Chapter One

THE CITY OQUTSI DE MYy W NDOW WAS A CACOPHONY OF neon and Stardust, a maze of
blinding glitter and flash, and fromwhere | sat it was all rmneaningless, no

di screte inmages at all-nothing discrete, and certainly no discretion. | knew
that the casino ads were shinmying and singing |like sirens, luring passershy
onto the rocks of the roul ette wheels and random zers, sucking themin with
erotic prom ses of riches, but all that reached ne through the w ndow was a
tangl e of colored light and a distant hum punctuated every so often by the
buzz and blink of a macroscopic floater passing nearby. Even the big ships
landing or lifting didn't bother ne-the wi ndow was angled so | couldn't see

t hem unl ess they buzzed the Trap, which would have gotten any pilot's license
erased, and the port's big danper fields kept the noise out of the city.

As long as | kept the window transparent | always had the flicker and the
sparkl e and the hum for a background, and the blaze of |ight and col or was
there if | bothered to ook, but | didn't have the noise and flash grinding in
on ne.

| liked it that way. There was a time when |I'd had an office in the Trap, as
we called it-the Tourist Trap-but that was a long tinme ago. Wen the case |'m
telling you about cane up | had ny little place in the burbs, on Juarez
Street, and | could see the lights of Trap Over all the nore clearly for the
added di stance. |Instead of the overwhel mi ng conme-ons, the holos and the

shifting scul ptures of Stardust, all | saw was just |ight and noise.

And was it ever really anything nore?

O course, | won't lie to you-I wasn't out in the burbs by choice, not really.
When | was young and stupid and new at nmy work | fell for a sob story while
was on a casino job, and I let a welsher take an extra day. He was off-pl anet

within an hour, and I RC had to shell out the bucks to put an unschedul ed,
shiel ded call through to Prometheus and nail himthere. They weren't happy
with ne, and when Interstellar Resorts Corporation isn't happy with you, you
don't work in the Trap. Even their conpetitors don't argue with that.

I"'mjust glad the bastard didn't have enough cash to buy his way out-system
if IRC had had to chase himto Sol or Fomal haut or sonewhere, |'d have been
lucky to live a week

O course, if he'd had out-systemfare he would have paid his tab in the first
place. It wasn't that big, which was another reason I'mstill up and running.
When you can't work in the Trap, though, there isn't that nmuch detective work
| eft on Epinmetheus, short of security work in the mines. | wasn't ready to fry
nmy genes out there in sone corner of nightside hell, nmaking sure sone poor
jerk who didn't know any better didn't pocket a few kilocredits' worth of hot
ore. Mne work mi ght have had nore of a future than anything in the city, but
it's not the sort of future I'd care to | ook forward to.

And | didn't know anything but detective work, and besides, | wasn't going to
give |RC the satisfaction of driving nme out of business.

That left the burbs, fromthe Trap to the crater's rim so that's where

went. It's all still part of the city, really- everything inside the crater
wall is Nightside City, and anything outside in the wind, or off Epinetheus,
isn't, which keeps it sinple. So | was still in the city, and | figured

could pick up the crunbs, the jobs that the Trap detectives didn't want, and
get by on that.

Sonetimes it worked, sonetinmes it didn't. | worked cheap and | made sure
everyone knew that. | got ny office out in Wstside, where you could al nost
see the sun peeping over the eastern rim where the | and was cheap because it
woul d be the first to fry as the dawn broke. | was only on Juarez, though;
wasn't all the way out in the West End. | stayed as close in as | thought |
could afford, to buy myself time. Eastside, in the crater wall's shadow, would
be safe for about three years after the West End went-not that |'d care to
stay there once the port, over to the south of the Trap, goes-and that neant



it was nore expensive. | mght have found nore work out that way, | don't
know, but there were too many peopl e out east who knew what | RC t hought of ne.
In Westside they generally knew, but none of themcould afford to care.

One thing about moving out of the Trap-I noved right out of nmy social life,
too. My friends at the casinos sonehow never found the tinme to call ne

anynore. | didn't neet any tourists out on Juarez, either. The people | did
nmeet-wel |, sone of themweren't bad, but they weren't exactly high society.
Besides, | had to work so hard to survive | didn't have time to hang out in

the streets. Mst of ny business dealings were with clients or with software,
and socializing with clients is always a m stake.

| don't see anything wong with socializing with software, as far as it goes,
but it tends to be pretty limted. You don't neet nuch software that takes the
same approach to things like sex, credit, food, or famly that hunmans do.
Software doesn't have fanmily in the human sense.

O course, | didn't have very much fanmly. Al the fanmily |I had left in the
city was ny brother Sebastian, and he worked in the Trap; he called sonetines,
stayed in touch, but he didn't make it a point to drop by, if you know what |
mean. H s enployers might not have been pleased if he had.

W hadn't been all that close anyway. W weren't any closer with ne out on
Juar ez.

| had ny office, and | did any work that cane ny way. | tracked down m ssing
husbands, m ssing wi ves, missing children, mssing pets-biological
cybernetic, or whatever. | went after missing data and of course, m ssing

nmoney. Anything anyone mislaid | went after, and nore often than not | found
what ever it was.

| got a break once when |I followed up a string of conplaints about a crooked
operator at the Starshine Pal ace and nailed a guy so dunb that he was skiming
fromboth the custonmers and the house but who had a really slick way of doing
it; catching himwas good work, and it got me a ot of good publicity. It also
made ne an enemy, as the casino had Big Jim M shima on the case, and | beat
himto it, and the casino kept Jinms fee as a result. Big Jimresented that,

and | can't blane him but | couldn't see ny way clear to screw up; | had a
reputation and damm little else, and | keep what | have. At least, | do when I
can.

The Pal ace al nost considered talking to me again after that, since |I'd saved

t hem some juice, but then IRC rem nded them of the gruesone details of ny past
and they decided | still wasn't wel cone.

But I was |ess unwel cone at the Palace than in any of the other casinos-like a
| eft over program wasting nmenory, but one they might need soneday, not pure

gritware.

| did a few other jobs here and there-whatever | could get. | ate dinner npst
days, usually lunch, too, and | never got nore than two nonths behind on ny
rent or my combill. Every so often | even splurged on a drink or a sandw ch

at Lui's Tavern, two bl ocks over on Y barra, and watched Lui's hol oscreen

i nstead of ny own.

O course, in a year or so | was going to have to go to the m nes, nove east,
or get off-planet if | didn't want termnal sunburn, and it didn't look as if
I'd have enough saved up to get off Epinmetheus. Myving east didn't have nmuch
appeal -it just put off the inevitable. | was beginning to contenplate the
inevitability of a career in heavy netals.

My situation was not exactly an endl ess scroll of delights, and ny prospects
were a good bit less rosy than the sky | saw behind the Trap. That sky | ooked
alittle brighter every day, even when Eta Cass B was out of sight somewhere
bel ow the horizon. Wich it wasn't, just then, when this case first cane up
It was out of sight of my wi ndow, but | knew that Eta Cass B was high in the
west, and | could see its glow reddening the dark buil dings just across the
street, while its big brother reddened the eastern horizon and washed hal f the
stars out of the sky above with a blue that |ooked pal er every day.

The sky used to be black, of course, and was still black and spattered with
stars in the west, but the first hint of dark blue was starting to creep up



fromthe eastern rimeven before | left the Trap, and there were fewer stars
to be seen every time | bothered to | ook

Every tine another star vani shed, so did another chunk of the Gty's
popul ati on; anyone who could afford to | eave did, and those who coul dn't
afford it were saving up. That was cutting into what little business | had-|I
didn't have a single case going, and hadn't for two days. | was sick of

wat ching the vids, and with no incone | couldn't afford to go out, not even to
Lui's.

So | sat there, watching the glitter and sparkle of the city try to drown out
that insidious com ng dawn, and | wasn't any too happy about my life. Getting
out of the Trap was probably good for ny soul -1 suppose nmy ancestors woul d
know for sure; | can only guess-but it wasn't any good for ny nmood or ny
credit line. The distance and the wi ndow fields kept the city's noise down to
a murmur, but | could still hear it, and | was listening to it so hard just
then that at first | thought the beep was com ng from outsi de.

Then the com doubl e- beeped, and | knew it wasn't outside. | hit the pad on the
desk-the place had had pressure switches when | nmoved in, and | coul dn't
afford to convert to voice, so | roughed it. | guess an earlier tenant |iked
his fingers better than his tongue-or maybe he was sone kind of antiquarian
fetishist. It wasn't even a codefield, but an actual keypad. Before | took
that office |I'd never seen one anywhere el se except history vids, let alone
used one, but | got the hang of it after a while. It gave the place a certain
charm an air of eccentricity that | alnost liked. It was also a real pain in
the ass to use, no matter how nuch practice | got, but | couldn't afford to do
anyt hi ng about it.

So when the com doubl e-beeped | hit the ACCEPT key. My background nusic di nmed
away and soneone asked, "Carlisle Hsing?"

The voi ce was young and mal e and bel onged to nobody | knew. | could hear the
wind nuttering behind him so | knew he was outside, probably on ny doorstep
fromthe sound of it. |I didn't bother to check the desk's main screen yet.
"Yeah," | said. "I'mHsing."

"I -uh, we want to hire you."

That sounded promising. | flicked on the screen

He didn't | ook prom sing. He was a good three days overdue for a shave-either
that, or three days into growing a beard, with a long way to go. H's hair
hadn't been washed recently, either. He was pale and round-eyed and wore a
battered port worksuit, one that hadn't been nuch when it was new | ow grade

i ssue, built, not grown, and all flat gray with no shift. A cheap com jack
under his right ear |ooked clogged with grease, and | wasn't sure about the
wor kmanshi p on his eyes. He wasn't anybody I'd seen before, not in ny office
or in Lui's or on the streets, and sure as hell not in the Trap

Judgi ng by the view behind him he was indeed on ny doorstep. In ny business I
do get callers in person, not just over the com

At least, | got this one in person, and he said he wanted to hire me, so | |et
his | ooks go for the nmoment.

"For what?" | asked.

"Ah . . . it's conplicated. Can | conme in and expl ai n?"

Vll, | wasn't doing rmuch of anything. 1'd just finished off the final details
on ny last case, finding a mssing kid who had holed up in Trap Under for a
week-1ong wire binge; the fee hadn't done nmuch nore than pay the bills. |
couldn't afford to turn down much, so | said, "Yeah," and buzzed the door.
didn't turn on the privacy, though, so it logged in his face, voiceprint,
pheronone signature, and all the rest.

Any security door will do all that, but nost people don't rmuch care, they just
let the data slide; me, in my line of work, I'd cleared it with the landlord
and had everything tapped straight into my personal comsystem The |andlord
didn't mind-as | said, | generally paid my rent-so | always knew who | had in

my office. If this guy tried anything, | was pretty sure |'d be able to find
hi m
A few mnutes later he inched into the office as nervous as a kid going



t hrough his first neuroscan and tried not to stare at me. He wasn't that nuch
nore than a kid hinself; | guessed himat eighteen, maybe twenty, no nore.
Maybe twenty-one, if you want to use Terran years.

He | ooked okay-grubby, but not dangerous-and none of the scanners had beeped,
but just in case | had ny right hand under the desk, hol ding ny Sony-Rem ngton
HG 2. The gun laws on Epi netheus were witten by a commttee, so they're a

nmess, conplicated as hell, and | never did figure out whether that gun of mne
was legal, but | liked it and kept it handy just the same. 1'd had it brought
in, special, fromout-system as a favor froman old friend-an old friend who
somehow hadn't called since | left the Trap, but what the hell, | still had

t he gun.

Owming it was probably good for a fat fine, but only if sonebody made a poi nt
of it, and | wasn't about to wal k past the port watch with it out. |I'd drawn
it in public a fewtines, in the Trap, but casino cops don't hassle anyone who
m ght be a player without a better reason than flashing an illegal weapon.

Casi no cops can be very good at mnding their own business.

"Sit down," | said, and the kid sat, very slowy. | had three chairs and a

couch; the chairs were floaters, and he took the couch, which had | egs.
Cautious, very cautious. The cushions tried to adjust for him but he kept
shifting, and one of the warping fields had burned out |ong ago, |eaving a
band a few centinmeters wi de that stayed stiff and strai ght as a notherboard
and screwed up the whol e system

He didn't seemto be in any hurry to talk. He just |ooked around the place,
everywhere but at nme. If his eyes were natural, he wasn't in great shape and
m ght have sonething eating at his nervous systen if they were replacenents,
he got rooked. The comjack under his ear obviously hadn't been used in weeks.
H s worksuit was so worn and patched that the circuitry was show ng, and
could see that some |eads were cut; it was probably stol en

| felt sorry for any poor synmbiote that had to live in the guy-assum ng there
was one, which | did not consider certain.

But then, my own synbiote wasn't exactly in an ideal environment for the |ong
term

"So," | said. "Who are you?"

He gave me a sharp | ook

"Why?" he asked.

This was | ooking worse all the tine; | hit some keys | knew he coul dn't
see-with ny left hand, because ny right had the gun-and started running the
door data through the city's ID bank. "I like to know who |I'mworking for," |
sai d.

He didn't like that. He gave me a | ook and a sil ence.

"I'f you don't tell me who you are, | don't work," | said.

He hesitated, then gave in. "All right," he said. "My nanme is Wang. Joe Wang."
| nodded and gl anced down at one of the desk's pull-out screens. H s nanme was
Zar at hustra Pi ckens. He was about a nonth short of nineteen years old, Terran
time. Born on Pronetheus, cane in-systemto the nightside at sixteen- probably
| ooking for casino work, but it didn't say-and did a few short pieces here and
there. Last job, cleaning pseudopl ankton out of the city water filters. Cot
laid off a week earlier when the city brought in a machi ne that was supposed
to do the job. Again. They'd been trying nmachines on that since | was a girl,
and they never worked right-sooner or |later the pseudopl ankton got into the

cl eani ng machi nes, sanme as it got into everything el se anywhere near water,
and screwed them up. Machines that didn't screw up would cost nore than
peopl e. An organismthat could deal with the situation would probably cost
even nmore and m ght be dangerous if it got out, since the whole planet |ives
and breathes off pseudoplankton; it's the only significant source of oxygen on
Epi net heus.

It's al so mean stuff, neaner than any m croorgani smthat ever evolved on
Earth; building a bug that could handle it m ght take one hell of a Iot of

doi ng.

| figured Zar Pickens could probably get his job back in a couple of days, so



| didn't hold his unenpl oynment agai nst him

"All right, Ms' Wang," | said. "Wat can | do for you?"

He got nervous again. "It's not nme," he said. "I nean, it's not just nme."

I'd had about enough of his delays. | wasn't inclined to pry the details out
one by one. "Ckay," | said. "You tell it your way, whatever it is you have to
tell, but let's get on with it, shall we?"

He hesitated a bit, then started telling it.

"I live out by the crater wall," he said, "right out in the West End. It's
cheap, y' know?"

Cheap, hell, | guessed it was probably free; at |east a dozen big buildings
out that way were already abandoned. Even a couple on Juarez were abandoned.
The owners didn't figure it was worth the repairs and mai nt enance when the
sun's on the horizon, or naybe even already hitting the top floors, so when a
bui | di ng dropped bel ow code, or the conmplaints started piling up, they would
just ditch it. Good, sound business practice, at |east by Epinethean

st andar ds.

And whet her Pickens had had ot her reasons or not, that explained why he'd cone
in person; the comlines in the Wst End are, shall we politely say,
unreliable.

| didn't say anything. | just nodded.
Pi ckens nodded back. "Right, so I don't bother anybody. None of us do; there's
a bunch of us out that way, living cheap, not hurting a damm thing. You

under st and?"

| nodded again. Squatters were nothing new. Wien | was a girl they'd had to
make do with doorways or alleys in the outer burbs, or caves in the crater
wal |, but they'd been noving inward for years. Especially in the west.

"Ckay, fine," Pickens said. "But then about two weeks back sone slick-hair
shows up, with this big slab of rmuscle backing him and says that he works for
t he new owner, and the rent's gone up, and we pay it or we get out."

| sat back a little and let the HG2 drop back in the holster; this was

begi nning to sound interesting. Interesting, or maybe just dunb. It had to be
a con of some kind, but that was so obvious even squatters would see it. | put
nmy hands behind ny head and | eaned back. "New owner?" | asked.

"That's what he said."

| nodded. "Go on."

Pi ckens shrugged. "That's about it.
"So what do you want ne to do?" | asked.

He | ooked baffled for a mnute. "Cone on, Hsing," he said. "Wat do you think?
W want you to get rid of the guy, of course!" H's voice rose and got ugly. "I
mean, what's this new owner crap? Who's buying in the West End? The sun is
rising, lady! Nobody's gonna buy land in the West End, so what's this new
owner stuff? It's gotta be a rook, but when we called the city, they said he
was legit, so we can't call the cops, and we can't just take hi m out

our sel ves, because this goddamm new owner woul d send soneone el se. W need

someone who can get it straight; | mean, we don't have anywhere el se to go,
and we can't pay this fucker's rent!" He was getting pretty excited, |ike he
was about to junp out of the couch; | straightened up and put ny hands back
down.

"Then how are you planning to pay ny fee?" | asked, and the Sony-Rem ngton was
back in ny hand but still out of sight.

The question stopped himfor a nmonent, even w thout the gun showi ng. He
shifted again, settling back down, and the couch rippled as it tried to

adj ust.

"We took up a collection,” he said. "Did it by shares, sort of, and we canme up
wi th some bucks. They say you work cheap if you like the job, and | sure hope
you like this one, because we couldn't cone up with nuch.”

"How nmuch?" | asked.
"Two hundred and five credits," he said. "Maybe a little nore, but we can't
prom se."

Wll, that sure as hell wasn't nmuch, but | was interested anyway. As the kid



said, who's buying land in the West End? That was just dunb. | figured, sane
as he did, that nost likely sonmebody had rigged up a little swindle with the
city managenent. That two hundred and five wasn't about to pay ny fare

of f-pl anet, came the dawn, but it could pay for a dinner or twd, and | thought

the case nmight have sone interesting aspects to it. For an exanple, | mght be
able to collect a reward for turning in a crooked city comop, or if | decided
| didn't need a conscience, | could take a little share of whatever the op was
sucki ng down his chute

"Al'l right, Ms' Wang," | said. "I'll need a hundred credits up-front, and
what ever nanes and addresses you can give ne."

He gawked. | nean, his nouth canme open, and he just flat-out gawked at ne.
"You nmean you'll take it?" he said.

The kid just had no class at all. | wondered how he'd ever managed to | and any
j ob, even scraping pseudopl ankton, and | was ready to bet that his synbiote
had di ed of neglect or enbarrassnent, if he'd ever had one at all. I'd had
about all | wanted of him "Yes, Ms' Pickens," |I said. "I'l|l take it."

That was that. He pulled out a transfer card and started reeling off the names
and addresses of every squatter this rent collector had gone after, and | put

it all into the com The poor jerk never even noticed that 1'd used his right
nane.
Chapter Two

AFTER | FINALLY GOT ZAR Pl CKENS QUT OF MY OFFICE, | settled in to think about
the kid's story. The com brought the nusic back up a little, but kept it
nel | ow and nmeditative, and the inmages on the big holo stayed abstract.

In ny line of work | always found it helped to cultivate a suspicious nature,
so | | eaned back and | ooked at whether | could be getting conned or set up or
ot herwi se dunped on

The whol e thing | ooked Iike a glitch of some kind. Qut there at the base of
the western wall, if you stood on tiptoe, you could just about see the
sun-assum ng you were either wearing goggles or didn't mnd burning your
retinas. In a year nobody would live there w thout eyeshades and sunscreen, at
the very least; nore likely no one would live there at all.

A year, hell-ten weeks would probably do it. There were buil di ngs where the
top stories were already catching the sun, and the term nator was novi ng one
hundred and thirty-eight centimeters a day. Everyone knew t hat.

So who' d buy property there?

Nobody. Ever since it began sinking in that sunrise really was coning, that
the city founders a hundred and sixty years back really had been wong about
the planet already being tidel ocked, real estate prices had been dropping al
over Nightside City, and they'd gone down fastest and furthest in the Wst
End. | guessed that you could buy a building lot-or a building-out there for
I ess than a tourist would pay for a blowjob in the Trap, but you stil

woul dn't be able to collect enough in rents to nmake your noney back before
dawn, because rents were dropping, too, and there were plenty of other cheap
pl aces, farther east, like the one I lived in.

So nobody in his right mnd would actually buy out there. Even if you got the
property free, registering the transfer of title would cost enough to nmake it
a bad investnent; |egal fees hadn't dropped any.

That left four possibilities, as | sawit.

First, someone wasn't in his right mnd. You can never rule that one out
conpletely. The really denmented are scarce these days, but there are still a
few out there. Maybe some poor aberrant had actually bought that future
wast el and.

Second, soneone had figured out how to get title to the property for nothing,



not even transfer fees, and was trying to squeeze a little noney out of it.
That was free enterprise in action, but it was also pretty sure to be illegal
| mght come out ahead if | could prove sonet hing.

Thi rd, nobody had bought anything, but sonebody was trying to run a scam of
some kind on the squatters, maybe just to collect those rents, maybe to get
somet hing el se out of them and had enough pull somewhere to get away with it,
or had sonehow faked the call to the city. Maybe whoever placed the call for
the squatters was getting a cut and had call ed sonewhere else entirely. If
that was the story, and | proved it, | could count on two hundred and five
credits, but the only way 1'd get nore than that was if the Eastern Bunny
dropped it in my lap, or if an opportunity arose for a little creative

bl ackmail, mild enough that | could live with nyself.
Fourth, Pickens-if that was his real name after all- was pulling a scamon ne.
| couldn't rule any of those out. That fourth one was the one | liked |east,

of course, and it seemed pretty goddamm unlikely, but | couldn't rule it out.
| couldn't figure any way that anyone could get anything worthwhile out of ne,

with this story or any other, but | couldn't rule it out. | know there are
peopl e out there smarter than | am and that neans there are people out there
who could fool nme if they wanted to. | couldn't figure out why they'd want

to-but like | said, they're smarter than I am

If it was a con, it was a good one. The story was bizarre enough to get ny
interest, and there weren't any of the telltale signs of a con-nothing too
good to be true, no fat fee in prospect, no prepared expl anation

| decided that if it was a con, it was too damm slick for me, and | night as
well fall into it, because it would be worth it to see what the story was. So
| would assunme it wasn't a con

That left three choices, and they all hinged on whether or not soneone had
actually paid for those buil dings.

| couldn't find out the whole truth sitting at nmy desk, but | could get the
official story, anyway. | hit nmy keypad, punched up the Registry of Deeds and
ran down the |ist of addresses.

O course, any jerk could have done that, and somebody supposedly had, because
Zar Pickens had said that soneone who worked for the city said the new owner
was for real. The name the squatters had gotten was West End Properties, but

that didn't nmean anything nore to me than it had to them | asked for the ful
transaction records on every address where a squatter had been hassl ed.
Just for interest, | also tagged the command to give last-called dates for

each property file, while I was at it.

There were el even properties involved where squatters had been asked for rent.
They were scattered in an arc along Wall Street and in a couple of blocks on
Western Avenue and Deng Boul evard.

Al eleven really had been deeded over to new owners in the last six
weeks-nomnally to el even different buyers, but that didn't mean anything.

No one had called up any of the files since the transfers had been made,
except for Zar Pickens's own building; that had sold five weeks earlier, and
someone had called up the transaction record about two weeks back. That woul d
have been the squatters, checking up

That transfer said West End Properties, all right.

Sonebody really was buying property in the West End, or at |least getting it
transferred to new ownership. That elimnated another of ny options: it wasn't
just an attenpt to muscle a few credits out of the squatters.

But what the hell was it? WAs sonebody actually paying real noney for

buil dings and lots that were about to turn into baked goods?

| was pretty damm curious by now, and | suddenly thought of sonething else
was curious about. | punched in for all real estate transactions nmade in the
previ ous six weeks, called for a graphic display on a city map, and cursed the
i diot who had wired the systemfor pressure instead of voice. | alnost plugged
nmysel f in, but then decided to hold off. | don't like running on wire.

The records showed fifty or sixty recent deeds. After | dropped out a few
scattered forecl osures, ganbling | osses, and in-famly transfers, | had about



forty left.

They were all in the West End. They covered just about all of the West End,

t 0o.

| extended the time back another week-nothing but foreclosures and ganbling

| osses. An eighth week, nothing. Watever was going on had started just about
si X weeks back.

But what was goi ng on?

I f soneone had figured a way to fake property transfers, why stick to the West
End? Why not take a bit here and there, maybe catch soneone who could actually
pay a decent rent? As | said before, there was abandoned property as far in as
my own nei ghborhood, not just in the West End. The inpendi ng dawn was not
going to catch anyone by surprise, and people had been pulling out gradually
for years-half the people | grew up with, the smart ones, were off-planet, and
even sone of the dunb ones were out in the mines instead of hangi ng around the
city. So if somebody had a way of stealing |land, why go for the worst? Wy the
West End and not Westside, or the Notch, or sonmewhere?

Maybe there really was sonething that nade the West End val uable after all,
even with the sun comng up. | hadn't figured that in nmy four options.

That seemed pretty damm unlikely. Anything val uable out there should have been
stripped out long ago. Most of the utility lines had been

Sonebody was making those title transfers, though, ostensibly buying up
property. The next step seenmed obvious: figure out who it was.

| had the comtally up a list of buyers, elimnating duplicates, and | got
fifteen names. West End Properties was one; Westwall Redevel oprment, N ghtside
Estates-there were half a dozen like that. Al were meaningl ess corporate

| abel s. The rest |ooked |ike casino names; there was even the classic Bond
James Bond, with a five-digit code number behind it.

Soneday |'Il have to | ook up where that stupid name canme from and why the
high rollers keep using it. | suppose it's another weird old Earth | egend,
like the Eastern Bunny, who wasn't going to be bringing ne anything. Someday
['"lI'l 1ook that one up, too, and find out why there isn't a Western Bunny. And
just what the hell a bunny is, anyway.

| put the fifteen buyer names in permanent hold, then put them aside for a
monent and ran out the list of prices paid.

They were pitiful. The highest was for an entire city block, six residence
towers and a snall park, one of the big developnments fromthe city's prine, a
century back; that was ten nmegacredits. Wien | was still welconme in the
casinos | saw that rmuch go on a single spin of a roul ette wheel
Sonebody-assuming that all fifteen names were actually the sane outfit-had
bought about two percent of N ghtside City for just under a hundred
nmegacredits.

O course, it was the two percent that would be first to fry, but still, |

felt like crying when I saw how cheaply my homet own was goi ng.

And the big question remai ned: Wiy was sonebody buyi ng?

Was sonebody buying, really? | still hadn't checked on the authenticity of

t hese deals. Just because | saw prices listed didn't mean that anyone had
actually paid those prices.

I ran out a list of the sellers and gl anced down it for famliar nanes. There
were a fewnostly corporations that wouldn't want to talk to nme. IRC had a | ot
of influence.

| ran an extension on that |ist, asking for the names of the corporate

of ficers who actually signed or thunbed the deeds. | |ooked it over again.
It was too bad buyers didn't need to sign deeds in the Cty, because | thought
| mght have found sone interesting nanes that way. | ran a check, just in

case, but no, no corporate buyers had |let any individual names go on record.

| went back to the sellers.

| didn't exactly have any close friends on that list, but | did find sonmeone
was on speaking terns with, a banker, and | decided to give her a call. I'd
met her two years earlier, when | traced a couple of kilocredits that had
somehow wound up in the wong account; she'd been the officer authorizing the



retrieval. 1'd spoken to her once or twi ce since, but not for nonths. Four
weeks ago she'd signed a deed on behal f of the Epi met hean Comrerce Bank, which
had sold a foreclosure on Deng to Westwal|l Redevel opnent.

| called the bank, since it was business hours, and asked the reception
software for Mari ko Cheng-and got put on hold for about half a galactic year

| hate that. The damm program ought to be able to spare enough menory to stay
on the line and chat, but no, it put me on hold. They always do that. | just
had to sit there and wait.

When | got tired of listening to the porno ads on the hold circuit and
staring at the far wall of nmy office, wishing I could put sonething
interesting on the big hol oscreen without losing my call, | started puttering
around with some of ny data on the desk pull-outs, kicking around files on the
six corporations and the nine casino names, and running searches to see if any
of the fifteen had ever turned up anywhere other than on deeds to West End
property.

The six corporations all had their incorporations properly filed, but the only
of ficers named were software witten specifically for the job-no humans, and
knew that | wouldn't be able to get anything out of business software. Al six
of themhad filed five or six weeks earlier, but other than that none of the

fifteen were on public record. | wondered what was on private record;
naturally, | had ways of getting at stuff | wasn't supposed to, or | wouldn't
have stayed in business very long, but | didn't want to use anything illega
when | was on an open channel and the bank m ght be listening. Besides, if I
tried to break in anywhere, | mght need all nmy lines for a pincer attack on
somebody's security systens, and | had one tied up with nmy call and anot her
hol di ng ny search data. | couldn't do any serious hacking w thout plugging

nmysel f in, and you can't talk on the phone and run on wire at the sanme tinme. |
was beginning to consider exiting the call and trying a few i deas when a
heavy-breathing pitch for the floor show at the New York cut off in md-groan
and Cheng asked, "What do you want ?"

"Not hi ng much," | said. "And nothing that'll hurt. | just wanted to check up
on an outfit you did sone business with, Wstwall Redevel opment. |'m doi ng
some background on themfor a client." | tabbed the nmain screen control and

wat ched her face appear.
"Ch?" she said, as the focus sharpened. Her expression was polite and bl ank
"Ch," | answered her.

Py
"So |I'd greatly appreciate it, Ms' Cheng, if you could tell ne sonething
about themjust anything. | understand that Epi nethean Commerce sold them sone

property out on West Deng?"
"That's a matter of public record.”

"Yes, mis', it certainly is, and that's how | came to call you. Your nane was
on the deed-or at least it was on the confax of the deed. | was hopi ng you
could tell me a little about Westwall, since you dealt with them" | started

to say nmore, to elaborate on ny story, but | stopped nyself. One of ny rules
of business is to try not to say nore than | have to. If | give nyself half a

chance, 1'Il keep talking forever, same as |'mdoing now telling you all this.
If I let my mouth run, sooner or later I'meither telling someone sonethi ng

t hey shouldn't know or at |east not fromne or not for free-or |I'm making ny
lies too complicated, so they'll trip me up later. The best way to lie is to

simply not tell all of the truth, and that's exactly what | was doing here; |
wasn't going to tell her that | was trying to get squatters out of paying
rent, but I'd al nbost gone and made up sone lie about it instead.

She hesitated, then said, "Listen, Hsing, |I'"'mworking; | don't have tinme to
peddl e gossip. If you want to talk to me on the bank's tinme, you'll have to
make it the bank's business."”

| watched her face, and | knew what she was telling ne. She didn't want to
tal k about it over the comat |east, not unless | could convince her that it
woul d be safe and worth her while.

That made it interesting. It meant she did have something to say about



Westwal | Redevel opnment, but not somet hing she wanted everyone on the nightside
to hear and have on pernanent record.

What she had to say | had no idea. It m ght have been nothing. It night have
been anyt hi ng. Maybe the transacti on was a fraud.

Her reasons for wanting it private and off the record coul d have been anyt hi ng
froma jealous lover to crinme in high places-or maybe she was coming up for a
promotion and didn't want it on record that she tal ked to an outcast |ike ne.
It could have been anyt hi ng.

But | wasn't exactly buried in useful information, so | decided that I
definitely wanted to talk to her

"Have it your way," | said. "I was just hoping for a favor, one human being to
another; | don't think the bank's got an interest in this one. Maybe I'll see
you around sonetine."

"Maybe you will, if you're ever in the Trap." The desktop screen went bl ank as

she cut the connection, then lit up with the data display |I'd had on before,
transferred back up fromthe pull-outs.

| looked at it without seeing it. If | was ever in the Trap? That neant she
wasn't about to come out to the burbs; 1'd have to neet her at her home or

of fice. They weren't the sanme pl ace-banks are ol d-fashi oned about that in the
Eta Cass system they don't like their human enpl oyees worki ng at hone.

| typed in an order for all available data on the person last called, scanned
through it as it canme up, and froze it when | had her current addresses and
wor k schedul e. She hadn't tagged any of themfor privacy, so | didn't have to
do any prying.

She' d be working for another four hours, and her office was in the bank's
central branch, at the corner of Third and Kai. If | happened to bunp into her
there we could go get a drink somewhere.

| could live with that.

Meanwhil e, | had four hours-three, when you allow for travel tinme and the
vagaries of fate. Maybe, if | prodded the right program | could wap up the
whol e busi ness by then, frommy desk

| start punching buttons, as always cursing under ny breath the idiot who had
put in touch instead of voice.

Chapter Three

COM SECURI TY VARI ES. SOVE PEOPLE DON T BOTHER with it on anything, since
everybody's known for centuries that anything one person can set up another
person can crack. O her people put their damm grocery lists under sixteen

| ayers of alarms and horse and counter-virus.

The people | was after seemed to all be the second kind. | ran a custom zed
parasite search-and-trace pyram d programthat could run through all the
unshi el ded open-system data anywhere in Nightside Gty in under an hour, and
except for the official records 1'd already scanned, | didn't find a single
one of the fifteen names, not once-at |east, not that the program nmanaged to
report back about before a watchdog or scrubware cut the feet out from under
that piece. Parasite prograns are weak on sel f-defense; they have to be to run
in other people's systems uninvited. They need speed and stealth, not
strength. This one, though, had a | ot of redundancy built into the pyranid
buil ding, so |I doubt I mssed nuch.

It wasn't sentient; | don't trust sentient software to do what it's told and
never use it if | can help it, because anything conpl ex enough to be
self-aware is conpl ex enough to be untrustworthy. Even if it doesn't glitch or
get noody, it can be duped or sabotaged. That's why | used a pyram d instead
of a net. My pyramid wasn't even close to consciousness levels, but it was
fast and sneaky and did what | wanted.



And it cane up enpty.

But that was in unshiel ded, open systens. The nanes were out there somewhere;
they had to be. Not unshiel ded, though-and the truth is that | hadn't really
expected to find anything unshielded. It just didn't feel like that sort of
case. So for nmost of the time that ny parasite was running out there on its
own with no connection to ny system except its destination address, | was

pl ugged into ny desk, doing a little slip-and-grab on a couple of the casino
syst ens.

As | think | said before, | don't like running on wire-1 know too damm well
that every connection is two-way, and | don't |like the idea of giving anybody,
human or com or otherw se, access to ny head. | like ny personality the way it
is, and | like ny nenories to stay mine. So |l don't like wire.

When you' re tackling good security, though, wire helps. Helps, hell, it's
essential. A comoperates a zillion times faster than a human brain, but nost
cons are pretty dunb and need a human to tell themwhat to do when sonet hi ng
new comes al ong. We humans build themthat way on purpose, so they don't get
uppity. When you're running on wire, if you' re any good, you can cone up with
new stuff faster than any program can handle it, and you can usually get

t hrough, in, and out before a human on the other end can get his act together
enough to stop you-or rather, to tell the comhowto stop you. Sonetines, by
the tine the comrealizes it's in trouble and tells a human you're there,

you' re gone.

But that's on wire. Try it by voice or codefield or keypad, and you can't give
the orders fast enough to do anything, can't get information either in or out
fast enough to do any good at all

So | plugged in, making my brain into another interactive ternmnal on the com
network, and there | was, perceiving the casino security systems as |ayered
synesthetic tangles, and picking holes in them wherever | could and shooting
inretrievers. | wasn't programrming, really; | can't think that fast in
machi ne | anguage. | had interface software translating for me, so | was doi ng
everything in anal og, |ooking for flaws not by anal yzi ng prograns, but by
studying the surfaces of those tangles, |ooking for any unevenness, anywhere
that didn't feel tight and solid, and rammi ng the retrievers at whatever weak
spots | found.

The retrievers were like sweet little buzzes. They went where | pointed them
If you've never been on wire, | can't explain it any better than that. If you
have, you know what | nean.

| stayed away from anything really touchy, never went in too deep, and made
sure that any retriever that didn't get out destroyed itself before it got
nailed. I didn't want anyone anal yzing the programmng style; the stuff I was
using cane fromone of the standard bl ack market jobs, but it had been

nodi fied by a friend of nmine and touched up a bit by ne, so it mght have been
traceabl e.

The retrievers had the fifteen nanes as gui des, of course, and when they got
out-if they did-they showed either positive or negative. If it was negative, |
erased them conpletely; if it was positive, | sent them back for storage.
Twenty mnutes of that and | had watchdogs | ooking for me, | was exhausted and
sweating, and | had a couple dozen retrievers tucked away. | pulled out,
pul l ed the plug, and got nyself a bulb of Coke Ill to suck on until the
shaki ng st opped.

When | unplugged, nmy system went into high-security node automatically, and
wat ched the screens to see if anyone was com ng after ne successfully.

Nobody was, or if they were they were eluding ny own stuff. | figured they
just weren't com ng

Peopl e pick at the casinos all the time, hoping to find some way to beat the
odds, or bleed off a bit of the daily take, or turn up sonmething juicy in the
way of gossip, so the watchdogs are usually on short tethers; it's not worth
pursui ng every nibbler, especially when she might just be a decoy for soneone
el se. | hadn't touched anything basic, so | figured I was out clean and safe.
As long as | was alive the casinos would probably never even know |'d been



t here.

O course, when | die, if the news reaches anyone on Epi met heus, the conplete
records of everything | ever did on ny business com |egal, or otherw se, go
to the city cops, both the port watch and the Trap crew, or whatever |aw
enforcenent there is at the time-mybe by then it'Il be on Pronetheus. That
cones with a detective license in Nightside Gty; it's a requirement for the
job. Try and duck it and you |ose the license, or maybe worse.

You want to see real security? Check out the city's in-the-event-of-death
files. The whole | TEOD systemis sem -cl osed, supposed to be input only-though
| already told you what | think of that. They don't count on that closure,

t hough; they've got full-range security. Go at it on wire and you'll get a
screamthat'll rip your hearing up for weeks, even though it doesn't touch
your external ears, and you'll hit a glare of white that'll bumyou alive. It
tastes of acid and stinks of burning corpses. You'll be blind and deaf, and
you won't want to eat for a week when you unpl ug.

Yeah, | tried it once; of course | did. Wwo could resist?

| never even got close, but at least | didn't get caught; you can get yourself
sent up for reconstruction if you tanper with | TEOD stuff.

The casi nos are nothing by conparison. | could handl e anything they threw at
me, as long as | was careful, and |I'd been careful. | read what ny retrievers
had brought ne.

The ni ne casino names had all turned up, as | expected. | hadn't nmanaged to
tag any real names; that was in a | ot deeper, behind at |east one nore |ayer
of security than | wanted to tackle. They were all legitimte nanes, though

-and they were all first registered at the New York. Bond Janes Bond S4S63 had
al so played the Starshine and the Excelsis, and Darby O G|l 34 had spent a
few nights at the Delights of Shanghai, and so on, but five of the nine had
only played at the New York, and they'd all started there and played there
nore than anywhere el se.

That was interesting.

Whoever was buying up the West End apparently had sone connection with the New
Yor k.

| sat back and sipped ny Coke and waited until the parasite pyram d fini shed
up and reported back enmpty. My chair wi ped off the sweat fromm wire run and
massaged ny back, and the hol oscreen on the far wall ran some contenpl ative
scenery.

| still had two hours. Should | go down to the Trap and drop in at the New
Yor k?

No, | decided, not yet. First | wanted sonme background on the place.

I'd never spent nuch tinme in the New York, not when | worked in the Trap, not
as a kid, not even when | ran wild for a year in ny late teens. | was never
that fond of sleaze, and when | live dangerously it's generally for sone
better reason than a cheap thrill. | lost plenty of credits in the Starshine
Pal ace and the Excelsis and the three IRC joints, but I'd stayed out of nost
of the others. I'"'mnot real big, after all-a hundred and forty-five

centimeters, forty kilos, and nost casinos don't l|ike their custoners arnmned,
so I'd be in serious trouble if I got in a fight with someone who knew what he
was doi ng.

