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Chapter 1


  

  



  The alto sax cries sweetly just before dawn. Music blankets the streets like soft snow, tucking the downwarren in for sleep. Telling the last stragglers of the night it’s time to go home, to leave an empty space before the beginning of the day. To leave a place for the music, for the old slow Delta blues that creep into the cracks in the pavement, into the cracks of the soul.


       The music is alone in the dark. Melody drifts through open windows and into dreams. An improv line rides the magnetic index of the night, dancing syncopated against the steady rhythm of the databeam.


       Nothing is left untouched by one heartbreak-pretty song. And then the sky fades to blue as the last notes taper away.


       The blind jazzman packs up the sax and melts into the rhythms that will carry the city through the day along with the memory of the tune.


  



       Cecilie didn’t know how she was going to eat dinner, and then her mother would notice and would make her tell. And after she told them, her parents would pull her apprentice agreement from Sept-Fortune. Then she would have to find some other thing to do, to learn, to make up for the fifty work-blocks a month that her parents collected from her apprentice pay. That would be the end of the world, Cecilie thought. But she sat still, as still as the lace curtains and the matching lace tablecloth, her face as white as the starched napkin in her lap.


       Dinner smelled good. Her mother settled a bowl of roasted peppers and eggplant in the middle of the table, next to the pasta. And in the kitchen waited thin sliced veal in lemon butter, and salad and pears.


       Cecilie was hungry and not hungry. Her stomach had churned so badly during the day that she could hardly face dinner. Her mother sat down and her father poured the wine. Bowls passed to her and she spooned fragrant food onto her plate and stared at it.


       She didn’t know if she could do what was ordered. The thing was unthinkable, and yet she had been told today that it was the only route to her promotion. She didn’t know if she was going to have to tell them or if she was going to die inside.


       Suddenly she understood about Luisa now. Luisa had been two years ahead of her at Sept-Fortune. When Cecilie had turned sixteen and become a full apprentice, Luisa had been up for senior and very excited. Senior apprentices got real jobs and much more pay and were allowed to wear whatever they liked to the Sept-House.


       Then and now, Cecilie utterly loathed the plain grey skirt and white blouse and navy blue blazer that was the uniform for apprentices at Sept-Fortune. At least when she was sixteen she had been permitted to abandon the childish navy blue kneesocks and flat shoes, so now she wore proper hose and low navy pumps.


       While the uniform was hideous and humiliating, what was worse was that they were not to go masked while they wore it. Only freshly scrubbed faces revealed to the street, to any passing stranger who looked at them and studied their schoolgirl features.


       Luisa had been so excited, Cecilie remembered. They had gone shopping for new clothes at the expensive shops, where Sept credit went a long way. And Luisa had bought a mask, a real grown-up mask of rose-bronze watered silk with a gold filigree pattern on one cheek.


       Cecilie remembered the day Luisa had gone crazy, the day she had run shrieking out into the courtyard and her mother had to be called from work. And even Luisa’s mother could do nothing at all and had begun to cry and wring her hands. The ambulance had come and Luisa had been caught and tied and sedated and taken away. No one knew anything about her.


       The younger girls in Cecilie’s year had wanted to send her flowers or candy. Cecilie had always been the brave one and she had asked Signora Tima if they could visit and perhaps cheer Luisa up. And when she was coming back.


       Even now Cecilie could recall the perfect stillness in the room, the heavy scent of furniture polish mixed with dying cream-colored roses stuck in a glass vase on Signora’s desk. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” Signora Tima had said gently but firmly. “Luisa is not at home. She’s in Santa Clara’s. The nuns say it is stress that broke her, and it is best if she is not reminded of the demands of her time here.”


       Cecilie had nodded, wondering what kind of sudden stress could make Luisa lose her mind. Only the most helpless cases went to Santa Clara’s. That must mean even her own family could not keep her at home and sane. It was terrible.


       And now Cecilie knew the reason and she could feel it tearing her apart inside. She envied Luisa. Being crazy was much better than having to make this choice, do what Signora Tima had insisted was merely a test.


       She had sat in the same ivory moire chair that she had when she had inquired about Luisa. This time the roses were pale peach and not quite in full bloom. The top of Signora’s desk was a brilliantly polished expanse of rosewood that shimmered like satin and was inlaid around the edges with something lighter.


       Signora had kept her waiting. It was late afternoon, almost time to go home, by the time Signora got to her. Cecilie concentrated on sitting respectfully, her ankles crossed, her back straight, not leaning on the chair. She had waited nearly an hour and was scared and curious at the same time.


       Maybe Signora was going to throw her out. Maybe her latest work was not acceptable. Maybe one of the girls had told about how she had acted at the Sept-San Marco party last week and had played with the two most appealing young men there.


       Or maybe this was the summons she had been waiting for, that she was to become a senior apprentice and get to wear her own clothes and choose her own jobs from the approved list on the board. Secretly she hoped it was true. It would mean that she was the first of her year. While Julietta and Valentina were dear friends, she would be very pleased to make senior first.


       Finally Signora Tima came in from her private inner office and sat down behind the desk. “Cecilie, your work has been excellent to this point. Your tutors have all recommended that you are ready to test for senior apprentice status.”


       Cecilie couldn’t keep the smile from spreading across her face. “Thank you, Signora.”


       The head of the student program nodded in acknowledgment. And then her face became impassive. “The test itself, though, is not an easy thing. You know how we completed the security contract for the Bank of North America last year. You are to break into that system, get through our own key codes, and bring out the names of the bank’s principals and their ownership percentages.”


       Cecilie could not believe what she had heard. This was not possible. To break security—especially security that Sept-Fortune had created! It was immoral. It was evil. She had been taught above all things that the Septs insured that the security of the business sector remained inviolate. That the power of the Septs rested only on how well they could perform this function.


       To break security? No! Cecilie unfolded her hands and steadied herself against the edge of the desk. Maybe it was a test.


       “I wouldn’t break security,” she said firmly. “It’s against everything the Sept, my family and society have ever taught me.”


