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“Why do all crazy ones write manifestos?”

-Graezer, head of Thirty Thieves Thunder Chief Gang

Extracted Prisoner Statement Active JgvX-corp79:

A muffled voice.

Trixy Rose-petal Stardust.

Alias? Yeah. They call me Rigs.

Door opening and closing. The shuffle of feet.

You’re asking me for the truth? How about this... the world is just as shitty as the brown slime that comes into the world with us when we’re born. Once they smack you around and make you cry it all goes downhill. That’s how we should celebrate birthdays: An ass-kicking. I don’t care though. Once I figured out there was no hope, I grew up quick enough. People like you don’t let people like me forget our stations, even as babies.

A pause. Another muffled voice. Chairs moving.

If I am being straight, it is more accurate that life moved me. I just happened to wake up in the middle of a roller coaster expletive removed from public record storm. Oh, I remember exactly when I found the truth! My first exposure to it was being slugged half a dozen times in the mouth. I was just a little girl.

Silence.

Got caught not watching over my shoulder. I didn’t expect to have a stranger pummel the back of my head to the pavement. Then I certainly wasn’t ready to have him rip my clothes off. In flashes: He was snarling. “Wake up, bitch,” he drooled and beat me some more. I was screaming when he rolled me onto my back. I recall how heavily he was wheezing. It was as if this was the most exercise he’d gotten in his life. He told me things, as he pulled his buckle that are engraved into my nightmares. It’s best I do not tell anyone these thoughts. They can die with me. No one needs to hear that.

Silence.

Sorry. I’ll continue. Unless it affects your completionism. Get over it. So, he had me where he wanted me. He hissed and spat in my face. His growling grew fevered. I wanted to hurl because he smelled like a bottle of whiskey spilled into a clogged toilet. He was junky garbage. Today, I would swat him like a fly.

Today, a crank head like him would shit his pants if he ran into me in a dark alley, instead of the other way around. But back then I was just a frightened teenaged girl. I was lanky, awkward, and ugly. So that was the day I nearly fell prey to your truth.

I had a secret though. I always have a secret. His last earthly action was when he climbed on top of me thinking of nothing but filth. I can still see the lights go out of his eyes like water draining down the sink. I didn’t have much to call my own, but I did have a way to skin and gut rats... so I could eat. The blade pierced his gut deep, and I hit a lucky spot. The last thought in that pig rapist’s head was worthless, like him. Some men can think of nothing but smut.

A chuckle.

Oh yeah. That’s real funny shit. You people are sick.

Murmurs, then silence.

What... should I go on, or not?

A single voice, muffled.

I rolled him off and watched him for a second as he twitched and gasped. There was more blood than I expected. It soaked his shirt. Death never looked that way in the movies. At least not in the ones I used to see when I was little. They ran them on the greenhouse wall on Sunday mornings. I was barely knee high. Once the piece of human garbage stopped wriggling, I ran.

I ran fast and I ran far. It was my thing back then, running away. I’d been doing it since I was eleven years old. It wasn’t because I was a spoiled brat, if that’s what you’re thinking. The first time I hit the streets was because my parents were commune hippies stuck in a fantasy world where the Head Farmer was the law. Sometimes, like the law I knew, the Head Farmer also pays way too much attention to eight-year-old girls when no one else is around.

Just so it’s clear: What I went through in those days is why I am who I am today. It led me down this road. I used to ask why me. A little girl should have been playing with dolls and pretending to marry Doctor Dreamy. Not me; screw that. I’ll quote the hippie preacher, “We, as a race, have sunk so low that all of man reeks of the devil’s asshole.” Yeah, he really used to say that.

Of course, the dirt-bag was commenting on social sins, not runaways. The devil’s stink has nothing to do with me. I don’t know... I’m rambling. It’s the shit you injected in my neck, I guess.

Anyway, now I ask myself why not me. As I make this statement, I am a lifetime past being an eight-year-old victim. I also haven’t been a homeless teenager eating rat-meat in a very long time. You people have accused me of murder on so many counts I got tired of listening to your corporate lawyers read the list of charges.