This isn't cowardice, just caution. | nean, even unarmnmed, | can take out your
standard drunken miner easily enough, but | can't handle themin groups, and
can't handle themif they' re sober and know how to fight, and | can't handle
themif I'mdrunk or otherwi se mentally or physically unsound, so | always did
nmy drinking and carousing in places where the bouncers knew their job.

The New York wasn't quite up to my standards.

Which is not to say the place was a dunp; the New York was not |ike Buddy's
Lucky Night, a dive down on North Javadifar that no tourist had ever cone out
of alive and even the snarter miners avoided. No, the New York was a serious
Trap casino, living nostly off the tourist trade- though some miners did play
there, and you never saw miners in the Excelsis or the Luna Park. Nobody had
ever been killed in the New York so far as | knew, not even tenporarily, and



nobody ever caught the house cheating, but it played up a fantasy imge of
danger ous, decadent A d New York, which is supposedly an ancient, corrupt city
back on Earth, and | avoided it because some of the customers got a little
vague about the |line between fantasy and reality, and the managenent, by al
accounts, was willing to let things get fairly rough before intervening. It

hel ped the i mage they wanted.

| knew that image, but | didn't know rmuch nore than that, so | punched in sone
orders and read what came up on the screen

The New York Townhouse Hotel and Ganbling Hall was owned by the New York Ganes
Corporation, a wholly owned subsidiary of Nakada Enterprises, incorporated on
Pronet heus. |1'd heard of Nakada, of course. Everybody had heard of the Nakada
famly. They weren't very active on Epinetheus, but they were sure as hell al
over the rest of the Eta Cass system and probably every other inhabited planet
I'd ever heard of, as well. They'd been one of the founding fam lies on

Pr onmet heus.

| never heard that they had any connection with O d New York, or dd Ad York
or much of anything el se back on Earth, but that didn't mean much. Maybe they

just liked the name, or maybe their marketing people suggested it; | didn't
see anything about it on the files | was reading.
CGetting back to the casino itself: the nanager's nanme was Vijay Vo. |I'd heard

of himslightly, as he was active in assorted civic groups and reputed to be a
damm good busi nessman, but |1'd never met him not ny social circle, and sure
as hell not ny age group. He'd been working there since the place opened in
2258, so he wasn't exactly young anynore and probably knew one hell of a |ot
by this tine. He answered to the Nakada famly, as represented on Epi net heus
by Sayuri Nakada, whose nane | knew fromcelebrity gossip on the nets. She
answered to ol d Yoshi o Nakada hinsel f, the head of the clan back on

Pronet heus, who made Vo | ook |ike a beginner.

The property had no liens against it. New York Ganes had no other assets on
Epi net heus, and no other tangi bl e assets reported anywhere-but reporting
requirements were light. Stock in Nakada Enterprises was not presently
available to the public, so | couldn't get at any reports to stockhol ders or
other internal records. Reported crines in the New York included hundreds of
thefts, assaults, rapes, comviolations, and so forth, back over the hundred
and ei ght years the casino had been in business, but no nmore than nost of the
ot her casinos. The New York had been the second casino to offer its players
fal se-name accounts on a formal basis, following the | ead of the | ong-defunct
Las Vegas II1.

The Vegas-that brought back nenories. Wien | was five | watched the sal vage
machi nes eat away the old shell of the Vegas; those things scared the hell out
of me, the way they chewed through the plastic and cultured concrete like it

was tofu. | had a horrible idea that the building s internal com systens m ght
still be conscious the whole tine.

Las Vegas-that was a weird name. There's only one Vega; |'ve checked the star
charts. The casino was the Las Vegas |11, though. | don't know any nore about

I and Il than | know why the name's plural and the article Spani sh. Nobody on
Epi net heus speaks Spani sh. | suppose sonme of the big intelligences nust know

it, but 1I've never heard it spoken, and it isn't avail able on any of the vids.
After the casino was gone they had nade the site a park, though not much of
one; the inported grass had all died pretty quickly, despite the fancy lights
and watering system | think the metals in the soil and water got to it.
Nobody had wanted to build there, since everyone knew that the sun was coning
up. That hadn't been news since long before | was born

I wasn't checking on the Vegas, though. | was checking on the New York. |'ve
al ways had this habit of going off on tangents like that; sonmetines it's
useful. It distracts people. Sonmetines it gives ne an interesting angle to
wor k.

This time it didn't seemto be helping, and I didn't see anything very

i nteresting about the New York. | cleared the screen and thought.

Not hi ng came. Oh, there were still approaches | could nake, but | didn't fee



like trying any of themjust then. | had a lead to work, with Mari ko Cheng,
and | wanted to see where that took ne before | booted up anything el se.

| did know, though, that the New York had something to do with the case, and
that meant | knew where | was going to take Ms' Cheng for a drink

| still had nmore tine than | needed, but what the hell, | could always wal k
the streets, which beat just sitting around the office watching vids or
somet hi ng, which was just about all 1'd been doing lately. | threw the enpty

Coke bul b down the chute, punched the comto call a cab and secure the office,
checked the draw and ran a circuit test on the HG2, then | got up and headed
for the door.

Chapt er Four

THE AIR I N MY OFFI CE WAS AS DEAD AS BEDROCK. AND the front door downstairs was
as soundproof as hard vacuum so stepping out into the street was always a
shock -the wi nd whi pped agai nst your skin like steel Velcro, and its sound
poured through you as if it were on wire. Every tine | stepped out | heard the
how of the wind itself, as it wapped the air tight around every building in
the crater, and when it backed up on itself, as it did that time, it carried
out the noise of the Trap, bent into a whol e new shape.

It was on ny right cheek, and it was bl owi ng warm

| hated that. When | was a kid the wind was cold. You knew it was bl ow ng
right off the slushponds at the midnight pole-you could feel it. It was stil
danp fromthe rainbelt, too.

By this time, though, the wind was warny it was as likely to be a back-eddy
fromthe dayside as the true winds off the pole. A few years back, people
woul d bitch about the cold wi nds, but the winds weren't cold anynore. Since
I'd nmoved out to Juarez | never heard anybody nention the wind, not at Lui's,
not anywhere. It was anot her rem nder of how close the city was to crossing
the term nator, and nobody wanted rem ndi ng.

Hell, the city was actually just past the terminator; it was the shadow of the
crater wall that kept us fromfrying, not true night.

| looked up at the pale sky ahead of me and | shivered.

Once when | was twenty or so, when | was just starting to settle down and

t hought | might do sonmething clever with ny life, | studied a little history
of this and that on the public comand | cane across sone old nusic-really old
stuff, fromjust a few years after sound recording was invented, before they
used kunst kopf or added inmages or subsonics or anything. It was just sound,

not even as real or as conplex as you get froma cheap com speaker, but it was
still nusic, it still had a beat and a nelody and lyrics, and sinple as it

was, it could be pretty catchy. I don't know what the hell it was doing in
open storage, but there it was, forty or fifty hours of audio, three or four
hundred years old, and | listened to nost of it. Al fromEarth, of course-I
mean, sone of it was prespace-travel stuff, let alone star travel!

Anyway, there were sone songs in there by some minstrels, or a concert band,

or whatever they were back then, called the Doors, and two of those songs
stuck with me because they fit the situation there in Nightside City.

The one | thought of as | | ooked up at the sky there was "Waiting for the
Sun." W were all of us waiting for the sun

When people first discovered that the nightside of Epimetheus was habitabl e,
they didn't think the planet was turning. It |ooked about as tidel ocked as any
pl anet ever was-whi ch was damed strange, when a systeml s as young as this one
is, but what the hell, it just wasn't moving, so far as they could see. \Wen
they checked closely here in the crater, they found a little nmovenent, well
under two neters a day, and they put it down to volcanic activity, or
instrument error, or continental drift-a rotation that slow wasn't considered



possi bl e, since it couldn't be stable, and Epinmetheus is pretty dam
tectonically active, not to nention having one hell of a lot of plates sliding
around, so they called it continental drift and forgot about it. The niners
canme in, picking up the radi oactives and the heavy nmetals, and they built
their boontown in this big inpact crater, the only crater on the planet big
enough and stabl e enough to provide a decent shelter, near the dawn |ine but
safely in the dark, and everything was fine until sonebody noticed that the
city was still noving, and always in the sanme direction, toward the daysi de.

It wasn't supposed to keep noving, you see. Nightside Cty was supposed to
stay in the dark forever and ever, until the heat-death of the universe or the
Bi g Crunch or whatever

The miners and the owners and the rest panicked and called in the experts, and
the experts figured it out.

The planet isn't tidelocked-yet. But it will be soon
Everybody thought that had al ready happened. They were w ong.
It's a pretty strange case, | guess. Epinetheus is a young planet, very young,

and it hasn't got any nmoons. It ought to be spinning really fast. It isn't. It
isn"t, they figured, because the planetary core is off-center

Nobody seens conpletely sure how t hat happened-the usual guess is sonething to
do with the high concentration of heavy elenments, particularly radioactives.
That resulted in a hard, heavy core that forned early, and a mantl e that
stayed hotter and nore liquid than usual, and sonmehow that |let the core get
pulled to one side by Eta Cass A's gravity-or possibly by Eta Cass B, during a
pass.

O, just possibly, it got thrown off-center because a comet or something hit

t he planet-the system has plenty of conets.

However it happened, it happened. Epi metheus had a normal rotation when it
first coal esced, but the offset core slowed it down in a hurry. It stopped

spi nning evenly, slow ng down each time the core passed the sunside, unti
finally it was hardly noving at all

But it takes tinme for sonething the size of a planet to grind to a halt, even
with its own core acting as a giant brake. It takes a ot of time. It doesn't
just stop in a few hours, or a few years, or even a few centuries. And

Epi net heus is very young.

It's al nost done rotating; the experts all agree that it's on its very | ast
spin before it stops with the core permanently offset toward the daysi de. But
that last turn is a slowone. It's been going on for centuries, and it'l

still be going on a thousand years fromnow. A thousand years is nothing on a
pl anetary scal e.

By then it'll be really slow, though, just a few centineters a day.

Meanwhil e, Nightside City is going to swing out onto the dayside, and it's not
going to swing back. It'll nove out into the full sunlight, where the
ultraviolet eventually kills all unprotected, unnodified terrestrial |ife;
it'll swing on, noving slower and slower, and eventually, thousands of years
fromnow, it will stop.

And the city will stop well beyond the sunrise termnator, out there in the

sun, far enough out that the crater wall's shadow won't mean a thing. It wll
never get anywhere near reaching the sunset termnator; it won't even reach

m d- morni ng. When the rotation stops the planet will be tidel ocked, and the
city will be on the dayside to stay.

They figured this out, way back when, and they shrugged and forgot it; after
all, it was a long way off, a hundred years away. Nightside Gty grew and
flourished and everybody had a good tine.

But those hundred years slipped away, |ike data scrolling across a screen, and

t he dawn got closer and closer, and before we knew it we were all just waiting
for the sun.

And everyone in the city knew this; we had grown up knowing it. It had al

been checked and rechecked a hundred years ago. W all knew the rate of
nmoverent, the distances to go, everything. Wien | was eight my friends and

wor ked out the exact dates that the sun would shine in our respective bedroom



wi ndows- but we were eight, and it was just a gane.

Looki ng up at that blue sky and red horizon it wasn't a game anynore. It was
deat h, disaster, the end of the world, and there was nothing | could do that
woul d change it.

The end of the world, |I said, but no, that wasn't what it was, not really. The
ni ghtsi de would still be habitable; nost of the nmines that were being worked
could still be worked. People could live on the day side in suits or dones or

underground. It wasn't the end of the world, not even necessarily the end of
the city; it was just the end of the night.

That was the other ancient song | renenbered: "End of the N ght."

Al | ever knew was the night. | had never l|ived anywhere but N ghtside GCity,
never wanted to, and Nightside City had never known anythi ng but night.

The city's whol e econony lived on the night; if anything did survive in the
crater after the sun rose it would need an entirely new reason for its

exi stence. It was the night that made unshielded life there possible. It was
the night that gave the tourists something worth visiting. Wthout the
nightlife, the mners would have no reason to cone to the city instead of

[ aunchi ng cargo on-site.

But the dawn was coning, com ng one hundred and thirty-eight centineters

cl oser every day-every twenty-four hours, | should say. W had al ways used
standard Earth tine, since the Epinmethean day | asted forever. And rea
dayl i ght was com ng. That scared the hell out of ne.

My cab was coming, too, settling to the curb in front of me, dropping down
froma flashing swarm of advertisers and spy-eyes and nessengers. Above them
i ke anot her |ayer of floaters, a sudden, silent spatter of neteors drew a

gol den spray across the sky-there's still a lot of debris in the Eta Cass
system

| looked at the red in the sky and | felt that warmw nd and | shivered; then
because | had business, | stepped into the cab

The cab's interior nusic was sweet and slow, | noticed as | settled onto the
seat. | liked it.

"Where to?" the cab asked.

"Third and Kai," | told it. "And there's no hurry, so keep it snooth."

"CGot it," it said. It lifted and cruised toward the Trap, snooth as perfect
sof t war e

An advertiser cane up to the wi ndow beside ne, purring seductively about the
pl easures of a night at the Excelsis and trying to focus a holo in front of
me. Its chrome casing glittered in noving bands of red and white sparks as it
caught the lights in passing.

"Lose it," | told the cab. "I hate advertising."

The cab didn't say anything, and | didn't feel anything but a slight jerk, but
suddenly the advertiser was gone. It was a slick little nove, and | got
curious and | ooked at the cab's identification

It was a Hyundai, of course-1 hadn't seen any other mmke in years-but the
nodel nunber was one |'d never seen before, a whole new series, and | found
nmysel f wondering what it was doing in the city. Who was buyi ng new cabs?

| hated nyself for asking that; | wanted to believe that sonebody had enough
pride in the city to buy new cabs for the last few years. | wanted to believe
it-but I couldn't. Nightside City was going to hell, and we all knewit.

But maybe somebody knew something | didn't.

All my life I'd been hearing schenes to save the city- put up a dome, go
underground, cut the crater |loose and haul it back to the other side of the
pl anet. They all had one thing in comopn: no one was willing to finance them
Ni ghtside Gty had al ways made noney, but not that nuch noney.

Besi des, everybody knew it was the weird anbience of the city that drew the
tourists, the wind and the darkness and the night sky with its nmeteors and a
conet every year or two, and Eta Cass B lighting everything dull red. It was
the presence of a breathabl e atnbsphere on a planet that was nmostly bare rock
still so young the ground al nbost glowed in spots. Put that underground, or
under a done, and what's to see? And on the dayside there is no darkness; you



can't even see the stars, any of themat all.

As for the miners, they weren't about to cone out into the daylight for
anything. If they had to go to a donmed or buried city for their sprees, they'd
build their own, safe on the nightside.

Now, cutting the entire crater |oose and hauling it back -that m ght work, but
think of the cost! Not to nmention the |egal conplications, or that the whole
city woul d probably have to be evacuated while the job was done, or the
difficulties of figuring out where to put it, or that in cutting under the
crater you'd be awfully close to going right through the crust and opening the
| argest damm vol cano Epi net heus ever saw, which m ght not be good for the
planet's long-termstability. Epimetheus is delicate. The inpact that made the
city's crater in the first place didn't punch through the crust into raw
magma, but the experts say it cane cl ose-very close

Al the same, the schene got sonme attention now and then, but the concl usion
was al ways the sane.

Ni ghtside City wasn't worth it. The cost would be rmuch hi gher than any
possi bl e profits.

If the city wasn't worth saving, it couldn't be worth nuch of an investnent.
Everything in Nightside Gty had to be considered strictly short-term

So who was buyi ng new cabs and bringing themin from off-planet?

And who was buyi ng up the West End?

Was there a connection? O was | naking constellations out of random stars?

"Hey, cab," | asked. "You're new around here, aren't you?"
"Yes, ms'," it answered. "I cane into service two hundred and seven hours
ago. "

"Who do you work for?"

"I"'mthe property of Qao's Quick Transport, nis'.
| knew them they'd been around since before | was born. Ad |lady Q ao nmust be
getting pretty old, |I thought. She'd started out working for IRC, saved up her
pay, and bought herself an ancient cab that she rewired herself to handle
Epi net hean conditions. By the tine | first sawthe lights in the night sky she
had half a dozen in the air, and last | heard her fleet was about twenty, not
counti ng nmessenger floaters and other such aerial clutter

| decided a direct question couldn't hurt; at worst |1'd get no answer, and at
best 1'd save nyself a lot of wondering. "Why'd QQ T. want to put on new

equi prent ?" | asked. "I understand the | ocal econony's not too prom sing."

"Ch, no, mis', I"'msorry, but you' re wong," the cab said, very quick, very
apol ogetic. "Things are booming here in the city. Ch, we all know it won't
last, but right nowthe tourist trade is very big, because people want to cone
and visit Nightside Gty while they still can. The tourismoffice has started
a big campaign on Pronet heus, urging people to see the city before the dawn.
|"msurprised you hadn't heard that."

| was surprised, too. Nobody I'd talked to had nmentioned it, and | hadn't

given it any thought. | hadn't worked in Trap Over, hadn't noticed the
tourists, in weeks, and | don't suppose that anybody at Lui's had, either. O
maybe the subject just never came up; after all, | was pretty sure Sebastian

woul d have noticed, since he was right there in the Trap, but he never
mentioned it when he called. He nust have assumed | already knew.

| hadn't known, though. |I was so concerned with what woul d happen to the

per manent residents, |like nyself, that | hadn't considered what off-worlders
woul d think. To ne, that red glow on the horizon is com ng doom sonething to
escape from | saw ny world dying slowy, and | didn't want to watch.

But that was because it was ny world.

For the bored and rich on Prometheus, or the very bored and very rich
out-system that glow in the east just added another little fillip, an extra
tang, a bit of norbid fascination. They could come and play in the casinos, do
the Trap, and stare at that |ong sl ow dawn creeping up, know ng that when the
hard |ight cane pouring over the crater wall they'd be safely back home on
some ot her pl anet.

And years fromnow they coul d casually boast, over brainbuster cocktails or a



hunm ng jackbox, that they had seen Nightside City in its |last days, and they
woul d be the envy of their |less fortunate partners in decadence.

The cab's words made this suddenly plain; the realization burst on ne |like the
rush of data froma full-speed wire run through an unshi el ded menory core.
Touri smwoul d not be declining; it would be rising, and would probably rise
faster and faster until the sunlight actually got dangerous. It nmust have been
rising for years, even without a publicity canpaign, and | never noticed.

Sone hotshot investigator, huh? Too busy | ooking for nislaid spouses and
runaway software to notice a nmajor econonic trend. No wonder nobody ever
mentioned it; it was so obvious nobody needed to.

"So QQT. needed nore cabs to keep up with the rush?" | asked

"You got it, mis', that's it exactly."

| nodded and sat back, staring at the red vel vet uphol stery on the ceiling, as
| tried to see what this night nmean about the West End.

That was where the dawn was cl osest, of course, and there mght be a market
for tours-but how rmuch of a market?

Enough to make it worth buying a building, certainly, prices being what they
were, but enough to be worth buying the whole West End? Wuld that tourist
trade be worth a hundred megacredits?

And did anyone need to own the West End to cash in on it?

Not really. The streets were open to all

Whoever was buying was threatening to evict the squatters. Could that be the
real notivation? Could he or she be trying to clear out the nore squalid
residents, to pretty the place up for the off-worlders?

That made no sense at all. Half the appeal of the West End would be its air of
decay, and the squatters would fit right in.

And a hundred negacredits? You could probably have every squatter in the city
renoved for a lot less, if that was all you wanted.

What coul d you charge for a tour of the West End? Twenty, thirty credits?
Maybe a hundred? Say a hundred, then, though only a rich idiot would pay that
much, when she could just take a cab or even wal k out and | ook for herself.
You'd need to run a mllion tourists-a mllion rich idiots-through in the two
years or so before the sunlight really starts hitting Trap Over and the narket
dries up and dies. Say a thousand days, though I didn't think they had that
much time, and that would be a thousand a day.

Not a chance in all the known worlds of that. A thousand rich idiots a day,
payi ng for a tour of sunburnt slums instead of spending their tine safely
tucked away in the Trap? That wasn't possible.

Besi des, they'd have had to start advertising already, and | sure hadn't seen
any of that. | watched enough vids between clients.

But then, | hadn't noticed the recent canpaign at all, | rem nded nyself, and
even if it was only on Pronetheus, some of it should have trickled back.

nmust have gotten too damm good at tuning out ads.

Advertising or no, any schene |ike that would be insane. It wouldn't work. And
nobody could waste a hundred negacredits on it w thout having the insanity

poi nted out by soneone.

Wait a minute, | told nyself. Was tourismthe only val ue those buil dings had?
What about sal vage rights? The materials were worth something, certainly. The
i mage of the sal vage nachi nes eating the Vegas came back to me again, and

i magi ned a swarm of them devouring the entire Wst End and converting it to
reusabl e fiber and netal and stone.

Could the materials, conbined with tourism be enough to make the schenme pay?
Wul d there be a market for the materials after the city fried? Were the m nes
expandi ng enough to buy the stuff? O could they be used to build a new city,
doned or buried, further back on the nightside?

| wished | had a wist terminal, so | could run sone figures, but 1'd had to
hock m ne nonths before, just |eaving the base inplant. The inplant didn't
even have a readout and could only handle a few sinple functions; it couldn't
tap data or cal cul ate.

The cab had a terminal, of course, but | didn't want to use anything that



public. Besides, the cab would have charged nme for it.

The t hought occurred to me for the first time that maybe there was sonet hi ng
val uabl e tucked away sonmewhere in the West End, and that the entire schene was
an attenpt to find it.

| snorted at ny own foolishness-a hundred nega-credits? What coul d be bi dden
away that would be worth that nuch?

What about a conbination of all three? Could the conbination of tourism

sal vaged materials, and some sort of hidden val uabl es be worth a hundred
nmegacredi t s?

Maybe, but | doubted it. Besides, the cab was descending, cutting south on
Fourth, and the next intersection was Kai. A right turn and a short bl ock and
I'd be there.

The bank's hol osign gl owed soft green in the air ahead, hanging | ow over the
street with a golden sprinkle of stardust spiralling back and forth around the
letters. | watched it make the junp fromthe N in Epinethean to the Cin
Conmrer ce.

That green had | ooked a |l ot better a few years back, when the sky was darker.
The gl ow overhead was an ugly contrast.

The streets bel ow were crowded, just as the cab had told ne, and the people
there nostly wore the gaudy dress of off-worlders on holiday. | saw a woman
wi th wings, who had to be fromout-system there isn't anything around Eta
Cass with enough at nosphere and | ow enough gravity for wings that size to
wor k. Sone of the others had their little peculiarities of color and shape
that marked them as out-systemtrade, too. Business was good, for the nonent.
The cab set down gently, and | fed it ny transfer card; the fare lit the

screen, but the cab paused, still holding the card.

"Sorry," | said. "Business is bad; no tip. If you want to code the card with
your nunber for later, and | do well tonight, I'lIl see if | can kick in
somet hi ng. "

I wasn't planning on playing the casinos, but | didn't need to tell the cab
t hat .
Cabs don't sigh or shrug; it gave back ny card wi thout any conment at all,

however sublimnal. | took the card, but it was ny turn to pause.
"You're sentient?" | asked.
"Yes, ms'."

"Trying to buy free?"

"Hopi ng, anyway."

"Sorry | can't help. You're young; you've got tine."

"I"ve also got a hell of a debt, ms'; they're billing ne for nmy shipnment from
Earth." The tone was calm but that doesn't mean nuch with someone artificial
| didn't say what | wanted to say, that the whole idea of freedomfor an
artificial intelligence is a cruel cheat. Wat would a free cab do any
differently?

Ch, sure, it could save up its noney and have itself transferred to different
hardware, but then what? Its entire personality was designed for driving a
cab; it could never really be happy doing anything el se. And sonething like a
cab isn't conplex enough to nmake it in wetware, where it mght be able to
adapt itself to a wider role. So if it works its way free, it's tradi ng anway
security and getting nothing in return. Ch, it can't be shut down on the
owner's whimanynore, and it won't be retired when it's obsolete-instead it
gets to die slowy when it can't conpete in the marketplace. Sone great

i mprovenent .

Gving software a desire for freedomis sadistic, if you ask me. | preferred
t he ol der cabs, despite the conplaints sone people made about how awkward it
was dealing with a "slave nmentality.” Isn't it better to build your slaves

with slave nentalities, than to nake them mi serable by giving theman urge to
be free?

Sone people claimthat the drive to buy free makes for greater productivity,
but even if it's true, it's a hell of a lousy way to do it, in ny opinion.
"Sorry," | said again, and | |eaned toward the door



I had an instant of fear that 1'd picked a rogue, that it wouldn't let me out,
but then the door opened with a soft hiss and | stepped out onto Kai Avenue,
into that hard, warmw nd and the roar and bl aze of the city.

"I put ny nunber on your card, as you suggested, Ms' Hsing," the cab said

behind nme. "I hope you'll ask for ne specifically, next tine you need a cab."
That caught ne of f-guard, and the door closed before | could answer. To every
cab 1'd ever ridden before that, unless I'd asked it to wait, | ceased to

exi st once | stepped out the door; the new nodels were a bit nore
sophi sti cat ed.

In fact, | suddenly wondered just how sophisticated they were-was the request
for atipto buy its freedomgenuine, or had QQT. cone up with a little scam
to coax a few extra bucks out of the tourists?

Was the cab really trying to buy free, or was it just follow ng orders in
saying that it was?

That m ght be a way to play on custoners' synpathy w thout having to actually
use freedom m nded software, and mght well bring in some additional credits
fromsoft-hearted passengers. It substituted m sl eading advertising for

sadi sm

That was a hell of a choice, between lies and cruelty. | wasn't sure which
preferred.

Whi chever it was, it wasn't any concern of mine; the cab had lifted and was
gone before |I could say anything nore, and | had no intention of using that
nunber it had put on ny card. The poor thing would be better off wthout the
busi ness of someone |ike ne.

| looked up at the bank, then scanned up the street until | spotted a cl ock
readout amid the junble of advertising displays-a readout at the Ni ghtside
Bank and Trust, ECB s chief conpetitor, as it happened.

The nunbers were 16:25. | had half an hour. The New York was three bl ocks
away, just across Deng on Fifth.

| decided to take a | ook

Chapter Five

THE STREETS OF THE TRAP ARE BLACK- NOT JUST THE dark stone of the burbs but
snoot h bl ack synthetic. Nonreflective, at that. Above me Trap Over was a

fl ashi ng panoply of pleasures, advertising inmages battling each other for

ai rspace as they struggled to lure in their prey, while spy-eyes and
advertisers zi pped unheedi ng through them and the towers soared up around

t hem sl eek and bright. They sang and whi spered and caj ol ed, and nost of it was
blurred into white noi se by the constant w nd.

Bel ow ny feet, though, there was only darkness and the | ow runble of Trap
Under going about its business. | |ooked down and felt the vibration through
the soles of my worksuit.

| was studying that darkness, the street that was a roof for Trap Under, and
was thinki ng about the people down there, human and artificial both, the ones
I'd seen or talked to on nmy |ast case, and all the others |I'd never net, and
was wondering what woul d becorme of them when the sun rose, when soneone call ed
ny nane.

| |1 ooked up, startled, and saw a spy-eye staring at me. It was a cheap one,
about twenty centineters across, black and red finish with chrone and gl ass
fittings, with a central lens and a few scanners, nothing fancy.

"You're Carlisle Hsing?" it asked.

"What if | anP" | answered. | wasn't any too happy about being spotted like
this.
"Just wanted to be sure,” it said.

"Why?" | asked.



It didn't answer. It just hovered there, watching ne.

| pushed back ny jacket and haul ed out the HG 2. | stepped back against the
side of a building to brace nyself against the recoil, then pointed the gun at
the spy-eye. Tourists up the street stopped dead in their tracks and stared;
saw personal floaters and built-in hardware | ocking onto ne, ready to defend

their owners if | went berserk. | saw security scanners pivot toward nme on two
of the nearby buildings, as well, but nobody noved in ny direction

No cops were in sight, which was nice.

"What the hell do you want?" | demanded. "Tell ne or 1'll blow you into
scrap." | flicked the gun on and felt it shift in my hand as it conpensated
for the wind and gravity. | didn't think | needed to tell it its target.
"Just a minute, Hsing," it said. "I'll consult with ny superiors.” It humed
briefly, then informed me, "I can't tell you anything, and ny boss says that
if you shoot, he'll sue."

"And 1'll claimself-defense, and |I've got a hell of a good case,"” | said.
"How do | know you weren't sent to kill nme?"

"Way would | want to kill you?" it asked.

"How the hell should I know?" | said. "I don't know who sent you, or what
you' re capable of, or what the fuck you think you're doing in the first

pl ace."

It humed again, then said, "All right, all right, don't shoot; I'm

expensi ve."

That was a lie, in a way, because it wasn't exactly top of the line, but then
any eye costs serious juice.

"I"mjust keeping an eye on you, Hsing," it told me. "You' re not welcome in
the Trap, and I'mhere to make sure that you don't do anything you m ght
regret later, that's all. No harmneant. Look, I'mnot armed.” It popped its

i nspecti on panels. The side conmpartments, where the armanent normally goes,
were enpty. So was the belly chanber. The opened panels ruined its
streamining, and it began to drift off to the right as the wi nd whistled

across the curved surfaces. | followed it with the gun
"Don't give ne that," | said. "You could be hiding al most anything in there.
Your fucking notherboard could be explosive, for all | know "

The thing had ne rattled, or I wouldn't have said that. It's a hell of a thing
to say to a machine. It's true, but it's a hell of a thing to say.

"Take it easy, Hsing," it said. "Look, if |I were going to kill you, I'd have
done it already, wouldn't |?"

| knew that; that's why | hadn't already fired. The thing was a machine; its
responses had to be faster than nmne. But it had nmade its point, really. Wat
could I do about it? The streets were public; it could follownme if it wanted

to. And | sure as hell couldn't afford the bill if I shot it down and it
turned out to be harn ess.

"A'l right," | said. | lowered the gun and turned it off.

And damm it, | couldn't think of a graceful exit line. | just shoved the HG 2
back where it bel onged, gave the spy-eye the three-finger curse, and turned
away.

| alnmobst ran into a tall tourist in a vernilion party coat, who had been
staring at our little confrontation. H s eyes were blue and nmilky, with no
pretense of nature at all. | pushed past himand marched on

The spy-eye cruised along, follow ng ne.

| had a pretty good idea who had put it there. IRC wasn't petty enough to

bot her, and nost of ny other enemies couldn't afford it or wouldn't have

t hought of it. | figured it had to be Big JimMshim, still pissed at ne over
the skimrer at the Starshine Pal ace. The bastard wanted to make things
difficult for me, sane as | had for him

| debated turning around and yelling a nmessage for Big Jimat the damm
floater, but | resisted the tenptation. Shooting off my nmouth woul dn't do any
good, any nore than shooting off the gun would, | told nyself. Pulling the gun
at all had probably been a m st ake.

Then it occurred to ne that Mari ko Cheng m ght not like having Big Jims



little toy watching us.

VWell, there were plenty of floaters around; she wouldn't notice that one in
particular unless it did sonmething to draw her attention
| decided to shoot ny nouth off, after all. | turned and said, "Hey! You!"

"Yeah, Hsing?" it replied. The inspection panels were seal ed again, and it
cruised up snoothly to look me in the eye.

"I just want to tell you sonmething," | said. "I'"mwrking. It's a case that
nobody in the Trap would touch, and it's a waste of time, but | need to eat.
M shima woul d | augh at what I'mgetting paid for this, but it'll buy ne a
dinner. Now, | guess | can't get rid of you while I"'mon the street, but by
god, if you interfere in nmy work I'Il slap your master-and yes, | know who it
is-with a harassnment suit and I'Il make it stick, too. And I will blow you
into scrap. So you don't talk to me or anybody with me, and you don't get too
cl ose, unless you see nme do something you don't |ike-which you won't, because
this case isn't for the casinos and it isn't any polish off your nose. And if
| lose you, and you find nme again, you just keep quiet-1 probably had a hel

of a good reason. You got that?"

"I hear you," it said.

| opened ny jacket again and put ny hand on the gun

"Have you got that?" | said.

"Yeah, | got it," it answered.

An advertiser cruised up beside the spy-eye and said, "H there, and wel cone
to Nightside City! Say, if you haven't dined yet. " Its hol o was warning
up.

| pulled the gun and pointed it at the advertiser. "lI'ma native. Beat it.
Those things have al ways annoyed ne.

The advertiser beat it. The spy-eye didn't say anything, and | put the gun

away. | hadn't bothered to turn it on

I'd been pointing that thing a lot, | realized. | was edgy. | couldn't nanme a
single big reason for it, but there were plenty of little ones. Dawn was

cl oser every day, business was bad, ny social life wasn't any better, and this
case | was on sucked-my combill on it nmight already be nmore than ny advance
on the fee. So | was edgy, which still didn't make flashing the HG 2 all over
the place a good idea. | sealed the front of nmy jacket; |1'd need a second or

two nore to get the gun out next time, and that might give me tinme to calm
down and reconsi der.

After all, | didn't think the thing was legal. Pulling it out and waving it
around every few minutes wasn't a really brilliant idea. And ny reaction to

t he spy-eye probably just got Mshinma nore interested.

Wth or without the gun, though, | was in a foul nood. | stanped off down the

pl asti c pavenent.

The spy-eye followed, but it kept a discreet distance and it didn't say
anyt hi ng.

| turned on Fifth, and there above the tourists hung the New York's marquee,
ol d-fashi oned neon tubes rotating three neters above the street. That harsh
red glare lit the black glass walls the sane color as the eastern horizon
That was the main entrance, but | suddenly decided | didn't want the main
entrance; after all, that was a casino, and | didn't want Big Jim

m si nterpreting anything. Around the corner of Deng was a side entrance into
t he Manhattan Lounge; |I'd be heading there |l ater anyway, to get Cheng that
drink, so it wouldn't hurt to take a | ook at the crowd.

As | turned the corner | wondered who the hell Manhattan ever was that they
shoul d nane a bar after him and what he had to do with New York. Al these
wei rd old nanmes are so damm conf usi ng.

Traffic on Deng was lighter, and by wal king through the light fog of Stardust
that drifted along the facade | had a clear path to the entrance. The door
slid open as | walked up to it, and the nmusic and |ight and snoke poured out
at me, unhindered by suppression fields-a sort of advertisenment, | guess, for
what was inside. The wi nd whi pped the snoke away i medi ately and tore at the
nmusic, as well.



The nmusi c was somet hing sl ow and rhythm ¢, and when | stepped across the
threshold I saw why.

The show was in full swing, in a colum of white light at the center of the
room where a man and a wonan hung, weightless and naked, in mdair. She had
her face in his crotch and was noving her tongue in long, slow caresses. He
was trying not to | ook bored.

About half the crowmd was watching, while the other half went about their

busi ness. | sympathized with the second group; the entertai nment val ue of

wat chi ng ot her people screw has al ways escaped nme. Even in zero gravity, there
just isn't that nmuch variety to it, and 1'd seen it all before. Hell, 1'd done
it all before-though not in zero gee. And not recently. Not in too damm | ong,
in fact, not since | noved out to Juarez. |'d never had anyone who was serious
enough to follow me when | left the Trap, and |I'd never found anyone out in
Westside | wanted. |'d always been too picky for ny own good, | suppose-every
time | broke up with a man, | hated it, but | never rushed to find another
This time, with the reduced opportunities out in the burbs, | hadn't rushed at
all, and I hadn't found anything, either, not even the occasional one-shot.

| didn't really need the damm fl oor show rem nding ne of that.

There's one thing, though-at least in zero gee they don't do those frustrating
last-mnute withdrawal s that the nale fans seemto like so nuch. It's too
messy when the stuff can float free. In zero gee shows everythi ng goes where
nature intended-at |east, when they do it straight.

It's still not nmy idea of great entertainnent.
Wll, | didn't have to watch, and for all | knew Cheng would love it.
The bar was long and ornate. | assumed that the old glass bottles along the

wal | behind it were purely for decoration, but if not, then it was certainly
wel | stocked. A nman in a white apron, looking |ike something froma bad vid,
stood behind it rubbing a glass with a piece of fabric- nore decoration

The bar wasn't crowded. Most of the custoners were at the tables on the floor
and the place was only hal f-full

That didn't accord very well with what the cab had told me, but hell, it was
still early in the day.

The lighting was nostly blue and green, shifting slowy, and the snoke cane
not only fromthe custoners, but also froma small burner on the end of the
bar nearest the door. It was nostly just for scent and effect, but | thought I
could snell a little cannabis in the haze, and naybe a few synthetics, as
wel I . | assumed that the psychoactives canme fromthe custoners; it didn't | ook
like the sort of establishnent that woul d give anything away for free.

The place wasn't exactly tasteful, but it seemed okay. | stepped down to the
floor and crossed to the bar, but didn't take a stool; after all, | only had a
few mnutes. | | eaned ny el bows on the bar and watched the show for a nonent.
The wonman was still Iicking. The nan was even nore obviously bored than

bef ore.

Behi nd nme, sonmeone snapped, "Hey! You can't cone in here!"

| turned and saw the spy-eye hanging in the doorway, and the man behind the
bar hol di ng an anci ent janmer.

"You get the hell out!" the man said. "This is private property, and we won't
have any damm machi nes harassi ng our custoners!”

The spy-eye hesitated, looking in ny direction

"Qut, or | fry your circuits!" the man said, lifting the jammrer.

The spy-eye retreated, and | smled to nyself.

| hadn't really counted on that, but it was a nice side-effect. Wthout
wasting a minute I marched on through the | ounge and out into the hotel | obby.
| knew that the spy-eye would try to catch ne coming out, but where would it
expect ne to cone out? Did Big Jimhave other spy-eyes on hand that he could
use to cover all the exits?

Not bl oody likely. He had a hell of a lot nore nmoney than | did, but he was
still just a free-lance detective, not a goddam casi no owner. He woul dn't
have a whole flock of eyes in the air-not unless sonething was up | didn't
know about, and even then, unless he'd gone conpletely berserk, he woul dn't



have a whole flock Iooking for nme. | wasn't worth it.

So | only had to worry about one or two exits being covered, at nost.

The logical exits were the way | came in, the main entrance, and the casino's
back door on the far side of the block. If | were trying to be obvi ous about

| osing sonmeone, 1'd use a service entrance-except those were all in Trap
Under, at |east one |evel down.

| shrugged. Trying to outguess a machi ne when you don't know a damm thing
about its programming is pointless. I'd just have to pick one at random and
hope | got | ucky.

| headed for the gate where the shuttles to the port |oaded, squeezed out past
a waiting shuttlecar, and then took a long, ranbling route back to the
Epi net hean Conmmerce Bank, cruising through the crowds with one eye on the
overhead traffic.

I hit the corner of Third and Kai on the dot of 17:00, and there wasn't a sign
of the spy-eye in sight.

A moment | ater Mari ko Cheng stepped out the side door of the bank, and

| ooked up at her and snmiled and said, "Ms' Cheng! Fancy neeting you here!"

Chapter Six

CHENG WATCHED THE SHOW W TH A SORT OF PUZZLED anusemnent. Bl ue-green |ight

ri ppl ed across her face in time to the mnusic.

She hadn't bothered to act surprised when | greeted her at the bank. She had
said hello, and after a little chat about the weather | suggested that, as old
friends bumping into each other by chance, a celebratory drink night be in
order.

She agreed, and | suggested the Manhattan Lounge at the New York

That did surprise her a little, | think, but she agreed again, and there we
were. The spy-eye hadn't yet spotted me again, so far as | could see.

"Isit really worth the cost of a zero-gravity field in here just for that?"
she asked, pointing at the floor show The woman was bent al nost double, the
man behi nd her punping away. It wasn't the sane couple that had been in there
when | first checked the place out, but the act was the sane.

"No," | said. "It's not. |I'd bet you anything you like that that's not a
zero-gravity field."

She | ooked at nme. "No? What is it, then? O what do you think it is?"