       Cecilie expected to see Signora’s face soften. Surely the older woman was going to praise her fine sense of duty and explain that that was what the test had been all about.


       It didn’t happen. Signora sighed and leaned back in her silk-covered chair. “Cecilie, you must understand that this isn’t really breaking security as you might interpret it. This is a test of our own system, how we’ve put it into place, how good a job we’ve done for the client. This hurts the client in no way. The bank will never know that you’ve breached the key. But we need to test our own work, and we need to test your ingenuity and expertise.”


       The bank will never know, Cecilie thought, unless I fail. Then I’ll set off every tracer the design team loaded and I’ll be put on trial and the Sept…


       She looked at Signora’s face again and knew the answer. The Sept would not acknowledge her. Ever. If she screwed up she went down solo. If she got in and out and brought the proof demanded, the Sept would have an audit trail on her anyway. All her life they would own her. They would be able to turn over the proof of her activity to the authorities and have her licenses pulled and perhaps get her thrown in jail.


       No wonder Luisa had gone crazy. For a moment Santa Clara’s was a very tempting thought. No more decisions, no more pain. Just quiet nuns and white walls and drugs to freeze the thoughts that made this life abomination.


       Up until this exact moment she had always thought she wanted to belong to Sept-Fortune. What better life could she have? On top of work that consumed her there was the prestige and wealth that went with one of the most powerful Septs on the island. And there was the Sept-House itself, a beautiful palazzo with silk on all the walls and handmade carpets on the tiled floors. When she passed her Mastery in the Sept she would even have an apartment here, six rooms all to herself and much nicer than anything she could possibly afford in the city alone.


       If she chose to stay in Venice, of course. Her parents had only permitted her to apply to the Septs that had student programs in Venice, and while Sept-Fortune had Houses around the world, there were only apprentice programs here and in the Vancouver House. Though sometimes Cecilie thought about taking some exotic assignments in the Fortune Houses in Singapore, or Bombay or maybe São Paulo. Many of the younger members went from location to location for several years, until they were ready to settle down. The thought excited Cecilie. There were so many possibilities open in the future. As long as the future was Sept-Fortune.


       Everything, everything was tied in to her career here. She was eighteen—too old to apprentice anywhere else, and suspect besides. At her age she should have a skill or be in university. Otherwise she had nothing at all.


       The old bell from the top of the Pietà building rang seven and the choir, the oldest and most notable in the city, began their final evening song. Tonight it was Bach, something cool and complex to close down the day.


       Signora shook her head and closed her eyes. “You may have until tomorrow to decide, Cecilie. Do not bother to return unless you are ready to take this test. Unless you are ready to make a true commitment to us.” And with a wave of the old woman’s hand she was dismissed.


       She hadn’t felt like chattering with Julietta and Valentina, down at the stairs where the vaporetti stopped every day and picked up the apprentices and journeymen from the island where many of the older Septs had their Venice Houses. So she had dragged around the street, her eyes on the ground, hearing the laughter from the dock. Everyone else was going home, hungry for supper and eager for the evening ahead. Everyone but her.


       She lingered until it was time for the last vaporetto to go. Only a few journeymen shared it with her, all of them properly dressed and masked to enter the city from the Sept island. On the island it was safer. Everyone was Sept or choir or made glass. On the mainland there was only suspicion of those who made the island trip daily. Cecilie wished she could hide behind the decency of a mask; she was certain that her misery and shame showed plainly. Julietta had always said that she couldn’t keep a secret and couldn’t tell a lie, that her face was as easy to read as the morning news.


       At least when she got home Mama was already very busy in the kitchen and Papa was on with her older sister, Mena, who had married and moved out just last year. She was able to yell hello and slip into the bathroom and wash before anyone saw her. Maybe she could scrub some of the guilt and indecision away before she had to face anyone with talk about her day.


       She sat in front of her plate, full of colorful peppers and pasta, her mouth unable to work. Papa was telling about Mena’s phone call, but Cecilie could barely make sense of the sounds. Only one thing occupied her mind, and that thing churned around and would leave her no peace.


       “And so, Cecilie, how was your day?” her mother asked, as she did every night just after the meat was served.


       Cecilie’s mind was blank. She shrugged. “It was a day. I’ll be testing for senior apprentice soon.”


       Her mother sighed. “Then you’ll need all new clothes. I don’t suppose you’ve saved anything out of your allowance for that.”


       Cecilie blinked. “But I have, Mama. You know I have a positive account. I haven’t spent much since I started earning.”


       “Yes,” her father said. “Cecilie has been very responsible with her money. I’m proud of you, that you didn’t go and waste it all on going out and restaurants and hairdressers and fake nails like too many young girls. That Valentina, for example. She must be pushing negative numbers, with that new Vespa and the nails every week.”


       Cecilie didn’t comment. She didn’t do her nails like Valentina because her father disapproved so deeply, and because she thought it looked silly on Valentina while they still had to wear the uniform; she didn’t have a Vespa because Valentina shared, and often picked her up when they were going out for coffee or to one of the Brother-Septs. It seemed so simple and obvious and so ridiculous for conversation.


       Any conversation seemed inane. She tried to unstick her tongue in her mouth and say something. Her parents could help her, would tell her not to do something so vile as to crack her own Sept’s security code. They would get angry; her father would be very righteous and her mother would tell her that there was no reason she should ever return to Sept-Fortune again. She could get a perfectly good job in her uncle’s shop, selling glass to the tourists. She spoke five languages. That was worth something.


       Language was essential to Sept training. What good was information if you couldn’t understand it? And her mother had pushed her to this apprenticeship so young simply for the languages involved. “No matter what you do in your life, even if you never do Sept work, you will have those languages. You could become a tour guide on Murano, or teach languages, or work in Uncle’s shop. You can do almost anything if you have languages.”


       Now the idea of being a tour guide or working in a shop made her want to gag. She was too highly skilled, too valuable, worth too much. She didn’t want to live at home until she married, as Mena had, with all the rules and curfews and Mama and Papa interrogating her friends when they came to call.


