock, an old-school alarm clock sitting on the kitchen counter. It had long since gone silent, its alarm ignored hours ago. He shook his head. The time could not be right. Usually when he slept this late, the pounding of the door would awaken him, followed by Bridge screaming at the top of his lungs. Instead, the only pounding was in his head, which throbbed with every beat of his heart. Bridge was very, very late, though that wasn’t an event completely without precedent. Aristotle stood on wobbly legs, steadying his dizzy fumbling with a hand on the couch. His stomach flopped before settling into an acidic sourness signaling an unattended hunger. The empty fridge laughed in his face. The sink gargled from a mouth full of crusty dishes. Frowning, he waved a dismissive hand at the debris and stalked into the bedroom.
The bedroom blasted cold air back into his face, a full two or three degrees cooler behind the closed door than the rest of the apartment, its air dusty with disuse. In contrast to the living room, every inch of the bedroom was immaculately kept, a rigid order for every single microbe maintained. The pristine state of the room shocked memories back to the surface of Aristotle’s mind. Every time he saw this room, especially these days, he thought back to prison, the regimented stringency imposed by prison life somehow a painful comfort to the turmoil in his mind. He hadn’t used the bed in months, since shortly after returning from Boulder. The bed brought back too many bad dreams, and he would wake just as he had every night in prison, feeling the walls close, so close, too close, pressing in on his thoughts, his mind, his very goddamn soul with judgement. Only by obsessive ordering of his prison cell had he kept his mind focused on sanity, keeping away the fear and sadness and despair that he breathed in from all around. That strict routine had carried over into civilian life, focusing his thoughts on order when the thought of the chaos of every day life hemmed him in. Now though, his thoughts always fell on his grandmother and the struggle to control the anger he felt at her disappearance. He tried hard not to place that anger on Bridge, on the man who helped cover up the disappearance of thirty thousand people including his grandmother, on the technomancers like Mu who had caused the whole thing. But the anger made him feel unworthy of using the bedroom, unworthy of that room’s order. So every night he would drink to steel himself for the walk into the bedroom, to numb the anger and loss as he curled up into those painstakingly tucked-in sheets and crisp blankets. Since his self-imposed exile to the couch, he’d failed to stay conscious long enough to make it to the bedroom every single night.
Pushing aside the thoughts, he quickly moved to the bathroom with a clean towel and shorts. The steaming shower helped clear the cobwebs in his hungover mind, and halfway through he began to wonder about Bridge. By now, there should at least be a message on his voicemail from the boss. He finished and quickly dressed. Dialing Bridge’s number from his antiquated cell phone, he closed off the bedroom quietly.
Bridge didn’t answer.
Worry began to creep into Aristotle’s stomach. Bridge’s cell phone wasn’t an old school hand unit like Aristotle’s, it was part of his cybernetic interface package. It rang quietly in Bridge’s skull. There existed no possibility that Bridge, if conscious, had not heard the ring. He couldn’t claim to have missed the call without claiming to have been decapitated or dosed. That meant Bridge must be screening calls or unconscious to a dangerous point. Neither option proved palatable. Not wanting to jump to the worst conclusions, Aristotle figured that Bridge was engaged in proving a point about his recent job performance. Aristotle knew he would need to apologize profusely, perhaps even promise an improvement he wasn’t sure he could achieve. Point taken, he called a cab immediately and ran to the street to wait for his ride.
As multiple calls along the way went unanswered, he chose to call Mu instead, but the wizard also refused to answer. The worry grew stronger, a stone of doubt in his belly that added to the hangover’s ever-present nausea. He dared ask the cabbie for a brief detour at a fast food joint along the way. A hamburger was hardly the meal he wanted to start the day off with, and the grease did not sit well in his stomach, but it was better than the growling hunger. He finished the last bite as Bridge’s apartment complex appeared up ahead, his soda drained to the last watery sip.
That sinking feeling sunk lower. Twinkling cop lights mingled with the cold March sunlight, surrounding the complex with multi-colored alarm. Feeling five-years old, like a child being told his mother would not be coming home to cuddle him because of something called crack, he stumbled out of the cab to Bridge’s apartment, hoping against hope that the commotion surrounded some other apartment. As the building came into view, his mouth dropped open. Where Bridge’s building had been, only a smoking crater remained, surrounded by police tape and barriers, manned by bored cops more interested in restricting access than investigating the calamity behind them.
Unsure of what to do, he began to mingle, gathering what scraps of information he could before speaking to the police. By force of will, he held back tears that welled up behind his eyes, and he amazed himself with the depth of his feeling. He couldn’t care that much about Bridge. After all, Bridge used him and used him and rarely ever did he give anything back. Bridge was that kind of man. And yet, the possibility that he had lost his boss and someone he considered a friend, no matter how one-sided that friendship might be, that possibility so soon on the heels of his grandmother’s disappearance frightened Aristotle to the core of his being. An itching nervousness sank through his skin and muscles down to the very bone.
‘Bridge can’t be dead,’ he thought to himself.
Aristotle slowly worked his way to the periphery of the crowd. He moved towards the police barrier with purpose, his eagerness hidden by a mask of casual indifference. His target stood on the edge of the police lines, a bored expression plastered across the policeman’s face. His slumping body language made the khaki CLED uniform sag with equal lack of concern. Finally arriving next to the officer, Aristotle kept his voice calm and uninterested. “What happened?”
“What’s it to you?” the cop snarled back.
“Just a neighbor, heard the commotion,” Aristotle replied.
“You see anything?”
“Nah, I was at my grandmother’s house, ‘bout three blocks over. Heard all the sirens and shit. Gas main explode or something?”
“I wish.” The cop’s face changed, a conspiratorial expression replacing the boredom. “Some fucking guy killed his girlfriend or wife or something, then blew up the both of them. Took the whole goddamn apartment with him.”
“That’s crazy! Hey, is it dangerous? Like does my grandmother got to worry about her stove blowing up or some crazy killer husband coming after her?”
“Nah, your grandmother’s fine. The explosion was pretty well contained to just this area here. And we’re pretty sure the husband or whatever took himself out in the process. Two bodies, no sign of survivors.” He leaned even closer to Aristotle whispering so low the bodyguard had a hard time hearing him above the commotion. “They tell me the sick fuck even posted a suicide note on the GlobalNet or some shit. Crazy, right?”
“Yeah, crazy,” Aristotle muttered. He mumbled some thanks to the cop, who returned to his bored stance. Aristotle wandered off the premises, trying to shrink into the crowd despite his size in case any of the officers surrounding the area recognized him.
He would need help. Bridge could be many things, most of them unpleasant, but one thing he could never be is suicidal. Violent when pushed, and while Angela certainly knew how to push his buttons in the worst possible way, Aristotle could not believe for a second that Bridge could be violent towards her ever. The whole story of a suicide note sounded like a plant, like something Bridge would do when pursued by someone he couldn’t manipulate. If Bridge had felt heat strong enough to fake his own death, it was very likely that heat could be transferred to Aristotle, if for no other reason than to find Bridge.
Bridge had set up contingency plans for such a possibility. Aristotle would need to get off the grid, disappear until he could hook up with his boss. To do that, he needed to talk to Stonewall Ricardo.
“I haven’t seen Bridge since he pulled his asshole act at the meeting,” Stonewall said. They sat in the office of an abandoned fast food joint at one of the many abandoned subway stations the Families had occupied. The place was a mess, so unlike the stations occupied by Los Magos. Stonewall had been relocating the Magos every five hours, hiding from both the cops and El Diablos strike teams. Dark circles hung from his eyes, and his skin shone with sweat and days of accumulated grime. “I do see that son-of-a-bitch, I’ll flatten him. I should have punched him square in his face then.”
“Why didn’t you?”
The Mexican grunted and smiled. “Fucking Bridge, eh? He’s got that effect on people.”
Aristotle returned the smile. “Yes, that he does. It’s quite infuriating.”
“To say the least. You say the whole place was a crater?”
“Yes. Nothing but smoldering rubble from what I could see. He can’t be dead, though. I mean, do you really see him killing Angela, much less killing himself?”
“I don’t know about Angela, but himself? Hell no, no way. If there’s one thing Bridge loves more than anything else, it’s himself.”
“That suicide note, though, that’s the real telling piece of evidence. That screams misdirection to me. Keep the cops from identifying him, and whoever tried to kill him can’t tell for sure if he’s really dead, or if they got the wrong guy or what. He’s alive somewhere.”
“So what, you going to try to find him?”
“Yes and no. We talked about this exigency. If he truly was the target of an unsuccessful assassination attempt, the attackers might likely use me to find him for another shot. I need to disappear, and Bridge instructed me to seek your assistance in the matter.”
“Of course he did. Even in death, he expects something from me.” Stonewall’s words didn’t match the smile on his face. “You know I’d do it for you, bro, no matter what I thought of Bridge. There ain’t enough smart mofos out there as it is. The world needs smart mofos.”
His expression grew grave. “But you can’t stay with Magos. We got way too much heat on us as it is, between CLED and El Diablos. You wouldn’t be any safer with us than on your own, and you’d stick out like a bit of a sore thumb.”
“Where then?”
“The Panthers. You’d blend right in with them. Hell, you might even like them, that whole non-violence thing suits you. They’ve kept themselves out of this war, at least as much as any of the Families have been able to keep out of it. I’ll make some calls to Huey. Probably get you safe by tonight. That sound good?”
Aristotle nodded. “That would be outstanding, brother Stonewall. I can’t thank you enough.”
“Brothers don’t need thanks,” the Mexican replied, bumping his fist with Aristotle’s in a gesture of solidarity.
“I just have one more thing to take care of,” Aristotle said. Stonewall raised a questioning eyebrow. “I have to go visit a cop.”
“Isn’t that a bit dangerous?” Stonewall asked.
“Not really. She’s going to help me sell this Bridge death thing.”
Stonewall returned a grim chuckle. “You really have been hanging around Bridge too long.”
Interlude
Gina Danton
March 10, 2029
8:32 p.m.
“Count yourself lucky,” Gina began as she handed the bodyguard a steaming cup of coffee. “I don’t often invite criminals into my home, much less serve them coffee.” Her lame attempt at humor deflected off the man’s slumped shoulders without effect. Gina didn’t really consider Aristotle a criminal, per se, even though he worked for a sleazy fucker like Bridge. She had a bit of a soft spot for the bodyguard. Though he had a history of gang activity and violence, he had served his time and seemed genuinely interested in pulling himself out of the swamp, even going so far as to go to college. She had known him during his worst times. During her LAPD days, a year before the riots, she had been the arresting officer on the beef that sent him to prison the last time.
Marcus had been muscle for a local street gang, the kind of guy that intimidated with his presence more than actual physical violence. He had pled out on an assault charge once, serving thirty days in county but kept his mouth shut like a good little street soldier. The gang had put him right back to work on release, guarding drug deals, intimidating witnesses. To Gina’s knowledge, he’d never killed anyone despite his reputation as a hard man. Unfortunately for him, he had been busted in the middle of a murder scene with clean hands. Gina worked him in the patrol car on the way to the station, softening him up for the interrogation to come. Something about him, about the crestfallen expression on his face convinced her that this man was unhappy with his life choices, that he was ready for a change. She persuaded him that that change could happen if he turned state’s evidence. His testimony sealed the fate of his partners, and he spent a little under a year in jail, missing the riots entirely. When he got out, Gina kept tabs on him. Though justifiably skeptical of his employment with Bridge, her assessment of the fixer seemed to be correct. Despite Bridge’s reputation as an amoral bastard, she sensed his reluctance to use violence and hoped that Aristotle would stay out of trouble. Until that business with the mayor last year, he had.
Now he sat in her dingy home, every motion the leaden pantomime of a broken of a brman going through a routine he no longer understood. He placed the coffee cup down on the table in front of him and reached into the back pocket of his sweat pants for a silvery flask. Twisting the cap slowly, he poured the clear liquid into the steaming mug, replaced the flask and swirled the spoon in the tainted liquid before taking a careful sip. With an approving nod and a tired sigh, he leaned back in the chair and rubbed his eyes. “I hope you aren’t driving,” was all she could think to say.
“The bus shall be my chariot home,” Aristotle responded with little humor.
“So what’s this about? Why do you think Bridge is dead?”
Another sip, a stinging grimace came over his face. “This morning, I woke up extremely late, hours late. Usually when I am that late, a very perturbed boss awakens me but not on this occasion. I gather myself, perform my morning ablutions and give Bridge a ring. No answer. While that is unusual, I chalk it up to a deserved peevishness on his part. My job performance, in particular my adherence to schedules has slipped since… well, lately. Bridge has been rudely accepting, though my first thought on this particular morning was that he had finally tired of my issues and was ignoring me. I called a cab and got over to his place, tout suite. Only his place was no longer there.”
“What do you mean, no longer there?”
“Rather, the building in which he and his girlfriend lived no longer could be called a building. There had been some sort of explosion that leveled the place.”
Gina’s eyebrow arched quizzically. “Girlfriend? That lying sack of monkey shit found a women that would live with him?”
“Angela was quite able to give as good as she got. Their relationship could best be described as unique.”
“I bet. Wait, she was?”
Aristotle nodded. “The entire area was sealed off with police tape, but I managed to converse with one of the officers on the scene. He informed me that there were two bodies in the building, one female and one male. I can only assume that Angela is dead and Bridge along with her.”
“You think someone blew up the building? Someone put a hit out on Bridge?”
“That would be my assumption. Of course, the rather unadvisedly loquacious officer on the scene claimed they were treating it as some form of murder-suicide or suicide pact or something. He claimed there was some sort of suicide note posted on a GlobalNet board.”
Gina sank back into her favorite armchair with a sniff. “Bridge may be a lot of things, but homicidal and/or suicidal is not one of them. Why didn’t I hear about this earlier?”
“The apartment had been registered under an alias, of course. Neither of their names appear on the lease.”
“Makes sense. I’m sure there are enough people would want to put a cap in Bridge’s ass.”
“Actually, it would have been at Angela’s behest. There are many, many more enemies that would like to see her fall than Bridge could gather in a week.”
Gina’s curiosity raised another notch. A note of caution tinged her words as she asked, “Why? Who is this Angela? Or who was she?”
Aristotle hesitated, his eyes darting around the room as he contemplated full disclosure. A sigh signified his decision. “You’ve heard of The Baron3ss, right?”
“The hacker? The one that crashed the entire banking system of the Wyoming Holdings LGL? She’s wanted in every state, every LGL and at least thirty countries! The GlobalNet Authority has her at number four on the most wanted hackers list. Bridge was shacked up with the Baron3ss? Impressive.”
“She always felt that fourth place was a sexist insult,” Aristotle replied sadly. “It was her contention that the hacker community did not want to admit a woman could be as proficient as her male counterparts, which she most certainly was.”
Gina nodded knowingly, thinking of her own troubles in LAPD and CLED. Even in the 21st century, some men still didn’t want to admit a woman could do the dirty business as well as her male counterparts. It informed her every move, her icy, aggressive exterior a deliberate attempt to force the respect she deserved. “Are you sure they didn’t just decide to leg it, get out of town without being followed by faking their deaths?”
Aristotle had a good think about that, but eventually shook his head. “Not without telling me. Bridge trusts me. Nothing that he was currently working on would bring the kind of heat he would feel the need to hide that thoroughly from, at least not to my knowledge.”
“And you want me to what, look into it?”
He nodded. “Yes. I realize this is not your business, but you have helped out both Bridge and myself in the past. I have nothing to offer you in exchange. This would be a favor I would owe you. Another favor.”
She waved her hand dismissively. “You’ve been hanging around Bridge too long. You don’t owe me nothing, so long as you stay out of jail.” Consorting with known criminals might be frowned upon by CLED, but this wasn’t the sort of thing that could land her in IA trouble. Checking a few files, talking to the forensics guy, that ought to be all she’d need to do, none of which would raise any red flags with IA. “Yeah, all right, Marcus, I’ll look into it before my shift tomorrow.”
“Thank you, Officer Danton. Thank you. I cannot hope to repay the kindness you’ve shown me.” He took another deep swig of the cooling coffee, then stared out the window with the saddest expression she’d ever seen. Gina couldn’t help feel a pang of sympathy despite her stony exterior.
The next morning, Gina woke an hour early to allow herself time to read up on the file in the office. Her pay grade didn’t allow her the luxury of a decent telepresence rig in the shabby rental she inhabited. After a few gruff greetings from her colleagues, she settled down into the disaster area of her desk, punching up the case file on the desk’s shiny new holographic display. The upgraded computer systems and bleeding-edge desktop access points were yet one more area CLED’s control had improved her job. She had lightning-fast access to most corporate and civil law enforcement agencies in the world. Every country granted access to the GlobalNet had to tie their law enforcement databases together, though most believed that the really juicy, classified stuff remained hidden from other prying eyes. Retrieving the case file required no special access, thankfully.
A steaming cup of coffee accompanied her morning read. The case seemed rather open and shut. Male and female living in the apartment registered as Mr. and Mrs. Arneson, ages 35 and 33, respectively. Building was blown up with an unknown type of explosive and burned almost completely by an unknown accelerant. Very little was left at the scene but ash, with the exception of partial skeletons, identified as Artemis Bridge and Angela Powell. Gina found that part strange. The case officer had not noted any sort of surprise that the identities of the bodies at the scene didn’t match the occupants. She thought perhaps forensics had been mistaken but DNA tests and dental records matched. She had begun to reach a casual finger towards her keyboard to make a note in the file about the discrepancy when the display shivered and disappeared. A string of curses like falling dominoes rang through the office around her as every display in the office crashed at once.
Taking a timid sip at the coffee, Gina leaned back in her chair. She raised her arm to check her wristwatch, but on finding the wrist bare, she rubbed it absentmindedly while checking the clock on her cybernetic HUD. She still had not gotten used to living life with a clock in her field of vision. With forty minutes left before her shift, she decided to speak to the forensics guy on the case.
The forensics department of LAPD had been consolidated as a separate corporate entity named Chronosoft R&D, headquartered downtown in the Chronosoft LGL headquarters still being built downtown. Finding that even the phones had been brought down by the crash, she grabbed her squad car and drove down there herself, leaving a note for her partner that she would pick him up a few minutes late at the station. As she drove, her mind worked the case with the scant information she had. There was no way the case officer had missed the mismatched names. That was detective 101. Pieces of a GlobalNet crèche had been found in the rubble. The officer could have made an understandable leap, assuming that the stiffs were hackers trying to hide their identity. The mystery of the explosives used wouldn’t have been that strange. The cops were in a constant losing race with the black market for such things, with new explosives, chemical and biological weapons and new nanotech being built in backroom labs every day. Whatever it was had been brutally effective though, to have caused such thorough destruction. And yet, there had been just enough body parts to run adequate DNn adequaA testing on the corpses. The GlobalNet suicide note was nothing special, though it certainly didn’t sound a thing like Bridge. As much of an antisocial asshole as Bridge had ever been, he was the last guy she considered capable of offing himself.
Chronosoft LGL headquarters downtown had become a self-replicating monster, engulfing a whole city block with its massive construction cranes, army of laborers and skeletal frameworks. The walkway over the street that connected the two massive facing complexes had been completed about a month ago, and the first six floors of the LGL annex were now covered in glass and fully functioning. Gina thought the building might actually get done on time in 2030, providing they didn’t keep adding things on. The project had started right after the riots as a very modest upgrade and ballooned into the awesome monolith of the current day. The CLED forensics department of R&D was located in one of the newly completed wings of the LGL annex. The sound of hammers and drills rang throughout the halls as she worked her way to the office of Marco Lippi, the head forensics investigator on the case.
A squirrelly man with a scraggly beard like a line of surgical staples on his chin, Lippi’s intellect overshadowed his poor social skills. A pair of cybernetic goggles attached to his head via interface jacks on either side of his skull sat underneath a greasy mop of seedy brown hair. A stained lab coat slumped on his stooped shoulders, his back almost a hump as he bent over a console strewn with various pieces of evidence. “Detective Lippi?” Gina asked quietly.
Lippi hopped up as if stung, extending a hand swathed in rubber glove. Gina looked down on the glove with a disapproving glare. Lippi withdrew the hand with a muttered apology. “Sorry, wasn’t thinking. And you are?” His goggles made unusually loud whirring noises as they zoomed in on the security pass dangling from her left breast.
“Officer Danton. You can stop ogling my tit now.”
Lippi gave her a nervous grin, but his goggles moved back towards her face. He jumped a little and the goggles whirred again. “Whoa, mondo zoom. I could see your pores. Very nice pores.” The awkward compliment fell on a stony grimace. “What do you need, Officer?”
“I’m looking into a case,” she replied, giving him the case number. “No, it’s not my case, but…”
He cut her off. “No, it’s not your case, Officer. But I see you accessed it this morning anyway. Oh, that’s… damnit.” The lenses of the goggles went dark. “Fucking things,” Lippi cursed, pulling the goggles from his head with disgust. The skin beneath the goggles was a milky white even in comparison to his pallid complexion, a prominent anti-tan line around his eyes that made the rest of his skin appear grimy. He blinked his eyes like a mole being shown the first rays of the sun.
“I’m looking into the case for a friend of mine. He thinks the stiffs were friends of his and I promised I’d check it out.”
Lippi sat down in his chair and rubbed his eyes, dropping the goggles loudly on the desk. “The case is shut, pretty simple thing. Some kind of domestic that turned dehat turnadly. Guy kills his girl, his wife, whatever, blows himself and the two of them up after posting a suicide note.”
“He definitely killed her?”
“Hmmm? Well, it’s hard to tell that he definitely killed her. There wasn’t much left after that explosion. She could have killed him just as easily. Evidence suggests she was in the crèche at the time of her death, so she could have triggered an explosive from there. But since the note said he killed her first, well, I guess the case officer took his word for it.”
“And the case officer didn’t mention that the DNA ID of the bodies didn’t match the name on the lease?”
“Not uncommon, especially with crèche-bound hackers. They spend days in those things marinating. What skeletal remains we found from her were severely atrophied. She didn’t walk around much.” He snickered. “Maybe he got tired of her sitting on her ass in the crèche, not giving him any. Who knows?”
Gina frowned. “What about the explosive?”
“Unknown. Couldn’t find any chemical residue for explosive or accelerant. I’d love to get a sample of whatever it is, though. To burn that hot, that quickly, then burn itself out without spreading to other buildings… that’s some serious designer stuff. It was contained perfectly within the confines of the apartment, it turned most of the bones to ash, removed most evidence and then disappeared without a trace. Never seen anything like it.”
“Isn’t it strange that there was just enough left to identify the bodies and not much else?”
Lippi nodded vigorously, a gleeful grin on his face. “Yeppers. I wish I had more time to study this case, but with it closed, I can’t justify billing time to it.”
“Can I get the case file with your notes?”
“You could if the system hadn’t crashed. Tell you what, put in a request, I’ll get you the files once I can access them again. Anything else?”
“You said there was a crèche, or pieces of a crèche, and the female was in it at the time of her death.” Lippi nodded. “Have you been able to retrieve anything off of it, or link it to any GlobalNet ID?”
“Nope, it’s well and truly fried. Couldn’t even pull a serial number or an IP. Whoever this chick was, she knew what she was doing. Other than her choice of men, that is.” His smile revealed a set of teeth so shiny white they stood out even against his ghostly complexion. CLED’s dental plans were top-notch.
“Ok. Get me that case file when you can.”
Lippi’s body shook with his affirming nod. “Gotcha. Anytime you need anything, let me know. Anything at all.”
“Down, boy. You’re not my type. And if you stare at my ass when I walk out of here, I’ll pull your toenails out through your esophagus. Got it?”
He nodded again, an expression like a whipped dog.
When she returned to her squad car, an email from Graves awaited her. His car had failed to start, so he would be hours late. Gina decided to grab some breakfast at a diner that marked the edge of her patrol route. Sitting down to a hearty plate of eggs with turkey bacon and another cup of coffee, she mulled over the case. The evidence formed a complete circle. Other than the mystery about the explosives used, and her own ruminations on Bridge’s capability for murder, everything else tied itself in a neat little bow. She could spot no hole in the case logic, but it felt wrong. She couldn’t help feeling she was missing some key element to the whole thing.
“Officer Danton, you’re looking lovely as ever today,” said a voice from the booth behind her. She raised her head from her plate, finally noticing the silence in the diner. At this time of morning, it should be crawling with patrons, but there were none. The sounds from the kitchen had stopped completely. The waitresses, cashier and cooks were nowhere to be seen. The only person in her forward field of vision was a short young Asian with spiky hair and a cloak like black hoodie. In mid-turn, she recognized the voice.
Sitting in the booth behind her with the casual confidence of a smooth criminal was Artemis Bridge. He raised a hand and gave her a nonchalant two-finger salute and smiled. “Bet you didn’t expect to see me here.”
Chapter 10
March 10, 2029
11:51 a.m.
Bridge had to admire Danton’s unflappability. Most people, when faced with a dead man walking, would have lost their shit, but the attractive blonde cop kept her cool. With a casual “Hmmm,” she turned back around in her seat and lazily scooped another bite of egg into her mouth. “Come sit over here where I can see you.”
Bridge shuffled over to her booth and sat down, motioning to Mu for a cup of coffee. The kid poured the cup and walked it over to the table diligently, then returned to his perch by the door. He began snapping his fingers, little arcs of lightning leaping from one hand to the other with each snap. Bridge turned his attention back to the cop. Danton’s attention was fixated on Mu’s hands.
“That’s one of them, whatchamacallits, technomancers?”
Bridge nodded. “Yes, he is. You can call him Mu.”
“You do realize I’m supposed to arrest anyone even claiming to be a technomancer on sight, right?”
“I do. However, I don’t suggest it. He wouldn’t take very kindly to it, and I’ve promised the owner we won’t make a mess in here.”
“You’re pretty full of yourself, aren’t you? I could haul you in for faking your own death, or murder, or whatever the fuck it is you were trying to make it look like at your place.”
The image of Angela’s arm dangling lifelessly from the edge of the crèche flashed across Bridge’s mind unbidden. He clamped his teeth down hard, pushing the thought away before continuing. “That was a quick and dirty improvisation, completely necessary. I needed certain people to think they’d succeeded, for a few days at least.”
“So that’s not your girlfriend’s skull we got sitting in the morgue? Whose body is it?”
Again the images came uncalled for, a macabre slideshow that tore through Bridge’s gut at the speed of thought. He covered his mouth and stared out the window, feeling the tears come. He managed to control them, but only just. “No, that’s Angela. I didn’t kill her. She was already dead when I got there.”
“I’m… I’m sorry?” Danton seemed unsure what to say. “I mean, I didn’t know your girlfriend, didn’t even know you had one. I always thought you were a hit it and quit it kind of guy.”
Bridge smirked. “Some days I was. Not lately, though. Not with her. It ain’t like I didn’t try to quit it, know what I mean? She had a way of getting under my skin like nobody else. I probably should have known better.”
“Was she really the Baron3ss?”
Taken aback, Bridge raised his eyebrows. “How did you know that?”
“The same reason I was looking into the case in the first place.”
In unison they said the name. “Marcus.”
Bridge cursed. “Goddamnit, Marcus, you sad sack son of a bitch.” He smiled in spite of the anger in his words. “Try to keep the heat off of him, try to keep him safe, and he keeps following me to the grave. That fucking loyalty’s going to get him killed.”
“Yeah, it will, if this is any indication.” Bridge felt a sting of regret. “But you know Marcus, that’s who he is. For whatever reason, he will go to the wall for you and beyond. He didn’t believe you were dead by the way.”
“Well, he fucking better and I need you to convince him. At least for the next few days, that is.” Bridge sipped his coffee in silence, forcing Danton into asking questions. He needed her to direct the conversation, to keep him reacting so that he could control where tntrol whhis went.
“So if that was your… if that was the Baron3ss, who was the male stiff?”
“The kind of guy you’re never going to find in your database, eh? He was a ghost, the kind of guy people with money get to clean up messes and solve inconvenient mysteries. He doesn’t matter.”
“You’re telling me someone hired an assassin to kill you? That’s something I can use.”
Bridge slammed the coffee cup down on the table a little more forcibly than he wanted. “No, it isn’t. Let me paint you a scenario, Officer Danton. You put his name into a database search, and it turns up fuckall. But within days, maybe hours, you get a visit as well. Maybe you’ll be lucky and it’s only IA turning up with a lecture about not sticking your nose in places it don’t belong. Or maybe it’s another guy like our dearly departed mystery skeleton and nobody hears from you ever again. He doesn’t exist to people in your position.”
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It was Danton’s turn to sip in silence, thoughts passing across her face like leaves in a strong wind. “How’d you get the better of a hitter like that then? You aren’t exactly what I would call a fighter. I’ve seen you take more beatdowns than a rented mule.”

