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Introduction

The book you hold in your hand is the
unintended result of over 15 years of thinking, reading, and
writing. The character of Artemis Bridge and his cast of supporting
characters is a latecomer to the party. At first, he was meant to
function as his namesake – a bridging character whose adventures
set the stage for the novel I’ve been trying to publish since
around 2005. That original series of novels which I started writing
in 2001 was the main attraction. Bridge was a way for me to promote
my writing online, to get my name out there to hopefully
influential people who might one day want to pay me for that
original series of novels. But in writing Under the Amoral Bridge,
I found that I really dug the character of Artemis Bridge. He was a
complete bastard, someone I could never sympathize with and could
never like. But he was a great character to write. And before
finishing this novel, two other novels started to write themselves
in the back of my mind. Once I’d had some resting time, I began
work on the second Bridge novel, which has just been completed and
fully published online as The Know Circuit, found at
http://amoralbridge.blogspot.com. The three novels, supporting
short stories and GlobalPedia pieces all form the tapestry I call
The Bridge Chronicles.

 


Publishing the novel serially on a blog was
an idea I’d toyed with before, and it’s helped me tremendously. I
write more because no matter how few or how many hits the site
gets, I feel an obligation to get that piece out there because
someone might actually want to read it. Though I missed a few
deadlines with Under, I’m happy to say that I didn’t miss a day
with The Know Circuit’s publishing schedule. Now that it’s done, I
intend to write the third chapter in the sequence and publish it
online in the same manner as the previous two. In the interim, I
will be writing at least one other Bridge short story and some
supporting pieces, most of which will go online at the
aforementioned web site to keep people interested.

But if the contents of this book and the
sequel are available for free online, why am I self-publishing a
physical edition or selling an eBook version? The most obvious
reason is that I’d like to get paid for my work. It was over six
months of my life, after all. Secondly, my hope is that more people
will read a story of this size in a physical (or eBook) version
than they will in chopped up bits on a blog. To give the non-free
versions some added value, I’ve included an unpublished Bridge
short story as a bonus. The story Feeding Autonomy will not appear
on the web site or in a free version for the foreseeable future.
Shortly before the third novel is published online, I plan to
release The Know Circuit in a similar physical edition, and it will
also include an unpublished Bridge short story.

Regular viewers of the web site
(amoralbridge.blogspot.com) will be treated to additional material
that is not available in print, such as GlobalPedia 2028. These
pieces are meant to give some additional history to the world. News
related to the Bridge series will also be posted to that site, as
well as my personal blog at gameangst.blogspot.com. It’s important
to me that I give every channel something unique, my way of
rewarding the people who become fans of The Bridge Chronicles.

And what about that original unpublished
series? It’s still out there, waiting to be rewritten in light of
changes to the setting I’ve made in The Bridge Chronicles. Many of
the important historical events of that series are the central
focus of the Bridge novels. At least two characters besides Bridge
are integral to the second series. Whether that series will be
published the same way as the Bridge novels is dependent on the
success of this publishing model. Stay tuned to the web site in the
future. When I know, you’ll know.

So, I kept the introduction to less than
1,000 words, and you’re probably ready for that Bridge fellow to
take over. Thank you from the bottom of my heart for your purchase
of this book. I hope you enjoy it.

 


*****

 


Dedicated to my beloved wife for all the
support and understanding.

 


*****

 



Chapter 1

August 28, 2028

11:42 p.m.

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“And what do you do, exactly?”

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

“And you don’t care what it is?”

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

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

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

“Can you guarantee confidentiality?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Fuck, that is just what I need,” Bridge
grumbled. One of Nicky’s boys motioning to Bridge was never a good
omen. It usually meant Nicky wanted something, and when Nicky
wanted something, he didn’t take no for an answer. Bridge gave a
sarcastic smile and returned Barney’s wave, mumbling under his
breath, “Yeah, I see you, you ignorant cocksucker. Run along and
tell your boss I’ll be there soon.” Barney pointed to the side
exit, which led to the alleyway outside.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 


*****

 



Chapter 2

August 29, 2028

12:14 a.m.

 


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

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

“Dancing, silly!” she screamed, jiggling her
hips provocatively. Lola was an average beauty, the kind of barely
pretty face that dreamed of lighting up the GlobalNet in movies and
films. She unfortunately lacked the charisma, acting skills and
perfection of form that would have given her even half a chance. It
never stopped her from trying, of course, but it had been many
years of fruitless attempts, marred by countless exploitations.
Bridge knew she was never going to make it. Her voice alone could
wilt erections. “I never heard from you! Did you show that producer
guy my disc?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Then you better get used to those
bruises.”

“Already there.”

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

“I always do, Officer Danton.”

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

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

 


*****

 



Chapter 3

August 29, 2028

1:20 a.m.

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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