       Somehow she managed to nod and make the right noises while her mother gave her advice on her new wardrobe, where she ought to shop, what colors she ought to consider, what magazines she should study and how she ought to divide her budget for skirts and shoes and earrings. Her father chimed in at the mention of money, insisting that it was better to buy a few good pieces than a lot that was cheap. Yesterday this topic would have delighted her. Now, as Mama compared the various boutiques and planned a strategy, Cecilie could barely listen. She didn’t know if she would survive to go out next Wednesday. It only made her more nervous.


       Finally her father ended it. “The girl will want to go with her friends,” he stated. “And she needs to learn to do these things by herself. She’s going to be on her own soon, a journeyman at the Sept, and maybe get her own apartment with those girls.”


       At which her mother began to cry and her father apologized and Cecilie was able to slip out and into her own room. She closed the door and tried to find some calm. Her room had always soothed her. It was spare and small, stuffed animals on the bed and a shelf of porcelain-faced dolls that had once belonged to a great-great-grandmother her only concessions to frivolity. The apartment was high enough that she had a good view of the sky, now streaked with the liquid colors of the oncoming night. She had always loved this time of day, this place. The quiet was like that at the Sept-House or a convent, the silence of thought or the careful structure of Bach sung by one of the great choirs. Something deep where she could curl between the layers and be lost.


       No comfort existed in the little room. No quiet could soothe the chattering in her head. Do it. Don’t do it. It is wrong. You have no choice. You will live with having done wrong all your life, you will know that everything you do and think and work at is dirty. You will have no life at all if you do not do it. You will have to become a shopgirl and sell things to tourists and pretend that you are ordinary. And besides, maybe you won’t get caught. Maybe you can do this and deliver the goods and never have to do anything terrible again.


       It isn’t even so bad, really. It isn’t like I’m collecting data that could hurt our clients. It isn’t like I’m going to sell it to their enemies. I’m just part of the security-testing system, is all. Even if I get caught all I have to do is explain that Sept-Fortune is making sure that all the key changes are current.


       Thoughts chased each other around like kids on the soccer field until they exhausted her and she fell into a restless, fitful sleep.


  



       The next morning Cecilie woke in her clothes. The blanket was under her and her uniform was hopeless. She smelled bad and her shoulders hurt.


       At least there was something easy she could do. She stripped off the skirt and blouse, threw them and her hose and underclothes into the cleaning pile, wrapped up in her big red bathrobe and went down the hall for a shower.


       The water made her feel better, or at least smell better. There was a new leaden ball in the middle of her stomach. She did not think at all, she could not think. There were only the heavy movements of getting dressed in a clean blouse and skirt. At least she had hung up her blazer when she had come in.


       Everything was going too slow, was too much effort. Idly, Cecilie wondered if she had the flu. It felt like flu, like watching herself move through water and being too tired to care. All she wanted was sweet oblivion. And no one seemed to notice.


       Breakfast was laid out the way it always was, coffee and frothed milk in the old ceramic pitcher her mother had brought back from a trip to Greece. Rolls in a basket, flowers in bright morning colors between the coffee and the bread. She drank a little coffee and picked at the food.


       Her parents seemed oblivious of her distress. Cecilie was certain that terror was written all over her face, was clear in her slowness. She wanted to tell them about this choice, about the deadness of realizing that she had decided. She wanted to, but the words were frozen in her throat. She could scarcely acknowledge them for herself, could not really believe that she was going to go through with this.


       There was still time. She would arrive and Signora Tima would tell her it was all a mistake. She would get in and there would be a message waiting for her with a big smiley saying that she’d already passed. The vaporetto could sink, the floods could come again, the Last Judgment could open up the skies before she had to break every code of decency she had ever learned.


       She finished her coffee and left the roll untouched on her plate. Her father kissed her on the forehead and wished her a good day.


       “And a good day to you, Papa, Mama,” she said in something that resembled her normal voice as she went through the door.


       The vaporetto did not sink. The Last Judgment did not come. When she arrived at the Sept-House she was sent directly to Signora Tima’s office yet again. The roses on the desk had opened and one was dropping petals. A few peach petals curled on the polished rosewood as if they had been scattered by a designer for the effect.


       Looking at them meant that Cecilie did not have to look at Signora’s face. Or at herself. Concentrating on the colors and textures made them all so much more real, and the conversation and her own decision so much a part of the shadow.


       “I am very pleased,” Signora was saying as Cecilie studied the still-life in front of her. “Many girls don’t understand that this promotion is the most difficult of all. Once you have been accepted as a senior apprentice you are truly a member of the Sept, not simply a student. And of course it is necessary to insure every member’s loyalty. Every sister has been required to pass this same test, so we all understand.”


       Were you tested? Cecilie wondered. She couldn’t really imagine Signora breaking even the most casual directive, let alone a stone-deep rule. And yet it seemed that Signora was saying just that.


       “You will report as usual and go through your normal procedures,” Signora said. “Then you will attempt to bring the information I have requested. You will not discuss this assignment; you may say it has the utmost security and you will not explain what you are doing. And when you succeed, you are to return here and hand over the proof on paper.”


       “Can’t I just add the data to your queue?” Cecilie asked, really surprised at this request. She had never written anything official on paper, though she and Julietta and Valentina had often practiced secure communications together. And once she had received a paper letter from one of the Sept-San Marco boys. Niccolo, the one with the darkest eyes she had ever seen.


       “You know nothing is truly secure in a mail queue,” Signora said. “No, this is sensitive data and must be reported by eyes. No copying out, you should know that.” The old woman sighed and shook her head at Cecilie as if she were the very youngest and stupidest apprentice.


       Cecilie’s hopes constricted in her throat. If the data was too sensitive to put in the mail, it was not simply proof that she had been and gone. It was not something innocuous that couldn’t hurt the client.


       If the Sept had wanted to run through security, they could have even planted their own markers for apprentices to take. That would have been very easy and straightforward, and would prove the same thing.


