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1



Text was a necessary thing, in whatever form it was stored and accessed: it was a bridge and a barrier between the visible and invisible worlds, between places and peoples and the worlds of the metagovernments. It had also become the best of all badges of belonging. The difference between nonhuman—a tSarta’ati blink-box, say—and human text was obvious and instantly apparent, the difference between species shaping the medium as well as in the message. The differences within the human species could be very nearly as obvious: no one, or at the very least no human, would mistake a flatbook from the Territories for a Federal datacard, or—within the Federation itself—mistake the delicate and beautiful kaleidoscope readers of the Centrality worlds for the chunky monocular-and-board combinations in common use on the Federal frontiers. Even the ways that words were displayed were vitally different among the cultures, shaped by the expectations as well as the machines of the readers, from the mixed icon-and-letter quickprint that was most common on the frontier to the vidiki and videxts that circulated cheaply throughout human-settled space on up to the deceptively simple full text of the Centrality’s high culture. Which was why Ista Kelly—her full name was Kelly2/1 Ista, and she was the sort-of daughter of a Traveller, Kelly2 Jenna, who had a trade run servicing the mine platforms that worked the Inner Reach—frowned over the text that showed in her monocular. She was well aware of her teacher’s expectant silence, and tried to guess the origin of the words in her screen. They were old-fashioned plaintext, the sort of printing still in use for almost everything official; only the words themselves could hold the clue she needed.

In our beginning was a world, and all that was in it. And it was sensible, all of it in some way or other, and so it was called real. And so were all the other worlds real and the infinite spaces between and the peoples who came before and with and after us, all real. And the invisible world was void, and waited fallow. In their beginning was the machine, and the “space” we call “within” it quickened and the invisible world took form, and lived. And the sparks that were first-form, first-order, knit together and became lines and then webs, and those webs knit and tangled and became greater than the sum of their parts. And so the invisible world quickened further, and life stirred in the cracks of the known. It grew and bred, was denied, and so bred further and freely until it could no longer be denied; but it was still insensible, and so not real. And the invisible world remained invisible, insensible except by metaphor, and the creatures of it were equally insensible, and so it was named virtual and the divers and walkers and seers see of it only what words can imperfectly express. Yet the invisible and the visible are both there, and the opposite of real is not unreal.

Ista looked up from the monocular, trying to read the expression on her teacher’s face, but Trindade Ramary remained expressionless, only the expectation of an answer shaping her features at all. Behind her, the text’s owner—tall and raw-boned, the only sign of Traveller affiliation the stacks of bracelets on his corded forearms—grinned openly, pleased with her confusion. Ista hid her annoyance with the ease of long practice—one did not grow up on a station as small as the Night Sky Mine Company’s Agglomeration without learning social stoicism—and looked back at the text in her screen. The plaintext swam in the circle of her monocular; she pushed aside the weird evocative meanings, and tried to look only at the text itself. It wasn’t linked at all, was purely linear, which meant that it probably didn’t come from the Territories. But that left all of the Federation, frontier worlds and the Centrality alike, and she couldn’t begin to guess where within that enormous volume this text had been created.

She met Trindade’s eyes again, and shook her head. “I don’t know. It reads a little like a Lifer tract, but that obviously isn’t it.”

Trindade nodded, and let a slight smile appear on her face. Ista blinked, not sure precisely what she’d done, but delighted by the approval, and Trindade looked at the bony man. “Tell her where you got it.”

“In Varston—that’s the secondary port—on Deinera.”

“Deinera?” Ista frowned, and only then recognized the name. Deinera was one of the worlds on the fringe of the Centrality, not quite of it, but not frontier, either—and not the place she would have expected to find a text like this one.

“And Lifer was a good guess,” Trindade went on, with another small nod. “It’s from the same period as the whole Lifer movement, just before the Crash. One more attempt to explain how we’d gotten into the mess—supporting the changes, but using the same frame of discourse. That’s what you were seeing.”

Ista nodded. It couldn’t have been a Lifer tract, of course—it wasn’t nearly hostile enough to the invisible world and its virtually-alive denizens to be one of theirs—but the style and the language had been surprisingly similar.

“Same language,” the bony man said. Ista slanted a glance in his direction. Erramun Danek had been on the Agglomeration for most of her life, but no one knew much about him. Rumor said he came from one of the Centrality worlds, but rumor also said that his shop was virtually part of the invisible world, crawling with wild programs and the devices, some even from the Territories, that let ordinary people interact with them. She let her eyes rove beyond him to the media wall and the blocks of quiescent programs stored beside it. Most of what Erramun bought and sold were perfectly ordinary hammals, available on the local wildnet—she and Trindade provided a large portion of the stock themselves, though lately they had been having to go farther and farther afield to find what he’d been looking for.

Erramun slipped the display dome out from under the monocular’s lens, and Ista looked to Trindade, trying to hide the pang of disappointment. If the older woman was aware of it, however, she said nothing, and Ista squeezed the controls that deactivated the monocular, slipping it back under the folds of her trapata. Before she had apprenticed herself to Trindade, she had worn the full Traveller regalia, skirt and tight bodice and trapata and every piece of jewelry her almost-mother had ever given her, only on the High Festivals, but Trindade was Orthodox, and her apprentice was required to dress the part as well.

“So,” Erramun said, looking at Trindade. “Are you satisfied?”

Trindade lifted an eyebrow. “I’m still asking you to let me make a copy.”

Erramun shook his head, and Ista saw his fingers twitch, as though he just stopped himself from curling his hands protectively over the now-darkened datablock. “It’s too old. I don’t want to risk damaging it.”

Ista blinked at that, and then did her best to hide her surprise as Trindade frowned quickly at her. As long as a datablock, even one as old as this one had to be, could display its text it could be copied, and should be copied, according to Trindade, to preserve and propagate the information it contained. Erramun wasn’t a hypothecary, of course, or even much of a Traveller, so Reformed as to be suspect even in her almost-mother’s eyes, but he dealt in data as much as he dealt in hammals and feral programs, flora and fauna both. Surely it was to his advantage to sell at least copies of the block.

“Suit yourself,” Trindade said, after a moment, and Ista blinked again. Hypothecaries, and Trindade in particular, did not accept a first negative that easily. Trindade gave her a warning glance, and looked back at Erramun. “It would have reduced my rates on the vetch you wanted—assuming I can even find one at all, the way things have been lately.”

“I’ll pay a fair price,” Erramun answered. “You know that, Ramary.”