Muffled voices.

No. I took a nap. I don’t care, they’re probably true. But expletive removed from public record you! Who gave you the right to arrest me anyway? In the old days, corporate police did their jobs right... they didn’t just kidnap and torture. You say murder, I say job... and one I do extremely well. I know all the tricks. Work efficiently and precisely. And from the very beginning I was a natural.

A muffled voice.

Hell no! No regret... and I don’t need your mercy. That, you can stick up your ass. I will, however, promise revenge. I’ll remember those of you dumb enough to show me your faces. I’ll also remember your voices, even if it’s encrypted on this statement. Muffled voices won’t save you.

Silence.

I don’t know who you are for sure. I think you work for the old man. If you do, you’re already worm shit. Oh, wait! I do have one regret. It’s that I allowed myself to be tricked by you morons. For that, you will die. Either I will kill you... or my friends will.

A muffled voice.

That’s a expletive removed from public record lie! You could tell me Washington dug up Madonna, brought her back from the dead, and then made her the Queen of England, and I would believe it more than what you just told me. There is no conceivable way Slicer is dead... none of them can ever die! Eclipse always finds a way.

We always have and we always will.

We’re survivors and we never forget to pay a debt.

Will you take an I.O.U.?

-Trixy “Rigs” Stardust, 2185
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1

[image: image]


“If your place is haunted by things that go bump in the night, call me! Let me delete your fear.”

-Spydr, professional ghost buster.

Ghosts are real.

It is a scientific reality.

They are there, surrounding us all, all the time. Visible to the naked eye like bizarre, free-floating, semi-translucent jellyfish in an endless, global tank. Always busy, always active, but traffic gets so much heavier when night falls. Especially on the west coast, where Tom Zeus Enterprise consoles, the most common of projection generators, are plentiful. It is when digital projections rise from their consoles and head off for mischief in the real world. These are not your clanking chain, sheet over the head ghosts that your grandmother warned you about. These are the future. When something moves in the corner of your eye and is gone when you turn to look... when you feel like you’re being followed. When the knife is in a different place on the kitchen counter than where you just set it moments ago.

You are not imagining things.

Ghosts are real.

*
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DEAD OF NIGHT ARRIVED, and she brought a belt filled with live bullets. She was leaving a breadcrumb trail through a dirty jungle of broken-down palaces... in her wake, red and purple human gore. She was setting up the buffet of blood for another evening of entertainment. But she is not alone. Ghosts flutter in all directions... translucent clouds of color and light.

They were everywhere the eye could see.

To dead of night, they were mosquitoes buzzing around the single light in the dark. They meant nothing. These were her hunting grounds... this her world. But to the ghosts, dead of night is a prime-time superstar. In her they jack in and get off.

To jack in is how they project themselves outside their bodies.

To get off is the only way to describe the high.

That’s why dead of night was a rock star.

Also, a ghost in sunlight is barely seen but in pitch black, ghosts are terror. And the whole ghost experience comes from one clever invention that took the next step over the electroencephalograph headsets used in the early 2000s. The invention: Personal Projection Interface.

It’s more commonly called “Peep pin” because of the acronym used in mass marketing; “P-Pin.” The most affordable brand, sold by Dealey Square Implants, is called “Pins and Needles.” It’s also the name most people use.

The cable is shaped like a lamprey eel; black and scaly length topped by pins and needle mouth. There are other names around the world like Dragon Tongue, French Tickler, and The Whip, too. Designer companies put them out as fast as they can. The name of the game is a ton of cash.

Smart cash-heavy companies buy land in Space.

It was the artificial intelligence robotic labor force developed in the late 2070s which made the technology of the P-Pin possible. Then the ore mining of the Moon and Mars in 2169 made the implanted human upgrade as common as chairs and tables by 2177. It didn’t matter if you were a doctor needing more precise hand control, a soldier sharpening lethality, or a car salesman competing with instantaneous prices... if your health care covered the implant, you took it.