       She could still run. The doors to the House weren’t locked on the inside. She could bolt, go down to the quay and leave the island, report to the authorities.


       Who couldn’t care or already knew. Or were too afraid of the Septs to do anything against them. So she would be considered crazy or a liar and either sent to Santa Clara’s to join Luisa or end up charged with defamation and barred from the island forever. And she would have to work in her uncle’s shop or worse. They might even make her leave Venice, and the thought of that was more horrifying than any other.


       “If you fail, if you’re prosecuted and convicted, you will be permanently barred from all Sept interfaces and any other credentialed datasite,” the signora said. “You will lose all user privileges, and will be permanently barred from anything except kiosk exchanges. So I suggest that you will need to do the best job you can. Even apprentices who were as well or better prepared than you have failed. But we have to test sometime.”


       Cecilie hadn’t even considered that last night. There was more at stake than she had previously imagined. There was no back door out of this test, no clever solution, the way there was with software error. To be barred from the nets was to die. Without interface in the datastream she was crippled, blind and restrained. She could not survive cut off, condemned to Real Life alone.


       What happened to those who had failed? she wondered. She suddenly thought of Luisa, locked deep in Santa Clara’s with the nuns and the drugs and the doctors. The thought was sickening, terrifying. But so was the act that the Sept required.


       She could not bolt and run.


       So she went through the motions, left the office and went to her usual station, knowing that there was no reprieve. That there was nothing good anymore, and nothing at all she could trust. So now she was not only going to betray her morals, her ideals, her whole structure of the universe. She was about to betray herself.


       And, Cecilie suddenly realized, it no longer even mattered. After the announcement yesterday the damage had been done and could not be undone. Yesterday she had still believed in truth and hard work and honoring her parents and the Septs. Yesterday the world had made sense. Now she knew the truth, and the truth was a cage with no escape.


  

  

  

  



  

Chapter 2


  

       Of the city’s seven choirs, the Pietà was the greatest, maybe the greatest in all the world. Lina surely had thought so when she had auditioned, when she had begged and cried for her parents to give her not only permission but the fare to go. After two years at the Pietà she was more certain than ever that she had made the right choice.


       She had music all the time, perfect and shining glorious around her. She lived and breathed music, surrounded by it the way she was by the city’s shimmering golden light. And she could live this way forever, and still send funds home to her family besides. Quiet money, peace money, she thought of it. They couldn’t object to her music so long as she was productive and safe.


       And the Pietà above all was safe. They had their own marked masks, pale sky blue like the robes they wore. No one would touch a person in Pietà blue with the twisted gold and pearl medallion prominently displayed like the ancient chains of power that officials and generals wore around their necks. The medallions were tradition, as were the cut and color of the robes. Both dated from a time when people were known to claim that in the dark they had mistaken the blue for some other shade and killed a singer. The city fathers had been in an uproar and the medallion had been created so that there would be no such error again. To kill an enemy was commonplace in an earlier incarnation of Serenissima, the Serene Republic of Venice, but to kill a singer in one of the great choirs was abomination and treason both.


       The singers themselves were sacred, inviolate. They made the music and so they could deny it, and in the past they had. Once the Pietà had been silent for a full week, when the Sept-House feud had broken into the streets and the city was an armed camp. Recordings and broadcasts had only covered the silence. They had not pierced the heart of it.


       Lina fervently believed that work and love and thought and war could not exist without the music that inspired them. She had learned that this was the essential secret of the Pietà, of all the choirs, from the Maestro himself. It was the base of their power. Though she had found it odd that the Maestro had seen fit to explain something that seemed so indisputable that even a seven-year-old had no trouble mistaking it. At least, she had been quite aware of this fact when she had been seven and studying for her audition.


       She had also learned that the right kinds of music could directly influence the function of the brain, though she didn’t understand all the chemistry that had been presented in the lecture. For her to understand that music itself could create thought and emotion, lay the patterns down for the activity to follow, was perfectly obvious without any of the deathly dull and incomprehensible neurophysiology and chemistry that went with it.


       So she had managed to ignore that part of the lecture by imagining the piece she had to rehearse for her violin examination. Violin was much more difficult than piano or voice or even flute, and Lina considered the time far better spent. After all, she had no ambitions to become a Maestra herself. That would entail far too much chemistry for her to endure.


       Still, she did understand the economics of the situation. Everyone knew that music had some kind of direct influence on brain function, and so the Sept and Merchant Houses contracted with the choirs, the smaller chamber groups and the student instrumentalists to provide the correct atmosphere. Recordings had only limited value, and a Maestro was required to choose just which pieces would produce the desired effect. True, a few very simple selections had been recorded for the shops, to encourage patrons to stay a little longer and feel relaxed and ready to part with their cash. But even the places that patronized the recording market found that over time, people became bored.


       The Maestri knew as much about the brain as they knew about music, from stimulating neurotransmitters to matching erg cycles with various modes of thought. That, Lina knew, was power. No singer could deny it. The music had such dominion over her that she never doubted it affected everyone else. She knew it—but unlike some of the older and more politically ambitious singers, she had no desire to lay hands on that power. She wanted only to hear, to experience, to create that glistening ephemeral beauty.


       Maestri did not always have to consider the aesthetics of the composition, only the effect. Lina thought that was ridiculous. If music could improve mental function, could induce emotional states, then it could also edify and purify those who listened. It could be a force for beauty and moral good as well as productivity.


       This was something Lina desired, but she told no one. The other Pietà singers would laugh at her, and those who studied to become Maestri would smile and shake their heads and say that she just didn’t know enough, hadn’t learned all the neurophysiology that was required and wasn’t even interested in learning the rudiments necessary to understand.


       She was a singer, a musician, nothing more—a tool that created the states that patrons requested and Maestri orchestrated. And yet when she sang, when she became part of the music, she didn’t need all the years of study, the chemistry and genetics to understand the power in her voice.