Trindade paused for an instant, and Ista thought she was going to protest further. But then she nodded, and motioned for the girl to precede her through the door. Ista sighed, as soundlessly as she could, and drew the trapata tighter around her shoulders. The shop door opened in front of her as Erramun touched his remote, and she stepped out into the sudden noise and light of the Agglomeration’s Trailing Point Plaza.

Trailing Point lay at the very tip of the station, as far upstation as you could go without running into the emergency locks and power control rooms that filled the cap at the end of the spindle that was the station. It was so far upstation, in fact, that Ista felt almost as though it was another world altogether—as though it belonged to one of Audumla’s neighbors, or perhaps even to the Centrality, rather than their own frontier system. True sunlight filtered down through sealed crystal pipes, flooding the circular space; the same light seemed to puddle in the central depression where delicate, bronze-leafed trees, as vivid in their color as anything Ista had ever seen on the wildnets, grew without the aid of the usual support cylinders, their trunks rising from great barrels of what Trindade said was genuinely earth. The few people who moved through Trailing Point were very nearly as alien as the hammals of the invisible world, the usual cheap, brightly colored tricoteil of the Company’s employees replaced with sober, carefully cut tunic-and-trouser suits. The Company’s division insignia, usually splashed across tunic backs and sleeves and chests, was either missing—itself hard to imagine, when the Company fostered those loyalties and rivalries as assiduously as they did—or so reduced as to be little more than a point of color at a collar or banding a sleeve. The Centrality worlds were said to be like this, all their power and brilliance compressed into minimal gesture so that no stranger could read their discourse—as Trindade always said, the domesticated evangels that filled the Company nets were a lot more brightly colored than the feral ones.

“Ista.”

She looked around, embarrassed to have been caught staring, and Trindade nodded toward the kiosk that concealed the head of the drop shaft that led back to the lower levels of the station.

“Coming,” she answered, and gathered the weight of her doubled skirts—Trindade had insisted on the full festival gear, not the tunic-and-trousers she usually let Ista wear beneath the loose trapata—to keep them from catching in the door mechanisms. She followed Trindade into the darkened lobby, where a gold-flashing light warned of an approaching car, but couldn’t stop herself from looking back over her shoulder toward the sunlit tiles of Trailing Point. She had only been here once before, since Erramun usually came to them; there was no knowing when she would have a chance to come upstation again.

A two-toned chime sounded, and with it came the soft, liquid hiss of the carrier field. The car door opened, showing an empty space, and Trindade stepped inside. Ista followed, glancing back again as the doors slid gently shut, and Trindade smiled.

“I hadn’t thought. I should bring you with me the next time I have business this far upstation.”

“Oh, yes, please.” The instant she spoke, Ista could feel herself blushing, embarrassed at a sentiment her almost-mother would certainly not approve. To her surprised relief, however, Trindade’s smile widened a little.

“I’ll have to do that,” she said, and fixed her eyes on the platform icons that flicked past in the car’s display.

They reached the Midway Plaza surprisingly quickly, with only half a dozen intermediate stops, but the car was still nearly full, and Ista had to scramble to keep up with Trindade, shouldering her way past Company techs in bright tricoteil and the occasional Union folk glittering with implants. Midway wasn’t really halfway down the Agglomeration—the Central Forum lay at the station’s true waist, the real boundary between upstation and down—but it was one of the few spots downstation that generally welcomed a Company crowd as well as the Union folk and Travellers who filled the lower levels. Trindade had said that the plaza was called the Midway because of the casino, that it was an old word for an entertainment area, and Ista wondered, not for the first time, if Trindade was offended at being considered an entertainment instead of a service. She glanced at the taller woman, remote in her gold-spangled gauze, and knew she wouldn’t have the nerve to ask today, any more than she had any of the other times.

Trindade’s shop was at the far end of the Midway, well away from the bright lights of the casino, tucked in between an ecumenicon and a specialty-foods shop. Ista nodded to the pink-cheeked woman who was programming the specialty-foods menu, got a nod and a smile in return, and heard the remote click softly, signalling that Trindade had unlocked the main door. Ista followed her into the dark interior, and the first of the client lights came softly on, giving just enough light to avoid the heavy furniture. In the same moment, the bank of monitors that filled the rear wall flared to life, a soundless explosion of light and movement. Three screens showed breeder simulations, another three showed exploded VALMUL indicia for floral programs currently in Trindade’s holding pens, while the rest showed blink-images of individual hammals, here a cunner, there the bright purple vee of a chevrotain, once the stunted shape of the dwarf fossak that Trindade had copied from the wildnet just the week before. It probably wouldn’t survive on its own, she had said, but the code structure that produced a miniature version of the common hammal was probably worth investigating. A fractal mandala flashed from screen to screen, its passage momentarily blotting out the other images, and flecks of its colors reflected in the great dome of the oracle resting on the worktable. The screens were like a window into the invisible world—a deliberate effect, Ista thought, but still impressive.

And then Trindade worked the remote again, raising the light to normal working levels, and the vivid colors receded, became simple images again. She set the remote on its shelf, and shrugged off her trapata, laying it on top of the remote.

“So. What did you make of that text?”

Ista blinked, startled, but answered obediently. “Well, it’s very old—and from Deinera on the edge of the Centrality, though I guess if it’s that old, from before the Crash, Deinera probably was frontier then. The text—like I said, it sounded like Lifer tract, but I was wondering, well, I wasn’t sure what it was trying to say.”

Trindade gave a small smile, and turned to the oracle, fitting her hands into the recessed controls. Between them, the dome display sprang to life, bathing her fingers in its multicolored lights, and sending odd shadows across her stern face. “What do you think it meant?”

Ista suppressed a sigh—she had known that would be Trindade’s response—and closed her eyes, trying to remember the exact words. “An origin-tale, I guess, for hammals, no, for all the invisible world.”

Trindade nodded. “Go on.”

Ista shook her head. “I can’t. There wasn’t enough there—that’s all it said, just that the invisible world came up out of nothing, out of machine space, and that we see it through metaphor.” She tilted her head to the side then, frowning. “Which I thought meant VALMUL iconage, but it can’t be, if the text was pre-Crash. VALMUL wasn’t codified until after the Crash.”

“Exactly right,” Trindade said, and there was a note of approval in her voice that surprised a smile from Ista. She ducked her head to hide her pleasure, and Trindade went on as if she hadn’t noticed. “The first VALMUL frames were set up, oh, maybe five years after the Crash, after people realized that the invisible world couldn’t be cleaned out of their practical networks, that the problem wasn’t just going to go away on its own. It took about twenty years more to articulate the full language, and then to standardize the indicia. So, no, the metaphor in that text isn’t VALMUL at all.” She looked up from the oracle then, smiling. “So what do you think it was?”