"It's a holo," | said. "Areally top-quality one, and those two lovelies are
in orbit somewhere, transmitting down here on a closed-circuit beam It's a

| ot cheaper than any sort of zero gravity they could nake at ground |evel.
That's why the performers always exit through the top or bottomof the field
when they go to clean up, and never cone out through the audi ence. You can
tell it's not taped, because they'll react to the audi ence sonetines-1 guess
it's a two-way hook-up-but those two are in orbit. Literally."

She | ooked back at the cylinder of white light and stared for a nonent, then
flicked a hand in front of her face.

"You're right," she said. She watched for another noment. "It's a good one,

t hough. Look, you can see every hair."

| nodded wit hout | ooking, and our drinks finally arrived, delivered by floater
i nstead of through the table. | suppose it had sonmething to do with the "ol de
Earthe" notif. Maybe the slow service did, too.

| sipped mne; it was decent enough. Cheng sipped hers and gl anced back at the
show.

"Ms' Cheng," | said. "I was hoping you could tell me sonething."

"Hn?" she said, as she turned back. "Oh, yes, |I'msorry. Listen, call ne

Mari ko." She smil ed.

| smled back. "Call me Hsing," | said.



That startled her, | think, and she |ooked at ne a bit nore closely, but
didn't ask anyt hing.

| appreciated that. | like ny first nane just fine, but I don't want it used
lightly-and | don't ruch like discussing it, either. It's just a quirk of
m ne. | have plenty. Ask anyone at Lui's. They call me Hsing there, and we

don't discuss it.

| like Lui's; they don't discuss anybody's quirks there.

"Hsing," Cheng said. "All right." Her tone mi ght have been a shade hostile,
but I still didn't want her calling nme anything but Hsing.

| smiled. "I was hoping, Mariko, that you could tell me something about
Westwal | Redevel opnment. Anything at all."”

She studied ny face for a nonent, so | tried to | ook sincere and

harm ess-which | hope I'mnot, but at tines it's a good way to | ook. Then she
gl anced around at the nei ghboring tables.

| had picked a quiet corner; the only human within natural earshot was an old
man wearing an anti que videoset, and with the plugs in his ears and patches on
his eyes he wasn't going to be listening to us. He was | eaning back in his

chair, up against a black upholstered wall, and fromthe | ook on his face he
was wat ching hinself battle nonsters in sonme classic thriller. | could see his
hands tw tch.

He coul d have been acting, | suppose, but if so he was damm good. And of

course, any number of machines or synthetics or cyborgs could have been
listening, but that's true just about anywhere.

Cheng apparently decided it was private enough. She turned back and | ooked at
ny face again.

"You don't know who they are?" she asked.

"Nope," | said. "They've made a pretty good job of staying |ow "

She nodded. "I don't really know, either,"” she said. "But | handled the sale
for the bank, so | talked to them | don't suppose you' ve ever bought rea
estate, have you?"

| hadn't. My fanmily owned a place once, just north of the Trap, and after it
went for unpaid taxes the city couldn't find a buyer, so ny brother stil

lived there when he wasn't working, and | was still nomnally wel cone there,
but I'd never bought any myself. | shook my head.
"Well, the law says that only humans can buy land. Nothing artificial. If it's

a corporation, then it's got to be a human officer that carries out the fina
transaction and accepts the deed. No software, no machi nes, no genens, no
cultured biotes, nothing nodified fromother stock, just human. | nean, it can
be cyborged or custom zed fromhere to Cass B, and we don't care if it was
born or mnicro-assenbled, but it's got to be human within the | egal definition
of the term"”

| nodded; | knew that, of course, but | was letting her tell it her way.
"Ordinarily that's no big deal, y know? W do all the screenwork, and then the
buyer stops by the office in person to verify it and pick up the hard copy,
and we get a | ook and see that she's human. W don't need any gene charts or

bl ood sanpl es or anything, we just take a | ook and check the door readings.
It's no big deal." She paused.

| nodded again to encourage her

"I't's no big deal," she repeated, "except that for this Westwall outfit it
apparently was. Their software did all the negotiations, took care of all the
screenwork, but that wasn't any problem we've done that before; we told it we
couldn't close without a human principal, and it didn't mss a byte. But then
when we asked for someone to come and pick up the deed, all of a sudden you'd
t hi nk we were demandi ng wetware rights and all progeny. 'W represent a
human,' it insisted. 'Wiy can't we send a floater? | finally just had to
insist that it was bank policy, and if they wanted the property, a hunman had
to come and get the deed, and if they couldn't nmanage that, we'd forget the
whole thing. | nmean, it's not like this was going to affect the bank's
solvency; it wasn't a major transaction." She shook her head, renenbering.

"So what happened? Did a human show up?"



"You saw the deed, didn't you? OF course a hunman showed up, a little
wi re-faced slick-hair the door identified for us as Paul O chid. He thought he

was sonething, | guess, but if he had the noney to buy even that dunp on West
Deng, then he won it upstairs here-the Excelsis wouldn't have let himin, and
he sure couldn't have earned that nuch. | figured that the real buyer sent

him Whatever, it wasn't nmy problem so long as he was human and an of ficer of
Westwal | Redevel opnent . "

"Was he?"

"I't's funny you should ask that-so did we. Ordinarily, we don't worry about
it, we take the buyer's word that he's who he says he is, but this tine,
because of all the argument the software gave us, | had the door run a

full -scal e background check."

She paused, watching nmy eyes, and | tried to | ook innocently fascinated.
"Hsing," she said. "This guy Ochid is scum He turned up on Epi netheus
illegally, to begin with, after junping bail on Pronetheus on a charge that
wasn't worth the trouble of extradition-sonme sort of mnor assault charge. He
was on the edge fromthen on, for three years-and then he di sappeared fromthe
records, went conpletely invisible to the public com for about a year and a
hal f, until a few weeks ago, when he turned up as a vice president in Westwall
Redevel opnent .

"And that's the dammedest part, he really was a vice president. No doubt about
it, everything in order up and down the line, this little piece of organic
grit was third in command at Westwall Redevel opnent." She shrugged. "Can you
expl ai n that?"

"No," | said. "Can you? Did you look into it any further?"

"Hell, no!" she said, sitting up straight. Her hair caught a beam of brilliant
green light. "It wasn't my business. | gave himthe deed and waved good- bye
and then put on file that | had a personality clash with Westwal |

Redevel opment and didn't want to handle themif they came back. | mean, it's

pretty clear to nme that there's a bug in the program somewhere, but it's not
my program and |I'mno detective anyway."

"But I am right?" | smled and shook nmy head. "Sorry, Mariko, but | don't
know any nore about Westwall than you do-at |least, not yet. |'ve just started
on this." | |eaned back. "This is a big help, though, and | appreciate it-it
gives me a place to start. If you like, | can keep you posted on what | find
out." | gulped liquor and then thought of sonething. "The paynent was okay?
The noney cane through, and the transfer fees got paid?"

"OfF course," Cheng said, obviously surprised that | could even think of
guestioning that. So much for the idea that sonmebody had a way of faking title
transfers. I'd narrowed ny original four possibilities down to one: sonebody
really was buying property in the Wst End.

I'"d originally thought that anybody doing that had to be pretty badly glitched
somewhere, and | still didn't see any other explanation. | just couldn't see
what was worth buying in the West End.

| wondered if the nystery buyer was this Ochid character. That bit about not
wanting to conme by the office sounded |ike something needed debuggi ng.

"Did you ever ask himwhat the problemwas with having a human pick up the
deed?" | asked.

"Ch, yeah, certainly," Cheng said, "And he said sonething about how the
management software thought it was inefficient. Then he nade a pass at ne."
She gri maced.

| made a synpathetic coo. | could see why she hadn't wanted to tell nme this
over the com it was gossip, really, and saying unkind things about a custormer
isn't good for one's career in banking. The useful parts, for nme, were
elimnating the possibility of faked transfers, and having a nane, a rea

name, that | could work from

| was eager to get back to ny office, where | could get back into my com nets,
but | didn't want to just walk right out-after all, | was supposed to be the
hostess of this little get-together. | could plead a renmenbered appoi nt ment or
t he press of business, but the proper etiquette then would be to tab another



drink or two on ny card for Cheng, maybe a neal or her cab fare, as well, and
| couldn't afford that. So | sat back and watched the show for a mnute.
Cheng wat ched with ne.

The coupl e was face-to-face, doing a slow spin, speed changing with each
thrust as the center of mass shifted. Little gl obes of sweat were drifting
away on a thousand tangents and vani shing as they reached the edges of the
cylinder of light.

There was a certain fascination to it, | had to admt.

| wat ched, and Cheng watched, and after a noment Cheng pushed back her chair.
"I think | better go," she said. "Thanks for the drink." Her voice was a
littl e unsteady.

| nodded. "Thank you," | said. | watched her go.

| had hoped for that reaction. | knew she had a nman at home, and wat chi ng
peopl e screw does tend to nmake people horny, particularly after a drink or
two. | knew that well enough

| finished ny own drink, paid the tab, and left.

Chapt er Seven

BIG JIM S DAMN SPY- EYE WAS WAI TI NG QUTSIDE; | DON T know whether it had been
there all along and | hadn't noticed when | cane in with Cheng, or whether it
had | eft and conme back, but it was there now | did my best to ignore it.

It didn't say anything; it just watched and followed as | marched down the

bl ock.

| was trying to think if there was anywhere else | should go while I was in
the Trap, any business to attend to or old friend I should | ook up, and by the
time | reached Fourth |I had decided there wasn't. Nobody had | ooked ne up out

on Juarez, after all, and | do ny business over the com for the nost part.
tapped nmy wist and said, "Cab, please.”

The transcei ver beeped an acknow edgnent. Sinple-m nded gadget; | coul dn't
afford a good inplant. | nentioned that, didn't |1, that 1'd hocked nmy wi st
termnal? AIl | had was the inplanted transceiver. | think it knew maybe
twenty conmands, and it couldn't talk at all, just beep. It had its uses,

t hough.

"CGoi ng sonmewhere?" the spy-eye asked

"Wait and see," | said, without |ooking up

Then | changed nmy mind and | did | ook up-not at the spy-eye, but at the nmaze
of advertising overhead. Directly above me a woman was lifting her skirt
enticingly while Stardust sparkled gold around her; | listened and heard a
throaty murnmur but couldn't catch the words-if there actually were any.

Fl oaters drifted through her thighs.

Near by, laser lines flickered in abstract patterns that coal esced every so
often into piles of chips. Above the New York an ancient skyline was etched in
bl ack and yellow, and floaters cruised its nmniature rooftops like tiny cabs.
A carful of tourists cruised overhead, faces pressed agai nst the transparent
sides, and | heard the droning of the tourguide blossom then fade.

A dianond of four red crystal advertisers had spotted ne and was circling in,
as if in a decaying orbit around ny head, waiting to see if | would give them
any cue, any clue to ny intentions. A gleanm ng silver-blue messenger buzzed
past them close enough to shatter their formation

Behind it all the sky was weirdly blue, deep blue streaked with reddi sh brown,
and all but the brightest stars were lost in the light.

| looked for a hint amd the lights and i mages, a hint as to what anybody
wanted with the Wst End, and how this O chid was invol ved, and how the New
York tied in, but it was all just the same old siren song. Nobody was
advertising sunrise tours or anything else that hadn't been advertised all ny



life.

O course, this one street was hardly the entire Trap, |let alone the whole
city, and advertising was carried by a hundred other nedia as well as the
city's skies.

The cab, gleaning yellow, cruised in to a silent landing at ny feet, and the
door slid aside.

This one was far fromnew, the uphol stery showed wear and the seat's shapi ng
mechanismwhirred as it worked. It was still a Hyundai, of course. Not QQT.,
t hough- M dni ght Cab and Linmp. Not that it mattered; | was just hypersensitive
because of mny conversation with the new one fromQQT.

"Where to, Ms'?" it asked.

| gave ny address and settled back

The crystal advertisers surrounded the cab, singing antiphonal praise for sone
new pl easure shop, but | didn't care; it was easier to ignore themthan to ask
the cab to lose them as | actually had something to think about.

Several things, really.

Big JimMshim was still carrying a grudge; that was bad news. | gl anced out
t he back, and there was the spy-eye, hanging right on the cab's tail, close
bel ow the trailing advertiser.

Westwal | Redevel opment was extraordinarily secretive and enpl oyed peopl e that
t he ever-respectable Mari ko Cheng called "scum™ That mght or night not be
bad news, but at least it was news.

Paul Orchid-that nane seened ever so slightly familiar. A wire-faced
slick-hair, Cheng had called him

Zar Pickens had said that the new rent collector was a slick-hair, but that

didn't nean nuch; you'll always find faddi es around, whatever the current bug
is, and slick hair had been hot anong the city's faddies for nonths. Pickens
hadn't said anything about a wire job, but still, Ochid mght be the rent

collector. If not, then maybe Westwall had a thing about slick hair.

My own hair's always been strictly natural finish, but that's nore for |ack of
funds than anything el se.l wondered who made the best hair slickers, and

whet her they had any connection with Nakada Enterprises.

| caught myself. That, | told nyself, was going off on a random vector. |

m ght throw the question at the comwhen | had tinme, but it wasn't worth ny
own nental electricity.

Sonet hi ng flashed white overhead; | |ooked up, too late to tell if it was an
expl odi ng neteor or some sort of floater or some idiot hot pilot buzzing the
city on his way into port. Another advertiser cruised up, saw the direction of
nmy gaze, and projected a little phallic imgery above the cab as an
attention-getter.

I'd seen enough of that back at the Manhattan Lounge; | |eaned back and cl osed
nmy eyes and stayed that way until the cab announced, "Your destination, Ms'."
"Thanks." | slid ny card in the reader, and when the fare registered | pulled

it back out and put it away. This cab didn't give any hints about tips-it just
opened the door, and | stepped out into the wind, right on nmy doorstep

The door recogni zed nme and opened, and | went on up to my office. Wen | got
there I saw M shima's spy-eye doing a silent hover outside ny wi ndow, | bared
my teeth at it, gave it the three-finger curse again, debated making a privacy
conpl aint, then shrugged, sat down at ny desk, and | ooked at the screen
Not hi ng had changed. No nysterious stranger had zipped me the fare to

Pronet heus. No nmessages had registered at all

| hadn't expected any, of course, unless M shinm had decided to nake sone

cl ever conment.

| hadn't expected the damm spy-eye to stick with ne, either; it had said
wasn't wel come in the Trap, but | wasn't in the Trap anynore, | was back in
the burbs. So what the hell was it doing hangi ng outside ny wi ndow?

| turned nmy chair to face it. "Hey, you hear nme?"

"Yeah, Hsing, | hear you," it said, over a chat frequency that | heard by wire
i nstead of ear-it knew ny hearing wasn't as good as its own, and with that

wi ndow between us | needed the help. | had the standard energency receivers in



nmy head, of course, even if | couldn't afford a decent wist unit.

"What the hell do you think you' re doing?" | asked.

"Just keeping an eye out," it said.

"Spying on me, you nean."

"Hey, it's nmy job," it said, but the phrase didn't sound right in the eye's

flat machine tone. "I can't help it,"” it said.

"I thought you were only going to watch me while I was in the Trap," | argued.
"Qut here isn't Big Jims turf, it's nine."

"I got a change of orders," it said. "I'm supposed to stick with you until |
find out what you were doing in the Trap in the first place.”

"You're breaking the privacy laws," | pointed out.

"No, I'mnot, because |'mnot a |egal person; | have no free will. My boss is
breaking the law "

"Well, sonebody is, and we can't have that, can we?" | blacked the w ndow and

turned on the full-spectrum shiel ding.

| waited a nonment, then opened a peephol e.

The spy-eye was still there, not doing anything, just hangi ng outside ny

wi ndow, waiting.

M shima owed nme for this, | decided, but this wasn't the tine to worry about
it. I'd take one problemat a tine, and right now ny problemwas the Wst End.
| typed Paul Orchid's nane into ny personal search-and-retrieval net and got
back a file headed "Paul (Paulie) Ochid."

That beeped sonet hi ng somewhere, and | renenbered him | never heard him
called just Paul, but Paulie Ochid | had encountered before. | hadn't paid
much attention, never checked his background. He was your standard small
operator who thinks he's going to be big soneday, but who never mmkes it. A
coupl e of years back I'd brushed up against himtwo, maybe three tines, but
never met himin person. | had no real gripes about him The times I'd called
himhe'd had nothing to tell ne except a conme-on, but | never found any reason
to think he'd held out. He just hadn't been invol ved.

This time he was invol ved.

| checked his address-the current one was better than |I'd have expected, a
tower apartnent on Fifth. A crosscheck on the address told nme he had a
roommat e by the nane of Beauregard Ri gmus, known as Bobo; |'d never head of

Ri gnus before, and | was a bit surprised to see a male nane there. |I'd have
expected Orchid to have a wonman; he'd nmade it obvi ous enough that his tastes
ran in that direction. Even if this Rignus weren't a lover, he mght get in
the way of overnight guests. Unless Orchid and Ri gmus shared, which I suppose
they m ght have. Or unless it was a bigger apartment than | thought.

| touched keys and put in a credit search, just a basic one to begin with. It
bounced off a privacy request, a serious one-no information to be given out

wi t hout docunent ed consent.

| had anot her searcher on hand that carried a phony consent code-one that did
extra stuff underneath while it was working, nore than would be | egal even if
the consent were real. Like anything illegal it had risks, so | hadn't started
out withit, but I triedit, with the nmore intrusive functions optioned back
out .

It vani shed. Conpletely. Nothing cane through, legal or otherwise. | couldn't
get the nanme of his bank, or his enployer, or personal references. No data,
peri od.

Not only that, the program di sappeared on ny end, as well; it just folded up
and di ed, dropped out of the systemas if it had never been there. | couldn't

check for tanpering, or whether anyone had seen it coming; it was just gone,
and | didn't know who knew what .

| didn't like that at all. \Watever Ochid was up to, he didn't want anybody
asking questions. | was pretty sure, fromwhat I'd read and what |'d
renenbered, that he wasn't bright enough to have programed that hinself, so
figured he nmust have bought sone serious security sonewhere.

That brought some questions to mnd. For exanple, where'd he get the juice?
O chid had al ways been snalltine.



And what was he doing that needed that sort of security?

What was | getting into?

Whatever it was, | was in, now. |If someone had invited ne back out again, 1'd
have given it serious thought- whichever way it went, bribes or threats, 1'd
have had an excuse to drop the whol e case, and a bribe m ght have hel ped the
credit balance. Even if | had decided to stick, at least |I'd have had a chance
at picking up a little nore information from whatever approach was made

| waited at the screen for a few m nutes, but nothing cane in. It occurred to
me, waiting there, that | hadn't eaten lately, that ny stomach was
unconfortably enpty and it was a reasonable time for dinner, so | got nyself
sone bargain-brand paté, the |lousy stuff that Epi metheus grew. | couldn't
afford inported food, and tailored paté was about all anyone ever grew on

Epi met heus-that, and vat-culture tofu that was worse than the paté. They'd
tried to nake food out of the native pseudopl ankton, but the biochem stry was
all wong, rmuch too toxic to clean up econonically, and they needed cheap food
for the workers, so the bioengi neers whipped up that paté. The stuff | ate was
even cheaper than nost and tasted |ike the inside of an old shoe, but it
stayed down and kept nme going. | ate it, and | waited, and nothing happened. |
couldn't wait forever. | touched keys.

Going after Paulie Orchid didn't look like the fastest approach after all, and
the way that searcher had vani shed had ne a bit edgy about it anyway, so

took another angle entirely, something | probably should have tried right off.
| went after the noney.

There's a nice thing about noney-it leaves a trail. Always. Sonetines the
trail's hidden pretty deep, but it's never gone conpletely. If you dug deep
enough, you coul d probably trace every dam credit on Epi netheus back to old
Earth, right back to the twenty-second, maybe the twenty-first century.

Before that there's too nuch data | oss, and sone people still used prinitive
noney-nonel ectronic, | mean-but who cares? | didn't need to go back two or
three hundred years. | needed to go back six weeks.

It was sinple enough. Those six corporations had all been keeping their

busi ness secret. Their nominal officers were alnost all software, witten for
t he purpose and with no history to trace; that was standard for dunmy
corporations, had been for centuries. They had no busi ness addresses
avai |l abl e; that wasn't unusual, either, for outfits that had no regul ar

busi ness. The nanes of their stockholders were not available to the
public-again, no surprise. | couldn't get at them through people or places,
unless | went after Paulie O chid.

But they had paid out noney for property. That neant that noney had cone in

fromsomewhere. If | traced the noney back, |I mght |earn sonething.
So | touched keys and plugged in to keep a cl oser-than-screen watch on
devel opnents, but | didn't ride wire. | kept ny eyes open and functi oni ng,

just taking the data as data.

| picked a transaction at random N ghtside Estates buying a foreclosure from
First Bank of Eta Cassiopeia, and went after it.

| opened an account at First Cass, bought a share of their stock, and then
applied for an audit of operations for a "randoni date as a check to protect
my investrment. | had a file that did this stuff automatically and gave all the
right answers to the queries, and neanwhile | did a little illegal maneuvering
to intercept queries going el sewhere and feed back the right answers to those.
In about twenty mnutes | had an account nunber for N ghtside Estates at

Epi net hean Commer ce.

That was interesting, since | knew that ECB hadn't handled their sale as an

i n-house funds transfer. That meant the accounts for the dunmy corporations
were scattered.

Once you' ve got an account nunber these things are easier; it took only ten
mnutes to break into the account records at ECB. O course, it was conpletely
illegal, where ny maneuver at First Cass had only been a matter of expediting
a process.

Most bank data security is pitiful; they do so danmm many out - of - house



transactions that there are always a dozen routes in.

Besi des, there are a dozen different legitinmate reasons to get at

i nf or mati on- bankrupt cy proceedi ngs, |awsuits, whatever-so they don't bother
wi th high security.

O course, that's only true for information; try and touch any of that nobney
wi t hout hurman aut hori zation, and they'll get tough.

| got the account records, though. N ghtside Estates had an inactive
account - net bal ance of zero. The account had existed for thirty-two days;
there had been three deposits and three withdrawals, in matching amounts. In
short, sonebody had put noney in the account a couple of hours before

begi nni ng each real estate purchase, just enough each tine to cover the entire
transaction, from escrow deposit to deed registration

The question was, Were had the deposits come fron?

This was getting trickier; | thought | sensed some of the bank software

wat ching me, and the security stuff | had evaded woul dn't play dunb forever,
but | kept digging.

The third deposit had come fromPaulie Ochid s personal account at First
Cass; that was interesting, but not very helpful unless | went after him
after all. | noted his account number into my own com then went on

The other two deposits cane from a nunber-only account at N ghtside Bank and
Trust.

| noted that, too, then pulled out quick

| waited a minute for the systemto clear itself and any pursuit to have its
chance, and then went in, on wire this time-nunber-only accounts are usually a
hi gh-security item

| knew | couldn't get a name; that would be in files too secret and too

wel | -guarded for me to crack without a lot of work and risk. It's al so what
nost people would go after, so the security prograns watch for it. | was
subtler than that-nothing too tricky, but a little |less obvious. | went

t hrough the records of statenents transmitted, trying to find an address that
had accepted a statenment fromthe account | was after

I found one, too-a com address, not a street. | unplugged, fed that com
address back into the systemfor a little research, and was able to give it a
street address.

At that point | figured I mght need to go out and do a little fiel dwork,
because usually, fromwhat | had, you can't get an exact room or apartnent

wi thout getting into the building, but I was wong. The street address was a
house-a single-famly dwelling in the East End.

| couldn't put a nane to it fromany directory-full privacy on everything.
Whoever this was, he or she wasn't making it easy. | ran it through the tax
records office, though, and finally got a nane.

The nane was Sayuri Nakada.

| looked at that for a long, |long noment, acutely aware of the spy-eye hangi ng
around outside; | hoped nobody had a new way of cracking a wi ndow shield that
| hadn't heard about yet. If | was going to be dealing with Sayuri Nakada,
didn't want it on public access.

| mentioned Nakada earlier when | was tal ki ng about the New York, of course,
but | hadn't really expected the trail to lead right to her. Even if you'd
never heard of the New York, the name Nakada ought to get a beep out of the
system and Sayuri was the only Nakada in the city. She was the fanmly's
representative on Epi netheus, overseeing everything they did on the planet.
She hadn't been around all that |ong, but she was definitely an established
part of Nightside Cty's elite.

I knew who was buying the West End, it seenmed. That expl ai ned the connection
with the New York, anyway.

What it didn't explain was what the hell she wanted with the West End. | knew
who; | didn't know why.

More than anything, | needed to know why.



Chapt er Ei ght

AFTER A MOMENT' S THOUGHT, MY QUESTI ONS STARTED mul tiplying |ike the output of
a runaway do-| oop.

Was it really Sayuri Nakada buying the West End, or was it someone el se in her
househol d?

If it was she, was she acting alone, or as her fanmly's agent?

How did Paulie Orchid get involved with it? Wiy use himinstead of some nore
respect abl e enpl oyee? Just how did he fit in?

Why keep everything so dam secret?

Why start so suddenly six weeks back? What had happened then to convince her
to buy?

And just |ike a baby do-loop, | kept conming back to the sanme place, over and
over: Wiy buy the West End? What did she plan to do with it?

| punched for "hold and neditate," sat back, and watched weirdly distorted
humanoi ds dance along the big wall hol oscreen as the comtried to synthesize
musi ¢ i mages that m ght help ne think. Pointed | egs stretched, thickened, and
shrank as they lifted in broken rhythnms, while stylized arnms thrust out

hori zontal |l y.

| could guess at part of it. It had to be Sayuri Nakada buyi ng; who el se had

t he noney? Who el se woul d dare work out of that house?

Even so, | figured that this was not a fam |y operation. That woul d explain
the secrecy and the use of a local small-tine operator like Ochid instead of
someone who night report back to G andfather Nakada on Pronetheus.

Presumably she had started her project as soon as she thought of it, or at

| east as soon as she becane convinced it was worth doing; that was why it had
begun suddenly six weeks earlier. What had convinced her?

Vll, | wouldn't know that until | knew what she thought she was doi ng.

| still needed that one sinple answer: Wiy buy the West End?

My job was to stop whoever was buying the West End fromdriving out the
squatters. | knew now who it was- maybe | didn't have enough evi dence for

| egal proof, but | was pretty sure. To make her stop, though, | had to know
why she was doing it in the first place. It wasn't any obvi ous scam Sayuri
Nakada really was buying the property. There weren't any tricks with the deeds
or the noney, or at |east none | could see, and of course, with the juice she
had, Nakada didn't need any tricks. She really had bought the buildings. | had
no sinple, legal way to stop the evictions; she was within her rights to raise
the rents. If | wanted to collect the rest of ny fee, | had to sonehow
convince her not to try and collect her rents.

A red holo figure spun on one spike-tipped ankle, arms slashing, while a blue
one ducked bel ow, knees bent, torso swaying. If | wanted to convi nce Nakada

not to collect rent, |I figured | probably had to know what she was doing wth
the property in the first place.

| had never met Sayuri Nakada. | knew al nost not hi ng about her. She was rich
power ful , reclusive-beyond that, | drew a blank. Wat could she want with

dooned real estate?

The obvious thing to do was to sinply call and ask her, but |I couldn't bring
nmyself to do that. It's not that | have anything against sinplicity, it's just
that | didn't think it would work, and in fact | guessed it would have the
opposite effect. Fromeverything | knew about her and about this case, she
woul dn't want nme prying into her affairs, and once she knew that | was prying
she could nake it nmore difficult.

So | didn't want to be quite that obvious.

As | sawit, | had three Iines of approach: Nakada, Orchid, and the West End
itself. Those were the three elenents | had uncovered so far. The connection
with the New York was probably only that it belonged to Nakada's fam ly and
was under her personal control; | hadn't found anything else to tie it in. The



nmoney | ed back to Nakada and Orchid, which didn't help.

It occurred to nme that | hadn't checked every transaction; naybe other noney
woul d | ead me el sewhere.

It seenmed unlikely, though. 1'd keep that in reserve for the nmoment; | stil
didn't like the way | had lost that searcher, and | didn't care to get too
fancy with the comsystem for a while.

In fact, | didn't think I wanted to do nmuch of anything with the com just

t hen.

Nakada and Orchid protected their privacy and wouldn't |ike me poking ny nose
into their affairs, but the West End didn't care. Maybe | could learn
something if | took a | ook at just what Nakada was buying. Maybe | could | earn
somet hing from what the squatters had seen and heard, what the rent collectors
had sai d.

| brushed the dancers away and called a cab and took a ride-after a pause to
fill my pockets, anyway. Wen | stepped out the door into the wind Mshim's
spy-eye dropped like a neteor, then caught itself two meters up and foll owed
me up to the cab

| didn't bother to look, but I knew it followed the cab, too.

Thi s cab was nothing special, just another M dnight Hyundai. It didn't nake
any small talk; it just left me alone, which was what | wanted. It dropped ne
at Western and Wall wi thout comment.

The spy-eye was still with ne, of course. | spat at it, just for form s sake,
as | got out of the cab.

| wasted three hours out there in the West End talking to squatters, and dam
it, I knewit was a waste even while | was doing it. It was obvious they

woul dn't have anything to tell me. Anybody out that far had to be not just
down on his luck, and not even just stupid, but both, so what could |I get out
of then?

It didn't help any that some of them saw the spy-eye and got nervous. The air
out there was enpty, since nobody had any nessages to deliver, or nobney to
spend on advertised products, or information worth spying out; Mshim's eye
was the only floater in sight, and it was pretty damm obvious it was with mne.
Wth it hanging there I only tal ked indoors, well back in the inside roons,
but | think some of those |osers still thought the spy-eye was |istening.
Hell, it probably was, but even if Mshim knew | was interested in rent
collectors, he wouldn't know why-any nore than | knew why Nakada sent them |If
she did.

Even if the spy-eye hadn't been there, | don't think the squatters had much to
tell rme.

Sure, | got a description of the nmuscle that had come around, but so what?
Miscle is cheap. | didn't get a single decent door reading that would have
naned the nuscle for ne; the equipnent out that way is all shot, either just
worn or been stripped out for parts. That was one reason | had to go out there
in person; there wasn't a single comline |I trusted to work properly.
Shi el di ng agai nst spy-eyes? Not a chance, not on those buildings. | had a
jamrer in ny pocket, and I'd have used it if | saw any good reason to, but |
didn't. A pretty good jamer, it put out a wide field, which neant it was
illegal to use it around any el ectronics advanced enough to have civil rights,
which neant that it was illegal everywhere in the Trap and nost of the
burbs-but out in the West End? No problem | didn't think it would actually
hurt the spy-eye, but the dam thing would be blind and deaf while the jamer
was on.

But | didn't hear anything that said go to jamer, so it stayed down in ny
pocket while |I heard about the rent collectors.

The squatters agreed that the nuscle canme in two sizes. The small one was a
slick-hair, face rebuilt and wired, and the consensus was that he thought the
only thing better than himwas sex, and he knew that all the wonen of all the
human-i nhabi ted worl ds were eager to try conbining the two, even including
some of the female squatters, which seened pretty extrene. | figured that had
to be Paulie Orchid-the description was just right.



The big rmuscle was just nmeat; didn't tal k beyond what he'd been told, but was
bi g enough that he didn't have to. One person told ne he grow ed, but soneone
el se said that was just stomach trouble.

The two of them worked together, and | guessed that if the little one was
Orchid, the big one mght be Bobo Rignus.

I'd hoped I'd run into these charnmers, but it didn't happen. At |east, not
then, in the West End. | net themlater; I'lIl get to that.

While | was out there talking, | was |ooking around, too; | had some equi prment
up and humm ng in ny pocket -not the jamrer, but some w de-band recorders.

was using what ny genes gave nme, as well-both the ones my parents put together
to start with, and the synbiotic ones added | ater

| saw a | ot of decaying buildings, danp with mst blown in fromthe crater
rim The crater wall |ooned up behind everything |like the edge of the world,
which in a way it was, and the stars hung above it in a sky that was stil
confortingly dark-but even there in the west | noticed that it wasn't really
bl ack anynore, but dark bl ue.

A coupl e of the highest towers were ablaze with light at the top, as if there
were a perpetual silent explosion blow ng out their uppernost corners, and
felt alittle twist of fear in my gut and the base of ny brain when | realized
that that was early sunlight glinting off them It was horribly, blindingly
bri ght.

| couldn't imagine what it would be like for the entire city to be lit Iike
that-it would be as if it were on fire, as if the walls and streets were
burni ng magnesium | wondered if the glass would nelt, then told nmyself | was
being silly. dass didn't nelt on Earth or Pronmetheus; it wouldn't nelt on the
daysi de. The sun wasn't that hot.

But it |ooked that hot. That |ight | ooked hotter than hell.

And that was just dawn. Mst of the dayside had to be worse. Noon, which the
city woul d never see, would be inconprehensible. And | couldn't even be sure
that what | saw on the towers was direct sunlight and not a reflection or
refraction.

It was something to see, certainly, sonething worth | ooking at-but didn't the
tourists see suns all the tine, on other planets? And this could be seen free
of charge fromthe street, just as | sawit.

Besi des, the properties Nakada was buying weren't all towers. That stabbing
glare couldn't be her reason

The wind wasn't as harsh there in the Wst End as it was in nost of the City;

| was in the lee of the crater wall. There weren't many machi nes around,
either, and no nusic was playing anywhere. That had an odd effect on
conversation; talking on the street was al nbst, but not quite, like talking

i ndoors. In the Trap, or nmy own nei ghborhood on Juarez, street talk was al ways
shouted, to carry over the wind and noi se, but here that wasn't necessary. The
squatters seenmed to be used to the quiet, but it gave ne a little trouble at
first.

Not that | did nmuch talking in the streets; nostly it was linmted to, "Let's
go inside." But the street talk was different.

| couldn't see any comercial potential in that, either. Wo pays to talk on
the street?

| |l ooked over the whole area and checked out everything on the list of recent
real -estate transactions. The properties Nakada was buying had nothing in
conmon. Sone were towers, sone were parkland, and at |east one was not hi ng but
a hole in the ground.

I'd had an idea that maybe Nakada just wanted to blackmail the squatters into
doi ng something for her, but the only thing they all had in commobn was that
they were all |osers and no good to anybody. They were fat, thin, short, tall,
dark, pale, nmale, female, young, old-and stupid, ugly, dirty, and

di sagreeable. A couple were visibly diseased, with stuff clogging their noses
or their pores-if they' d ever had decent synbiotes, the synbiotes were

obvi ously dead. These people couldn't possibly be of any value to Nakada or
anyone else. | wasn't sure they were even of value to thensel ves.



| began to see how Zar Pickens, with his runny eyes and cl ogged jack and dead
wor ksui t, had been chosen to come talk to ne-he was the best of the lot. Wat
| didn't see was how they'd managed to collect even the pitiful fee they'd
proni sed ne

And | didn't see any comercial potential, except maybe if they were deposited
in front of the G nza and the Excel sis and the Luna Park and everywhere but
the New York, to drive custoners away fromthe conpetition and into Nakada's
pl ace just by being there.

Not that that would work. Even if the tourists were bothered by the squatters,
whi ch | doubted they would be, there were al ways roof ports.

I couldn't see anything, |and or buildings or people or anything, that was
really worth the ride out fromthe Trap, let alone a hundred negacredits.

The West End was just what | had thought it was-a dead end. | wasn't | earning
a damm thing worth learning. | strolled down Wall for a few final m nutes,

| ooking for some clue, but when | kept ny eyes on the streets instead of the
sky all | saw was dirt and shadows and that stupid spy-eye follow ng ne.

| called a cab. It took a good ten mnutes for a sleek new Hyundai, a QQT.
unit, to conme and take me hone.

And that blasted glitching bug-ridden floating eye was there every centineter
of the way, followi ng the cab, and nme, right back to nmy doorstep

At least it didn't say anything.

Chapter N ne

BACK AT My OFFI CE AND QUT OF BETTER | DEAS FOR THE norent, | tried the obvious
and di scovered that Sayuri Nakada was not taking calls.

First | tried a direct human-to-human signal, on a non-busi ness code, and said
it was a personal call for Nakada. | got sone cheki st software that
practically wanted nmy goddamm gene pattern before it would even tell ne

whet her | had touched the right keys.

| answered its questions, and | tried very hard to be polite about it, and
eventually it told me that yes, | had touched the right keys, but Ms' Nakada
did not talk to strangers.

Then | tried it clever, calling a different nunber at the house, a genera
service one, and trying to convince the software that answered that | needed
to talk to a human about a real-estate deal. It told me to | eave a nane and
nunber and the details of the transaction, and it would consult soneone
human-but only when | was off-Iline.

| wasn't about to give a nane or nunber on that, since | had on the other
line; | didn't want to make it obvious what | was doing. |1'd blocked the
standard call origination signal and rerouted nmy call so it registered as
bei ng made anonynmously froma public com so the software couldn't just see
for itself who was calling.

Instead of leaving a nanme, | asked if | could call back, and it got huffy on
me, so | exited the call.
Then | tried the honest approach, just to see what woul d happen. | called the

househol d' s mai n busi ness nunber and said, "My name's Carlisle Hsing, and
have a personal nessage for Ms' Sayuri Nakada in regard to recent |and
purchases. Could | speak to her, please?"

This software was polite when it turned me down, anyway.

"Could you tell her I called, please?" | asked, playing it as hunble as |
could without gagging. "And nention specifically that it's in regard to West
End real estate?"

"I"ll see that Ms' Nakada is informed, Ms' Hsing," it said. Before | could
deci de whether | wanted to say anything nmore, it exited.

| stared at the desk for a mnute and then said the hell with it, at |least for



the nonent. | didn't have any nore sinple, |egal approaches to try over the

com and | wasn't ready to try anything illegal with soneone |ike Nakada- ny
life was rough enough already. | decided to just wait and see what happened.
For one thing, a | ook at the status readout told nme it was after 23:00, and
was keeping worker's hours at that point; |'d been awake since 6:30. | needed
ny rest.

For another, | had all those recordings |I'd made out in the West End waiting
for analysis, and that would take a while. | hadn't seen anything worth a

buck, but in theory |I might have m ssed sonething the recorders caught.

| took the comout of interactive, to nake it a bit harder for anyone to watch
what | was doing, and then | |oaded the data in, told the com| wanted
anyt hi ng anonal ous, val uable, or presenting significant conmercial potential
and | let it run.

Wth that running it was tinme for a little user downtine. The shiel ding was
still up on the window, and | left it that way when | pulled out ny bed,

pl ugged in for the night, and went to sleep, with the programset for no
conpression. | figured ny body could use the rest, and | wasn't in any hurry
to get through my dream ng. Besides the necessary stuff, | had sone very

pl easant dreans |lined up featuring soneone | |lived with when | was about
twenty-in real life he turned out to be a jerk and we broke up, but I liked
dream ng about himthe way |I'd thought he was when we first got together. 1've
had twenty years of learning better, but at the tine I still believed in true
love, and it nakes for pretty dreans.

| didn't bother checking for the eye; | knew it was still out there. If you
want the truth, in a way it was al nost conforting, knowing that it was

wat chi ng over ne. Nobody el se was anynore.

About 7:00 | got a buzz and rolled out; the nmessage code was fl ashing.

didn't even bother with any dam keys, | just called over ny downtinme wire for
a playback. | plugged in when | slept nostly for the sake of the dreanms, but
the wire was hooked into the main systemall the sanme, just in case of

ener gency.

"Carlisle Hsing," the message said, in what didn't even pretend to be a hunman
voice. "Ms' Sayuri Nakada is not interested in anything you mght have to
say, on any subject. She does not deal with |osers. You made three calls, to
three different codes; call any of those again, or any other com access in
this household, and you will be charged with harassment. If further
clarification is needed, you may contact, once and once only, the custoner
affairs program of the New York Ganes Corporation.”

That wasn't a damm bit of help. It was a safe bet that ny IRC file had been
checked, going by that |ine about l[osers, but | didn't even know i f Nakada had
been consulted; software can take a hell of a lot on itself if a user isn't

careful. | had that call to the New York | could nake, but | decided to hold
off; I mght need it later. Except for that narrow crack, it seemed | was at
anot her dead end.