Whatever name one knows it by, the P-Pin program “Astral Projection” brought ghost stories to life. It didn’t take long for ghosts to find their way into mischief... and then into the dark corners of secrecy, long kept from the general public.

Everything that had been secure was now open for any ghost who could operate “Astral Projection” semi-competently. Secrets were revealed en masse.

The world found out who really killed J.F.K.

Whether or not NASA really landed on the moon in 1969.

Where Jimmy Hoffa was buried.

Who really shot the Emir Al-Akban in 2112.

Why the power was truly dark in New York City for a month in 2166.

What was in the earth beneath Oak Island.

Every secret came to light.

Banks, governments, creditors, medical operations, insurance companies were stripped bare before the hacking world. They suffered at the hands of the first skilled ghosts. There was nowhere to hide. There was nowhere safe any longer.

The ghost problem was a ticking time bomb from the first moment the development team used it to sneak a peek inside the fourth floor Ladies Room. None of them realized when they heard the girl from the snack shop take a dump that the world would be thrown into utter chaos. It was inevitable... the wrong people would gain access.

The cycle of escalation rapidly brought to head grim reality. There was a clandestine war being waged right beneath the smart phones, social links, and standard birth GENIe implants. The global network, as a result, has become the most dangerous game. In the States, the Homeland Security Revision Act of 2144 banned the use of astral projection software that could interfere with the physical world. In 2148 it was amended to ban any commercial use of ghosts. It was the end of turning bedrooms into living infomercials.

In the shadows, super-corporations turned to ghosts to kill their competition. It wasn’t long before global weapon developers, like Trub-Wutend, wrote the first anti-ghost software. It was a simple solution to a complicated problem. Ghosts could be killed by other ghosts, leaving the human dead at the computer console. And war always escalates... freelance ghosts found ways to fight the corporate ghost hunters.

There are no borders and no rules on the battlefield.

Only the companies making a shitload of money were winning.

But it won’t stop there, and neither will dead of night, because everything humankind knows about ghosts is about to change again. The party officially started and dead of night didn’t care who was invited. She just walked on by and slipped into the dawn, leaving them behind to figure it out without her.
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“Another day in the sprawl... another death in the sprawl.”

-Defecation Plus

Extracted Prisoner Statement JgvX-corp79:

When are you going to let me see somebody who doesn’t work for you?

A muffled voice.

When are you going to tell me who you people are and why you are holding me against my will?

A muffled voice.

Fine. It was a long time ago, but I see it when I close my eyes. My days leading up to employment with The Company began like this: I walked into a snare of three junkies making a drug deal. They were out of my line of sight around a corner. Why do drug dealers always do that... pick a blind corner? It’s like they want someone to stumble into their business. I mean, if you could see them, you would leave them the expletive removed from public record alone.

It’s a bunch of bullshit. They know exactly what they’re doing but I’ll be damned if I can figure out why. Hell, I was a veteran runaway living on the streets and I was still caught off-guard. Girls like me usually keep on our toes, or we disappear. I thought I had enough street smarts to stay alive because the last thing I wanted was to be found by a deer hunter out in the back woods of Sinkhole, Cali.

A muffled voice.

It’s not a real place. You know, Bum-rush, Egypt... that sort of thing. Are you that stupid?

A muffled voice.

Can you stop interrupting me for one expletive removed from public record minute?

Thanks, expletive removed from public record.

Silence.

They freaked out when they saw me. They came hard but they were too baked to be fast. Instead of using the time to get out of there, I raised my hands like a dumb ass and said something stupid, like “Hey, I don’t want any trouble.”

They staggered at me in unison. When I finally turned to do what I do best, it was too late. They took me down tooth and claw. I remember a whole lot of pain. They hit me like a ton of bricks. I felt like an idiot. I was being clubbed to death the very day I got walking papers from New Alcatraz juvie lockup.