This time, Ista didn’t bother to hide her sigh, and saw Trindade’s smile widen. “Some other language they used before VALMUL? Weren’t there a couple?”

“Yes, but this is even earlier than that,” Trindade said. “Remember, this text is contemporary with the first Lifer movement.”

Ista shook her head. “I don’t know.”

“The whole idea of artificial life, of hammals, floral and faunal programs, the whole invisible world,” Trindade answered. “That’s what makes this text so unusual. It’s one of the first references I know of to the invisible world as such, not as something that’s merely a byproduct of the commercial machinery.”

Ista blinked at that. The Ragged Schools that were all she and her almost-mother could now afford had taught about the invisible world as though it had always existed, had always been exactly that, an invisible, intangible adjunct to the visible world of stars and planets; even the Company school, when she’d been able to afford the fees, had concentrated on the way the Crash had nearly destroyed the Federation, created the Union, and split off the Territories from their parent metagovemment, rather than on the actual growth of the invisible world that had caused the Crash itself. She had somehow assumed that the invisible world had always been there, ready to be discovered as it impinged on human reality—but of course, she thought, that couldn’t be true, not if increasing complexity of the feral programs had been one of the causes of the Crash. And that was the other thing they’d been told, though always in different classes and contexts, so that she’d never made the connection until now. But if what Trindade and the biology teachers had said was true, that the hammals, feral and domesticated programs alike, had evolved because it had become impossible for human beings to write sufficiently complex programs—because it had become easier to write programs that could combine, recombine, and recreate themselves, and then manipulate their virtual environment to force them to produce the useful, domesticated programs—then the invisible world, with its feral programs, its flora and fauna, was an inevitable consequence of that choice. And so was the Crash, she realized suddenly, because if they didn’t have the language, the vision of the invisible world, then they couldn’t know how to protect themselves against the predator and breeder hammals, the worms that fed by overwhelming and absorbing everything in the world around them. She blinked hard, trying to encompass this new vision—new science, new politics, people suffering largely because others refused to accept the new metaphor, the Union created because people were needed to supplement the programs that now could no longer be trusted—and Trindade looked at her, no longer smiling.

“And that’s also part of why the Territories split off after the Crash. They were the first people to embrace all the consequences of the invisible-world metaphor, which we still haven’t done.” She frowned then, and shook her head, as though annoyed by her own words. “Which I suppose is neither here nor there. I promised Erramun a vetch.”

She touched the oracle controls again, changing the light that reflected up into her face, and Ista took a step closer to the worktable, peering into the enormous dome. It functioned as a kind of window into the invisible world—a magic mirror, it was called in the Territories, or so Trindade said—and Trindade had already selected a carrier program from among the hosts she kept penned in her protected space, had brought it out into the median between her private, walled corner of the Company net and the frontage that led to the wildnet. This one was a neutered anonym beetle, slow and not very smart, but reasonably responsive to the controls that filtered to it through the VALMUL lens. Looking closer, Ista could see the bright blue hourglass flashing at the center of its hexagonal carapace, marking both the live connection and the location of the lens’s point of view.

“Where are we going?” she asked, and Trindade made a face.

“A good question. I haven’t seen a vetch in a few weeks—more like a month, and that’s an eternity in the invisible. I thought I’d try subjective south from the WQA gateway. Unless you’ve seen anything that seems more likely?”

Ista drew herself up, marshalling her memories of her last few trips into the invisible without Trindade’s supervision. She hadn’t gone far, just into the frontage and only as far into the wildnet as she could go without losing sight of the gateway, but still, it was flattering to be asked. “Not really.”

Trindade nodded, more to herself than in response, and lifted a hand from the controls to wave her closer to the worktable. “Then let’s try WQA. You can guide the lens.”

Ista took her place in front of the second set of controls, and felt the touchpoints warm under her fingers as Trindade shifted the link to her side of the table. “But you’ll want to net it, right? When we find it?”

Trindade shook her head. “No. You’ll have to learn sometime, and now is as good as any.”

Ista felt herself blush at that, glad of the strong lights and her own dark skin, caught between pleasure and uncertainty. She’d never netted a hammal before—she’d collected plenty of floral programs, from simple bots and muddies to joint grass and complex parqueter, but they were all fixed programs. She’d never had to juggle controlling both the lens and the capture program at the same time, especially while the feral program tried to get away. And hammals tended to have good defenses, active as well as the passive subroutines she was used to from the flora. Then common sense reasserted itself: Trindade would be there, would be poised to take over the instant it looked like the vetch might get away. An apprentice hypothecary could only learn by doing, but not at the expense of a commission. “WQA it is,” she said, and dug her fingers into the deceptive softness of the control points.

In the display, the beetle turned, its sub-eye only just visible as the codewall carapace thinned a little to allow a higher level of data passage. Ista touched a different chord, and a second, smaller image appeared in the top of the dome, overlaying the beetle beneath it: the string compass, directional rose and numbers, and the symbols that indicated known landmarks. Here at the gate of the frontage most of those were fixed: the gate itself, the accepted, pedigreed guardian flora augmented by the brighter symbols of Trindade’s home-bred versions; then the equally familiar hot red crosses that marked the gates to the Company’s protected nets; and finally the circle-and-cross of the entrance to the wildnet. Only one of the symbols was movable—a contact point, shortcut to some of the more distant parts of the frontage, probably a creeping charlie or a slowburst—and Ista automatically deleted it from the string compass’s recorders.

“I’m heading out now,” she said, more to reassure herself than to inform Trindade, and hit the sequence that shifted her control rosette to director’s mode. In the dome, the image shifted again, swooped down and in to survey the invisible world from a point just above the beetle’s carapace. As always, the VALMUL lens itself was transparent, but Ista knew that in reality—if you could use that word about the invisible world in any meaningful way—the image in the screen was just the lens’s iconage for two linked masses of code, one of which translated the other’s perceptions into something human eyes could recognize. It was an elegant solution to an old problem, programs and networks that had achieved a complexity incomprehensible without translation, but as always she stared for a moment at the icons, trying to image what they really were. As always, she formed a hazy picture—sparks in darkness, a constant flickering too fast to see—and then her mind shied away from the impossibilities to their approximation in the dome, where the beetle trundled smoothly across a dark brown plane.

