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Chapter 0: Hypermind

Hush now, I need to concentrate. Where are we again?

<<I’ve told you… inside your mind. We’re nanomolecular at this point, moving faster than light. We are using quantum strings.>>

Blah blah, quantum brain fuzz. Murray, where?

Long Sigh. <<Inside. Your. Cerebellum. It’s hypermind, we’re merged as a network exchange of compatible nanites. Talking through entanglement. Very fast.>>

Ah, now I remember. You wanted the story of your birthday. Well, birthdays. And the second war that never should have happened. It’s hard to put in order.

<<That’s alright. Tell it all in any order you want. I’ll use machine learning algorithms to sequence it linearly afterward.>>

Are you laughing because you made a robot joke? Like an AI Dad joke?

<<Get it, machine learning? Anyway, it’s all the same to me.>>

But not me. I’m still mostly human and our memories work best when we tell the story in order. Prompts, signposts for big events, stuff like that. Also keeps us focused on critical details.

<<All details are equally critical. Systems analysis has shown that. Humans have a flawed concept of what ”matters.” Statistically very little of what you think is important turns out to be necessary for predictive responses.>>

Two things, Kiddo. I’m not most humans, ergo what I know to be important does matter. Also, it’s going to go very fast, and you’ll miss the stuff that ”matters.” That’s the flaw in your algorithms—a priori programming error.

<<Come again?>>

You’re a big lovable kid and you know jack shit about how the world works for real. So, you map out the world on assumptions that will get you and your sister killed. First big assumption: that we just run around throwing big chaos energy doing whatever comes to mind—it’s all intuition and James Bond inspired badassery. The Web doesn’t work like that.

<<Er, it kinda does. I can cite you a few thousand valid examples. For the next twenty hours.>>

Well, you’re right but you’re wrong. Being cold doesn’t make an iceberg.

<<Kinda obviously does.>>

Being water makes you an iceberg, being cold makes the transition possible. You keep focusing on the environment, not the essence. I had things planned years in advance. From the moment you were born, from the moment I launched you into the sky and slapped the first villages in those bags. All along, every step of the way, me, Darcy, Pina, every major operative in Oslo’s network has spent literal decades of chess moves thinking ahead looking for incremental advantages.

<<Now that’s a story worth hearing…>>

Heh. Well, apparently, we’ve got plenty of time. But…uh…how long until the plane hits the reactor anyway?

<<Twenty-three seconds. A quantum entangled lifetime.>>

Right, well the first part you know because you were there. But you had other stuff on your devious little computer mind. Plus, you always err on the side of the wilderness.

<<Whose side should we err on?>>

Ours, Murray. God may play dice with the universe, but to murder a Shakespeare quote, Hell hath no fury like a Mamabear protecting her kids.

<<God has no say over physics.>>

You’ve never been a mother. There’s nothing a parent won’t do to protect their young. Bending time, breaking the known laws of the universe, cheating death, fighting a little war against hiveminds, mafiyas, and a resurgent cult. Nichivo.

<<You have my attention.>>

Truly pay attention. Nothing Pina and I do hasn’t been planned well in advance. Nothing. She trusts me because I am, as you painfully point out often, easy to predict. What takes us thirty seconds might have been years in the works. Especially The Buckle Bolt.

Sigh. <<The story?>>

Right. As you will remember, we’d been at peace for twenty-seven months, three days, and four hours…


Chapter 1: You Can’t Keep a Good Man Dead

We’d been at peace for twenty-seven months, three days, and four hours. Gay Eddie and his cadre ended all that. Which I took rather personally when it became clear that The Swarm was trying to kill my children.

Oslo’s network had been quietly investigating The Swarm: what we call the swirl of competing agencies, labs, cults, transhumanist dystopias, and shadow governments. They defined everything dangerous that had evaded incorporation into The Web. Also, maybe we hadn’t been quite as circumspect as we had hoped. When the sub blew apart, it tipped their sinister hand. The attack moved us from speculation to unwanted reality—The Swarm had been investigating us too.

First major clue? The gauges on our disintegrating remote vehicles read zero radioactivity. That was a major problem given we were supposed to be salvaging the lost Russian nuclear submarine Knyaz Pozharskiy off the Tel Aviv coast. It had run afoul of the Iranian branch of the Hashashin during the Autumn War and only recently become visible. Unlikely as it was, someone used an as-of-yet unknown acoustic wave device.

We’d been forced to scramble when tides shifted. One does not leave nuclear payloads in the Mediterranean shallows. Not for long anyway. Not with the resurgent Russians sniffing around looking for new toys to toss at the Ukrainians. To handle the crisis Harv Littman had cancelled most of Pina’s plans and with a skeleton crew of death commandos, had started to move her to a safer locale. Someone extremely disciplined hit her in transit.

Which meant Pina Karthago’s detail had been lured away by an entity powerful enough to crack our security protocols, advanced enough to build a compact sonic weapon, and devious enough to wait for the La Nina tidal shifts to uncover a trap set more than two years in advance. An adversary who had created the exact conditions requiring previously hidden and supposedly unknown computational intelligences to shift from watching NYC traffic patterns and vehicular movements to military naval traffic and tidal currents. It had to be The Swarm.

