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    PERSEPHONE (Persephonean, Persephoneans): only inhabited planet of Hades, Midsector III Catalogue listing 1390161.f. CPC# A3B/G6171/884G(3). Surface gravity = 1.01 Earth. Astronomical year = 1.38 standard years; local year = (Conglomerate) standard year. Astronomical day = 80 standard hours; local day = 24 local hours /24 standard hours. Chronometric correction (standard): ATS 0.0. Climate: Persephone is officially classified as a warm planet, with average temperatures of 32°C; seasonal variation is minor, but travelers are advised that high/low extremes are common, and should consult local met. offices before traveling on the surface.


    Discovered 998 PoDr. by CMS Pentateuch (Freya registry) while on extended materials survey. The Freyan government proving unable to exploit the planetary resources, Persephone was leased to the multiplanetary Shipyards Cartel, formed specifically to settle and exploit the planet. Opened for full settlement PoDr. 1079 as mixed Freyan /corporate colony. Provisional Conglomerate membership granted PoDr. 1277 as a result of the Fifth Freyan Revolution. No indigenous animal life. Primary city: Landage (dos 1079 PoDr., starport). Primary export products: starships; Al constructs; VWS software, limberware, bioware; IPU mecha, wire-ware, biofittings. Government: day-to-day government is handled by the Managing Board of the Shipyards Cartel, whose members employ 82% of the population; however, Freya maintains a competing Colonial Office on planet, which controls Persephone’s non-commercial foreign relations and to which the population may appeal decisions of the Managing Board. Disputes between the two are settled in the Conglomerate courts. Language Group: Urban dialect of Freya (index of variation MS3 / 5.200935); Urban primary (index of variation MS3 /0.0020 14).


    Persephone is a barren planet, settled only because of the vast resources available both on planet and in the system’s two asteroid belts. Because of the unpleasant climate, settlement has gone Underground, or into natural and artificial caverns, and is largely confined to the Daymare Basin. 97% of Persephone’s population is permanently resident in Landage or its suburbs; of that group, approximately 20% are periodically resident in the assembly complexes at Mirror-Bright (Whitesands) or the Rutland Seas. Travelers are advised to consult the local authorities and to employ local transport and/or guides if their business takes them outside the Daymare Basin. The Peacekeepers maintain a Class II Traffic Control base on Cerberus in the outer asteroid ring. The base is restricted; landing by permit only.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      

    


    “When dreams don’t become their people, people become their dreams


    When dreams don’t become their people … you bring the government down”


    —James Grant, Hallelujah Man
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    It was dark under the eaves of Heaven, and she went carefully, more for the cracked tiles that shifted underfoot than for the chance of trouble in the unlit side ways. To either side of the empty street, houselights flickered wearily, barely the legal minimum of ten-lumen tubing outlining the main—the taxable—entrances. Most of the tubing had once been painted good-luck red when the door was cut, or at least when new people moved in, but that painting had nearly all faded, so that what light there was lay in sickly straw-and-amber puddles along the sides of the road. Overhead, the day lights were already dimmed: they went to bed early here in Heaven, to save the nighttime surcharge.


    Light blossomed under the arch that marked the end of the street, the flash of the interchange’s directional glyphs—themselves invisible as yet beyond the archway—reflecting at intervals across the gray-black tiles. Her steps did not alter, long legs outlined briefly as she came to the end of the road, striding contrary to the strobing lights. She blinked once, coming into the interchange and its glare, and that was all.


    After the silence of the house rows, the plaza’s murmurous voices were quite loud, a rise and fall of tonal language, vowels drawn up and down the scale. Heaven’s people—coolies all, by the sound of the voices, but lineworkers and construction operators mostly, not the lowest of the low—were out, savoring the sweaty, not-quite-cool spill of air from the great vents tucked up under the arch of the roof. Half a hundred men and women moved in that draft, filling the parklike space inside the four massive central columns—iron trees, carved and grotesque, false branches curving up with unnatural regularity to uphold the arch of the unreal sky, and the fans that brought in the wind. She smiled, seeing them, but kept to the perimeter walk.


    Ahead, a construction gang, newly off shift, spilled out of the brightly outlined entrance to a beer shop, clustered loud-voiced around an outdoor server. She knew they were lineworkers by their clothes and the heavy humpback packs, and her step did not alter. She swept through them, easy strides carrying her fast without having to hurry, and they made way for her, not grudging, and not afraid, but knowing her too, and her business. Someone called after her, just a greeting; she lifted a hand in answer, but did not slow her pace. The cooperative lay just beyond, its staircase picked out with bright blue-green tubing. The same lights outlined the window of the second-floor flat and formed the double-glyph above the door: pilot, and the clasped hands that meant cooperative.


    As she reached the top of the stairs, the door slid open, spilling a different, yellow light onto the landing. She held out her hand to the sensors, seeing the wires beneath her skin darken suddenly, shadow-blue turned deeply green. In the same instant, she felt the pulse of the security system whipping hot along the tracery of the skinsuit’s wires, and the inner door slid open.


    The light inside was carefully natural, a sure sign the client had arrived. She made a face, and turned toward the desk where the imager stood, its screens displaying silent fractal patterns. The multicolored abstractions vanished as she crossed the sensor line and were replaced by a more familiar image: a dark woman in a flowered sari, her black hair rolled into a tidy bun.


    “Good evening, Bi’ Jian,” the image said, and the woman answered, “Good evening, Daru.” It annoyed her, as it always did, that she did not know the surname of the woman behind the image, that she could not address her with what the upperworld would see as proper respect—but Daru was keyast, proud of her secretarial status, jealous of the hierarchies. Jian put aside her irritation. “Peace said there was work?”


    “Yes, bi’.” Daru’s image looked aside, at a point past Jian’s shoulder, reading the messages that hung in the air, invisible except to her. “Ba’ Malindy says you should go straight back. They’re in the small conference room.”


    “Thanks,” Jian answered. The image faded from the display column as she turned away. As she pushed through the door that led to the inner rooms, it occurred to her for the first time that the keyast Daru might not even exist, might only be a virtual person, the persona of some poor coolie slaving away for the secretarial service. If that was true, the personation was almost perfect: more power to her—or him—the real “Daru, “for fooling all of us. The thought cheered her, and she was smiling when she keyed the conference room door.


    The client was indeed waiting, and the others were there as well, so that she had to stop just inside the door to acknowledge their presence. Peace Malindy nodded to her from the head of the table, and Imre Vaughn wheeled in his pacing to give her a quick, crooked grin and the lift of an eyebrow. Jian nodded back, careful to include the third man—the redhead exactly as motionless and full of potential motion as a statue—but her eyes were on the client. The woman sat at Malindy’s right hand, the ceremonial cup of tea acknowledged but untouched in front of her: a tall woman, dressed in rust-brown silk just darker than her skin, a woman with no marks of implants on her hands or face, just the wires wound through her heavy black hair to show she might—and only might—be herself on-line.