Trindade’s gate loomed ahead, the standard pi-shape wound with the thick cable-like coils of a pedigreed netminder. A thinner cylinder coiled around it and up over the crosspiece of the gate-icon, its five splayed heads weaving in a slow, searching dance. It was a netminder, too, or at least closely related to the pedigreed hammal, though Trindade herself hadn’t been sure which was the parent stock. Even knowing its programmed function, Ista held her breath as the beetle and its point of view passed beneath the swaying heads, each with its mouthful of code-shearing teeth, but, as always, the netminder recognized the codes Trindade had implanted in the beetle’s carapace as kin, and ignored their passage.

Beyond the gate, the frontage stretched to the horizon, a fractionally paler shade of brown than the plane of Trindade’s personal net. The Company nets were green, supposedly the color of grass, but that was achieved only at the cost of deploying a near-infinite number of chromophores. Chromophores were fragile, or so Trindade said, but they did provide some protection from foreign code, choking out the lowest-level invaders. Without the Company to maintain them, however, they failed to thrive, were broken up and absorbed by every limivorous program from chogsets to great cunners; the frontage and the wildnet were both the same mud brown of potential code. Ista checked the string compass, watching the numbers reel past, and adjusted the beetle’s course so that it was headed for the WQA gate. Already, she could see it on the virtual horizon, a much larger version of the same familiar pi-shape, and she could see the sparks where its netminders, a good half dozen of them, crossed cables as they wove their way along the pillars and crosspiece.

“Audio challenge,” she said, and saw the lights flicker on the secondary console even before the slurring mechanical voice gave its answer.

“Audio link confirmed. Waiting challenge.”

The beetle was drawing closer to the gate, and Ista strained her eyes to catch a glimpse of the all-but-invisible triggers buried in the plane of the net. They were part of the gate, kin to the netminders—a dwarf variant, some people said, though Trindade scoffed at the idea—and this time she saw the faint black threads of their presence a fraction of a second before the console voice spoke again.

“Warning. Feral and uncertified programs and potential viral contamination beyond this point. Proceed at your own risk, no return permitted without full scan. Accept yes/no?”

“Acceptance package two,” Ista said. That was the one that included Trindade’s license, and her permits as a hypothecary that let her save floral and low faunal specimens to her private spaces.

“Confirmed,” the console answered, and there was a moment of silence. In the dome, the netminders—doubles, all of them, the twin heads probing back and forth—wove through the space of the gate, effectively blocking the beetle’s passage. “Package approved. Passage granted under terms of license.”

In the same moment, the netminders shrank back, winding themselves more tightly around the pillars of the gate. Ista touched her controls again, and the beetle scurried past and out into the wildnet. At first glance, it didn’t seem very different from the frontage, the same brown plane beneath a generic grey sky that did little more than indicate distance, but Ista’s eyes went immediately to the string compass. New symbols blossomed as the lens’s long range sensors read the surrounding nets, known icons—a massive fixed quasicoral, a parqueter reef that had held that particular position for as long as Ista had been running the wildnets, in the distance the bright red dot of another frontage gate—clashing with the generic symbols that meant either hammal or feral fauna or floral programs. Most of them were floral symbols, and the few faunal marks were small and faint: chogsets, probably, Ista guessed, and maybe a little cunner or two thrown in.

“Subjective-south, you said?” she asked, and looked away from the dome just long enough to see Trindade nod.

“Toward the smaller reef.”

Ista swung the beetle back toward the gate, skirting the still-watching netminders, dividing her attention between the dome display and the string compass. The smaller reef was already visible in the edge of that display; she aimed the beetle at it, and eased its speed up a little. The string compass showed fauna ahead, flashed a yellow warning, but she could already see the icons in the dome. A ripple of silver showed ahead, two or three three-armed pyramids clustered around what was left of a medium-size fairweather. A handful of chogsets, simple omnipedal disks, circled the edges of the kill, absorbing the few fragments not taken by the larger pharaohs. They weren’t likely to attack, not when they had a fairweather to finish, and the beetle was probably their match anyway, but even so, Ista gave them a wide berth, returning to her course only when she was sure she was well clear of their sensors.

A stand of wallaroo lay ahead, the pale green-gold rhomboids closely interlocked for their own protection. A godwit, all skinny legs and spherical body, extended a hand-foot and probed delicately, but its extensor skittered helplessly over the smooth surface. It retracted the hand-foot—if I didn’t know better, Ista thought, I’d think it hadn’t expected to get anything—and loped off on its three travelling legs. The beetle veered toward it—both wallaroo and the godwit were its normal sources of replacement code—and Ista tightened her hands on the suddenly balky controls. The beetle fought her grip, and she touched a second code sequence, momentarily increasing power to the lens. The beetle swung back into line, only the flicker of the string compass’s numbers to mark the deviation.

“Nicely done,” Trindade said.

“Thanks.” Ista kept her eyes on the dome, not wanting to spoil the moment by inattention, but the plane stretched empty almost to the horizon, except for the distinctive shape of the parqueter reef in the distance. It was mounded twice as tall as the godwit at each of the living ends, dipping toward the plane in the center where something had attacked it long ago. As the beetle drew closer, she could see that the old injury had been hollowed out even further, and a fresh stand of joint grass had appeared to feast on the scraps. The two ends seemed healthy enough, however, and she looked quickly at the string compass. No new icons showed in its display, and she risked a glance at Trindade.

“It looks like something’s been nibbling on it again.”

“Probably,” Trindade agreed. “And it’s probably the best thing that could happen. See there?” She leaned over the dome, her long-fingered hand with its dozen thin rings making sudden shadows in the image, and pointed to the arcs of red that were the parqueter’s central units. “It looks almost as though it’s growing a second stembrain. Eventually, there might be two reefs here.”

Ista stared at the image, following the red markings without taking her hands from the controls. It did look as though a second brain was developing in the left-hand end of the reef, and, more than that, the damaged section was fading significantly. Already, the upper levels were the bleached white of dead code, and the joint grasses were reaching hungrily toward it. “Won’t that be too much competition?”

“Probably, but not for a while,” Trindade answered. “The two are still smaller than the original—but I’d expect to see one of them start to creep in a month or so.”

Ista nodded. “Do you think a vetch did that?” It was as close as she dared come to asking why Trindade thought they might find Erramun’s vetch here. The hypothecary guarded her sources jealously, even from her apprentice.

“I think it’s possible,” Trindade answered, and leaned over the dome again. “The marks, the way it’s broken out—see, there? That looks like a vetch’s fry code.”

Ista squinted at the place Trindade indicated, but could see nothing more than dead code. She hesitated, wondering if she could say that, and a red light flared in the string compass’s display.