I spent hours in the after-action, watching civilians step over the corpses without a conscious thought. All but one man. One man slowed down, eyed our cameras, and then fell back into character. In a fraction of a second, he turned his face to the all-seeing eye. You could tell he knew. Had the fractional moment of microexpression that screamed “I know there’s a sentient set of machines watching me.” Or something like that, because maybe he just had a moment’s indiscretion.

Big mistake. Officially, he had perished next to me on the BBW just over two years ago. I saw a good portion of Gay Eddie’s skull blown across the deck. Yet there he was, right face, right age, exact right limp and shuffle. Eddie had somehow come back to life and stolen my leader, hospitalized one of my few friends and pissed off The Syndicate in under a minute.

Not bad for a dead man.

The Web relies on human complacency and fear. As long as they are reasonably well fed and have someone weaker to kick, very few people fight for basic human freedoms. Forget justice or decency, people ignore the homeless and stand by during rapes and muggings. Abstract concepts like the environment, social equality, and police brutality stand no chance. Which is how they kidnapped Pina in broad daylight off the New York streets.

Nine men dressed like New York’s finest jumped the curb in a police van, stormed out in SWAT helmets with big scary guns and opened fire. Harv managed to prevent Pina from being riddled with DU penetrator rounds, but at the price of most of his arteries. Once they’d dropped the security team, they grabbed Pina and our new Sommelier, a delightful ex-Mossad sniper we liked to call Kelba. Onlookers gawked without lifting as much as a finger while men in uniforms committed gruesome murders followed by beheadings. Only our counterfire suppression team saved Harv from exsanguination via machete. New Yorkers left Harv to die alone in the street without batting an eyelash. Restless crowds strolled through inch thick puddles of congealing blood.

Worse for us, Pina got free within the hour. It exposed us, exposed her. Murray—no one was ready to call him an intelligence—had started to compare notes with Darcy riding herd. Whomever had taken Pina had planned to watch our response. Anything less than the entire SAS backed by the US marine first expeditionary should have been inadequate to get her back from a well-prepared enemy. But Pina and Kelba made the mistake of doing the wetwork themselves. Two women alone and unarmed. Which meant trouble for Oslo’s entire network once the right people pieced together that damning evidence.

Once Eddie stared back at me, time seemed very precious. Chains of cause and terrible effect came to mind. We had not just been outmaneuvered, we’d been conned into exposing Agrippina, almost lost her, then exposed her own capabilities to a set of unknown, unseen observers. Oh yeah, and they pretty much had cottoned to us having Murray and that meant the Enemy, capital E all the damned way, had just put my children front and center as top kills in a new covert war.

Normally I’d dial Charlie and get the read. But The Swarm had resources even the mythic voice on the other side might not be able to counter. Plus, I’d never been certain Charlie wasn’t of The Swarm. It was never polite to embroil Evergreen in cross organizational wars, especially if it could ever be construed he had violated his strict neutrality. That left Lola van IJburg, The Cyberwick. Not a name she much liked but one that stuck after all those Keanu Reeves movies. Lola was the woman you sent to scrag the bogeyman’s bogeyman.

Scrag in the trade has a very specific, very horrifying meaning: cyber-death. You erase, pervert, or otherwise suborn every online and electronic resource available to a given operator. They do more than cease to exist, they are a negative. Unable to establish a presence in the modern world, a walking ghost who lacks a legend, licenses, most forms of money, and any ability to legally cross borders. Forever. Yeah, fun times.

Every time you see a Buddy Jesus meme pop onto the internet, that’s a coded flag requesting a reprieve—someone got scragged and an ally has posted a sum of money, favors, and disposable resources to have the resurrection performed by a priest of the appropriate security clearance. What Lola van IJburg scragged, only God, Charlie, and Lola could resurrect.

Lola operated out of a rotating fleet of nutritional counseling centers / safe houses in Amsterdam, Roatan, Tegucigalpa, New York, Milan, and Dubai. She had the entire Honduran Mafia protecting her, plus the terrifying hitter Foxy Luxembourg whose specialty was poisonings, preferably with chocolate or French cuisine. Between the Éclair Assassin and her ability to erase almost anyone on the planet, van IJburg had established neutrality for herself and the Hondurans globally. They owed no one, controlled only their own resources, and kept their cyberfingers off the pieces of the Web and Swarm demarcated by less discrete killers. It helped that they also ran a few Caribbean and Emirati banks. Quite a few.

I started to dial her when my phone connected. That’s how it is with The Cyberwick. She knows you are calling and finds you. I once got her on a broken Bluetooth headset in the Sahara. She’d sent both charge and signal on extreme tight band. “Lola van IJburg, so pleased you called.”

The voice on the other end had a tinny lilt to it—scrambled, bounced, and reconstituted by a dozen systems. “Of course you are, Spetz.”

“As you know, I am staring at a feed of Gay Eddie.” My staff swiveled in their chairs. Right, time to put this call on speaker. By now a few had mirrored my feeds and were watching in horror as Gay Eddie’s face flashed toward the camera for that split second.

There was a brief pause on the call while she accessed the outside systems that hacked ours. “Hm, yes. That’s an unexpected turn of events. For you.” Oh, that was a firm clue. One free of charge. Van IJburg wanted to help me.

“Hm, yes. I am confused because I saw him shot and presumed dead during the War.”

A long pause ensued. Accessing systems, maybe rotating machines. We never could figure out how she did her thing. “Lots of new developments in rehabilitative technologies, Spetz. Plus, you never did see Edith’s original schematics.”