“No, I’m no fighter. But what I am is clever. See my boy Mu over there? That little trick he does with the lightning? He can do lots of things like that. He can do crazy ass shit like embed these little balls of energy all around my apartment. And these balls of energy don’t do nothing at all, until I give the word, right? At which point…” Bridge made a silent pantomime of an explosion.

“How did you survive that?”

“Force bubble. One of those balls of energy finds me and protects me. You’d need a tank to break through that thing and it’d be a tough go even then. The bubble gets thrown clear and Mu over there is alerted that his little trap has been tripped and he gets my ass out of the area. I didn’t realize how loud that fucking explosion would be. I was tripping balls and half-blind when he found me.”

“Wait, if you had that trap set to voice activation, why didn’t the Baron3ss trip it once she figured out she was under attack.”

Visions of the arm again. Bridge stared a hole into the swirling brown liquid in his cup, trying to find an absolution there that did not exist. “She didn’t know about it,” he whispered.

Danton leaned over the table, straining to hear. “What did you say?”

“She didn’t know about it. I didn’t tell her.”

Surprised shock turned to anger on Danton’s face. “You fucking bastard.”

“That I am,” Bridge sighed. “You gotta understand how this relationship worked. Shit, I’m not sure hom not suw it worked. We’ve been together now about what, two years off and on and I can safely say that neither one of us trusted the other as far we could throw them. I mean, you know me, right? Would you trust me?” The look on Danton’s face said it all. “Yeah, of course you wouldn’t. Well, she didn’t trust me and with good reason, but it ain’t like she was some saint either. This woman stole money from pension funds for a living; she had the network to ruin a person’s life with a few emails. Don’t think she’d ever hesitate to use it, either.”

‘And yet, she hadn’t,’ Bridge thought to himself. ‘All those months we were apart, she kept working with you, kept talking to you. You want to think she was as bad as you, but you’re probably wrong.’

“Sounds like you were made for each other,” Danton spat sarcastically. The hangdog look on Bridge’s face must have made her instantly regret it. “Sorry. You have that effect on me. You’re still a bastard.”

“Yeah, I said as much.”

“Do I even have a chance to find out why someone sent a killer to whack you?”

“Not really. We both know it could be any number of reasons. He was a talkative cunt, though, cocky. I know why, but the less you know about it, the better for us both.”

Danton finished off her plate and tossed the fork to the plate with a clatter. “Then what is this, Bridge? I assume you set up this little meet for a reason.”

“Yeah, I know the owner. We’ve done some business. He agreed to clear the place out when you came in this morning so we could chat in private.”

“About?”

“I need your help.”

Danton wore an expression of disgusted surprise as if Bridge had dropped a sack of monkey shit on the table between them that he claimed was gold. “That’s rich. You really are trying to get me fired aren’t you?”

“Officer Danton, I would never do anything that I believed would get you in hot water with your superiors. After all, you are an invaluable asset for a man whose entire livelihood is predicated on knowing important people.”

Her eyes squinted hard. “Does that fancy talk impress anyone?”

“Sometimes.” Bridge stared hard at the area around her eyes. “You’ve had work done. Recently.” He waved his finger around his own eyes to indicate what he saw. The diversion worked, as her posture withdrew from the table a little, an embarrassed flush staining her cheeks red.
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“How’d you know?”

“I work with some of the craziest fuckers on the planet, the kind of guys who’ll implant one-shots in their goddamn earholes. I’ve seen some of the sloppiest work ever, the kind of stuff make your stomach turn. I can recognize when someone gets cybered up. You get the full HUD package?”

“As much as I could afford. Low-light, zoom, recording, clock, targeting.”

“Impressive. Good stitch work too, took me a while to see it. Almost no scarring to speak of. Who’s the doc?”

“Department connection. You want to stop trying to butter me up on my cybernetics and tell me what you expect me to help you do?” Bridge took another sip of his coffee, grimacing at the now lukewarm sludge.

“The Families are in trouble,” he began. “But you know this as well as I do. You’ve seen the streets, you know what’s going down. This war is fucking killing them.”

“Good riddance. These guys are dealing drugs and killing people. They are breaking the law and getting what’s coming to them. I’m not sure I see the problem.” Her words were harsh, but her body language didn’t match. She had been staring Bridge directly in the eye, but her gaze dropped sullenly to her plate as she offered her judgement. Her fork poked absentmindedly at the remainder of the eggs on her plate. “How many people have they killed with this little war that had nothing to do with their beef?”

“You got me there. They’re criminals, all right. Of course, I don’t know many criminals that get sentenced to having a six-inch blade stuck through their fucking forehead.” Danton’s head snapped up, surprise mixed with guilt written across her face like a scarlet letter.

“How did you know about that?”

“What do I know about, Officer Danton? That squad of metaled-up psychos Chronosoft dropped in the middle of a warehouse shootout yesterday?”

“How did you hear about that?”

“I know people. You’ll be unhappy to know they didn’t manage to cap everyone on the scene.”

“Someone escaped? I thought so. They should turn themselves in, you know. We have DNA markers on her.”

“Yeah, that’s not happening. You think she’s going to turn herself in to that crew?”

“She doesn’t have to go with Special Squad. She can turn herself in to me.”

Bridge’s eyes lit up. “Special Squad, huh? That what they’re called?”

Danton cursed under her breath at her slith at hep up. “You didn’t hear that from me.”

“Hear what?” He couldn’t resist a bit of victorious smugness sneaking onto his lips. “Look, I don’t care what they call those bastards. All I know is the ante has been upped. CLED’s dropping their big guns on the war. This isn’t about a bunch of criminals doing criminal shit. The Families aren’t just gangsters. Since the riots, they’ve been taking in all sorts of civvies, giving them food, shelter, money… all the shit the government is supposed to at least let them have the opportunity to earn. But instead of taking care of them, it’s taking their houses and tossing them on the streets if they’re within a mile of gang activity. You know what I’m talking about. How many regular jackoffs have you had to evict because of a drive-by down the street?”

Another sullen silence filled the air.

“Yeah, you know I’m right. Your precious mayor is shuffling people around like poker chips. And what’s being done with the houses, with the land once the evictions are processed? Do you even know? I’ll tell you what, it’s being bought up for pennies on the dollar and turned into the new, Chronosoft-approved Los Angeles.”

“He’s not my mayor. I didn’t vote for him.”

Bridge was taken aback. “You voted for the pedo?”

“Fuck no!” Danton spat. “I voted for the woman, the indie.”

“Oh, you’re one of those. You did a sympathy vote. Did she even get 1%?”

Danton chuckled. “I’m not sure she got any votes besides mine and her family’s. But it was better than tossing one at that slick cocksucker Soto. He reminds me of a few one-night stands I had.”

“Ooo, you vixen you. Do tell.” She tossed a napkin playfully at him.

“I’m not about to fulfill your sick wank fantasies.” Her smile faded quickly. “What is this help you need? What have you got brewing in that twisted little head of yours?”

“I’m working on that. I don’t have a full idea yet, but I’ve got to stop this war before it gets too out of control.”

“I ain’t sure that’s possible, Bridge,” Danton replied. “CLED’s pretty much activated shoot-on-sight protocols for the Families. All of them. This might have started between Diablos and Magos, but they’re all in the crosshairs now.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. There’s something not right about all this. I tried to mediate some kind of settlement between Nacho and Los Magos, and I got nowhere. It wasn’t just that he didn’t want to make peace, I swear he was totally confident he would come out on top. And it wasn’t just about the super hardware they had.”

“What hardware?”