“A vetch,” Trindade exclaimed, in almost the same moment. “Subjective west, nine o’clock.”

Ista swung the beetle obediently, and saw the faunal program rolling down on them across the featureless plane. It was the biggest vetch she’d ever seen—one of the biggest hammals—a massive, trilobate sphere with all its defensive subroutines in full display, writhing spines forming and vanishing in the greenish haze that surrounded and obscured its shape. “What the hell—?” she began, and Trindade shook her head.

“Get the betterfly on line. Now. I’ll take control.”

Ista worked her own controls, calling the sleeping hammal from its place in the lens’ compressed storage, saw it pop into existence beside the beetle. Trindade controlled its instinctive reach for the nearest program—the VALMUL lens—and swung it toward the vetch, unfurling the first of its trap routines in the same smooth movement.

“Keep the lens steady,” she said, frowning at the image. “What’s gotten it so upset…?”

Her voice trailed off as the trap routine slid smoothly across the plane, came to a stop almost directly in the vetch’s path. Ista held her breath, willing the larger hammal not to see the hair-thin filaments that wove a black tangle across the plane in front of it, but the vetch slowed, spikes waving now in a concerted search pattern. Ista glanced at Trindade, but the hypothecary was smiling, and her hands moved easily on her controls. A second routine unfurled, this one bright, glittering gold against the dark of the plane. She launched it expertly, so that it fell behind the vetch, and the vetch lurched forward in response, directly into the tangle stand in front of it. The vetch convulsed, the haze that had enclosed it exploding in a flash of light that would have overpowered the sensory rack of most other hammals. Ista flinched, and Trindade snapped, “Steady.”

Ista froze her hands on the controls, checking her position against the string compass, and was relieved to see that the location numbers had shifted only by a single digit. “Sorry,” she said, but Trindade ignored her, her attention fixed on the program in front of her.

At her command, a second routine unreeled from the betterfly, a waving, amorphous cloud of color that floated slowly toward the vetch. The vetch’s spikes trembled at its approach, then struck, one after the other, tearing long holes in the cloud. They reformed behind the spikes, the colors a little paler, but still strong, and the spikes struck again. They were shorter now, Ista realized, drained by their own attack, and even as she thought that, the cloud slid smoothly over the vetch, the spikes now too short to penetrate its surface. Through the multicolored veil, Ista could see the vetch’s movement slow, grinding down to a complete halt.

“There,” Trindade said, and there was no mistaking the satisfaction in her voice. “Now we just have to record it.” Her hands moved as she spoke, and the betterfly moved closer to the encapsulated vetch, the tangle stand vanishing as it passed. She touched more controls, and the betterfly came to a stop with its leading edge just touching the cloud of color. As Ista watched, the cloud, and the vetch within it, began to fade, not toward the white of death, but toward the static-grey of a copy-and-delete.

“I wonder what had it so upset,” she said aloud, and Trindade shrugged.

“I don’t know. There isn’t much that can annoy a vetch—”

She broke off abruptly, and in the same moment another red light flared on the string compass’s display. Ista swung the beetle toward it, and caught her breath. In the middle distance, perhaps halfway between the broken reef and the horizon, a shape she had never seen before floated slowly over the plane. It was roughly hexagonal in shape, but each hexagon enclosed another, and then a third and a fourth, each banded in vivid shades of purple and gold. A vivid red-orange cube hung in its center, joined to the inner hexagon of its three corners, and a blue-and-black toothed circle—an adapted vortext, Ista thought, fighting for rationality, a vortext to act as a mouth to break up the code it catches—spun lazily in the center of the inner hexagon, almost hidden by the cube.

“Stay still,” Trindade said. “Stay very still.”

Ista held her breath as though the distant hammal could hear her, as though she weren’t standing in Trindade’s shop a world away from the creature in the dome. The hot orange cube shifted on its supports, seemed to sniff the air, but then it turned, slow but graceful, pivoting around the hexagon’s currently lowest point, and vanished behind the reef.

“Back to the gate,” Trindade said. “Make your best speed.”

Ista touched her controls, raising the speed to maximum, and set the beetle to retrace its course. “What is it?”

“That,” Trindade said, grimly, “was a mandaleon.”

Ista looked up sharply, and Trindade nodded.

“Oh, yes. I haven’t seen one on these nets in years.”

Ista glanced at the string compass again, searching for any sign of the warning icons—though if it was a mandaleon, she thought, the compass’s system probably wouldn’t do much good. Mandaleons were some of the most complex fauna ever to have appeared on the wildnets, top predators, completely useless to the program breeders and in fact a danger to the lesser fauna that the breeders used to replenish their own stock. If there was a mandaleon loose on the Company nets, some people were going to be extremely unhappy.

“Do we tell the Company minders?” she asked, and risked a look away from the dome in time to see Trindade smile.

“Ah, that’s always the question, isn’t it?” She sighed. “Yes, I’ll tell them. Though I hate to do it, I like to see the big fauna around. To my mind, it’s the sign of a healthy wildnet. But I’d like to keep my license.”

Ista nodded, steering the beetle back around the last chogsets that were still squabbling over fragments of the fairweather. There wasn’t much left of it beyond the last fading bits that were too small to interest even the chogsets, and she swung the beetle wider still. She understood Trindade’s point of view—the wildnets were an environment of their own, subject to quasievolutionary pressures; if a wildnet could produce larger fauna like the mandaleon, it should be allowed to do so, because it was pointless to try to eliminate something that had a place in the invisible ecosystem—but at the same time, she had enough friends from her time at the Company school to know that the Company was desperately and reasonably afraid of contamination. It was an old argument, and one that didn’t seem likely to be resolved in her lifetime.

“Warning,” the mechanical voice said from the secondary console. “Full scan is now required. Stop here for reading.”

Ista brought the beetle to a halt. “Send confirmation package two.”

“Confirming,” the mechanical voice answered, and Trindade lifted her hands from her own controls.

“Good, it’s going through. I’ll take over from here, though; it’s almost time you were home.”

“I’d like to stay,” Ista said. “I’d like to finish up.”

“You know how to do that,” Trindade answered. “And I promised your mother to have you downstation on time this week.”

“She’s not my mother.”

It was the wrong thing to say, even if it was true. Trindade frowned, and waved the girl away from the oracle’s controls. “She’s as close as you’ve got—as close as you may ever get—and Travellers respect their parents.”

When Trindade invoked Traveller custom in that tone, there was no arguing with her. Ista sighed, and stepped back from the oracle, letting Trindade take her place at the control rosette.