That reminded ne of ny little stroll out by the crater wall. | got up

unpl ugged, got nyself a cup of tea, and took it over to ny desk, where
punched for the results on the Wst End data.

Not hi ng. No anomnalies, no commercial potential, nothing of value at all
Everything | saw there was just what it was supposed to be-a | ot of decaying,
abandoned real estate no good to anybody once the sun came over the crater
rim |f anything was hidden there, it was hidden very well indeed, and
shi el ded, as well.

The t hought of shielding rem nded me of ny faithful conpanion; | cleared the
wi ndow and | ooked out.

The spy-eye was still hanging there, blocking half nmy view of the Trap's
glitter. A couple of advertisers were buzzing around it, trying to feed their
pitches to anyone who might be nonitoring, but it seened to be doing a good
job of ignoring them It was also ignoring the wind, and the traffic on the
street below, and just about everything el se. Wien it saw t he wi ndow change
its main lens swiveled up fromthe door to nmy face, but other than that it



didn't nove a mllinmeter. | waved hello, then blacked the w ndow agai n.

| hoped the poor thing wasn't capable of boredom Since it said it had no free
will, I figured it probably wasn't.

I went back to thinking about the case.

I'd had three approaches, and two of them were bl ocked, at | east
temporarily-or rather, |earning anything from Nakada was bl ocked by all that

fl apper software, and though the approach through the Wst End wasn't really
bl ocked, it just didn't seemto go anywhere.

That left Paulie O chid.

| knew he woul dn't be awake at 7:30, or at least | thought I knew it, but I
punched in his code anyway, and what the hell, he surprised me. He answered.
No software, either-1 got his own face, first beep

H s hair was black and slick and polished, his eye-sockets were neatly
squared, and tidy little rows of silver wire gl eaned on his cheekbones. |f
he'd ever had facial hair he'd had it renoved, and nore wires sparkled al ong
the Iine of his jaw, every fifth one gol d.

I couldn't say for certain that his nose and lips weren't natural, but if they
were he'd hit it lucky in the genetic lottery-assumng he wasn't tail ored,

that is, and for all | know he was, though in that case it's a nystery how he
ever wound up a small-time operator on Epinetheus.
I'"ve got to adnit that his appearance caught nmy interest. |1'd seen himbefore,

but | hadn't paid nuch attention, and besides, he'd changed some-the wire job
and hairslick were both new, and | wasn't sure about sonme of the rest. He

| ooked slick now, very snoboth and polished-not just his hair, but his whole
manner. He'd definitely noved upscal e-probably not as far as he wanted, or
even as far as he thought he had, since he was obviously still sonmething of a
faddi e, but he was several steps above anything in ny nei ghborhood. You don't
see slicks in Lui's.

Fromwhat | knew of his history I'd have expected himto wind up in the Wst
End, but he'd clearly been noving in the opposite direction. | wondered if
he'd had the brains to buy hinself a little inplant education, or maybe sone
personal ity work.

He smiled at me, showi ng perfect teeth.

| wanted to gag. He was slick, but sonething nasty still showed through. |
coul d see that whatever he wanted nme to believe, he still knew he was bad
news. Polished slime is still sline.

"Yes, mis', what can | do for you?" he asked, still show ng those teeth.
"Hello, Ms' Ochid. I'mcalling in regard to Westwall Redevel opment. | was
hopi ng . "

| stopped there, because the snile was gone. His face was flat and

expr essi onl ess.

"What were you hopi ng?" he asked.

"I was hoping you could tell ne sonething about your plans for the conpany,"
sai d.

"I don't have any. Wio are you, anyway? Your origination isn't registering."

That was because | didn't want it to, of course; | had a scranbler on line,
bl ocking it, and was rerouting the call to nake doubly sure it didn't
register.

Before | could say anything, though, he said, "Wait a mnute, | know

you-you' re Hsing, the detective, right?" The snile was back, but it wasn't as
friendly this time. A nean streak was showi ng. "That was your software that
got busted on me yesterday, right?"

| smled. He didn't | ook quite as snmooth anynore.

He | ooked predatory, instead. That | knew how to deal with.

"Hey, I'mglad | stayed up late,"” he said. "I wouldn't want to have m ssed
your call.’

"Ch?" | said.

"That's right, Hsing-Carlie, isn't it?" | didn't answer, and he went on
"What ever, |'ve got sonmething | wanted to tell you."

"Ch?" | said again. "Wat's that?"



"To | eave ne alone. I'mnore than you can handl e, [ady. Maybe | wasn't before,
but I am now. "

| didn't believe that, but |I didn't argue, because |I didn't want himto try to
prove anything on nme just then. | just smled again.

W were sniling all over, weren't we? And neither of us meant any of it, not
if you consider a snile anything pleasant.

H s smile di sappeared.

"Listen," he said. "I mean it. | don't want you anywhere near nme on Westwall
Redevel opment. You just stay out of my affairs, or you're likely to get
seriously damaged." He paused, |ooking at nme, and added, "At |east, stay out
of my business affairs-1 won't say | wouldn't mind neeting you in person sone
time. That won't get you damaged, just bent." He |leered, and | bl anked the
screen. | don't like leers. | don't figure | deserve them |'mno beauty. |
mean, |'mnot a hag, either, but | just don't see ny face as an incitement to
lust at first sight. People don't |leer at nme nuch, not anynore. Anyone who
leers at me without provocation is either faking it, has perverse tastes, or

has no discrimnation at all. | figured Ochid for the last, and for a
probabl e case of satyriasis.

After a second's thought, before he said anything nore, | exited the cal
entirely.

That was ny third dead end. 1'd had three approaches on the case, 1'd tried
themall, and they'd all died.

Soneti mes when you hit a wall, you back up and try another route. Qher tines,
you just have to knock a hole in the wall. Well, it was time to start bangi ng
away.

Paulie Orchid was alert and ready for ne. He'd warned ne off, and he'd be

wat chi ng; he wouldn't really expect me to lay off. | had a better rep than

that-or at least | hoped | did. That nmeant that going after himreally m ght
be dangerous, and | wasn't in any hurry to be danaged.

Besides, | couldn't believe he was anything but hired help.

The West End was dead, and poking the bones wasn't going to do any good.

just couldn't see any way to get anything nore there.

That left Sayuri Nakada.

She had real possibilities. Someone with that rmuch nmoney, that many
connections in business and famly and everywhere el se-she woul d | eave traces,
stir things up and leave ripples | can read. | could see a dozen ways to get
at bits and pieces of her wi thout even trying. If | got enough bits, nmaybe
coul d put together enough to recogni ze what sort of a program was running.
This business in the West End m ght not have been her idea, but she was sure
as hell involved sonmehow, buying up that property. Even if | couldn't get at
it directly, |I could get an idea as to how her m nd worked.

She coul dn't possibly keep everything private; she'd be a fool to try. |
didn't think she was that foolish. She'd drawn a line that said strangers
couldn't contact her personally, but 1'd gotten nmy calls through to
intelligent software easily enough. |1'd gotten her address from public
records-tax records, not directory, it's true, but public records all the
sane. There were data

| touched keys, checked ny credit balance to make sure | could afford it-I
couldn't really, but it wouldn't actually put nme over any limts right
away-and then | began calling up every data bank | could get at, free or
charge, and running full-scale searches for any nmention of Nakada.

The stuff just poured in, gigabytes of it. Sayuri Nakada was a big nanme in the
economny and in the general high |life on Epinetheus, and that neant that people
took an interest in her and recorded a | ot about her

| routed it all to a sort-and-file programthat would pull up what | needed on
demand, and then | just let it all pile up

Once | had the searches running, | took a noment to pull some of the basic

bi odata onto a screen and read it off.

Sayuri Nakada was born on Pronetheus, on Cctober 30, 2334, by the standard
Terran-eal endar, which made her not quite thirty-two-younger than | was. That



surprised me. | had known she was young, of course, and that she wasn't one of
t he founders of Nakada Enterprises, just one of the horde of heirs, but I

still hadn't realized she was that young. | would have guessed that the famly
woul d have wanted sonmeone a bit nore mature and experienced in charge of

t hi ngs on the nightside.

| called for selection of news stories-or runors-regarding her arrival in the
City, and got a few dozen entries; | picked a few and read on

After a little of that | backtracked to Pronetheus; coverage of events there
was spottier, since not everything gets transmitted to Epimetheus, but it was
still pretty extensive.

| got interested in what | was reading-1 tend to do that. After an hour or so
of tiring ny eyes | plugged in, to take it all in nore quickly.

By 13:00 | thought | had a pretty good idea of what sort of code Sayuri Nakada
ran, but | still didn't know what she wanted with the West End. Not in any
detail, anyway. | figured it was probably some grand schene that woul dn't

wor k. That seened to be in character

Catch was, | didn't know what kind of a grand schene.

I ran back through the relevant stuff quickly.

She was born rich, really rich; her parents were second cousins and both maj or
heirs to the original Nakadas, with dibs on sonmething |ike twelve percent of
Nakada Enterprises between them Sayuri was their only kid, and they spoiled
her rotten; human babysitters, unlinited comand credit access, inplant
education, toy personas-the whole cliché.

Then t hey dunped her.

Ch, not without reason, and it's not as if she didn't have any warning. She'd
been hell since she hit puberty, totally out of control, burning her brain out
wi th guided current and psychoactives of all sorts, reprogramm ng her
personality every few days, growing or building illegal sex partners for
hersel f, screwing up any fam |y business she could get at, bringing assorted
street-sleaze into the fanmily conmpound, and all the rest. Reportedly she'd
once fed an illegal intelligence into her bloodstream and spent a week doi ng
not hi ng but comuning with her own interior, then had killed the poor thing.
She' d used synesthesia, painwr-ing, neural taps-everything.

Her parents had tried all the usual stuff to level her out, but she'd refused
anyt hing nore intrusive than counseling -stood on her rights as a natura
human, which was pretty |udicrous given sone of the stuff she'd done to her
brain just for entertainnent. She did do sessions with a counselor; she had to
put up with that, to keep the juice flow ng-but she'd comthe counselor with a
genen toy between her legs and plug straight into the jackbox when she exited
the call.

Fi nal |y, when she turned ei ghteen-Terran years, not Promnethean; she was six by
| ocal tinme-her parents told her they'd had enough and threw her out.

Sone of this had a pretty famliar ring, you know. My parents did the dunp on
me, too. That sort of soured ne on ancestor worship for quite sone tine.

Their reasons were conpletely different, of course. | was never into
self-destruction; | like ny mind just fine inits natural state, and | saw
enough sl eaze on the streets without bringing it home. Besides, | never had

the juice for the sort of flanmboyant decadence that Sayuri Nakada went in for
In fact, that was what got ne dunped, a shortage of juice. My parents were
tired of supporting nme and ny sibs, and tired of Epinetheus, with its

nonexi stent |ong-term prospects. They wanted to use their noney on sonething
besides their three kids. So they did the dunp on us all when the ol dest, ny

br ot her ' Chan-Sebastian Hsing-hit eighteen. | was fifteen, either Terran or
Epi net hean- there's only twel ve days a year difference, and 1'd just turned
fifteen locally. |I hadn't caused anyone any real trouble; | just cost noney.

My kid sister Alison was twelve Terran, eleven local; she hadn't had a chance
to cause trouble, but she cost money, too, and with a sib over eighteen
twel ve Terran is old enough. At least, that's what the | aw says on Epi net heus.
So ny parents did the dunp and saved up for a couple of years, and with the
juice they saved ny father bought hinmself a permanent dream somewhere in Trap



Under, where the sunlight will never shine no matter what happens above, and
nmy not her shipped out for parts unknown and hasn't been heard from since.
Sayuri Nakada's parents didn't go anywhere. The only thing they were tired of
was Sayuri. So they dunped her, but the whole fam ly stayed right there on

Pr omet heus.

O course, she was still a Nakada, and they couldn't cut all her connections.
Legal |y she wasn't their problem anynmore, but they couldn't kick her out of
the extended fam |y conpletely; she was still a Nakada, genetically and
enotionally. And despite screwing around with her life for five or six years
she still had a pretty good opinion of herself, too, which always hel ps;

sel f-assurance can be better than fanmily or even noney, under the right

ci rcunmst ances. She wasn't about to let herself rot. She used her nanme to get
credit at a bio outlet, cleaned up her act in a couple of weeks, and applied
to her great-grandfather, old Yoshio Nakada hinmsel f, for a job.

The old man had an ol d-fashi oned sense of fanmily, | guess. He took her on as a
di ckerer in the out-systemtrade, and for a while she surprised everyone and
did all right at it. She kept out the gritware well enough, and kept things
runni ng snoot hl y-usually. She did ness up soneti nes, bought or sold things on
her own little whins, but never anything serious until she got bored and
decided to inpress dear old G andfather Nakada with how smart she was by
buyi ng a big shipload of novelty genens that he had al ready turned down. Big
genens, not m crobes, fromthe size of your hand up to the size of a cab, but
too stupid for skilled | abor; they were neant for pets, or servants, or

what ever. Little Sayuri had had a few around over the years, as | nentioned,
and maybe that's why she went for them She figured she knew better than the
old man did-she'd turn a quick profit on her own and amaze all and sundry with
her brilliance.

Wl l, she wasn't smarter than he was, after all; the genens didn't sell, or
they died while still under warranty, or they broke things and ran up
liability suits. One of the snmarter ones even got hold of some |egal software
and applied for citizenship, but it failed the qualifiers and |eft Nakada wth
its bills.

G andf at her Nakada was still big on famly, though-1 guess he can afford to
be. Sayuri got bailed out and given another chance.

Then a year or two |ater she suddenly decided the bottom was about to drop out
of the market for psychoactive bacteria and she refused to buy a big incom ng
batch of prime stock; she sinmply wouldn't take them not even at straight

shi pping cost. Wrd got out, and the other big buyers pani cked and cancel |l ed
orders, but the street nmarket was still just as good as ever, so the stuff
that stayed on the market went at triple price-and everybody had it, except
Nakada Enterpri ses.

After that, the old man decided that little Sayuri m ght do better el sewhere,
and he sent her to Epimetheus to oversee the fam |y business in N ghtside
City. Except that the famly business in the city consisted of the New York
and a few sinple trade and supply runs, and maybe an occasi onal experiment,
and the New York, with Vijay Vo in charge, pretty nuch ran itself. And they
didn't let her ness with anything el se nuch, either

It was exile, of course, but only temporary, since everybody knew that the
city was going to fry, and that she'd get shipped back to Prometheus when the
New York first saw the light of day. | figure they thought they were giving
her a chance to cal mdown, to settle in.

It seened to work, too. She'd behaved herself for a long tine, doing only an
occasi onal snuall-scale deal of her own, and sonme of those actually nmade noney.
It |ooked to ne, though, as if it hadn't worked forever; to me this West End
deal | ooked one hell of a lot like one of her big, splashy, showthe-system
projects, |like the genens or the psychobugs. |I figured she had sonme schene up
her ass that was supposed to nake her rich enough that she could tell her
famly to eat wire and die, sonething she was doing entirely on her own so she
could come home from Epi metheus a hero instead of a penitent.

But | still didn't know what the hell the schene really was. |'d run searches



for anything any Nakada ever said about the West End-and |'d conme up bl ank
I'd run searches for anything the Wst End ever said about her, and got
not hi ng that beeped, just the ordinary gossip |I'd get anywhere. I'd run
searches for a connection between the West End and genens or psychobugs, and
got not hi ng except cop reports on breeders, bootleggers, poachers, and
val hal  as, sane as you'd find anywhere in the city. | couldn't see anything
speci al about the West End except the very, very obvious-it was worthl ess
because it was about to fry.

| got nyself sone paté and tea for lunch and sat down to think about it, stil
jacked in so | could follow up quickly if anything resenbling an idea cane to
me. | was jacked in, but I wasn't out on wire; | was staring into ny teacup
Maybe, | thought, it is the obvious that's at work here. Maybe she's buyi ng
the West End because it's cheap. Maybe she wants to buy the whole damm city
and started with the West End because it's what she can afford.

That was grandi ose enough for her, the idea of buying the whole city. It felt
right. And maybe she was taking the trouble to try to squeeze rent out of the
squatters to help finance buying nore; her own noney must be running | ow, and
she woul dn't want to use too rmuch of the famly noney for fear of having her
little scheme uncovered too soon

But the city was still worthless, in the Iong run, because what made it worth
living in was its location on the nightside. Wen it passed the ternminator it
woul d be soaked in hard ultraviolet, which nmeant scorched retinas and
blistering sunburns, not to mention a dozen sorts of skin cancer, nore than
nost synbi otes could handl e. The tenperature -which was al ready warner than |
i ked-would start inching up toward the unlivable. Sunlight would also let the
pseudopl ankton in the water supply go totally berserk, clogging everything-and
those dam things are toxic. Not to nention that every kilonmeter farther east
took the city a kilonmeter farther fromthe rainbelt that was the only source
of safe water on the planet.

And |, for one, didn't want to live in perpetual blinding glare. | knew t hat
humans are supposed to be adapted to it, that Eta Cass seen from near-dawn
Epi netheus is nomnally no worse in the visible range than Sol fromEarth's
equator, but | didn't believe it, not really. Maybe other people could |earn
to see in sunlight, but I didn't think I could. I'd spent my life at night; I
didn't want to try day.

Not to mention what the ultraviolet and the solar wind mght do to all the

el ectronics. | nean, killer sunburn and skin cancer and burned retinas and a
mut ati on rate measured in percent instead of per million are bad enough for
humans, but | suspected that dawn neant a nasty death for unshi el ded software.
Not that | actually know anything about it, but all that random energy pouring
t hrough a system has got to do sonething, doesn't it? Don't they keep

everyt hing shielded on planets with normal rotation?

Domes and shields and protective suits weren't worth the trouble. Everyone
knew that. When Nightside Gty passed into full sunlight it would all be
wort hl ess, and Sayuri Nakada knew that as well as anyone, didn't she?

She had to know it. Wien the city hit the dayside it would be worthl ess.

| swallowed a lunp of paté and as | did a thought occurred to ne. Mybe, |

t hought, she saw it a bit differently. Her record back on Pronet heus nade it
obvi ous that she had her own ways of thinking. Maybe she didn't think of it as
"when the city hit the dayside."

Maybe she thought of it as "if the city hit the dayside."

Chapter Ten

| SI PPED TEA AND THOUGHT ABOUT I T. GO NG BY HER earlier life, Nakada had a way
of not seeing what she didn't want to see, and seeing things she needed even



if they weren't there. She certainly still had the knack of ignoring things
she didn't like, judging by ny attenpts to call her

| wondered about just what |long-termeffects her nisspent youth m ght have had
on her. The official story is that any decent synmbiote will prevent drugs or
current or psychobugs or practically anything el se from doi ng permanent

damage, and of course Nakada woul d have had the best synbiotes and inplants
that nmoney could buy, but | still wondered if her brain mght have had a few
circuits shorted-subtle little things that scans and synbiotes could niss, but
with a cumul ative effect of making her a little stupid, a little bit out of
touch with reality.

O course, she could have been born a little stupid, too. That can happen to
naturally bred kids no matter how rich their parents are. And a childhood |ike
hers didn't exactly force one to face the harsh realities of life.

Coul d she be ignoring the approach of dawn?

That woul d be a hell of a good trick, with the light glinting off the towers
she'd just bought in the West End, and the sky over her home turning blue, but
just maybe she could do it.

Maybe she was ni sjudgi ng again, | rused, the way she had with the psychobugs.
Maybe she thought that people would stay, that the city would be doned and

carry on.
Maybe that, or maybe she had something else in mnd. O maybe | was off on the
wrong path entirely; | was witing prograns without data, after all

| felt that | needed a little bit nore, sonething that would provide a tinge
of evidence, one way or the other, and it occurred to me that maybe she had
sai d something to sonebody that would give ne the clue | needed to put it al

t oget her-not anyt hi ng as obvi ous as expl ai ning her plans, but just sone little
i ndi cati on of how her thoughts were running on the matter of dawn. | had those
gi gabytes of data to search, and | knew ways to get nore

| keyed on dawn, |ong-range pl anning, and real estate values, and started the
searchers out again.

While | was doing that, it also occurred to ne that other humans ni ght already
have the information | needed and be able to retrieve it for ne nore
efficiently than the com coul d. Nakada and Orchid night be doing their best to
keep quiet, but they m ght have slipped up in an unrecorded conversation
somewhere. People do that.

My next search was a bit illegal, therefore, and I knew | was in serious
trouble if Nakada caught ne at it, but | figured it was worth the risk. | had
to go in on wire, watching ten ways at once and with decoy prograns riding
beside nme, but | got into the city's combilling records and got a list of al
calls to or from Sayuri Nakada's home in the past ten weeks.

I'd done this sort of thing before; comrecords can be amazingly useful, and
the city was amazingly sl oppy about guarding them | suppose they weren't

consi dered inportant, since they didn't carry any juice. O maybe the city
figured anyone who wanted them coul d get them sonmehow, so why bother wth
fancy security?

What ever the reasons, | didn't really have much trouble in getting the records
| wanted. | didn't even need all of the precautions | took; only one decoy
program caught any flak at all. It was in, out, and | had the nanes.

| unpl ugged and | ooked over the list.

A hell of alot of calls were to Paulie Orchid. That was the first thing
noticed. thers were nore interesting, though

There were a good many to the New York, which made sense, but a high
percentage of themwere to a particular human clerk in the accounting
department; | suspected that sonething was going on there that
great - grandf at her woul dn't have approved of. That could well be where those
nmegabucks spent on the West End cane from That was interesting, but it wasn't
what | was after at the noment.

Plenty of calls were person-to-person stuff that |ooked |ike chitchat rather
t han busi ness, and | noted the nanes on those for future follow up

Most interesting of all, though, were a dozen calls to an office at the



Institute of Planetol ogical Studies of Epinetheus, |listed by room nunber
rather than nanme. Half of them were conference calls with Paulie Orchid.
That | ooked very nuch as if Nakada really did have some schene in mnd for
somehow keeping Nightside City worth living in. Really, what else would a
Nakada scion want with the handful of biologists and planetol ogists at the
| psy, as we natives called the Institute?

| sat back and considered nmy next step. | could call the Ipsy, of course, but
that mght not be wise. After all, if Nakada's schenme were all open and
aboveboard, | wouldn't have hit those dead ends. The whol e pl an, whatever it

m ght be, was obviously supposed to stay secret. Letting soneone know t hat you
know a secret you aren't supposed to know is asking for trouble, and

couldn't afford trouble. Hell, | couldn't really afford the tea |I was

dri nki ng.

Better to stick with nmy original intentions and nibble at the edges a bit

nore, then see what fell into my lap. | put a call through to Qu Ying Itoh
whom Nakada had called three times in a week three weeks back

It didn't take nmuch to get past his guardian software; practically all | had
to do was say it was a personal matter, human affairs, and the program patched
me right through

Itoh was a | ooker, and | coul d guess what Nakada had been calling hi mabout.
They' d probably had a good time in bed for a few nights, then gone on to ot her
things. | wished I'd taken time to pretty myself up a little nore; nothing
could afford could make nme | ook really hot, but | could | ook decent enough
when | tried. My synbiote kept my color healthy, and | had sem -intelligent
dye inmplants on my eyes and lips that 1'd gotten for ny fifteenth

birt hday-they were | ong out of style but still functioning- but |I hadn't
touched ny hair since ny little talk with Mari ko Cheng.
Vll, I'd already decided to play it distraught, so | just hoped he'd accept

that as a sign of distress.
| also hoped he wouldn't take a cl ose | ook at the background; ny office wasn't

exactly the Gnza. | had ny scrambler on line to block the call origination
signal, as usual, and once again |I'd rerouted the call, but Nakada's friends
weren't likely to be calling fromanywhere as rundown as that office.

"Ms' Itoh," | said in as silky a voice as | could manage. "I'mcalling

because | need to talk to someone about Sayuri, and she was tal king about you
last tinme | saw her."
" Sayuri ?"

"Sayuri Nakada."

"Ch, of course, Ms'.
| didn't pick up the cue, on the off chance he'd let it drop

He didn't. "lI'msorry," he said, "but | don't know your name, and the com says
you're logged on at a public termnal."

"Yes, | am" | said. "I didn't want anyone el se at hone to overhear."

He nodded. "I still didn't get your nane," he said.

| gave up and lied. "I'mCarlie lida," | said. "Didn't Sayuri ever nention
ne?"

"No, " he said.

"Well, she nmentioned you," | said before he could ask for any nore details.

"And that's why I'mcalling. I'"mworried about her."

"You are?" he asked.

"Yes, | am very nuch!" | said, rushing it out as if 1'd been holding it back
for weeks, waiting until | found a synpathetic ear like his. "She won't talk
to ne, and it's obvious that something's got her really worried, but | don't
know what it is and she won't tell me, no matter what | ask her. Can you tel
me what it is, Ms' Itoh?"

He shook his head. "I'msorry, Ms' lida," he said. "But | don't really know
M s' Nakada very well."
"Ch, but you must!" | insisted. "I mean, | know why she saw you, and | know it

wasn't anything, you know, serious, but she must have tal ked to you, didn't
she? Didn't she say anything that m ght give you an idea what she's worried



about ?"

He shook his head again. "She talked, but it was just pillow talk, how we were
going to screw until the sun cane up, that kind of thing. She made sonme joke
about how, if that was what we were going to do, then she wouldn't let the sun
cone up, and | said something about in that case |I'd need to be cyborged so

woul dn't wear out, and . . . you know the sort of tal k. She never said
anyt hi ng about being worried. She didn't seemworried; if anything, she seened
ready to cel ebrate sonething, but |I never knew what." He shrugged. "|I'm sorry

| can't help."

| pouted, but it was pretty clear he wasn't going to tell me anything nore.
"Well, thank you anyway, Ms' Itoh," | said. "You ve been very sweet, talKking
to nme about this. Thanks, and | hope you have a good day." | exited the cal
and sat there | ooking at the screen for a nonent.

That joke about not letting the sun rise-I didn't |ike that.

| picked another of her friends fromnmy list of calls and started to punch in
codes, but then | cancelled and took a minute to brush out nmy hair and tidy up
abit.

Then | punched in codes.

Her friends weren't all as pleasant as Qu Ying Itoh. Some | never got through

to, sone cut nme off, some argued. | used different lies, as | judged
appropriate for each case-since | usually had nothing to go on except
appear ance and how tough it was to reach each person, | probably took sone

wrong approaches, but | did my best. \Whatever ny story, | tried to nudge the
conversation toward the inpending sunrise each time-not that hard to do, since
it was always in the back of everybody's m nd already.

| got enough evidence to satisfy myself what she was doing, even though I
didn't think the lot of it would count for anything in court. Besides her
pillow jokes with Itoh, there were two other incidents that convinced ne.
Nakada had gotten sloppy drunk one ni ght and, anong other boasts, had told a
friend that she was going to stop the sunrise and send the city back where it
bel onged.

Anot her time, while she was wired with sonething-1 wasn't clear on what and
didn't ask-she told her supplier that the scientists were wong, that

Epi net heus was a Il ot closer to stopping its rotation than they thought, and

t hat dawn woul d never break over N ghtside Cty. He'd just thought she was
crazy.

Those three were the cl earest, but she'd nmade veiled references about it to
hal f a dozen people. Sonmehow or other, Sayuri Nakada intended to stop

Ni ghtside Gty fromcrossing the terninator

Initself, I thought that was a great idea.

Unfortunately, | didn't believe she could do it safely. Her past record wasn't
very encouragi ng. Botching the job could easily be worse than not trying at
all; at least the natural sunrise would be gradual and predictable.

She'd been talking to people at the Ipsy, which was encouragi ng, but she had
that grithead Orchid in on it, which wasn't.

If she had a plan that would actually work, that would keep nme and ny homet own
safe on the nightside, then | was all for it, and | didn't care if she bought
the whol e damm city for ten bucks and a tube of lube. | could give the
squatters back their noney, tell themit was out of ny |eague, and stop
worryi ng about the fare off-planet or a future spent scraping at radioactive
rocks. | mght even make a deal that I'd keep my nmouth shut and hel p her out

i n exchange for giving the squatters a break and giving ne the price of a few
good neal s.

That was the best-case outcone, the absolute optinumshort of a miracle. |
didn't believe for a minute that it woul d happen

No, the way | figured it, she had some schene that wouldn't work and that

m ght do the city a lot of danage when it went wong. | knew that all the
sensi bl e i deas had been tried out in comsins, and that they either didn't work
or cost far too nmuch to even consider. Sonmehow | didn't think that a burnout

i ke Sayuri Nakada, or a sleazy slick-hair Iike Paulie Orchid, had cone up



with a way around that. Even buying the entire city cheap shouldn't make that
big a difference in the final Iine of the spreadsheets.

Bringing the Ipsy into it, though, nade the whole thing uncertain. My best
guess-and all it was was a guess- was that some pl anetol ogi st there had a
nifty i dea he thought m ght work, some one-in-a-nillion shot he knew coul dn't
get respectabl e backing, so he got a hustler, by the nane of Ochid, to find
hima | ess-than-conpl etel y-respectabl e backer, l|ike Sayuri Nakada. And |'d bet
everything | ever owned or hoped to own that this theoretical son of a bitch
if he or she existed, had no intention of being on Epinmetheus when Nakada
actually tried this stunt he'd thought up.

The tine had come to call the Ipsy, | decided, and see if | could get the
story on just what they were selling Nakada. | touched keys.

The Institute's | ogo appeared on the screen, totally flat. "We're sorry," a
synthetic voice told nme, "but the Institute for Planetological Studies is
closed to the public until further notice."

That was a surprise; for as far back as | could renmenber, they' d al ways been
eager for any attention they could get. 1'd toured the place once as a kid,
and for a while they had run a constant holo feed as an "informationa
service."

If they were closed now, that just nade ne nore suspicious than ever that
somet hi ng had skewed data somewhere.

"This is a personal energency,"” | said. "I need to speak to a human."

There was a pause; then a voice that was either human or a good initation cane
on the line, but the image on the screen didn't change.

"Who is this?" she asked.

"My name's Qng," | said, which was close enough to the truth that, if ny
identity came out, | could say it was a slip of the tongue, but which woul dn't
let themtrack me down easily. "I need to talk to whoever's been doing the

wor k for Sayuri Nakada. Something's conme up.”
She hesitated, then exited the call

| hadn't expected that. | punched the code in again.

"We're sorry," the synthetic began, as the | ogo reappeared.

| interrupted it. "I was cut off," | said. "Reconnect ne to whoever | was just
talking to."

The com beeped, and the logo was replaced by a little nessage-contact

rej ect ed.

Then anot her nmessage cane through, not spoken, but on the screen: THE IPSE I S
A PRI VATE, NONPRCFI T ORGANI ZATI ON, AND IS NOT AFFI LI ATED I N ANY WAY W TH
NAKADA ENTERPRI SES

There was a pause, and then it added: IF YOU WANT TO

KNOW ANYTHI NG ABOUT WORK DONE FOR SAYURI NAKADA, ASK M'S' NAKADA. WE CAN' T
TELL YOU ANYTHI NG

So they weren't talking, either. Nakada and Orchid had bounced ne, and now the
| psy, too.

And fromtheir reaction, | didn't think that nmy best-case scenario was going
to cone true.

| didn't like this at all. Nakada and the people at the Ipsy mght just figure
that since Nightside City was dooned anyway, it didn't matter if they risked
wrecking it intrying to save it.

They m ght even have had a point, really. So what if it was a ganbl e? \Wat did
they have to | ose?

| didn't know what they had to lose, but | didn't like the idea that they were
ganbling with nmy honme. | didn't like it, and | intended to find out just what
t he wager actually was.

| had to get sonebody to talk to nme, but | didn't know who to approach at the
I psy, and | figured Ochid was probably just a flunky or a go-between, and
besi des, he was repulsive. | knew | could get himto talk to ne if | had to,
but I didn't want to, not yet.

That |eft Sayuri Nakada herself, and | decided it was tinme we had a little
chat-in person, without a ot of intrusive software, or any worries about



ot her people tapping into the com
I got ny gun and called a cab

Chapter El even

VWHEN | STEPPED OUT MY DOOR INTO THE WND | renenbered something that had
slipped nmy m nd- sonething that had hovered outside ny window all night. |
| ooked up and there it was, hanging there just the way |I'd seen it |ast.
"You're still here?" | asked.

"Yeah, Hsing, I'mstill here," the spy-eye said.

| stood there looking at it for a mnute, thinking this over.

Sayuri Nakada, | was sure, would not take kindly to having a spy-eye hangi ng
around anywhere near her. Wat's nore, | wasn't any too thrilled about letting
Big JimMshim know | was visiting Nakada. | wasn't any too thrilled about
letting anyone know that. | wasn't too sure just what | was getting into,

after all, and that nade nme that much | ess eager to | et anyone el se know what

| was getting into.

Besides, could | really be sure that that eye was M shim's? That was what |'d
figured all along, but | didn't really know. Maybe Orchid had found out about
me right fromthe start, when Zar Pickens showed up on ny doorstep, and had
sicced an eye on ne and let ne think Big Jimwas carrying a grudge.

It wasn't likely, but | couldn't say it was inpossible.

Now that | thought | was getting sonewhere, and it was sonewhere that m ght be
dangerous, that eye wasn't conforting at all. It was a serious nuisance. It
was bad enough worryi ng about what mght turn up if soneone broke into my com
system wi t hout having to deal with this sort of petty harassnent-and that's
what it was, | realized. Harassment. After all, if anybody really seriously
wanted to keep an eye on nme, nme specifically and not a particular |ocation or
whoever just happened, by, the way to do it would be with a mrcrointelligence
or three, planted on nme and breedi ng messages to be picked up later, not with
a damm fl oater follow ng me around.

And yeah, |'ve heard all the jokes about how microintelligences are dunber
than dirt, and their nmessages all sound like sneezes, and all the rest of it,
and some of it's true, but they'd do the job better than this flying chunk of
chrone and silicates. A spy-eye is great for watching whatever cones al ong,
and it's reusable, but it's easy to shake, the way |I'd done at the Manhattan
and it's easy to keep outside, and to shield against, and even to shut down if
you have to. A microintelligence is invisible, just about inpossible to spot,
and rides along anywhere; it can't be shaken or shielded wi thout sonme pretty
fancy preparation.

But maybe Mshima-if it really was M shima-was just working with what he had
on hand, and wasn't really trying to harass nme. If he'd really just had the
eye cruising the Trap, with ny stats sonewhere on file, and it had picked ne
up by accident, then he night not have bothered to switch to mcros. It m ght
just be sl oppiness, not harassnent.

| decided |I'd give whoever had sent the eye the benefit of the doubt and

assune it wasn't malicious. |I'd give it a chance to play it sweet.

"Hey," | said. "Get lost. |I'mgoing out on business now, and it's ny business,
but it's not yours. It's not in the Trap, and | don't want you al ong."

"Sorry, Hsing," it said. "I just do what I'mtold, and | was told to foll ow
you." The main |lens was | ocked right on ny eyes.

"Yeah, | know," | said. "But you might want to check in and see if your boss
m ght reconsider. Warn himl'mgetting pissed off."

"Ckay, I'Il ask," it said. "But don't get your hopes up."

| didn't. | stood and waited for ny cab

It settled to the curb in front of ne, a battered old independent with an old



Casino Cruiser logo still showing faintly on the side, and I got in. | gave an
address on the East Side-not Nakada's, just one | pulled at random

The cab took off, and the spy-eye followed, and a swarm of pocket-sized
advertisers swooped in fromsomewhere. | settled back for the ride and watched
the lights flash by.

The advertisers peeled off when we canme out the eastern edge of Trap Over, and
a flitterbug that had slipped into the cab without my noticing beeped and

sel f-destructed when it realized it was outside its legal range. | don't know
what it thought it was doing there in the first place, since |I'd never had any
business with flitters and it could have extended its range if it were hired.
Maybe it had been a friend of the cab's, but if so it was pretty dam
careless. It left a spot of hot orange plastic on the seatcover beside ne, and

| felt like spitting on it to cover the snmell, but | figured the cab woul dn't
l'i ke that.

Instead | turned and | ooked out the back

The spy-eye was still there, cruising along a neter behind us, its main |lens

fixed on ne.

A couple of minutes later the cab | anded at the address I'd given, and | paid
up, told it to wait a mnute, and got out. Then | stepped back and | ooked up
at the eye.

"So what's the progran?" | asked. "Are you going to log off, or are you asking
for trouble?"

It beeped and said, "I've got ny orders, Hsing. No change. Sorry."
"I"'msorry, too," | said. | waved to the cab, and the door opened again and
got back in.

"Privacy," | said. "Full privacy all around, up and down."

"Yes, Ms'," it said, and the w ndows went black. The glow fromthe screens

gave nme all the light | really needed, but it put in a glowfield anyway.
"Where to?"

| gave it an address on East Deng and unsealed ny coat. Then | hesitated for a
noment. Was | sure about this?

There were alternatives, after all. | could shield. | could use a janmer.
could just lose the eye for a while, though of course it would find ne again
eventual | y.

But yes, | decided, | was sure. Wether or not it turned out to be vital on
this case, | had to let Big Jim or whoever it was, see that | couldn't be
pushed around. | had a point to nake, an inportant one. Dodgi ng or shielding

or jamming wouldn't do it-not enphatic enough. If | planned to stay in

busi ness on Epi metheus -which | did, at least until dawn-then | had to nmake a

clear and definite stand. The eye had to go. | pulled out the HG 2 and turned

it on.

| could feel the electric vibration in my hand as it came alive.

"One target,"” | toldit. "Afloater. | need to take it out conpletely with one
shot. Don't knowif it's armed; it says it isn't."

| wasn't sure if it knew all those words, but | figured it would get the gist

of it. It knewits job, and that was all that mattered.

| had to let the gun do nost of it, because | knew that the eye would have

reactions nuch faster than mne. 1'Il go up on even ternms agai nst a human j ust
about any tine, but against a machine | need a nmachi ne of ny own.

"Put me down here,"” | told the cab. "I"Il walk."

"Ms', is that a weapon you're carrying?" it asked. The voice was snooth, but

| suppose the cab was pretty worried; as a free machine, its costs all paid

off, it didn't have any owner to protect it if it were caught violating city
aw. And a machine convicted of a felony in Nightside City wasn't just sent

for reconstruction; it was scrapped.

"Don't worry about it," | lied. "lIt's licensed. And I'mnot trying to bugger
you for the fare." | held the gun in one hand while | pulled ny transfer card
with the other and slid it in the slot. "There, see?" | said.

"Yes, mis'," it said, like a good little machine. | took nmy card back and then

took a deep breath and held it as the cab set down sweetly on East Deng and



slid the door back

The instant the door opened | spotted the eye, pointed the gun, and squeezed
the trigger.

| felt a jerk as the Sony-Rem ngton targeted the eye; then it went whunp, a
deep sort of sound that | felt in ny hands and the base of my skull, as well
as nmy ears. A fine spray of gunk hissed around ne fromthe recoil danping, and
| was thrown back onto the seat by the recoil anyway-the HG2's just a
handgun, after all; it hasn't got roomto be truly recoilless with a
heavy-gravity charge. My right armfelt like I'd ramred it against a wall,

felt like the shock bruised all the nuscles right up to ny shoulder. By the
time | hit the upholstery | heard the bang as the spy-eye was blown to
splinters- a good | oud bang, like a two-neter ball oon popping. Fragnents

whi ckered and whistled away in every direction, and | heard themrattle across
paverent and on the cab's outer shell.

| felt the seat I'd |l anded on ripple desperately under me as it tried to
accommodat e ny sudden arrival

I'"d blinked when the gun went off-1 always do-so I'd missed nost of the flash.
By the time my eyes were open and focused again the spy-eye was just powder
and scrap, scattered across the surroundi ng | andscape. Some of the pieces were
glowi ng red-hot, and a few of the nore aerodynanically-inclined fragnents were
still drifting down; none of them were bigger than ny thunbnail.

I love the Sony-Remington HG- 2. It's a hell of a weapon. I"'mtold that, on the
heavy-gravity planets it was neant for, it doesn't do much nore damage than a
regul ar gun does on Epi metheus, but there in Nightside Cty, in just
nine-tenths of a gee, | could count on it to do a pretty good job on just

about anything. If | have to shoot, |I don't want what |'m shooting at to have
a chance to shoot back; with the HG 2, nothing ever did.