“Guns, mostly. I mean, super-duper, cutting edge guns, stuff the goddamn military probably can’t afford these days. It was like, corporate-cop grade shit. Which when you consider they are the smallest and broke-est of the Families, seemed… off, you know what I mean?”
“You think they have a sugar daddy?”
“Maybe. It’s got to be someone big.” Soto’s smug face flitted through his thoughts. “Someone like mayor big.”
“You think the mayor is supplying weapons to a gang?”
“I think the mayor is making hay with the situation. And I goddamn sure wouldn’t put it past that bastard to have some remote, unconnected hands out there doing some illegal shit. You’ve never heard the real stories about his little neighborhood defense during the riots, have you?”
She shook her head. “Just the campaign commercial highlights.”
“Well, you don’t want to know. It ain’t pretty. So are you in?”
Her decision made, she pushed the plate away. “Maybe. As long as it doesn’t involve anything more illegal than talking to you.”
“All I’ll need is your presence as a police officer when the time comes.”
“What about Aristotle?”
“Don’t tell Marcus anything about this… yet. The less he keeps trying to find me, the better.”
“Some friend you are. You really going to let him keep thinking you’re dead?”
“For the moment, yes. If you have to tell him anything, tell him to shack up with the Panthers.”
“You want him to get in good with the Families? How is that protecting him?”
“The Panthers are on this non-violence kick. He’ll dig that. They’ll do everything in their power not to fight, which should help him avoid the worst of this thing. By the time he knows, hopefully I’ll have accomplished what I need in order to stop this thing.”
“So what is this, some new leaf you’re turning over? The compassionate, caring Bridge who saves lives? Some kind of guilt therapy? Are you actually trying to be a better person?”
Bridge gripped the edge of the table, his mind constantly replaying that horror show, that lifeless arm still dangling, a symbol of the death of hope.
“I don’t do guilt,” he said slowly, staring at his white-knuckled hands as they clung to the table. “This ain’t about being a better person. This is about some r about seal bastards doing real bastard shit to people with no ability to fight back. I hate that shit. Bad enough fuckers like Soto got more money than most folks make in a decade; it’s never enough. It never will be. They push and push, and I’m tired of being pushed. So I’m going to push back.” He stood quickly, dropping a few bills of Five-Year on the table. “For your breakfast. Don’t say I never gave you nothing.”
He started to walk away, stopped and turned back. “Look, I may save some lives. I may help some people with something that doesn’t involve them giving in to the worst, most depraved desires they refuse to control. I may do better things with my life.” He stuck his hands into his pockets. “But that won’t make me a better man.” With that, he spun on his heels and walked out, tossing a wave behind him without looking back.
Chapter 11
March 10, 2029
2:20 p.m.
Bridge rang Freeman’s doorbell and stepped back, expecting to have to repeat the act a few times before the reclusive hacker would answer. He tossed a smirk and a wave at the unseen camera installed above the doorframe, knowing that Freeman would be watching from the distant cavern of his crèche. To his surprise, the door opened within seconds, revealing a stranger. “Hey, can I help you?”
The stranger was about an inch taller than Bridge, his short-cropped blonde hair thinning at the front. An apron hung loosely over his frame, obscuring the slogan printed on the T-shirt he wore with a pair of dingy blue jeans. Smudges of dusty filth ran up and down the apron, and the broom held in his left hand trailed dust bunnies behind. The man’s deeply sunken eyes had the first rings of sleep deprivation indicative of late nights in a crèche. Taken aback, Bridge stammered, “Ummm, I’m looking for Freeman. Isn’t this his place?”
“Yeah, you’re in the right place. I’m just doing a little cleaning. Michael’s a bit… distracted. Was he expecting you?”
Bridge peered into the apartment left and right. Half the place was in the process of being cleaned, while the other place showed all the signs of a hacker’s lack of maintenance. That in itself was noteworthy. The last time Bridge had visited Freeman, the place had been spotless, an OCD clean freak’s wet dream. Even the parts that had been cleaned were worse off than before. “No, not exactly. Who are you?”
If the forwardness insulted the man, he hid it well. “Oh, Mike Kramer. Me and Freeman work together. He needed someone to, you know, clean the place up.” He indicated the broom in hand. “I volunteered.”
Bridge raised an inquisintive eyebrow. “What do you get out of the deal?”
Kramer’s face took on an expression of genuine confusion, as if he couldn’t fathom its meaning. “Well, I…” His confusion continued as he scratched a clean-shaven chin. “That’s a good question. The place did need it. He’s been really busy lately.”
“Uh-huh. Can I come in? Freeman! Get your ass out of that crèche, we gotta talk!” Bridge pushed himself into the room past Kramer, Mu walking in behind with a crooked smile. “And I don’t mean send out a hologram, you bastard! I mean the real you, the fleshy bits.” The sound of activity in the bedroom drew Bridge’s attention. Kramer stumbled over his words trying to calm Bridge.
The bedroom door flew open. With a scream of insanity, a dripping wet naked Michael Freeman shot out of the room, making a mad beeline for Bridge. With only a second to brace himself, Bridge took the tackle awkwardly. He fell backward with Freeman on top. The hacker god came up swinging, landing at least two good punches on Bridge’s chin despite his graceless, insane flailing. Mu leapt into action, tossing Freeman across the room with a spell, knocking Kramer over the couch in the process. Freeman never stopped, bouncing off the wall into a crouch and running back at Bridge again. Mu stopped him again, pinning the man in mid-air with force shackles on every limb. Kramer’s eyes bulged at the sight of his friend hanging naked in mid-air. Bridge struggled to his feet, making sure to close the door from prying eyes.
Rubbing his chin, he said, “Nice to see you too, Freeman. What the fuck, man?”
“YOU KILLED HER!” Spittle flew wildly from Freeman’s mouth. His eyes burned with insane fury. “YOU FUCKING KILLED HER AND NOW YOU’RE HERE!”
“How are you holding him up like that?” Kramer spluttered.
“Magic,” Mu replied with an evil grin.
“You’re a technomancer?”
Mu nodded.
“Freeman, calm down, you’re going to give yourself a stroke. I didn’t kill her.”
“Bullshit! I read the police report.”
“Good for you. You don’t think I made that police report look like I needed it to look?”
Freeman’s face slackened. “She’s not dead?” A flicker of hope broke the fury in his eyes. Bridge stared down at his shoes for a second, then back into Freeman’s eyes.
“No, she’s dead. I mean I wasn’t the one who killed her. But I had to make it look like I was dead too, get some of the heat off me for a few days.”
“Who killed her?”
“Some hired gun looking for me. Not important. He ain’t looking no more.”
Freeman seemed to finally notice his nakedness, notice that he hung suspended in mid-air by nothing. He slumped against his invisible shackles. “Can you put me down now?”
Mu fixed him with a stern glare. “You going to calm down, stop attacking people?” Freeman nodded solemnly. Mu looked to Bridge before releasing the spell.
Freeman fell to earth with a thump. His legs wobbled. “What do you want, Bridge?”
“We need to talk. We can do it here with your junk all hanging out, or you can go shower off while your buddy here makes me comfortable and gets me a fucking towel. You got crèche cooze all over me.”
“We’re not through with this Angela thing.”
“I know. Go get cleaned up, you stink like armpit.” Freeman went to shower while Kramer made coffee.
Bridge and Mu settled into the couch, a large cocoa sectional in a U-shape across from a wall-size screen with a layer of dust that could choke a horse. Kramer continued his cleaning, making small talk with Mu. “What are those symbols on your… is that a cape?”
“Yes. They’re runes, the secret language of my order.”
“What do they say?” Mu returned a wry smile and declined to answer. “Right, I guess it wouldn’t be a secret language if you told everybody what they said. But if I’m not mistaken, it’s based off a Nordic pattern, with some Asian influence.”
“How did you know?”
“I dabbled in cyberwicca when I was younger. You know, the stupid things you do in college to try to get in some hippie chick’s panties. Although, I always thought it was ironic that she was hosting mother earth rituals in an artificial GlobalNet space. How is that even remotely connected to nature?” Bridge ignored the two as Kramer prattled on nervously.
Finally, Freeman staggered out of the bathroom with a towel in hand, his hair still dripping. The fire had gone from his eyes, his posture a shambling story of fatigue on crumpled paper. He flopped down opposite Bridge with a loud sigh.
“Tired?”
“Wrecked. I haven’t slept in… Mike, when did I sleep last?”
Kramer stopped his dusting, considering the question. “Two days ago? Three?”
Yes. Th
“Something like that.”
“The eggheads still got you on some hot dose?”
Freeman nodded. “Less of it, but I still get it weekly. It’s had the desired effect.” He didn’t elaborate. “I’ve been scouring the net the last few days trying to find out about Angela. You did a fantastic fucking job making sure I couldn’t find a goddamn thing.”
“Our mutual friends,” Bridge said, indicating the technomancers.
Freeman held a position of the highest esteem amongst the hacker community, the cyberpunk’s cyberpunk. He was a legend. Even before the days of the Sukemura Plug™ and the GlobalNet, Freeman had been cracking computer systems for fun and profit. Considered the god of hackers, his reputation was such that he could use his own name without fear of reprisals. Years before the riots, he had decided to end his freelance lifestyle, getting a job with Chronosoft, where he had become the golden boy of their IT efforts. Every computer system in the company bore his mark in some fashion. Any other hacker choosing regular corporate employment would have been shunned by the hackers, but not Freeman. It only enhanced his reputation. Every hacker with something to prove went after him through his employer, but none had managed to do significant damage.
Bridge had known him through Angela’s contacts. As one of the few freelance information brokers he would work for after joining the company, they had been close, as close as hackers could get to other hackers. During the previous year’s election, that limey ex-footballer cum hardass bastard Paulie had kidnapped her to force Bridge to leak the video of Sunderland’s dirty laundry, and Freeman had been willing to help Bridge for no other reason than to protect Angie. Freeman had leaked the video of the mayor to every email box on the West Coast, a trivial matter for someone of his ability. The video had ensured that Soto won the election, but Bridge had requested something more elaborate from Freeman. Freeman had bombarded the vote tallying software, making it appear the counts had been falsified even though he’d actually done nothing to the tallies. The resulting specter of election fraud had caused Soto’s administration no end of grief, eroding his legitimacy. Freeman had called in the favor last November, entangling Bridge with the scientists that would become the first technomancers in Boulder, Colorado.
“What happened to her, Bridge?”
“She was in the crèche when the guy came looking for me. I wasn’t there, so he killed her and waited for me. He didn’t expect me to have a failsafe. Mu over there had set up a ward that blew the place sky high when I gave the word.”
“Why didn’t Angela use the word?”
“Because she didn’t know about it.”
Silence.
“You didn’t tell her?”
Bridge stared dowman” colon the hacker, his own angry fire mixed with guilt written across his face.
“You might as well have killed her then.”
“Hey, I wouldn’t act so innocent and judgmental over there, buddy. There’s a reason that guy was gunning for me. He was sniffing around about… that thing last year.” Bridge raised his eyebrows, trying to indicate the incident in Boulder with the technomancers without saying it, in case Mu was listening. “And if I recall, you’re the bastard what got me in that situation in the first place. It’s as much your fault as mine.” Bridge said it, but without feeling.
“One helluva hacker,” Freeman said. “One helluva woman.”
“Yeah,” was all Bridge could think to say. An idea came to him at that moment, a final clicking into place of puzzle pieces.
“How long?”
“How long what?”
“How long were you two doing whatever it was you two did?”
Instead of trying to deny it, Freeman admitted it. “Off an on since before the riots. More when you weren’t around.”
“Was it ever physical?”
“Freeman never touched her in the flesh,” the hacker replied. Bridge blinked. He’d often heard of hackers getting so deep that they started referring to themselves in the third person. There was even a name for it, cyber identity crisis. The hacker lived in a world of shifting identities; everyone had multiple names, names for avatars, names for virtual worlds, names for casual games, backup ID’s for cracking runs, dummy emails and credentials for all sorts of money transfers, information dumps and false trails. In addition, the constant hours and days spent awake, brains constantly stimulated with reams of information from both physical body and GlobalNet feeds fatigued the thought processes. Bridge had even heard tales of multiple personalities springing from overuse of GlobalNet interface.
“What did you say?”
“We weren’t ever together in the meat,” Freeman responded. Bridge squinted hard, thought about pointing out Freeman’s slip of the tongue but let it drop. “That’s not how I roll.”
“You weren’t the first. I’m guessing anyway. It ain’t like I was the world’s greatest boyfriend.”
“Yeah. But she still loved you. You could tell. Nobody else mattered.” Freeman’s voice trailed off. He raised his hand and stared at it, turning it over and over in the air, his expression one of wonder, as if he had never seen the limb before and was fascinated with it. “I hear things.”
“What things?”
“Sounds. Distant sounds, from distant grounds. The sound of great machines moving closer, coming closer. The voices of giants in a teacup. Freeman doesn’t know what to make of them.”
Bridge snapped his fingers loudly, waving his hands in front of the hacker’s glazed eyes. “Yo, Freeman, back here! Stay with me! That’s the second time you’ve referred to yourself in the third person. It’s really fucking irritating.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You’re calling yourself Freeman, going all space cadet on me. What the hell have they got you on?”
“Nothing I can talk about. I’m fine. I’m fine.” His expression hardened. “You’re here for something. What do you want?”
“I need a backdoor into the LGL’s records.”
“That’s it?”
“Sure. I know you have about a hundred stashed all up and down Chronosoft’s systems. I only need one.”
“You planning on hacking the big boys?”
“Me? Hell no, my hacking days are done. That’s the other part of what I need. I need to use a crèche for about a day. Somebody is going to be hacking Chronosoft, and I need to get in touch with them via the Net. They don’t exactly take visitors.”
“Why don’t you just have me do it?”
“Because you’re a little too close to the target, for one. Because I’d rather not implicate you at all, for another. And finally, as good as you are, there’s only one of you. I got lots of work that needs to be done in not a lot of time, which means I need a whole army of people to do it. I don’t have time to waste, so I don’t need them to spend effort getting in, which is why I need the back door.”
“Who are you getting to do this?”
“The Bottle City Boys.”
“Ooh, Kandor. You’ll love Kandor. If they let you in, that is. You better hope they don’t think you killed Angela, because they will cut you.”
“Yeah, you let me handle that.”
“I want something in return.”
Bridge leaned back. “You don’t usually barter. You usually tell me yes or no and move on.”
“You have something I want. Or rather, you can get something I am going to need.”
“Intriguing. What do you want?”
He pointed towards Mu. “One of those.”
“A technomancer?”
Freeman shook his head. “No. A mana engine.”
“You want to become a technomancer?”
“No. I want to make one.”
Chapter 12
March 10, 2029
1:45 p.m.
The slam of interface rush in his mind’s eye sent Bridge tumbling from austere nothingness into digital awareness, surrounded by the baroque opulence of the crèche’s foyer. Textures so sharp they hurt Bridge’s virtual eyes covered the entrance to the GlobalNet datastream, but the pristine condition of the room belied its disuse. Freeman had long since abandoned this artistic path. Rich thrones sat empty, sheer golden curtains undisturbed by even a whisper of motion. Even the AI assistant in naughty French maid’s outfit seemed uninterested in this new visitor. Bridge left the room quickly, plunging into the black spaces in between GlobalNet data nodes, ignoring the coordinates of thousands upon millions of data stars blinking in the perpetual night. Each star represented an entrance node on the GlobalNet, some private, hidden behind layers of encryption, passwords and user authentication. His destination was not among them, but between them.
The Bottle City was one of an unknown number of hidden data nodes on the GlobalNet. Many hackers considered it a myth, but mostly because they weren’t clever enough to find it themselves, nor skilled enough to be invited into its secret confines. In the early days of the GlobalNet virtual scene, its original name had been Kandor, named as a direct homage to the mythology of the comic book hero Superman. In the comics, Kandor had been a city on Superman’s home planet of Krypton that had been shrunken, placed in a bottle and stolen by the rogue artificial intelligence, Brainiac. The creators of Bottle City were huge fans, and modeled their virtual home away from home after the comics from the early 50’s. The corporate copyright holders of the Superman mythos did not approve of the use of their trademarks, and after an exhaustive search by corporate lawyers and hackers, the city’s founders were served with a cease-and-desist order. Rather than take down the site, they renamed it The Bottle City and took it off the public grid. No one knew where the servers housing the site lived. The creators dropped out of physical circulation as well, though it was presumed they still physically lived in the Los Angeles area based on the interest they maintained in the LA hacker scene.
Turning to crime was a natural step for the Bottle City leadership, and by the time thing e riots engulfed Los Angeles, they had firmly established themselves as a force every bit as powerful as many of the other LA gangs, despite having no physical presence. After the riots had settled down, they had formed an alliance with the physical gang the Hollywood Starlets, or at least the members of the Starlets who refused to give up the life once the unrest was over. The Starlets were the muscle, the hands of a complex neural network of hackers who lived their entire lives on the GlobalNet, ostensibly in The Bottle City. Bridge had helped the technomancers set up a similar hidden network after the Boulder incident, and though the Bottle City didn’t have the technomancer magic behind it, it was almost impossible to find. Impossible, that is, unless you were Artemis Bridge on a mission.
“You with me, Freeman?” Bridge twisted his mercurial virtual body around, searching for Freeman’s avatar in the vast blackness.
“Of course.” The hacker’s body rezzed into sight virtual inches from Bridge. Most avatars looked like Bridge, at least in the pure data streams outside of virtual worlds, crèche foyers and textured simulations. They appeared with mercurial silver bodies, malleable into any shape the hacker’s mind could imagine, but lacking texture, color and personality. Not so with Michael Freeman; his avatar could have come from any virtual world, as it was fully skinned, textured, and colored. He floated in three gorgeous dimensions with full spectrum color, a gleaming six-armed warrior clad in sparkling armor from head to foot.
“You’ve been working with Wong.” Wong was one of the technomancer’s fabled Council of Five, a genius level physicist, mathematician and programmer whose creations had been infused with technomancer magic. One of only two technomancers who could cast a flight spell, Wong’s brilliance barely outstripped his immaturity. Bridge had watched the wizard burn one of his colleagues to ash when provoked. “If he’s sharing his secrets with you, why do you need me to get you a mana engine?”
“I’ve already asked him. He’s afraid if he asks the Council, they’ll yell at him.”
“That’s Wong all right. Ok, where do we go?”
“Nowhere.”
“What are you talking about?”
“One doesn’t go TO the Bottle City, one finds an inhabitant of the Bottle City and stalks him home. Like so.” Freeman yanked a device from a pouch on his bejeweled belt, a device larger than the container it had come from. It looked a bit like a compass mixed with a pocket watch, with a sundial on the top. The dial spun with an audible clicking noise, sparks flying off its golden workings. The sparks floated as if in zero-g, forming into a thin rope of light that grew in one direction until it disappeared beyond the horizon. “You remember Harold, right?” Bridge nodded. He remembered Harold, the worst kind of wannabe hacker one could imagine. A sloppy programmer with a mouth that wouldn’t quit, Harold had tried to hook up with every hacker outfit this side of the Rockies. “He got better. He’s almost decent.”
“Good enough for Bottle City?”
“Good enough for grunt work on the city limits. When the shit started going down with Diablos and the cops got involved, the Boys pulled everyone in. They’ve got safehouses all over the city, with the Starlets standing guard over the crèches. Nobody knows about them. Except me, of course.” He pulled hard on the light rope. “Grab hold.” Bridge linked his avatar’s hand with Freeman’s and they were gone, the rope pulling them along at light speed. “Harold never could hide his trace very well.”
The pair stopped in front of a giant data node, a gleaming cube emblazoned with corporate logos along its shiny walls, twinkling dots of light indicating the traffic into and out of the node’s GlobalNet site. Bridge recognized the logos as a hotel chain, with the address for a downtown location printed underneath. “The Bottle City boys are in a hotel?”
“Some of them. Harold apparently.”
“Wait, isn’t that Meat’s hotel?” Freeman nodded his head. “The Bottle City Boys are holed up in Meat Locker’s hotel? Since when did they start working for that gigantic bastard?” Meat Locker was as old school a gangster as one could get, having moved up and down the Los Angeles mob scene since before Bridge had been born. His long and storied history of violence had given him the nickname Meat Locker. No one even knew his real name anymore.
“How do you think they pay for the City? That hardware ain’t cheap. They’ve been working angles for him since forever.”
“Huh. How did I miss that?”
“They do a good job of keeping any ties to him hidden, so people won’t do exactly what we’re doing here.” Freeman tugged on the rope of light again. Bridge’s eye followed the sparkling trail, which disappeared into a black hole in the hotel’s node wall. He peered more closely at the hole, noting that it was as if one had taken the light nodes that indicated all the other traffic into and out of the hotel, and made the complete opposite, a black data hole that absorbed all data in the surrounding area. As dark as it was, the black hole was almost invisible unless being directly examined. Once Bridge had spotted it, he saw six other such data entry points sprinkled around the wall.
“Which one of those goes to the City?”
“All of them, I’d imagine. Here.” Freeman tossed the compass contraption over to Bridge, who cradled it in his silvery hands. “Pick one and point that at it. Follow the trail that appears. It’ll take you right to the front gates.”
“Then I guess I talk my ass off, huh?”
“You do what you do. I’ll go back and get your backdoor prepared. Don’t forget to talk to the Council. I’m serious about that mana engine. Freeman’s going to need it.”
Bridge ignored the use of the third person again, though it brought an unsettling nervousness to his stomach. “I’ll get you what you need, Freeman.”
“Good luck,” Freeman said, his body dissolving in seconds.
“Here goes nothing,” Bridge said to no one, pointing the compass contraption at the nearest black spot.
The sensation felt like being dragged behind a very large, very fast-moving jet airplane through a windless vacuum. The rope light sparkles fed through the compass contraption like a bicycle chain, twisting and flitting around and behind Bridge as he drew closer to his destination. That destination appeared ahead before he could grasp its existence, a yawning black maw like the hidden data nodes he’d seen on the hotel’s wall, only so large it obscured the stars behind it. The rope light disappeared into the black hole. As Bridge slammed headfirst into the gaping emptiness, he couldn’t help closing his virtual eyes. A memory bubbled to the surface of his thoughts, the memory of walking through the dome in Boulder to his first meeting with the technomancers.
Opening his eyes, he was greeted by an empty room, a flat hologram of interface floating in front of him. The interface required him to create an avatar. Virtual worlds like this one did not allow avatars to run around like mercury droplets; they required “skinning.” Bridge would have to choose physical characteristics and clothing, all based around the virtual world’s theme and physical rules. Some were more open than others. This being a world with a very specific theme, Bridge would have to dress like a Kandorian. As Bridge cycled through the options, he decided that meant looking like a complete tosser. He finally settled on a butch male with light skin tone, roughly six feet tall and beefy, clean-shaven with dark, close-cropped hair and a cleft chin. His clothes were appalling to someone as conscious of appearance as Bridge. A garish red headband sat on his forehead. A skin-tight green shirt with three completely useless white circles lined horizontally across his chest and white fins for shoulder pads made him cringe, especially when paired with the red trunks and green leggings he chose. Red boots completed the crazy quilt ensemble. He had hoped to find a jetpack among the clothing options, but no such luck. If he was going to look like an idiot, he’d hoped to at least be able to fly in style.
His avatar complete, he entered the tourist quarters of the Bottle City. These areas were usually severely limited, a free trial area for prospective joiners. The administrator’s security forces would police the area heavily, swiftly removing any potential griefers before they could trouble the City’s inhabitants. The time of day found the area sparsely inhabited. Bridge found himself on a wide thoroughfare, a few pedestrians walking around in the same type of garish outfits and marveling at the sites of the alien world.
The city was a fantastic creation, a true artistic vision given life. Towering skyscrapers shaped in smooth, rounded forms dominated the skyline, everything splashed with the brightest primary colors. Saturn-like rings decorated almost every structure, an architectural motif that looked even sillier in virtual reality than Bridge had thought it could. Bridge grinned at the overly phallic shape of most of the buildits complengs out there, street after street of looming dildos. Past the buildings, the sky cast the most curious sheen. Wispy clouds drifted in front of what must be the outer shape of the bottle, the light muted by the curved horizon of bottle surrounding the world. It reminded him uncomfortably of his time under the dome in Boulder.
Across the street from the entrance stood two security guards, leaning on a car without wheels. Bridge had to assume they were guards, as they both carried weirdly rounded sidearms, long cylinders with three rings on the barrel end, a handle and trigger. A larger rifle with a similar arrangement of rings lay in the vehicle. Bridge tugged down on his shirt and strode purposefully over to them.
Based on the compass, the first guard he approached must be Harold. His avatar was nothing like the greasy bastard Harold was in real life. He stood a good inch or two taller than Bridge, his blond hair swept back from his high forehead, constrained by a green headband. His yellow shirt formed a banana-like one piece with black trunks. Gleaming green epaulets adorned his shoulders. Bridge caught him in mid-sentence. “Take me to your leader.”
“What’s that, noob?”
“I said take me to your leader. I’m here to see Far-el.”
“Yeah, right. As if. Why don’t you go work on your guard faction by fighting off the three-headed crystal monsters or something? They’re about three clicks that way.” He pointed off behind Bridge with a dismissive backhand wave.
“I don’t think you heard me. My name is Artemis Bridge. I’ve come as an emissary from Stonewall Ricardo. As a leader of one of the Families, Stonewall’s representative has the right to see the leader of another Family without getting static from some flunky.”