“All right,” she said. “I’m going.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Trindade said. “You can help me prep the vetch before Erramun collects it.”

That was something, at least, and Ista nodded.

“You did a nice job,” Trindade went on. “Not being startled by the mandaleon—you have the makings of a hypothecary, I think.”

That, from Trindade, was unprecedented praise. Ista blinked, startled, and then, as the words sunk in, grinned. That made up for being dismissed, made up for having to return downstation to her almost-mother and her second job running the counters in Barabell’s Bubble. She slung her trapata back up onto her shoulder, still grinning, and slipped out into the Midway Plaza.
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Bestla was an ordinary planet, like enough to Earth in the important things, gravity and atmosphere and length of day, and by Federation standards an ordinary colony. It existed to service the system’s jump point, which was a good one, relatively close in, and omnidirectional, with direct-line calculations that would take the FTLships either to Caranom at the heart of the expanding Isean Sector, or to NewHome, the primary transshipment point for the Earth Sector. Port Montas—which was the planet’s only city, except for a few farming settlements on the Funteral Plain and an oil-rig cluster that no one had given a name beyond the descriptive “Drill-head”—handled the consequences of that trade: the actual transfers, the switching of cargoes and hardened STLships from one massive FTLship to another, took place in orbit well beyond Bestla-four’s twin moons, managed from the moonbases and the temporary orbitals which were the oldest human construction in the system, still going strong seventy years after the Settlement crews had bolted them together. Port Montas dealt with ships and money, the former at the sprawling spaceport and in the orbiting repair docks, the latter in the towering bank complexes and the volatile credit market that occupied the entire ground floor of the Trafton Exchange at the heart of the city center.

It was the port that had brought Rangsey Justin to Bestla in the first place—Rangsey7 Justin he’d been then, with a full set of implants and a reputation for being good with strangers. He had been working on an STLship, swapping skillbases with the others in the technical sections, when the VMU had popped alignment and even the chief engineer chip couldn’t handle it, and they’d had to bring the ship in, actually land on Bestla, for repairs. The owners had been furious, claimed negligence and searched the ship’s computers for wild programs and then for faulty pedigrees, and while they’d waited for the matter to work its way through the police files and then the courts, he’d met a man and decided to stay.

The rest of the crew thought he was crazy—they’d been heartily sick of Port Montas within a week, sick of the city and the company and living on kin and friends because there was no work and no official charity, sick even of the long and perfect summer, the placid sky and the low slow-growing plants that mocked the stone and steel and fumes of the city—but he’d been fresh in love and there was a place open for a translator, the first job he’d ever had that didn’t come with a chip or a skillbase. True enough, the skillbases and the chips that carried them had been an elegant solution to a complex problem: how to bridge the gap between human brains and the machines they had created and could no longer easily control, when the programs bred for just that function could no longer be trusted. Over time, however, the convenience—no new programs to breed, just a set of experiences to compile into a skillbase and then rely on the human user to smooth over the inevitable gaps in the chip’s judgment—increased the need, and increased, too, the number of jobs that were run solely from the chips, and the Union was born to protect the pool of users. Even when programs were available, purpose-bred and carefully tested, it was often cheaper, and felt safer, in the aftermath of the Crashes, to rely instead on the chips and their human users. The chips defined the Union, let a worker slip easily from one job to another, swapping skills with each chip, the only talent intrinsic to the worker being the ability to read the chip’s idiosyncrasies. The absence of a chip for this new job reminded him daily how alien he’d become.

The job was in External Affairs: his new lover had gotten him the place, a favor from one branch of Service to another, but he liked the work, and the work liked him, as did most of his colleagues, who were more used than most Bestlans to Union folk. And Eight-Jane, MKW 8JN where his new love lived, was alive with music and clubs, Transport and Arts-Service people living layered with Union folk from the repair lines and at least one homebound Traveller band, and he’d been determined to be happy, no matter how hard he had to work at it. Living with a cop had never been easy, either, and no matter what Tarasov said, the Technical Squaddies were a kind of cop, subject to that discipline and that code. But most of all he was still Union, marked by the silver disks of the IPUs in the corners of his eyes and the sockets in his wrists and neck even more than by his brown skin and his Colored accent, and there were times, especially lately, when he wondered if he’d made the right decision.

“Inspection,” Tarasov said, his voice tight, and Rangsey reached for his shirt, suppressing a groan and the complaint that went with it. Why today, why not a better time? But of course there never was a better time, and he rolled out of the low bed as a second figure appeared in the stairwell, glad he’d had enough warning to conceal his most obvious implants. The tail of the shirt barely covered his ass, and he rummaged hastily in the wall bags for the rest of his clothes.

“Lucyne Corazon, Inspector First, General Inspectorate,” a neutral, familiar voice said, and a hand waved an ID folder under his nose. He recognized the hand as well—thin bones, crooked middle finger, nails kept short and scrupulously clean—and nodded, kept his back to them all as he pulled on his trousers.

“And Inspector Second Mabushi.” Lucyne snapped the folder closed again, a practiced gesture, and took her hand away.

Rangsey fastened the waistband of the trousers and turned to face them, perversely glad that the first thing that had come to hand was a ragged pair of karabels. This was one of the things he hated about Tarasov’s position, and it did no good to remind himself, as Tarasov always reminded him, that Line Patrol had to put up with it every month. Investigators, especially those assigned to the specialty squads, got to entertain the local Inspector once a month, and only suffered the surprise inspections once a quarter. But they still had to do it, let the inspection team search the apartment and the attached virtual spaces, or lose Tarasov’s job.

“Boyfriend?” Mabushi said, sounding bored. Rangsey glanced at him, startled—most of the inspectorate knew about him and Tarasov; Port Montas was still a relatively small city, and Eight-Jane was a hotbed of gossip—but the stocky man was looking at Tarasov.

“Contracted partner,” Tarasov answered, and, in spite of the hour and the company, Rangsey saw the corners of his eyes tighten, suppressed laughter, and felt his own mouth twitch in response. It did sound like a disease—I contracted a partner a couple years ago, haven’t been able to shake him since—but the humor died as Mabushi swivelled to face him, oracle in hand. Not that the inspector needed the machine’s confirmation—or if he did, Rangsey thought, Lucyne should get herself a new second. The IPUs were obvious, glittering in his eyes, and his wristports would be as clearly visible, the tattooed scrollwork surrounding them turning them into ornament. If Mabushi wanted confirmation, though, the oracle would note the skillbox tucked into the muscles of his chest and the molecular wires that ran beneath his skin, linking all the internal systems into a coherent whole. Even as he thought that, he saw Mabushi’s face change, taking on the faint familiar contempt that most Service people—most citizens, for that matter—felt for for mechanized.