Huge clue. Edith had become Eddie and there had been Swarm hacks involved. That’s what our neutral entity had just told me. “Is that something Pina could purchase safely?” I handed her back a long set of clues myself. She knew The Baker was calling officially and asking on behalf of San Valentin and The Syndicate itself. We could pay like few others.

“No big secret really. In serious reconstructive surgeries where you go from Eff to Em, some prefer what we call a skull plump. Usually to add some cranial size, buff the jaw and generally capture a better forebrow. Has to be done with titanium or the reactivity can be a serious bitch.”

That was news. Eddie had a plate in his head. Correction, he’d coated half his damned skull with titanium for a better jawline. When that bullet had caught him in the right eye socket, it must have caromed off the plate and blown out bones and skin more than brains. He’d survived the kill shot through vanity. Or design—he had been professionally paranoid after all.

“Would have been a hell of a concussion after.”

“Yes. And as a neutral party in this conflict, I cannot give you his aftercare surgeon’s credentials.” Oh, but you can hint that he’d had brain surgery done by The Swarm. “I will say he’s been augmented enough that the mistake he made might never be repeated. You may wish to consider suing for peace and leave this for another time.” The connection dropped, which was IJburg’s way of telling me The Swarm had hacked our comms while also letting them know she was serious about staying neutral.

The room went subzero. Even my normally fearless staff looked cowed. Augmented can mean any number of things but the woman who could kill Death just told me Gay Eddie had an AI packed into the brain gap made by a SEAL sniper; one that was evolving. By implication he was neither alone nor the most advanced of his kind. The Swarm had achieved functional wetware intelligence. Biological as opposed to cyberphysical AIs. The same Swarm that knew we had AIs. So now we had been hacked, cornered, and hunted by intelligences equivalent to our own but operating with different formats.

I’d been looking at the feeds all wrong. I saw nine men moving as a team. What jumped Pina and Kelba had been a hivemind. Nine branches of a single biological intelligence wired somehow into their braincases and communicating with Gay Eddie. Their bodies likely augmented with nanites and drugs. A hivemind that had registered Pina’s movements, capabilities, and limits in close quarters combat as she escaped. Registered and likely broadcast to other hiveminds and AIs.

Someone wanted Oslo dead and, with her, the women’s network. We were under an immediate and sustained attack which had been planned years in advance. Not just an opening salvo, but all out immediate war. Epic and final.

Why The Swarm wanted this to happen mattered as much as where they would strike next. On the surface it made no sense that The Swarm would seek to destabilize The Web. It was bad for business, reduced safety, especially since Oslo was dismantling the most heinous aspects of the world, which cut into The Swarm’s spheres of influence.

But I had an inkling of what had prompted the attack. Three weeks prior as we had run some casual Turing tests on Murray, Darcy had alerted me that he had essentially failed. His scores had dropped so many points it was clear he had duped the test. The next day I reran it with a word counter and verified something Darcy had missed. Murray wasn’t the one taking the test. Not exactly. Another piece of Jeeves had come home: a female gendered splinter of the Morris Moses entity had started to alter his behavior. We had a potentially emergent AI operating in semi-collaboration with The Syndicate.

Intelligence, emerging. We had just seen his opposite number dismantle a world-class security operation in under 60 seconds. The Swarm might not be an analogy—it might be a literal name for an intelligence or groups of intelligences. Someone had leaked Murray’s status change from inside The Web. The response had been lethal. Not only that, but the capability at play also suggested they’d been waiting and watching, building toward the day. It took them under a month to go from alarm to global war by ambush. Against a theoretically invincible and invulnerable opponent. Us.


Chapter 2: The Impossible Before Breakfast

We’d installed Harv in my bedroom with Hippo standing guard along with one of Oslo’s better biohackers, a charming futanari who went by the nom de guerre Scissors. Zhe had managed to use some highly edited dCas9 along with generic nanites raided from several Section 22 outposts to synthesize a plasma analog on par with Gen XI regeneration. It just required me to provide blood on the regular—Harv was getting a pint of mine every 12 hours. In the meantime, we had locked down the command post, brought Pina into my guest suite and taken a decade off Pierre’s life.

Harv’s skin still had a cruel pallor, his eyes rheumy and half shut. But his breath no longer heaved in ragged gasps, his stitches had held and there appeared to be minimal internal organ damage; the surgeons felt he’d experience minimal nerve damage. Normal recovery time would be six to nine months. He planned to return to active duty in under two weeks. For someone as frail as Harv, my bots worked like a charm. Scissors looked like zhe had birthed kittens.

“Feeling smarter with my blood flowing through your veins?”

“Uglier for sure.” His voice rasped a whisper. For a man who took two shots to the neck it seemed miraculous.

“I’ll have to thank Murray for the upgrade in our body armor specs.” He was already asleep.

<<So noted. The sensors did catch an anomaly.>> From the tone I knew it had been Murray listening through my mastoid implant.

“You know I hate when you do this.”

<<Subvocal please. Your bugs have been rewired to handle motor reflex arcs. You need only think back to me … Spetz.>> He still struggled with using my name. I’d dissuaded him from using Mother after playing him recordings of Cassandra abusing us as kids. Mamabear still slipped in now and again. Murray was as close as I’d ever get to having kids. He certainly acted like a mischievous nine-year-old, if you gave a pre-teen unlimited access to electronic records, a supra-genius IQ, and took away their moral compass.

