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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.
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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 said, “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.
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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 Aristotle’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. Like 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.
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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 seemed 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!”
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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.
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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),
presented 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, 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.
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(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.
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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 jacked-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.”
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“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 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.
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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, brother, 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.
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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, and 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. 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.
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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
their 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.
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“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.”

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.
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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?”

“Square, brau.” He hung up the phone and
shrugged as Stonewall and Aristotle strode out of the diner. They
left quickly, bopping down the road towards inevitable
weirdness.
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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.

“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
companions. “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?”
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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 in 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 body. 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.
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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 node 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. More 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.”
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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 of
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 were 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.
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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 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.
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