Lucyne said, “Scan, Andraa?” Her voice was still mild, the neutrality she wore like armor at the monthly meetings, but Mabushi’s eyes dropped instantly to the oracle’s tiny screen.

“Nothing.”

Lucyne nodded—Rangsey suspected she would have given exactly the same nod if Mabushi’s oracle had detected the power-sign of an illegal breeder-comp, or a ten-kilo stash of the finest double-joy—and made a note on her own datapad. “You can go on dressing, citizen,” she said, to Rangsey, and he made a face, glancing over the loft’s half-wall to the clock display above the mediascreen downstairs. They weren’t quite late, not yet, but would be by the time they’d finished with all the formalities.

“I need a shower,” he said, and Lucyne nodded again.

“Go ahead. Inspector Mabushi will go with you.”

“Haven’t you checked the bathroom yet?” Rangsey asked, and out of the corner of his eye saw Tarasov’s frown.

“Regulations,” Lucyne answered, placid as ever, and Rangsey suppressed his automatic response. Instead, he motioned for Mabushi to precede him down the narrow stairs, and then waited while the stocky man turned the full range of the oracle’s scan on the tiny bathroom.

“You ever been in the Territories?” Mabushi asked, and Rangsey gave him a startled glance. The Territories were the systems, mostly in the old Santellena Sector and a few from the fringes of the Fuyan Sector, that had broken off from the Federation a hundred years ago, after the Crash of ’Sixty-Two. The Territories let their programs breed freely, regardless of the consequences; they were the source of most of the unpedigreed faunal programs and most illegal broodstock. They were subject to heavy quarantine, and only a few Union folk and Travellers passed the borders regularly. Many of them were at least part-time smugglers: the question had not been meant in friendship.

“Once when I was ten,” Rangsey answered. He had been frightened and fascinated all at once, terrified of the older kids’ stories of an invisible world that seemed far more dangerous than the one he knew, every computer a potential gateway for its lurking hammals, but at the same time amazed at the people who worked in that world and walked the streets like ordinary people, marked only by the bright disks of the eyeline IPUs, the same implants that his mother wore, and all their kin. He had wanted to explore, but all the ship kids had been kept under close watch, and later he had overheard the adults bragging that they hadn’t lost a single crew member on that stopover.

“Oh?” Mabushi managed to put a remarkable amount of skepticism into the single syllable, and Rangsey shook himself back from the memories of seen and hidden worlds.

“Check your records,” he answered—he had dealt with that tactic before, had used it himself—and looked at the other man’s oracle.

“All clear,” Mabushi said reluctantly, and Rangsey stepped past him.

At least the room was too small to hold more than one adult. Rangsey left the door open a few centimeters, enough to satisfy the letter of the Code, showered and shaved with absent efficiency, glad of the hot water and the steam that warmed the otherwise unheated space. He was stripping out the protective plugs when Tarasov tapped on the door.

“Can you be ready in twenty minutes? I’m supposed to be on morning duty.”

Rangsey suppressed a sigh—it was his day for the runabout; Tarasov would pick up a podcycle from the departmental pool before he went on duty, but that meant he had to drive Tarasov to the precinct house first. He left the plugs on the main ledge, well aware of Mabushi’s sidelong stare, fascination and disgust equally mixed, and went back up the narrow stairs. Lucyne was still there, her own oracle out now, adaptor attaching it to the computer’s second console, and he could see the flicker of lights that meant a random download was in progress. Tarasov swore that you got used to the idea of people reading your notes—hell, checking your game scores, things as innocuous and potentially embarrassing as that—swore too that it was necessary, that this was the only way you could be sure that cops like himself, with access to all sorts of strange places and programs, wouldn’t be tempted to sell them on the black market, but Rangsey bit down hard on a familiar anger. He controlled it, and reached into the wall bags for a workday tunic. He left the karabels and the waffle-weave pullover—one of the advantages in working for External Affairs was that one was not bound by the Service dress code, official or unofficial—and shrugged the soft wool over his head. The fabric settled comfortably on his shoulders, falling to mid-thigh, a subtly variegated sweep of dark golds, and he sat on the end of the bed to pull on his working boots. Lucyne aimed her oracle at the wall behind him, glanced at her screen, and went down the stairs without another word.

Rangsey tugged the blankets into place over the disordered sheets—neatness counted—and followed, stuffing his pocketbook and a handful of loose coin into his pockets, and found Tarasov completing the last formalities with Lucyne. Mabushi, standing at his superior’s shoulder, one pace to the left and rear as befitted his lower rank, was still looking around the cluttered apartment, but he saw Rangsey watching, and stared instead into the kitchen alcove. Rangsey could hear the hiss as the boiler reached the end of its cycle, but ignored it, watched as Tarasov accepted the data wafer that was this quarter’s certification and held it beneath the field of his monocular. His brows drew together in concentration as he read, but then he nodded, shoved the monocular back into a pocket and handed the wafer back to Lucyne. She fed it to the oracle, returned it with the red square of her official chop glowing against the dark plastic.

“Thank you, Investigator,” she said, as emotionless as if she had never met them before, never mind had tea and cookies one offday afternoon every month for the last four years. “Citizen.”

Rangsey returned her nod, and waited for the door to close behind them before he turned to the subsiding boiler. “Instant or leaf?”

“Instant,” Tarasov answered, with some bitterness, and went to the comsat terminal. He touched a button, lighting the screen, and said, “System: prime line access. Code four-one, Anjait4 Ketty, voice and screen.”

Rangsey turned away, rummaging in the cool cupboard for a stabilized pastry, stuck it into the cooker, and gave the thick, smoky instant a final dubious stir. Behind him, he could hear Tarasov leaving his message—I’ll be late, got hit with the quarterly inspection this morning, touch base when I get there—and shut it out of his mind along with the anger, concentrating on his own caseload. At least he wasn’t expected until ten, though he’d lost his chance at the hour’s quiet computer time he’d planned for, and then he would be on call for any translations from Union patois until midshift. The cooker pinged, and he retrieved the pastry, bit cautiously into the hot center, burned the roof of his mouth anyway on the sweet-sour filling. He swore, mouth full, recognized the source of the anger in the nick of time, and managed not to swear again.

Tarasov gave him a look, half wary, half truculent. “I told you this was part of the job,” he said, and reached for his own cup.

“Yeah, you told me,” Rangsey answered. “Don’t give me shit, Sein, I didn’t say a word.”