It was a hell of a welcome to the city of Saint Francis... good old sunny San Francisco. Might have had a chance if I had immediately run away. For once, though, it was like fate was guiding my hand... or feet, as it was. In retrospect, I was losing my emotions. Fear, love, hate, joy... you name it... they were all slipping away. After I hit the ground, nothing else mattered. I was good as dead. The beating didn’t stop, however. It went on long after I was unconscious. These were “rage” junkies, and they had the cheapest stuff that makes you go deep down crazy... like Stephen King madness. In their defense though, no matter how poorly made, the drug “rage” sure feels damned good during the all-too-brief high.

I need a break.

Murmurs.

*
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EVERY PART OF MY BODY on fire. I decided it was a fabulous time to vomit. I can feel the crack in my neck just like it was yesterday. I remember putting my hand to my throat and seeing blood on my fingers. I was in a heap of trouble, and I had no idea where I was. Darkness dropped over me closing Act One of my sad-ass life. I don’t know what happened until I woke up in a hospital.

A muffled voice.

I don’t know. How do you think that works? Maybe, I guess. Everything about the next few months was an implanted memory. The hospital likes to give you happy things to recall instead of blank spots in your timeline. Funny, that ass kicking. It was more useful than hitting the lottery to me. I’m not sure why you want to know all this, though.

A muffled voice.

-Trixy “Rigs” Stardust, 2185
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“I’ll be your oxy-heroin-e!”

-InvinZibul B@th0ry, ghost 

Her name was Trixy Stardust, but nobody would know it. She didn’t like to tell. Later, associates, friends, and employers would call her “Rigs.” It was never clear why, but it stuck. To the hospital she was just another Jane Doe. She was a nowhere girl hanging onto life by a thread. 

She had no identification and no visitors.

She also had no money or health care beyond Basic Rights.

Her first home since juvenile jail was a hospital bed. It was lumpy as can be, and yet much better than a cardboard box in a rat-infested alley. Wires and tubes were sticking out of her nose, arm, and stomach. She had been going in and out of coma for weeks. Her vital signs were negligent. They all thought she was a goner on more than one occasion.

The doctor tried to find her family. It would have been simple enough to pull the plug on the life support. The doctor had no right to continue administering the care on the hospital’s tab. The doctor felt the injustice in it all. She did not relish killing a poor child whose only possession was the faintest of heartbeats.

The doctor was told to give her the peace injection, and yet she chose to keep her alive. Trixy never found out who the doctor was, nor the price paid. When she tried later in life to track the doctor down, she only found out the doctor was dismissed shortly after the date of her coma.

Sometimes perfect strangers cast the dice of fate for no reason other than compassion. Trixy never had much in the line of luck before that, but as it was, she had a second chance. She never told anyone, but she always had a soft spot for doctors. She never accepted a contract on a doctor in her extensive career. But then, soft spots were a weakness she also could not afford.

“Where am I?” Her own voice sounded alien and broken.

A female face that wore a sour expression, and had too much chin hair, came into view. “Relax.” Manly hands held Trixy down as a needle was jabbed into her arm. The nurse relaxed the iron grip as soon as Trixy went limp. Trixy felt her head fly into the sky and bounce on the clouds. 

She giggled.

“You have pretty blue eyes... for a nobody.” Nurse sour face shuffled out of view. Then Trixy heard a whisper right in her ear, “You should kiss the doctor’s ass when you see her. If you ask me, we should dice you up and sell the parts for profit.”

Trixy laughed out loud; an unsettling sound unhinged. The nurse scoffed and backed away. The oxyheroin smoothed her out like a clean sheet on laundry day. Her voice was suddenly flaccid, “That’s good shit,” she mumbled. “More, please.”

Nurse sour face said, “No. You have no way to pay for it. You already owe the doctor far too much. They won’t allow it.” Her eyes flashed strangely, and she added, “I won’t allow it. You brought this on yourself. Have to own it.”

“Where am I?” she asked, unable to discern the answer with a cursory look around.

“Journey-Ramses police officers found you in the alley behind their office complex,” said the nurse. “They followed a four-hundred-meter trail of blood on the ground. They assume you crawled the whole way.”