       Lina felt music wash through her like baptism, like prayer. Maestro had just brought his baton down and Lina closed her book. She didn’t want the music to end, never wanted it to end.


       “Are you coming?” Sean asked.


       Lina was startled. She hadn’t realized that everyone else had picked up music and bags and was trying to jam to the door, all at the same time. The immediate area around her seat was empty. She had been dreaming again.


       “To dinner?” she replied vaguely. She hadn’t planned on eating at home. She had expected to eat later, at the reception where their chamber group was giving a short performance. Houses that hired singers always fed them generously after the show on top of their very high fee.


       Sean snorted. “No,” he said, rolling his eyes in frustration. “To Café Luna. For the show tomorrow. We have to buy tickets or they’ll all be gone.”


       Lina’s head spun. Now she remembered. Sean and Eliza had told her the day before yesterday and the day before that. Café Luna was an underground club, the kind she often heard rumors of and wasn’t entirely sure existed. People like Sean and Eliza liked to shock, and Lina was certain that most of what they said was what Sean had taught her to call blarney. She liked the word.


       But more than just Sean and Eliza had talked about this concert. The rumor was everywhere because the show was forbidden. They were going to play jazz.


       Jazz was not completely outlawed in Venice, but it was not entirely legal either. Enough research had shown that it counteracted the good of the city, according to what the Maestro had said. He hadn’t said what particular good, though when she was older Lina understood that the beat she had heard was distinctly sexual and defiant all at once.


       It took her a little longer to understand the real threat that jazz posed. Jazz defied authority, it stood on the outside with an attitude the Septs and city dignitaries could not abide. And so they had made it unwelcome.


       Clubs were not permitted to advertise such concerts and had to pay triple and quadruple their licensing fees. They were not permitted to serve anything but wine and beer and coffee, which was not where the profit was. And so it became very risky and very expensive to put on a jazz concert. Most club owners and promoters weren’t willing to take the risk for such a very small profit.


       Lina had heard jazz only once, in a historical seminar when she had been too young to respond to the anger and pleasure and the anguish in it. It had been placed in with various types of African and Caribbean forms so they could note the influences and interactions. She hadn’t really liked the piece, but the forbidden nature of the show enticed her. And maybe there was more to it than what she’d heard in class. Certainly Handel was radically different from Tchaikovsky.


       Much as she loved the music she sang, much as she wanted to drown in Mozart and Purcell and Palestrina, she felt weighted down by it as well. There had to be other kinds of music, other kinds of ideas.


       Maestro had played military marches for them when he had taught the power they had. He had played postmodern, he had played atonal. Some of it Lina liked and some she didn’t. She had never heard any of it again.


       The singers were paid by the Sept-Houses to keep the intelligence level high. They were paid by the Merchant Houses to keep people buying. And they were paid by the city to keep the peace. None of that was helped by the harsh chords with difficult rhythms that she had heard only in class.


       Still, Lina knew there had to be other music. She had heard about other forms, minority interests, things that made people angry or aggressive or selfish. Those kinds of music were not easy to find, and that was a good thing, the Maestro had said.


       They were not forbidden. No music should be forbidden. But jazz was not well liked and so there was little money for it. Musicians could not earn a living and so they turned to playing proper music or found other contracts doing other things. Besides, from the way Maestro sneered, it was obvious that he didn’t consider those people real musicians at all. Some of them couldn’t even read music, he had said.


       Lina had been horrified. She couldn’t imagine not being able to read music. Though of course in the very early days of the Pietà, when it was still a workstation for the indigent, people had learned pieces by ear alone. Maestro always reminded them of that when he thought they were taking too much time to learn a part.


       “A hundred years ago, Pietà singers could learn their parts in one afternoon listening to an old recording,” he thundered at them. Lina and Eliza and Marco and Sean could all mouth the words together, they had heard them so many times, always the same thing. They had wondered if it was really true, that in the poorhouse days singers had actually managed to master the complicated harmonies of Bach or Handel by listening for a single afternoon. Older singers had smirked and told them it was impossible—just Maestro being frustrated, that was all.


       “So are you coming?” Sean asked again.


       Lina realized she hadn’t replied to his question. It was a good question, but suddenly she didn’t know the answer. She wanted to hear the new music but it frightened her. The idea of it frightened her. If they were caught, Maestro would probably put them on probation, and she could even lose her rank in the highest chamber group and be dropped a couple of notches.


       It was one thing for ordinary people to go hear jazz. That might be bad and people would be suspicious, but it wouldn’t ruin them. For a Pietà singer to be caught listening to suspect music would throw questions on the integrity of the choir itself.


       No one could be permitted to question the Pietà. Not ever. The thought that she could bring shame on her training and her profession was more terrible than even the threat of losing rank.


       “Look, if you’re going to come you’d better make up your mind,” Sean snapped. “I don’t want to stand here all night because you can’t decide.”


       Lina felt her face redden and she looked down at her shoes. The pointed toes were scuffed, she should have them polished. She didn’t know what to answer. She was afraid.


       She wanted to say yes. She wanted to go because everyone was going, and Eliza and Sean would call her a coward if she didn’t. And they were the best singers in the choir, the best who hadn’t made soloist quite yet. But they would, Lina thought. And she wanted to be with them. She admired them, she wanted to be part of the group.


       “I want to go,” she said very quietly.


       The late light filtered in through the ancient rippled glass that looked out over the bridge. She could see dust motes dancing, spinning like confetti falling during Carnevale. The world was utterly, perfectly still.


       “Not good enough,” Sean insisted. “You either say yes or no. You never make up your mind about anything, Lina, and if you’re not going to come, just say so so I can leave and go have dinner. I have to have the money tonight for the tickets, I can’t wait. Either give me money now, or forget it.”


       Lina closed her eyes and felt the world about to change. The risk of being caught and losing her rank terrified her, but there was some chance she wouldn’t be discovered. The sure knowledge that people she admired would sneer at her was more immediate and more painful. “Yes, I’ll come,” she said.