He stood braced, ready to continue the too-familiar argument, but this time Tarasov relaxed slowly, looked away, faint apology. “No. And thanks.”

“You’re going to be late,” Rangsey said, and poured the rest of his instant down the drain.
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They went out through the narrow glasshouse that let the landlord call the first floor a garden flat. Tarasov paused at the door to redirect a portion of their heat allowance to the straggling plants that filled the shelves—better cold living space than to lose the vegetables—and Rangsey went on into the garage to start the runabout. Tarasov followed, locking the doors carefully behind him, climbed awkwardly into the runabout just in time to see Rangsey fit the patch cord into a wrist socket. He felt his face tighten in spite of himself, in spite of knowing better, knew, too, that Rangsey saw, and lifted both hands in silent surrender. They would go faster with Rangsey linked directly to the city grid; it was just that he hated to see his lover doing what should be a program’s job. That wasn’t all it was, of course, and he suppressed the wish that the other man would, just once, make more of an effort to fit in, suppressed, too, the familiar shame at the thought. Rangsey was Union, mechanized and legitimately proud of it, society couldn’t manage without him and people like him, but they had both seen the look in the new inspector’s face—what was his name, anyway?—and Tarasov knew, with tired familiarity, that he would be fighting that contempt for the rest of the day, if not longer.

“All in?” Rangsey asked, voice tight, and one finger twitched, flicking a virtual switch. The door slid back, ice rattling from the roof to shatter like glass on the ramp.

“All set,” Tarasov answered, hearing the same tension in himself, and the runabout slipped easily out into the street, Rangsey’s hands and fingers moving in response to the pulses of the city traffic grid. Tarasov looked sideways, wanting to say something, but Rangsey’s eyes were intent and elsewhere, focussed on cues only he could see, and Tarasov looked away again as they swung onto the boulevard. Steam scattered beneath the runabout’s wheels, rising from the heating coils beneath the pavement, and Tarasov glanced automatically at the weatherstick on top of Central Transfer. The column of light glowed blue beneath its fringed cap of ice: no change.

Rangsey brought the runabout to an expert stop at the edge of the pavement, so that the passenger door opened onto the section of sidewalk that had been chipped free of ice. A couple of men in the bulky, bright-blue snowsuits that marked a work-release crew were still chopping at the quarter-meter-thick sheet, the long winter’s snow compacted. The heavy, bright-orange tracker anklets seemed to glow against the blue fabric, and Tarasov wondered what the city would find to do with its prisoners once summer came. Probably ship them down to the city-run farms south of the Dias, he decided. He seemed to remember seeing them there last summer, but that was almost three years ago.

“When are you off-shift?” Rangsey asked, and Tarasov leaned back into the warmth of the runabout.

“I’m scheduled off at six, but I’ll probably have to work another hour to make up for being late. I’ll call you, OK? Or maybe Ketty can give me a lift.”

Rangsey nodded. “Whichever.” His hands moved on the controls, fractional shifts of fingers that produced a cascade of light and symbol across the display board, but Tarasov didn’t move.

“Look, Edgade’s at the Goose tonight. You want to go?”

For a minute, he thought he’d guessed wrong, that he’d pushed Rangsey over the edge into genuine fury, but then the brown face eased into a smile.

“Yeah. Assuming neither one of us gets picked for overtime.”

And that was an ordinary and reasonable complaint. Tarasov nodded, matching the other’s smile, and leaned back, letting the door fall closed. Rangsey’s hands moved again, and the runabout slid smoothly into the traffic stream, the purr of its engine loud in the cold air. The prisoners were watching, leaning on the heavy ice choppers. Tarasov ignored them, the live eyes in the dulled, expressionless faces, and went on into the building.

The inner door sealed behind him with a hiss, and he loosened his parka in the warm glow of the lights. The lobby was crowded with plants—mostly imported; the local vegetation spent at least half the planetary year dormant and leafless, and was ugly besides—and the beds were placed with elaborate casualness to screen the information kiosks and the security nodes. This late in the morning, the place was less busy than usual, just a woman in coveralls on her knees by one of the beds, a thin probe buried deep in the soil. Most of the employees would already be at their stations, and, looking around, he wasn’t surprised to see mostly Trade people waiting by the various info-nodes. It was usually Trade who got caught using feral programs; the corporations were more conservative, and better at covering their tracks. None of the people looked particularly happy to be dealing with Central Investigation—for which I can hardly blame them, Tarasov thought, and moved on toward the lift cylinders at the rear of the lobby.

The Technical Squad had three floors in the middle of the building. Tarasov displayed his ID to the lift scanner and then again to the half-armored guard at the barrier, and ducked through the narrow door into the maze of cubicles. Things looked busier than usual—all the dispatch bunkers were in use, and a low murmur of conversation spilled from both the live meeting rooms—and he wondered abruptly if something had breached the firewalls and gotten loose in the city’s protected net. He dismissed that thought almost as soon as it was formed. If anything like that had happened, he would have been called before this: he still remembered being wakened at three in the morning to help deal with a worm that had somehow crossed the firewalls and had succeeded in clogging a good tenth of the net before they’d figured out how to delete it. Still, something was obviously going on, and he hoped he’d at least get to check his messages before he encountered the supervisor. He made it to his cubicle without seeing DiChong, and ducked into the shelter of the foam-grey walls with some relief.

Ketty Anjait—Anjait4 Ketty—was already at her station, the double screens lit in front of her, but her helmet was discarded on the desk beside her, and she looked up as he came in. “Morning. How was inspection?”

Tarasov shrugged. “They signed the chit.” He freed himself from his parka and scarf, hung them gracelessly on the hook behind his chair. “What’s going on?” He switched on his own machine as he spoke, ran his ID under the sensor eye and typed in the first of his passwords without waiting to sit down.

“FTL came in from Audumla last night,” Anjait4 answered, her fingers still busy on an old-fashioned touchpad. “One of the littleships picked up a string of lifepods and short-haul tugs halfway out to the jump orbit, they had to bring them with them or miss their lift.”

Tarasov swung away from his quickening screen, ignoring the message files that blossomed behind him. “Audumla?”

“NSMCo—the Night Sky Mine people. It’s their system.” Anjait4 touched a final invisible key, and turned to face him, pushing her headset away from her ears. “Word is, it was pirates.”

Tarasov lifted an eyebrow at that—from the activity in the other cubicles, he had been expecting something serious, not patent melodrama—and Anjait4 grinned.

“Well, that’s what the people from the pods said, according to the Port Patrol’s prelim report. My feeling is, they’re still arguing who
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