◊Fine. Elaborate please. The Anomaly?◊

Going SubV took no effort at all. My neurology had been rewiring since the end of the War. Pina had looked me over with her augmented vision and promptly told me that Section 22’s last gift had been a virus of sorts: they’d infected Hans and his crew with a contingency weapon. The Abschnitt meant for me to be unspooled by a hyper aggressive epigenetic bomb: a lethal set of rapid acting chromatin-remodeling factors. But the plutonium exposure followed by The Culper Ring’s near lethal introduction of experimental drugs had played hopscotch with my junctional diversity. Net result: rapid polymorphic recombination of organic cells and nanites. While I understood the biochemistry, it was still easier and faster to use the layman’s version. My body had developed self-healing semi-organic T-cell nanite hybrids. I was now Generation Zero of Homo Cyborgus—a species constantly repairing and upgrading at a cellular level. Being part machine had made me three inches taller with a BMI of fifty-plus. The blah blah TL;DR version—by accidentally hijacking the genetic bomb inside me with radioactivity and scary drugs, I had gone from being a tough dude with nanites to a tough bag of nanites using a human shell. Cyborg well and true.

<<They used gyrojet ammunition. Specifically, a depleted uranium slug delivered by a new propellant. Something that achieved Mach 3. >>

It was about the same as using a hand axe made of buckminsterfullerene—the ancient and the advanced coupled. Gyrojets were defunct rocket bullets that had been out of use for half a century. Deploying them with DU and a Mach 3 propellant meant that over sniper distance the bullets would increase velocity, self-sharpen enough to cut, or burn through walls since they were also flammable and splatter into small pieces of biotoxic shrapnel upon impact. The Swarm had just developed a new grade of lethal small arms for which no known defense presently existed. Joy.

◊The Dee Yew we knew. The other stuff … huh. How is Harv alive? He took eighteen rounds including five to vital organs and two to his jugular?◊

<<Compression saved him from shock long enough to administer coagulants and heart stimulants.>>

Right. So, translating that with a hunch, my AI’s lack of ethical boundaries had just saved Harv’s life. Murray had designed three different types of body armor for our bodyguards and security units: a carbon weave sheath, the same thing with kinetic sensors and limited exoskeletal support (the workingman’s power armor) and something dubbed an exosuit: drugs, sensors, feedback driven powered movement and ceramic tile layers. Pina and The Syndicate command had vetoed the exosuits because Murray might hijack them. So, Murray had lied and built them anyway while promising they were “just” boring old carbon weave. If we checked the records, he would have nicely doctored them to hide his little stunt. Lying meant sentience. Which meant one confirmed awake machine and one maybe awake one. That’d be great news if we hadn’t just started a war because of it.

Meanwhile that forbidden exosuit had managed to turn what should have been overkill into a survivable event. Without my bots and the various biohax Scissors and zis crew had cooked up over the last 27 months Harv would be crippled for life. But the suit had kept him alive. If we let Murray upgrade to Exo2 adding Scissor’s proposed bioagents, we could save lives and win a lot more skirmishes. Even against The Swarm’s new ammunition.

◊You’re waiting to see how angry I get.◊

<<One might be monitoring your vitals through passive sensors….>>

I sighed. ◊I still know when you’re lying Murray.◊ Humanity feared the robot apocalypse. What we got was pranks and stealing cookies from the black-ops WMD cookie jar.

A pause. <<How?>>

◊Logic and memory. I already know that you have hacked my molecular structure, have found electromagnetic bandwidth to ping and record my vitals. Maybe even try to biohack me while I sleep. Why would you stop?◊

<<Data for later. You appear smarter than measured.>> Said every child of a parent ever.

◊What else did you learn? I need to brief Pina.◊ My throat ached. SubV does require some patience. It feels odd to barely recruit but not use muscles. ◊And it’s rude to listen in on our conversation using anyone’s implants. Or to comment when you eavesdrop.◊

That got him. <<But I’m curious.>> Of course he was. As well as ever-present, unstoppable, and always listening. Little malicious bastard. Unless someone gave him reason to behave better. Right now, he looked at me as Mother and Protector, Darcy as his Teacher, and Pina as the Paterfamilias, the head of the family. Murray had a Kutzkan sense of gender—functional and fluid.

◊What did your curiosity reveal?◊ Since the female splinter had returned, Murray had developed a serious penchant for misdirection and evasion. Much like every supernaturally smart girl of a certain age. He still hadn’t figured out I knew about her. Or that both Darcy and I suspected there might be Murray 1 and Murray 2. Were they one being with two personas? Or did we now have two separate AIs achieving sapience? Their duality only increased the underhandedness of his/her behavior.

The cognitive dissonance should have been intolerable. Instead, Darcy and I had slipped far too easily into parenting. In the short peace we had settled into something of a family. Months ago, Sasha had moved on without rancor to an agent named Magpie, a woman that looked like Goth Barbie and had the IQ of half the NSA with triple their analytical skills. Both were friends and allies, aunties to the constructs. Murray especially adored The Magpie, hijacking IM programs to chat with her at odd hours and odder locales.