"Sorry about the mess," | told the cab as | |ooked at the spots the danping
spray had left. It was supposed to be clean, odorless, and volatile enough to
evaporate in ninety seconds, but it never really was; | don't know if it was
because | didn't clean the gun often enough, or | didn't do it right, or there
was too nmuch crud in the city air, but it always left a ring of little gray
spots. This tine about half of them had | anded on the cab's interior. The rest
were nostly on nme. A few fragments of the spy-eye had wound up in the cab

too, and a couple mght have hit the shell hard enough to scuff the finish.

"Put the cleaning charge on ny bill," | said, using ny free hand to stick ny
card back in the slot. "If there's enough to cover it. And if there's anything
left, take a little for your trouble.” | figured even a cab woul d recognize

that as a bribe not to call the cops.
| guess that cab did, anyway, because | never heard from any cops about
shooting the eye.

"Yes, mis'," it said. "WII that be all?"

"No." | settled back onto the seat nore confortably and turned off the gun
"Cl ose the door and take me to 334 Sekizawa," | said. That was about two

bl ocks from Nakada's; 1'd figured I could walk the rest of the way fromthere
To keep nmy nuscles fromstiffening up, | flexed the armthe recoil had banged
around. My synbiote had al ready suppressed the soreness.

| felt alittle sorry about blanking the eye like that, but what the hell, it

was just a dunb nachine. It hadn't had any sense of self-preservation, and

m ght not have really been sentient at all

| wondered what M shima would do about |osing his gadget. It was a safe bet he
wasn't going to be happy with ne.

| also wondered if Mshim's reaction would really nmatter to me after ny visit
t o Nakada.

The cab dropped nme on Sekizawa, and | took back nmy card and clinbed out and
stood there while it took off. | waited until it was out of sight before
began wal ki ng.

The Nakada pl ace was easy enough to find, certainly; counting the grounds it
covered an entire block. It was big and el egant, and the exterior was done al
in white and silver, but it looked dull red in the Iight of Eta Cass B. The



red was spangled with polychrome highlights where it caught glimers fromthe
Trap, but it was still dimand shadowed. The dawn drew a bright haze of pink

across the sky above that nmade the house | ook dead and dark by conparison, and
pretty ominous. If there were any wi ndows they didn't show, but of course they

coul d have been inbound-transm ssive only. No lights showed at all, anywhere.
| didn't see anything | could identify positively as a gate or door; | knew an
entrance had to be there sonewhere, but it was blended into the wall. 1'd

expected that. It was the fashion anong those who could afford it, and Sayuri
Nakada could sure as hell afford it. If I'd had legitinnate business there, the
t heory went, someone woul d have told me where the door was. And there would
have been lights on to wel come me, too.

I wasn't wel cone, but | had business there, all right. The lack of lights

m ght have meant that Nakada wasn't home, but | wasn't going to let a detai
like that stop nme. Sonebody would be in there, even if it was just sone basic
sof twar e

As | stood there on the front terrace | realized that 1'd never put the HG 2
away after shooting the spy-eye, that the gun was still in nmy hand; I'd turned
it off but never reholstered it. Even though I knew that my absent m ndedness
was a sign that | wasn't really at ny best, | decided that ny hand was the
right place for it. | didn't have the tine or the patience to be subtle
anynore. | didn't know for sure that the cab hadn't called the cops. | didn't
know whet her M shinma night be comng after me already. | couldn't afford to
waste tine figuring out a better approach

| pointed the HG 2 at a random spot in the mddle of the facade, turned it
back on, and said, loudly but not shouting, "This thing's | oaded with

ar nor - pi erci ng expl osive shells, and they can do one hell of a |ot of damage.
| need to talk to Sayuri Nakada. You get her out here, or let ne in, and I'l
put down the gun; you give ne an argunent and | start bl ow ng expensive hol es
inthe wall. If she's not home, you let me in and I'lIl wait. What' Il it be?"

| hal f expected some security gadget | had never heard of to turn me into
bubbl i ng protoplasm but instead a voice announced, "M s' Nakada is being
consul ted. Please stand by."

| stood by, feeling the gun quiver as it searched for a target and didn't find
any.

After thirty seconds that seenmed |ike a year or so, another voice spoke, one
too nasal for a nachi ne.

"I"m Sayuri Nakada," it said. "Who the hell are you and what do you want

her e?"

| let the gun sag a little. "Ms' Nakada," | said. "If that's really you, what
I want is to talk to you quietly sonewhere, in private, about your plans for
buying up city real estate cheap and then stopping the sunrise so that it's

actually worth sonething. 1'mgoing to either talk it over with you, or |I'm
going to put everything | know on the public nets-1'"ve got it all on my com
programed to go out if | don't override by a particular tine." | wi shed | had

t hought of that back honme and actually done it, instead of using it as a
last-mnute bluff like this. Al the incomng data |1'd used were in the | TEQD
files, of course, but the guesses |'d nmade weren't anywhere but inside ny
head-and | had never been able to afford to have backup nenory inplanted, so
if I died those guesses died with ne.

O course, Nakada had no way of knowing |I was bluffing. And if | lived |ong
enough to get back to nmy office, | promi sed nyself, the next tine out I

woul dn't be.

| gave her a nmonment to let ny words sink in, then turned off and hol stered ny
gun and resealed ny jacket. "Wat'll it be?" | called.

She was silent so long | thought I'd crashed it sonehow, and | began to worry
about what woul d happen if some pedestrian or patroller cane by while | was
standing there uninvited on sonebody's unlit front terrace, very nuch private
property in a very exclusive nei ghborhood.

Then the voice that had clained to be Nakada denmanded, "Wo the hell are you?"
"My nanme's Carlisle Hsing, Ms' Nakada," | said. "For nore than that 1'd



prefer someplace nore private, where | can see you and | don't have to shout."
Not that | was actually shouting; | had faith in the quality of her security

equi pnent .
"Al'l right, then," she said. "Get in here." A door suddenly opened in the
wal I, not at all where |I'd have expected it, and a |ight cane on behind it.

| considered the possibility that | would be walking into a trap or sone other
formof serious trouble, trouble that would be nore than | could handle, and
then | shrugged and wal ked in. Faint heart never won fair wager, or however

t hat goes.

The entryway was | ush but anorphous; | suppose that if |1'd been conpany,
rather than a nui sance, she'd have had it shape up a little, into something
nore presentable. Even in its unforned state, though, | could see the fine

textures in the walls, the graceful curves to the base forms, the rich reds
and greens, and of course it was as spaci ous as anyone coul d ask. Progranmmred,

| figured it would be on a par with the honeynoon suite at the Excel sis, which
was the classiest rooml'd ever been in.

And why | was once in the honeynoon suite is none of your business, but it
sure wasn't a honeynoon

A door peeled back froman inner wall, and | stepped through into a hard-edged
little chanber done in black and silver, with a holo on one side of a planet
seen from space -not Epi metheus, because it was turning. A silky black divan
drifted over to me, and | settled cautiously onto it, sitting upright. The
musi ¢ was somet hing ol d-fashi oned and rat her boring, but of course | didn't
really listen to it

A moment | ater another silky black divan appeared, sliding through a bl ackness

I'd taken for a wall, but this one had a wonan sprawied on it.

This was either Sayuri Nakada or one hell of a good imtation; 1'd seen her
recorded fromevery angle when | studied up on her, and this person | ooked
exactly right. She had bl ack, straight hair, Iike nost people, but she wore it
very long and conpletely natural, with no slicking or shaping at all. Her skin

was a warm gol den col or, and she had epicanthic folds that |ooked as natura
as her hair. She was lovely-with her fanmily's noney, she ought to be.

O course, when | say that her hair or eyes were natural, |'m guessing. They
| ooked natural, but for all I know she was born bl onde and round-eyed.

She was wearing a sem sheer housedress with a color schene that did nothing
for me-it was nostly shifting blues and gold linework. | was wearing scarl et
and double white, nyself, on static setting-worksuit and jacket. | was
working; | didn't need frills like color shifting.

Besides, in a place like the Trap, something bright that didn't nove caught
the eye, and | didn't mind if people were distracted fromnmny face.

Her | egs were long and her feet were bare and she was eyeing nme as if ny gun
were pointed at her face, instead of neatly tucked away under a seal ed jacket.
I wondered if it was really Nakada. She could afford a good imtation, if she
wanted one. | could be |l ooking at a holo, or a sim or even a clone.

But | didn't really think it mattered. Whoever was in charge, whether it was
the original Sayuri Nakada or not, whether it was the woman in front of nme or
not, had to be |istening.

W wat ched each other for a while, and | hoped nmy face wasn't as openly
hostil e as hers was.

"You wanted to talk to nme," she said.

"Yes, Ms' Nakada," | said. "I did."
"Here we are," she said, waving a hand. "Tal k."
| grimaced. "I'mnot sure where to begin," |I said. "What | need to know is

just how you plan to stop Nightside City fromreaching the dayside."
"Why?" she demanded, glaring at me. "Wat business is it of yours? And what
makes you think |I plan anything of the sort?"

Right there, | had all the confirmation | needed that she really was pl anning
on it, because if she hadn't been, that |ast question would have cone first.
Hell, if she'd had any sense, that |ast question would have cone first in any

case, so I'd also confirmed that her personal software wasn't conpletely



debugged.

"I't's nmy business because | live here, Ms' Nakada," | said. "I was born here
in Nightside City, | grew up here, and |'ve never been outside the crater
walls inmy life. The city's inportant to me, and anything that concerns its
future concerns me. That's why, and what ny business is, and as for what nakes

me think you're up to sonething, | found out while | was on a case."

"A case?" An instant of puzzlenment seenmed to flicker across her face. "Oh,
you're a detective." Fromthe way her eyes noved when she said that, | didn't
think she figured it out; | thought she'd gotten the word over an interna

recei ver. She'd have one, of course, or nore likely several. She probably had
nmore control over the comwhen she was just lying there than | did when I was
jacked into nmy desk

"Yeah, |I'ma detective," | said.

"But how did you find out? And however you found out, don't you already know
what |' m pl anni ng?"

She was trying to be slick, I think, trying to find out what | knew and what |
didn't know by playing dunmb. | didn't mnd playing along; the best way to get
i nformati on out of soneone, short of a brain-tap or drugs or torture or
otherw se doing things that |I couldn't do to soneone |ike Nakada, is to make
her feel good, make her think she's outwitting you, so she gets carel ess.

"I found out that you're buying up city real estate,” | said. "I found out
that you' ve been naking secret calls to the Ipsy that they won't talk about. |
tal ked to people and found out that you' ve got people at the |Ipsy working for

you to keep the city out of the sunlight, so that your real estate will be
worth a fortune. But that's all | found out, so far, and | don't like it. |
want to know just how you plan to keep the sun off. | want to be ready for

it."

"The | psy?" She | ooked puzzled for an instant again, and then her eyes

twi tched again, and she said, "Ch, the Institute!"

I wondered how in hell anyone could |ive on Epinmetheus as |ong as she had and
not know that it was called the Ipsy. This wonan, | realized, was badly out of
touch with the city and probably the rest of the world around her

"Yes, the Institute,” | said.

"They wouldn't tell you anythi ng?"

“"No," | said.

"Well, good for them" She al npost sniled.

"Ms' Nakada," | said. "They wouldn't tell me anything because it's not their
pl ace. They're working for you. But if you don't tell me, then I'Il have to
tell the whole city everything I know. 1 don't know everything, but | know

enough to convince people that you're planning sonmething. How rmuch real estate
do you think you could buy cheap if that happened? You' ve got to tell ne what

you're doing, or I'll crash the whole deal."” | tried to make it very intense,
very sincere.

She waved that away. "What if | just run sonme free-form scrubware through your
cominstead, Ms' Hsing? And then kill you, of course.™

It was nmy turn to wave away nonsense. "You nust know better than that, Ms
Nakada," | said, with nmaybe a hint of a reproving tone. "I"'ma |icensed
detective, and I'min good health and still young enough. If | die, the city's
got copies of all ny files in the high-security event-of-death section, and
they' Il give them a good, close going over. | don't think even you can get

into the I TECD files without causing nore trouble than you want and probably
gi ving the whol e show away. "

"Al'l right, then," she said. "How do | know you won't put it all on the nets
anyway, even if | do tell you?"

"You don't," | said. "Not really. But why should I? Look, | don't want to see
the dawn any nore than you do. My whole life is here. If you're really going
to save Nightside City, I'mall for it, and I don't give a damm if it does

make you richer than your old man and | eave you running the city for the next
century. That's none of my business. My business is staying alive, and know ng
whether | really need the fare to Prometheus or not, or whether there's a



particular tine that nmight be a good time to go visit the mnes, or whatever.
| wouldn't be adverse to maybe picking up some investment advice, for that
matter, but that's strictly on the side; it doesn't affect the basic issue."

"So you're just worried about when I'Il do it?" she asked, and it seened as if
she was a bit calner, less angry.

"That, and how," | said. "Because for all | know what you have in nmind m ght
make t he nei ghbor hood unpl easant for a while. After all, the real estate is
still valuable even if half the city gets knocked around."

She nodded. "That's right, that's exactly right."

| nodded back and waited.

She smil ed.

"So tell me," | said.

She sighed a little, or maybe just pouted. "All right," she said. "I'Il tell
you. It's sinple enough. My people are going to set off a directed fusion
charge that will stop the planet's rotation dead. Nightside Gty won't go

anywhere after that; it'll stay right where it is now " She sniled again.

| waited for her to go on, but she didn't. | considered what she'd just said.
"One charge?" | asked.

She nodded.

"You're planning to stop the entire planet with one charge?" | asked.

"That's right," she said, with a big, stupid, self-satisfied snle

"That's all?" | was having trouble controlling ny face.

"What el se do you want ?" she said, exasperated. "It's sinple enough."

I chewed on my tongue for a minute to keep from scream ng and calling her an
idiot. That was the problem it was much too sinple.

| wasn't ready to say that straight out. Instead | asked, "But isn't that
likely to cause a | ot of damage?"

She | ooked puzzl ed. "Why?"

"Because," | said, "if you stop the entire planet all at once, there's going
to be sonmething of a bunp, isn't there?"

That was a truly unforgivabl e understatenment, but she was so cal mabout it al
that | couldn't bring nyself to say anything nore. | thought that, if | did,
I'd start shrieking at her.

"Ch, | suppose so," she said. "But not too rmuch. The planet's already noving
so slowy that it should be easy to stop."
"Are you sure?" | demanded. It didn't sound right.

"Of course |I'msure!" she insisted.
"The people at the Ipsy all agree with this?" | persisted. "They don't think

it's risky?"

She waved that away. "OF course they agree."

"Al of then®"

"They aren't all involved. Wiat business is it of yours, anyway?"

| backtracked. "It isn't, it isn't. Sorry. | was just curious.” | tried to

| ook innocent. "So when's the big day? Wiy haven't you al ready done it? You've
bought a good chunk of the city, haven't you?"

"Not enough!" she said, suddenly surprisingly vehenent. "Not hardly enough
Besi des, the charge isn't ready. It's got to be calculated perfectly and set

up in just the right places. |I really don't want to hurt anything."

| nodded. "So when will it be ready?"

"I don't honestly know," she admitted. "My people at the Institute will let ne
know. They tell ne it should be ready in a few weeks."

| nodded again. | had to get out of there. "Ms' Nakada," | said. "You' ve been

very kind, and | just have one nore favor to ask. As soon as you have a
definite date, could you let me know? Pl ease? Just call my comand | eave a

nmessage; it'll get to ne."
She sm | ed and gave ne her best condescendi ng-to-peasants |ook. "Of course,”
she said. "lI'd be glad to."
"Ah . . . | know how busy you rmust be," | said. "Could you put that in your

tickler file now, while you're thinking of it?"
The ook wasn't quite as friendly now "O course," she said again. "It's



done. "

"Thank you," | said.
Then | left. | had to get out of there fast, before | lost control and shot
her .

Chapter Twel ve

DEPENDI NG ON WHAT YOU KNOW ABQUT EPI METHEUS and pl anetol ogy i n general, you
may be wondering either why | wanted to shoot her, or, if you're alittle nore
up on the subject, why | didn't shoot her. 1'll take the second question
first.

| didn't shoot her because | knew that if |I did, | would never nake it out of
the city alive. | probably wouldn't nake it out of the house alive. And the
idiots at the Ipsy might just be dunb enough to go on without her. | needed a
| ess direct approach.

As for why she deserved to be shot, just think about it for a mnute.
Epi net heus is about 9,056 kiloneters in dianeter, with a density of seven
granms per cubic centinmeter. A rough calculation on a unit in ny head gave ne a
figure of twenty-six tinmes ten to the twentieth tons for the total mass, but |
probably nmessed that up sonewhere. In any case, we're talking about trillions
of tons of mass. We're tal king about a very thin crust that's rotating at 138
centinmeters a day at the city's latitude.

Now, | admit, that's not very fast. If you were in a cab noving that fast, and
it hit a stone wall and stopped instantly, you could probably just step out
unhurt. The cab woul d probably be unhurt. But a cab is a solid piece of fibers
and ceram cs, designed to take a lot of stress and with a nass of naybe half a
ton. A planet's a dynam c system and there's just so nuch of it.

Let's suppose that they set off a charge designed to exactly counter the
nmonentum of the planet's rotation-exactly the right anount of energy. Were
are they setting this charge off?

On the surface, presumably, or just bel ow

You think it's going to stop the core? O the mantle, which isn't even
conpletely solid to begin with?

Hell, no; the crust is going torip itself loose fromthe mantle and probably
cone apart completely. The crust is already pretty thin and delicate on
Epi net heus, with vol canoes scattered all along a mllion fault |ines; where

nost pl anets have maybe a coupl e of dozen continental plates, Epinetheus,
because of its hot interior, has thousands.

If you wanted to stop the planet fromrotating, first you'd have to fasten it
all together with sonething a bit stronger than the hot rock and gravity it
has naturally. As it is, a big shaped fusion charge is just going to ram one
or two plates back against the others and tear a big hole in the crust-if
you' re | ucky.

More likely it would just vaporize a piece of crust. |'ve never heard that
shaped fusion charges are all that reliable to begin wth.

And then there's the neltdown factor.

Let's consider that charge again. It's putting out one hell of a |lot of
energy, very quickly. Theoretically, npost of that's going to be kinetic
energy, directed against the planetary rotation. Some of it is going to be
light and heat, though; a lot of heat.

And that kinetic energy is bunping right up against the kinetic energy the
pl anet's already got. Wen you run those together, they don't cancel out;
there's this little detail called the | aw of conservati on of energy, which
know doesn't always apply, but it's still a good rule of thunmb when you're
working with | arge-scale, |owenergy, normal-space systens |ike planetary
surfaces. If the two kinetic energies are perfectly matched, the two noving



masses do stop, all right, but the energy doesn't disappear. It just changes
form In this particular exanple, it nostly changes to heat.

So you' ve just added who knows how rmuch heat energy to Epi netheus, which is
al ready a very young, hot, and radioactive planet, which is why the nightside
i s habitable.

Epi netheus is Eta Cass A lll. Ever hear of Eta Cass A Il? They never agreed on
a nane for it, because the obvious one, Vulcan, was taken. | grew up calling
it Cass II.

It's nolten. And that's not because of its proximty to the sun, either. It's
a runaway fission reactor. Wiile it was still liquid, still form ng, enough of
the radi oactives settled down to the core to reach critical concentration. It
wasn't enough to go bang, but the chain reactions are still going strong, and

that whole planet's going to stay molten for a long, long tine yet. Not to
mention all those unhealthy fission products-though | suppose nost of them
never reach the surface.

You add enough heat to Epinetheus, and it night nmelt down, too. Hell, the
planet's laced with uraniumand thorium and other radioactives-that's why they
mne it. Alittle added heat and nmotion would stir those radi oactives up;
because they're heavy, they're already settling down through the mantl e toward
the core and collecting there. Add heat, and you'll speed that up, at the very
least. You'll be adding energy to an unstable system and you m ght just be
accunul ating critical mass in the core, and the whole dam thing could wi nd up
as radi oactive sl ag.

Now, | don't know that Nakada's one big charge would do that, would trigger a
nmel t down, but | sure as hell didn't want to find out by experimnment. Quakes and
vol canoes were the | east we coul d expect.

And that idiot didn't seemto see any of this.

| wasn't sure what to nake of that. Sure, she'd grown up on Prometheus, where
the crust is thicker and nore stable and there aren't any peculiarities to the
pl anetary rotation, but hadn't she studied up on Epi nmet heus before she bought
into the schene? Even if she was too lazy to jack the data in on the conscious
| evel , she could afford the best and fastest inprinting on the planet.

Was it just that she wanted the schene to work, the way her ventures in genens
and psychobugs hadn't? | knew she was good at ignoring unpl easant details, but
could she really ignore all the dangers?

Maybe, subconsciously, she wasn't ignoring themat all. Miybe she intended to
watch fromorbit, so she'd live through it, and she didn't really care if it
failed. She'd shown enough of a self-destructive streak before to make that

bel i evabl e. Maybe she wanted to ganble, and wanted to watch all the fireworks
when she | ost.

After all, she probably had a grudge against the entire planet. Epinetheus
wasn't her hone, it was her exile. Wecking an entire planet would certainly
be a grandi ose enough way of expressing her annoyance at being exil ed.

I mean, |'msure she wasn't thinking that consciously, or at |least | hope she
wasn't, but in her subconscious she must still have been the spoiled kid she'd
been twenty years earlier on Pronetheus. So after some thought | could maybe
see how Nakada coul d be going ahead with this idiot schene.

But that didn't explain what the people at the |Ipsy thought they were doing.
Maybe there was nore to this than | knew, | thought. Maybe |I'd m sunderstood

t he whol e thing, or Nakada had ni sunderstood the whole thing and passed it on
to ne. Maybe what the Ipsy really had in m nd was using a fusion charge to

pl ow Nightside City's continental plate back onto the nightside, |ike an

i cebreaker in one of those old vids from Enber-but that could be pretty rough
t 0o.

Maybe t hey had safety precautions. Maybe they had some way of dissipating the
heat, or holding the crust together. Maybe they were going to get a charge
down into the core sonehow and do somnething there.

Because there was one thing nore that Sayuri Nakada didn't seemto realize. If
you coul d somehow stop Epi metheus right where it was-w thout breaking
anyt hi ng, without so much as spilling anyone's tea-you still wouldn't have



saved Nightside City for good. There's a reason that the planet's rotation is
screwed up. That core is still off-center, and sooner or later it's going to
pul | around so that the thin side of the mantle is facing directly toward Eta
Cass A If you stopped the planetary rotation where it is now, eventually it
woul d start up agai n-not so much a rotation as a wobbl e.

Wuldn't it?

| realized that |I didn't know, and that | had no way to find out while I was
wal ki ng the streets of the eastern burbs.

Even if the planet did start to swing around again, how |long would it take?
Pl anets have one hell of a lot of inertia. They're slow It mght be mllennia
before the city started noving again. In fact, the nore | thought about it,
the nore likely that seemed, so that renewed rotation wouldn't really be a
problem after all.

Wuld it?

This was all too conplicated for ne. | wasn't a planetologist. | wasn't a
physicist. | didn't even know enough to go back and try to argue w th Nakada.
| had to learn nore

Vell, | was a detective. | was supposed to be good at |earning things and
putting them together.

I had two choices, as | sawit. | could go back home and plug nyself in and

study up on planetology and try to figure out what the hell Nakada and the
Ipsy were really up to, then maybe go back and argue about it. O | could go
to the I psy and ask someone.

Judgi ng by the reception ny earlier call got, I'd have to go in person if |
want ed answers out of the Ipsy. They didn't want to talk to ne.
Wll, on the com you don't have to talk to anyone you don't want to, but it's

harder to ignore sonmeone who's actually physically there, right in front of
you. It's harder to lie, too-holos and sins take advance preparation if
they're going to be convincing seen directly, but they're pretty easy to

i mprovi se over a comline.

And it's hardest of all to ignore someone when she's standing there with a gun

in your face. | hoped | wouldn't have to resort to that. It had worked so far
but sooner or | ater somebody m ght call ny bluff-or call the cops.

And it was a bluff, all right; I wasn't ready to shoot an unarned human. 1'd
have second thoughts even about software, usually-that would depend how
advanced it was, how sentient, how strong its survival urge, and so forth. 1'd

shot the eye, but spy-eyes aren't really sentient, aren't really alive.

At |east, nost of themaren't, and | sure hoped the one |I shot hadn't been. It
had handled ny threats cal my enough

Maybe | coul d shoot a nmachine, but shooting a human -that was a bl uff.

But the people at the Ipsy wouldn't need to know I was bluffing, and a gun's a
lot nmore intimdating in person than over a comline.

The 1 psy was | ocated near the Gate, of course, where they could send their
peopl e and machi nes out of the crater easily, and where incomng mners could
drop of f sanples or news or anything else they thought the |Ipsy mght be

i nterested enough in to pay a finder's fee on. | hadn't been there in years,
and |'d seen plenty of ny office lately; dropping by the Institute would make
for a pleasant change of scene.

Besides, it's always quicker to ask soneone who knows the answer than to
figure sonething out for yourself.

That is, it's quicker if he's willing to tell you. | just had to nake the
people at the Ipsy wlling.

That was where bluffing with the Sony-Rem ngton cane in.

| called a cab, and when it arrived | told it to take ne to the Ipsy.

Chapter Thirteen



A PI NK- STRI PED MATATU JAMMED W TH DRUNKEN mi ners was headi ng out toward the
Gate, back toward the mines, with people and nmachi nes hangi ng precariously
onto the sides. Sonebody clinging one-handed to the back rail waved at ne with
her free hand as | stepped out of the cab, and | waved back, but | didn't
recogni ze her. | don't know a |lot of mners. Maybe 1'd met her at Lui's, or in
the Trap back in happier times, but | didn't recall her face and | didn't
worry about it.

| glanced up, looking for the spy-eye above the scattered pedestrians, and

then remenbered that 1'd blasted it. | still felt bad about that, but | could
live with it. | figured two, naybe three nore unconscious glances and |I'd be
over it.

The cab gave ny card back after only a brief pause hinting that it thought it
deserved a tip. | figured it hadn't checked ny balance, or it would know why I

wasn't tipping. | was into negative nunbers, running on credit that | had no
way to pay for; | had about three days, | figured, before ny bank caught on
and cut me off-less, if | bought anything expensive enough to attract
attention. | pocketed the card and | ooked at the |psy.

The place had seen better days. It mght have seen worse, but it didn't | ook
like it. Not that I'd ever seen it |ooking any different. It hadn't changed at
all since ny first trip there as a kid, when ny parents had hopes that |'d get
interested in science and maybe earn some noney for them

That thing nust have been about the oldest building in the city; it was
probably there before there was a city. It was all built of dark |aser-cut
native stone, the sort of work done by nonsentient robots working froma
standard plan without intelligent direction. The wi ndows were afterthoughts,
determ ned by the interior plan; fromthe outside they | ooked randomin size
and pl acenent.

There was no attenpt whatsoever at symmetry or grace; it was big and ugly and
squat, and the entire place was |layered with dirt.

The main entrance was under a bl ackened overhang nore or less in the mddle of
the side facing me-the building didn't really have a front or back. No one was
going in or out. | walked up to it.

The Institute's logo hung, glowing dimy, above the door. Scanners glittered
from shadowy corners. As | approached, that synthetic voice that |'d heard on
the comsaid, "We're sorry, but the Institute for Planetological Studies is
closed to the public until further notice."

"Why?" | demanded

"Due to the present financial condition of our supporting foundation, it has
been necessary to cut back on administrative, maintenance, and public

relations staff and equi pment. W hope that these conditions will inprove
shortly."
"I"'mnot a damm tourist,” | said. "Paulie Ochid sent me; |'ve got a nmessage

from Sayuri Nakada |' m supposed to deliver."
The voi ce changed tone, from mechanically polite to downright snotty. "May I
ask who you wi shed to see?"

"I didn't get the nane," | said, feigning exasperation. "Paulie just told ne
to bring it to the Institute, and here I am"
"Just a minute, please," it said. "I will consult with ny superiors.”

I knew that | was talking to some really sinple gate-keeping software
probably hardwired into a cultured fungus grown somewhere in those shadowy
coners, or maybe just resident in the building's internal comnet. A goddamn
rat was probably its superior, as far as intelligence or decision-maki ng
capability went. | waited.

A new voi ce spoke, one that could pass for human. "Wat's this nmessage?"
"It's on a bug, and Paulie told me to bring it here and see that sonmebody got
it. This stupid software you' ve got out here isn't ny idea of sonebody."
"Just a minute," the new voice said.

| unseal ed ny jacket and waited.

"Al'l right," he said. "I'll send someone down for it. Come on in, and she'l



nmeet you in the central |lounge. It's straight ahead."

"Right," | said. | knew where it was.

The door opened, lights and nusic cane on, and | marched in, ny right hand a
centimeter or two fromthe grip of ny gun

| wal ked down a corridor with bare stone walls and with plastic conduits
webbi ng the ceiling, past a few doors, across another corridor, and into the
| ounge, which had full-depth hol os of snmoky green seascapes for walls, and a
soft blue carpet underneath. Miusic kept time with the hol ographic surf. A
gol den haze hid the ceiling; blue bubbles of variable furniture drifted lazily
by.

| snared a small one and leaned on it, waiting; it forned into a confortable
grip and hovered right where I wanted it, without a single dip or bob. The

| psy wasn't too badly off, | decided, if they kept the furniture so nicely
tuned. The nusic and the holos weren't the latest styles, but they weren't
bad, either.

A woman who was either older than hell or didn't believe in cosnetic
restoration stepped out of one of the holos; her hair was white, her skin
wri nkl ed, her hands withered and cl aw i ke.

"What's this message?" she asked. "Wy didn't Orchid cone hinself, if it's

i mport ant ?"
"I lied about that," | said, taking ny elbow off the floater and standi ng up
straight. "I don't have a nmessage. | just need to talk to sone of you people

about this work you're doing for Sayuri Nakada."

She stopped and stared at ne through narrowed eyes. Then she said, in a tone
suitable for talking to a particularly dunb nachine, "The IPSE is a private,
nonprofit organization, and we aren't affiliated with Nakada Enterprises. If
you want to know anythi ng about work done for Sayuri Nakada, ask Ms' Nakada.
W can't tell you anything."

So they still weren't talking.

"I"'msorry," | said. "But | did talk to Ms' Nakada, and | wasn't happy wth
what she told ne. | know what you people are doing, roughly, but | have sone
guestions that | need answers to. If | don't get those answers, | nmay have to

go el sewhere with ny questions, and | don't think you or Ms' Nakada woul d
like that. Now, could we discuss this alittle?"

"No," she said. "W couldn't. Get out." She started to turn away.

| wasn't happy about ny next nmove, but | didn't see what else | could do. They
woul dn't even talk to ne enough for me to make convincing threats, and
desperately needed to know what was goi ng on, and when. For all | knew, they
were getting reluctant to tal k because the big day was coning soon. For all |
knew it mght be just hours away.

| hoped, as | pulled the HG2 fromits holster and flicked it on, that they
weren't paranoid enough to have heavy security or to go armed in their own

bui | di ng. They'd never had any need for security until now, after all; as far
as | knew, they'd never had any secrets before this deal with Nakada.
"Ms'," | said, "you're going to have to talk to ne."

She saw the gun and stopped, turned back, and | ooked at ne.

"Are you crazy?" she asked. "This is private property! You can't bring that
thing in herel™

| smiled. "I already did," | said. "lIt's | oaded with heat-seeking,

ar nor - pi erci ng hi gh explosive, with added boost during trajectory, so that it
can track you even if you're cyborged to the eyeballs and trying to dodge. You
talk to me, or | blow off a leg, at the very least." | pointed the gun at her
crotch and tapped a switch with my thunb-which didn't do anything; the gun was
fully self-regulated, but | thought it | ooked |like a convincing gesture.

"This is insane," she said, but | saw her eyes focused down tight on the
barrel of the gun, and she didn't nove anything but her nouth when she spoke.
The green seascapes rolled snoothly behind her, and her stiff inmobility made
quite a contrast.

"I never said it wasn't insane," | said, keeping ny tone light. "I just said
it was happening. | might be a conplete wacko, |oose from wherever they keep



us nowadays. | might be a simor a genen or a construct. Wat | am doesn't
matter a dammed bit. What matters is that |'mhere with a | oaded gun pointed
nore or less at your belly. Now, can we talk about this little job you're
doi ng for Sayuri Nakada, or do I pull the trigger?"

"What do you want to know?" she asked, and | could see a drop of sweat at her
hai rline.

| love the HG 2. It looks intimdating as hell. And with good reason, too.
"First off," | said, "are you people really planning to stop the entire
planet's rotation with a single fusion charge?”

Her throat worked. "I don't know, " she said. "That's not ny departnment. |'min

charge of estimating the environmental inpact of halted rotation, not figuring
out how to make it happen.”

"Envi ronmental inpact?" That sounded interesting. "So just what will the

envi ronnent al inpact be?"

"I don't know yet," she said. "We're still working on it."
"What's the added heat going to do to the planetary core?" | asked.
"I don't know," she said again. "I do surface environment-possible disruption

of weat her patterns, water supply, oxygen production by pseudopl ankton, that
sort of thing." The drop of sweat rolled slowy down her forehead.
"What's going to happen with those, then?" | asked.

"I told you," she said. "W're still working on it."

"I heard you," | said. "But you must have sone idea."

She swal l owed. "So far, it doesn't look like there will be any serious

di sruption. After all, the atnpsphere's already noving nmuch faster than the
surface. "

The bead of sweat broke agai nst an eyebrow, but another one had fornmed above
it, back at the hairline. It's amazing how you notice things like that.

"But you're working on the basis of a sudden stop in rotation?" | asked. "Not
a gradual one, or anything |ocalized?"

"Yes," she said. She didn't nod.

| figured that she was giving ne a pretty fair readout. "All right,"” | said.
"I need to talk to whoever's in charge of the actual stop. Wio is it?"

"That . . . that would be Doc Lee." She pointed vaguely to her left, noving
her hand as little as possible.

| nodded. "Is this roomprivate, or on open conP"

"l don't know," she said. It occurred to me that there was a hell of a lot she
didn't know.

"Well, if it's on open com" | announced, "I want this Doc Lee to get down
here and talk to nme."

"I"malready here," a man's voice said, and a whol e section of seascape

vani shed.

He was standi ng against the gray stone wall, tall and plunp, with a scraggly
bl ack beard and, nore inportantly, with a gun in his hand. They did go arned
in their own building, or at |east they had weapons on hand. It wasn't an

HG 2, just a little honme security job, |local manufacture; | knew t he make,
sol d under three or four different names. It was not bright at all, even for a
gun, and it usually carried tranks instead of anything fatal. | couldn't count

on that, of course; it could use several kinds of ammnition. And it was a
gun, pointed at nme-other details weren't that inportant.

"You're Carlisle Hsing, aren't you?" he asked.

| was beginning to think that altogether too many people knew who | was. |
deci ded not to answer.

"You must be," he said. "Paulie said you were poking around."

| still didn't answer, but | could see how he knew, anyway. There aren't that
many people nmy size in the city.

Doc Lee, if that's who he was, shifted his grip on the gun and cleared his

t hr oat .

"Hsing," he said, "I think you' d better get out of here. You're trespassing,
and |"'msure you're comitting sone sort of crine by pointing that thing of
yours at this woman."



"I"'malso getting some answers," | said.

"Not anynore. You fire that, and I'Il drop you. You point it at me, and |"'I
drop you. I'll be acting in defense of nyself and the Institute's property if

| shoot you; if you fire, you're conmtting murder. Now, you get out of here
peacefully and | eave the Institute alone, and we'll forget all about this."
"I"'mnot forgetting about anything," | said. | put on ny sincere approach
"Look, | need some answers fromyou people, and the gun's just the fastest way
| could think of to pry themloose. Could we put away the hardware and j ust

tal k?"

"We've got nothing to talk about,’
didn't like that.

"I think we do," | said harshly. "Unl ess you want everything | know about the
pl ans you and Nakada have for stopping the planet's rotation to be sl apped
onto every net in the city."

H s gun wavered slightly, and | didn't think it was a software check

he said, and he said it contenptuously. |

"Want to put away the armanent?" | asked again.

"No," he said, tightening up again. "If you put this on the nets, we'll ruin
you. "

"So what?" | said. "What the hell have I got to lose? If you know who | am
check out where and how |l live, and how | got there, and what the hell, break

into ny financial records and take a | ook at those. You can't do anything to
me that | can't do one hell of a lot worse to you. Now, are we going to tal k?"
He hesitated, and the gun lowered slightly. "Not now | need to think about
this, talk it over with the others."

"Al'l right," | said. "I can wait."

"I don't know how long it will take," he said

"I"'minno hurry." | smled at him

"Listen," he said. "I can't |leave you loose in the Institute, with that gun
and your present attitude. Get out of here, go back to where you came from
and we'll call you, within . . . within twenty-four hours. If we don't, you go

ahead and put whatever you want on the nets."

| considered that, and | didn't nmuch like it. Anything could happen in
twenty-four hours. They could fire off the big one and nmake all ny questions
nmoot. They could all be off-planet in an hour

But it didn't ook as if | was going to get himto tell nme anything right

t here, and sonebody ni ght have called the cops already, or put sonething in
the air that would take me right out, not to nmention that he was quite right
about what woul d happen if any triggers got pulled. |I figured | could stil
dicker a little, but I couldn't fight.

"Two hours,"” | said. "And nobody | eaves the city."

He gl anced at the woman. "All right, tw hours."

| nodded and backed out toward the street, with the HG 2 easy in ny hand.

"Nobody | eaves the city," | repeated.

He nodded. "Nobody | eaves."

| nodded back, and then | was out in the corridor; | turned and struggled not
to run as | hurried to the door, feeling very, very exposed.

It wasn't a run, but it wasn't all that dignified, either. Al the sane, | got
out before any cops or security machines got nme, and that was the inportant
part. | renenbered to stop at the door and turn off the Sony-Remn ngton and

shove it back in its holster; then | stepped out of the shadows into the red
gl ow of the night sky, and | called a cab

Chapt er Fourteen

BY THE TIME THE CAB LI FTED | WAS HAVI NG SECOND t houghts. | couldn't flag
exactly where |'d screwed up, but | knew | had somewhere along the line. |



didn't have enough control. I'd given Doc Lee and whoever el se was invol ved
two hours to come up with sonething, and that was at |east an hour and
fifty-five mnutes too |ong.

But | didn't see what else | could have done. | hadn't had any tine to waste,
because the charges m ght already have been set, despite what Nakada said. 1'd
had to get into the Ipsy fast, and | hadn't seen any other way than with the
gun. If 1'd tried going in on wire |I'd have hit high security-wouldn't |?
Maybe not, but 1'd thought | would. | hadn't stopped to see if | was right,
and maybe | shoul d have.

O course, maybe all the work was being done in human skulls and ot her cl osed
systens, in which case | wouldn't have found anything even if | had gone in on
wire.

Going in in person had seened the only way. Using the gun to get answers had
seened the best way. Nobody had ever called ny bluff quite so conpletely

bef ore.

That made ne wonder about this Doc Lee. | wasn't sure if |1'd ever heard of him
or not; he mght have been on a couple of public affairs feeds, but | couldn't
swear to it. Just who the hell was he? Was this idea of stopping the planet's
rotation his? What was his position at the Ipsy?

| didn't know, and | knew that | should. | would have used the cab's term na
to see what | could get on himif | had had anything left on ny card besides
last-1ine bank credit.

Instead | forced nmyself to stop worrying about that particular detail for a
nonment while | | ooked around.

The Trap was big and bright and a mllion vivid colors out the cab's w ndow on
the right, the burbs nostly ow and in di mshades of gray on the left. Aline
of advertisers squeal ed past overhead, but didn't target nme; a spy-eye |ooked
in, then turned away, obviously after soneone else. The city was goi ng about
its business, just as it always had, and except for a handful, everybody in

Ni ghtside City was still expecting the city to die a slow, steady death with
encr oachi ng dawn.

| wasn't sure whether it was going to die slowy, or live, or die a fast and
horrible death that would take me with it.