       Besides, if Sean and Eliza went and they were all caught together, she thought that Sean would manage to talk Maestro into being less harsh. Sean had a talent that way.


       Sean raised his eyes to the ceiling again. “We’re meeting tomorrow night at Café Luna at eleven,” he said. “If you don’t show, especially if there’s trouble afterward—” He left the rest unsaid.


       “Café Luna, eleven,” she repeated. But Sean had already turned to leave.


  

       Cecilie started in the Library as she had been taught. There were separate tables for the different Septs, and private rooms as well, with doors that resembled oak with the name of the Sept lettered in gold leaf. A mere apprentice like Cecilie had never been allowed into the Sept-Fortune room, though she had often wondered what secrets lay behind that door. Probably a million masks and disguises, she’d thought, so that no one could recognize the Sept sisters about their work.


       Being a mere apprentice and not truly a full member of the Sept yet, Cecilie had only a cheap mass-produced mask inside. Probably ten million kiosk users wore the same one: a plain white shiny face with a single red tear and a large red-and-white clown suit and turban that made her appear genderless. Of the generic masks, the white with red was the most popular, though white with blue and black with red were fairly common as well. All-white had been very popular two years ago, but it had gone out of style again.


       “You’ll always retain a catalog of generic masks,” Signora Lucia had told her class years ago, when Cecilie had first been permitted trial access. “They are very useful in keeping your identity in the background. You are really quite unnoticeable in generic off-the-shelf software, even if you could write better code yourself. Most of the time you won’t want the attention.”


       She had been disappointed that day, having dreamed of the exotic masks and costumes in the picture files—blazing, glittery, in colors as subtle as the dance of sunrise on the water. She and Valentina and Julietta had sketched and redrawn the fantasies they would choose when they were permitted grown-up masks. But the idea that they would always wear the common domino or bauta with the traditional tricorn, use the cheapest imaging where the movement flickered and the colors often tuned slightly too garish, horrified the girls.


       Eventually Cecilie saw the wisdom of it. When you were tracking down deadbeats or following security leaks, it was better to be unnoticeable. And it was especially important not to be recognized as Sept—some of the time, at least. So now Cecilie saw this costume as a working uniform, no more interesting than her apprentice blazer, and far less likely to be put aside.


       At least the mask and yards of fabric were only software here. She didn’t have to put up with the heat and discomfort this costume would entail in the meat world. Whatever she perceived as physical sensation was very limited, and mainly pleasant. Sometimes there was the hint of a breeze, sometimes a touch of lilac or Oriental lily in the sensorium, though often those kinds of sensations were ignored. Generally she experienced only sight and hearing inside the interface. Most designers weren’t good enough to include the subtle senses; most clients didn’t want to pay what it would cost anyway.


       The Library had been created by all the Septs, all the best of their designers working together for generations to create the finest and most intricately sensual environment. So the tables all gleamed with fruitwood inlay and the light danced across the silk moire wallpaper that changed color from grey to celadon to almost olive depending on the time of day and some random program to indicate seasonality and weather. The faint scent of carnations was layered with old leather and brittle paper to create a perfume more complex than most sold on the market, and the textures of the surfaces did not simply reproduce the originals, but captured the essence of them.


       Cecilie had long since become used to the Library, though after spending time here she found that all the other constructs seemed cheap and not quite finished. She sat in one of the oversized leather chairs at the Sept-Fortune table and summoned her familiar, a bird of paradise that sat on her wrist and whispered locations in her ear.


       Zizi, she called him. Zizi had been the first real piece of software she had written, and she had significantly refined him at least three times since into a personalized search engine that could be given keywords or names or even fairly intricate parameters and go-look-for data. He could search independent of her presence and save and file whatever she had requested for whenever she needed it. Zizi only appeared to her in the Library, not because she couldn’t summon him anywhere but because only Sept members had familiars. Cecilie had been taught that only Sept members had the programming skills to write them, and non-Sept users had various Search Stations on the public levels.


       Kiosk users were used to seeing birds and dogs, unicorns, griffins and myriad black cats wandering around on their own. But they never saw the animals interact with anything else and so ignored them. The tourists saw just more wallpaper, more extravagance for the endless entertainment of the net. When they bothered seeing the familiars at all.


       And that was all they were supposed to see. Signora Lucia taught that few non-Sept users even realized there was any way to navigate besides the Search Stations. If someone did, some wild talent managed to program some crude facsimile of a familiar that might ever discover the Sept-only levels, that program would be killed immediately. The griffins and basilisks and a few of the panthers were not familiars themselves, but had originally been created as antivirus guardians. Their duties had been expanded only thirty years ago to include all unauthorized programs. In that time they had found very few offenders.


       Cecilie told Zizi that she wanted the public records for the Bank of North America filed in the past year. Zizi could not get through any security pass, but was tireless in tracking down information that was available to the public, if the public knew where to look. The bird flew obediently through the mullioned window seat with colored bottle glass—well, the illusions weren’t always perfect.


       Then Cecilie dropped out of the interface and reestablished awareness of her own work cubby, cut the feed lines and went to Real Life. There was no use doing all the legwork before she had thought through the problem and the protocols, gotten some idea of the type of security she had to breach, and come up with a strategy for overriding the failsafes.


       All security in the nets was breakable. Nothing was ever perfectly protected, utterly inviolate. That had been lesson number one when she had begun training in Sept-Fortune’s specialty, security. There were one or two methods that were nearly so, but they depended on physical possession of verification keys that changed constantly. Those were expensive and clients hated using them, so the clients wound up not using any security at all. That had been lesson number two: something a client will use is better than a superior design that the client will avoid.


       There were also the very large prime-number keys, which theoretically could not be broken at all. Still, Cecilie knew that even Sept-Fortune security systems had enough cracks and flaws in the finished product that there were ways into even the prime-number locks. Prime-number locks were terribly expensive as well, and very few clients wanted to pay out so much for something that was not all that much more secure.