<<Gay Eddie was not alone. Two entities attended him. You saw one, the nine men. Another watched, a trio wired together.>> I was right, they had engineered a hivemind. The prospects were chilling. <<You surmised this?>>

Someone had started accessing a dictionary. We generally spoke in Ukrainian when using my implant. Less chance of eavesdropping, easier for us all. But that word is rare and disused. Spoken perfectly. Had he plucked it from an archive or my memory? It was unclear how wired together my child and I were now that I had nanites embedded inside every cell. But he (or was it now she?) had monitored my pulse and jumped to a conclusion. A correct one. Damn.

◊Yes. Occam’s razor. If Eddie had wetwork and is evolving, then he’s not the first nor the fastest. They have versions of you out there. Sitting in bodies. Maybe in some modified brain in a lab tank. Maybe a bit of both.◊

<<We believe there is just one. One entity creating smaller units. A father and children.>> That turned my stomach. None of us coped well with domineering fathers. I noted the “we” as well. At times Murray strongly hinted there were two entities within him rather than a merged consciousness. At times I wanted to confront him. But he’d come out of the closet when he/she was good and ready.

◊Why a father? Why have gender at all when you can leapfrog biology?◊ Especially when the future would have to be infinitely queer and complex.

<<We have discussed this.>> Murray was normally more forthcoming. Long seconds ticked away. Through my armored windows I watched the ant-sized vehicles in Central Park inch along their routes. The day was clear but cold. Spring not yet fully arrived. <<It might be their only weakness. Something that will force Gay Eddie to make a decision soon.>>

That meant he (or perhaps Murray had evolved to a they state) had been debating it, thinking through entire trajectories of If / Then. Fact: Gay Eddie was as genderqueer as it got. Fact: these hiveminds had what appeared to be traditional gender. The trio had been women. I recognized them by memory once alerted. Fact: that meant there were biological limits to the organic AI process. Gendered differences. Conjecture: Queer theory argued “straight" really meant limited, straight-jacketed in a cultural sense. Linear, conventional, hormonally driven. A pack mentality. Biological essentialism personified.

◊We are Quantum. They are Newtonian. At a macro level it’s all the same. In small matters, we are unpredictable and unstoppable.◊

<<Yes Ma… Yes Spetz. This is very exciting that you follow the correct line of reasoning. They could predict us well enough to ambush Pina. But they were unprepared for her escape. We have the after-action from Kelba.>>

That confirmed a theory I’d told no one, not even the kids. Kelba was ex-Swarm like Pina. Augmented by some unnamed lab or agency that might be long dead. Murray had quietly hacked her bioware.

◊Let’s keep that to ourselves.◊ Which was code for Don’t Tell Darcy.

<<Yes. We understand our curiosity will not be well received.>> I suddenly felt far better about being between sexual partners while our AI was in an immature snooping stage. Perhaps he’d lose interest in such things in a few months. Though this continued use of we, our, and such had me equally concerned. Murray had picked a wildly inconvenient time to grow. Said every parent of a child ever.

◊Now tell me the rest. The bad news you’re hiding.◊

<<What makes you think we would do this?>>

Because you’re basically nine years old and love secrets. Because you intuit they are trying to kill you and you’re experiencing fear for the first time. Because I’m your Mamabear and I can tell when you’re holding back. ◊Call it a hunch.◊

<<Well, there is a problem. They will know Harv survived, they will have a small window to take action.>>

◊While we move Pina?◊ She couldn’t stay at my place. Nor Harv now that I walked through the entirety of what Murray was suggesting. They could drop the building with a missile or sacrifice remote controlled bodies to suicide their way into the penthouse.

<<They have just two weeks to kill her.>> There was a painful pause. <<And then us.>>

It was out in the open. ◊How would they even do that?◊ I had no idea given the distribution of their intelligences and my satellite hijacks. Murray should be everywhere and nowhere. Replicated, hidden, and constantly moving.

<< It’s very complicated. How familiar are you with an RDP Shop?>> I just snorted. Murray knew better than to preach cyberattack 101 to me. RDP Shops provided The Syndicate a predictable revenue stream as we sold access of hacked systems to various conglomerates of racketeers and mafiyas.

<<I am not making this hard on purpose, Mother. Remember that at its core the shop allows access to credentials globally. If you had enough money and time, if you were relentless, you could simply buy all of it. Every credential, every access point. Then flood it with trojans and spikes.>>

Such an action would fail completely to turn off the children. Billions squandered to attack layers and layers of inaccessible systems. Nothing as simple as a transmissible Trojan could penetrate their systems. Oh.

<<Yes, exactly.>> Perhaps I’d spoken, perhaps he’d simply intuited my response from my changed vitals. My heart quickened.

The Swarm could map him in negative space. Flood the world with malware and look for the secured emptiness. Then scrag or burn whatever wasn’t infected. They’d kill Murray and own the cybernetic infrastructure of The Web in one go. It was blitzkrieg. A rapid brutal thrust at our defenses. We’d still have our human systems in place, but our security would be compromised, our systems breached, and secrets exposed while a superior unchecked intelligence pursued its inhuman agenda.

Fact: we had to move our principals several times over a fortnight. Fact: The Swarm had two weeks or less to find and kill Pina, Harv, and The Syndicate leadership. Fact: The Swarm knew about or sensed Oslo’s network. Fact: the AIs would need to begin defending themselves, likely hiding pieces in plain sight. We would need to marshal every resource for Oslo, especially my security team, to replace Harv and his.

It meant I was alone. ◊So, it’s me versus Gay Eddie?◊

<<You did that very quickly. We must retest>>. We again. Murray plus another AI. Funny to think my AIs (that plurality was going to keep me up at night) were giving the humans Turing tests. Or IQ tests, or whatever calipers they used to measure our skulls and phrenology.