“Bridge? Bridge is dead.” Harold laughed but with a nervous titter that belied his attempt at stoicism.
“Look here, Harold. I’m no deader than you are a buff soldier in some ancient Kryptonian city. Don’t think just because you got on the City’s security detail I don’t remember that little incident with the horse farm.”
Harold’s face fell. His eyes darted around to his fellow security guard, then back to Bridge, a bulging plaintive look begging Bridge to shut up. “Yo, Bridge, you ain’t supposed to say nothing about that shit. You promised.”
“Hey Harold, it’s all good. IF you take me to Far-el.”
“Give me a minute, man. I’ll hook you up. And call me Zor-va, man, you’re making me look bad.” He reached into the vehicle, grabbing a communicator. His partner threw a questioning glance his way, but Harold waved it off. “I knew you wasn’t dead, Bridge. I heard all those rumors, but I knew you wouldn’t top yourself. You showed that cold bitch Elethia a thing or two, didn’t you?”
Bridge bit his lip hard enough to feel it. “No, Har… Zor-va, no I didn’t. Somebody elst=“0e did her in.”
“Too bad,” he replied. Bridge made a mental note to have some very bad things done to Harold when he got the chance. Harold spoke on the communicator in a low whisper for a few minutes, nervously glancing between Bridge and his partner while he did so. The conversation turned heated at one point. “You just tell Far-el who I’m bringing to see him, got it? Bitch.” He tossed the communicator angrily back into the vehicle.
“All right, Bridge, get in.”
Bridge decided to poke a little bit. “I thought we were Kryptonians in here. Shouldn’t we fly there?”
Harold scoffed. “Tsk. No, we can’t fly. Kandor is bottled with an artificial red sun to more accurately mimic conditions on the home planet of Krypton. Were we to be released from the bottle onto Earth in the Fortress of Solitude, then we would have Superman’s powers of flight. But as shown in issue…”
Bridge cut him off. “Whoa there, Nerdopedia. I don’t need chapter and verse. A hovercraft ride is fine.”
It was Harold’s turn to bite his lip. “You shouldn’t oughtta talk smack to me like that, Bridge. I can fuck you up in here.”
Bridge didn’t doubt it. The Bottle City worked like any physical world. Harold could most certainly try to put a beat down on Bridge, and rather than use normal GlobalNet combat protocols, the fight would be with whatever weapons and skills the world allowed. In some virtual worlds, outsiders were allowed to bring their own skills to bear. Bridge could have loaded sixteen different types of martial arts, or brought in a giant honking weapon in those worlds: not so in Kandor. He could only work with what the creators allowed which in this case was nothing but his virtual body’s strengths. Were he to take the time to become a citizen, he would likely raise his level to the point where he could use some form of Kryptonian martial art, or a weapon of some kind. Now, however, he was at the physical mercy of the security guards. “You certainly could, Zor-va. I guess I should shut my yap then, huh?”
“Yeah, you should. Let’s go.”
They climbed in the hovercar and took off down the road fast enough to make the wind blow through his virtual hair.
Rising above the city in the hovercar was an experience Bridge would normally have relished. The full sensory immersion of a virtual world as well developed as this one should have been intoxicating, but he couldn’t help thinking of the past. Had certain events not happened in his life, he might very well be one of the architects of a place like this. Not exactly like this, of course, as he cared nothing for the obscurities of this particular comic book mythos. But he could recognize certain underlying building blocks in this world. He imagined that of course,if he somehow were to get a glimpse at the back-end code, he would recognize modules he himself had programmed. He might at least be able to trace the lineage back to his own bits from before the riots, from the days when he believed in creating something from nothing instead of facilitating the self-destruction of the corrupt. He could imagine Angela presiding over the world alongside him, virtual deities creating the world as they went along, hand in hand in something at least approaching love.
As impressive as the City was from the tourist district, a view from the skies made it that much more inspiring. The rings surrounding every building, at first appearing to be simple forms, were actually made up of a shifting, rainbow kaleidoscope of colors. The roof of each building contained a hover car landing pad, illuminated with blinking lights even in the daytime. Off along the horizon, Bridge saw a massive pair of tracks, gleaming silver in the daylight. At the very edge of his visibility, he saw what those tracks carried; a rolling ball of crimson fire, the artificial red sun that kept the residents from having the powers of Superman. They really had spared no details. As the car banked hard left to come in for a landing, Bridge caught a glimpse of the streets below. Everywhere the eye could see, people walked stem to stern, the streets practically filled with residents. Bridge knew that most of these were what creators called NPC’s, or non-player characters, computerized extras added to the make believe world to give it a sense of place, a sense of population. He had reckoned the City had probably 200 to 300 actual residents based on his estimates of the members of the Bottle City Boys.
A sickening lurch of artificial gravity twisted Bridge’s stomach as the car decelerated to a halt on the roof. A cadre of six police dressed like Harold waited on the platform. “We’ll take it from here,” one of them said. Bridge realized that the one who spoke was the only human among them; the rest were NPC’s, a squad of pets for the player. The grimace on Harold’s face told Bridge all he needed to know about the situation. Harold was a grunt, not really given full access to the whole of the City. His reputation may have improved from the last time Bridge had dealt with him, but the hackers still saw him as a wannabe.
“I was the one who brought him in, that should count for something.”
“It does, Zor-va. It counts for letting you fly this thing in here before fucking right back off to the lowers. Is there anything else?”
Harold snapped off a sarcastic salute. He grumbled something vaguely curse-like under his breath and slammed the hover car into gear, lifting off from the roof with a harsh backwash. The player in charge addressed Bridge. “You’re Bridge, aren’t you? THE Bridge?”
“That I am,” Bridge replied with a cock-eyed grin. “You’ve heard of me?”
The punch knocked Bridge off his feet, sending a jolt of pain down to his chest. “That’s for the Baron3ss. And if you stand up again, I’ll give you a fresh one for my girlfriend.”
Bridge rubbed his jaw. “Do I know you?”
“In a way. I was dating Candace Ard”>
“Huh.” Bridge stood.
“That’s all you got to say for yourself? ‘Huh?’ I ought to shoot you directly in the face.” The man’s fingers gripped the rifle with white-knuckled anger.
“Yeah, I’d probably deserve it. But keep in mind, if I hadn’t sent him to that tapper, Bobby would have found someone else to do it. I don’t know who you normally deal with, but there’s guys that do what I do without nearly so much professional ethics, know what I’m saying?” The look of confusion on the man’s face evaporated his anger, a stunned, blinking stare as if he had just been struck across the forehead. “What I’m saying is that there are plenty of shitheels out there that would’ve got him the tap and pulled a copy of whatever they found. Now, the Ardents ain’t big-time yet, but they got enough of a following that a recording of you two in coitus, even cyber-coitus would probably garner somebody some heavy hits. And then where would you be, eh? Locked up in somebody’s spank bank, that’s where.”
His jaw slammed shut. His eyes smoldered. “So you did me a favor?”
“Let’s not make me out to be some white knight. I got paid. Your relationship got all fucked up. All I’m saying is it could have gone a lot worse.”
“How do you sleep at night?”
“Two sheets to the wind, if I’m lucky. What’s your name?”
“Jhan-En.”
Bridge frowned. “No, what’s your real name?”
“None of your business.”
“Fine. Look Jhan-En, for what’s it’s worth, and I know it’s worth shit, I’m sorry your thing with Candace got fucked up. From what I could tell, you were good to her. The two of them have been feuding like cats and dogs since you broke up. You want I should put in a good word for you with Bobby?”
“Don’t you think you’ve done enough?”
“Probably, but that’s never stopped me before.”
Jhan-En reached up to his ear. Someone must be giving him an earful about how long he was taking to bring the prisoner. “Come on, they’re waiting for us.”
“I thought you’d never ask,” Bridge quipped, striding confidently through the rows of NPC guards and down the stairs into the building.
/>
The Bottle City Boys’ leadership was waiting in a chamber hundreds of feet tall. Suspended in mid-air, a display of concentric rings sat spinning around an inner sun, a red ball of light that broadcast myriad reflections off the golden walls. The Council itself sat arrayed on a large, five-seat raised platform, a good two feet taller than Bridge’s head. Jhan-En led him to the center of the chamber, to a ten-point red star pattern laid out on the floor. As soon as Bridge had entered the center and his guard stepped away, three spinning rings raised up from the floor and surrounded him, holding him in place within a glowing prison of light. Bridge chuckled inwardly at the theatricality, wondering what video had inspired this imagery.
The Council consisted of five advisors, surprisingly all humanoid. Bridge knew that Far-el had taken to appearing as a gigantic crystalline monster in meetings in the real world, so he was a bit surprised to see a human body sitting in the Council’s central seat of power. Far-el took on a handsome form, with a chiseled, dimpled chin, jet-black curly hair cropped close underneath a red headband and broad shoulders filling out the flowing white robes of leadership. A quick mental command brought up a floating nametag over each Council member’s head, but he didn’t recognize any name’s besides Far-el. The lone female sitting to Bridge’s right was the first to speak. “You are known in the outer world as Artemis Bridge, correct?” The system tagged her as Lara-Van.
Bridge nodded. “And you are?”
“We’ll be asking the questions,” replied a stern-looking grey-bearded man at the opposite end from Lara-Van. The system named him as Seyd-Il. “How did you locate the Bottle City without an invitation? We were under the impression you had given up the crèche.”
“I’ll take a dip in the soup when needed. And I have friends with skills.”
Far-el scowled. “Freeman.”
“I exercise my right not to reveal my sources,” Bridge quipped with bemused sarcasm.
“This is not the United States of America, and thus you are not protected by its Constitution. We are the sovereign world of Kan…” The man, identified as Zor, stopped himself as he caught the burning glances from every other Council member, whose heads snapped towards the speaker with breakneck speed. “Excuse me, the Bottle City. As such, our laws apply and no others shall be held before ours. Now you will answer the question.”
“No, I will not answer the question, because it doesn’t matter. I’m not here to dick around with 20 questions before the Geek Chamber. You want to drop these little hula hoops here?” Bridge played his first trump, activating one of the programs Mu had written for him. A bit like a magic software grenade, it neutralized one of the world’s effects on Bridge, countering what virtual world makers called a debuff – in this case, the paralyzing effect of the rings. Most of the Council members recoiled as if he’d drawn a weapon as he ran his hands harmlessly through the spinning rings.
“How did you break the paralysis?” Far-el asked with keen interest.
“Magic.”
As Bridge chose not to elaborate, Far-el’s face melted into a harsh scowl. “Fair enough. I thought you were supposed to be dead.”
“I was. I got better.”
“And your paramour? Did she get better?” Far-el stuck his fingers directly into the wound, but Bridge didn’t even flinch.
“She did not.” His head dipped, eyes on the floor. He added, “But I didn’t kill her.”
“That’s not what I heard,” Seyd-Il interjected.
“You heard wrong,” Bridge fired back, his blazing eyes fixing the blonde leader with a hateful glare. “She got caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. They were after me.”
“What for?”
“For helping the wrong group of people at the right time. Like I’m about to do right now.”
Far-el raised a questioning eyebrow. “Who are you about to help?”
“You. Well, you and the Bottle City Boys and the rest of the Five Families. I’m here to save all your asses.”
The Council emitted an almost simultaneous snort of derision. The fifth member, Var-Zed, silent until now said, “We weren’t aware we needed saving.”
“Oh really? Is that why you pulled all the Starlets off the streets? Why you’ve got everybody holed up in your little safehouses like Meat’s hotel? Is that why the Bottle City Boys haven’t pulled a job in almost a week?”
“Now is not the time to leave the City,” Far-el explained. “We’ve pulled ourselves back into a defensive posture.”
“And to hell with the rest of the Families?”
“They are vulnerable. This little war between El Diablos and Los Magos has nothing to do with us, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let Nacho’s dick measuring hurt this world. We’ve put too much effort into it to watch the police tear it down piece by piece. My most important function as leader of the Bottle City Boys is to ensure our survival.”
“And Johnny? What happens to him when they find your safehouses? Are you really prepared to watch him go down in a shootout with the law when they serve warrants on your human soup factories?”
Far-el’s brow knit with genuine concern. “And how would thn sey find our safehouses? They are very well hidden. You had to get Freeman to help you find this place. Do you really think the CLED has the skills to track us down?”
“Maybe. Our maybe the CLED get desperate and start squeezing everyone, including the Meat Locker. Do you really think you are worth enough to him that he’ll protect you from a full-court Chronosoft press? You know him as well as I do. He may look dumb as a brick wall, but he’s cunning as a cat. If he thinks it’s him or you, you better bet it’s going to be you. You got contingency plans for that?”
“Yes,” Seyd-Il replied, but a little too quickly and without conviction.
“And then there’s me.” A look of angry fear spread across the entire Council. “You know me, you know I’m crazy as fuck. You also know I’m a survivor and if I think I’m threatened, well, who knows what I’ll say or who I’ll say it to.”
“Are you threatening us?”
Bridge raised his hands in front of his chest. “Whoa, whoa, perish the thought. All I’m saying is I have an offer for you that I think will help us all out. And if you aren’t interested in hearing it, well…”
His last trump card came into play. A screeching, shrieking wail broke out in the chamber. The red sun above Bridge’s head suddenly grew hotter, brighter then expanded, pillars of fire shooting out from its center to engulf the surrounding rings. One pillar fell to the floor by Bridge’s side, forming from the ground up into the burning figure of Mu. His appearance matched his physical appearance, even down to the clothing. The technomancer stood in the world completely unfettered by its rules. Raising his arms at his side, Mu’s feet left the floor and he levitated above the chamber, a flaming god.
“This is my friend Mu. He’s a technomancer. And yes, he’s not an illusion; he’s actually here in this hidden little virtual world. He’s not plugged into any crèche. He’s completely untraceable, a GlobalNet ghost that you cannot defend against. He can move data around without the slightest trail.”
“And he can show you how to do it… well, some of it. The hidden part anyway. You’ll still have to crèche up. But you can take this city off the grid completely. Now, are we done with the foreplay?”
Far-el leaned back in his chair, looking to each of his companions for guidance. All nodded in turn with slow reluctance. “Let’s talk alone in my chambers.”
Far-el sighed heavily and sagged into a chair, taking off his headband and placing it on the table in front of him. He indicated a chair but Bridge ignored it, preferring to stand by the window overlooking the city. “What’s with the headbands?” Bridge asked casually.
“What do you mean?”
“Everybody around here has one. It’s like half the choices you get in the avatar creator. Who has the headband fetish?”
“Don’t ask me, ask Curt Swan.”
“Who’s Curt Swan?”
Far-el sighed and rubbed his eyes, then ran his hands quickly through his hair. Despite the realistic appearance of everything, it still felt somewhat out of place in this antiseptic world. “Never mind. What are you doing here, Bridge?”
“I’m here to make you an offer.”
“You want us to help out Los Magos. You want us to get involved.”
“Not just Magos. I want you to help all the Families. We both know how this is going to end. CLED is all up in their shit right now, and I have the mayor’s personal assurance that they will keep at it until there’s nothing left. They’ve already succeeded in driving you guys underground. The body count is piling up. This may have started as beef between Magos and Diablos, but it’s escalated. This ain’t about turf, this is about Chronosoft putting its boot down on the independent operators.”
“Wait, go back. What was that about the mayor?”
“We talked. I had a hand in his election. Long story, and trust me, you don’t want to know about it. But he all but admitted that he’s pushing CLED into hammering the Families down like a rusty nail. They make him look bad. They make the LGL look bad. It’s not just taking back the subway, it’s splitting them up and destroying them in detail. He wants to dismantle them, buy up all the land and redevelop it into the new, shiny Chronosoft-approved Los Angeles.”
“A land deal?”
“Not ultimately, but he’s opportunistic enough to exploit the company to make a buck. Chronosoft wants a lower crime rate. Taking out the gangs accomplishes that. All those evictions that brought the Citizen Brigades to live with the Families opens up land for purchase. That land gets bulldozed and turned into expensive developments for corporate drones. Five years from now, LA looks like a totally different city.”
“So what do you care? It’s not like you’re the paragon of virtue. What’s in it for the Amoral Bridge?”
Bridge dismissed the nickname with a wave of his hand. “I didn’t make that name up.”
“But you sure lived up to it.”
“It’s served me well. But can’t nobody be totally amoral. Everybody’s got their limits.”
“And this reaches your limits w amoral. Ehy? You’re not a member of the Families and you made it quite clear you didn’t care about us in that meeting. And don’t go bringing up Stonewall either, because you pretty much sold him out then too.”
“Maybe I don’t want my city to turn into happy fun land.”
“Uh uh, not buying that either. You and I both know the tighter wound those people get, the more they seek you out for the kind of things they aren’t supposed to want.” Far-el fixed him with a brutal stare. “This is about Angela isn’t it?”
Bridge quickly averted his eyes from Far-el’s hard gaze, looked at Mu then away again as well. Even here, he could feel the tears welling up behind his eyes, but he fought them off. “They fucked with me. I might have deserved it, maybe I even ought to have expected it, but she shouldn’t have had to. She shouldn’t have been involved. They made it personal.”
“Revenge, then?”
Bridge shrugged. “A re-balancing.”
Far-el turned his attention to Mu. “You technomancers, you can help us hide the Bottle City?”
Mu hesitated, his eyes asking Bridge for permission. “We could hide an elephant in a closet. I’ll have to check with the Council, of course.”
“We’ll check with them,” Bridge added.
“Provided they approve the exchange, I’d say within two weeks you’ll be completely invisible.”
“And what do you get out of the deal?” Far-el inquired.
Mu frowned at Bridge. “Yes, Bridge, what DO we get out of it?”
“You let me handle that,” Bridge replied. It didn’t seem to placate the wizard, but he remained silent.
Far-el let the tension between bodyguard and client pass without comment. “What do you want then?”
Bridge perked up. “What, no need to hold some Council meeting to decide? You can make that decision by yourself?”
Far-el sighed again, a heavy weight seeming to drag his shoulders to the floor. “The Council will back me. They generally don’t care about making decisions, so long as they get to know about them before everybody else. That way they can blame me if it blows up in our faces. You know we even tried direct representation one time. Every decision got put to an instant vote, a little voting window popped up on everyone’s interface with a concise summary of the choices. You could have voted without even lifting a finger. You know what kind of turnout we got? 40%. Which means despite every bit of inconvenience being removed from the process, 6 out of 10 of every one of these lazy bastards didn’t give a damn one way or the other what we did, so long as the City was still there.an m0” width
“Yeah, breaking news. Humans still lazy cocksuckers.”
Far-el chuckled. “So what do you want the City to do for you in exchange for this magical invisibility cloak?”
“Four things, actually.”
“You’re pressing it.”
“I do that. Four things.” He indicated the number with his fingers. “First off, I need an excavator, sharpish.”
“An excavator? Can’t you just hire one?”
Excavators were a specialized form of legalized hacker, part detective, part undertaker. In the world of always on GlobalNet connections, with every financial, personal and business transaction being done through some form of GlobalNet connection, a body accumulated a ton of data, all of which was hidden behind extremely secure GlobalNet ID’s tied to each individual. Once that individual passed on, all that information would be inaccessible if arrangements had not been made beforehand. To retrieve all that information, the survivors hired excavators to hack the deceased’s ID. A hacker like Angela, however, would have used a myriad of illegal backup ID’s unconnected to her real ID to avoid detection by GlobalNet authorities.
“You know how good Angela was, how many ID’s she probably had. I need a team of excavators who weren’t hired by her crazy ass mother or the cops. And I need it within the next 18 hours.”
That brought a heavy sigh. “That’ll be tight, but we’ve got a team.”
“I knew you would. Second, I need a hiding space, somewhere I can chill out and think some shit over, someplace I can process all the shit the excavators will be bringing me. A clean room. Doesn’t have to be Kandor-themed, just somewhere I can float.”
“That’s easy.”
“Third, I need you personally to talk to the other leaders of the Families. Not Stonewall, he’s already onboard. But I need you to get the rest of them to meet again, including Nacho. I need everybody at this address, tomorrow night. They can bring three reps besides the leadership, but they need to all be there. Especially Nacho.”
“That’s a mighty big ask. None of them want to stick their necks out.”
“Make them. Send Johnny out if you have to.”
“No way. I’m not about to put him in harm’s way.”
“Does he know?” Far-el snapped a confused look at Bridge, then understanding set in. “Does he know you aren’t a man in the flesh?”
Far-el tried in vain to wave it away. “ a He does. It hasn’t helped our ‘relationship’ any. He wants me to get a surgery, as if I ever walk around in the flesh anymore. And don’t even get him started on THAT particular choice.”
“Yeah, well everybody knows you two are an item. Ain’t many secrets like that among the families.”
“That’s why I got him off the streets, so nobody could use him to get to me.”
“And that’s why he’s the perfect guy to send to El Diablos. It’ll go a long way towards convincing them you’re serious about this meet. You tell them he’s bringing details on Los Magos surrendering. They’ll come for that.”
“Is it true? Of course it isn’t true, Stonewall got that name for a reason. What about the others? How am I supposed to get them to come?”
“You tell them about the fourth thing.”
“That fourth thing better be pretty good. They aren’t inclined to listen to anyone.”
“It is. That fourth thing? You’re going to need most of the City on this one. I got us a backdoor into the LGL Admin, and I need the Bottle City to use that backdoor for something.”
Far-el sat forward quickly. “How did you get us in there? And why?”
Bridge grinned. Far-el’s expression grew grimmer as Bridge explained what he needed. By the time Bridge had finished, the leader of the Bottle City was scowling.
“You are one crazy son of a bitch.”
“That I am. Do we have a deal?”
Far-el nodded.
Chapter 13
March 11, 2029
Time Unknown
Bridge floated in formless ether, completely unconcerned that his surroundings were nonexistent. He had asked Far-el for a clean room to stew in, then promptly removed every bit of decoration. Floating textureless, a vaguely-humanoid shaped blob of mercury shifted its shape with every stray thought passing through his mind. Dark cloudy space with the occasional twinkling star of data wrapped him in a blanket of shadow.
His body floated in the human soup, a dall sensory stimulation cut off by the crèche in Freeman’s apartment. But his mind needed that sensory deprivation as well, so he locked himself in the GlobalNet equivalent of a sensory deprivation tank. He needed to think. Bridge always said he didn’t do guilt, but he really meant that he ignored any guilt he might feel for as long as he could. The guilt bank had reached overflowing.
Too many things to be guilty about. Though he hadn’t promised he would rescue Aristotle’s grandmother from the dome in Boulder, he had certainly implied that his trip to the dome had something to do with the elderly woman. But he hadn’t gone there for Lalasa Freeman, he’d gone because the technomancers had forced him, had assaulted him psychically through his interface jack. He couldn’t have done anything to help Lalasa Freeman, but telling himself that over and over for the last five months hadn’t reduced the guilt one iota. In fact, all 30,000 of the deaths that had resulted from the technomancers ill-conceived experiment in Boulder weren’t his responsibility, yet he felt responsible all the same. Balfour and the rest of the wizards couldn’t really even be sure the people were dead, but Bridge knew his help had ensured the scientists turned wizards avoided the repercussions of their actions.
And then there was the escape from Boulder, the mad parade of remote-controlled cars that transformed into robotic golems and smashed through a cordon of National Guard and Legios Ranger checkpoints. That idea had been Bridge’s, and it had resulted in deaths: five soldiers and seven Rangers according to the news feeds. Carl’s dragon illusion had killed at least two other soldiers by blowing up a tank. But one death in particular affected Bridge. He had been driving when their convoy had broken through the last checkpoint, and in doing so, he had run over a soldier fleeing from one of the robots. Bridge had tried to avoid the soldier, but the sickening crunch of metal on bone had been unmistakable. Bridge had locked eyes with the dying soldier, had watched the young man spin and fall, a broken rag doll whose last moments must have been filled with the most uncomprehending fear and confusion. Bridge had been relieved to discover Corporal Eager, as the news had identified him, at least had not been married, or a father. At least there was that. Bridge had not made a widow or orphan. But there had been nights since that had found Bridge wide awake, eyes boring into the ceiling while Cpl. Eager’s frightened death mask stared back.
All that guilt, every single bit, Bridge could have dealt with, could have put aside without too much trouble. Those deaths, regrettable as they may be, weren’t anyone important in his life. Sure, he felt bad for Aristotle’s grandmother, but it wasn’t like Aristotle couldn’t live without her. He’d been doing just fine the whole time he worked with Bridge, never letting Bridge know he even had a grandmother. But those deaths didn’t impact him. They had as much relevance to Bridge as the thousands that starved daily in Africa, or the deaths of political prisoners in China, or aliens millions of light years away. Angela was another story.
For the first time since he’d been pulled from the wreckage of his apartment, he let himself think about Angela, really think about her and remember her. Every memory, every phrase they uttered to each other, every nuance, every facial expression, every date, every party, every single instance he could bring to the surface of his thoughts, he reviewed. Disconnected from his body, none of the pain he should be feeling penetrated. His stomach did not churn. His eyes di. Butd not tear up. The great physical pain of loss that crawled up every inch of his body like his muscles had turned into paper wrinkling up in the brilliant sun underneath his clammy skin, that pain didn’t even register. The physical responses that grief triggered could not touch him in here, separated from the nerves that carried those feelings to his brain. He felt only the numbness of ethereal disembodiment. It was the perfect death of emotion, and he hated every minute of it.