       After all, who besides a Sept-Fortune sister could possibly break any kind of professionally designed security system? The days of child hackers and wild talents getting into government systems were long gone. Most of those incidents had happened because the systems themselves had not been adequately protected in the first place. Those stories were the reason clients were willing to pay Sept-Fortune’s price to make sure their secrets were protected.


       Sept-Cargo worked for less, but security was only a sideline of their data-delivery services. They did a nice job for small-business and individual files, and their rates were affordable to ordinary kiosk users who felt a need for some additional protection. Large commercial entities that needed data seriously guarded were happy to pay what Sept-Fortune charged.


       No, there were very few security systems that were truly secure against a Sept sister. Against some kiosk user, or the run-of-the-mill government clerk, a Sept-Fortune system was golden. Even a midlevel user from a commercial organization or a freelance datadog wouldn’t be able to enter.


       But Cecilie was not as harmless as any of these. That was why the Septs were so closed, so guarded, so respected and feared. They were sometimes called the net.ninja, a name Julietta had written in red paint on the concrete under the bridge near her home. They had to be ultimately trustworthy, incorruptible, beyond reproach.


       And they weren’t.


       Then Cecilie saw it all together like a puzzle picture clear for the first time. She knew what no one else could know, and it thrilled her. Guilt came with the taste of power but couldn’t erase the sweetness of the vision. Because it was power the Septs had, power beyond that of any commercial group or government.


       No one owned the Septs, and no one could come close to them. Various companies and governments had tried to field their own net.ninjas, but individual talent could not make up for the generations of tradition and training the Septs had to offer.


       Besides, the Septs were descended from the working groups who had created the infrastructure of the nets, and consequently had knowledge that none of the competition had. In the end, the companies and governments failed. Their best net.walkers became Sept, with journeyman-level offers and promised House-room at whatever location they preferred. Every major Sept had Houses in Tokyo, New York, San Francisco, Rio, London, Venice, Hong Kong, Amsterdam—the list went on and on and on.


       Cecilie never wanted to live long-term at one of the Sept-Houses in a distant city, but she had often dreamed of being sent to do a special job to some exotic place, Santa Fe or Singapore or Bahrain. Sept-Fortune had been aptly named. It was not only one of the first tier groups that had pioneered electronic privacy, but it was one of the richest as well.


       And the Sept had never hesitated to spend money on itself. The House in Venice had once been owned by a merchant prince. It was tiled in marble, and the walls that were not covered in silk or carved wood had been painted with murals on classical and natural themes. The courtyard garden had once been part of an adjoining property that the Sept had purchased and incorporated when the Venice House had become one of the two training centers. Generations of apprentice girls had perched on the edge of the fountain to do their lessons, careful not to trample the flower beds where Signora Tima cut roses and lilies to put on her desk every morning. A new top floor had been added to the main wing; it had a gym with a swimming pool under a glass canopy that could be closed in winter.


       This was where all the apprentice parties were held, when the older girls wanted to invite the brothers from Sept-San Marco or Sept-Lynx. Except for meals and parties, the apprentices and students were relegated to the newer building, incorporated later, where there were no murals or gilding or crystal chandeliers from Murano. Cecilie had been in the Main House ballroom only once, when Flavia got married. The wedding was held in the cathedral, and afterward they took a full regatta decorated with white and gold streamers to the Sept-House, where a Pietà chamber choir provided the music. Cecilie had thought Flavia’s wedding was like a fairy tale, and expected her own reception to take place in the same ballroom with the same music and the same piles of sugared pastries on silver trays in the corners of the room. All the food, all the music, the whole reception had been provided by the Sept, and the House chefs had worked for weeks on the menu.


       There were two chefs employed in the Sept-House kitchen, as well as several sous-chefs. Dinners were served in the main dining room and always counted a full five courses. The island was too far for anyone to go home at midday, and so everyone, from Signora Tima to the youngest girls in their first-year apprentice jumpers, ate under crystal chandeliers and drank from centuries-old Murano glasses with blue and green dolphin stems.


       Sometimes the Sept would purchase blocks of tickets to a play or opera. Every summer there were trips to La Scala, and in the winter they went skiing in the Alps, in a lodge owned by the Sept and with interface capabilities in case someone had to catch up on work.


       Upon attaining journeyman rank, a Sept sister was entitled to a month of vacation every year in one of the pleasure lodges—and if she was married or had children the entire family was of course included. Cecilie had often seen vacationing families when she and Julietta went skiing, older Sept sisters from all over the word taking their families on holiday.


       Cecilie reminded herself of these things, of her parents’ wonder and her sister’s jealousy when she was accepted as an apprentice. There had never been any question: she would do what she had to in order to stay. Her parents and Mena had never been to La Scala, had never been skiing, had never really had a holiday.


       She told herself this, but she still felt uneasy, out of sorts. She wanted to run, run away forever, so that she wouldn’t have to face herself.


       A chime sounded a clear C. Cecilie sighed. Zizi had returned. She slipped back into the interface. There was a moment of nausea and then she was sitting at the Sept-Fortune table in the Library, where a small bird with curling feathers that shaded from cobalt to aqua paced on the table. As soon as Zizi saw her he fluttered to her shoulder and preened her mask. Zizi didn’t like her masks. He preferred to play with the long strands of her hair. But now she was too old to go into the net face-naked. It would be rude of her to show unmasked the knowledge she had about anyone. And so Zizi worked his small beak on the mask that was not a mask.


       “Data,” she demanded.


       The bird-familiar whistled, then began to speak in the voice she had resampled five times in the past twenty months. Now the whisper was high and squeaky and almost innocent, suiting the familiar’s shiny round eyes and eternally smiling beak.


       “Data on request one unavailable. Security record in Sept-Fortune, designers Alice Sung and Lydia McElroy out of San Francisco House, installation completed August, final payment…”


       Cecilie shook her head. She didn’t want to know what the Sept had been paid. Signora Tima had made it more difficult, pitting her against designers from a distant House. She had studied with the best in Venice, and attended when several Sept sisters on vacation or on temp assignment had taught seminars. But not these two; and so she wouldn’t know their style.