    “This is the senior pilot of the team,” Malindy was saying, and Jian hastened to obey the cue, easing herself into a chair at the redhead’s left. “Reverdy Jian. Reverdy, this is Meredalia Mitexi, who’s hiring.”


    For a job nobody’s willing to describe, Jian thought, and Mitexi smiled as though she’d heard the unspoken words. Her face was rounded, unremarkable, a midworld face, but the smile changed it, redefined the broad cheekbones and the amber eyes. It was the smile of a woman who did not conceal or deny her own power, not complacent either, but dangerous and ambitious and amused in equal measures. Jian took a careful breath, keeping her own face polite and still. I wonder what she thinks of me.


    “Hiring, yeh,” Vaughn said, and stopped abruptly in his pacing. The flat yanqui accent—deliberately assumed, Jian knew—was harsh as a blow. “For what?”


    Mitexi met his stare with the same smile turned bland, not—quite—contemptuous, and spoke to Malindy. “This is the full team?”


    Malindy nodded. He was a smallish man, unimposing to look at, especially in the one-piece suits he habitually wore, but he seemed unaware of Mitexi’s tone. “Yes. I understood you required pilots with experimental licenses?” His inflection made it just barely a question.


    Mitexi sobered at once. “That’s right.” Having said that, however, she seemed disinclined to proceed, looked instead at the table in front of her. Checking her notes, Jian guessed: the invisible implants acceptable in the midworld were relatively limited, their internal projections only visible against a blank background. “I have some technical questions first, though.”


    “Go ahead.” Malindy’s voice was scrupulously neutral, as was the glance he directed at his pilots, but Jian understood the unspoken warning. She would behave, and see that Vaughn did the same.


    “You’re both licensed for experimental craft.”


    It was not a question, and had already been asked even if it had been, but Jian answered anyway. “That’s right. Also for most starships built in the last thirty years, and for about half the mainline VWS-linked aircraft.”


    Mitexi nodded absently. “What’s your system?”


    Jian heard a sharp intake of breath from Vaughn behind her, laid her right hand on the table, palm down, fingers curved in private still-sign: shut up. Vaughn shifted again, subsided. Jian turned her attention to the woman, deliberately placed her left hand on the table as well, and wound her fingers together to make the wires stand out. The shadowy lines darkened, became distinct beneath her skin, woven into the nerves of her hands. Those molecular wires covered her body, made up her skinsuit, the skinsuit that allowed her to interact with the overseer programs and constructs and control a starship in the chaos of hyperspace. They also made midworlders uneasy, and Jian waited for the other woman to look away.


    “What’s your system?” Mitexi asked again, and Jian felt herself flush.


    “Mostly Connectrix biofittings, with some Kagami IPUs. It’s modified Yannosti wireware—it would class out as a private-label operating system. It meets Standard Access Requirements, though, no problems.”


    “And you?” Mitexi looked at Vaughn. Jian tensed, but the other pilot answered coolly enough.


    “Pretty much the same. I like Hot Blue bioware, though.”


    The redhead said nothing, as usual, even when Mitexi frowned in genuine annoyance. Vaughn answered for him, “Red’s is a standard tech’s setup, Staryards fittings and Datachain wireware. Also modified, but it passes SAR.”


    Mitexi stared at the redhead for a moment longer, her face unreadable, then glanced at the table again. “What about overseers? I understand you provide your own.”


    Jian’s hands released each other, the right-hand fingers once again enjoining silence. Vaughn made a soft noise, breath hissing between his teeth, but said nothing. Jian said, “Unless the contractor wants otherwise. Yes, we each have an overseer—top of the line, a Spelvin construct.” How else would we fly the ship? Nobody can read hyperspace unassisted; you have to have an overseer—topline near-AI with plenty of power and memory and a whole flock of virtual-world subroutines—if you’re going to fly at all.


    Mitexi nodded again, almost to herself, still looking at the table. “Would you be willing to work with an experimental construct?”


    Vaughn stirred again at that, and Malindy said, “That wasn’t in the precis, Bi’ Mitexi.”


    Mitexi slanted a smile toward him, unabashed. “No.” She looked back at the pilots. “Would you be?”


    “That would depend,” Vaughn began, the yanqui accent forgotten in anger, and Jian cut in smoothly, “—on what the ship was like, how well tested your overseer has been, how easy it would be to dump and reload with our own constructs if yours turns out to have bugs.…” She matched Mitexi’s smile. “So you see it’s impossible to give you a solid answer.”


    Mitexi’s whole attention was on her now, for the first time, and Jian found it an oddly disconcerting experience. The woman’s eyes really were the color of amber, red-toned brown, and possessed of unexpected humor. There was something predatory in them as well, impatient and demanding, an urgency lurking in that glance, like muscles beneath the skin.


    “If you had the appropriate assurances, then,” Mitexi said, “you would be willing.”


    “I would consider it, yes,” Jian answered, and saw the other woman’s lips twitch into a fugitive smile at the changed verb.


    “And Ba’ Vaughn?” Mitexi seemed to have come to the realization that the redhead would not answer for himself if he could avoid it; her eyes flicked to the other pilot.


    “We’d consider it,” Vaughn answered. “But I want to know a lot more.”


    “Of course.” The smile that seemed to be always close to the surface in Mitexi’s expression broke free again. “As I’m sure Ba’ Malindy will have told you, I have an unrated ship I need to have flown. It’s old, but in good condition—an inheritance which has finally come fully into my control. It was built about fifty years ago, and at the time was considered highly advanced. I understand from the engineers that most of the systems developed for the Byron—theship was commissioned Young Lord Byron—havesince come into common use, so nothing should be too unfamiliar.”


    An inheritance, Jian thought. A whole starship. I knew there were rich people in the underworld, but— Even as the thought formed, it was rejected. Mitexi was not of the underworld, the richest classes who could afford to live in fully automated comfort far below Persephone’s scorched surface.


    The clothes were wrong, forone thing, and the face—and, more than that, she’s hungry still. There’s nothing to be that ambitious for, not the way she is, once you get down to the sub-Exchange districts.


    “Where would we be flying this ship of yours?” The yanqui notes were back in Vaughn’s voice, a sure sign his annoyance was under control again.


    Mitexi’s lips twitched, but she did not succumb either to amusement or irritation. “Refuge.”


    Jian blinked at that, and then, when it became clear that Mitexi would not elaborate, could not help feeling a sneaking admiration for the woman. It took guts to say simply “Refuge” and not offer anything else, explanation, defense, anything at all to explain why anyone would willingly choose to go to Refuge, when there was anyplace else left to go.