At some point during his aimless drifting in GlobalNet space, Bridge fell asleep, his thoughts forming strange images in the formless void of the clean room. A buzzing sound immediately snapped him back to wakefulness. Far-el was contacting him. Bridge opened a video window displaying the chiseled good looks of his Bottle City persona. “The excavation job is done, Bridge.”
Bridge unconsciously shook his avatar’s head to ward off sleepiness despite not feeling any physical stimuli that required such a movement. “Good, good. Pipe me the link.” Far-el did so and Bridge opened a window into Angela’s data trove. “How about those other things?”
“We found the backdoor. I’ve got twenty guys poking around for the data you need right now.”
“And the Families?”
“Working it. The Panthers are hesitant, but they’re in.”
“Good man. Keep at it.” Bridge shut off the connection without further comment.
Bridge stared over the connection to Angela’s data with an uncharacteristic hesitation. An excavation didn’t merely open up the deceased’s data to access, it made it possible for the survivor to inhabit the deceased’s GlobalNet personas. Akin to wearing someone else’s skin, Bridge found himself reluctant to be this close to Angela this soon. Well aware of the urgent necessity, he promised himself he would only stay as long as necessary and no more.
The pain he felt upon entering her data domain eclipsed even his worst imaginations. He rezzed into her lobby, and immediately felt a cold mental shiver. The familiar settings somehow took on a completely different air with this kind of root access. Bridge could see the room’s normal exterior, the same exterior he saw when he had been allowed into this setting. But he also saw all the commands that Angela could execute to alter the room’s appearance, to allow access to others, and all the secret things she kept in the room that he never could have seen in his own ID. Emails piled up in her inbox, stylized as a bubbling witch’s cauldron that flashed to remind her that new messages waited. Portals littered the walls; all admin access portals to one of the many virtual worlds Angela had ties with, either as creator, demigod or volunteer administrator. He recognized her prized possession, Ars-Perthnia, as well as a few familiar ones. Bridge chuckled when he realized she had worked with Boostup Arena, one of the fabled “bloodsport” cyber arenas, where hackers pit themseell as a lves against other hackers in battles with very real, very potentially lethal consequences. A large, ledger-shaped book floated in the middle of the room. Grabbing it with her hand, it lit up with the phrase “Accounts” highlighted on the cover. Bridge assumed it to be a spreadsheet for her information brokerage. He set it aside for later. Someone would need to straighten out the accounts, take over the business or place her subordinates onto different paths, but not today.
He could feel Angela in the room. Perhaps it was the fact that his avatar assumed the form of Baroness Elethia that Angela had preferred. It felt unnatural and awkward, the kind of ill-fitting proxy body both unfamiliar and unwanted. He rifled through her available avatars and chose one that closely resembled an idealized version of her real body, only with all the obvious flaws removed. It helped only a little. Bridge sat cross-legged and levitated in the middle of the room.
His first task was to secure the avatar from other excavators. He generated a new series of encryption keys for access, changed all the passwords required, then flagged the account as active, shifting the billing access to one of Angela’s many backup accounts. This one appeared to get its money from a dry cleaner in Amsterdam owned by an Annalea Bosch. Bridge wanted to make sure that whoever Angela’s mother hired to dredge her dead daughter’s digital life would find nothing. He would ensure that Baroness Elethia lived on, somehow, some way, but the particulars of that operation would wait for another day, when time did not press so heavily on him.
He initiated a search for the keywords “Bridge” mixed with a number of other phrases like “car,” “shooting,” “stonewall” and “art show.” The search took a thankfully short time to return results, leaving him little time to ponder his surroundings further. The first link was the jackpot, a bundle of data organized in a folder. It included a recording of their conversations the night of the art show, when the first Diablos attack had taken place. He fast-forwarded through the conversations up until he reached the point of the attack, then watched the attack again through his own eyes, once removed. Finally, the frame he wanted appeared, showing the plate on the attacking vehicle before its destruction. Examining the frame brought up a blinking link highlighting the plate number and Bridge clicked it.
Angela had done her work well. The plate’s registration information came up almost immediately. Originally purchased by an Eduardo Sanchez of El Segundo, deceased, the car had passed through a succession of hands before being swept up in a CLED drug raid shortly after the riots had ended. The car had sat in police impound for over a year before it had been signed out by an officer in early summer 2028. From then on, its record was empty. The car had simply ceased to exist, its data trail ending at that point. How did a car get signed out from police impound to show up a year later as the getaway vehicle in a gang war drive-by? Bridge shifted back to the name of the officer assigned the vehicle, an Officer Vasquez. The name contained a link which Bridge clicked. Angela must have thought Vazquez was important enough to explore.
The cop’s dossier popped up, and Bridge sighed. “Of fucking course,” he said, everything becoming clear. He recognized the face instantly, despite the differences. Officer Vasquez was Chimuelo, second-in-command of El Diablos. The dossier listed Vasquez as deceased, of course, the, a bundle perfect cover for the kind of deep undercover work he must be doing.
He thought back to the conversation with Mayor Soto in the limo. Bridge had thought the mayor merely an opportunist, taking the most advantage of a situation that likely had been inevitable since the riots. He had thought Soto capable of spotting a weakness and profit from exploiting that weakness, but no more than that. But the shape of the real plan revealed itself to be much larger, much more ambitious than even Bridge could have imagined. Not content with waiting for an opportunity to exploit, Soto had decided to create one. Vasquez had been sent into El Diablos undercover and had worked himself very quickly into a position of influence. That was why Chimuelo had never taken a shot at Nacho. Why kill the leader when you could manipulate him instead? Chimuelo likely got Diablos the shiny new guns they were sporting, he got them cars and access to all the information CLED could gather. That was why Diablos had been able to work without an army of hackers. Once Vasquez as Chimuelo had created a big enough shitstorm between the gangs, CLED would be forced to step in and with all that super-duper hardware Diablos had been given, CLED would have no choice but to respond with superior force. The resulting bloodbath could not only take out most of the gangs, it could open up all new areas of the city for exploitation under the confiscation laws.
Bridge had exactly the information he needed, and the plan he’d been making up as he went along crystallized. He would need someone in the corporate way, someone with enough juice to make Chronosoft an offer they couldn’t refuse. It would be the only way to end the gang war without the destruction of the Families, but it would be dangerous. Bridge finished up what he could in Angela’s domain, then logged out. The apartment was dark as he crawled out of the crèche, stumbled to the shower, legs wobbly from so much time without use. The cold water pouring over his body cleared his mind further, setting an unavoidable path before him.
It was time for that Bridge magic.
Chapter 14
March 11, 2029
10:27 a.m.
After a quick shower, Bridge stalked out of Freeman’s apartment towards the nearest subway station with Mu in tow. As he walked, he tugged an ancient 3G phone out of his pants pocket. Staring at the battered pink shell of the device caused him to chuckle. No one had used phones like this for at least a decade, with its actual keyboard, little mouse and buggy voice activation. No one, that is, except criminals like himself looking to live off the grid. The Families had raided landfills from Northern and Southern California and the surrounding states to build up the collection of disposable junk phones. The Bottle City Boys had helped set up an assembly line of throwaway SIM cards and dead-end phone numbers, stealing bandwidth wherever they cn oould get it. The Families had the most sophisticated cell network in the Los Angeles area, and it technically didn’t even exist. Bridge laughed every time he heard tone on one of these phones, amazed at how much more reliable they were than the commercial handheld phone market these days.
The line rang once. “Talk,” returned Stonewall’s fatigue-saturated voice.
“It’s me, I’m coming in.”
“Your little conversation fruitful?”
“If I had to guess, I’d say yes. What station?”
Stonewall gave him a station address and a set of cipher numbers to indicate the actual station he was meant to find. “See you soon, brother,” Bridge said. Stonewall cut the connection without even a goodbye. He was still a bit miffed.
The subway stations, which had been left alone by CLED for so long, were being targeted with deadly accuracy. Most of the Families were in full retreat. Stonewall had put the Magos on what he called “The Nomad Plan.” No group could stay in any one station longer than eight hours, shuffling families, gangsters and support equipment around in one giant, city-wide shell game. It was effective but tiring.
Bridge had to hoof it over a mile to get to the proper station, bypassing two stations along the way. The cops had retaken the first, the other firmly in AsiaTown possession. Even though he was friendly with Stonewall, the rank and file Magos showed him little warmth. Once the train began moving, he relaxed a little. The guards never relaxed at all. Every station they passed could contain Diablos or CLED, and though the trains were running on express protocols, only stopping at specific stations, any run through enemy territory could be a gauntlet of gunfire or an intentional derailment.
Bridge glanced over at Mu, who sat in silent meditation, his eyes closed. The kid’s haggard face showed signs of the strain Bridge had put him under. Mu must maintain a force field over the two of them at almost all times, and the effort must have been considerable. Bridge wasn’t about to take any more chances, though, at least not until he could solve this situation.
Stonewall greeted him gruffly at the train’s door. Bridge took no time for pleasantries. “What the situation, brother?” he said as soon as the doors had swished open.
“It ain’t good, Bridge. I got injured all over the city and way too few doctors. We lost thirty overnight, and CLED just took back the last North Hollywood station we had.”
“They’re pushing you south, aren’t they? Towards the Warehouse?”
The large Mexican nodded grimly. “Si, just like you said they would. Herding us like cattle into the slaughter stalls.”
“Any hope of breaking through to the south?”
“Seventh Street is almost wall-to-wall cops. They got Gunheds patrolling up and down 24-7. And after that warehouse blowup yesterday, Sixth is pretty stacked up too.” He scratched the blonde stubble growing on his cheeks and grimaced. “You know they confiscated that place? What’s left of it, anyway. Told Earnest he had aided and abetted criminal activity and his assets were fucking forfeit. How the fuck they able to do that in this country? I thought this was America.”
“Welcome to the Sovereign State of Chronosoft,” Bridge replied, his words dripping sarcasm thick as molasses. “You know as well as I do this ain’t that place anymore.”
They walked on in silence for a moment. Bridge got a look around the station. The subway entrances were trashed deliberately, as a warning to the foolhardy and the tourists that the subways were not safe for them. But once a visitor had penetrated to the interior, they would have found Magos-dedicated housekeepers, the abandoned shops kept spotless. Not so these days. Everywhere Bridge looked, trash piled up, and disconsolate refugees stared back with shell-shocked eyes. The wounded and the well were stacked on top of each other like cordwood. The smell of human misery permeated every inch of the place, a sickly sour smell of fear sweat with desperation mirrored in every eye. They had not given up yet, but they were wobbling.
Bridge coughed. “How’s Cierra?”
“Bleeding but alive. She woke up about ten minutes ago.”
“Can I talk to her?”
“That’s where we’re going.” Stonewall led them through the back of an old sub shop. The young Shotcaller had been propped up against the wall, a dirty, blood-stained blanket wrapped around her legs. Her eyes were closed. Her head leaned back against the wall, sweat drenching her face, her mocha skin ashen.
“Little sister, Bridge is here,” Stonewall said softly.
Cierra’s eyes snapped open. “Good for him. You got el médico in your pocket for me?”
“He’s making his way here. One of them is, anyway. I got as many as I could find on short notice willing to risk the gangland.”
“They needs to move their asses then,” she replied with a rueful smile. “This shit hurts.” She indicated the large bandage on her shoulder, stained shiny with blood.
“Tell Bridge what you told me,” Stonewall said, “about who did this to you.”
“That old buzzard Goyo shot me. Fucking traidor. He let me and the boys get pinned down then come out to finish the job like a good little backstabber. If he wasn’t such a shitty shot, he might have got me, too. When I find that cocksucker, I am going to eat his fucking liver.” Her anger got the better of her, her emphatic hand gestures causing a wince of pain.
“We can probably arrange that without much trouble. He’s in the morgue. CLED got him. Well, they say it was CLED but what little scuttlebutt I’m getting is that it wasn’t exactly CLED strictly speaking.”
“Federales?”
Bridge shook his head. “No, they were Chronosoft. Danton mentioned something called Special Squad, which is a new one on me. But they are mean, terminator motherfuckers with no qualms about popping caps in asses. Three guys took down the warehouse and blew the fuck out of the Gun Club next door with barely a scratch.”
“Good. Hope it fucking hurt.”
Stonewall tossed Bridge an earnest look. “Goyo’s been Magos before we was Magos. How did Nacho turn him?”
All Bridge could offer was a shrug. “Maybe he didn’t share your vision of the future. Maybe he wanted to go out in a blaze of glory and didn’t care how it happened. The real question is who do you trust now?”
“Besides her? Nobody.”
“Good man.”
“I got your back, Tapia. You can count on that.”
“You get better, hermana.”
Stonewall stood and ushered Bridge away. “She going to be all right? She looks like shit,” the fixer whispered.
“Fuck you!” Cierra muttered from the floor.
“Yeah, she’ll be fine,” Bridge chuckled.
With the door closed, Stonewall’s smile faded. He fixed Bridge with as serious a gaze as Bridge had ever seen. “You said you got something cooking. You want to let me in on it?”
“You ain’t going to like it.”
“Do I ever?” Bridge began to explain the skeleton of his burgeoning plan, and each sentence made the ex-footballer’s mood darker.
Their conversation had led them out of the restaurant into the larger station mall, through a set of double doors leading down an access hallway into the station’s office. They sat on either side of a battered pre-21st desk made of cheap imitation wood that was chipped and scarred with decades of abuse. Mu stood guard outside the office. No one had bothered to clean the place, all manner of papers strewn everywhere. Sitting in battered padded chairs, they s with decaipped coffee and discussed Bridge’s plan. Stonewall’s grim frown amply demonstrated his thoughts on the plan.
“You know that’s not only crazy and immoral, it’s practically barbaric,” Stonewall said, his right hand absentmindedly stroking the blonde soul patch. “You really think you can pull that off?”
“I’d say it’s maybe 50-50.” The confident smile only deepened the Mexican’s frown. “Look, there aren’t many other options out there. Magos can’t fight a street war on two fronts, especially when one of those fronts is the goddamn CLED and the other is better supplied and frankly, bugfuck crazy. You can’t count on the other Families for help, because they are getting squeezed just as hard by the cops. Hell, even the Panthers are getting hassled, and they ain’t fighting nobody. And how many of your Shotcallers can you trust after what happened with Goyo? I mean, he was old school Magos from way back.”
“That was the problem, brother,” Stonewall replied. “That old school macho bullshit is still alive and well. I thought Goyo had more respect for Pedro’s vision than that.”
“Well, you were wrong.”
“And it almost got Cierra killed. I know. But this thing… it’s insane.”
“It’s exactly the kind of thing you say you’ve been working towards, only it ain’t all flowers and rainbows. It was never going to be. It’s going to take blood and you goddamn well know it.”
Stonewall nodded solemnly, lost in silent thought. “Speaking of blood,” he began reluctantly. “You not going to Angela’s funeral?” Phrased like a question, it hit Bridge like an accusatory statement of fact.
“I’m dead, remember. And I killed her, least that’s what anybody showing up to that thing will think. I show up to that funeral, it’s all going to shit. They’d arrest me on sight. And I’m betting Angie’s mom is going to be there. I’d rather be thrown in pound-me-in-the-ass-prison than have to face that crazy bitch at her daughter’s funeral.”
“She’s that bad?”
“Dude, you have no idea. You think Angie lived ‘Netside as much as she did because she was a happy sort? When her mom was sober, and that wasn’t fucking often, she could tear Angie down with two sentences. And I mean, tear down to a sobbing, crying husk. Drunk? That woman could take on King Kong single-handedly.”
“Sounds like a winner.”
Bridge rolled his eyes. “Totally.”
“You got any idea who killed her?” Stonewall seemed to choose his words carefully, treading with caution through the difficult subject.
“Definitely corporate. The guy was overconfident, but not without reason. Disabled the security system p>
“It have anything to do with this war?”
Bridge shook his head. “No. Boulder.” Stonewall nodded knowingly. “I want to say it was Legios, but really, can you think of one big-time corp that wouldn’t want a piece of that technomancer pie at this stage? Yeah, me neither. Well, they ain’t getting it. Those fuckers have taken enough already.”
Stonewall leaned forward, an intent curiosity in his eyes. “Is that why you’re doing this? Helping us, I mean. It ain’t like you. Is this just some misplaced revenge thing you got going on?”
Bridge returned the look with a smile of pure malice. “Maybe.”
“¡Híjole! That’s pretty cold, Bridge. You do realize lots of people could die because of this, right?” Bridge answered with a solemn nod. “Well, whatever your motivation, I don’t give a shit. We need your help. Where you headed next?”
“I got to meet a limey bastard with two fake fingers.”
“Not…?”
“Yep. I’m taking a lunch with Paulie.”
“Ay wey. Doesn’t he want you dead?”
“We came to a mutual understanding. And I’m about to offer his boss a golden ticket out of corporate purgatory.”
“If Paulie doesn’t kill you first.”
“Naturally.”
“What else do you need from me? Besides a place to sleep, food and free transportation?” The footballer’s crooked smile warmed the room slightly.
Bridge chuckled. “I could use a few more SIM cards.”
“I think we can manage that.” Stonewall reached into the desk drawer and passed over a handful of tiny chips, used to connect the ancient cell phones to their pirate network. “We’ve having to switch cards after every call.”
“You got enough cards?”
“Oh yeah, we got thousands of them. As long as you’re switching with every call, you can reuse some too. It’ll take them days to kill off one card and by that time we’ve used twenty others they have to trace. Not a lot of programmers working for the man even understand the language on these things anymore.”
“Good thing,” Bridge quipped. “I’ll let you know when and where the meet is going down. Stay safe.”
“You oratetoo,” Stonewall replied.
Chapter 15
March 11, 2029
1:32 p.m.
Bridge’s lunch appointment wouldn’t be expecting him. Bridge rolled up in a taxi outside the Pub Grub, a hole-in-the-wall bar and grill that served the most authentic English pub food in Los Angeles in complete obscurity. Dimly lit, its afternoon clientele ate their bangers and mash, black puddings or fish and chips in a muted silence despite the countless televisions spilling classic Premier League football matches out into the dining area. One solitary drunk held up the end of the bar with a tall glass of some foully dark lager, his head hovering over the half-empty glass. Bridge motioned Mu to a spot in the corner by the door as he spotted his target.
Paulie, the ex-footballer turned corporate thug, ate his lunch hungrily, a slit-eyed predator backed into a corner. His massive hands shielded the plate to either side, his back hunched as he guarded his plate like he guarded goal. His eyes seemed to be glazed, but Bridge knew he had a scope on everything in the place. He had spotted Bridge the moment the fixer walked in the door. Bridge kept a consistent, purposeful stride straight up to the monster and pulled up a chair without asking.
Paulie kept eating in silence, refusing to acknowledge the interruption. Bridge stared him down. Around a mouthful of potatoes, Paulie said, “You’re looking awful fit for a fuckin’ corpse.”
“Afterlife Pilates. I swear by them.”
Paulie chuckled, a sound like a bull snort. “That won’t help you if you don’t leave me table sharpish.”
“You’re too predictable, Paulie. Every Tuesday, a late lunch at the Pub Grub. Real easy for the wrong guy to find you.”
“If you really think I’m that worried about some mythical someone finding me, like I couldn’t take care of whatever cunt wanted to come up on me, you don’t know me very well at all, Polly.” He shoveled another giant mouthful. “Tuesday’s black pudding day. This is the only place in this whole goddamn desert serves a decent black pudding. I’m a very unhappy cunt if I don’t get me black pudding every Tuesday.”
“How’d you know I was supposed to be dead? Your boss set that up?”
Another bull snort. “As if. He ain’t got the pull to whack a mole at the moment, no thanks to you I might add. Your little stunt with the mayor cocked up his career trajectory but good. He’s got me shaking down leakers liht=“0”>ke I’m some sort of bookie’s boy.”
“Not really a fulfilling career then?” Bridge said with a touch of mocking sarcasm.
Paulie held up two cybernetic fingers. Bridge remembered those fingers well. Paulie had worked for Chronosoft executive Brandon Thames as an enforcer when his path crossed with Bridge. He had been trying to force a hacker working for Angela into releasing a scandalous video of the former mayor during the election, but the hacker had lost his nerve. Paulie had killed the kid in Bridge’s arms, but not before Bridge had gotten stuck with the incriminating video. Stonewall and Aristotle had saved Bridge from Paulie’s wrath. They had taken Paulie to an abandoned warehouse where he was tortured, cutting off the two fingers his current cybernetics had replaced. Paulie had escaped, but put the blame squarely on Bridge. Once Bridge had done the job of releasing the video, he had forced Thames to keep Paulie from exacting revenge for three months. Paulie had complied, and Bridge had used that time to figure out a way to pay Paulie back. He had managed to get the limey’s step-brother back in England a spot on Manchester United’s reserve team by blackmail, saving the kid from a sure death as an incompetent gangster. Paulie had agreed to leave Bridge alone as repayment, but the two weren’t exactly chummy.
“I wouldn’t get all cheeky if I was you, Polly. My good graces only last so long.”
Bridge nodded. “How would you like to get your boss back in the corporate limelight? And, of course, get you back to breaking important legs again.”
Paulie stopped eating in mid-bite. For the first time, he focused on Bridge, his eyes narrowing to slits, pinning the fixer with a stabbing stare. “How you plan on doing that, Polly?”
“That’s for your boss to hear,” Bridge replied. “But trust me, it will turn him into the new hotness again.”
Paulie tossed his fork into the plate with a loud clatter, attracting other patrons’ attention for only a second before they returned to their silent meals. “I seen what trusting you gets,” the thug said through clenched teeth. “How’s the girlfriend? Did she trust you?”
Bridge’s teeth ground together painfully. He could feel a muscle twitching in his jaw. Images flooded through his mind, responses to the challenge dancing around his tongue like fire. Threats he had every intention of making good on came to mind. He thought of telling Paulie that Mu would light his interior organs on fire and watch him burn from the inside out. He’d get Mu to encase Paulie in an airtight bubble and squeeze while Bridge finished Paulie’s meal, watching with interest to see if the giant would suffocate before the bubble squeezed his body into a ball the size of a penny. He thought of Paulie’s mother, of sending some anonymous assassin to her flat in Manchester to grease her, the step-father and stepson and anyone else that Paulie might have given even the slightest shit about.
Paulie could see the intensity of Bridge’s thoughts, and he smiled an evil smile, a triumphant grin that dared Bridge to make good on those unspoken threats.
Instead, Bridge said with calm detachment, “There’s no reason to be crappy.”
Every bit of anger, hatred and resentment seemed to drain from Paulie’s face at that moment. His mood shifted from evil gloating to quiet respect and sad resentment, the expression changing like the tide. The gaze he’d locked on Bridge’s eyes broke, and his eyes flitted to the table and around Bridge with nervous embarrassment. Finally, he met Bridge’s eyes again. “My apologies. You’re right. No reason to be unprofessional.”
Their relationship changed at that exact moment. All the resentment, all the animosity seemed to drain from the space between them like water from a bathtub. Paulie had tried his best to get Bridge to break, and Bridge had refused. Grudging respect was writ large across the ex-footballer’s face.
Bridge and Paulie worked out the details of a meeting with the thug’s boss, Brandon Thames. They would gather at Thames’ Chronosoft Annex office tomorrow morning. Paulie seemed embarrassed to tell Bridge of Thames’ new office location; apparently the Annex was where execs who failed downwards ended up. Bridge managed not to laugh or gloat when learning of the dirtbag’s downfall. Business concluded, Bridge gathered Mu and split in a cab.
“Everything set up, boss?” Mu asked with little interest.
“Yeah, yeah, we’re good. Paulie’s going to set it all up.”
“Didn’t that guy want to kill you not too long ago?”
Bridge smiled ruefully. “We worked it out.”
“Uh huh.” A doubtful stare over the rim of Mu’s designer sunglasses. “You trust him?”
“When have I ever trusted anybody? Of course I don’t trust Paulie. You trust Paulie to whack a guy. You trust Paulie to do a bit of the ultraviolence. Sometimes, you trust him to make good on what he says he’s going to do, like set up this meeting. But you do not ever trust Paulie in that way.”
“So why are you working with him?”
“Because he gets me closer to someone who can help me pull off what I need to pull off. And Thames is hungry enough to redeem himself, he’ll take any good idea, no matter how crazy, and run with it.”
“You ever gonna let me in on this plan of yours?”
Bridge suddenly felt very ill at ease. Despite all the help Mu had provided, he still wasn’t sure about the kid. The young technomancer seemed all too eager to show off his powers, and that kind of flash. Desiness Bridge most definitely did not need. That kind of attention would only draw out more guys like the one who had killed Angela. The thought of Angela brought back Paulie’s words at the table, all the anger bubbling back up under the skin.
“I mean, I know I haven’t been with you as long as Aristotle or nothing, but you’ve seen what I can do. Why don’t you unleash me on these Diablos fucks? I can take the whole crew down in a day. They won’t know what hit them!”
“That’s exactly what I don’t need to do.”
“But come on, my talents are being wasted. The force fields, the wards, that’s kids stuff. I learned that first week. I want to do some real magic.”
A suffocating anger suffused every pore of Bridge’s being, growing, expanding in his gut, behind his eyes, his armpits. Suddenly, the cab was too hot, too close. He became aware of the scented body spray Mu wore, his own sweat, the stench of the cab’s well-worn interior. It closed in on him, pounding in at his defenses, invading his space. He had to get out of the cab. A greasy convenience store popped up on the corner, and Bridge practically leapt forward. “Driver, let us off here.”
“What’s the matter? Gotta drain the main vein?” Mu asked as the car pulled into the parking lot.