       Maybe not so. She smiled. “Access Sung and McElroy’s study records,” she instructed the familiar, and then left the interface again.


       Some people would just go in and try to muscle it out. Valentina would do that, Cecilie thought. Valentina solved problems by being nastier than they were and waiting them out. If a program did not yield to one form of persuasion, it would yield to another.


       Muscle was not elegant. Cecilie prided herself on her refinement. Her programs were spare and efficient, her tracers direct and focused. Valentina sometimes got there quicker, but never beautifully.


       Perhaps Signora thought she had found something Cecilie couldn’t crack, a security system designed by two sisters who had never seen Venice and whose style Cecilie wouldn’t know straight off. There was Sept style, of course. Cecilie could immediately recognize which Sept was responsible for any piece of netware by the signatures and flourishes, the combinations of paradigms and the underlying structure, though within any Sept’s style there was infinite room for creativity.


       The chime came back faster this time. She returned to the interface, and this time Zizi did not try any preening.


       “They studied together in San Francisco House, never left,” Zizi said, and Cecilie’s hopes fell. “But one of their main instructors was Marguerite Michaelazzi.” Cecilie wanted to whoop. Now she knew exactly how to approach the problem, where to begin. Unless they had completely revolutionized the entire practice of security design as they had been taught it, if they had been Michaelazzi’s protegees they ought to have left a few things Cecilie would recognize.


       Marguerite Michaelazzi was one of the greatest designers and teachers of her day, and she had trained Signora Tima and Signora Lucia and Signora Amelia, who had taught Cecilie.


       So it wouldn’t be so far a stretch, she thought. It should be like trying to follow Signora Tima’s markers, which she had been assigned to do last summer. If they followed Michaelazzi’s philosophy, as Signora Tima did, then their code certainly was not unbreakable. And there would be familiar patterns, even if only in the underlying structure. Barrier, password, cipher, verification, identification the litany went, in ascending order of reliability. She had memorized that her first months in the Sept. And the best way to create any security system was to use a mix of all of them, in ascending order so that a would-be break-in would get trapped at some interior stage and tagged and traced.


       Suddenly she was excited, and the guilt and worry that had been pushing her for the past day disappeared. The challenge consumed her. Feeling as if she could do this thing, she wanted to try, to see if her skills were up to matching the best. Cecilie knew she was good, but she didn’t know how good. She had never known. Too much had come too easily. The thought of knowing, of trying, of outwitting two of Michaelazzi’s students in one afternoon, thrilled her as nothing had since she had met Donato at the San Marco party last month.


       Learning to create security systems had given her all the skills necessary to break into one, she realized suddenly. For a moment she felt dizzy. She could do anything with this ability, go anywhere, take anything she desired. No one could stop her.


       The knowledge that she had such power—or might have it if she was really as good as she thought—exhilarated her. If she could do this alone, then together the Sept-Fortune sisters could rule the net. Which was the same thing as ruling the world. She felt as if she could see into something larger, as if a pattern were coming together and she was just at the edge of a deeper and more profound understanding. Then it was gone.


       She scratched Zizi absently and sent him off to his perch in her home queue. Then she left the Library.


       Out the front door and down into the pedwalk, she was alone and so marked as Sept for at least the first few meters until she hit the Mall. The Library had been carefully constructed near the Mall so that Sept sisters and brothers could disappear into crowds easily. The Mall was always crowded. Cecilie had always hated it.


       It was ugly. There was no reason for anything to be ugly in the net. Everything was mutable and had been carefully designed, could be redesigned. But the Mall, for all its incarnations (brass and ferns, marble and fountains, neon and brushed aluminum, oatmeal carpeting and amber lights—there had been others, but these were the general cycle Cecilie expected) was always hideously crass. Tasteless, she thought, even though today (in the brass-and-fern motif) it pretended to be genteel and respectable. The shop locations never changed even though the decor cycled. And the shops were boring: all the clothing at knockdown discounts, all the housewares of second quality—or so they were portrayed in the Mall. Once they showed up in Real Life they could even be worse.


       Cecilie cringed from the thought, from the cheap sweaters and towels and garish cosmetics displayed on tables near the doors. There was hardly any security here. In a virtual Mall there was no way to steal. The punch-up on texture wasn’t nearly high enough to make any of the merchandise all that appealing anyway.


       Not to a Sept sister, at least, who lived Real Life surrounded by silk and flowers, water and music. The Mall was miserable, but it served its purpose. She was one of dozens of customers in the same mask. She made two full circuits, stopping in at the places she found palatable—the florist, the hosiery shop, the candy store (where she almost ordered a box of four truffles) and the stationer’s.


       On her second time around, as she examined the paper uploads, appreciating the good software that conveyed texture and weight, she bought a sheaf of dyed Japanese rice paper. And when she had finished the transaction she realized that she had created an alibi without meaning to. By making a purchase she had put a marker on her own presence here with a time stamp. That was considered very good evidence in court.


       Signora Tima should be pleased with that additional detail. The signora always said that it was the details that mattered most. Now Cecilie understood that the caution had been meant two ways.


       She left the Mall through the Commercial Gate. There were twelve gates to the Mall, which was the center of what had been planned as the Main General Interface but was generally just called Mall level. It should have been a garden, Cecilie often thought, or a beautiful cathedral, but the level had been designed by a Houston team. On the Sept Prime level the Library extended into the central zone, but that was the place beyond the restricted doors where she didn’t have the keys to go.


       The Commercial Gate markings were grey on every level, even those that no one but the Septs knew were there. At the Commercial Gate menu Cecilie chose the banking icon. The doors slid open before her and she got into the plain cubicle. Doors shut around her. When they opened again she was in the banking sector.


       There weren’t many people in the banking sector. Mostly, datapackets were shot between icons of various establishments, with a few random kiosks outside for the convenience of the few elderly who preferred to bank in person rather than through a kiosk.


       “You can bank at any convenient kiosk in your hometown,” the announcement said in
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