    Vaughn laughed harshly. “Not on your life.”


    The redhead stirred too, an infinitesimal movement of head and shoulders that shifted the coarse mane of his hair, but made no other comment. Jian glanced sideways at him, but his face betrayed nothing but his astonishing beauty.


    Mitexi laughed back at them, the sound unforced music. It was the only thing pretty about her, and that prettiness was not intended. “I’m looking for someone,” she said. “My brother. I have reason to think he’s on Refuge.”


    Vaughn lifted an eyebrow at that, but said nothing. Jian waited, too, knowing that there would be more and willing to let the silence find it for her. Malindy glanced at his pilots, then at Mitexi, but made no comment.


    Mitexi said, grudging the admission, “I’m not entirely my own master in this. I hope to franchise some of the standing systems and their limberware; my backers’ investment was contingent on a lightspeed cruise, at least transsector. And I need to find my brother.”


    It was an odd choice of verb, Jian thought, but at least the rest of it made sense.


    “Who’s your backer?” Vaughn asked, and Malindy rolled his eyes in despair.


    “Do you really expect an answer, Ba’ Vaughn?” Mitexi answered, and the pilot shook his head, grinning. Mitexi nodded at him, almost with respect, and turned her attention back to Jian. “I have the technical specifications, if you want to look at them.”


    “Yes,” Vaughn said rudely, and Jian said, “Did you really expect otherwise?”


    Mitexi nodded again—not an answer, but acknowledgment of the deliberate parody. “Take your time with them,” she said, and slid a package across the table. The datadisks gleamed inside their clear case, catching rainbow-colored lights from the fixtures overhead. “I’ll give you some privacy.” She pushed back her chair and stood, drawing the hood of her coat back up over her glittering hair. She used both hands, a movement practiced and graceful enough to draw Jian’s attention away from the disks. Mitexi seemed unaware of the scrutiny, but then her eyes slid sideways, met Jian’s look, and flicked away again.


    Malindy was on his feet, too. “This way, bi’.” He gestured politely to the door, and Mitexi lifted her hand to sign *open please.* The door slid back, its sensors recognizing the movement, and she preceded Malindy from the room. The coordinator paused for a moment in the doorway, glancing back at the pilots, then followed Mitexi, letting the door slide shut behind him.


    “Why be polite to a damn door?” Vaughn muttered, and reached for the box.


    Jian reached for the table controls instead, beating Vaughn to them by a hair, and touched the buttons that brought the player/projector up out of the central well. Vaughn gave her a glance that might have been oblique apology—she knew sign perfectly well, the stepfather whose name she bore had been coolie and deaf, and there was no call to insult either him or her—and fed the disks into the display slots. There was a faint whirring, and then red pin-lights flared at the top of the projection ball: the machine was ready to display whatever was on the disks. She was out of line. She frowned, and shifted until she was looking directly into the nearest light.


    “Wait,” Vaughn said, though she had not yet touched the display controls, and glanced over his shoulder at the redhead. “You might want to see this, bach.”


    The redhead obeyed, moving to his left until he, too, was looking directly into one of the lights.


    “All set?” Jian asked, and touched the start switch without waiting for the unneeded answer. Light flared in her eyes, her brain, drowning ordinary vision with the data that flooded along the carrier beam and into the processors implanted in her eyes. She felt the data streaming, a cascade of light and warmth and sheer sensation, along the molecular wires of her suit, and then she was looking inward, focused on the symbols bouncing back into the air before her face.


    The ship’s schematics flowered in her sight, rotating slowly as though the ship itself was showing off its virtues, the sleek lines of its hull, the invisible lines and points of its sensor net, made visible in the display. Then the hull exploded silently, revealing inner space: the lines of the decking, the interior systems and subsystems weaving a multicolored shell between the hull and the unfamiliar symbols of the cabin fittings. That too was stripped away, the power plant swelling so that they could see its familiar shapes and the labeling glyphs and numbers; the power plant faded back and the control links appeared—standing systems packages, mainstay subconstruct, overseer link, but no overseer—and then the image receded. The subsystems wove themselves back over the interior volume and the plates of the hull became solid again: the show was over.


    Jian blinked hard, still dazzled, blinked again, trying to make some sense of the chaos of data she had seen. The overall systems, hull shape, overseer linkage, internal control train, were familiar enough—in outline, at least, all she’d seen, recognized—


    She shook herself again, disciplining her thoughts, and tried again. The skinsuit’s systems had not stored the data; mechanical memory was too precious to waste when training could bring natural memory within operating limits and external memory sources were so easily available. She closed her eyes, focused on retrieving the primary glyphs and matching them to the systems. The ship carried mostly standard fittings, there was no doubt about that, and the power plant—a Merlin IVa—was still being built, a good, reliable system with power to spare. There were nonstandard systems as well, but most of those seemed to be in crew support and living quarters; the environmental monitor itself was, reassuringly, a tried-and-true Ace/Kagami standing system. There were newer, flashier models, but this one could certainly be trusted to do the job. The overseer interfaces were SAR/normal, but there was no data on the overseer itself.


    “Well, now,” Vaughn said, and stopped abruptly.


    Jian said, “Nothing on this experimental construct.” The words were thick on her tongue, clumsy in realtime after the illusory speed of virtual space.


    “Did you expect it?” Vaughn answered, but his tone was less sharp than the words.


    “Not really.” Jian closed her eyes, remembering. “I thought I might be able to get some hints from the interface structure, though.”


    Vaughn grunted agreement. “No luck?”


    “None.” Jian reached for the table controls. “Do you want me to run it again, or have you seen enough?”


    “I say we take the job,” Vaughn said. Jian raised an eyebrow at him, but he was looking at the redhead. “Well?” Red looked down and away, long eyelashes veiling his dark eyes. “It looks all right,” he said after a moment. Vaughn nodded, satisfied. “Reverdy?”


    “I’d like to know a hell of a lot more about the overseer.”


    “You’re connected, you know enough constructors and shadows,” Vaughn retorted. “The specs must be on file someplace.”


    That was true enough, Jian thought, and there were people she could contact to dig out the information—and she had hesitated only because Vaughn had assumed her consent. “It looks like a good ship, sure,” she said aloud. “You’re sure you want to go to Refuge, Imre?”


    Vaughn grinned. “You can bet your sweet life I won’t be going planetside.”


    “I say we do it, then.” Jian reached for the table controls again, pressed the button that lit the signal in the second conference room. There was a polite interval—long enough and too spare to show that no one had been listening at the door, though eavesdroppers were hardly so crude anymore—before the door slid back again. Mitexi entered first, putting back her wide hood with the same elegant two-handed gesture. Malindy, following, looked even less prepossessing than usual in his crumpled one-piece suit. If he was aware of the contrast, however, he gave no sign of it.