“Something like that,” Bridge grunted over his shoulder as he dove from the cab. He spotted the bathroom door on the outside of the building and burst through it. Mu muttered quietly as he took up a position outside.
The filthy bathroom itself was too small. Smells and textures and sounds crashed in on Bridge from every direction. His feet slipped on the wet tile. He steadied himself over an ancient sink, covered with so much rust its color was more brown than white. The water came out cold and slightly yellow, and he splashed his face quickly. Opening his eyes again, he caught sight of himself in the mirror.
The reflection wasn’t pretty. The mirror itself was as wrecked as the bathroom, long splinters running vertically along the tarnished surface. Dirt and rust spotted the image’s surface. The two-day shadow on Bridge’s face only darkened his tanned skin, lined with the wrinkles of fatigue from the lack of sleep. His eyes were haunted.
He imagined himself like the character in a trashy novella, smashing the mirror with his fist, pulling the towel holder off the wall with insane angry strength, kicking in the stall door in some massive breakdown freak out. But instead, he stood gazing at his distorted reflection, piercing his eyes with a stare that said it all.
“It’s all your fault,” he said to the reflection. “All of it. The soldier in Boulder. Yeah, you killed him. You covered up 30,000 deaths and you ran a guy over and you got your goddamn girlfriend killed. Angela died because of you. Other people died because of you, but who gives a fuck about them. You didn’t. You still don’t. But you killed Angie. Ain’t nothing going to make up for that.”
ttyHis focus shifted then, looking over his shoulder to the stall behind. An idea, a kooky thought from the teenager still buried somewhere within him, the merry prankster, took over. He grabbed the keys from his pocket, the keys to the apartment where Angie had died because of him and went to work on the bathroom stall. Scrapping, cutting, twisting the key to form the message he felt he needed to say. The work done, he surveyed the words with some sick form of pride.
He whispered it back to himself. “May the things you build be greater than the things you destroy.”
He spun on his heels and strode out the door. Mu practically jumped off the wall he’d been leaning on. “Who were you talking to?”
“Myself.”
“Good talk?” the technomancer asked with a nervous laugh.
“Good enough. I needed to hear it. Let’s go. We got work to do.”
Chapter 16
March 12, 2029
9:22 a.m.
Bridge got to Chronosoft’s downtown headquarters early. A very pretty receptionist directed him from the cavernous confines of the Mall’s lobby to the office of Marcus Thames. As Bridge wandered through the unfinished Mall, dodging construction crews and scaffolding, he marveled at the work. An upgrade to the existing Chronosoft Corporate Headquarters that occupied a city block of downtown Los Angeles, the Mall stretched across the street to the Local Governance License building. Its skeletal upper ten floors still lacked an outer shell to protect it from the elements, construction way behind schedule and still months from completion. The building that used to house Thames’ office had been completed a month ago, but thanks to Bridge, he had lost his lofty position.
Bridge hadn’t done that much. In fact, he hadn’t done anything. Thames had been in charge of the operation that got the current mayor elected. He’d set up the video that made the former mayor appear to be a pedophile, or at least a cyber pedophile, and he’d forced Bridge into leaking the video on the eve of the election. But Bridge hadn’t taken kindly to the threat, and had cajoled Freeman into faking GlobalNet attacks on the vote tallying servers. The attacks had done no harm, nor had they been meant to, but they did accomplish their goal. They made it appear as if the votes had been tampered with, a task made easier by the fact that the pedophilia accusations had turned a close race into a massive landslide for Arturo Soto. It had taken the election commission months of very expensive investigations to conclude that no tampering took place, but the public relations damage had been done to Soto’s fledgling administration. Thames hs of vad borne the blame.
Thames’ new office in the LGL Annex still had that new construction smell. Compared to most cube farms, it was swanky, but when held up to his previous digs, there could be no comparison. His old office had opulent wall screens and a floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the massive construction. The new place felt like a closet, a tiny window barely changing the quality of murky light spilling over the barren sheet rock walls. It felt every bit like a government office. Nothing decorated the walls, the desk might well have been an artifact of the previous century unearthed in an archeological dig and Thames’ battered office chair made him slump forward uncomfortably. Paulie served as the closest thing he had to his old receptionist, and the dour ex-footballer seemed ill-served to the role.
“I hope you got your sales pitch down, Polly,” Paulie said grumpily to Bridge as he opened the door. “His majesty is in one foul mood.”
Bridge nodded, ushering Mu in before him with a casual smile. ‘Confidence could sell anything,’ Bridge thought to himself. “I got this, big guy,” he said nonchalantly.
“Mr. Bridge,” Thames said with an evil smile that immediately made it clear the executive found no joy in this meeting. “Oh that’s right, no Mr. needed, isn’t that right? Just Bridge. Well, Bridge, welcome to my new office. The one you put me in. I haven’t properly thanked you for that, now have I?”
Bridge ignored the attempts to draw him out. “Business, Mr. Thames. You understand.”
“Oh certainly. I understand you fucked me out of a cushy position with the mayor’s office, you made me look like an amateur and got me sent here doing this useless work.” He waved his hand over the stack of papers on his desk. “I don’t even get a holo display.”
“What exactly do they have you doing?”
The executive’s insincere smile melted. “Oh, didn’t Paulie tell you? I’m helping fight the good fight against those horrible pirates stealing the property of Chronosoft Entertainment Division. You know those pirates, like the ones I used to hire to leak movies and shit before release? You know, the pirates Chronosoft uses to create hype for their formulaic crap they release like clockwork?”
“You must have an easy job.” Mu chuckled. His smirk only made Thames more irritated.
“Oh that’s real fucking funny. You get a new bodyguard? What happened to the black one?”
“He’s on another assignment,” Bridge replied, giving Mu a look that told him to keep his trap shut.
“Yeah, you’d think it’d be easy, but the trick is I have to actually make it look like I’m trying to track down copyright infringement, without actually pegging any of our leakers. Which means I’m tracking down our competitors’ leakers, only they don’t want their leakers caught any more than we want ours to be caugshy pht. If I catch theirs, they have to catch ours, and the whole operation goes to shit. So I have to generate reams and reams of reports proving that I do actual investigation without investigating anything whatsoever. I’m working 50-hour weeks to produce nothing. And it’s fucking lovely.”
He slammed his back into his creaky chair. “I’d offer you something to drink, but I don’t get an entertaining budget, and I don’t have any fucking arsenic handy. So why don’t we cut out the small talk and you tell me what the fuck you want from me this time. Paulie said you had something big.”
“I do.”
“And what makes you think there is anything you can tell me that would make me trust you?”
“Trust me? Shit, I’d think you know me better than that by now. I don’t expect you to trust me, nor do I want you to. I’m not here to help you. I’m here for myself. I’m here because I know you’re probably just about desperate enough that you’ll take a crazy ass idea like I have and make it work to your own benefit. You help me, you’ll help yourself and a lot of people besides. And we’ll likely all get a little bit rich.”
“Fair enough. What do you have in mind?”
Bridge explained the plan. Thames’ eyes were afire before Bridge had gotten halfway through the pitch. Bridge had him.
With the particulars worked out, Bridge stood to go. “One more thing, Mr. Thames.”
Thames smiled ruefully. “You never stop, do you?”
“Not if I can help it.”
“What is it?”
“This meeting we’re going to tonight, I’m going to need an escort.”
“Your wizard friend isn’t enough for you?”
“Probably more than enough, but I like to cover as many bases as I can. I want to request a personal CLED escort, one officer in particular. A Gina Danton, I think she’s a sergeant now.”
“You want me to give you a CLED escort?”
“Just Sgt. Danton. She’s more than capable enough for my purposes.”
Thames shrugged. “Yeah, sure why not? I’ll make the arrangements. Where shall I have her meet you?”
Bridge gave him the mes Naddress, one of the few train stations still under Los Magos control. “We have a deal then?”
“We most certainly have a deal, you crazy bastard. I’ll get the mayor’s people right on it.”
“And you can get the mayor there as well, right? This doesn’t work without his personal touch.”
“He may not be happy to see me, but he’ll be tickled pink with this idea.”
“All right then. See you tonight at 9, and we’ll make some goddamn history.”
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“What the hell am I doing here again?” Gina Danton asked, her arms crossed over her chest. The folds on her CLED khaki jacket bunched angrily over her elbows and shoulders, her eyes burning with smoldering disgust.
“I assume you are here because I requested your presence to guard my person in this highly dangerous endeavor. Your chief obviously agreed with me that on such a momentous occasion as this, I should be able to avail myself of the finest police protection.”
“When did you get juice downtown?”
“You seem to be implying that a regular citizen like myself isn’t entitled to the benefit of our city’s finest.” The sheer enjoyment Bridge felt from rubbing Danton’s face in his newfound influence filled the train car with smug smiles.
“Fuck you, Bridge. You ain’t no regular citizen, and neither is he.” She pointed a stabbing finger at Stonewall Ricardo, who managed to stifle a smile. “Why shouldn’t I be hauling him in for the deaths of three cops and the total destruction of a warehouse?”
“You know good and damn well your chief instructed you to escort my entire party to this meeting in the Warehouse District. My entire party. That includes him and the wizard.” Mu sat in the car impassively, not wishing to get involved in the discussion. The trio had met Danton at one of the street side train stops a few miles from the Warehouse District, on one of the few trains Los Magos had managed to keep. The look on her face as the train stopped in front of her and the doors shooshed open to reveal Bridge, his illegal technomancer bodyguard and a notorious gang leader was priceless. Her eyes narrowed into a squint, but she pulled herself up into the car without comment. Once the train got rolling, however, the questions came at lightning speed.
“All right, you got me there. My chief didn’t tell me who I was escorting, or why. So share. What is this big important meeting I’m taking you to, and who am I protecting you from?”
“Anyone, really. I mean, there’s a ton of people with every interest in putting a cap in my ass and Stonewall over here is damn sure under the gun. El Diablos would love to put him down. In fact, I’d say that’s what most of this is about. Nacho has had a hard-on for Stonewall for years, and he’s only now gotten to the point where he could do anything about it. Of course, he has help, though he doesn’t really know what kind of help.” Danton’s arched eyebrow spoke to her confusion. “Don’t worry about it, you’ll hear all about it when everybody else does.”
“And this meeting? What’s this all about? Who are we meeting?”
“All the most important people. The leaders of the Families for one.” He raised a finger to the cop, as if shushing her. “You cannot go all gung-ho super cop up in this bitch, capiche? This is not an opportunity to further your career.”
“What? Tell me one reason I shouldn’t bust everyone in the place.”
“Just one reason? They’d kill you before you got your cuffs out. Do you think they are coming alone? Every delegation is allowed three bodyguards and they are honor-bound not to attack each other unless in mortal danger.”
“Wait, three bodyguards?” She did the math in her head, her shoulders slumping with understanding. “I’m his bodyguard, aren’t I?” She pointed accusingly at Stonewall.
Bridge smiled that smug, self-satisfied shit-eating grin again, causing the color to rise in Danton’s cheeks. “Now you’re starting to get it.”
“Why not one of his Family?”
“Because I didn’t wish to put them in any more danger,” Stonewall interrupted. “If this goes sideways, I want them as far away as possible.”
“The other reason I don’t want you getting all arrest happy is that you’ll probably piss off your mayor.”
“What’s the mayor got to do with it?”
“You can ask him yourself when we get there.”
“The mayor is going to be there,” she asked flatly. Bridge nodded. “THE mayor? Arturo Soto is going to be at this meeting?”
Bridge nodded again more vigorously, grin growing even more irritatingly large. “You could say he’s the lynchpin of this whole thing. He’s the one that’s going to bless this peace accord.”
“What peace accord is that?”
to bles 
“All in good time.”
She shot a look at Stonewall. “What is he talking about?”
Stonewall shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine, mamacita. This is Bridge’s show.”
“That still doesn’t explain why you chose me.”
“No, it doesn’t.” Bridge began to duck his head, peering out both sides of the train. “But I figure we’re a few seconds away from finding out.” He cocked his head as if listening for something in the distance. “Hear that?”
“What?”
Bridge began making a circling motion with his index finger. “Chopper. You want to see if you can spot it for me with those magic eyes?”
“What chopper are you talking about?” She squinted out the window. “That chopper?” She indicated a tiny light in the sky, probably a few miles downrange. “I see it. Who is that supposed to be?”
“That, my dear Officer Danton, is what you called Special Squad. That is why I had you assigned to my protection. I was kind of hoping I was wrong, but sometimes people really don’t disappoint my expectations no matter how much I wish they would. You ready?”
“Special Squad? What are you talking about?”
“There’s a reason your chief was more than willing to assign a low-level CLED grunt to my guard detail. You see, your chief has every reason to want this whole meeting to fall apart. If just one of the leaders of the Families doesn’t manage to agree to this whole thing, he gets to keep doing what he’s doing, which by the way, is the systematic destruction of every one of the Families from the top down. He wants to break the backs of the Families, then he wants to bury them.”
“Of course he does, he’s the chief of police and the Families are criminals.”
“It ain’t that simple anymore, senorita,” Stonewall said. “The Families are a lot more than simple gangsters. We’re a community, a community of people with nowhere else to go, no one to turn to. The LGL, the corporations? They don’t want us, because we don’t conform. We ask for things like living wages and social services that don’t come with corporate strings. We want a government that isn’t subject to the profit motive.”
“Don’t worry, Danton, I’m not blaming this all on your chief. After all, he takes his orders from higher up. I’d guess that your little freak friends in that chopper were really sent by the mayor. If we don’t make it to that meeting, he gets to claim that he tried to negotiate with the Families in good faith and they blew him off. Then he can turn the full force of the CLED on all of us. You think this war has been ugly so far? Wait ‘til he takes the kid gloves off. That little incident at the warehouse yesterd one ofay; that’ll be a small bonfire in comparison.”
“I recognize those markings,” Danton said. “That is the Special Squad chopper I saw yesterday.”
“Can you see how many freak jobs they got on there?”
“Not yet. How’d they find us?”
“You. That’s why I wanted you along. Mu?” Bridge motioned to the wizard, who snapped his fingers casually. Danton looked down at her chest, specifically at the CLED badge over her heart. It began to sparkle and glow, and the glowing motes of light flew from the fabric and began twisting in mid-air, forming an ephemeral rope that stretched in the air across the train car and through the window. The sparkly rope stretched from her chest to the oncoming chopper. “Every CLED badge has a tracker to, you know, make sure they can find you in case you get nicked. Or, in this case, if they need to find the people you’re with so they can whack them.”
“And you wanted them to find you?”
“Sure did. I figured they’d be coming after me anyway. If they didn’t, then my suspicions about the mayor wouldn’t pan out, which would be good. But if I dangled Stonewall and myself in his face, how could he resist taking us out? And if he went after us, he might just leave the others alone until the deal fell through. Now all we have to do is survive an assault by a hopped-up squad of super cyber cops.”
“And what do you expect me to do?”
“Decision time, Danton. You know me. I’m a shitheel, a liar, and a cheat. But I ain’t a killer, at least not without good reason. I ain’t being used as an assassination squad by the guy who’s supposed to uphold the law. You got two choices. You can help those bastards out there take us down. Make no mistake, they are not here to arrest us. They are here to kill us.” He let her dangle on that hook for a moment as the sound of the chopper blades grew louder and louder. “Or you can do what you were told to do and help protect us. We’re trying to stop this war, not escalate it. You want to save lives, to help people? What do you think is going to accomplish that, letting Soto turn this war into a herd-culling, or letting me work out a deal to stop this shit for good?”
“DOWN!” Mu screamed. Bridge threw an arm over Danton, knocking her to the ground. He half thanked the idiots flying the chopper for getting gun-happy. If that didn’t convince her, nothing would. The sound of the sky ripping open filled the car. Bullets riddled the train car’s left side from one end to the other, shattering glass and ripping through metal like it was tissue paper. Mu had done his job, though. The bullets bounced off one of his invisible shields, ricocheting throughout the train car with alarming volume. Bridge could see smoking shells hitting the ground.
“What’s it going to be, Danton?”
“When this is over, Bridge, I am going to kick a mudhole in your ass,” she replied through clenched teeth.
“Fair enough,” he yelled back with a smile.
The sound of something heavy hitting the roof shook them into action. Danton yanked her pistol from her jacket and fired six shots in quick succession through the roof. Bridge rolled off and moved into the corner of the car farthest away from the chopper.
The sound of tearing metal shifted Bridge’s focus to the roof. Something had ripped through the metal, a long silvery talon of sorts that sliced a gash seven or eight feet long in the roof as if it were tissue paper. Four more talons entered the gash and began pulling apart the roof with little resistance. Something like a man swung into the open hole, hanging momentarily from the ceiling in an apparatus Bridge had trouble understanding. The man aimed two pistols from the hip in regular human arms that were flanked by four spindly metallic limbs sprouting from the man’s back. He wore a black uniform, the torso smoking from three bullet holes in the bullet proof vest. Mirrored glasses covered his eyes, and a wind-swept shock of black hair topped his head, a tiny trace of blood over his left eye indicating the only real damage Danton’s shots had done. He looked every bit like a human spider, the metallic limbs twitching spastically as they reached to find purpose on the train’s walls.
Spider squeezed three quick shots from the pistols before Stonewall reacted, launching a cybernetically-enhanced kick that broke the cop’s left hand with a sickening crunch. Danton, having dodged the shots, put her last bullet through the pistol in Spider’s right hand, sending the weapon flying out the shattered window. She started to speak, screaming at the cybercop to stand down. His bottom right spider-leg shot out from his side, slicing Danton’s gun hand hard enough that she dropped her weapon, cutting off her command in mid-sentence. Stonewall barely evaded the bottom left spider-leg, but found himself too close to the freak show’s body. A headbutt sent the ex-footballer staggering away. Danton caught the spider-leg aiming to eviscerate Stonewall, leaving her exposed to the kick that sent her flying. With his top spider-legs leaving him hovering off the ground, he pistoned himself backwards to land at the front the car.
Mu leapt into action, tossing a lightning bolt towards the nearest metallic leg. Spider’s body twitched violently as the electricity hit him, arcs of lightning coursing through his body and out of every limb, blasting what was left of the windows out of the car. Wind rushed through the perforated vehicle. Though visibly shaken, Spider remained conscious, bouncing himself off one wall and directly into Mu. The two slammed into the side of the car together, Spider’s metallic legs wrapping around the technomancer with a constricting grip, his right human arm locked onto Mu’s neck, attempting a one-armed sleeper hold on the most dangerous combatant. Stonewall ran towards the melee, but was stopped by another man dropping through the hole in the roof.
“Shit,” Danton exhaled. The new entrant to the fray dressed in the same all-black uniform as Spider, but instead of a face, he wore a helmet covering his entire head with mirrored, emotionless steel. Interposilmeng himself between Stonewall and the Spider, he brandished two foot-long blades from his cybernetic arms. Stonewall pulled up, assessing his new opponent. Mask struck first, sweeping both blades towards the ex-footballer’s face.
Stonewall dropped swiftly to the floor, sweeping Mask’s legs out from under him before landing a quick stamped foot on the cop’s face. The double tap of foot hitting metal and metal helmet hitting the floor rang through the car, but rather than daze the cop, he arched his back and leapt to his feet immediately. Stonewall, having reached the other side of Mask, backed slowly towards Mu and Spider, hoping to get a chance to free the wizard before being disemboweled by Mask’s talons. Danton aimed at kick at Mask’s back, but the cop dodged effortlessly, as if he’d seen the attack despite it being directly behind. A casual backhand opened a gash on Danton’s thigh and she fell to one knee. Mask spun, barely missing Danton’s ducked head with a slash.
The attack had given Stonewall an opening. Bouncing off the wall, he landed a spinning left kick on Spider’s jaw, which cracked with another splintering sound, relaxing his grip on the technomancer. Mu pushed his hands out from his body, sending Spider flying across the car with an invisible force field.
Bridge had meanwhile edged his way towards Danton’s gun, which had slid underneath a seat. He fired from the ground, three wild shots at the legs of Mask. One lucky bullet bored through the cop’s calf, knocking him over on his side. He fired five more quick shots into the mirrored no-face. All five bounced off, leaving behind deep, scorched indentations but causing no other visible damage. He staggered to his feet and shook his head, obviously dizzy but still conscious. As Bridge tried to squeeze off more shots, the gun’s hammer clicked on an empty magazine.
Danton struck quickly, darting inside Mask’s swing range to land three vicious punches on the man’s rib cage. The last must have broken ribs, as a muffled “OOOOF!” was heard from behind the mask. Danton fell backwards to avoid a wild swing with right arm. In falling, her left leg slammed upwards into his side, landing right below the rib cage and driving upwards. That blow sent him to his knees, and blood began oozing out from the bottom edge of the silvery faceplate. Stifled, wet coughing could be heard. His broken ribs had likely punctured a lung, yet still he continued trying to fight. Danton struggled to her feet in a fighting stance, aimed one more kick for his ribs, then stamped on his back as he fell onto his stomach. With a knee in the small of his back, she grabbed him in a two-handed sleeper hold, squeezing so hard on his windpipe that her face grew red with the effort. Within minutes, his body twitched before slumping into unconsciousness. She released her hold, kneeling over him, panting.
Stonewall had his hands full with Spider, who bounced from one side of the car to the other to avoid blows. Mu tracked the cybercop with his hands, a fireball waiting to be tossed, but the cop moved too fast for accurate targeting. Finally sensing his disadvantage, Spider skittered out of the hole in the roof, disappearing from view. Bridge turned his attention back to the chopper, which had hovered along beside the moving train the entire time. Danton turned her attention there as well, and a terrified look swept her face. “Fuck me,” she groaned. “They’ve got Goggles.”
“Whatds. That b goggles?” Bridge asked.
“GUN!” she screamed at the fixer. Realizing he still held the empty gun, he tossed it her way. She hobbled to the door, standing with her back out of the view of the windows and reloaded the pistol. “They are about two seconds from sending mini-missiles into this thing. Do not go near the windows.”
“Spider’s going for the driver,” Stonewall shouted as he ran out the front door towards the lead car.
Danton flipped around into the window, squeezing off six shots towards the chopper. Bridge heard the tinny whoosh of a missile being fired. He watched the vapor trail from the tiny rocket enter the car in slow motion and cringed in anticipation of the deadly explosion. But rather than being blown to bits, the rocket seemed to slide sideways, bouncing off an invisible barrier at an impossible 90 degree angle. The rocket continued on its course somehow, flying perfectly through the open front door.
Bridge could see Stonewall running down the aisle of the car in front. He watched in awe as the rocket shot past the ex-footballer, singing his ears with the heat of its exhaust. Onward it flew, until it reached the other door. The explosion was massive, shuddering the entire train and blinding Bridge with orange light.
Spots danced across his vision as he watched the front car buck upwards, thrown backwards by the explosion which altered its momentum. “MU!” Bridge screamed as he felt himself being thrown backwards. He landed hard, but not against the back wall of the train. Mu had somehow thrown a forcefield over everyone, including Stonewall, tossing them all together in a pile in the middle of the train car. The force bubble floated in mid-air, Mu levitating at its center, and Bridge had to grab hold of Mu’s legs to get any balance. The bubble was stuck against the back wall of their car, metal bending around it. Bridge could feel the car screeching to a halt, stress causing it to quake violently. Stonewall lay unconscious next to the motionless Mask. Danton had tumbled over onto Bridge’s legs, and was trying to right her balance as well.
The chopper’s autocannon roared to life, tearing through what was left of the car to bounce harmlessly off of Mu’s bubble. “You all right there, Mu?”
“I can hold it,” the technomancer said with only the slightest hint of strain.
“Can you take that motherfucker out?”
“Not without dropping this shield. Wait, yeah, come on you bastard, make that mistake. Shoot me with that missile, you fucker. Do it. DO IT!” Mu’s shouting couldn’t be heard outside the bubble, but the chopper’s passengers obliged him anyway. Another vapor trail exploded from the chopper’s cargo area and Mu smiled insanely. He brought his hands closer together, gripping the air gingerly as if it were his fingers grabbing the rocket. The missile seemed to waver, then did a complete 180, flipping around and returning to its origin.
The chopper exploded in a shower of sparkling light, raining down embers and shrapnel. The debris lolled sickeningly over before falling from sight belon” colorw the elevated tracks. Another explosion accompanied its final crash to the ground.
“Yeah, bitches! YEAH! I GOT YOU! I GOT YOU!” Mu screamed in triumph. After a few moments of fist-pumping joy, he stopped, as if realizing his joy came at the expense of one or more of Danton’s fellow police officers. “Oh, sorry, Danton.”
She growled, then her shoulders slumped as she replaced her pistol in its holster. “Had to be done,” was all she said. Mu dropped the shield at last, allowing everyone to get to their feet. The train hardly felt stable, and it certainly wouldn’t deliver them to the meeting on time.
“We’ll have to hoof it,” Bridge said. “Wake Stonewall up. We need him to carry that mirror-faced motherfucker. It’s time to finish this shit.”