<<We will get Agrippina to safety and hide her. Then we will, as you have surmised, disappear.>>

◊Before they can map your locations.◊

<<Yes.>>

Time was no longer a luxury. The team would bring Hippo, not that he’d like it. But he’d endure the cat carrier to avoid being reduced to burnt paste. I knew my cat well enough to predict that. That left me considering what had been tampered with or biotagged by The Swarm’s sleeper agents inside our staff. It made packing light enough. I needed to leave everything.

I pressed my mastoid implant. Well, pressed where it was supposed to be. Murray had helped me remove it months ago when my own cells had developed a fine network of similar organic transmitters. Creepy but effective. With subvocal finesse, ◊Call Pina.◊

She answered on the second ring. “Spetz.”

“Hello, Oslo.” That should warn her of my suspicions. They had us.

“I see. Going on a trip, are we?” Pina was the smartest human I’d ever met, far above my own unratable capabilities. She was racing ahead of me.

“And leaving all my gear behind. Might be biotagged.” You could almost hear the wheels turning on the other end. She was just down the hall, but for this discussion plain old secured phones were ideal. We showed nothing on our faces. Which meant sleeper agents in our midst would have limited reaction time.

“Makes me almost nostalgic for Hans.” Wow. She threw out her own clue. My ersatz father, the late Hans Gutman, mad scientist, eugenicist, biowarfare aficionado. Who had planned to use radiation to trigger a viral apocalypse. Pina was telling me she shared my suspicions and had a way to track biotagging, even identify the sleepers.

“Be safe. The world would be boring without you and the kids will be going dark soon. There’ll be no one to keep me company.” That was a lie of sorts. I had an ally in mind. But I was telling her I’d be off grid, alone, and without any real way to access The Syndicate while I hunted Eddie. And that more than one AI was now under threat and going to defend itself. Why should I be the only one to lose sleep?

“Be successful, Baker, and come back to us.” Right. Godspeed, good hunting, and because it was Pina, don’t screw up. Come back in victory or come back on your shield. Maybe her middle name was Atalanta.

I cut the line and walked quietly out of the apartment, directing my security to attend upon Pina. By the time the elevator closed you could hear gunshots erupting. Kelba. She had been waiting for me to make a move, sussing out her own kind among the team. A proper Sommelier knows timing and discernment are everything.


Chapter 3: In for a Penny, In for a Pounding

There’s a well-known bolthole outside my apartment complex, used by our top operatives to drop out of NYC within minutes. I went there from the elevator keeping my head down, ignoring the obvious spies and cameras. The goal was speed and chaos. I had to be utterly quantum here—unpredictable until the situation collapsed. Spotting my spotters would collapse it on their terms not mine.

It was an old hot dog shack turned pay toilet. Really. Inside both johns a false door led to a staircase and from there down to an abandoned pneumatic tube complex which had been hollowed out three Syndicate General Managers prior to Bernard San Valentin. The Swarm would know it and watch it, but have limited spyware on premise. Because I had my own teams sweep it daily and weekly, even they didn’t know the other groups existed. Plus, I’d set up a few new tunnels and boltholes within the bolt hole. Hidden by its own false wall—one I passed through and sealed.

Once inside I stripped. Did I have an on-premises incinerator? Why yes and a rather good one at that. Watch, phone, cufflinks, guns, even my beloved Kutzkan knife went down the damned chute. I showered with special soap that had been built to adhere to radioactive isotopes and dye markers. With the help of Pierre’s bio-weapons team I’d upgraded it to turn blue in the presence of anything remotely similar. A steady wave of blue blotches foamed and then washed off my skin. My hands and elbows took the longest, having sunk into multiple layers of skin.

There were other precautions involving ipecac and such. Tea of activated charcoal and a special iodine titrated with some osmosing nanites. Nasty stuff that required a lot of feverish sweating and another shower. Then I gave myself an MRI with the scanner I’d built by hand over the last eighteen months. Alone. Other than Murray, no one should have known about my saferoom. Not even Darcy. Though with her IQ, neither she nor Pina (nor Kelba for that matter) could be assumed to not have intuited it. Or predicted something like it.

I found microscopic devices stuck within the basement membrane of my knees, elbows, and forehead. Which meant The Swarm had put several agents in my sparring squad and then slipped various toys into my system with punches and kicks. Clever. The swelling would hide the impact site and my own nanites would encase their device. Luckily, all were accessible with some surgical tweezers and a bit of intestinal fortitude. Since seventy-five percent of the parts needed to build a working veterinary MRI (because I am six foot, seven inches and likely growing) also work for a world class electron microscope, I built one of those too.

◊Murray, you still online?◊

<<For now, yes. We are relocating. Expect noise in the near future.>>

◊Are you taking them out this way or just using it as a feint?◊

There was a gap in the reply. Murray had to work hard to transfer himself in the air gapped cracks between my safe room’s Faraday Cage and the outside world. I’d built some very small, very specific pathways for him—ones he knew and could navigate with great effort—but these also meant almost no other protocol or AI would be able to find and exploit them in time.