    “You’ve come to a decision.” It was only just a question, and only for politeness.


    “That’s right,” Vaughn said, and Jian cut in easily.


    “We’re willing to take the job, but with some provisos. We’re still not happy about this mysterious construct—excuse my bluntness, Bi’ Mitexi—and I’m not reassured by knowing my construct will fit your standing systems. I want more details, and I think we’re owed more pay. I’ll leave that to you, Peace. But I—we—want more tech detail.”


    “That is reasonable,” Malindy said.


    Mitexi frowned. “I think you also understand my position. The construct is an extremely sophisticated program matrix; obviously I can’t take the chance of having it fall into… my competitors’ hands.”


    “I don’t think we’re talking about preflighting the full construct,” Malindy said, with a glance at his pilots. Jian shook her head. “Just some better idea of how well they’ll be able to interface with it and the ship.”


    Mitexi was still frowning. “I think I can provide some information without compromising the construct. If I put together another disk, will that do?”


    “We’ll know when we get it, won’t we?” Vaughn muttered, but nodded.


    “I expect we can manage a compromise,” Malindy said. “And an appropriate hazard fee.”


    Mitexi nodded. “We can link in the morning, then.” She glanced sideways, positioning unseen projections against a blank wall. “I will be available for contact after midday, actually, if that’s acceptable.”


    Malindy nodded his agreement, fingering the palmscriber that hung at his waist.


    “I’ll expect to speak with you then,” Mitexi said, and drew her hood up over her coiled and wire-bound hair. “Ba’ Vaughn, Ba’—” Her eyes flicked over the redhead, dismissing him, settled on the other woman. “Bi’ Jian. It was a pleasure to meet you.” She signed to the door and was gone before the pilots could respond.


    Malindy sighed. “Is that acceptable?”


    Vaughn snorted. “Do you think she’s going to tell us anything useful—or even true? It’s a good thing you have friends, Reverdy.”


    “I really don’t want to hear this,” Malindy said. Vaughn grinned, and the co-op’s manager shook his head in warning. “I mean it, Imre.”


    “Fair enough,” Jian said. “Your message said our standard rate, less co-op fees and sharetime, plus a quarter of the balance?” It was the cooperative’s usual agreement, and Malindy nodded.


    “Do you trust me to handle the tech negotiations, or do you want to see the disks before I sign?”


    “I trust you,” Vaughn said easily.


    Jian smiled. “So do I, but do you want her to know that? Seriously, do you want to stall her?”


    Malindy shook his head. “I’d rather not. I think she’s in a hurry, and right now she’s willing to pay big.”


    “Then settle it however you want,” Jian said, and Vaughn nodded.


    “I’ll code you the details when I have them,” Malindy said.


    “Thanks, Peace,” Jian answered, and lifted her hand to sign to the door. “I’ll hear from you tomorrow, then.”


    Vaughn followed her into the corridor, darkened now that the client had gone home. The redhead drifted silently at his shoulder, only his eyes moving in his impassive face. “Where are you bound, Reverdy?” Vaughn asked. Jian allowed herself a crooked smile. “I was thinking of going looking for somebody to do a little snooping for me—Taavi, maybe, or Libra. Taavi for preference.”


    “Taavi’s off,” Red said.


    Jian glanced at him, knowing better than to question his accuracy, or ask how he knew. “Off-line, or off-world?” Red looked away, as though the act of speaking pained him. The light from the lobby—harsh white light now, cheap light—leached all color from his already pale skin, drained even the shadows from the hollow of his cheek. His hair flamed even brighter by contrast. “Off-world.”


    “Libra, then,” Jian said, and quirked another smile at Vaughn. “So before you ask, Imre, no, you can’t come with me. He’s not at all fond of you.”


    “Can’t imagine why,” Vaughn said with cheerful insincerity. He put his hand on the redhead’s shoulder, turned him bodily toward the main door. “Come on, bach. If he needs work space, Reverdy, you can bring him back to my place.”


    “I’ll do that,” Jian answered, but they were gone already. She sighed to herself, and followed them past the security scan out the main door.


    Outside, the interchange was even more crowded than before, more figures in bright sand-silk milling about in the shifting light of the directional glyphs. The rumble of voices was stronger, too, punctuated now by the wordless cries of the praline venders. The sharp, burned-sugar smell from their carts filled the air. Jian paused at the top of the stairway, pressed the access glyph tattooed on the inside of her forearm. Under the steady pressure, the control disk embedded between the twin bones came slowly to life, the touchpad hardening under her thumb. Below and beyond, the streets came to life with it, a ghostly overlay of numbers and glyphs and bright burst of symbols like fireworks. One point in the crowd at the edge of the plaza flared bright, a double figure shaped by a double glyph—she had learned long ago that it wasn’t wise to consider the redhead no more than an extension of Vaughn’s personality, and had programmed her suit accordingly—that vanished as Vaughn and his partner turned out of her line of sight. Jian kept her thumb on the pad, feeling it grow steadily warmer under her skin, and saw the lights and symbols strengthen, a bright curtain between her and the world. She turned her head toward the nearest storefront, and prices blossomed above the hard goods, bright and sharp enough to read even at this distance: her suit had picked up the tightbeam transmission from the window’s display hardware and translated it into necessary information. She smiled to herself, satisfied with the brightness of the projected glyphs, and took her thumb away.


    “Input,” she said aloud, to no one, to herself and her suit, and then, “Command.” There was a response then, shadowy, a whisper of awareness, of receptivity, an inner shifting that promised that the ghost-self of the suit was listening, and she went on, “Function: find. Object: Robin Libra.”


    There was a pause, an odd emptiness, and then a fleeting sense of pleasure that she interpreted as confirmation: neurotransmitters only came in a limited array of flavors, carried a fixed range of emotional messages. She was no longer disconcerted by the sudden spikes of not-always-appropriate feelings when the suit was fully functional. In almost the same moment, a pinpoint of light flashed insistently at the edge of her vision, and she looked down and left to retrieve the message. The glyphs popped into existence, still blinking, then steadied: #Libra#—that was her own private glyph, not the space-consuming realprint—#not-found#.


    “Command: continue last command,” she said aloud. “Display yes-only.”