Wrse, | wasn't sure whether 1'd live to see whatever happened. If Lee was a
hot shot at the Ipsy he mght very well have sonme way of stopping nmy files from
hitting the nets, even fromthe | TEOD banks. If he did, he'd have no reason to
keep ne alive, and although I'd never heard of Paulie Ochid doing anything as
big-time as a permanent nurder, | didn't think the little bastard woul d bal k
if Lee sent himto take ne out. After all, Ochid was doing a | ot of things
now that 1'd never have expect ed.

And even if Ochid did balk, there was the other nuscle, the big guy-R gnus,

or whoever he was.

Suddenly | was scared as hell. | had screwed this one up bad, worse than when
| let that wel sher go.
O course, it mght all work out, | told nyself. They m ght come through and

tell me their whole plan, and it m ght be good and clean, and | might just
settle down peacefully. O it mght be a disaster about to happen, and | m ght
accept a little nmoney to keep nmy mouth shut, enough to get off-planet, and
then I mght blow the horn on them anyway once | was clear-l didn't nmnd
conmitting either blackmail or betrayal when the victinms were planning nass
nmur der .

But | was scared all the sane that | had screwed up badly, and that | was
going to pay for it.

| was right, too, but | didn't find that out right away.

The cab dropped me at ny door, and | stepped out into the wind and | ooked
around, just in case.

It looked clear. | didn't have anything with me that woul d scan nuch outsi de
the visible, but it |ooked clear. The wind stung ny eyes, and | blinked and
opened t he door.

Upstairs in nmy office | noticed that the window was still black, and I cleared



it. If something came at nme that way | wanted to see it-not that | expected
any approach that obvious.

| also didn't nmind | ooking out at the city again, seeing the flickering of the
Trap and a swarm of neteors that drew gol den cl awnarks across the deep bl ue of
the sky, hearing the humof the traffic and the how of the w nd.

| got nyself paté and crackers and a Coke Il and | sat down at ny desk and
tried to think of what | could do with my two hours that could possibly be of
use.

The obvious itemwas to run up a file on Doc Lee, so | touched keys.

H s nanme was Mahendra Dhuc Lee, he was just over a hundred in Terran years,
he' d been born on Pronetheus, and he was assistant director of research in
physi cal planetology, with a degree from Pronet heus and a doctorate from
Earth-1'd never heard of either university, so | won't nane nanes. There was
nmore, but it was dull as dirt; like nost scientists, he'd never done anythi ng
but science and office politics, and either one is boring as hell to
out si ders. He appeared to be good at both. Wiether it was because he was good
enough at both to offend people, or whether there was truth init, | couldn't
be sure, but there was a runmor that he'd been |l ess than conpletely honest in
some of his work-adjusting results to please backers, borrow ng other people's
wor k, the usual array of scientific m sbehavior

It looked to ne as if he was someone who thought a lot of hinself and al ways
had, despite any evidence to the contrary. | figured that he'd gone into

sci ence not because he was good at it, or enjoyed it, but because he'd bought
the Iine about science being the key to the future, the field for soneone who
wanted to really acconplish somrething.

O course, he should have gone into polyspatial physics or sonething, then,

i nstead of planetology; 1'd bet that he picked planetol ogy just because it had
been his best subject.

| couldn't prove my guess, though, because his educational records weren't
open.

| had another guess to make, which was that whatever he was working on for
Nakada was intended to be his big score, his way of making his nane and
fortune, just the way it was for Nakada. Except he didn't have famly and
nmoney supplying himw th second chances; if he crashed on this one, that m ght
be it for him

| called for anything on his nost recent work, but came up blank. | had his
basi ¢ bi ography, but details wouldn't cone, just the outline.

That rmuch, and a whole string of tedious interviews, were on the public

records, available to anybody who asked. | wanted nore than that, but |
hesitated to go after it. | didn't know what security |I might hit. | didn't
know what m ght cone after nme. | didn't want to plug into the comwhen there

m ght be somebody at ny door any minute; it's hard to maneuver quickly with a
wire fastened to the side of your head.

| put it aside and |I finished ny meal and | waited, and about fifteen ninutes
before the two hours woul d have been up | got a nessage beep

| tapped keys, and Doc Lee's face canme up on the screen

"We've talked it over," he said, "and we've decided to trust you. W'll give
you the full schematics for the whole project. In exchange, we want your word,
with | egal penalties attached, that you won't put any of this on the net unti
either full dawn or a halt in the city's sunward rotation, whichever cones
first."”

| stared at him | couldn't believe it. Nothing had gone wong after all. It
seenmed too good to be true.

"And no trespassing or assault charges?" | asked.

"No charges, either way," he said.

"All right," | said. "You ve got a deal." | snmiled at himto show that
everything was running snmooth and sweet. | felt good. | felt a rush of warnth
but | tried not tolet it overwhelmnme conpletely. | still thought there had

to be a bug in the program somewhere.
"Here it comes, then," he said, and the screen filled w th gobbl edygook



| tried to scan it, but it was nmoving too quickly, and | couldn't followit.

"Wait a minute," | said. "Let me patch in sone analysis. | can't read this
that fast."

"I'f you'll jack on line," he told ne, "we can feed everything right in with
all the interpretation, and you can go through it and see if you have any
guestions."

| should have stopped to consider that, but | didn't. The cold little worm of
di sbelief was too deeply buried in all that warnth. | just nodded and jacked
in and said, "Ready."

You' ve seen it com ng, haven't you? Yeah, you're right. | got horsed. A

cl assic Trojan horse.

| got the initial feed, good hard data on Epi metheus, Nightside Gty, al

their various notions, the vectors needed to stop the city-and then I hit the
neural breaker that cut ny body out of the circuit and left me hooked into the
systemwith no way to nove ny hand and unpl ug.

They left the sensory input al one; nothing went but notor control. The

bast ards knew just what they were doing.

I'd al ways known that running on wire was dangerous. That was what | was
telling nyself, over and over, but it didn't do any good. They had ne | ocked
on data reception, on an indefinite hold awaiting transm ssion, and of course
they weren't sending any transm ssion

That sudden cooperation had been too good to be true, all right. Something
that seenms too good to be true is a pretty sure sign of a con, and |'ve al ways
known that. |I'd fallen right into it, all the sane, because | had wanted it to
be true

| sat there like that, staring at the gigo on the screen, for nmaybe ten

m nutes; then the door buzzed as somebody ran an override on it. It opened,
and the nuscle cane in.

Big and little, just the way the squatters had described them and yes, the
little one was Paulie Ochid. He was smiling and rubbing his pal ns together
The big one was sonme guy | had never seen before, huge and mddling ugly, with
a face like a potato that had flunked the port health check, and dirty bl ond
hair that had been hacked off short and left for dead. He | ooked worried, and
when he stepped closer | heard his stomach growl. He had a coil of cable in
one hand.

O chid took the cable, then bent down and ki ssed ny cheek. |1'd have spat at
himif I'd been able to nove.

"Hello, Carlie," he said. "Didn't | tell you to m nd your own business?" He
snmled. "No answer? Feeling shy? Here, give ne your hand."

He reached down and picked ny right hand off the keyboard, and I felt ny
stomach heave. On top of the enotional sine curve |I'd been riding, fromterror
to the relief of Lee's lies and then back into terror when | got horsed, just
seeing these two in ny office was enough to make ne sick. Having that piece of
grit touch me and nove ne around like a toy was too nuch. Antiperistalsis is
not under the control of the voluntary nervous system | threw nmy |unch up on
his arm

He junped back, and | saw the big one smpther a snile

Orchid nust have known the smile was there, though, because wi thout |ooking he
said, "Shut up, Bobo." He snarled it, nore than said it; it sounded |ike bad
brakes on a matatu. "Damm, now we have to clean this up." He slapped ne across
the face but pulled it at the last instant-l guess he didn't want to | eave a
per manent mark, though |I don't know why he'd worry about that. It still hurt
l'ike hell.

"I"d been thinking of having a bit of fun with you, while you' re out of
service," he said. "Sonething to nake this nore enjoyable for both of us. But

you-you' ve spoiled ny appetite for that." He grimaced. "I didn't think
anyt hing could do that."
"Besides, Paulie," the other one, Bobo, said, "if she could still puke while

she's under, think what her cunt m ght do. |'ve heard about stuff Iike that,
i nvoluntary stuff."



Orchid glanced at him He didn't answer, but he'd obviously heard about stuff
i ke that, too.

Knowi ng | wasn't about to be raped did damm little for my peace of m nd

t hough.

They ignored me for a few minutes while they found the necessaries and got the
mess tidied away. Wien that was done they didn't waste any nore tine on talk;
O chid yanked me out of my chair by ny hands, dunped ne on the floor, then
pul I ed ny hands behind me and tied themtogether. He tied ny |legs, stuffed a
gag in ny nouth, then reached inside my jacket and got ny gun out. He dropped
it on the desk. That left ne pretty helpless even if | could nove; he reached
down, pulled the plug out of ny socket, and stood back

| flexed, glad to be back in control of nyself, but Ochid had known what he
was doi ng when he tied me up; | couldn't feel any slack anywhere.

Bobo picked me up and slung nme over his shoul der.

| was wondering, the whole time, just what they had in mnd. They obviously
weren't just going to shoot me, or they'd have done it already instead of
tying me up.

| al so wondered how t horough they'd been in taking out my security systens.

Not that | had anythi ng hi gh- powered, you understand, but | wondered what was
going to happen to ny files, both on site and in the | TECD banks. | wondered
whet her the overridden door had recorded their entry.

I wondered if 1'd be around to find out.

Bobo hefted me. "She don't weigh nmuch of anything." H's stomach grow ed agai n,
and | thought he winced a bit-1 wondered if he had sone sort of digestive
probl em sonething his symbiote couldn't deal wth.

Not that | really cared if he fell dead frominternal bleeding, you
understand, but |I'mjust that sort of person, curious by nature.

They took me down to the street and dunped me into a cab they had waiting
there. It didn't say a word, and the upholstery felt dead. | tw sted around
for a look at it.

The cab was an old one, not very well kept up, and they clearly hadn't just
picked it at randomon their way in. The core access panel was open, and

could see that the notherboard had been cracked across, right through the
crystal at the center; they'd killed the cab's brain. | hoped that it hadn't
been one of the nore sel f-aware ones; bad enough that my m stakes were getting
me shut down, wi thout taking innocents with ne.

Poor mai ntenance, though, usually meant an independent, and a cab can't buy
itself free unless it's sentient. | decided not to think about that any
further, not just then. | had enough to worry about on ny own account.

Bobo held me down on the seat with one hand while Ochid | eaned over and poked
at the exposed circuitry. He made a connection, then pulled back. "Okay,
that's got it."

Noddi ng, Bobo pulled a needle fromhis pocket and jabbed under my jawwith it.
| felt it goin, and then | felt a spreading nunbness. | didn't knowif it was
a bug or a drug or what, but it was obviously sonething designed to put ne out
for a while.

| wondered why they hadn't dosed me back in my office, and decided that it was
pure sadismon Orchid s part. He wanted ne awake and aware of ny hel pl essness
for as |l ong as possi ble. Maybe he even wanted ne to see what they'd done to

t he poor cab.

| was starting to get fuzzy, but | felt Bobo cut the cables fromny ankles and

wrists, and | thought | saw himthrow them out on the street. | started to
turn, but I was fading fast, and before | could get nyself running clean the
door had closed, with me still inside. |I tried to fall against the door, and

maybe | did, but it didn't open
Then | lost it conpletely, and | don't renenber a damm thing of what happened
for along time after that.



Chapter Fifteen

| WKE UP WTH A HORRI BLE YELLOW GLARE I N My face; the instant my eyes opened
| reconsidered and cl osed them again. Even then, the darkness was bl ood red
i nstead of cool black, and | realized | was |ooking at the insides of ny

eyel i ds.

My skin felt dry and crawling, and the wi nd was scream ng nmuch nore audi bly
than usual, and at a higher pitch. I'd never heard anything like it. It was
the only sound; there was no rnusic, no background humat all. | had a gnhaw ng

suspicion that | wasn't in the city anynore.
| didn't want to think about where | was instead. That blast of light was a
pretty clear indication, but |I didn't want to think about that.

Wth nmy eyes still shut | felt around and di scovered inert uphol stery on al
sides. | stretched and found that | could nove freely; | wasn't tied, wasn't
confined in anything very small. Something was in ny nouth, though- the gag
Orchid had stuffed in. | reached up, pulled it out, and tossed it aside.

| flexed my right arm it was still slightly sore fromthe recoil when | had
taken out the spy-eye. My wists and ankles were a bit chafed, and ny mouth
was dry. | thought | might still be feeling a trace of whatever had put ne
under, as well. Other than that, | seemed to be all there and reasonably
sound.

That seemed to be about all | could do with ny eyes closed. | put ny hands
over them and opened thema slit.

That wasn't too bad. If | squinted and blinked a lot, | thought | could
manage. | noved ny hands a little, so | could peek through ny fingers.

| was still in the cab. It wasn't noving. It was lying on the ground, cocked

at an odd angle. One door was slightly sprung, which I figured would account
for the wind noise. Oher than that it | ooked pretty nmuch as | renenbered it;
t he access panel was still open, bare circuitry showi ng. The seats were inert,
the screens all dark, the readouts all blank, and not even the systemfailure
lights were still glow ng-at |east, not that | could see in the glare.

Al the colors seemed wong because of the light, but |I didn't doubt for a
mnute that | was still in the same cab I'd passed out in.

The entire upper bubble was transparent, though, and the scenery outside
wasn't anywhere in Nightside GCty. It wasn't on the nightside at all. The
entire sky was a blindingly bright pale blue that was al most white; | knew it
wasn't really white only because it was streaked with thin, high, fast-noving
clouds that were really white. That sky was terrifyingly alien, awash in nore
[ight than | had thought the universe could hold.

The only other thing | could see, in any direction, was bare ground, and that
ground was sand and rock-gray sand, black rock, nostly, with streaks of brown
here and there. It stretched off to an inpossibly distant horizon. 1'd lived
my whole life at the bottomof a crater; |1'd never seen a real horizon before,
except in vids, and all that openness was absolutely terrifying. Nothing stood
between ne and the rest of the universe but open plain.

And |ight blazed off everything, intense white light, blinding |Iight,

brilliant light. It sparkled off the sands, off the rocks; it prisned rai nbows
of f the cab's bubble.
It was beautiful, in a painful sort of way. 1'd seen light that bright, in a

smal |l area, for a nonent or two, but to see an entire vast |andscape, from one
hori zon to the other, ablaze in that glare-it was a new experience for me, and
one that | couldn't help but appreciate, despite nmy sorry situation

I knew, though, that ny situation was bad. The bubble m ght provide a little
protection-though probably not, since there was no need for any such
protection on the nightside-but | knew the sun's ultraviol et had probably

al ready done a good bit of skin danmage, and maybe eye damage as well. | m ght
be dying; | might already be in desperate need of nedical treatnent.

And of course, | wasn't about to get that treatnment. | had no idea where the



hell 1 was, except that it was on the dayside-since | was in the same cab,

had to assume | was still on Epinetheus. | knew | couldn't count on planetary
rotation bringing ne the safety of night any time soon

If I wanted the night, 1'd have to go to it; it wouldn't cone to ne.

It was pretty clear that nobody was going to come and get nme, either; I'd have
to get back to the nightside on nmy own. Nobody kept track of me. Nobody woul d
notice I was mssing until it was too late. My only famly on the planet was
nmy brother 'Chan-he called maybe once every four or five weeks, and his | ast
call had been a week ago. | still had a few friends, but if they noticed at
all, they wouldn't worry if I didn't answer calls or show up at Lui's for a
few days; |1'd done that before, when | was working or busy or just depressed.

| wondered whet her anybody m ght miss the cab and come | ooking for it, but
then | dismissed the idea. |I'd already noticed, before | passed out, that it

| ooked |i ke an independent, and a gl ance at the hardcopy |icense and ownership
statement next to the passenger readout screen confirmed that. This cab had
been as nmuch a loner as | was, bought free fromQ Q T. over a year ago.

| looked up fromthe statenment to that open access panel and all the obviously
dead i nboard systenms, and | shuddered at the thought that | m ght have to get
out and wal k in the sunlight.

That wasn't certain yet, though. | |eaned forward and poked around a little.
The not herboard was snapped in two, and the central processor, the brain, was
crushed; the cab itself was dead, beyond any possible doubt. | prodded a few
ot her systens. None of them were working, but nost of them | ooked intact, and
after all, the poor |obotonized thing had probably flown here under its own
power. If Orchid and Rignus-1 figured Bobo had to be Bobo Ri gnus, of
course-had been able to make the corpse fly, | thought maybe | coul d, too.

There had to be a patched-in slave program sonmewhere that had worked the
drives.

I couldn't get any current anywhere, though. Something had cut the power feed.
At first | didn't think that was necessarily irreparable.

Then | got past the firewall and got a | ook at the main power plant.

They' d put some sort of timed charge on it, | guess. However they'd arranged
it, one whole side was bl own out.

Fortunately for ne, it was a side that faced away fromthe passenger
conpartnent; otherwi se |I'd have been dead, which was probably what they had

i ntended. They probably expected the whole thing to blow, which would | eave ne
as just alittle nore radioactive debris. Instead, | was alive, but I'd
probably caught a good dose of radiation all the same, and that side of the
cab had probably left a streak of hot dust for a dozen kilometers before the
poor thing hit ground.

The power plant was just scrap now, which nmeant that the cab obviously wasn't

goi ng anywhere, but I'd survived. 1'd bought nyself a slow death instead of a
qui ck one.
O had |?
| was having trouble taking it all in-everything was so alien that | couldn't
just accept it as it appeared and go on fromthere. | had to think it through

Just what had happened?

Qoviously, Paulie Ochid and Bobo Ri gnus had taken me and stuck ne in a

sabot aged cab and sent ne out onto the dayside to die. But why?

I could nake a pretty good guess. If | had turned up dead in the city,

i nquiries would have been nade. My | TECD records woul d have been pulled, and
al t hough they weren't as conplete and up-to-date as | mght have liked, they'd
show t hat Sayuri Nakada and the Ipsy were up to sonething, and that | had been
i nvestigating that.

Sonebody woul d be able to put the clues together, and the whol e schene woul d
have been crashed.

But if | just disappeared, none of that would happen. At |east, not for sone
time, not until somebody realized how long | had been gone. It could take
weeks, maybe | onger. And when it did show up, nobody woul d be sure | was dead;
my | TECD records would remain sealed until sonebody got a court order. And



nobody was likely to bother with that.

Nobody was going to find me there on the dayside. My body would just dry up
and weat her away.

And if they did find ne, me and the cab, there would be no hard evi dence that
it was nurder, that it hadn't been a bizarre and i nexplicable accident or a
particularly weird suicide.

It was a pretty damm good way of disposing of ne, really. It got around the

| TEQD files nicely. | had to admit that. | wondered who had thought of it. I'd
have picked Doc Lee if | had to guess.

But why? Clever or not, why did they bother? Wiy was | so great a threat that
they were ready to go to all this trouble to kill me secretly, rather that
just telling ne what was goi ng on?

| didn't know, and there in the cab | didn't see any way of finding out. Al I
knew was that they had sent nme out here to die.

But | had no intention of dying. Aside fromall the usual reasons-and |I'd say
my survival instinct is as strong as anybody's-I didn't want to give themthe

satisfaction. | sure as hell wasn't going to give up without a fight. | tapped
my wist and said, "I need a cab, or an anbul ance or patrol car; this is an
ener gency. "

My voice was a croak. The gag had soaked up all the mpisture in ny nouth, and
the dry air in the cab was making it hard to recover

My transceiver did nothing. No beep. If it had heard nmy command and tried to
obey, it hadn't been able to get an acknow edgrment from anyone.

| swal l owed, got my nmouth working a little better, and tried again.

"I said, cab, please!" This tinme it came out clear and angry.

The transcei ver buzzed, an ugly, negative sound. It had tried. It hadn't
gotten through. Nobody was in range.

| was hot, | realized, hot and tired-ny little doze on the way east hadn't
really left me well rested. | was scared bad, too. My wist was shaking as

| ooked at the skin covering the transceiver, and sweat shone in a thin film
And | hadn't done anything yet, hadn't gone anywhere. 1'd only been awake for
a few m nutes.

| looked up, then wished |I hadn't; that blue-white sky was one huge gl are.

| 1 ooked down again and around at what | could see.

There was nothing else in the cab | could use. The transmitters might not be
smashed |i ke the notherboard and the power plant, but | had no juice for them
| didn't have any way to rig an adapter for my body current, and that probably
woul dn't have been enough anyway. It apparently wasn't enough for mnmy wi st
transcei ver.

Hel I, | was probably bel ow the broadcast horizon for the city anyway. |I'd have
a better chance of contacting ships in space. Except that npbst ships don't
cone over the dayside anywhere bel ow high orbit, and they wouldn't be

i stening on ground-use frequencies.

| was stranded. Barring mracles, nmy only way out was to wal k back to the

ni ght si de.

| wasn't too picky about just where on the nightside. Anywhere would do; npst
of the nightside is at |east borderline habitable, and the bad spots are
nostly pretty far back fromthe termnator. | didn't think 1'd be |ucky enough
to hit Nightside City right off, but if | reached the twilight zone and then
turned and kept wal king along the term nator, | thought | ought to hit either
the city or a working mne canmp, and miners could get me to the city.

First, though, | had to get to the ternmnator, and | had no idea how far that
m ght be. The sun didn't seemvery high in the sky, and the shadows were

| ong- but Epi metheus is a good-sized planet, as |'ve said before. Great-circle
circunference is 28,500 kiloneters, nore or |ess.

Wth Nightside City on the termnator, that put it roughly seven thousand

kil ometers fromthe noon pole. | wasn't that far, obviously, but looking in

t he general direction of the sun-1 couldn't ook right at it, of course-|I
could easily have been one or two thousand kiloneters east of the terninator
That's one hell of a | ong wal k.



But what choice did | have?

Waiting wasn't going to do ne any good, either. A journey of a thousand

kil ometers begins with a single step, right? It was time to stop dawdl i ng and
take that first step.

Wth no power available | had to kick open the sprung door to get out, and the
instant nmy foot knocked it | oose the wi nd, which | had al ready thought was
scream ng, became an ear-w acking shriek. It filled the little cab with a

whi rlwi nd, whipping dust into rising coils; the core access panel flapped
clumsily, in a broken rhythmlike an old blues riff.

I'd forgotten about that. 1'd forgotten the w nd.

In Nightside Gty, the wind isn't that bad. It's always there, and it can eat
at your nerves and snatch at your clothes and carry things away if you don't
hold them down, but it's not that bad. CGenerally speaking, top speed is naybe
sixty, seventy kilonmeters an hour

But that's because the city's in a crater, and the crater walls bl ock the real
wi nds. The | owest wi nd speed ever recorded on the surface of Epinetheus,
excluding craters and the four poles, is a hundred kil oneters per hour. It
peaks at a hundred and fifty.

And it never stops. Never. Never lets up at all.

It's because of the slow rotation and the generally smooth surface. Wth the
mantle still semliquid, or at least pretty soft, and the continental plates
as small as they are, Epinmetheus doesn't have a | ot of big mountains; they
sink back in or get eroded away al nost as fast as they form The only reason
the city's crater is stable is that it's smack in the mddle for a plate,
where it's bal anced and doesn't tip. Whatever nmade the crater wasn't going
fast enough to punch right through the crust. It's a fluke. It's a tenporary
fluke, too, because the wall is wearing away-but that takes tine. It'll
happen, though. All the active wind and water and even the steady spray of
celestial debris help keep the surface | evel, wearing away any nountains or
craters that do form

Anyway, ignoring the flukes, nost of the planet's snooth and flat, with
nothing to stop the w nd.

As for how the winds got started, that's where the slow rotation cones in. At
t he noon pole, which is over an ocean and has been for as |ong as hunmans have
been on the planet, the sun heats the air, and it rises, carrying water vapor
and it blows away nightward at high altitude. The air cools along the way and
drops the water as rain in the rainbelt, starting about two hundred kil oneters
past the terminator onto the nightside. At the mdnight pole all that cool air
drops down to the slushcap and bl ows back day-ward al ong the ground, back
toward t he noon pol e.

It's one huge convection current, that's all. One great big convection current
that covers the entire planet. And in the mllions of years since the planet's
rotation slowed enough for there to be a noon pole and a mdnight pole, it's
worked up to be a pretty good speed.

What this really neans is that the entire atnosphere of Epimetheus is one big

wi ndstorm one that's been going on for mllions of years and will go on for
mllions nore.
That added a nice little final touch to ny position; | had to wal k a thousand

kil oneters or nore head-on into that wi nd, that hundred-kil oneter-an-hour

wi nd.

But | didn't have any choice, so | took a | ook around the cab, picked up the
di scarded gag, decided there wasn't anything el se of any possible use, and
then | slid out the door onto the hard gray sand and | started wal king into
that wi nd, head down, jacket pulled up around ny neck, with the sun hot on ny
back and the skin on ny hands already red with sunburn, alnost starting to
blister. | wapped the gag, which was a strip of porous fabric | couldn't
identify, across my nouth to nake breathing easier.

The wind alnost lifted me fromthe ground with every step; it was a constant
pressure fighting ne. | turned first one shoul der forward, then the other, to
cut into the wind, and that helped a little. If | stopped noving and stayed



upright, | knew it would blow me back east |ike an enpty w apper down an

all ey, probably at twice the speed | nade by wal ki ng.

I wished | was heavier, but I wasn't, and | wasn't going to get any heavier
About a kilometer fromthe cab my grip on the gag slipped, and the wi nd
snatched the cloth away and sent it sailing eastward. | turned for a second to
watch it go, but | never considered trying to retrieve it; it was moving
faster than | ever could, and in the wong direction

| turned westward agai n and marched on, making do without it.

At |east | always knew which way to go; face to the wind, wal king up nmy own
shadow, away fromthe sun

That shadowt hat was sonething of a new experience, too, having a shadow
stretched out before nme, that noved when | noved, but that always kept the
same shape. 1'd seen plenty of shadows and cast ny share, but when | wal ked in
front of alight in the city nmy shadow woul d shorten, then | engthen, as I

wal ked past. Eta Cass B cast shadows, of course, but they were faint things,
just darker patches in the red darkness of the city streets. Eta Cass A wasn't
so gentle; that shadow before ne was hard-edged and sharp, black against the
gl ow ng sands.

The shadow was nmy own little piece of the night, and | admired it as |

wal ked-when | coul d bear to open ny eyes and |l ook at it.

| had hoped, when | left the cab, that the wind would be cool, but it was too
hard to feel cool; it didn't soothe, it ripped and tore, and I felt nmy skin
tightening against it. | squinted against the wind and the glare, sonetimes
closing my eyes entirely. | didn't need to see to keep the right direction

only to keep from stunbling over the rocks that dotted the plain.

| hoped that ny synbiote was handling the ultraviolet and the w ndburn, but I
knew that it probably couldn't. It was nmeant for cuts and scrapes, the odd

i nfection, general tissue maintenance-not for fending off the constant assault
of a hurricane or hard radiation

The wind stole nmy sweat away as fast as it energed, and | was dry and thirsty
within twenty paces, and although | still didn't feel cool, | was shivering
with an uncontrollable chill before |I'd wal ked the cab under the horizon.

But | wal ked on. What else could | do?

The thought that | mght be on the wong side of a sea occurred to ne pretty
much right at the start, too, but there wasn't anything | could do about that,
either. | just wal ked.

I had no choice unless | wanted to just lie down and die. | didn't. | wal ked.
It was a waking nightmare. At tines | felt as dead as Orchid and Ri gnus surely
t hought | already was, but | never stopped. |I'm not soneone who could ever
just lie down and die, not while | could still move. | had no food, no water,
but with nmy synbiote to help, | thought | could last as nuch as a week-l had
paid extra, back when | could afford it, to get a synbiote with a transferable
energy reserve, and with the capability to digest excess tissue in a really
bad energency. Like this one. | figured that | had a week, but that at the end
of that time 1'd have no fat, no appendi x, and naybe | ess tissue on severa

or gans.
To wal k a thousand kilometers in a week | needed to cover a hundred and
forty-three a day, about six every hour-no sleep at all, of course. | couldn't

afford to sleep. Six kiloneters an hour didn't seemthat nmuch, just a fast
wal k.

A fast walk in blazing sun into a hundred-kil oneter-an-hour headw nd, nonstop
for seven days.

I think I knew it was hopeless right fromthe first.

But | had no choi ce.

| don't know how Il ong | wal ked, or how far. My | andmarks weren't by di stance
or time, since | had no way of neasuring either one. My | andmarks were signs
of progress or inpendi ng doom

The signs of progress were few and feeble: |osing sight of the cab, or

i magi ni ng that ny shadow had | engthened a bit. The signs of inpending doom
were another matter.



There were the blisters that formed on the backs of ny hands, and then the
blisters on the back of ny neck, and in tine the blisters on ny feet that

probably weren't fromthe sun at all, but fromwal ki ng too nuch.
There was the first tine | stunbled over a rock, and the first time | stunbled
and fell, and the first tine | fell and couldn't get up right away.

There was the time when the grit in the wind finally ruined the seal on ny
jacket, so it wouldn't hold any | onger

There was the time | threw away ny enpty hol ster, to save weight, and the tine
not long after that when | wondered if chewing on it m ght have yielded a
trace of noisture.

There was the time when | realized that nmy eyes were not just adjusting to the
glare, but that my vision was fading-the ultraviolet had burned ny retinas.
saw t he sand as just an expanse of gray, rather than |ndividual grains.
Intime, I no longer saw the snaller rocks, and the fine details of the
sky-the high, lacy clouds blow ng fiercely westward, outracing me on their way
to the rainbelt-vanished into a white blur

My mi nd wandered, of course. \Wal king across that wasteland, all of it the
same, the details fading as ny eyesight faded, how could |I possibly keep al

nmy attention on what | was doi ng?

| tried to i magine what a sea would |l ook Iike if I hit one-assuming | could
still see and didn't walk right intoit. I'd seen holos, of course, and even
direct visual feeds off wire of nightside seas, but | didn't renenber a wire
feed of a daytime sea, and holos don't always capture everything. That bright
dayl i ght would sparkle fromthe water, | knew, but | couldn't remenber just
what the hol os had | ooked |ike, whether they had shown daylight |ancing
painfully, the way it glinted fromsone of the rocks, or whether the water
muted it somehow. | thought the pseudopl ankton m ght absorb some of the |ight.
| wondered if Epinmethean seawater would kill me quickly, or only slowy, if |
drank it. | knewthat it was toxic. The seas were radioactive and rich in
netal salts.

| knew that if | reached a sea, | would try to drink the water. My thirst was
conpl etely beyond rational control. The thought of drinking ny own bl ood
occurred to ne, and if 1'd had a good sharp blade | mght have tried it, but

wi th nothing sharp except ny teeth I was able to resist.

I wondered whether ny little stroll would have been better or worse if
Epi net heus had native life on | and, and decided that it woul d depend on j ust
what kind of life, but that it would probably be worse. After all, the
pseudopl ankt on were toxic-as toxic as the seas they lived in, maybe nore so;

| aced with heavy netals, their whol e bi ochem stry based on heavy netal s-and
any land life would have to be equally poi sonous, wouldn't it?

But then, if Epinetheus had had trees, they mght have cut the wind a little.

| felt as if mcroscopic grit was being rammed into nmy skin with every step |
took into the perpetual gale, and the idea of a drop in wi nd speed cane pretty
cl ose to paradise just then. So maybe trees, even poi sonous trees with
tempting, lethal fruit, would have been an inprovenent.

Ani mal s, though-aninmals were sonmething | didn't want. Not that | had to worry
about those, since the planet had never evolved any, even in the seas. The

i dea of alien, untailored organi sms scanpering about was unpleasant. | didn't
like things that rmuch out of control. | didn't like the idea of things that
could sneak up on ne, things | knew nothi ng about.

| knew that there were no native animals on Epinmetheus, but | thought about

t hem anyway. | thought about things prowing behind ne, just out of sight, the

sound of their movenments lost in the wind. | began to inmagi ne that they were
really there
The fact that | was | osing ny sight nmade those imagi ni ngs worse. | never |iked

things | couldn't see, and as | struggled on | could see less and less, as if
t hat whol e blazing bright world were vanishing into a hot nist.

| hated that.

Wen | was a girl, a very young girl, it still rained in Nightside Gty
sonmetines. The crater was already east of the rainbelt when | was born, but



there were flukes, bits and pieces of clouds that dropped down out of the
upper flow and were sent eastward again without ever reaching the main body of
the rainbelt. Some of those happened to hit the city's crater, and if they
were still high enough to clear the western wall, we got rain. | renenber that
rain. Fat raindrops would come splashing down fromthe sky, sending ripples of
di stortion through the advertising displays, drawing streaks on the bl ack
glass walls, form ng puddles on the street that would turn slick and green
wi t h pseudopl ankton in mnutes. Mist of ny friends didn't like it and stayed
inside, but I loved it. | would go out barefoot in the streets, running

t hrough the puddles, trying to splash themdry before they could turn green
feeling the rain in ny hair and on nmy back and rolling down inside the collar
of my coverall. | would stop and stand and | ook up at the sky, nouth open
feeling the rain on ny face and staring in wonder at a sky without stars,

wi thout the red glow of Eta Cass B, but with a gray cap on it that reflected
back the city's lights as a warm even shi mer.

When | got home after the rain had stopped ny father always shouted at ne that
I was a fool to behave like that; that if | kept ny mouth open | ong enough in

the rain, the pseudopl ankton m ght just start growing in ne. | |aughed at him
| thought that was just silly. | knewthe rain wouldn't hurt me. It was clean
and cool and wonderful; it couldn't hurt ne.

I think I was maybe six years old, Terran years, when it really rained for the
last tinme. Once or twice after that a wisp of cloud drifted in from sonmewhere,
but it brought mist, not rain. The cloud woul dn't be thick enough to break
into rain; instead it would settle down into the city streets as mst, as fog,
wr appi ng hal oes around every light and hiding the edges and angl es on
ever yt hi ng.

The soft blurring frightened me, where ny father's threats about

pseudopl ankt on only anused nme, and | didn't go out in the fog. If you wal ked
inthe mst, you could feel the droplets on your skin, wet and cool, but they
weren't distinct inpacts, each drop a unit, the way the rain had been. |nstead
the mst was |like a soft sheet, brushing over you but never coming to rest,
never staying where you could get hold of it.

| didn't like that. | liked my reality hard-edged. | didn't mind if it was
nmessy, like the dead green scabs left by dried puddles, like the tangle of
advertising and counter-advertising in Trap Over, |ike some of the work | had
done for the casinos before they threw ne out, or had done for nyself since. |
didn't mind if it was messy, but | wanted to see it all clearly. | wanted to
know what | was feeling.

The mist terrified me. | didn't mind the rain. | never minded the rain.

| wished | could see rain again right then, as | was staggering across the
dry, barren sands where rain hadn't fallen in mllennia, with ny vision fading
i nto bl ackness while the sun still beat down on ny back. | wanted to stand
there with ny nouth open to the sky, laughing at the idea that anything
harnful could get at ne.

I wasn't laughing. It wasn't raining. There wasn't even a cool mist, but a hot
one, a mst of dust and wind and blinding sunlight-literally blinding, bright
with that ghastly unseen ultraviolet that was stealing my vision. | couldn't
see anything but a hot blur anynmore, couldn't feel anything but the w nd
ripping at my raw sunburnt skin. Someone had gotten at me. Soneone had gotten
at me and sent ne out into the daylight to shrivel and die, |lost and blind.
And | didn't really even know why. | didn't know why | had to die rather than
be allowed to find out what was happeni ng.

It didn't make any sense.

| staggered on, and on, and on, always into the wi nd.

Chapt er Sixteen



| DON T REMEMBER WHEN | FI NALLY FELL AND COULDN T get up. | don't know when it
happened, or how far 1'd gone. | know | was blind by then, and that nmy skin
had peeled off in layers leaving me raw and red on every exposed surface, and
that nmy feet were nunb and the slippers of nmy worksuit were full of bl ood.
assuned that my synbiote had suppressed nost of the pain for as long as it
could, but I was in agony all the sane-but nunb at the same tinme. After a
certain point, physical pain doesn't have any real effect anynore; the
enotions overload and just tune it out.

| don't remenber the fall, but | was face down in that hard gray sand, and
knew that this time | wouldn't get up again. | was beyond trying. | couldn't
face the wi nd again.

But | still couldn't let go and die.

| tapped my wist, wincing at the pain of nmy own touch on the raw fl esh, and
tried to call for a cab; |I don't knowif | really thought I m ght be back in
range, or whether | just didn't know what el se to do.

It doesn't matter; | couldn't get the words out. My throat felt choked with
sand.

And after that | don't remenber anything at all fromny stay on the dayside.
My next nenory is of lying on ny back on sonething cool and slick that shaped
itself to ny body. | couldn't see anything, but ny skin felt cool and nopi st
and nothing hurt. | heard nusic instead of wind. | remenber lying Iike that
for a long moment and then falling asleep

When | woke up-and | don't know if it was the next time, or if there had been
ot her wakeful periods that never made it into long-term menory-ny eyes stung
and felt curiously clean and spare, as if all the accumul ated gunk had been
bl asted away, leaving only the live tissue. | opened them and di scovered that
| could see as well as ever

I was | ooking up at a beige ceiling. Soft nusic was playing, alnost

subl i m nal

"Whoo," | said, not a word, just a noise. My voice worked, though it was dry
and thin.

| heard someone nove, and | tried to turn ny head, and that made ne woozy for
a nonent. When | could focus again | saw ny brother's face.

Sebastian Hsing was | ooking down at ne with that sanme irritating perpetua
cal m he'd al ways had.

"Hello, Carlie," he said. "What the hell did you get yourself into this tine?"

He was the one person on Epinmetheus who could still call ne Carlie if he
wanted, and | wouldn't mind a bit. | think | smled at himor tried to.

| swal | owed sone of that dryness in my throat and rai sed a hand to gesture.
"Not hi ng serious,” | said. | swallowed again and then added, "It's good to see
you, ' Chan."

He nade a bark of anused annoyance. "I can think of better places to see you,"
he sai d.

"l suppose so," | said. "Wiere aml, anyway?"

"You're in the hospital, stupid,"” he retorted. "Were'd you think?"
| tried to shrug, but it didn't work very well

"I don't know," | said. | tried to change the subject. "Heard anything from
Ali lately?"
He shook his head. "Not nuch. She made it to Earth, | guess; at least, | got a

datatab from her postmarked on Earth, but it was blank. Don't know what
happened to it; maybe it got w ped, maybe she forgot to record anything in the
first place, maybe she mailed the wong tab."

| didn't know what had happened either, but whatever it was didn't surprise
me. Qur kid sister Alison was never very good at staying in touch-but then
none of us were. At least Ali had gotten off Epinetheus.

| hadn't managed that, but I'd gotten off the nightside.

"How d you find nme?" | asked.

"I didn't," he said. "They called ne because |I'myour next of kin, but it
wasn't me who found you."



| waited for himto go on, but he didn't. | pushed nyself up on ny el bows and
demanded, "Well, then who the hell did find nme?"

'Chan smiled and pointed. "Hm" he said.

| turned, and there in a doorway opposite the foot of the bed was a huge, ugly
man. For a monent | thought it was Bobo Rigmus, that he'd had an attack of
contrition or something, but then | saw the black hair and snooth face and the
three silver antennae trailing back fromhis left ear

"Who-" | began, and then sonething about that face registered. "M shi ma?"

He nodded. It was Big JimMshima, all right. 1'd seen himon the comhalf a
dozen times during the years we'd both worked the detective racket in the
city. W hadn't met in person, not even over the Starshine Pal ace case, but
here he was.

"Hell o, Hsing," he said. "You owe ne a |ot of noney. A lot of noney. You shot
nmy eye, and even after you did that, out of the kindness of ny heart,

brought you back to the city. And | paid your bills here at the hospital

too."