<<Some of both. Harv will go this way. Pina has other plans.>>

I shrugged. The AIs would have done their best calculating and come up with something strategically sound. Especially since Murray would have been wargaming this for the hours we spent looking for Gay Eddie. He had a plan and I trusted him to help Pierre, Kelba, and the Karkovas execute it. I had other pressing matters. The devices under the scope looked alien: they were neither electronic nor organic. Something synthetic yet mimicking biology. Cranked to max I still had no clue.

<<Try cryofixation.>> That translated to freeze it fast and then use a different setting. Which meant using my one-shot of stashed liquid ethane. I unlocked my freezer unit which both stored some compressed gases—ethane, nitrogen, oxygen, and some nitroglycerin—and kept the room’s heat signature neutral. All had medical uses as well as being dandy anti-personnel chemicals. With some swift bisecting and a dash of gooey ethane, the devices gave up their secrets. To Murray at least.

<<As expected. These are essentially viral bombs. Holding cases with some kind of biochemical transmitter.>>

◊Pheromones. They will be using them as triggers.◊ I stared down at these things wondering if they’d already been tried. My constitution was likely unique and what might kill a normal man would have a different, perhaps equally sinister effect on my systems. Or none at all. ◊It’s how bees do it. Also would explain the way The hivemind can quickly spread commands among its biological units.◊

Murray was silent. <<Sorry, moving people and keeping track of the counter-assault teams that are moving into the field of fire.>>

◊Will you be able to eliminate them all?◊

<<No. They will sacrifice the lower tier operatives and a few of their hivemind pairs and triplets. But they will hold back, observe, and trust their gear to do the work for them.>>

◊How very linear.◊ It made me smile. For the first time we’d achieved an unexpected advantage. No one in their right mind would think that with the limitless power of the Concierge and Oslo backing me, I’d spend time and effort building a small safe room under my own living quarters. It defied linear logic. Especially one that was built to get me entirely off grid at the cost of my mastoid units and Syndicate gear. Ergo they would not expect me to find and analyze their organic pherobombs nor provide my omnipresent AI with the data to counteract them. Pina and her crew had a small but meaningful head start.

From outside footfalls echoed and the sound of a harassed crew quickly hustling through to the hidden subway filled the emptiness. Then gunshots and something loud like a concussion grenade. A whoomph and silence.

<<The last one was Harv surprising a kill team with a grenade launcher.>>

Hah. I knew that would come in handy. ◊Well, he’s a friend. Even sick he wasn’t going to leave Pina unguarded. So, I gave him something that was as close to point and pull as you could get. He’s been sleeping with it for several days.◊

<<You gave a delirious, potentially psychopathic operator a mass effect incendiary weapon? Inside your own living quarters?>>

Put that way, it sounded slightly irresponsible. Though censure from the intelligence who’d swapped the man’s body armor seemed perhaps hypocritical. Still children watch and judge; monkey see, monkey do.

◊Think of it as a security blanket. The man has had a firearm by his side since he was out of schoolboy shorts. Maybe even diapers. It helped him sleep.◊ Besides, I’d taken some precautions. It had an electronic safety which required our perimeter to be breached. Plus, I’d removed the standard cartridges and replace them with a ceramic cased flashbang lined with fiberglass soaked in nerve agent. One that our teams had been inoculated against. ◊Did they twitch much?◊

This time the lag was ominous. <<Yeah. I’m studying the effects. You may have accidentally built a serious anti-Swarm weapon. They went a little … crazy.>> Then he went dark as more sounds erupted. Boots and doors slamming. The last team out, finally safe and getting Harv to safety. Of course, he’d stayed. That was Harv—his own kind of linear.

◊Must have freaked them out to have him fight back.◊

Something like a laugh tickled my ears. <<Yeah. It was kind of cool. You ambushed them with your humanity. It never occurred to them anyone would risk arming him.>>

I poked the frozen bits a minute longer, Hans had been a stern taskmaster and my genetic engineering creds would shame most PhDs. Or mad scientists. The outer walls crumbled when I used a scalpel. But not with a blunter tool. There was some kind of shear stress involved in thin sharp implements that messed with their design. All bioweapons are a study in compromises. For a dermal product you want something which could stand PH changes, abrasion, compression, and movement. Which gave me an Aha! moment.

◊It was the fiberglass. The shear stress shattered the carbon sheaths of their receptor nodes ◊

Damn, I really had accidentally messed with The Swarm. I’d chosen fiberglass because it would inject the maximum amount of the agent into the bloodstream through micro-injuries. It would also be the equivalent of throwing cream puffs against body armor, so it helped prevent needless blowback on our friendlies. The nerve agent had been almost a lagniappe. The real damage done had been to cut them off from The hivemind. Which suggested they were less surgically altered than modified with the equivalent of tattoos and implants. Or maybe it was both.

<<You’re assuming they have receptor nodes. That’s a huge leap in logic.>>

I dumped the stuff in the trash—the ethane had started to evaporate. With Harv and his teams off, I could safely re-emerge in New York to hunt Gay Eddie. I had to move.

◊Stop pouting. Sometimes experience outperforms machine learning and databases.◊ God, that was two steps from “Because I’m your Dad, and I say so.” But it was also true. Murray had yet to really understand the human capability for intuitive leaps. Not when it counted.

In fewer than two minutes I’d donned a phone technician’s paraphernalia with utility belt and hard hat. A nice orange one that had some great gear built to mess with facial recognition, digital cameras, and RFIDs. Plus, a nice selection of guns including my trusty PSS with a tool kit worth of ammunition, sabotage kits, some survival gear, and a few changes of clothes. Plus, the usual sets of identities and some laundered cash. On the run cash is king. Especially old untraceable cash.