    Again the sense of pleasure, and Jian set her thumb on the access glyph. The colors that floated between her and the world brightened almost painfully, then dimmed. Now the symbols were no longer bright enough to distract, but still clear enough to be seen at need. The locator program would keep looking for Libra, scanning the networks each time the i/o devices mounted in her eyes came into line with an online transceiver. If it spotted Libra—or, more precisely, if any of his names or codes were linked to any activities on the networks—the suit would flash the message. The method wasn’t foolproof, by any means: not only were the common transceivers less than perfect access into the nets where Libra worked, but she didn’t know all, or even most, of the constructor’s worknames. She smiled slightly then, and started down the stairs. She did, however, know where he did most of his work: a bar in the Shang-Ti Township, just a half-level above the flashy shops of the Zodiac that marked the midworld border. A lot of constructors—the failed ones, failure defined by their inability to win a place in the corporate structures—free-lanced from there, lured by the free-node room in the back and the secondhand hardware shops on the level above. It was Third-day night, just before payday for most of the local construction lines, the time to beg loans, cadge favors: Libra would be working.


    Shang-Ti was almost four levels below Heaven, far enough down to make the kilometer walk to the nearest Shaft One station worthwhile, rather than switching between the maze of local interlinks and one- or two-level elevator lines. At this end of Heaven, close to the Charretse Interchange that was the primary link to the Moorings, the streets were both busy and relatively safe, filled with day-shift workers from the port and the local assembly lines, even a few farm-line drivers from the fields at the edge of the Daymare Basin. Farther west, past Shaft Four, where the first settlement caverns had been opened out and then virtually abandoned as Landage grew, things changed. No one walked West-of-Four in safety, not even—maybe especially not—the uncounted, uncountable mob of coolies, Freyan contract laborers and illegal immigrants, who made up most of the district’s inhabitants.


    The plaza in front of the Shaft One station was less crowded than the Lochoi interchange had been, despite the expensive shops and the info-vendor’s massive newswall. Jian glanced from side to side, sampling the projected glyphs. The police code, flaring hot red and brighter than all the other symbols, startled her into a second look, to see the floater grounded outside a Salli’s, the two cops, Cartel Security rather than the Freyan Provisional Government’s police, sitting companionably on the running board eating noodles out of self-heating cups. The floater’s ID light was running, throwing red and blue lights across the plaza and broadcasting its glyph into the virtual world. There was still no word of Libra, nor had she really expected it.


    The display board above the station’s entrance flashed twice, drawing her eye, then spat a stream of glyphs and numbers. The suit supplemented that with further annotation, clusters of smaller symbols floating in virtual space between her and the sign. The next three cars would be running express to the Li Po Township Station—shift change, she thought, and was briefly annoyed at having forgotten—and regular service would resume in twenty minutes. Li Po was too far out of her way, would mean doubling back up through the local shafts before she could take the electrobus along the Zodiac. Better to wait, and go direct.


    She crossed the plaza then, glancing almost idly at the info-vendor. Triggered by her suit’s interrogative signal, the newswall blossomed to life, offering a montage of film and glyphs, accompanied by a smaller realprint crawl. She paused—like most of the city’s population, she got her news from the walls’ free teaser displays, rather than paying the fees either to subscribe to a service or even to view the more comprehensive reports the vendors sold—and the wall steadied into its summary. Glyphs highlighted the moving pictures, identifying the figures in their severe corporate silks, while the crawl updated the latest conference between the Staryards Cartel that managed the planet and the Freyan Provisional Government that actually owned the world: Representatives of Kagami Ltd. and Anchor Corp. today proposed new terms for extension of the Cartel’s lease. Their offer included concessions on citizenship and percentage of-payment. However, the FPG negotiating team refused to take the offer under advisement, prompting complaints from other members of the Cartel that they had not been fully informed of the terms. Dreampeace spokesman—


    Jian turned away from the bearded technician scowling out of the film clip. Damn Dreampeace anyway, it wasn’t their business— She checked the thought, smoothed the scowl that had appeared to match the speaker’s. But Dreampeace was an aberrant movement, mostly yanquis, who didn’t really fit anywhere in Persephone’s layered classes—not upperworld, certainly, the upperworld was coolie or Freyan immigrant; not midworld, even though the yanqui townships lay mostly below Zodiac; and most certainly of all not part of the corporate underworld. Dreampeace was also mostly constructors, who by their vocation were a law unto themselves. They lived for and through machines and the constructs that ran them; they didn’t care—Dreampeace didn’t care—what might happen if Freya didn’t extend the lease, didn’t care at all what happened to the coolie labor force, so long as the constructs were given their due.


    She made a face, recognizing coolie propaganda—which isn’t any truer than Dreampeace‘s; there are plenty of constructors who‘ve worked for coolie rights, and spoke out against the FPG—and shook the whole problem aside. It had been harder than she remembered to read the realprint crawl, harder still to resist the temptation to use the glyphs and Sign Text mobiles as a gloss on the commentary. She had worked hard to gain that fluency, a full literacy rare even in the upper levels of the midworld where she had grown up; she would have to work hard again to regain it. Frowning, she reached into her belt for a money chip—overhead, the wall shifted images again, the change triggered both by her inattention and the sudden rush of people leaving the Shaft One station—and fed it into the door monitor. The machine scanned it quickly, then spat back the square, its rich purple perceptibly faded. The lock clicked back, and she stepped inside.


    The walls were covered with flatscreen displays and cheap disks racked behind locked plastic covers. She ignored the commentary droning in her ears—instructions on how to use the machines, how to read the literacy codes stamped on each disk, how to obtain more information, and so on into infinity—instead studying the screens and the smaller real-print labels. Most of the main case was devoted to current news: the impending end of the Cartel’s lease, the latest market reports and tonnage watch, one or two bright pink-propaganda/advertising medium—disks offering specs on a new Spelvin construct or a new family of starships. Jian’s eyes lingered on the last of those, a gaudy promo for a new set of virtual-world interface soft and wireware—Technical breakthrough! Runs with most 5-SAR bioware! From the people who brought you Hot Blue skinsuits, the most vivid interface yet written. So real you’ll know it’s MNemonex—butshe made herself look elsewhere. Technical promos never contained enough realprint to be good practice.


    To the left of the main case were cases of instruction and commentary, most of them, up here, dealing with the possible consequences of the Cartel’s failing to secure renewal of their lease. Jian’s mouth twisted, looking at the titles: Non-Freyan Citizenship and How to Obtain It, Your Rights as a Freyan Outworker, Fight the System and Live. She allowed herself a brief smile at the last one, but shook her head. The Freyan Provisional Government was no more competent to govern Persephone than were the previous six governments, or to govern Freya. Of course they had to make the appropriate noises now, demand more money, claim more and more Persephone-born Freyans as their citizens, but in the end, they’d grant the lease: they had no other choice. After all, the last time Freya had tried to exert its authority, the rest of the Conglomerate had protested, and the Peacekeepers had stepped in, and stepped hard. No one was going to let Freya get control of the Conglomerate’s most important source of starships and Al constructs.