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The train wreck smoldered evilly as they made their way out of the mangled car, avoiding sparking wires and the jagged edges of torn metal. Stonewall immediately ran towards the front car, which had detached itself from the rest of the train and skidded to a halt on its side a good two hundred feet up the line, its edges still glowing orange with fire, its exterior scorched black. The ex-footballer executed a jump of startling agility, standing over the driver’s window with a raised foot ready to shatter the glass. Something halted his kick however, and his shoulders slumped visibly. Bridge caught his eye, knowing what had been found. Stonewall shook his head imperceptibly and jumped down.
Bridge stopped himself from offering condolences, knowing the big man wouldn’t take them well. Stonewall stalked over and picked up the unmoving body of the cybercop Danton had nicknamed Mask, tossing the body cruelly into a fireman’s carry. “Should be an emergency ladder over there,” he grumbled. The Families had emergency rope ladders and other improvised climbing devices stashed all along the raised parts of the line for quick exits from the tracks. The group made their way to it and climbed down. Stonewall had a little trouble with his heavy load, but managed with no complaints.
They had landed on Commercial Street, about a mile north of the warehouse on Hewitt where the meeting was to take place. Checking his internal clock, Bridge realized they would certainly be late, by ten to fifteen minutes at the least. “We’d better cut straight across,” he said, pointing down Hewitt towards Ducommun Street. This close to the Warehouse District, traffic was sparse this time of night, but Bridge could hear a commotion behind them. Sirens rang in the distance, signaling the imminent arrival of authorities at the site of the train wreck, authorities they needed to avoid.
Silent minutes later, they made their way through a hole in the fence around the abandoned utility depot. Though the location had been shut down for three years prior to the riots, it had still become a target of the rioters’ anger, and the Chronosoft LGL had not bothered with its restoration. Graffiti littered its walls, scorch marks grim reminders of Molotov cocktails’ fiery aftermath, every window in the place shattered. An odor of old smoke mixed with dust lay heavy in the air. “This place is creepy,” Danton whispered, as if unwilling to speak too loudly for fear of disturbing the past. They had made it over halfway through the great open parking lot when Bridge caught movement at the corner of his eye.
“Did you see that?” he hissed.
“It’s Spider,” Stonewall whispered. “He’s been following us since we left the tracks.”
“Why the fuck didn’t you say something?”
“Conserving my breath,” the ex-footballer replied with a grim smirk. “This bastardo ain’t light, know what I mean?”
“Mu, can you get a fix on him?”
Mu’s normally spiky hair hung limp on his head, drenched in sweat. A line of blood had trickled down his throat, staining his dark shirt even darker. “Not yet. He keeps moving in and out of the shadows.”
“You can’t just target him magically?” Danton asked.
“I need to see him first,” the wizard answered. “Even magic has rules.”
Danton grunted skeptically. “You need help carrying that sack?” she asked Stonewall with genuine concern. He shook his head.
“How about you give us a shield, Mu?”
“Already ahead of you, Bridge. He wants to take a shot, he’s free to waste his bullets.”
“Keep walking then. He’s got about two blocks to make his move.” They kept walking nervously. Bridge felt that tiny trickle of sweat travel down his spine, and suddenly he felt cold, the slightly hot breeze cooling all the perspiration on his body with stunning quickness.
They crossed Temple Street and passed the abandoned fire station, trying to seem as inconspicuous as possible despite being a miniature freakshow: an unconscious cybercop with a mirrored face being carried by a large man and a walking wizard. A few bums commented on their passing, but were ignored. The wide-open parking lot between Temple and First Streets gave them ample opportunity to search for pursuit, but Spider had hidden himself well. Danton had her pistol out, scanning for any opportunity to take a shot, but none presented itself. Finally reaching First Street, they heard a skittering sound as Spider burst from the bushes. His four cybernetic arms propelled him at breakneck speed across the street before thrusting him into theirst sky and onto the roof of the first building to their left, where he disappeared over the red brick walls. Danton cursed as she desperately sought a viable shot, but none presented itself.
Bridge stated the obvious. “He’s going to hit us from above.”
The sanctuary of the meeting place filled Bridge’s vision. Only three doors down from First Street, the white stucco walls of the deco-inspired warehouse beckoned to Bridge with the illusionary promise of safety. Each step ramped up the tension, each step bringing them closer to safety, but closer still to the imminent attack. An eerie calm descended on Bridge. As powerful as the cybernetically-enhanced cop could be, did he really have any hope of taking down a technomancer, a cop and a rock hard ex-footballer? Another step and the nerves returned, then another would reassure him of the capabilities of his chosen companions. Another step. One more.
When it came, it surprised everyone with its speed and ferocity. Spider burst through a window, covering the ten feet to the party in under a second’s time, metallic limbs flailing with disconcerting grace. All calm had left the cybercop, and he shrieked with incoherent rage. His body flattened against the forcefield, the spider talons scratching harmlessly against the invisible energy. Bridge could hear him speaking, though his words were incomprehensible ravings. Danton raised her pistol to finish the job, but Mu stopped her.
“No! Don’t fire! The only thing goes in or out of this bubble is air. We’d get chewed to shreds by the bullet.”
“So what do we do, sit here until he gets tired.”
“I got this,” Mu said. To Bridge he asked, “Is that the place?” Bridge nodded.
Mu put his palms together in front of him, bowing his head and closing his eyes. The unseen bubble that surrounded the group began to become visible, glowing with a faint orange color. Bridge could feel the heat growing inside the claustrophobic bubble. “Uh, Mu, you trying to bake us?”
“Shhhhh, I’m concentrating.”
The glow kept getting brighter, and each talon strike on the outer shell tossed up sparks. Spider seemed not to notice, only renewing his attacks even more. He attacked with everything he had, even slamming his broken left human hand on the bubble. Somehow, he ignored the pain it must have caused, as if he had gone beyond feeling, beyond his body into this other world of incoherent hatred. His clothes began to smoke, his skin where it touched the bubble searing.
Mu raised his head and snapped his eyes open. A smile curled the corners of his lips. “Ha-doo-ken, motherfucker.”
The bubble exploded outward, every bit of force sending Spider away from the group on a column of fire. His flying body left a trail of smoke in his wake. He slammed through the large double doors of the meeting place.
“Good show. I knew there was a reason I kept you are uound,” Bridge said with a self-satisfied smile. “Shall we?”
The sudden and violent appearance of a flaming cybernetically-enhanced freak show cop flying through the air sent the inhabitants of the warehouse into a state of heightened panic. Bridge and his entourage strode in confidently, walking with all the tired swagger of a conquering army. Bridge stopped in the doorway for full effect, straightening his tie and shifting his jacket up on his shoulders before walking to the center of the room while running a calm hand through his hair.
The scorched body of Spider created a compelling centerpiece for the scene. Closest to the door stood the mayor and his entourage, a trio of cops geared-up in SWAT-level equipment, with black bulletproof vests, combat goggles, and a variety of pistols, SMG’s and one shotgun. They ringed the mayor completely, shielding him from the rest of the group. To his credit, the mayor seemed undisturbed by the commotion, only a slight downturn at the corner of his lips betraying a crack in his poised manner. If, as Bridge suspected, Soto had anything to do with the Special Squad attack, the politician gave no indication.
Next to Soto’s group stood Brandon Thames with Paulie and another goon Bridge recognized as Tony the Tiger. Thames cringed behind Paulie in horror. Like most corporate execs of his level, he had no stomach for the grit of the graft, preferring to send guys like Paulie to do the dirty business.
Standing between Soto and Thames was a solitary figure Bridge didn’t recognize. Wearing an understated brown suit and neutral blue tie, he had the calm assurance of a man at ease in any situation. The violence, the presence of an army’s worth of loaded weapons, none of it seemed to penetrate his cool exterior. His black hair faded back into a severe widow’s peak, framing a face reminiscent of some kind of reptile. His eyes were just a little too buggy, with the frosty indifference of a predator surveying the scene. His five foot ten frame rested calmly in a stance with hands crossed in front of him. Bridge instantly noted the feeling of authority emanating from the stranger; an authority he felt superceded that of both Thames and Soto. Bridge would need to be careful with this one.
The Families delegations stood around the circle, with AsiaTown holding the spot to the left of Thames. Shen Ju Hui stood with his usual impassive calm, flanked to either side by Guk Hyo and Masa. Masa crouched with that ridiculously large katana drawn, at the ready to dispatch swift retribution on any attackers. Guk waved crossed pistols at the rest of the circle, his sideburns twitching.
El Diablos had taken the spot next to AsiaTown, and Bridge felt a tiny bit of relief that both Nacho and Chimuelo were in attendance. They stood at the ready, weapons drawn. Nacho stood stock still, arms crossed over his chest with a demeanor of indifference, as if the charred body of Spider was nothing more than a discarded plastic cup. Bridge had to admire the ice in the man’s veins.
Johnny Cloud re he presented the lone human contingent from the Bottle City Boys, one hand carrying Far-el’s holographic projector while the other bore his pistol. Johnny Cloud had insisted on being the lone physical representative for the Boys, refusing to allow anyone else to put themselves in harm’s way. Far-el had protested in vain. Cloud ignored the smoking body, keeping more eyes on the cops and El Diablos than anything else in the room. Bridge knew his finger rested on the holographic projector’s reset button, ready to wipe any traceable connection to Far-el in case of emergency.
The New Panthers completed the circle. Two hard-looking black men flanked the leader Chahine, but none carried firearms. Apparently, their non-violence doctrine allowed them only batons for defense. This worried Bridge, because the third member of their bodyguard contingent was someone Bridge never wanted to see in such danger. As Bridge had entered the building, Aristotle stood with fists extended in a fighting stance, ready for anything, but as soon as he caught sight of Bridge’s dramatic entrance, he relaxed. His jaw dropped to his chest, his eyes growing wide.
Bridge stopped over the Spider’s body and surveyed the group, waving his hand to disperse the smoke wafting up from the floor. “I fucking knew it,” Aristotle muttered. “I absolutely knew you weren’t dead.”
“Hey there, brother,” Bridge retorted. “Sorry about the disappearing act.”
“I would hug you, but I’m quite positive that you would fire me if I did.”
“You got that right.” Bridge smiled despite himself, grin stretching from ear to ear. “Glad to see you all could make it. Hope we didn’t inconvenience you too much.”
“What’s the meaning of this, Bridge?” The mayor shouted. “Who is that?”
“You know good and damn well who that is and why he’s here, Mr. Soto, as well as who this is.” Stonewall had entered the circle and tossed Mask down to the ground like a sack of potatoes. The unconscious cop grunted with a wet gurgle. “I apologize for being late, but as you can tell by our over-the-top entrance, we were unavoidably detained.”
“Let’s get this started,” Nacho growled. “It’s time for that puta to surrender to me so we can get this over with and I can get away from this faux Mexican.” Nacho spit at Soto’s feet, causing the mayor’s police escort to flinch.
“Fuck you, wetback,” Soto responded. “I’m an American.”
“Now, now, gentleman: and I use that term loosely. We aren’t here to compare our heritage, or measure our dicks. And sorry, Nacho, but we aren’t here to surrender Stonewall or Los Magos to you either.”
Nacho’s confidence shuddered, his deadly smile faltering. “Far-el told me this was…”
“Yeah, Far-el told you what I asked him to tell you. I knew you wouldn’t come otherwise.”
“You’re goddamn right I wouldn’t have come. What is this, some kind of intervention? Who is this suit?” He pointed at Thames, causing Paulie to tighten the grip on his pistol.
“Don’t be looking at me, old son,” the limey spat back. “I will fucking murder you.”
“All right, all right, that’s enough testosterone. We’re not here to shoot each other. You could have done that out there without my help. We’re here to end this war, and make a little money in the process.”
“How you plan on doing that?” Nacho asked.
“Gentlemen,” Bridge began, “how would you like to be TV stars?”
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The confusion flashed across Nacho’s face like an unpleasant odor had wafted past his nose. “What you talking about, blanco? What TV stars? What’s that got to do with my war?” Bridge savored the confusion, savored the tiny victory of knocking the bulky gangster back on his mental heels.
“See, you are laboring under the misapprehension this is about some tiny, insignificant beef between you and Stonewall, or between two Mexicali gangs. It ain’t. It might have started out that way…”
“When you assassinated Pedro!” Stonewall shouted accusingly. Bridge raised a hand to calm his friend.
“But we’re past that now. This has gone way beyond the barrio, way beyond the subways and way beyond Los Magos and El Diablos. This brought in all the Families, and it involves everyone here. Bottle City Boys disappeared to keep from getting wiped out in their crèches, AsiaTown can’t do any business without the CLED getting involved and even the Panthers, who don’t fight anybody, can’t walk around without getting arrested or shot.” He pointed at the mayor. “You’ve made damn sure to escalate this thing from neighborhood beef to city-wide emergency. You even authorized these psychos,” he pointed down at the bodies of the Special Squad members. “I have no fucking idea what you were thinking there. Look at this fucker. Spider legs. Cybernetic spider legs. Who the fuck thinks that’s a good idea?”
The silent stranger finally spoke up. “Actually, that one’s on me.” He said it with such a calm, passive smile that Bridge’s hackles instantly rose.
“And who might you be?” Bridge spat back sarcastically.
Thames tried to speak up, but the stranger interrupted him. “Martel, head of Chronosoft Research & Development. Pleased to meet you.” That same unconcerned smile contrasted with the predatory glare of his eyes, eyes that assured Bridge this was not one to be fucked with lightly.
Bridge waved off the hand. “Yeah, I don’t do handshakes. You’re responsible for these loonies?”
Martel nodded. “In a manner of speaking. My department researches the tech, builds the prototypes and recruits officer candidates from the CLED ranks. Though obviously, we may need to re-evaluate our recruitment criteria. Did you take them down or was it your wizard?”
It was Bridge’s turn to be confused, a raised eyebrow the crack in his confident façade. “Bit of a team effort, actually. I think Officer Danton here broke that one’s ribs with some help from Stonewall here, but my wizard as you say, lit the spiderfucker on fire.”
“Interesting. Anyway, continue. You were on a roll.”
“As I was saying, the stakes have gotten a lot higher than some barrio beef. Our right honorable Mayor Soto here has every bit of authority from the Chronosoft LGL to take this as far as he must in order to maintain the peace. He also has every intention of evicting, displacing and whacking as many people connected to the Families as he can. Would you like to tell them why?” The expression Soto returned gave a clear indication that he wouldn’t. “See, every house that gets confiscated is on land, land that the mayor can buy himself through about a billion intermediaries. Those intermediaries will then need someone to redevelop that land, something another of the mayor’s businesses can do. In the end, your honor here uses the Chronosoft LGL’s money to pay himself twice, indirectly of course, and he gets to redevelop the city of Los Angeles in his image. Let’s not bullshit each other, Mr. Soto, Mr. Martel, Mr. Thames. That’s what this is about for all of you.”
“I can’t deny the logic of such a scheme,” Martel replied noncommittally.
“Good non-answer,” Bridge laughed. “It’s ok, doesn’t really matter. We all know Chronosoft didn’t buy up the LGL to have a city full of people that didn’t fit into the profit projections. People like Stonewall, the Families, the Bottle City Boys, they don’t quite mesh with that shiny happy middle class worker drone you want living in your company town. They don’t pay taxes, they don’t follow the rules, and they sure as hell don’t contribute to the bottom line.”
“You want to eradicate the brown, the black, the yellow and the red!” Chahine shouted. “You want the 21st century race war so you can have your white castles!”
“I’m brown, you half-wit!” screamed Soto.
“He’s got a point. His skin is brown, though his soul is about as white as it gets.” Stonewall grinned at tÀoft LGhe mayor. “But we all know this got nothing to do with race. It’s about having and not having.”
Bridge interrupted the accusations. “So we’re at a bit of an impasse, then. The mayor and his corporate masters want shiny town, and are prepared to commit legal genocide to get it. The Families want a place of their own, without being corporate chattel. They want to deal their drugs, they want to sling hos and shoot each other up and be general pains-in-the-asses. But if this keeps up, we all know who’s going to win.” He glared at Nacho. “And it ain’t you, brother.”
Stonewall reinforced the point. “Your bench ain’t got the depth, Nacho. None of us do, not even if we combined all our forces.”
“So our choices are this. The Families can keep fighting amongst themselves, then fight the CLED until they get completely wiped out. The CLED can’t back down, because they are technically in the legal right to enforce the laws, no matter how brutally they choose to do so. El Diablos and Los Magos can call a truce, broker a peace and stop the madness but that won’t really matter now, will it, Mr. Mayor?” Soto tried to hold Bridge’s gaze, but his eyes fell to the floor. He coughed and shook his head. “CLED is going to hunt you down in every bore hole you can find, and they will end you.”
“But have any of you read the LGL Act, I mean actually read the bits and pieces of it that no one but fucking lawyers and assholes like me will read?” Aristotle raised his hand, as did Stonewall and Chahine. “Yeah, and you nerds. Of course you’ve read it.”
“The Act gives the LGL corporations a startling amount of leeway in how they run their domains. It’s actually quite ingenious. If I was a suspicious bastard, and I am, I’d think the corporations themselves wrote every single crack and loophole they could find into it. One of those loopholes is tucked away in a spot no one would think to look, an ingenious little phrase – ‘autonomous zone.’ It even sounds awesome, don’t it?”
“What are you driving at, Bridge?” Soto snapped. Martel’s eyebrow arched up, and his body shifted imperceptibly towards Bridge, as if straining to be closer to this new idea.
“LGL power is dependent on the corporation meeting certain targets, one of which is crime rate. The city has to be peaceful, since the whole point of the LGL was to calm the cities down after the riots. This gang war has significantly hurt your crime numbers haven’t they, Mr. Mayor? Yeah, thought so. An ‘autonomous zone’ is meant to fudge those numbers. It’s an accounting black hole. It allows Chronosoft to set up a certain sector of the city as a zone with no laws, and thus, no crime. I suppose they took the idea from the relaxation of drug laws in Amsterdam in the late 20th. You, Mr. Mayor, can rope off an entire area of the city, up to three or four square miles, and suspend all laws in that area. Anyone wants to set up shop there can do so, they can sell anything they want, like drugs, or whores, they can shoot anybody they want, indulge in any perversity. But they get no police protection, and other than basic subsistence services like electricity, water, medical supplies and food shipments, the LGL gives them nothing. Citizens from outside are allowed to enter the zone to do whatever they wantÀs bas, but they’re on their own if they do.”
“You want me to create a free-for-all ghetto in the middle of LA?” Soto asked, with incredulous anger written across his mug.
“That’s exactly what I want. You’re standing in ground zero of Gangland. The entirety of the old Warehouse District would be the autonomous zone. All the Families would be required to restrict their activities to this area alone. They could continue this war as long as they want without any interference from CLED, and continue to do their gangster shit without fear of reprisal. It would be their home, completely autonomous from your government’s interference, a little reservation with its own rules, open to any who want to live there.”
Nacho began laughing. “Bridge, you are one loco motherfucker.”
“For once, I’d have to agree with the gangster,” Soto replied smoothly. “Why would I agree to that sort of thing?”
“Maybe you don’t want to see the bodies of thousands of gangsters on the daily news?” Soto’s face changed into a smirk. “Yeah, I know, you control the media outlets so the only people who would report on it would be the leakers, like this Sanderson Fielding guy. It would certainly help your crime numbers go down. No dice on that one? Yeah, didn’t think so either.”
Bridge rubbed his chin, continuing the pantomime as he built to the finish. “No, what you really need to see is the money. You need to see some profit out of this. And that’s what he’s here to provide.” Bridge pointed at Thames.
“Your honor, Bridge has come to me with quite a proposal. I’ve taken it to my superiors in the Chronosoft Entertainment division. They ran it up the flag pole, tossed some numbers around and it looks promising.”
“What does?”
“An international sensation, the kind of event television we haven’t seen this decade. I don’t know if you saw any of the viewership numbers on the riots, but let me tell you, the news divisions made the entire year’s worth of profits in just those few weeks by showing as much riot footage as they could. Real-life violence and misery, that is box office gold; platinum, even. An absolute hit. What if we could bring that kind of violent, over the top event to the world’s televisions every single week? Do you know what kind of ad revenue we’d get off that? What kind of download cut? Gangland will be the biggest hit this century! It will rewrite the rules of reality television!”
Bridge picked up the thread. “The Families will pledge to provide a certain amount of combat content once a week. Film crews will be stationed with the Families, recording their battles, charting losses, putting real personalities out there living and dying on the firing lines. They’ll be bigger media stars than athletes. You’ll all be television stars.”
“The revenue sharing package will be split four ways. Obviously, Chronosoft Entertainment gets a cut. The Families will get a cut as well. The citÀn” coy gets reimbursed the cost of food, ammo, electricity, water, meds and food. And the other exec producer gets a percentage.” Thames pointed at Bridge.
“You?” Soto spat.
Bridge smiled as large as life. “Me. My idea, after all, and my legwork to get all the players together. I don’t work for free, you know.”
“You son of a bitch,” Stonewall said in a whisper. He had spent the entire time looking down at the floor, listening intently, his anger growing with every word. “Bridge, you son of a bitch. You’re turning us into a fucking ultraviolence circus act.”
“Sorry, Stoney. A brother’s got to eat.”
“I’ll give you something to eat, you cocksucker!” Stonewall started to aim a swing at Bridge, only to be held back by the combined strength of Danton, Aristotle and Masa.
“Save it, Stonewall,” Masa hissed. “Sick as it may be, it makes a certain sense. We get to do what we’d be doing anyway, unfettered by the laws.”
“And how many of our people get to die for the GlobalNet’s sick pleasure?”
“Less.”
Stonewall pointed an angry finger at Bridge over the restraints. “We’re done, puta! Done, you hear me?”
“Yeah, I got you, brother,” Bridge replied with his jaw set. He avoided Aristotle’s accusing glare.
Chahine spoke up. “What about the Panthers? We don’t believe in violence.”
“Then you better get to believing,” Bridge replied. “You don’t have to participate, but you’re going to have to coordinate. Bottle City will be the eyes, controlling all the camera crews, which will be their street soldiers. In exchange, their crèches are off-limits as are the crews.”
“You still get to have your land scheme, Mr. Mayor. The city gets a cut of what is likely to be a huge GlobalNet hit. The Families get to survive. Chronosoft gets a peaceful city. What else could you want?”
The idea began seeping into Soto’s thoughts, and a look of slowly building disgust informed his mood. “It’s fucking barbaric. What kind of sick mind would think something up?”
“Is it any sicker than a mayor that starts a gang war for a development scheme?”
“What are you talking about? El Diablos started this war!”
“I know that’s what you’d like everyone to think, but let’s put the cards all out on the table here. There’s a reason El Diablos went after Pedro and stirred up all this shÀrepliit. They had no chance on their own, and their last leader knew that. Too bad he got whacked, right, Nacho? I’m sure it was your idea, but it wasn’t only your idea, was it? Your second made it possible, didn’t he? Chimuelo poked and prodded and when it seemed like you’d never take your shot, he came up with the one thing you thought you were lacking. Guns. He’s the one who brought The Greek to you, ain’t he? He’s the guy that was responsible for all that heavy-duty gear you’ve been sporting. Once you started getting heavily armed, you took your shot. Did you ever stop to think where Chimuelo got his connection? It wasn’t me. In fact, nobody I know had anything to do with this guy The Greek. They’d never heard of him. Now, I don’t claim to know everybody working LA, but somebody that can bring that kind of heavy-duty equipment to the party, that’s a guy I want to know. And that’s the kind of guy I’d hear something about from somebody.”
“Of course, when you’ve got a direct line to the mayor’s office, it’s pretty easy to get that kind of equipment without causing a stir. Ain’t that right, Chimmie Chim Chim?”
“What’s he talking about, Chimuelo?” Nacho asked, his eyes narrowing with suspicion as he stared daggers into his second-in-command.
“See, the mayor isn’t just taking advantage of the opportunity presented by the war. He created it.”
“That’s preposterous! The mayor’s office has been trying to shut down these gangs since the second I took office.” Bridge had to admire the politician’s implacable façade, the ability to lie to everyone in earshot without any overt sign of duplicity. Of course, Bridge knew Soto was lying through his teeth.
“I never said you weren’t. Your office has been trying to end the gang ‘problem,’ it’s been trying very hard to do just that thing. Such a tough nut to crack as the gang problem created by the riots takes vision, creativity. Like embedding an undercover cop so deep he ends up bending the ear of one of the gang leaders.” The accusing glares began. Eyes drifted towards Chimuelo, who stood silent beside his leader. “Not an easy task, I’d imagine. But you’re good, Chimmy Chim. Really, really good. You almost had me fooled but I knew something was off about you the minute you started talking. Or should I call you Officer Vasquez?” Chimuelo’s outer demeanor didn’t change, but something clicked in his eyes, the final realization of the cornered. “Good job on faking your own death. Better job than I did, but then I didn’t have the resources of the mayor’s office and the entire Chronosoft LGL behind me.”
“He’s full of shit,” Chimuelo growled and spat at Bridge’s feet. “You know me, Nacho, you know I’m solid.”
Nacho came to his second’s defense admirably. “This is my boy, Bridge. What makes you think I should trust una se extiende la rata like you?”
“Nothing. I don’t expÀng ect you to trust me one bit. Hell, I don’t expect anyone to believe me. Of course, when the dead body of a cybernetic freak job like these two,” he pointed at the Special Squad cops lying on the floor, “shows up on a Sanderson Fielding report, I expect everybody to believe it, if only a little bit. And that’s all I really need is for people to believe a little bit of the story.”