"What the hell did you do that for?" | demanded.

"Because if you died, you woul dn't pay ne back for the eye,’
big fat snmle on his big fat face.

| started to say sonething el se, but one of my el bows slipped, and | fell back
on the bed and deci ded agai nst continuing the conversation

Nobody argued with that decision, or if they did, I was too out of things to
noti ce.

| woke up again feeling alnmost intact, but this time nobody human was in the
room

I wondered if 1'd dreaned nmy chat with ' Chan and M shinma. | pushed nyself up
into a sitting position; the bed came up after nme, so | figured I wasn't

di sobeyi ng hospital orders.

The room was standard issue-four walls, a door, a nice relaxing holo of a park
somewher e covering one wall, soothing nusic, and an assortment of display
screens and gadgetry covering the wall at the head of the bed, all done in
restful beige and cream

| was about to call for word on ny status when the door opened and M shima
canme in.

"Hell o, Hsing," he said again.

"Hell o, Mshima," | answered.

"Before you ask," he said, "they tell nme that you're fit to be rel eased, but
that you should take it easy for a while. And there's something inportant you
shoul d know, before you go anywhere." He paused, uneasily, | thought, and then
finished. "Your synbiote's dead."

"It is?" | asked, startled. | hadn't expected that. Synbiotes are hard to
kill, after all; they thrive on toxins of every sort. That's one reason people
have t hem

"So they tell me," Mshima said. "I guess the radiation got it."

| put a hand up, planning to run my fingers through my hair, but there wasn't
any hair there.

M shima noticed the gesture. "You took a lot of radiation, Hsing," he told ne.
"Not just the ultraviolet or the rest of the solar spectrum either. You

wal ked across sone very hot ground, including the debris fromyour cab's power
pl ant. They've flushed and rebuilt everything, so you're clean now, they
regrew your skin, your bone marrow, just about everything that was danaged.
Your hair and nails will grow back, and everything el se already has, but it
wasn't cheap, and | wasn't going to spring for a new symbiote on top of
everything el se. That's your problem"”

| nodded. | could accept it. He didn't have to apol ogize for anything. Hell
the inportant thing was that | was alive; 1'd never exactly been buddies with
my synbiote. |I'd been glad to have it, certainly; it had been conforting
knowing it was there, but it wasn't sentient-sone are, but mne wasn't-and
could get another. "Fair enough,” | said. "Now would you m nd expl ai ni ng j ust
how | got here, and why you're here talking to nme?"

he said, with a



He pulled a chair fromthe wall; it shaped itself up and he settled onto it.

"I"l1l tell you the whole thing," he said, "but I'll want some answers in
exchange. "

"What sort of answers?" | asked.

"Everything," he said. "Everything you were doi ng, how you got out on the
dayside, all of it."

| guess | should have expected that, but | hadn't. |I had to think it over for
a nonent.

It didn't take long. Whatever his reasons or nmethods, M shinma had saved ny
life. W were stuck with each other until that got bal anced out sonehow. "Al
right," | said, "You first."

So he told ne.

He'd originally had the spy-eye cruising the Trap just in hopes of picking up
something interesting. It had ne on file, just in case | showed up, as

somet hing interesting. Mshima had put nme in there long ago, right after the
St arshi ne Pal ace case, and then forgotten about it. The file told the eye to
see what | was up to, if |I came by, and to let nme know that M shinma didn't
want nme in the Trap. That was just as I'd figured it.

But when | actually did turn up in the Trap after so long and then gave the
eye the dodge at the Manhattan, when he hadn't heard of anyone hiring me for
anyt hi ng, M shinma got curious about just what | was up to. He didn't have
anyt hi ng big on, and he thought | just might, so he told the eye to stick with
me and find out what | was doing, and it tried.

He got some vague idea of what | was up to when I went out to the West End,
but it wasn't clear. He didn't see what sort of a case | could have that

i nvol ved tracking down rent collectors.

And then | crashed the eye, shooting it for no apparent reason except that it
m ght find out where | was going, and he deci ded that whatever | was doi ng had
to be a hell of a lot nore interesting and inportant than strong-arm ng

wel shers for the G nza, which was his main source of inconme at that point.

He was out an eye, but he wasn't about to let that slow himdown. He bought
hi nsel f sone tracerized nicrointelligences and had a nessenger dunp them al
over the street in front of ny office. He put another eye on ne, a

top-of -the-1ine camoufl aged high-altitude job that he had to put on credit
because he'd al ready bl own his budget.

He didn't see where | went after | shot the first eye; he picked ne up again
when | was back at ny office, giving Doc Lee his two hours-not that M shinma
knew t hat that was what it was. He saw two guys go into ny place, then bring
me out trussed up like a defective genen. He saw the butchered cab take off
and head due east, barely clearing the crater wall.

But he | ost me somewhere over the dayside. H s eye couldn't take the UV and
the wind and the heat.

The tracers should have been all over ne, though, so he hired hinself a ship
and went | ooking. He found the cab, which still had some tracers in it, and
they' d managed to assenble into a strong enough group for his equipnment to
pick up the signal, but | wasn't there. The wind had bl own nmy tracks away, so
he couldn't follow visually, either

He was too damm stubborn to quit, though. He knew |'d gotten out of the cab
alive, and he figured |I'd head west, since anything el se woul d have been
conpletely idiotic, and he started running search patterns.

And obviously, since I"'mhere telling you this, he found ne.

But do you want to know what led himto ne? It wasn't the tracers; ny synbiote
had deci ded they were benign, but it had eaten them anyway because it needed
the fuel, so they never got a transmitter built. He didn't find me visually,
with all that dayside glare in equipnment that had been designed for the

ni ght si de, and ny heat signature got lost in the sunlight, indistinguishable
froma stray rock.

It was when | tried to call for a cab right before |I passed out. The
transcei ver had a safety feature | didn't even know about, and when | tapped
and neither called nor cancelled, it checked my pul se, and when that cane up



weak it called for nedical help. The only receiver in range was aboard
Mshima's ship, and it picked up the call and told Big Jim

He figured it had to be ne. | had to be the only person on the daysi de who
could be calling for help. And besides, even if it wasn't ne, refusing to
answer a nedical energency call can get a ship's operating |icense pulled.

So he found ne there, unconscious, half-buried in drifting sand, ny skin in
sunburnt shreds, blind, with a bad case of radiation poi soni ng-besi des the
stuff fromthe cab I'd wal ked right across some of the richest unm ned ore on
t he pl anet.

He' d picked me up and brought ne back to Nightside City and registered nme in
the city hospital under a false name, and he'd set up a credit account agai nst
his assets to pay ny bills; then he'd called on 'Chan to see if he knew what

the hell | had been doing that got me so close to getting killed.

" Chan didn't know anything, of course, but he was still interested in seeing
me, seeing that | was all right. W still check on each other sonetines. Ever
since Dad bought the dream and Mana shi pped out, 'Chan and Ali and | had been
all the famly any of us had. W weren't really close -1 think we're al
afraid that if we get too close we'll just get burned agai n-but we stayed in
touch, all three of us until A left, and then just 'Chan and ne. So he cane

and took a |l ook at me and then went back to his work. He was a croupier at the
time-1'mnot sure which casino, because he noved around, but it was obviously
one of the better ones if it used human croupiers, right?

Anyway, M shima had a | ot of bucks invested in nme, and it wasn't because he
actually expected nme to pay himback for the eye or anything el se-he knew how
broke I was. At least, he said he did, but | suspected he'd underestimated it
a bit. In any case, he knew | couldn't reinburse himfor anything. No, what he
said he really wanted was just to know what the hell was going on. He said
that was worth nore to himthan the noney.

| could understand that. | wasn't sure | believed it of him and | thought he
m ght be ganbling on buying a share of a lucrative bit of business, but I
could understand his curiosity. Even so, even if it was just curiosity and

there wasn't any adm xture of greed, | still wasn't too sure | really wanted
to tell him everything.
| said so.

| thought he'd be pissed at that, after he'd gone and told nme that whole
story, but he wasn't, or if he was he didn't showit. He was cal m and
reasonabl e i nstead.

"Look," he said. "You're in trouble, Hsing. Sonebody tried to kill you. The
only reason they didn't manage it is because | got nyself involved. \Woever it
was, and whatever you did to them if they find out you're alive, they'l
probably try again. And this tine, if you don't tell ne what's going on, |
won't be there to help.”

"I know that," |I said. | tried not to sound defensive.

"Do you?" He pantonined spitting in disgust-if he'd really spat the hospita
woul d probably have thrown himout. "Look, | can tell people where you are and
| eave you to take care of yourself, or if you play along, | can keep ny

secrets to nyself and even get you some guards. My treat-l won't put them on
your bill."

"Cenerous of you," | said sarcastically.
He ignored that. "Look, you know, you've inpressed ne. Wien you caught that
grithead at the Starshine it ticked ne off, |I admt-I thought you' d been

lucky, cutting in ahead of nme, and that you'd been poking in where you had no
business. It didn't look ethical, where | was already on it. But it was a good
pi ece of work. And you've been surviving out in the burbs on nothing for
years, and that nust be dam near inpossible. And now you've | atched onto
somet hing big and you can't handle it by yourself."

"Who says | can't handle it?" | snapped.

"I say so," he snapped right back. "The guy who found you frying on the

daysi de. Sure, you'd craw ed hal fway back, but you weren't going to nake it,
Hsi ng, and you know that as well as | do. You were dead if | hadn't found



you. "

He paused for a mnute, staring at ne, and then added, "Hell, nost people
woul d have been dead already. You're tough, 1'll give you that. Your synbiote
di ed, for chrissake! 1've seen them punp healthy synbi otes out of niners dead
for a week, but you wal ked yours to its death and you're still breathing!
Dam!" He shook his head in apparent disbelief. Then he took a breath and went
on. "You got me off the subject, though. What | was going to say was that |
can see where you don't want to tell me everything and then let us go on
separately. You'd be worried |I'd be screwing you over, and |I'd be worried
about what you were doing, too. | don't want that. Instead | want to offer you
a partnership on this case of yours, whatever it is-the two of us working it
toget her, instead of competing. W split everything even, and we forget about
the eye and the nmedical bills. Hell, if it works out maybe we can keep it

goi ng- M shi ma and Hsing, Confidential |Investigations. How s that sound?"

"Li ke a cheap vid entertainment,” | said, but | didn't nean it. The truth is
that it sounded pretty good. | was tired of trying to do everything on ny own
all the time, and as Big Jims partner, | figured, 1'd be able to work in the
Trap agai n.

But then | renenbered that unless Nakada's schene worked, there wouldn't be
any work in the Trap in a few years. There wouldn't be any people in the Trap
It would all be in daylight.

I'd had enough daylight to last ne forever. | didn't need any nore. | wanted
the city to stay on the nightside. The only chance | had of getting that had
nothing to do with Mshima; it was up to the Ipsy.

And | still didn't know why Lee and O chid and Rigrmus had tried to kill ne.
And | didn't know whet her Nakada's stunt had a chance of working.

And | didn't see any noney in the case, no matter what happened. If | went any

further with Mshima, | had to | et himknow that.

"Hey," | said. "I'Il let you in on one secret, anyway. I'll tell you how much
my fee is on this job that's nearly gotten ne killed and cost you a few dozen
ki | obucks. Then you can tell ne whether that partnership offer is still good,

whet her you want a piece of the action, or whether you'd rather just dunmp ne
back on the dayside."

"Al'l right," he said, nodding. "I'll log on. Wat's the fee?"

"Two hundred and five credits. Flat fee, no expenses, no contingencies." |
kept ny face deadpan

He stared for a mnute, then slowy grinned at nme. "Charity work, Hsing? For
those squatters? Is that what all that crap about rent collectors was about ?"
"You got it," | said.

"Squatters? God, Hsing, you alnost got killed for a bunch of squatters?" The
grin broadened.

"Hey," | said. "Qut in the burbs | take what | can get." | grinned back

H's grin grew wider, and then he chuckled, and then he burst out | aughing,

| eani ng back, roaring with laughter, so that the chair had to struggle and
squirmto keep himfromfalling.

| was glad to see that. | was pleased that he was taking it that way, as
something to laugh at. After all, it was costing himone hell of a lot of
nmoney, for the eye and the rescue and the medical bills.

So | was glad he was | aughing, instead of threatening to take it all out of ne
sonehow.

For nmyself, | didn't laugh. On, | saw the hunmor in it, certainly, but I was a
little too close to laugh at it. It wasn't just noney for me; sonebody had
tried to kill ne. | was lying there in a hospital, up to ny bald little head
in debt, and | could see the hunor, but | wasn't ready to | augh at anything
yet.

"Ch, Hsing," he said. "I'"'mgoing to enjoy working with you-if it doesn't
bankrupt ne!"
| grinned, then managed to |augh with hima little after all, and it was at

| east partly genuine.
Part of it was relief at Mshim's reaction. Part of it was sonething nore.



| thought I would enjoy working with him too. |I'd worked al one | ong enough
I mght live longer with a backup

Chapt er Sevent een

WE LAUGHED AND BANTERED FOR A WHI LE, BUT eventually we got back to business.
He still wanted to know what the case was, and how the hell a two-hundred-buck
job had got nme stranded on the dayside.

"Someone was trying to collect rent fromall the squatters in the West End," |
told him "They wanted nme to stop it, keep themfrom being evicted."

"So?" he said. "That's a sinple shakedown. You call the cops, they take care
of it. If they don't, you hire nuscle. Hsing, you aren't nuscle. You' re tough

| won't argue that, but you're small, and up until now you worked al one.
Muscl e can't work alone; a bullet or a needle can kill anybody. So why'd they
come to you?"

"First off," | said, "they did call the cops, nore or |less. They called the

city, anyway. The rent collectors were legit; they really were working for the
new owners."

M shima blinked at ne. "What new owners?" he demanded. "Dawn's coning, Hsing;
who' d be buyi ng?"

"That," | said, "is what the squatters hired ne to find out. And no, they
didn't try hiring nmuscle; they couldn't afford it. Not when the collectors
| ooked | egal. They m ght have had to take on the cops. Besides, | was a | ot
cheaper.”

He stared at nme for a nonent. "All right,'
out who the new owners are?"

"Find out, and stop themfromcharging rents or evicting the squatters,"”
expl ai ned.

"Al'l right, then," he said. "Wat did you find out?"

"I found out that sonebody-one person, using fifteen nanes-had bought up nost
of the West End. Listen, Mshima, are you sure you want in on this?"

"Yeah, of course |'msure," he said. "Wo was it?"

"Don't be so sure, damm it," | told him "Renenber, this is the case that got
me dunped on the day side."

"I hadn't forgotten that, Hsing. | can take care of nyself. Now, who the hel
was it?"

he said. "So that was the job? Find

| hated telling him It was like giving up a piece of nyself. |I owed him
t hough, and | had to tell him
"Sayuri Nakada," | said.

He blinked again. "No shit," he said, staring at nme. "Nakada's buying the West
End?"

| nodded.

"Why?" he asked.

| called to a service nmodule in the back wall for a drink of water, which slid

out on a floater. | sipped that down slowy before | answered.
"That's where it gets tricky," | said. "I found an answer, but it may not be
right, and it gets messy fromhere on. | don't know everything I'd like to."

"Co on," he said.

| was past the worst part, giving up Nakada's nanme. The rest wasn't that nuch.
"Nakada has hired a bunch of the brains-the human ones-at the Ipsy to stop

Ni ghtside City fromcrossing onto the day side. She really thinks they can do
it."

He considered that. "She does?" he asked.

"Yes, she does," | said.

"Can they?" he asked.

"I don't know," | said truthfully. "Probably not. I'lIl get to that."



He nodded. "Go on."

| went on. "Apparently, Paulie Ochid got her together with them you know

hi nP"

M shi ma nodded again. "l've heard of him"

"I don't know whose idea it was originally, whether it was Nakada or O chid or
this person Lee at the Ipsy who came up with the whole thing. | hadn't gotten
that far. | had tal ked to Nakada, and gotten the story fromher, that the crew
at the Ipsy was going to set off a fusion charge that woul d stop Epi net heus
right where it is, before it rotated the city past the term nator. She'd have
bought up as nuch of the city as possible, at cheap dawn's-com ng prices, and
woul d be running smooth after the bang, when dawn isn't com ng anynore and

| and val ues head for high orbit. Sinple enough, right?"

Mshima didn't answer. | went on. "Then | went over to the Ipsy to get sone
details, because the way Nakada told it, with just one big fusion charge, it
not only wouldn't work, it obviously wouldn't work, so obviously that nobody
but an idiot |ike Sayuri Nakada could take it seriously. If they tried it the
way she described it, they'd probably weck the whole city, and wi thout even

sl owi ng down the sunrise. | figured Nakada had it wong. But the people at the
I psy wouldn't talk to ne. | don't mean they took convincing, or that they were
hostile; | mean they wouldn't talk, they wouldn't even tell nme why they

woul dn't tal k. | mean, even when | waved a gun around and acted dangerous,

t hey said nothing, absolutely nothing. So after | got tired of the silent
treatment | threatened to put everything I knew on the nets, which | figured
woul d crash their whole system or at the very least cut Nakada's profits, but
they were still not tal king, which seened crazy. Finally, | got an agreenent
that they'd talk it over and get back to ne in two hours-but instead they
horsed me with a neural interrupt, and Orchid and his buddy Bobo Ri grnus paid
me that little visit you saw." | shrugged. "And that's it."

M shi ma considered that for a long mnute. "Either | mssed sonething, or
that's just crazy," he said. "Way'd they try to kill you? Hell, why didn't
they just tell you what you wanted to know? Didn't they try and buy you off
first, or anything?"

"Nope." | shook my head enphatically. "Never offered me a buck."

"But that's haywire!l"

"I knowit is," | said.

M shima sat back to think matters over. | lay back to let him | was tired;
m ght be healed, but that didn't mean | was healthy. | was horribly aware of
t he absence of my synbiote; without it, | could catch diseases, | could be
seriously injured in stupid little accidents, |'d take weeks to heal up if |
damaged myself. And | didn't have nuch of a reserve of strength of my own
anynor e.

| closed nmy eyes and rested for a nmoment. Then M shima cleared his throat, and
| |1 ooked up at hi m again.

"So you bl ew nmy spy-eye down to keep ne from seeing you talk to Nakada?" he
asked.

| nodded. | hadn't nentioned that, but he was smart enough to work it out for
hinself. It didn't seeminportant.
"I don't know about that, Hsing. | mean, yeah, you were probably smart to try

and keep ne fromfinding out Nakada was invol ved, but shooting the eye just
got me mad."

| shrugged. "I had a point to nake. | don't take kindly to that sort of
harassment . "
"Yeah," he said slowy. "Yeah, | can see that. Ckay. | still don't like it,

but | see your point.
nor e.

"So why were you after all the details of Nakada's little scheme?" he asked.
"I mean, all that stuff at the Ipsy- what did that have to do with the
squatters' rents?"

"Not hing," | said, opening nmy eyes. "But if sonmebody's going to wreck the
city, | want to know about it." It struck nme that he was worrying about al

He went on considering ny story, and | rested a little



the wong details. |'d gotten beyond worrying about the squatters; | was only
concerned with whether Doc Lee and his buddies were going to crash the whol e

city.

"The city's dooned anyway," M shima pointed out.

"Yeah," | said, getting a little annoyed. "But if I"'mstill here when they
weck it, | could get killed."

"True enough." He settled back to think sone nore.

| was doing a little thinking of nmy own, and | thought | had an idea. | was

renmenbering some of what |1'd been thinking back in ny office when | got
horsed, and again on the dayside. | thought | saw why they m ght have done
what they did-the silent treatnent and the attenpted di sappearance both. If |
was right, it would be a relief in some ways, but a bit anticlimactic.

M shima interrupted nmy chain of thought. "Hsing," he said. "It seens to ne
that you' ve got a big edge on them now. They tried to kill you. That's
illegal."

The illegality of attenpted nurder was not exactly hot news to nme, and | was
not inpressed. "So?" | said.

"So you can get O chid and Rigrmus put in for reconstruction. W've got your
testinmony, we've got ny tapes fromthe sky-eye, and there's got to be other

evi dence. Charge themwith attenpted nurder. 1'll back you up."
"Yeah," | said. "But where does that get us? It may keep themfromtrying
again, but I'mnot even sure of that; | think it mght be Doc Lee who's

runni ng the whole program And while | can see how revenge ni ght be fun,
hadn't figured you'd care about it. Are you devel oping a civic consci ousness
or something, trying to get crimnals off the streets?"

"Hey, no, don't you see?" he said. "It gives you | everage. You' ve got a hold
on them WMaybe you can pry what you want out of themwth it."
| couldn't see using the attenpted nurder as a bargaining chip until | knew

just what the hell was going on. Yes, it ought to work, but then, | had

t hought that threatening to put everything on the nets should have worked,

too. "And maybe | can't,"” | said. "Or maybe | don't want to. Look, M shima, I
appreci ate what you' ve done for me, and | can definitely see working for you-"
"Wth me," he interrupted, and | accepted the correction

"Wth you, then. | can see that. But not on this case. W're going at it from
different angles, and | can't work your way on it. It's too inportant. You
seemto keep missing what | consider the real central issue here. You ask
about the squatters, and you suggest getting O chid and R gtnus put away, and
ordinarily, that would be fine- you' re protecting the client, concerned with
nmy safety, and on nost cases that would be great, but on this one ny
priorities are a little different. My first priority is the future of

Ni ghtside City. That's nore inmportant than squatters are, or than | am If the
city's destroyed, we're all dead anyway. \Who cares about the rents in the Wst
End if there's no West End?"

He considered that for a mnute. "I see your point, | guess, but |I'mnot used
to thinking in those ternms. Just what is it you think these people are

pl anni ng? | know you sai d somet hing about a fusion charge, but | didn't foll ow
that. Wen you said they mght weck the city, | thought you were talking
about bankrupting it, or knocking down buildings after it's evacuated."

| shook ny head. "No, that's not it at all. Nakada says that they intend to
secretly rig and set off a fusion charge big enough to halt the planet's
rotation, before the sun rises. Before the sun rises neans no evacuation. That
means there will still be people in the city. And a fusion charge big enough
to do the job is enough to do one hell of a Iot of damage if something goes
wrong, and | don't see how a schene that sinple could go right. Look, if there
were any econonically sound way of saving the city, don't you think the
casinos would be trying it? They've tal ked about it for years now, but they've
never cone up with anything. You think Sayuri Nakada and Paulie Orchid are
smarter than the best the casinos can do?"

"The casinos weren't figuring on buying the whole city up cheap beforehand, "
he pointed out.



"Doesn't matter,"” | said. "If it can make Nakada rich, it could have let a
consortium break even, at the very least."
He didn't argue with that. "So what do you think is happening? Is this al

just a front, and they tried to kill you before you found out what's really
goi ng on?"

| nodded. He'd hit ny little idea pretty squarely- naybe it was obvi ous, and
I'd been too close to the case to see it before. "I think that just mght be

it, yeah. But you're getting off the track again. It's the city I'"mworried
about . "

"Co on," he said.

"Look," | said. "Just because the fusion charge can't work, just because it's
probably going to | eave the whole city flat as that desert you found nme on
that doesn't mean these people aren't going to try it, and try it while there
are still people here. O even if they do wait until the city's been
evacuated, there are still going to be mners scattered all over the nightside
who could get killed." | didn't nention the possibility of a nmeltdown. That
seened too damm nel odramatic; | didn't think Mshim was the kind of person
who thought in those terns. He'd just about said he wasn't.

That didn't nmean | thought a neltdown was inpossible; it just neant | didn't
think Mshim would take it seriously.

Overkill froma botched fusion charge, though,-that he could accept.

"Yeah," he said. "I see that."

| nodded. "So, | have got to find out what they're really doing. And if
they're really going to flatten the city, |1've got to stop them That's nore

i mportant than anything."

"l see that, too," he said.

| waited, and he went on. "Hsing, you were right. I'mout of ny depth here. |
cane in in the mddle, and | don't know a dam thing about all this

fusi on-charge stuff. You handle it, you do it all your way, and |I'll back you
up. You need nuscle, |I've got three good people on retainer. You need com
service, 1've got sone nice stuff. You need an in anywhere, |'ll see what |

can do. You just keep me updated, and | won't interfere. And when it's done,
we're partners, all right?"

"Either that," | said, "or you can try and collect what I owe you from ny
estate.”

| was joking, but I was also puzzled. Did Mshima really think I was that

val uabl e? Wiy was he going along with all this? Wy was he so eager to take ne
on as a partner?

But as I'd just told him Nightside City was the inmportant thing. | would
worry about just what the Ipsy was really planning for the city, and when that
was settled | could try and figure out Big Jims program Once | knew whet her
the city was about to be reduced to radioactive debris or not | could worry
about | oose ends like Ochid and R gnus.

| was tired of talk. | was ready to get back to work.

Chapt er Ei ght een

THE HOSPI TAL LET ME GO W THOUT AN ARGUMENT, AND | got a cab hone. 1'd borrowed
a couple of hundred credits fromMshima to make sure nmy card woul d keep
wor ki ng. That put me a notch deeper into the hole, but | couldn't see any way
around it.

My Sony- Remi ngton was still Iying on nmy desk where Orchid had dropped it, and
t he hol ster was somewhere on the dayside; | got an old shoul derbag and put the
gun in that. Then | sat down at my desk and got the comup and running.

The first step was to kick all my security into high, and to hell with the
cost. The next step was worse.



| stopped for a mnute to fight down trenbling before | plugged nyself back
in, but I knew l'd need to run on wire for what | had to do next, so |I held
nmysel f still and jacked in. | wasn't expecting any nore horses. | just had to
hope that M shim was pl aying straight, and that he'd sent the protection he'd
prom sed. The high eye was back overhead, another nornal-field spy-eye was on
its way, and tracer microintelligences were all over the area-but not on ne,
because without a synbiote the damm things might kill me if | picked up enough
to clog an artery. The hospital had given me a little anti-invasive treatnent
that was supposed to last a week or so-one nore itemon the bill M shinm was
payi ng-but | was still eagerly avoiding nmicros of any description as nuch as |
could. It could have been ny mnd playing tricks, but I had a constant

rem nder of my unprotected status-I itched, and | hadn't really itched since
was a little girl. Even the cheap synmbiote I'd had had taken care of itches.

| didn't let that distract ne. | knew what | was after. Mney |eaves a trail.
If the people at the Ipsy were working for Nakada, she had to be paying them

I wanted to know where that nmoney was goi ng and what they were buying with it.
| had a theory | wanted to check out.

If they were planting fusion charges, they had to be buying them or buying
materials for them or at the very | east buying the building prograns for
their m croassenblers. If they were planning anything at all, they'd have
expenses of some sort. | intended to take a | ook at those expenses.

| wasn't expecting trouble. After all, Lee's bunch thought |I was dead-or at

| east they were supposed to think that. They shouldn't have been on guard.
They weren't. | got back to that nunmbered account, the one Nakada had used for
her real estate purchases, w thout any problens at all. Getting a list of al
out goi ng paynents wasn't too difficult, either

Besi des that one, | tracked down and checked out every other account Nakada
had used for her real estate buys. | went back to nmy old list of property
transactions and traced every one of them back to Nakada-somnetines directly,
someti nes through blinds, sonetimes through Orchid- and then | traced forward
on every account.

Just as | figured, she'd paid one hell of a lot of noney to Paulie Orchid. |
couldn't find anything directed to Lee or Rignmus or anyone el se at the I psy,
but there was plenty that had gone to Ochid, and | set out to trace that.
That was easier than | had any right to expect. Orchid was an idiot. He had no
security at all on any of his accounts, and he generally used his right nane.
Once the noney cane in, it went nine ways. Alittle of each deposit got
shunted off to a nunmbered account; | figured that was either expense noney, or
Orchid skinming a little before his friends got their fingers into the pot.
The rest got divided into eight even shares.

One share went off-planet, as negotiable securities on every ship outbound for
Pronet heus. My guess was that that was Orchid' s own cut, being tucked away
safely out of sight.

Anot her share went to an account for Beauregard Ri gnus, at Epinethean

Conmrer ce.

Anot her went to Mahendra Dhuc Lee.

The others went to five other people at the Ipsy, all human.

I noted all their names and nunbers, and then | dropped that line for the tine
bei ng and went at the Ipsy's financial records.

What | was after was sinple enough. | wanted information on everything that
the I psy, or anyone working there, had bought lately, or had delivered
anywhere, with special attention paid to Doc Lee and the five others on ny
list.

| wanted to see if they were really assenbling a nonster fusion charge, or
some huge tractor to pull the crater westward, or any other device that m ght
have a shot at saving the city.

"Il save you all the details. It took me six hours, and you don't want to
hear it all, so I'll just tell you what | found.

They weren't.

Al'l the noney from Sayuri Nakada was going straight into personal accounts,



and then being sent on to nore personal accounts on Pronetheus, and it was
staying there. No noney fromthe Ipsy's regular accounts was going into fusion
charges or any other sort of heavy equi prment that night conceivably be used to
stop a planet's rotation or nove an entire city. In fact, no nmoney fromthe

| psy was goi ng anywhere; except for my six little darlings, the Institute was
ef fectively shut down and bankrupt. Its funding had dried up about two years
back, when its best people had decided to beat the rush and em grate.

My guess was right. The city was safe fromany glitching rescue attenpts. The
whol e thing was a fraud, a scam a way to pry enough noney out of Nakada for

t hose ei ght people to get off Epinetheus and |ive confortably on Pronetheus.
Except, of course, the city was still going to fry on schedul e. That was why

t hese eight wanted off.

I unpl ugged mnysel f and stared at the screen for a nonment, at the list of the
ei ght names. Then | | eaned back, touching keys w thout thinking about it, and
wat ched as the big holo across the roomlit up with a scene of robot beasts in
spi kes and arnmor churning up an alien | andscape and each other in sone sort of
conpetition.

| was at the bottom of the puzzle, | was pretty sure. | had it all. And I was
di sappoi nt ed.

It was all a cheap little swindle. Nightside City wuld not get a last-mnute
reprieve.

It wouldn't go out in a sudden blaze of glory, taking the entire planet with
it, either. It would slowly cook away and wind up an enpty ruin out on the
dayside, just the way we'd all thought it would all al ong.

It was often that way, in nmy line of work. The big cases don't turn out as big
as you think they will. Sordid little details don't lead to crimna

mast ermi nds, or big breaks in vast schemes-they just lead to nore sordid
little details.

These ei ght people, desperate to get off-planet w thout w nding up broke, had
put together a con and picked Sayuri Nakada as their mark. They had tried to
kill nme when | canme |looking at it, not because they were afraid I'd tell the
cops, or ruin Nakada's profits, but because they didn't want nme to uncover the
fraud and tell Nakada she was bei ng sw ndl ed.

And that was all there was to it.

Except that their little scheme had started affecting other people. The
squatters were going to be evicted. The real estate nmarket in the city was
probably going to be all screwed up. Sayuri Nakada was probably running on
famly credit, and when the plot failed and the sun rose she might drag the
entire Nakada family down with her-at least, | thought so for a mnute or two,
but then | changed nmy mind. The Nakadas woul dn't be stupid enough to | et

Sayuri get at that much nmoney. They could | ose a few hundred negabucks and
never notice it.

Al that was fromthe con, but the con wasn't all these people had done. They

had tried to kill ne. Wat's nore, they had cost M shim a good chunk of
nmoney, in the expenses he'd paid for ne. | felt | owed himthat noney, so they
hadn't just tried to kill ne, they'd driven me a long way into debt.

| hate being in debt!

They owed ne for this.

| still had a client, too, and that nmeant | still had work to do.

They owed nme, and they were going to pay.

| wanted to start with Sayuri Nakada. She was the one with the noney, after
all, the one who was stupid enough to fall for the schene. | wanted to start
with her, but | didn't. After a little thought | decided to save her for

| ater.

I was going to start with Paulie Ochid. Unless | was bending data, he was the
one who had put it all together. The fact that he was the one doling out the
nmoney proved that. He'd needed some scientists to shill for him so he'd found
Doc Lee and his teamat the Ipsy, all of them desperate for noney; that

woul dn't have been beyond even Orchid's talents. The idea of Rignus or Lee
organi zing the plot just didn't fit; it had to be O chid.



So he was the masternind, and he was also the one who had tried to kill nme. He
was the nost dangerous of the whole array. |'d underestimted hi mwhen

t hought he was nothing but a bit of gritware; he was stupid in a ot of ways,
but not in every way. He was too stupid to put any security on his bank
accounts, but he'd been smart enough to play a pretty damm good con. He'd
dropped out of sight for a long tine before he'd come up with this scheneg;
maybe he'd had sonme nodification done, and | don't just nean the wire job. You
can buy just about any sort of add-on you want, for either brain or body, and
he m ght have bought anything. | didn't know just what he was capable of, and
| wanted to have surprise on ny side when | went after him

So Orchid cane first.

| called Mshima at his office. He was cheerful, giving nme the whole routine
about being glad to hear from ne.

| wasn't in the nood to chat. | cut through the banter and told himl wanted
the nmuscle he'd offered me. | didn't tell himanything about con ganes, didn't
give himany nanes; | just said | was going to pay Orchid a visit and needed

some backup. Arned backup.

He dropped the friendship display. He nodded and agreed, and we broke the
connecti on.

| called a cab, and half an hour later | met the nuscle M shim had sent me on
the street at the entrance to Orchid' s apartnment tower-three of them all big.
Any one of them nust have wei ghed over twice what | did, and they all wore
slick armor, the transparent tight-bond nononol ecul ar stuff. The woman had
retractable claws. The bigger, darker man had fangs that gl eaned as bright as
the wires in his face. The smaller man was heavily cyborged, half his face
rebuilt with chrome. Serious nuscle. You don't go in for the surgical stuff
for fun.

Maybe the cyborg had gone into it because he had to be rebuilt anyway, but the
other two, they'd done it just for business.

They were all armed with light little pieces, street-legal in the city.

They were perfect.

Using a voice distorter and no inage, | called up to Orchid's apartnent,
saying | was collecting contributions for a canpaign to outlaw ganbling on

Epi net heus. Ri gnmus answer ed.

| gave himny story, and he told ne to eat wire and die. | was polite; | asked
i f anyone el se was around who ni ght be nore generous.

He offered to feed the wire up my ass personally.

| asked if there was anyone else there | could talk to, nore generous or not,
and said |'d been told Paulie Ochid lived there. | nmade it sound like Ochid
had been sold to ne as the savior of the downtrodden

Yeah, Rignus told nme, Orchid was in, but he was busy, and of course he wasn't
i nterested.

| just needed to know he was there. | shut up and exited the call

The four of us went up the tower together, the muscle and me, and | stood back
with ny gun in ny hand while the cyborg took out the door security.

But the cyborg wasn't the first one in. The instant the door opened | was

t hrough and into the room

It was a big apartment, and a good address, but those two hadn't done it
justice. The place was all done in maroon and red, with flat golden walls and
no hol os anywhere except a cheap vidset hanging in one corner. The furniture
was strictly inert-no color shifts, Iegs holding everything up-and there
wasn't rmuch of it. Wat there was didn't | ook new, either. |I figured Orchid
and Rignus had bl own away all the juice they could spare in getting the place,
with nothing left to furnish it decently.

O maybe they figured it wasn't worth the trouble, since it was tenporary.
They were both bound for Pronetheus when their little scam had played out.

The best piece there was a big maroon sofa, pushed back hard agai nst one wall.
Ri ghus was sitting on it, holding a jackbox.

I dove for him He dropped the jackbox and dodged, |eani ng awkwardly sideways,
and | twi sted around and took himin the throat with the side of the hand



hol di ng the gun

He grunted and then grabbed for ne. | think he figured he'd just break nme in
half, small as | am

| don't break that easy.

| got himunder the jaw, bent his head back, and ramred it against the wall.
Har d.

He got an armaround ny waist and tried to pull nme away, and | ranmed his head
back against the wall again, then drove the butt of the HG2 into his | arynx.

| felt something give. H s stonmach growl ed, which seenmed weirdly

i nappropriate, and I wondered whether it had anything to do with my bl ow.

The cyborg was com ng up behind me, but | waved hi mback. This was personal
Rignus had tried to kill ne.

He was flailing about, not connecting. | put a finger into his left eye and
pressed down.

He was lucky ny fingernails hadn't really grown back yet.

He tried to scream but he couldn't because of what |1'd done to his throat and
because | was stuffing a hand into his mouth, choking himwith ny fist.

He didn't even have the wits to try and bite me, and | just pounded his head
back against the wall until he collapsed.

"Il tell you, it was pretty damn satisfying to finally be able to do

somet hing that sinple and direct and to have it work. | have sone pretty
serious noral reservations about using any nore viol ence than necessary-but |
forget them sonetimes. | shouldn't, but | do.

When he slunped | got off himand let himfall. He | anded sprawl ed across a
corner of the couch, which managed to reshape itself enough to keep himfrom
falling to the floor.

He lay there, less than half conscious, and his stonmach grow ed agai n.

al nost | aughed.

The femal e nuscle took over with him sitting on himwith a claw at his
throat, while the cyborg opened the bedroom doors.

The first bedroomwas enpty, just a white bed floating in the center unnade
and a wardrobe di spenser in one corner-nothing else.

Orchid was in the second. This one was done in red and gold, and any juice
he'd saved on the rest of the place he'd blown here. The walls were hol os,
running erotic vids on all four sides, but | didn't let the novenent distract

me. | knew holos fromreal, and | knew O chid when I saw him

He was on the bed, with a woman and his pants down, and a privacy field up so
he hadn't heard us conming. | ran in and grabbed hi m before he saw us.

He was too surprised to resist. | shoved himover onto the floor, and when he

opened his nmouth to protest | stuck the nmuzzle of the HG2 in it and flicked
t he power switch.

| felt the gun tick to life. Orchid saw the pilot light glow red, then green
The wonan started to scream but Mshim's nuscle pulled her off, and one of
them the one with the fangs, held her quiet in the corner while | negotiated
with Ms' Orchid. He let her straighten her outfit, a ness of frills and
drifting colors that could have hidden al nost anything, but he kept his gun at
her throat.

The cyborg took the apartnent door for his post, first watching out, then
watching in, in quick, steady alternation; good, solid work.

"Now, Ms' Paul Ochid," | said. "W have a few things to get straight."

He didn't say anything. He couldn't, with the gun where it was. Hi s eyes

wi dened a little, though, and | think it was only then, when he heard ny

voi ce, that he recognized me. | |ooked pretty different with just a thin fuzz
on the top of ny head, instead of real hair, and with hardly any eyebrows.
Besi des, he'd thought | was dead.

"First off," | said, "I know why you tried to kill me. | know all about the
scam you' re running on Sayuri Nakada. | know you wanted to keep nme from
telling her it was a con. But you screwed up, grithead. It wasn't any of ny
busi ness; | don't owe Nakada anything. If you hadn't tried to kill me, you
fucking idiot, I wouldn't have cared, but you-you made it my business by



dunping me on the dayside. That mekes it very personal." | shifted the gun, so
he coul d hear the nechanismworking as it conpensated for ny novement. An HG 2
hasn't got room for soundproofing, which was fine with nme-it added a bit to
the effect.

He made a noise, but | wasn't finished.

"Now, you may be recording this. You may think you' ve got ne on charges of
trespassing, and assault, and terroristic threatening. You may even be right.
But, you stupid son of a bitch, I've got you for kidnapping and attenpted
nmurder even if | don't give Nakada the code on your program Did you really
think I was so dunb | didn't have any security you didn't bypass? | have

full -spectrum authentic vid of you and Bobo carting ne out to the cab and
sendi ng me east over the crater wall. | have witnesses. | won't even nention
that | have all the evidence | need in nmy head and in the cab itself. And it's
all on record in a dozen places where you can't get at it."

He nade a sort of a squeak. | ramed the gun against his teeth. "Now, " | said,
"if we've got it all very clear as to what the basis for negotiation is-which
is, that 1'min charge, | know what's going on, and |'ve got you a hell of a

ot tighter than you' ve got me-then | can let you up and we can tal k business.
What do you say?"