    She shook her head again, still smiling rather crookedly, and began punching numbers into the order board. She would rather read an analysis of the Dreampeace movement than another panicked story of the horrors of the FPG. She fed another money chip into the machine, and then, when it beeped, fished a second from her belt and slid it into the slot. The machine chuckled to itself for a moment, and returned the second chip—faded almost pink now, perhaps ten work units remaining—along with a bright pink disk. Jian stared at the disk for a moment in utter disbelief, then, her eyes narrowing, picked it up by the edges, holding it close to read the realprint title. AI, II, and the Turning Barrier: An Apology for Slavery. A typical Dreampeace tract, she thought, and not what I paid for. She glanced back at the order screen, and then at the wall display, comparing numbers. No, she had put her order in correctly; the fault was somewhere in the software that delivered the finished disk. And I know damn well who planted that bug. It was a typical Dreampeace ploy; tie into the connections, then insinuate themselves into vendor’s limberware that had no defense against that kind of sophisticated tampering, and rearrange the system so that anyone trying to get a standard newsnet analysis got this instead. They probably arranged for the money to go to their account, too. The thought was irritating enough that she turned back to the order board, initiating a refund request. It was complicated and time-consuming—deliberately so—but better than seeing Dreampeace get her money. She got the accounts manager after a struggle, and persuaded it to credit her public account; she would have preferred an immediate refund, but the program seemed unprepared to deal with that demand. She swore at it, but accepted her printed receipt, and slammed out of the vendor’s. The sign above the station entrance was flashing word of an approaching local car.


    By the time she reached Lucy Li’s, however, her annoyance had faded. The bar was filling quickly with the end of the first nightshift, and Jian paused just inside the doorway, scanning the well-lit room. Music was playing, unobtrusive, uninspired, mostly thumping bass, but enough to blur the sense of the conversations. News flickered across a wall screen, a talking head in the corner, commenting on the shifting images, but his voice did not carry beyond the closest tables. Most of the patrons were line supervisors and maintenance techs, who filed up the half-level interlink from the electrobus station on Zodiac Main to drop in for a quick drink before making their way back up toward Heaven, and the warrens and flats of home. Libra was nowhere in sight, as she had more than half expected. He’ll be working, she thought, and walked past the bar into the narrow back room. There were constructors hooked up to most of the available nodes, blocks and input board balanced on the rickety tables, and most of them had clients sitting opposite them. The clients were mostly haul-jockeys whose faces bore a mask of lighter skin where the virtual-world mask had rested, or robot wranglers from the port, but there was at least one high-level tech in from the assembly lines south of The Moorings, made conspicuous by the portecasque slung across his shoulders. Humpbacks, the lineworkers called them, not without envy. Libra was working, a tall, sun-blasted woman sitting opposite him, her strong hands folded on the tabletop. Jian leaned against the wall to wait, shook her head at the inquiring barmaid.


    There was a click from the back of the room where the lights were lowest, then a squeal of machine-speak and a soft giggle. Jian glanced toward them, recognized the glyphs on the helmet, and looked away. Dreampeace was working, and she had no time to confront some twitchy minder. Not that they were likely to notice, as deep in the virtual world as they seemed to be, but you could never tell for sure when a helmet was opaque. And I’ve got better things to do than deal with fanatics.


    The woman at Libra’s table had risen to her feet, was leaning over him now, both hands braced on the tabletop. The fragile structure shifted, made cracking noises; Libra looked up at her, half his face hidden by his monocular, the visible part of his expression nervous. Jian frowned and pushed herself away from the wall, crossed to them in time to hear the woman say, “—you’ll forget this ever happened.”


    Libra took a deep breath, his eyes flicking from his customer to Jian and back again, and said, “Forget what?”


    “Anything at all, sunshine,” the woman said.


    Jian said, “Problem, Libra?” She gave the name the midworld accent of their shared childhood, the i elided, stress on the second, long vowel, lebray, not leebra. The client turned mutely away.


    Libra looked up at her, a smile on his bearded face, but the expression held more than a hint of worry, and Jian bit back a laugh. “Hello, Reverdy,” he said, and she heard both the wariness and resignation in his voice.


    She did laugh aloud now, and lowered herself into the client’s chair. “I want to hire you,” she said, and dismissed the menu flashing in the tabletop.


    “Oh?” From Libra’s expression, he was expecting to be asked to commit a significant felony, perhaps with firearms. Jian smiled. “Do you still have accounts on any of the official connections?”


    “Some, sort of.” Libra looked at her with less apprehension. “I hire use of some codes, dummy accounts. What connections are you talking about?”


    Jian lowered her voice, carefully did not glance over her shoulder. The tabletop creaked under her weight as she rested her elbows on it, and tilted slightly. “I need information, especially overseer specs, on a ship—starship—that’s been in parking orbit or builder’s cradle for the last fifty years or so. It was built fifty years ago, anyway. It’s—or she says—a client’s inheritance, so I don’t know who would have jurisdiction over the files. It was disputed, she said.”


    Libra frowned, clearly drawn to the problem against his better judgment. “The law courts, I would think, civil files—and they are hard to get into. But if it’s settled …”


    His voice trailed off, and Jian nodded. “It has been, I’m sure of that. I have names, both the client and the ship.”


    “I would hope so,” Libra said. He was silent then, staring at his boards, and Jian watched curiously. He was slightly rumpled, as always, beard not quite trimmed, his thinning hair in disorder, but from the look of his clothes—plain midworld-style jacket, good cut, good fabric, not top-of-the-line expensive but not cheap, either—he was doing all right.


    “Well?” she asked, and Libra sighed.


    “I can do it.”


    From the sound of his voice, he was already regretting the decision, and Jian grinned.


    “I don’t want to try from here, though,” Libra went on. “Too public, probably too well taped. It’d help if you knew of some place with a Finex node, or even Eleixa.”


    Jian paused, trying to remember which services Vaughn subscribed to. “What about Tricom?”


    Libra nodded. “That would work, too.”


    “Imre’s on that,” Jian said, and waited. I owe you fair warning.


    “Imre Vaughn?” Libra’s voice flattened.


    “Yeh.” Jian let a warning creep into her tone. “He’s my partner in this, Robin.”


    Libra looked briefly as though he would object, then shrugged. “Haya. Tricom will work.”


    He still sounded reluctant, but no more so than usual. “Get packed up, then,” Jian said, “and we’ll get going.”


    Libra nodded, touched keys on the input board, and then slipped off his headpiece, folding the monocular arm back into the protection of the main band. He unplugged the two halves of the system, board and the slim brainbox, and then touched the trigger that freed the power and data cables from the nodes beneath the table. He bent to tuck the pieces into his padded gripsack, and Jian allowed herself a quick smile. Libra could be nervous, sometimes overly cautious, but he was very, very good.