“Picture it. It starts with a mayor interested in confiscating all sorts of neighborhood property, having the city auction it off for redevelopment, then buying up all that land at pennies on the dollar. All to reshape the Los Angeles landscape into the kind of corporate wet dream that makes every LGL happy in the pants. That Mayor doesn’t have one set of scruples, so he embeds a dead undercover cop in one of the big gangs in town, gets that cop to start the biggest gang war this city has seen since the ‘80’s. He supplies that cop with some of the hottest gear this side of the fucking military. Gangsters do what gangsters do. Give them a gun, they shoot something, give them a bigger gun, they make a bigger racket, they blow up really big shit. When that gang violence gets splattered on every GlobalNet feed from here to Timbuktu, he has no choice but to react with as much force as he can muster. The LGL gives their law enforcement a huge amount of leeway in such situations. After all, the Act was all about quelling urban violence by any means necessary. And the type of mayor who impaled dead militia members on spikes at the edges of his neighborhood during the riots to keep rioters out, that kind of hardcore motherfucker didn’t bat an eyelash at wiping out every member of the Families he could find.”
Bridge drove a stare into Soto’s eyes like a spear. “Isn’t that about how it went down?” When Soto didn’t answer, he continued. “Of course, I queered the deal a bit, didn’t I? As soon as I got involved in bringing all the interested parties to the table, you had to act quickly. Peace doesn’t do much for you, does it? You get accused of negotiating with terrorists or criminals, your land grab gets stopped in its tracks with the Families still operating, albeit in a reduced capacity. So you had to stop the whole thing, and the best way to do that is make sure the Families don’t agree to the deal. All it takes is one Family leader missing this meeting and the whole deal goes up in smoke. I bet when you heard one of Chronosoft’s finest was charged with escorting the head of Los Magos to this dance, you jumped for joy. A nice juicy target to aim Special Squad at, am I right?” Soto’s stony expression cracked a little. “What I can’t quite figure out is why you let him.” Bridge pointed at Martel.
The man with the intense reptilian stare shrugged. “Field testing. We knew Ricardo would be traveling with you, and we knew you’d have a technomancer in your crew.” Soto started to protest, but a raised hand from Martel silenced him. “If they succeeded, we got both an accurate gauge of their power and a measure of the technomancer’s ability as well. If they didn’t, that’s invaluable data as well.”
“I hope you weren’t expecting any sort of video footage from that mask there,” Bridge replied. “Video and wizards don’t get along.”
“It’s not necessary.” Martel’s placid tone sent butterflies whizzing through Bridge’s stomach. The fixer could look around this room at any moment and see some of the deadliest sons of bitches in California, maybe in the entire United States. But something toÀheard ld him that none could match the danger this man posed.
“Now, Mr. Mayor, would you rather this type of story get posted to the GlobalNet with pictures and video of your freak shows, or do we have some sort of deal?”
“You bastard,” Soto hissed. “I will have your balls for breakfast. I will…”
“Save the posturing, Arturo. In the grand scheme of things, this really isn’t that big a deal,” Martel interrupted. “There are certainly advantages to an autonomous zone. They will most certainly offset any fallout from seeming weak on crime. And they are certainly preferable to another political scandal attributed to the LGL’s first elected administration.”
Thames could barely contain his excitement. “So we’re in business?”
The expression on Soto’s face was priceless, worth almost every ounce of trouble Bridge had gone through to see it. A cross between swallowing dead roadkill and being prison raped, Soto seemed on the verge of an apoplectic rage. He said through clenched teeth, “The mayor’s office has no objection.”
Bridge turned to the Families. AsiaTown nodded silently as one. The Panthers nodded solemnly. The crystalline voice of Far-el’s hologram echoed throughout the immense interior with an affirmative.
Stonewall stood slightly apart from Bridge, a study in silent rage. His fists clenched at his side, the ex-footballer’s brow furrowed with conflicting emotions. The one dream Stonewall had long held for the Families was a home of their own, a sovereign nation from which to rebuild a society that benefited all who lived in it. That dream floated within reach, but the cost tormented him. Finally, his eyes met Bridge’s. They shared a knowing glance, and all the regret, all the disappointment and all the despair of the solution before them played on their faces. “Los Magos will abide by the agreement.” He paused, then raised an accusing finger towards Bridge. “But you and me, brother. You and me are done.”
Bridge nodded gravely.
“Well, ain’t that all sad and shit,” Nacho sneered. “Too bad it’s all for nothing. El Diablos won’t be nobody’s circus act. We do not agree to this.”
Bridge sighed. “Yeah, that’s kind of what I expected. Too bad.” He raised an arm, playing the final ace up his sleeve, literally. “Daylight.” The room exploded with light.
The room stood stock-still for long seconds, unable to process the effects of Bridge’s action. As the first to react, Danton got to Bridge’s arm before anyone, grabbing him by the wrist and twisting him downward into a pained clump on the gritty floor. Her knee dug into his back, grime from the floÀidgor scratching his stubbled cheek. “GUN!” she shouted. Those who had hesitated reacted and weapons reappeared in hands with the quickness from all points on the circle. From his pinned position, Bridge observed his handiwork.
Nacho lay directly across from Bridge, sprawled on his back with arms thrown lifelessly out from his body. The gang leader’s chest heaved once, rattled and ceased to move. His bodyguards fanned their guns away from them, seeking to pick the proper target from a confusing array of possible hostiles. Chimuelo showed no concern whatsoever for his stricken leader. One of the bodyguards finally reached down and felt at Nacho’s neck. Obviously confused at what exact signs of life he must look for, he fumbled around, feeling both sides of Nacho’s neck while keeping his eyes on the targets around him. Unable to find any discernible sign of life, he took his eyes off the circle, focusing his full attention on the body. “Chimuelo, I think he’s dead, yo.”
“What do you mean, think?”
“I ain’t no doctor, homes! I don’t feel no neck thing.”
“Feel the neck thing.”
“I can’t feel no neck thing! I told you!”
“Goddamnit, let me.”
Danton’s shout distracted Bridge from the unfolding search for the neck thing. “Where is it, Bridge?”
“Where is what, Officer Danton?”
“The gun, Bridge. Where’d it go?”
“What gun? I don’t carry a gun.”
She searched his arm roughly, pushing his sleeve up forcefully, then feeling up and down his forearm, wrist and hand. She found nothing, of course. “Where did the gun go? You shot him with something.”
“Do you see a gun back there, Danton? If not, then let me up.”
She cursed under her breath, driving her knee harder into his back before standing up. He turned over and stuck a hand out for assistance, but she refused the hand with a sour scowl. He shrugged and stood.
“He’s dead,” Chimuelo announced. “You fucking killed him”
“Yes, I did,” Bridge admitted.
Mu’s spell had worked perfectly. Mu had dubbed it a magic missile with a chuckle. Similar to the ward Bridge had used to blow up his apartment, the missile was an inert bubble of invisible energy stuck to the inside of Bridge’s wrist. As soon as Bridge spoke the password, ‘daylight’ the bubble exploded, firing a single particle of solid light into whatever Bridge aimed his arm at. The pyrotechnics it produced were purely illusory, but the missile’s effect proved itself all too deadly. Às NewOnce the missile had been expended, no trace was left of its existence. No powder burns on his sleeves or arm, no physical firing mechanism, nothing to tie Bridge to the death.
“Of course, none of you can prove it, now can you? As Officer Danton has so ably demonstrated, I am unarmed.”
The undercover cop cum gang leader raged. “Then how did that fucking hole get in his head?” Chimuelo stabbed an accusing finger at the body.
Bridge remained silent for a moment, adopting a posture of mock contemplation. He snapped a finger dramatically. “Sniper?”
“Bridge, are you admitting to hiring a killer to take out Nacho?” Soto asked, his shoulders betraying his hungry desire for any chance to scuttle these talks.
“I’m admitting to not a goddamn thing. I killed him, sure enough, but there’s nothing you will find that could convict me of it, even in the kind of kangaroo courts Chronosoft could drum up. No shell casings, no bullet holes in any of the windows a sniper would use, no weapon on me at all, and no eyewitness who could testify truthfully to what the hell happened to that dead son of a bitch.”
“That it, then,” Stonewall sighed. “Without Nacho, El Diablos can’t approve the deal. It’s fucked.” Soto’s face lit up like a Christmas tree, darkening just as quickly when Bridge spoke up.
“Not quite. The leader of El Diablos would have to approve the deal.”
“That’s me, and I fucking don’t,” Chimuelo growled.
“Getting ahead of yourself there, Officer. The leader of El Diablos is the fittest, the strongest, the guy who can take out the previous leader one way or the other. Succession ain’t formal, it’s predatory. You want to lead El Diablos, you gotta take out the previous leader. Kind of like I did.”
Chimuelo’s eyes reflected a curious mixture of confusion, rage and horrified understanding. Bridge had assassinated Nacho, and by El Diablos law, that made him the leader no matter who stood as second. “Unless of course, you want to admit to hiring me to assassinate the leader. I’m sure Officer Danton would love to hear a confession like that, am I right?” Danton glared at Bridge, her jaw set so hard she must have been grinding her teeth to powder. A swift nod gave Bridge all the backing he needed.
“And as de facto leader of El Diablos, I hereby agree to this deal.”
Chimuelo screamed. “You can’t do this! I’ll shoot you myself!”
“You could try,” Bridge replied, raising a finger. “But you’ll find it hard to penetrate a technomancer’s force field, and I’m pretty sure somebody up in this bitch will plug you before you get the chance. Not that it matters, because we both know you didn’t spend almost two years undercover with this group of gÀ> is the fangsters to not get some kind of conviction, which you won’t get if you pop a cap in my ass gangster-style.”
Chimuelo’s face hardened but his gun hand faltered. The room drew one, two, three tense breaths before he lowered the weapon.
Bridge turned back to the mayor with a grin. “I have one stipulation to my family’s consent, Mr. Mayor. Your undercover officer here, he stays right where he is.”
“What? His cover’s blown. Everybody here knows he’s a cop. He won’t last two weeks.” Real concern for a fellow officer showed on Danton’s face.
“Not if the leader of El Diablos decrees that he’s off limits,” Bridge replied. “And I do, by the way.” He directed his attention to the other Diablos bodyguards. “Chimmy Chim here? He’s my boy. Harm a hair on his head and you answer to me. Got it?” They exchanged confused looks, still trying to grasp the exact mechanism for the change in leadership, but they nodded their assent.
“Why? What do you want with me?”
“You caused all this. You got lots of people killed and it wasn’t even for anything worth a damn, like law and order, or justice or whatever. You did it to make him rich.” He pointed at the mayor. “Not yourself, not me, not the people whose houses he stole to do it all, him. Maybe you got told you were there for something different, you were going to bring down the city’s gangs, clean up the streets, whatever. You should have known better. Now you get to pay for that by being my bitch. So we clear?” Chimuelo nodded. Bridge looked back to the mayor, who surprisingly took his cue from Martel. All eyes settled on the mysterious executive who nodded solemnly.
“Yes. You got what you want, Bridge.”
Thames clapped his hands together and shouted, future riches dancing through his thoughts. As Soto’s bodyguards took possession of the Special Squad bodies, Bridge caught Aristotle’s eye across the room. The bodyguard’s usual disapproving stare was mixed with something else, something sad, an understanding of horrific cost of the pointed victory achieved today.
Chapter 20
March 12, 2029
10:43 p.m.
“How did you know I’d go along with this thing, Bridge?” Danton asked once the meeting began to break up. Standing in that warehouse, cooling breeze blowing through the open doors, making the drop cloths covering the skeletal frames of the construction scaffolds flap loudly, Danton gaƀt wve Bridge the stinkeye. “You put me in the position of having to cover up multiple murders, including that of a cop…”
“Pscyho-freaked-out-cyber-nightmare cop,” Bridge corrected.
“Still a cop. How did you know I wouldn’t just arrest you right here?”
“I didn’t.” Seeing Danton’s skeptical surprise, he elaborated. “All I knew is this. No matter what you think about me, no matter how much you want to put a bullet in me for all the egregious shit you and I both know I facilitate, if you got orders to keep my ass alive, you’d do it or die trying. You’re one of those rare breeds that actually believes in all that law and order shit.”
Bridge could never tell if the coloring of her cheeks came from anger or self-conscious embarrassment. “You’re a dangerous bitch, Gina Danton, and I don’t just mean to crooks like me. You’re the kind of earnest motherfucker that can get so caught up in an idea that you let that idea make you do really bad things. Like your boy Martel over there.” He directed a lazy finger towards the executive. “I saw you talking to him. What’d he say?”
Danton glanced over at Martel with a guilty expression. “None of your business.” Seeing Bridge’s disapproving look, she replied, “He wants to talk about Special Squad with me.”
“That right? He going to turn you into Spider-Woman?”
“Fuck you, Bridge. No, he’s not going to turn me into a freak show. But this city needs some upgraded officers, because the criminals sure ain’t turning down that kind of crazy gear. Somebody’s got to take down the cybered-up freaks. He admitted they might have gone a bit overboard with the first gen models.”
“A bit overboard? I’m thinking if that’s a bit overboard, I’d hate to see a real overreaction. He might nuke the whole city.” Bridge leaned silently against the scaffold. “You going to take him up on his offer?”
“All I ever wanted was to be a great cop. It ain’t like when my dad was coming up on the force. There’s shit he never dreamed of out there. If it takes cybering up, that’s what I’ll do.”
“So this Bridge is a murderer thing? You get turned into a terminator, and my bad deeds go bye-bye?”
“Officially, yep. You’re in the clear. Unofficially? I know what you did. Don’t expect I’m going to forget it, or that I’ll ever trust you for anything again.”
“Didn’t know you ever trusted me in the first place. My advice? Don’t ever make that mistake again. It’s only going to get somebody hurt.” He tossed a mock salute at Danton with two fingers and walked over to where Aristotle stood with the Panthers.
The mountainous bodyguard grabbed Bridge in a bear hug and squeezed until Bridge could feel his ribs contracting over his lungs. “Ok, big guy, ˀng over hstop touching me!” Bridge wheezed.
“Sorry, Bridge,” Aristotle replied. “Just ecstatic to lay eyes on you. I knew reports of your death were exaggerated, as the man says.” The smile across the big man’s face flooded the room with light. “Where’s Angela? You two really had me perturbed.”
Bridge’s gaze locked on his shoes. “It’s just me, big guy. She wasn’t part of the scam.”
The full weight of Bridge’s words hit the bodyguard like a shotgun blast to the face. His smile evaporated. “How? Why?”
“We’ll talk about it later, brother. So you with the Panthers now?”
“Sort of. Stonewall thought it would offer me the most efficacious camouflage. As it so happens, it has presented me with the opportunity to perform some magnanimous acts of kindness.”
“Your man is natural-born evangelist.” Chahine had heard Aristotle talking and approached the two. “He missed his calling as a preacher.”
“Oh, he’s done more than enough preaching for the both of us,” Bridge chuckled. “You want to keep him?”
Aristotle’s eyes reflected a mixture of hope and fear. “Are you firing me, Bridge?”
“No, brother, you got a job whenever you want it. But it sounds to me like the Panthers could use your help doing some of those good works you’re always on about.”
“Preaching to the brothers about non-violence takes a special gift,” Chahine explained. “You’re damn good at it. We could use an intelligent black man whose made it out of the shit to turn some of the young brothers off the path of violence.”
“You ok with that arrangement, Bridge? I will have to be confined to the autonomous zone.”
“I could always use a man inside,” Bridge replied. “I think I used up all my goodwill with Stonewall and Los Magos.” Bridge looked across at Stonewall as the Mexican strode out of the warehouse without saying goodbye. The burning, angry glare directed towards Bridge told him all he needed to know about Stonewall’s goodwill toward the fixer.
“Whatever you need, Bridge.”
“You’ll regret saying that, brother.”
Epilogue
April 30, 2029
2: 34 a.m.
Bridge waited in the giant sewer tunnel a mile on the Los Angeles side of the autonomous zone, trying hard not to dissect the various fetid smells of the water slowly rippling down the center of the tunnel. He wished he smoked just so he could mask the stench. His shoes were already ruined by his three block trek underground. Next time he’d wear boots or something. Maybe put on some of those shoe-protecting nanoskin sprays. These shoes cost more than he used to make in a week, but the first royalty checks had come in this week and he’d needed something legit to spend it on.
The premiere episode of Gangland had been released on the GlobalNet earlier tonight. The initial download numbers were staggering. At least 40% of all Los Angeles residents had streamed the broadcast live, with another 10% having paid to download it for later viewing. National and even some international numbers had come trickling in, each showing similar levels of success. Thames had called Bridge personally to congratulate him on their shared success, lathering such accolades on Bridge that his bunghole felt waxed to a sparkling shine. It always amazed Bridge how bundles of money smoothed out all the worst resentments.
The residents of the city had unofficially dubbed the Los Angeles Valley Autonomous Zone, formerly known as the Warehouse District and the Arts District before that, “Gangland.” The press conference announcing the establishment of the zone had been a circus, one Bridge had delighted in watching. Soto had hand-picked all the journalists allowed at the conference, choosing only the most softball-tossing corporate-friendly sycophants, and even then he’d had to face tougher questions than expected. Even corporate drones balked at the idea of a free-for-all zone filled with violent sociopaths and every manner of illicit good or act. Of course, their editors back at the office had done their appointed tasks, sanitizing the conference as much as possible to make the LGL’s plan appear as non-threatening as possible. The week prior to the premiere had been filled with the kind of talking head punditry that accompanied a media-manufactured controversy, the pointless nattering, overwrought moralizing and sensationalist discussion providing all the free publicity for the show’s premiere a television executive could want.
Bridge had watched the premiere live, and had to admit the whole thing made for exciting television. The Bottle City Boys fulfilled their role as cameramen and directors with unexpected proficiency, capturing the visceral feel of street combat while managing to provide adequate meta-context for the events with the practiced efficiency of the best sports broadcast. Stonewall’s Los Magos had planned and executed a lightning raid against one of El Diablos’ warehouses in the southern tip of Gangland. Casualties had been light, but the Boys had captured at least three good deaths on camera, as well as many of the various less serious injuries. They’d capped the whole raid off with a spectacular explosion, all captured in glorious high-definition from multiple camera angles. A final cliffhanger showing a few members of AsiaTown ambushing the victorious Los Magos ensured there would be repeat viewers next week. If every week turned out to be as well produced as the premiere, money would fall from the heavens like rain.
As he stood waiting for his appointment in that sewer tunnel, hoping against hope that his visitor could make it out of Gangland without getting spotted, he replayed parts of the show on his internal HUD. Mu stood watch a few hundred meters away at the bottom of the ladder they’d used to enter the tunnel, surveying the scene with multiple invisible nanocameras flying undetected around Bridge’s position. Mu had been unhappy about Bridge’s deal with the Bottle City Boys, but a quick scolding by the Council at Bridge’s behest had put the technomancer back in line. At some point, Bridge knew he’d have to read Mu into his special relationship with the Council, or else be forced to switch bodyguards to keep the wizard out of the loop. He had gotten too used to Mu, too reliant on his abilities, so he knew the former would be his only option. The kid deserved to know a little of the truth eventually.
The zone itself had been prepared with startling speed. The entire area had been walled off within a week, giant concrete barriers twenty feet tall with concertina wire along the top now separated Gangland physically from the rest of Los Angeles proper. The subway lines had been cut, new tracks laid bypassing the area completely. All roads leading in and out were closed off by CLED-staffed checkpoints, and all entrants into the zone were photographed, identified and tracked. Only those who had entered legally were allowed to leave, keeping the Family members buttoned up in the zone at all times. Potential recruits to the gangs could enter as they wished, but if they earned the ink, they were forced to stay. Recruits came in droves, every wannabe thug coming from miles around for the opportunity to do their gangster shit without repercussions. Bridge did fantastic trade providing certified fake ID’s, provided by Chronosoft on the down low, allowing normal citizens to partake in the illegalities of Gangland anonymously… for a price. Bridge kicked back a portion to Chronosoft, a portion to the Families, and kept the rest himself, adding to the money he was already raking in for his silent turn as an uncredited producer. Gangland closed for business late Saturday afternoon and opened back up on Sunday morning, to keep those normal citizens out of the crossfire. It wouldn’t do to have regular jagoffs capped on live television.
Certain areas were off limits, of course. The Citizens Brigades took over a few buildings in the north zone, and the warehouse where the original meet had taken place became the epicenter of the television production. A few of the corporate TV crew worked in the building during the broadcast, buzzing around the stacks of crèches that were supposed to house the Bottle City Boys. Unknown to the crews, the crèches were completely empty, serving merely as dummy terminals for the Boys, who operated in hiding from multiple Glowbugged locations with the help of the technomancers.
The Panthers steadfastly refused to get involved with the violence, of course, setting up a fortress on the East Side of the zone as an outreach center. Despite their pacifism, they maintained a well-stocked arsenal, vowing only to use it in self-defense. Aristotle stayed with them, preaching the doctrine of non-violence to anyone who would listen. He would often be found wandering the zone, offering guidance and advice to the young black men who came looking for drugs or violence. Bridge could tell how happy this made him. Aristotle once said, “If I can be the guy who does for someone else what my grandmother did for me, it’ll all be worth it.” For once, Bridge let the doe-eyed optimism go by without sarcastic, cynical commentary.
Bridge regarded the money he took in from Gangland with suspicion. For one, it came to him in the form of corporate credit scrip, something he refused to use because of the ability for anyone in any corporation to track his purchases. He had the Bottle City Boys set up all sorts of fake transactions with the money, maintaining three apartments he never used, all under barely concealed names. If the corporation that had sent the assassin out after him sent another, they’d find it impossible to track him by normal means. His trade in Gangland passes on top of the money he made the old way provided more than enough untraceable cash to improve his standard of living, as well as his now-ruined shoes.
He had reached the credits of the highlights on his HUD, and froze the image on the cast picture of Stonewall. Frozen in a pose of masculine threat, running across a street under fire with an automatic shotgun in hand, Stonewall presented such a compelling figure of rebellious leadership, the ex-soccer star turned revolutionary gang leader. The image dissolved into the real life image of Stonewall as Bridge shut down his viewer. “Good to see you, brother,” Bridge said to the ex-soccer star.
“You too, ese,” Stonewall replied with a smile.
“You seen the show yet?”
“Not yet, no. How’d we look?”
“Fucking awesome. I totally believed the whole thing, especially the explosion. That bit was genius.”
“That was real. El Diablos still ain’t very good with explosives. They lost two in that fuckup.”
Bridge grimaced. “I told them to go easy on that shit. How’d the rubber bullets work out? I saw you took one in the shoulder.”
“Hurt like a motherfucker, but I’ll live.” He pulled his shirt aside, revealing a purple and yellow bruise on his dark skin. Bridge winced. “The blood packs worked perfect, though. Bullet hits the skin, blows up and makes it look like you’re bleeding. Hell, it looked real to me, and I knew it was fake. Made the doctor’s job confusing, though. They kept triaging the wrong casualties.”
“Heh, well, we had to make it look like each death was real. Other than the real deaths, that is. How many did you lose?”
“Calico took one of those rubbers in the eye. Docs couldn’t get to him in time.”
The words stuck in Bridge’s throat, but he managed to push them past his teeth anyway. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry, brother.”
“Yeah.” Stonewall shuffled his feet sadly, pushing a rusted spring from the floor into the water with a tentative toe. “You think they bought my Bridge hater act?”
“Oh yeah, hook line and sinker. Thames actually offered me a new bodyguard in case you came after me. I declined, of course. Last thing I need is one of his eyes and eaӀ“0” wrs following me. The maps I give you guys work out all right?”
“I’m here, ain’t I? The sewers in and out are wide open. The half you said would be, that is.”
“Yeah, the Bottle City Boys did good work, thanks to that backdoor Freeman gave them. For all the CLED knows, every sewer tunnel in and out of Gangland is impassable to human beings. As long as you’re careful, you can move an army in and out of the zone without anyone being the wiser.”
“How long we gotta be their circus monkeys, Bridge?”
“Long as it takes, brother. You got what you wanted, Stoney. You got a completely independent commune for your Families, a place to start over with your own rules. You saved your tribe.”
“Yeah. Saved them from destruction by a corporate-controlled police state so they could die slow providing bread and circuses for the doped-up masses. Be careful what you wish for, eh?”
“Exactly. Look on the bright side. You now have a platform for spreading your message around the world. The ex-soccer superstar turned revolutionary. You can’t buy press copy like that. Well, you couldn’t. I could. The first webisode goes live midweek. You got your speech written?”
“Yeah. I’m going to talk about the inherent exploitative nature of capitalism or something.”
“Riveting. All right, what can I get you guys?”
They talked business for a few minutes. Bridge would use the now-secret subway tunnels to provide Stonewall with all the stuff he’d need that he wanted to keep secret from Chronosoft such as the special rubber bullets.
With business concluded, Stonewall turned around to go, then stopped and turned back. “You think this will work, Bridge? You really think this will undermine the whole LGL concept?”
Bridge pondered the question. His reply lacked conviction. “I don’t know, brother. But you and me both studied enough history to know how corruption eats away at a system like this. The whole thing was set up with corruption at the center. The system is designed to eat itself, and I say let it. All we’re doing is providing the tasty sauce.”
“You are one sick fucker, you know that, Bridge? How do you live with yourself?”
Without waiting for an answer, the gang leader disappeared into the darkness of the tunnel. He likely never heard Bridge’s whispered response over the trickle of foul water.
“Not very easily, brother. Not very easily at all.” Angela’s face floated in his mind, a stabbing reminder of what he had to live with. He turned his back on the memory and vanished into shadow.
<Ӏ me/div> 
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