“I did?”

“Apparently, like some gutted livestock,” said the nurse with a sneer lacking delicacy.

Trixy giggled again. Her lips felt funny, and the room was dancing.

“Crawling that far is some serious desire to stay alive,” she said. “For a homeless child.”

“Not a child,” Trixy said. Her eyelids drooped as balloons deflating. Her head cocked to the side because she could suddenly hear the blood pumping up and down her neck, and through her skull. The room melted into a kaleidoscope of pale cloth, sour face, and chin hair. She tried to proclaim in words just how good it felt, but instead there her tongue clicked, her lips trembled, and a warm bead of drool slid out from the corner of her mouth. There was a brief battle between facial parts though drool won in the end. Trixy giggled again and felt awesome.

“Get some sleep while you can, Jane Doe 45a,” the nurse said. “I’ll be checking your vitals every hour, and I’ll wake you every time.”

There was a blur of motion and the thumps of clumsy shoes, then the door closed. The swirling haze of the world around her became a crescendo of white noise and black static. She slept for the first time since the coma broke. She slept often after that while she was in the hospital. It made it so the rest of the genuine memories were spotty at best. There were other nurses and doctors.

Flashes of white coats came and went.

She was asked many times by different people, “How are you feeling, Ms. Doe?”

Thankfully, despite the protesting attitude of nurse sour face, they kept her cranked up most of the time. There were sharp moments of pain where she cried for the needle though. She thought about telling them her real name but Jane Doe 45a had much better health care than Trixy Stardust.

“Well,” another woman said in a blink of recall, “your vitals are finally stable. Don’t talk. The less you say the better. I was just checking to make sure they were keeping you comfortable.”

Spotty, at best.

People came and people went.

Time evaporated.

Trixy lay still one night, when someone began to talk...

“I’m the doctor who sewed you back up. I am so sorry you had to live through that. I lost a daughter when she was twelve and I’ll be damned if they were going to make me lose another young girl. Not on my watch, kiddo. Hope one day you can heal your heart, too. I know we will never meet when you’re grown-up, but I just wanted you to know there are still people that care out there. Don’t give up.”

Then footsteps took the dream away.

“Not a child,” Trixy murmured. Repeating herself and tossing and turning in the bed. Did she really turn her head and see the flash of long yellow hair? Did the doctor speak in an accent like people she knew who had come to the farm from the Boston area? Everything was thrust into question about her episode at the hospital. Just before her time there ended, one last voice whispered in her ear at some point during the middle of the night and woke her up for another shot of heaven.

“It’s not every day you recover from death. It just takes a little time. You’ll be fine. Basic Rights give you one more night here. Enjoy it while you can. And do yourself a favor, get off the streets, young lady. Do everything in your power. Beg your parents. Go to a shelter. Anything. Do you hear me?”

Then came the last peaceful night of sleep of Trixy’s entire life.
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“I want to dominate you.

I want to penetrate you.

I want to desecrate you.”

-Genetic Mishap

Extracted Prisoner Statement JgvX-corp79:

The day I met Slicer was the day innocence was hanged by the feet, slit from ear to ear, and bled dry for processing. I woke up that morning inside another expletive removed from public record cardboard box. It was glamorous, to be sure. Though, I do not recall how I got there or how much oxy-heroin I shot the night before, but it could not have been good. My mouth was open, and my tongue tasted like latex.

Murmurs.

I hated the hospital for giving me a new addiction to fuel. Some chick saved my life just to turn me into a crank head junkie. It was an awful place to be.

Time sped by like it was stuck on fast forward. I was in the worst shape I’d ever been in my life. I felt, looked, and smelled like trash. When I saw my reflection in a window, I was sure I fell in the river and drowned at least a month before.

What had I become? I’ll tell you plainly. I had become a statistic.

I was the walking dead. I was a nameless drug addict doomed to die in the Mission District by an arm full of cheap overdose. I should have bought a tombstone to wear around my neck. They could fill the inscription in wherever I dropped.

I didn’t give
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