    “Leaving so soon, Libra?”


    The voice came from over Jian’s shoulder. Libra shot upright, eyes briefly wide, and Jian turned slowly, to look up into the pretty, painted face of Lucy Li herself. She charged commission on all transactions managed through her nodes, Jian remembered: no wonder she’s worried.


    Libra nodded, said apologetically, “That’s right, I have some outside work.” He reached into the pocket of his jacket, fumbling for her share before she could hold out her hand.


    “You’re not coming back tonight.”


    It was not a question, was not particularly hostile, but Jian saw Libra flinch. “I will be tomorrow,” he said, and added, like a schoolboy, “I promise.”


    Li’s painted eyebrows twitched—with amusement, Jian thought—but the woman said only, “I can’t always hold that table for you, Libra.”


    “This is an exception,” Libra said, and held out two money chips.


    Li accepted them. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said, and turned away.


    “I’ll be here,” Libra said.


    Jian heard the unhappiness in his voice, and wondered suddenly if this was more of a problem for him than she’d thought. “I’m sorry if I’ve caused you trouble,” she said, and Libra shrugged, snapping shut the latches of his gripsack. “It’s nothing.”


    “I’ll take you at your word,” Jian said. “Come on, we’ve got to go back Uptown.”


    Jian led them back through the bar and out into the narrow interlevel corridor, then along the sunken trafficway and down the first standing stair she found to the lights of Main Zodiac. She started for the electrobus platform, lifting a hand to cut the stop-beam at the edge of the stairs, overriding the farebox—a pulse of pleasure knifed through her, confirming the contact, and the barrier snapped open—and had to stop and wait while Libra dodged a pair of secretaries and paid his way.


    “I thought you said Uptown?” he said, when he’d caught up with her.


    “Imre lives in the Larrikin Rooks,” Jian answered. “We’ll want Beta Shaft.”


    “I thought he was yanqui,” Libra said. “Don’t they like Crazy Imre any better than the rest of us do?”


    “He’s yanqui,” Jian said mildly. Like I’m yanqui, mostly the looks and very little of the culture. Though that’s not fair, he’s more connected than I am; I just have the genes, and he was raised there, probably in the Uptown community. Glyphs flashed, signaling first an approaching bus, and then the news that it was running express. “We’re in luck,” she said aloud, raising her voice to carry over the noise of the bus. “It’s express to Sanbonte, we can pick up Beta there.”


    “Haya,” Libra said, and Jian saw him glance over his shoulder at the display board, which was just beginning to print the same message. He was not on-line, she knew, wore no implanted “suit”: no constructor, at least not below the seventh-level corporate wizards, needed that expensive an interface when the routine of helmet and board and glove gave good enough access to the connections. Only pilots and engineer-technicians, the people who crewed the hyperships, really needed the closeness of that bond between the real and the virtual worlds. And maybe it was nasty of me to remind him, but it can’t be mended. She climbed into the swaying body of the bus, and knew Libra would follow.


    She caught at the nearest stanchion as the bus began to pick up speed, and steadied Libra when the motion and the weight of his gripsack threatened to unbalance him. The whine of the motors and the dull hiss of metal on metal drowned all conversation that was not signed, and the lurch and sway cut that short as well. The lights outlining the corridor shops blurred into a smeary bar of color, whipping past too fast for her suit to pick up their transmissions. They flashed through half a dozen stations—she caught a crazy glimpse of an old man shaking his fist at the bus—and slowed at last, brakes shrilling, to pull into the Sanbonte Interlink at an almost sedate pace.


    Sanbonte Interlink was big even by the standards of Zodiac Main, second only to the Dzi-Gin Interlink itself, the gateway to the midworld. Clusters of columns reinforced the roof, and the storefronts—and the entrance to the Shaft Beta station—were framed by the graceful arc of buttresses. Lights hung in multicolored wreaths from each of those beams, throwing multiple shapes and shadows across the ash-colored tiles to compete with the flashing lights and glyphs from the store displays. The Interlink was as busy as ever, day-shift workers crowding the shops and lined up outside the hatch of an all-night cookshop. A tidal rush of voices ebbed and flowed, but kept up a constant background rumble: a one-note sound, here close to the midworld, without the sharp tonal shifts. A bigger group, mostly midworlders in brilliant flowing drapes but a few coolies in paler, sun-faded work clothes, were milling about in the pool of smoky light outside a blue-note club. Music spilled out past them, bass and the stinging whine of muted strings. The board over the door alternately displayed the house glyph, and the symbol of the entertainer; Jian did not recognize it, but the quality of the crowd meant someone of importance, or at least of interest. Security—Corporate and private—watched from the entrance to the Dagon Arcade, and more Security had blocked off a side corridor, pushing heavy plastic barrels close together to keep out even the little piki-bikes.


    They had turned down the lights as well. Jian could just see, half obscured by the shadows, the hulking shape of a cargo hauler. A Security floater, glyphs muted, lights out, was grounded beside it, but she couldn’t see if it was occupied. There was more Security on duty at the station entrance—FPG Police this time, with the FPG sunburst splashed across his chest armor. Jian nodded to him, but the man looked back at her without expression, even his eyes unmoving in the broad, hill-coolie face. Jian shook her head, and went on into the station.


    “Do you need a ride?” she said to Libra, and reached into her belt for the folder of transit passes. “It’s my business expense.” She showed him the cards, her body screening them from any other riders—a set of township passes, plus a surface worker’s pass for the Charretse land ferry, a single multiride, multicombination pass that, used judiciously, could take her from Heaven all the way down past Exchange to the underworld. Libra shook his head.


    “I’ve got it, thanks. How would you have justified calling in a constructor, anyway?”


    “You don’t want to ‘know,” Jian answered. The paperclip fund, of course—and I’m showing off. Stop it. She slid her card underneath the reader. The padded barrier slammed back, and she stepped through into the waiting room. Libra did the same, using his resident’s pass, and Jian nodded to the nearest connection kiosk. “I want to give Imre a call, let him know we’re coming”


    “Fine,” Libra said, and leaned against the nearest pillar, letting his gripsack slide to the floor between his legs. He kept the shoulder strap wound around his arm, Jian saw, and shook her head, heading for the kiosk. She fed a money chip to the cheapest terminal—Persephonet, a good basic communications connection—and punched in Vaughn’s mail code. The screen flashed and went to a fractal holding pattern; a few seconds later, the screen lit, and Vaughn glared out at her.


    “Yeh?”


    “It’s me,” Jian said. “I found Libra. You offered work space, and I’m taking you up on it.”