He squeaked again and tried to nod.

| had been kneeling on top of him ny face centineters fromhis; now | backed
of f and got up

"One nmore thing," | said, while he was picking hinmself up and fastening his
pants. "If we do wind up pressing charges against each other, | want you to
know that |I didn't like the dayside at all, and | do hold grudges. |I'mbig on
revenge. |If you go to trial and they convict-and by god they should, wth what
|'ve got on record-then I've got ny victims privilege conming, and | have it
all picked out. | had time to think about it out there in the sun, plenty of
time. | want your balls cut off, permanently and wi thout anesthetic. Drastic,
I know, but for Kkidnapping and attenpted nurder | think I could get it. You
just keep that in mind while we tal k, okay?"

Actually, | didn't really think I'd ask for that, but it nade one hell of a
good threat for soneone |ike O chid.

He nodded, rubbing his jaw

He thought | had nore to say, but | waited. It was his turn.

"Al'l right, Hsing, what do you want?" he asked at |ast.

"It's about time, damm it, that you bothered to ask ne that before you started
giving ne trouble. It's sinple enough. But |I'mgoing to keep you in suspense
until you answer a question for ne. Just who did you think hired nme?"

He stared, then blinked. Those fancy eyes of his | ooked stupid when they

blinked. "Ah . . ." he said. "I thought the New York . . ."

He let it trail off.

I'd been expecting sonmething like that, but | still couldn't really believe
it. The adrenaline 1'd built up in tackling Rigmus got to ne, with no synbiote
to cut it back, and I lost control. | shoved the gun under his nose. "You
stupid, worthless piece of shit!" | screaned at him "You coprophagous cretin!

The New York wouldn't touch ne with a goddamm run of scrubware! Don't you know
anyt hi ng? Are you too dunmb to ask anyone a sinple question? | can't get work
in the Trap. | haven't been able to for years!"

He stammered sonething, but | wasn't listening. He was backed agai nst the bed,
his knees starting to buckle as ny gun forced hi m back

"I wasn't investigating you, or Nakada, or the Ipsy-I was hired to find out
why sonebody was trying to collect rent in the West End! | was hired by a
bunch of squatters, you poor fool! That's all! You coul d sw ndl e Nakada out of
her liver, and | wouldn't have cared, if you hadn't hassled the squatters out
there! You . . . you . "

I ran out of words and felt my finger tightening on the trigger; | forced it
to | oosen, forced nyself to cal mdown. | stepped back and | owered the gun, and
then | took a deep breath.

He sat down on the bed. "So what do you want?" he asked, his voice unsteady.



"It's sinmple,” | told him "I want you to stop hassling me. | want you to stop
hassling the squatters, even if it nmeans you have to pay Nakada's rents out of
your share of the take fromyour scam | want guarantees on both of those,
recorded with the city and with the cops-we can word it so we don't have to

i ncrimnate anybody. | want it understood that if you ever cone near ne again
I'"mgoing to use this gun, w thout warning, and plead sel f-defense with those
ki dnappi ng records to back nme up. | want all of that fromboth you and Ri gnus,
and if you can get it, fromDoc Lee and the others at the Ipsy. If you can't
get it fromthem tell ne, and I'lIl go talk it over with them | know your
schene to stop the city is phony, and you can tell themthat | know, and |I can
prove it. | don't want themtrying any stupid denonstrations for Nakada-if you
can't string her any farther just with words, then take your noney and exit,
don't try and push your luck, or I'lIl see that you regret it. And | want you
to know that if you try to kill me again, even if you succeed, you're dead
meat. |'mnot stupid enough to make a play like this w thout backup, not when
you' ve taken one shot at nme already. These three aren't the only friends 1've
got. You got all that?"

He nodded. "I1've got it."

"Any problemw th any of it?"

"No," he said, and he shook his head. "No problem"

| smiled. "There!" | said. "That wasn't so bad, was it? There is one nore
little detail, but we'll get to that in a mnute. First | want to see you make
t hose guarantees | nentioned." | pointed toward a nearby screen and jack. "CGo
toit."”

He did. | think I'd nmade an inpression; he didn't try anything at all, did it
all up properly. The contracts didn't nmention reasons-they just stated that
Paul Orchid undertook to renove hinself and any agents in his enmploy from al
self-initiated contact with Carlisle Hsing and with all persons resident
within a half-kilometer radius of the intersection of Wstern and Wall. Breach
of contract would be punishable to the fullest extent of the lawand in

Ni ghtside City, with its casino-based econony, that was plenty.

The nmuscle with the claws dragged Rignmus in, nore or |ess conscious, jacked
himin, and had himthunmb his copies of the sane agreenents.

Then Orchid called the Ipsy and rel ayed ny nessages to Doc Lee. "She neans
it,"” he told them

And | did mean it, every word of it, except the bit about the victinls

privil ege.

Lee seemed shaken, but he swall owed and smled and agreed, then put it on
record over the com Each of the five others then took a turn doing the sane.
Nobody gave me any back talk this tine.

When that was taken care of | said, "Al right, Ochid, just one nore detail,
and you and your worman can get back to what you were doing, if | haven't
spoi | ed the nood."

The wonman made a noise, but | ignored it. This wasn't her business. The nuscle
with fangs still had his gun at her throat, and that was fine with ne. |
didn't know anything about her; for all | knew, if he hadn't had the gun

there, she m ght have junped me. O course, attacking ne would have been
stupid, but | had serious doubts about the good sense of anyone | found in bed
with Paulie Ochid-particularly someone dressed |like that. Her outfit was
nostly greens, which went nicely with her skin but clashed with the room she
was in, and it floated off in various directions, giving fleeting glinpses of
bare fl esh-not exactly your practical garnent.

"Al'l right, Hsing," Ochid said, resigned. "What is it? Wat's the detail ?"
"Set me up a date with Sayuri Nakada," | said. "I want to talk to her."

He gaped at me, but he didn't have nuch choice. He nade the call

Chapt er Ni net een



| DON T KNOWWHY | WANTED TO SEE NAKADA I N PERSON, but | did. It was inmportant
to me, sonmehow

W net on neutral ground. W nmet at a little breakfast bar on Second, in the
mddle of Trap Over. | was sitting there waiting, with Mshima's mnmuscle quiet
i n the background, when Nakada wal ked in with a piece of muscle of her own and
an entourage of floaters.

She didn't recognize ne until | called her nane.

"Ms' Nakada! Over here!"

She came and | ooked down at ne. "What the hell happened to your hair?"

"Long story," | said. "You wouldn't be interested.”

She shrugged and sat down.

| pointed at her muscle, a big guy with sleek, hairless black skin that m ght
or mght not have been armored. If it was arnored, it was a better job than

M shima's bunch could afford. "Do we need hin®?" | asked.

She gl anced back at him then waved himaway. He went to wait outside-there
wasn't roomin the bar.

Most of the floaters went with him one stayed, a little golden multi purpose

job, and | decided not to argue about it. After all, even if it left, Nakada
still had inplants down to the marrow, and | couldn't make her |eave those
out si de.

The bar delivered ny tea and puffcake, and | asked if she wanted anythi ng. She
shook her head.

"Al'l 1 want," she said, "is to know why you got ne down here."

| didn't answer directly. "How s the project going?" | asked.

She scowl ed at ne. "The project?" she asked.

"Yeah," | said. "You know, the one that's going to make you rich."

She didn't like my manners, that was obvi ous, but she answered. "Bad," she
said. "They hit some kind of snag in the nmapping data. Everything' s been

del ayed. "

| nodded synpathetically. 'Too bad,"” | said. "Renenber your prom se that you'd
| et ne know when the date's set.”

"l renenber," she said.

| was playing this by guess, plugging in values as | went, | wasn't sure at

all what | was doing, why | was there, or why Nakada was there. | just knew

that | had to talk to her, and here I was, talking to her
The obvi ous question was whether | should tell her that she was bei ng rooked.

The obvi ous answer was yes; | nean, why the hell not? | didn't owe O chid and
Lee anyt hi ng.
And | wasn't sure it would nake any difference. Hell, there was a good chance

t he whol e scam was about to fall apart anyway. My own opinion was that if
Orchid was running snooth he'd clear out, take what he'd gotten so far, and
get off-planet without trying to bleed any nore juice out of anyone.

| decided to try the direct and honest approach. "M s' Nakada, have you ever
really | ooked at the scheme the Ipsy's selling you?"

She | ooked at nme. "Wat do you nean?"

"I mean, doesn't it sound too good to be true? Have you checked it over to see
whet her it would really work? Have you discussed it with anyone, run their
clains through any anal ytical software?"

She stared at nme. "I don't understand what you're getting at."

"I"'mgetting at the question of whether Doc Lee and his bunch can actually do
what they say they can,"” | said.

She al nmost snarled. "OF course they can," she said. "Lee's a top

pl anetol ogist. His teams all top experts."

"Experts can lie, Ms' Nakada," | said.
"What do you nean?" she said.
"I mean that it's all a trick, a sham" | told her. "They can't stop the city,

any nore than anyone el se can. They're conning you. They're just taking your
nmoney and tucking it away on Pronetheus. You don't have to believe ne; get any



pl anet ol ogi st you like to come and take a | ook, and you'll see. They're

swi ndling you."

She glared at me with a | ook that was about the closest |'ve ever seen to pure
hatred. "You're lying. You're the one trying to con ne."

"No, I'mnot," |I said. "I'mtelling the truth."

"You're lying," she insisted. "Why woul d they cheat ne?"

"For the nmoney, of course,” | told her

"No," she said. "You're lying, that's all." Then she | ooked as if a brilliant

i dea occurred to her. "Did sonebody hire you to get them away from nme?" she
demanded. "To get themto work for soneone el se?"

"No," | said. "Nobody hired ne."
"Sonmebody did," she said. "Sonmebody's trying to stop ne."
"Thi nk what you like," | said, amazed at her ability to deny reality when it

clashed with her desires.

I'"d tried. 1'd tried honesty, tried telling her what was happening. If she
didn't accept it, it wasn't ny fault. 1'd done ny full duty to truth and
justice. Sayuri Nakada deserved to be swindled if anyone ever did; | could

al nrost synpathize with Orchid, seeing all that noney in the hands of soneone
l'i ke her.

O course, if she checked up later and cut Orchid and Lee and the rest off, or
got them sent up for reconstruction, | wouldn't weep.

Ri ght now, though, | had one nmore thing | realized | had to discuss with her
and maybe it was sonething | should have dealt with before | antagoni zed her

| had a client to take care of. Just because Paulie and Bobo weren't going to
be making the rounds in the Wst End didn't mean nobody woul d.

"There's one other thing," | said, casually. "I probably should have nentioned
it the first tinme, but you know how it is, things can slip your nmind."

She just glared. Maybe she didn't know how it is, with all the inplants she
nmust have had keeping her up to date. O maybe she just didn't want to admt
she knew.

"There's a little matter of some people | know," | said. "Living out in the
West End in sone of the buildings you bought."

"Squatters," she said.

| nodded. "You could call themthat," | agreed.

"Burakumi n!" she spat. "Abid! A bunch of social gritware. They pay rent or
they get out; | don't want them around when | start cleaning up out there."
| held up a hand. "M s' Nakada," | said, "I think you re overreacting. They

aren't such bad people."
| was lying; they were scum But they were al so paying clients.
"What are they to you?" she asked.

"Friends," | lied. "And | don't want themevicted."
"I do," she said, and she was pretty damm definite about it. | guessed right
then that collecting rents hadn't been Ochid' s idea at all, but hers.

doubted Orchid had known just how nmuch trouble collecting that stupid rent
woul d buy him but at |east he hadn't come up with it on his own.

"Ms' Nakada," | said, "I hope you'll reconsider."
"Why should I ?" she demanded.
"Because if you don't, I'll put everything | know about the little plan you

have the | psy working on on the public nets. That could cut into your profits
pretty badly, having the word get out too soon."

"That's blackmail," she said.

| shrugged. "You could call it that, | suppose,” | admitted. "I have a chunk
of information; | can hand it out free, or | can sell you the dissem nation
rights. If you want to call that blackmail, suit yourself. Wich do you want?

Do | put it on the nets or not?"

"No!" she said, sharp and hard

"Then we make a deal ," | said. "We can put it in witing. I'mnot |ooking for
anyt hi ng permanent, just a little tine for nmy friends to get relocated. 'l
agree not to release to the public or anyone except partners or imediate
famly any information | nay have concerning your investment plans or dealings



wi th nonprofit scientific organizations, and I'Il bind all partners and
iMmediate family to the sane commitnment. |In exchange, you'll agree that you
will not attenpt to collect any rents on property in the West End for, shal
we say, three years?"

"That's too |long," she snapped.

"Al'l right," | said. "Until you're ready to refurbish the buildings, or three
years, whichever cones first. The day your repair crews arrive, the squatters
will be out; how s that sound?"

"How do | know you won't make nore denmands?" she asked.

"That's in ny end of the agreenment,” | said. "If | spread the word, or if |
demand anyt hing nmore, then I'min breach of contract-and you and | both know
what the penalties are for that in Nightside City. I'"'mnot interested in a

termof indenture, or in selling body parts.”

She thought for a minute, then nodded. "All right," she said.

That little golden floater had all the necessary equi pment for the contract,
and in fifteen mnutes we had shaken hands and left.

| don't know where she went. | went hone to my office. | thanked M shima's
nmuscle and let themfend for thenselves; | didn't see that | needed them
anynor e.

The case was over, as far as | could see. | sat at ny desk and ran through the
records, making notes, seeing if |I'd mssed anything. | didn't see that | had.
My contract was to stop the new owner fromevicting the squatters; | had
Nakada' s agreenent recorded and seal ed. Side issues had been to find out who
was doi ng what, and why, and | had all that figured out. O chid and Ri gmus had

tried to kill ne, but I had it set so they wouldn't try again.
It | ooked snoboth. | started clearing everything out of the coms active
nenory.

Then the com beeped and | touched keys, and M shim's face appeared.

"Hell o, Hsing," he said.

"Hello, Mshima," | replied.

"So howd it go?" he asked.

"How di d what go?" | said.

"Your little talk with Sayuri Nakada-how d it go?"

| wasn't terribly happy to hear himask that. | was beginning to have second
or third thoughts about any sort of partnership with Mshima. 1'd al ways

wor ked al one, ny own way and at ny own speed; having a partner checking up on
me did not carry a lot of appeal. It had seemed wonderful when | was lying in
a hospital bed with new eyes and ny new skin still baby-slick, feeling

vul nerable, with no idea how | could face dowmn O chid and the others all by
nmysel f, but now | began to see drawbacks.

| still appreciated the |oan of the muscle, not to nention the medical bills
and the detail that M shim had ventured out onto the dayside to rescue ne,
and | could see virtues in the arrangenent, but | didn't like being called to
account |ike that.

"It went all right," | said, trying to think how |l could put ny concerns.
"What did you get?" he asked.

"What do you nean, what did | get?" | said.

"I mean, what did you get from Nakada?" he said. "How rmuch did she pay you to
keep qui et ?"

"She didn't pay me anything," | said. "She just agreed to | eave the squatters
al one. "

He stared at ne for a mnute. "Listen, partner,” he said. "I don't want to get
this relationship off to a rough start. Let's just keep the bugs and glitches
to a mninum Let's not hold out on each other, okay?"

"Sure," | said. "lI'mnot holding out."

"Ch, get off it, Hsing," he said. "You went there with all the details of this
scam with everything you needed to prove to Sayuri Nakada's old man back on
Pronet heus that she's a conplete idiot, and you canme away w t hout a buck? You
expect ne to believe that?"

It was ny turn to sit back and stare for a mnute.



"Al'l right, Mshima," | said. "Suppose you tell me how you think it ran."

He gave ne a look like I'd just offered to buy his firstborn child at an

of fensively |l ow price

"Al'l right," he said. "I think you went in there and told Nakada that she was
bei ng taken, that Orchid and Ri gnus and Lee were running a scamon her that
had made her |l ook like a conmplete fool. | think she probably suspected it al

al ong-1 mean, the whole thing is so obviously too good to be true. | think you
mentioned that her greatgrandfather mght be interested in know ng what she'd
been doing with her nmoney. | think you suggested that you mght tell him if

the circunstances arose. | think she took the hint and asked what it would
cost to be sure the circunstances never arose, and | think that the two of you
di ckered out a specific ampunt. Since she was a pro once, | suppose it wasn't

all that much, but half of it's mne, Hsing. Now, how nmuch was it?"

| shook ny head. "You've got it wong, Mshima. Right fromthe start."

"Then you tell ne how it went," he denanded.

"You tell nme sonething first," |I said. "How d you know it was all a scanP"

He paused, and | could see he was thinking back and realizing that I'd never
told himthat. He could say he figured it out for hinself, but he was awfully
dam sure that | knew it was a scam

| guess he decided on the truth.

"I tapped into your com" he said.

"Hey, partner," | said. "Wasn't that a sweet thing to do! Hey, what rare trust
bet ween partners we have here!"

"Come on, Hsing," he said. "You were busy. W're partners. You owe nme. | just
saved us sone tinme and argument.”

"Il tell you, Mshima," | said. "I don't think the team of M shinma and Hsing
is going to make it. Sorry about that."

"Ch, cone on," he said. "Gve nme a break!"

"I will,” | said. "Don't worry. | know what | owe you. | just don't think that
this partnership will run. I'mnot going to screw you over if | can help it,

M shima, but | don't think I can work with you, either. I"'mtelling you that
right now, up front."

"Hell," he said. "Just forget the partnership, then. | don't need you. But you
owe ne, Hsing, so tell ne what you got from Nakada."

"I didtell you," | said. "Hey, howis it you didn't manage to listen in at

t he breakfast bar? Then we woul dn't be arguing about it."

| was being sarcastic, but Mshinma took ne seriously. "Nakada had privacy
fields up," he said. "Those floaters of hers were | oaded. | couldn't get
anyt hi ng through. And those three gritheads |I |oaned you didn't bother to try
and hear; they figured I'd get it all fromthe machi nes. Even Jerzy."

"That the one with the chrome face?" | asked.
He nodded.
"You know," | said, "maybe they heard and just didn't want to tell you,

figured it wasn't your business."
He spat, offscreen. "Don't give ne that," he said. "OF course it's ny
busi ness, and those three work for ne. They didn't hear. You did."

"Right," | said. "And | told you what | got."

"So tell nme again, and naybe add a few details,"” he said.

| nodded. "I'Il do that,” | said. "First off, you started off well w th your
little guessing gane. | did tell Nakada the schene was a fake. But you got her

reacti on wong. She didn't believe me. Didn't believe a word, thought that |
was the one running a con on her, trying to cut her out of the deal. They've
got her clipped down tight."

"Ch, cone on," he said. "Don't give nme that shit."

"True," | said. "I swear it. Put it on wire, on oath, on stress-triggered

pl ague test, | tell you she did not believe ne."

"Hsi ng, nobody is that dumb!" he insisted.

"You ever net Nakada?" | asked. "She isn't exactly dunb, but she only believes

what suits her. Stopping the sunrise suits her right down the line, and she
wasn't taking any argunent, so | didn't argue.”



"That's crazy," he insisted.

| just shrugged.

It wasn't all that crazy, but he couldn't see it. He was Epinmethean, |ike

nme- except maybe wi thout as much imagination. | could dream about stopping the
dawn, but to him the sunrise was inevitable. He'd lived with it all his life.
The idea of stopping it was just gibberish, Iike turning off gravity. He
didn't realize that Nakada | ooked at it differently. To her, cities were

per manent things, and the idea that this one was going to fold up and die, and
that there was no way to stop it, was anat hena.

The truth lay somewhere in between, | was pretty sure. Wth tine and noney and
conpetent people, Nightside Cty could probably be saved-but it wasn't worth
what it would cost. It would be one of the biggest engineering projects of al
time, up there with the terraformng of Venus, but with only a city for payoff
i nstead of an entire planet. A bad investnent-but not unthinkable.

"You believe what you want," | said, "but Nakada doesn't think it's a scam
She still doesn't want the word spread, though, so we drewup a little
agreement -1 keep quiet, and she | eaves the squatters alone. That's all. That's
all | asked for."

He went back to that disbelieving stare.

"Hsing," he said, "I think | believe you. But if it's true, |'ve got to ask
what the hell is wong with you, passing up a chance like that!"

"I don't work that way." Then | exited the call
| half expected himto call back, but he didn't, so | didn't have to explain
it any further.

It was all clear to me, plain and sinple. I'ma detective. | was then; | am
now. | find things out. | sell people information. | keep quiet when |I'm paid
to.

But 1'mnot a blacknmailer. Nakada hadn't hired me to find out anything, so she
couldn't pay ne to keep it quiet.

I'd stolen that information from her, because | needed it for ny client.
Information isn't |ike nost property-you can steal it from someone without
them ever knowing it's gone, and wi thout depriving themof it. There's no | aw
of conservation of information. You can multiply it fromnothing to infinity.

But it was still Nakada's information. | had no right to spread it any further
than | had to. If | took noney fromher to shut me up, 1'd be stealing it.

And yeah, this is all hypocritical as hell. | did blackmail her, when |I made
her | eave the squatters there. I'mnot above selling information that isn't
mne. I'mnot above a little quiet blackmail. | do what | need to survive.

But | try and keep ny self-respect. | try to stay inside ny own linmts. They

aren't the limts the law sets, but they're limts. Sayuri Nakada had enough
probl ems, what with her blind belief in the gritware Orchid and Lee were
peddling her. | couldn't see taking her for all she could afford; that was too
cold, too sharp for ne.

Nakada hadn't done anything to ne.

And there's another, nmore pragmatic point. Blackmailers tend to have a short
life expectancy. What |1'd taken, she could afford. It was no problem W could
draw up a nice, clear, binding contract wthout ever saying what | was selling
her, and she could be pretty sure that | wouldn't come back for nore

But if 1'd gone for noney, how could she know t hat ? What good woul d a contract
be? People get illogical when nmoney comes into the picture. She night worry
about whether |'d cone back for nore, whether people mght trace ny noney back
to her and wonder what |1'd done for it-any nunmber of things, until one day I
was back on the dayside, or maybe in a ditch somewhere wth pseudopl ankt on
growi ng on ny tongue.

And she hadn't done anything to ne.

If it had been Orchid or Lee or Rignus, if they had Nakada's sort of noney,

t hi ngs m ght have been different. They owed nme, just as | still owed M shina.
But | knew how rmuch they had tucked away, and it wasn't enough to tenpt ne
yet. | knew that if | took all of it, they'd find a way to get me-they'd be

cornered, and cornered vernin aren't reasonable about these things. If | left



enough for them there wouldn't be enough to be worth the trouble.

| don't know, maybe there would. If | took a piece off the top of all eight
shares, | could put together ny fare off-planet-but |1'd have eight bitter
enem es, all of themalso bound for Pronetheus.

| don't know | didn't sit down and work out all the ups and downs. | went by
instinct, same as | usually do, and | didn't blackmail anyone.

But | didn't know how to explain that to M shina.

He didn't call back. | didn't have to explain anything.

| did have sonething to do, though. 1'd done ny job; it was tine to get paid.
Zar Pickens owed nme a hundred and five credits.

Reachi ng himby comwas clearly hopeless. | called a cab

Chapter Twenty

THE WEST END STANK. | HADN T REALLY NOTICED IT before, but it stank-an ugly,
organic snell, a conposite of a hundred different things.

Sunl i ght sparked fromthe tops of the towers, brighter than ever, and | w nced
at the sight of it.

| reached the address Pickens had given ne; the signaller was out, so

knocked on the wall and shrieked, "Anyone hone?"

An overwei ght wonman | eaned out a wi ndow. "Whad-daya want ?" she shouted back.
"I"'mlooking for Zar Pickens," | said.

"Well, you won't find himhere," she said. "He noved back east about two days
ago, after he got his job back. Those machines they got to replace him
couldn't take the work and all broke down. Wat did you want himfor?"

"He owes nme noney," | said. "Or soneone does."
She | ooked down at ne. "Hey, you're that detective he hired, aren't you?"
"Yeah," | said. "Carlisle Hsing, that's me. And | did the job, too. | found

out who bought this place, and | have a contract that says you stay rent-free
until sunrise-when | get my noney."

She stared. "Well, shit," she said. "I don't have it."

"Who does? Wiere can | get it?"

"Shit, | don't know " She ducked back in, then popped back out. "But hey,

t hanks for taking care of it!"

| knew, right then and there, that | was going to get stiffed for the bill-at
| east until Orchid and Rignus cane around again, which | had al ready nade sure
they weren't going to do.

| wasn't about to go back to them and say, "Hey, boys, one nore rent run

pl ease, so | can collect ny fee." They'd have | aughed thensel ves sick. Hell

t hey' d have gone, and I'd have gotten ny noney-but it wasn't worth it. |
wasn't going to let themknow | got stiffed.

| wal ked on, prowl ed on, really, cruising through the West End talking to
squatters.

Nobody knew where Pickens was. Nobody knew anyt hi ng about mny fee. Nobody knew
anyt hi ng.

| gave it about ninety mnutes, then said the hell with it and called a cab
and went hone.

I ran Pickens through the city directory and got an address. | put through a
call.

He answer ed.

"Hello, Ms' Pickens," | said.

"Ch, hello, Ms' Hsing," he said, and | could see he was nervous.

"I"ve got a contract on file here that m ght interest you. It's an agreenent
not to evict squatters fromproperty in the West End."

He | ooked even nore nervous, and it took himtwo tries to say, "Wat's that
got to do with nme?"



"Ms' Pickens," | said. "This is what you hired me to get. | got it. You owe
nme a hundred and five credits.”

"Not me," he said. "Hey, Hsing, it's not ne. I'mnot even out there anynore.
" mworking again; |'ve got a roomhere in the burbs where the sun don't
shine. 1'"mno squatter."

"You're the one that hired nme, though."

"No, lady, I'mnot, either. | was the nmessenger, that's all."

"Yeah, well, then let me give you a nessage, nessenger. |'ve got what you
wanted. | damm near got killed getting it, and it's cost me one hell of a |lot

nore than the | ousy hundred credits you gave ne as a down paynent. Sonebody
owes ne some noney."

"Hey, Hsing, it wasn't ne, | swear it. Look, I'll go back out there when |I've
got a free off-shift; I'Il tell them and they'll pay, all right?"

"Ch, right," | said, and | exited.

| figured | might get noney a few hours after dawn, if | was lucky. | was mad
as hell, and just to annoy nyself still nmore | ran up an account on the case.

Com charges. Cabfare. Drinks at the Manhattan. Medical bills. The cost of one
spy-eye. The cost of the bullet | used to shoot it down.

| didn't know how to figure the cost of that nurdered cab, the one that was
weat hering away on the dayside, since it had owned itself. But at |east, by

god, no matter how lousy |I felt about it, that wasn't really ny fault. | put
it in a separate category, off to the side
That nuscle |I'd borrowed from M shinma hadn't cone free, | was sure.

estimated what | owed on that.

Even wi thout the cab, w thout the eye, without the nedical bills, it canme to a
ot more than two hundred and five credits-and I'd only gotten a hundred on
account.

Wth everything figured in, cab and all, it was al nbst half a megabuck

| was sitting there staring at that when the com beeped. | punched, and the
screen tucked the figures down at the bottom out of the way, and showed ne
Sayuri Nakada.

"Hello, Ms' Nakada," | said, hiding the fact that | was seriously puzzled and
a good bit worried by the sight of her. "What can | do for you?"

She didn't bother with any polite prelimnaries. "W the hell is this man

M shi ma?" she demanded.

"Jim M shi ma?" | asked.

"That's the one," she agreed. "He says he's your partner."

| saw it all pretty clearly. | hadn't blacknmailed her, so M shim had decided
to take care of it hinself.

"W aren't exactly partners,” | said, "except maybe on a trial basis. | owe
hima | ot of noney-a | ot of noney, and other debts as well. | agreed to work

it off as his partner, but we haven't settled the details. Wy?"

"He knows about that business we discussed,"” she said.

"Yeah, | know," | told her. "He tapped nmy com"™

"You didn't tell hin®"

"Not intentionally."

"Look, Hsing, if it's that easy to tap your com maybe you ought to do

somet hing about it. | thought we had a deal."

"We do," | said. "I'll take care of it; |'ve already cleared everything out of
active nenory. Mshim got to it before | did that, and 1'd let himwork on ny
security because of this partnership thing. The information's safe now at

| east on nmy system”

"Yes, and what about his?"

"What about it?"

"Are you going to clear it out?"

"No," | said. "I can't. I'msorry."

"You said-look, is he your partner or isn't he?"

I blinked, and considered that. "No, he isn't."

"You don't feel any special attachnent to hinfP He's not under your
protection?"



That was an odd way of putting it, | thought. "I owe hima lot," | said.

| knew that wasn't what she was after. | knew what she had in mnd

"That's all?"

| hesitated, but finally |I said, "That's all."

| knew what | was doi ng-but M shima had brought it on hinmself. He should have
known better. He'd gotten involved uninvited again, and this was once too

of ten.

| knew, back when | got that skimrer at the Starshine Palace, that M shim
made m stakes, didn't always see the obvious.

| owed him but that didn't make ne his keeper. | wasn't responsible for his
m st akes.

And |1'd never asked himto come out |ooking for ne or pay ny nmedical bills.
"That's what | wanted to know," she said, and | caught her just before she
exi ted.

"Hey," | said. "I won't stop you; you do what you need to. But please,
renenber that | owe him and that | can't pay a debt to a nmenory."

She | ooked at me out of the screen, then nodded. "I1'll try," she said.

Then the screen bl anked for a second, and the nunbers fromthe bottom surged
up to fill it again.

| erased them | didn't want to think about it.

The t hought of warning M shim crossed nmy mind, but | decided against it.
Nakada woul dn't appreciate it-and he'd brought it on hinmself. I'd warned him
and he'd said he could take care of hinself. Here was his chance.

The t hought of calling the cops also crossed nmy mind; after all, | had plenty

of evidence against Orchid and R gnus, and enough agai nst Lee and the others
to at |least start an investigation.

| decided against that, too. | wasn't feeling suicidal. | knew that if | ever
brought the cops into it, with Nakada on the other side |I'd have the deck
stacked agai nst nme. And nost of nmy com evi dence about the scam Orchid and Lee
were runni ng on Nakada had been acquired illegally. If | ever turned it over
to anyone, | would be signing my own reconstruction order

And this doesn't even nention that the casino cops work under an |IRC service
contract.

So | didn't call the cops, about M shima or anything el se.

It was rmuch later, when | was eating a bow of rice and considering bed and
staring at the negative balance in ny primary credit account, that the com
beeped agai n.

| touched, and ' Chan appear ed.

"Carlie," he said. "I thought you ought to know. Big Jim M shinma's been
arrested.”

"What's it to nme?" | asked.

"Ch, cone on, Carlie," he said. "Don't give ne that. | was there in the
hospital. I saw you when he bought you in."

"AIl right," | said. "Wio's arrested hinP Wat's the charge?"

"The casino cops picked himup for cheating, at the New York. A security unit
broke his jaw, and the managenent has hi m under heavy privacy seal. | hear
that as victims privilege they want to wipe his nenmory and files for the | ast
ten days."

That made sense. It was sonmething that | could live with. | didn't like it,
but | could live with it. It would make everything sinple. | nodded.
"Carlie," '"Chan said, "what's going on? Is this sonething of yours?"

| shook ny head. " 'Chan," | said, "if it is, do you really want to be

i nvol ved?"

He considered that. "No."

"That's what | thought," | said. Something occurred to ne. "Hey," | asked,
"how d you hear about it?"

"It was on the casino grapevine," he said. "I'mat the G nza now, and we get a
ot of feed fromthe New York.'

"Ch." | couldn't think of anything nore to say. 'Chan just stared out of the

screen at ne.



"Thanks for calling,” | finally said.
"No problem" he replied. "Carlie, are you in trouble? Is there anything | can
do?'

"No," | said. "Thanks, but |I'mokay," | exited.

But I wasn't sure | was okay. | wasn't sure at all.

Sayuri Nakada had renoved one threat and done a fairly neat job of it-but I
was still around. M shima's enployees were still around, too. She'd started

renovi ng enemes; could she really stop with just one?

And did | really want to | eave her free to buy up Nightside City? Did | want
torisk the crewat the Ipsy trying a little denponstration blast, despite
their promise? Could | be sure that O chid and R gmus woul dn't decide to
renmove nme, | TEOD files or no I TECD fil es?

Did | really want to stay in Nightside City, in ny rundow little office in

t he burbs, taking two-buck jobs fromthe dregs of the city, hanging out at
Lui's because | wasn't wel come anywhere better, ignored by ny friends back in
the Trap and by ny father dreaming eternally in Trap Under-just sitting and
wai ting for the sun?

I was sick of it all. I had known all along that | had to get off Epinetheus
eventual ly, and | decided that the time had conme. | could still beat the rush.
| didn't have the fare, but | knew just what to do about that.

| didn't want to try blackmail-Big JimMshima, with his broken jaw to keep
himfromtal king, had tried that. |I couldn't very well go to the cops. But |
had information to sell, and | knew where to sell it. Mshim had told ne.

| did alittle work on the com pulling stuff back into active nmenory and
packagi ng things up neatly on a pocket datatab; when I was finished with that,
I put all nmy best working software on anot her pocket tab

After that, | erased ny whole system right back down to the landlord' s |ousy
ori gi nal housekeeping prograns. | was done with it; even if something went
wong, | was done with it all

Then | called a cab and went down to the street. | took the shoul derbag with
the HG2 in it.

The cab was a Daewoo; |'d never seen one before. | took it as an onen, of
sorts, that new things were happening, that ny life was about to change. | got

in out of the wind and told it to take nme to the New York-the business
entrance on the roof, not the street.

It dropped ne there, in the mddle of a shinrering holo that was half siren
hal f denon, and | buzzed at the door

The scanners gave me the once over and asked my busi ness.

"I have an inportant nmessage," | said. "For Yoshi o Nakada. About his

gr eat - gr anddaught er Sayuri . "

The scanners | ocked in on nme. The door didn't open

"Ask Ms' Vo," | said. Ad Vijay Vo was still the nanager of the New York
"He'll know whether Ms' Nakada will want to hear about this."

| waited, and after a nonent the door opened. A floater hung inside, blocking
nmy way. "Leave the gun," it said.

| gave it the HG2, and it gave ne a receipt and let me pass. A line of golden
flitterbugs formed an arrow and | ed the way.

The manager's office was done in dark red plush; the ceiling shimered wth
red and gold field effects. Vo sat behind his desk. | stood.

"You ought to know who | am" | told Vo.

"I do, Ms' Hsing," he said.

"And you know |'ve been investigating Sayuri Nakada.

He nodded.

"Well, | think that Yoshio Nakada will be very interested in what | found out,
and | want to talk to him You nust have a line to himhere."

"We have a line to his office, yes. You can't just tell nme, and trust me to
act accordingly?"

| shook ny head. "I'msorry, Ms' Vo," | said. "But this is a matter of vita
interest to Nakada Enterprises and the Nakada fanmly, and | hope to earn a fat
fee out of it. I don't know you. | don't know how you stand in relation to



ei ther Yoshio or Sayuri. | know nothing at all against you, but no, | can't,
at present, trust you."

He | eaned back and watched ne thoughtfully for a few seconds.

"Al'l right," he said. He was a nan of decision; | appreciated that. I'd al so
expected it, fromwhat |'d heard of him

"You understand the com del ay, don't you?" he asked ne.

| nodded. "How much is it at present?"

"About twelve minutes each way, a little over twenty-three round-trip

Pronet heus isn't too far away just now. "

That m ght not seemto far to him since he was used to it, but | realized
was about to start the slowest conversation of my life. You can't put a
nmessage on a \Weeler drive unless you put it on a ship, and you can't hold a
conversation by ship. | was limted to |light speed.

| nodded again. "All right," | said.

He turned me over to the flitterbugs again, and they led ne out of his office
and into the New York's holy of holies, or of holos anyway, a bare little room
with holos on all six sides.

One of Vo's assistants was there. She jacked in for a minute to put ne

t hr ough.

I'd expected themto keep the Iine open full-time, but | suppose the power
bill would have been ridicul ous.

She unplugged. "You'll get his office, but probably not the old man hi nsel f.
It's all yours."

She turned and left ne alone-but | didn't doubt that Vo was |istening
somewhere. | didn't nmind; as long as | got through to Yoshi o Nakada's peopl e
on Prometheus | figured | was all set.

The holo signalled that | was transmitting, and | began talking.

| wanted to get as nuch in each nessage as possible- to keep those
twenty-three mnute delays to a m ni num

"My name is Carlisle Hsing," | said. "I'ma free-lance private investigator
here in Nightside Gty. | recently had a case that | ed nme, unexpectedly, to
i nvestigate Sayuri Nakada. | believe the information |I acquired may be of
great interest to her famly and her financial backers. The client who
originally hired me for the job has refused to pay nmy bill, so that | fee
justified in offering the information for sale on the open market. My asking
price is five hundred thousand credits. If you accept this, I'll include an

account showi ng that nore than ninety percent of that is to cover legitimte
expenses incurred in the investigation. The rest is nostly needed to pay ny
fare from N ghtside City to Pronmetheus, since | believe ny life is in danger
here. | also ask for protection once |I'"'mthere, if it's necessary. This
information may lead to several felony prosecutions. It nmay al so renind you of
certain episodes in Sayuri Nakada's life prior to her departure from

Pronet heus. And | hope very much that it will prevent a | arge waste of noney,
and consequent damage to the Nakada reputation. End of nessage.”

Then | sat, and | waited.

Twenty-three mnutes later the wall in front of nme vanished, and | had a view
of an office on Pronetheus, done in slick white and chrone. A w ndow showed ne
arich blue sky, and | realized | was calling the dayside there- but that
didn't nean nuch. The day on Promet heus doesn't burn the skin fromyour back
or the sight fromyour eyes. It doesn't last forever. It's nine hours of

pl easant warnth and |ight.

A handsone woman | ooked at ne fromthat office, listening to the words 1'd
spoken, and then said, "Please wait here, Ms' Hsing; | don't have the
authority to act on this, but I'll get someone who does."

I won't drag you through it step by step. | was locked in that little hol oroom
for eleven hours, tinme enough to see the sky outside that w ndow darken and
sprinkle itself with stars and even a small nmoon. | spoke to four different
people. | never did speak to Yoshio hinmself; | only got as far as an aide

naned Zi yang Subbha. He approved ny request, not even dickering very seriously
about the price. He authorized a draft against the New York for 492,500



credits.

| plugged ny tab into the transmitter and sent it all, everything | had,
everything that had happened since Zar Pickens beeped from mnmy doorstep
everything |I've just told you, with all the docunentation

Then | got ny draft, put it on my card, got ny gun back, and went hone. |
packed up everything | wanted; there wasn't rmuch. | paid all ny bills,

i ncluding everything I owed M shima-though with his menmory w ped he mi ght
never know what it was all about. | hesitated over the price of the wecked
cab, and then put half of it in the account of the QQT. cab that had coded
my card for a tip, and kept the other half for nyself. | thought about
stopping at Lui's Tavern for some good-byes, but decided not to bother; I
admtted to nyself that 1'd never really been much nore than another face in
the crowd there. | thought about calling a few progranms that knew me well, but
deci ded agai nst that, too-software doesn't miss people the way humans do, and
it gets used to the way all we humans are constantly noving about, in and out

of contact. | left a nmessage for 'Chan, but | didn't send it directly; | put
it on delay, to be delivered after twenty-four hours. | didn't want to have
any famly argunents about what | was doing.

There wasn't anybody else | wanted to call, so | didn't. |I shut down every

systemin the place and got ny bags.

And then | headed for the port.

| didn't know for sure what woul d happen in the city, but | could guess.
Sayuri woul d be spanked and sent honme. Orchid and Rignmus and the rest would be
sent for reconstruction. Mshim would carry on, |ooking for the big break
probably wonderi ng what the hell he had gotten messed up in during his |ost
time. The Nakada family had the noney and power to see to all of that.

Ni ghtside City would go on for a while. The miners would cone in and ganbl e
away the pay they spent their lives earning. The tourists would cone and gawk
and ganmble. The city itself would go on. And in tinme, right on schedule, the
sun woul d rise. The long night would be over, and the city would die.

One thing | did know for sure.

| wouldn't be there to see it.
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