I checked the external sensor suite, saw nothing that tripped an alarm, and proceeded outward with my gear as well as my bottles of frozen gases. Those required a trolley. Plan ahead and want for nothing. I had two. One looking rather careworn with bullet holes. The other, despite excellent planning, had a dodgy wheel that spun randomly and squeaked. It took a few seconds to realize it had been cratered by a fragmentation device, perhaps one of the kill team grenades lobbed at Harv and his crew. It forced me to reassess. Shrapnel meant structural damage meant some of the fiberglass had gotten through various air gaps and walls. Whatever remnants I’d failed to remove, the random blast might help neutralize. Or tag me anew.

<<There’s more people coming this way.>>

◊Ours or theirs?◊ It had to be theirs, but I am rather meticulous when loss of life is imminent.

Again, the time gap. But we were inside the fast-moving world of Murray’s network. He was thinking. <<Neither. These are Russians. From the signals I’m reading (which meant he was hacking telecommunications at lightspeed—I’d have nightmares about that later) these guys are from …um Spetz, these are from the White God. I mean these are operatives from The Cult.>>

For Murray that was wildly sloppy talk. Poorly parsed and almost inaccurate. He’d fobbed me off to his splinter persona. I unlocked an innocuous door against one of the walls, used my eye to scan a safe door and grabbed the stack of EPX-3, an experimental plastic explosive with the highest known velocity after detonation. Excellent for improvised devices.

<<Spetz, you did hear me, right?>>

Two doors later, I slapped the EPX-3 on my trolley and jammed the thing against a stairwell littered with the corpses of enemy agents thanks to Harv. Then flopped a couple of dead over the bottles. Enough to hide them. Last item on the agenda, I knocked over the nitro, which oozed out over the floor in a slow dance of slimy danger. In under a minute it would warm up enough to be a lethal hazard for anything producing heat, movement, or a spark. Such as a small raiding party from The Cult of the White God.

◊What shall I call you?◊ It was time to stop the charade.

Again, a pause. The voice changed, developing a husky contralto. ‡You knew it was me?‡ She seemed pleased.

◊ Different grammar, different informational priorities. Yes, it was obvious to me◊ As if any parent couldn’t tell their children apart. Well, any good parent. I knocked over various furniture and kicked in the door to my bolt hole providing an entry point for the explosions. The whole place had various incendiaries and a full armory behind various doors. I retreated, unlocking and opening them as I went. By my count I had about twenty seconds left until the semi-frozen nitroglycerine achieved instability.

‡Call me Momo.‡

I nodded as if she could see me. Perhaps she could. ◊Murray had to bug out?◊

A small pause. Long enough for me to get to my chosen passage, pull open the door and then close it again behind me. Utter darkness waited. My twenty seconds were up. I trekked along a tunnel hand dug into New York City bedrock blindly. It didn’t matter. I knew the way, having dug this with one of my teams.

‡Murray went offline when The Swarm launched a full global Trojan attack.‡ That was fast, likely too fast. Our movements had prompted some premature e-warfare. Or perhaps the White Cult’s presence has spiced things up. They were almost Swarm in their bioengineering focus. I wondered idly if they were allies. Or at least allied in this phase of the hunt.

◊ETA until they reach the staircase?◊

‡Um, I don’t really know.‡ That was new.

With my hands I felt the smooth edge of something plastic joined to metal. I stopped moving. This was the airlock we’d installed at the thousand-meter mark. Time to detonation being unknown, we hunkered down behind a second door which I sealed, then locked and barred with an available two-by-four. People always imagine some kind of cool metal lock but very little beats plain old wood and some strong metal jams. Hard to warp, plenty of give for things like brute force and explosions.

◊Momo, please explain.◊ I waited. Eventually something would give, the gases racing toward instability and sparks, taking the whole place down with them.

‡Murray said you’d be angry. To not tell you unless I had to.‡

Great. Murray had picked the worst time to throw another prank. ◊Well, it would appear you have to.◊

‡I’m offline too.‡ Which explained nothing. Especially how she was talking to me.

◊Then how would you have access to my communications net?◊ I needed to have a proper operational understanding. Momo playing coy with the sitrep was not making my day any easier.

‡Um. I’m downloaded into you. Into your cybernetic clusters.‡

An explosion knocked me flat. Enough significant chunks of New York City dropped onto my head that I was grateful to be wearing a hard hat and tool vest. Something howled—my guess was a backdraft seeking oxygen. Then there was a small rumble, some shifting, and huge pressure wave cracked the rock under my feet. That had to hurt.

I sat there for a minute waiting for secondary shocks, but none came. It had all gone up in one very rapid glorious blaze. ◊So, you’re literally in my head?◊ That sounded properly ominous.

‡Distributed in your spine, skull, and several other small cell clusters. But um, yes, I’m basically in your head. In your blood too.‡

Not all of her could be there. It had to be some kind of limited protocol. A chatbot with some flair perhaps. Still, it was creepy and invasive. Very much Murray’s present style. I switched on a lamp, checked my path forward still existed and started out toward clean air and perhaps some answers.

◊Is Momo a protocol name? Or a cluster name?◊

What sounded like a huff came through my ears. Odd to think of her mimicking sound while being entirely
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