    Vaughn grinned. “How’s Libra taking that?”


    “He doesn’t like you,” Jian said again. “Behave, will you? He says he can get the information.”


    “All right,” Vaughn answered. “I’ll be waiting.”


    “Haya,” Jian said, and cut the connection. She glanced up at the display board, making contact with a hidden transponder. Glyphs sprang into existence in front of her eyes: a car was approaching from the levels below Zodiac, would reach Sanbonte in another four minutes. She nodded, breaking the connection, and went to join Libra.


    It took the lift car—a local, stopping at almost every half-landing—half an hour to travel the five levels to the Comino Township Station. The Comino Interlink was one of the older district hubs, from before the Interior Beautification Acts; the once-pleasant buildings that ringed the central square had long ago been broken up into a warren of one-and two-room shops, and vendors’ carts clustered around each of the street-level power nodes. The babble of voices had a sharper note to it, the singsong drone of a tonal language dominating the sound: Comino was still largely a coolie district, Freyans working out a labor contract; what spoken language there was would be Freyan dialect. Jian saw Libra tuck his gripsack even more closely against his side. Coolies weren’t fond of constructors, she knew—how could they be, when they were closed out of the good high-tech jobs by Freyan poverty?—but the concern seemed a little exaggerated. Then she saw what he had seen, the red paint slashed across the painted partiboard that closed a broken shop window. The glyph beneath the crude crossed circle was Dreampeace’s anatomical man, half the body abstracted to the lines of an antique computer chip.


    “Silly gits,” she said aloud, shaking her head. “Trying to open an office up here.”


    “They’ve got some good points, Reverdy,” Libra protested, and Jian sighed.


    “Oh, I know. But it’s still stupid to try and set up shop in a coolie district.”


    Libra looked away. “How far is Vaughn’s place, anyway?”


    Jian accepted the change of subject. “It’s not quite a kilometer—just across Decani Street.”


    “Wonderful,” Libra said.


    “Don’t believe everything you hear,” Jian said, and lengthened her stride. On Comeaux Hale Street, Comino’s link with the Cavemouth Shaft, lights showed in most of the flats’ porthole windows, and little groups had gathered on the short steps and in front of the crudely bricked-in porch-ways. Outside one stack, a darkly pretty woman nursed an infant and listened to an old man’s gossip; her black eyes followed the strangers along the street and out of sight. Jian nodded to her, acknowledging her presence and her rightful concern, but was aware of her gaze, a pinpoint laser between her shoulder blades. This was a good neighborhood—by Comino’s standards, a rich one—andthe locals would work hard to keep it that way.


    A little further, the neighborhood changed, stackflats giving way to storage barns and storefronts whose display windows were covered with shutters that looked as though they had been salvaged from old military craft. Unlike the stores in other parts of the upperworld, the advertising transponders were switched off: no use advertising what there is worth stealing behind those shutters. The ceiling tubes were encased in wire-mesh sleeves, but despite the precaution one or two were broken, their glass swept carelessly onto the narrow drains. Jian glanced sideways, looking for the inevitable security displays, and the glyphs flickered orange and yellow. Nothing to worry about, except the usual. Still, she heard Libra give a sigh of relief when they came out into the brighter lights of the Decani Interlink, and walked up a stand-still interchange to the next half-level.


    Decani marked the border of the Rooks, and the district beyond was a real warren, doors and odd little half tunnels leading off the main passageways at all angles. Most of the buildings had once been normal stacks of flats, but the present owners had changed them beyond all recognition, subdividing the original three- and four-room flats into smaller—and more profitable—configurations. Crude bridges arched across the fire accessways, breaking half a dozen building codes in the process; others hung from the cavern ceiling, or leaned precariously against each other. Black-painted canvas screened off one-third of a garbage alley: storage space, you’d think, until you saw the wall move and an elbow poke out under the heavy cloth.


    Farther up the street, the unmistakable greenish-black stain of fire suppressants was smeared around the doorway of the tallest stack of flats; the door itself was missing completely, the heavy-duty hinges drooping against the stained formestone, the shattered mail and security connection wires dripping across the cracked stair treads. Jian shook her head, but gestured to that gaping hole. “Here we are.”


    “Of course,” Libra said.


    Jian grinned and stepped over the last unsteady stair into a blue-lit corridor. Libra followed reluctantly. There was neither lift nor moving stair; instead, Jian led the way up a narrow side stair, and then out onto a half-floor landing. The security door was propped open with half a brick. Jian shook her head at that, but left it in place. Beyond that barrier, the area seemed better kept than the rest of the building, the walls and floor carpeted, the doors recently painted. She crossed to the nearest one, knocked gently. The door swung open at once, and Red looked out, only his eyes moving in the mask of his face. He slipped aside, and Vaughn took his place.


    “Your door’s gone again, Imre,” Jian said placidly.


    Vaughn ran one hand through his hair, pushing it back off his high forehead. “Yeh, I know. Somebody got the idea one of Dreampeace’s stooges lives here. We convinced them otherwise.” His eyes flicked to Libra, unreadable, and then he stepped back, gesturing with mock courtesy. “Come on in.”


    “Behave, Imre,” Jian said under her breath, then added, more loudly, “You know Libra.”


    “We’ve met.” The lines at the corners of Vaughn’s eyes tightened, as though he might have smiled.


    Jian nodded, aware of Libra’s set face at her shoulder—”It’s not for nothing, “the constructor had once said, “it’s not for nothing they call him Crazy Imre” —andwent on into the one-room flat. Vaughn closed the door gently behind them, and in the sudden silence they all heard the clicks as the triple locks went home. Inside, the air was warm and stale with the scent upperworlders used to mask the effects of sluggish ventilation; there were a couple of food packs on the floor by the trash burner, and a breadboarded computer link—input board and pilot’s black and a data interlink—filled a stand below the connection board.. Most of the space was taken up by a sturdy-looking loft, built just high enough for Red to stand upright under it, though Jian would have had to bend her head. Plain white work-cloth curtains enclosed the space within the posts.


    “Why don’t you come up?” Vaughn said, and scrambled up the wide-runged ladder. Jian followed, and was careful not to look back at Libra clambering up behind her, awkward with the gripsack tucked tight against his ribs. The loft platform was reasonably furnished, but the chairs and couch were strangely truncated: foam pads maybe twenty centimeters thick backed by a thinner pad. There was not enough room for any of them to stand upright—a suitable solution if you’re Vaughn‘s height, Jian thought, not for the first time, but not for me. She seated herself cross-legged on a cushion, then placed both hands against the ceiling and stretched luxuriously.


    Vaughn moved, crouching, to a chair set against the back wall, just above the room’s single window
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