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    Chapter One

    

    I’m a creature of the night, born and raised in eternal darkness—except the darkness on Epimetheus wasn’t as eternal as I might have liked. That was why I left Nightside City, where I’d lived my entire life up to then, and came to Prometheus.

    And on Prometheus the darkness isn’t even close to eternal. What little darkness there is ends every eighteen hours at sunrise, then comes back again at sunset.

    What’s more, the normal Promethean business hours are during daylight, two days out of every three. Some people go as far as adjusting their circadian rhythms to an eighteen-hour cycle, but most people use a twenty-four hour day, where three days equal four cycles. Office hours come when daylight coincides with the normal waking cycle, on two of those three days.

    I didn’t like it. I’d had bad experiences with daylight, and didn’t care for it much, even when the sun was so small and dim compared to what almost killed me back on Epimetheus.

    And this whole optical illusion of the sun moving across the sky made my skin crawl. I knew Eta Cass A wasn’t really moving any more than it ever had, that it was the planet’s rotation, but that didn’t help; it made me dizzy to think about it. I couldn’t handle working with the sun overhead, so just about as soon as I’d found myself a residence office I liked I bought a nice piece of software to play receptionist, and figured I’d do my work at night, when everyone else was off. I slept away as many of the daylight hours as I could, and stayed away from windows as much as possible for the rest of them.

    At least I’d landed in a city that wasn’t right under the moon; I don’t think I could have lived with that thing hanging directly above me every time I went out in the open.

    A lot of offworlders complained about the earthquakes, but they didn’t bother me; we’d had a few on Epimetheus, too. You get used to them. And the lava glow in the distance wasn’t any worse than the dawn above the crater rim back home.

    The heavier gravity was tiring, and the air smelled strange at first, but I got used to those things, too. There were other ways Prometheus differed from Epimetheus, dozens of them, the algae and the oceans and the rest, but the only one that seriously glitched me was daylight.

    One thing hadn’t changed. I was still calling myself a detective, a private investigator; it was all I knew. Having office hours that didn’t match anybody else’s had its good points and bad, in that line of work.

    Being on an unfamiliar planet, though—that was all bad for my job. I didn’t know my way around the urban software, didn’t have any contacts, had no word of mouth bringing in work. I had enough money to live on for awhile—about the only pleasant surprise I got when I landed on Prometheus was the lower prices—but I needed an income.

    I put notes out on the net, looking for work, of course; I billed myself as an expert consultant on my home world of Epimetheus as well as pitching the investigative work. I talked to some of the software in city hall—this was in Alderstadt, near the north end of Terpsichore in the Nine Islands, which was where my flight in had landed—and tried to learn the circuits.

    Strange set-up they had there. The policy software wasn’t permanent; every few years they ran a sort of popularity poll called an election, and whoever won got to plug her own software in until the next election. It was something like a referendum, except instead of asking a question they asked you to pick a person. And chances were the only names on the ballot were people you didn’t even know. Seemed like a stupid system to me, but the people I asked about it argued that it acted as a sort of automatic debugging.

    Nightside City always did fine with traditional debugging—you catch a mistake, you rewrite it. You don’t pull the whole system off-line and put in a new program.

    This election thing confused me. What was the point in learning my way around the master program when in a year or two it might get pulled and replaced? It took away some of my incentive, and I didn’t really get the hang of Alderstadt city services beyond the basics.

    Banks and corporate data and nets are pretty much the same everywhere, though. So are people. I figured I could function, even in Alderstadt.

    Then I got my first case, tracking down a data pirate for an off-planet shipping line that picked me because they were in a hurry and my name came up first in a random search. I pulled it off—not as easily as I could have back in Nightside City, but well enough. This artist in margin retailing had figured that knowing what cargos went in and out would give her an edge in pricing, and I found her for the shippers.

    When I gave them her name and com code I’d suggested that they just make a deal with her and split her take, but they were having none of it. I got the impression they didn’t think much of my morals. Anyway, they got all flashed and turned her in to the Procops, and the whole thing got out on the net.

    I figured that wouldn’t hurt me any, though it didn’t do the margin artist any good and she only missed reconstruction by about half a stop-bit. Yeah, my name hit the net—and it was big enough news that IRC caught it.

    The Interstellar Resorts Corporation has been pissed at me for years, ever since I let a welsher skip out, and they put the word out on the net that I was still on their gritlist. IRC isn’t as big on Prometheus as they were back home, where the casinos owned about half the planet, but they’re big enough that people don’t like to annoy them. I’d thought I’d got away from them when I left Epimetheus, but now it looked as if I hadn’t.

    I was back in the detective business, but I wasn’t exactly top of the market. Just like old times.

    I got work, though. Sometimes I got people who figured that if IRC was warning them away from me, then that was a point in my favor. I kept eating, and a lot better than I did back in Nightside City, thanks to the lower prices, and I did it without even bleeding my savings, such as they were.

    I’d been in Alderstadt for almost a year, gotten myself settled in pretty well, gotten to know the locals, made a few friends, when I got this call. I was there and awake and not doing much of anything, so my software put it through.

    “Carlisle Hsing?” a voice asked, and I knew from the sound it was synthesized, which meant I was dealing with software or with someone who wasn’t interested in being recognized—and in either case they didn’t mind if I knew it. You can synthesize undetectably if you want to pay for it.

    “Yeah?” I said, leaning back in my chair—a floater, a nice one. Came with the office. Beat the hell out of the place I’d had back home on Juarez Street.

    “I represent someone who wishes to hire your services. Would it suit you to be in the lobby of the Sakai building on First Street in American City at 22:00 tomorrow? Your expenses will be reimbursed.”

    I reminded myself where in the cycle we were and where on the planet American City was, and figured that 22:00 would be comfortably dark, not to mention well after business hours.

    That part sounded all right.

    “Do I get a name?” I asked.

    “No,” it said.

    “Then I’ll need an advance,” I told it. “Buzzfare to American City’s gotta be four hundred credits, easy.” I was guessing, but since American City wasn’t on Terpsichore but on one of the little collateral islands out to the south, it was an easy guess.

    “One kilocredit will be posted to your account immediately,” it said, without missing a tick.

    I smiled. I liked that. I never got this sort of thing back home, and although I’d had a couple of respectable clients in Alderstadt, I wasn’t really used to it.

    A kilobuck wasn’t exactly going to let me retire, or even take a vacation, but it would cover round-trip fare to American City, I was pretty sure.

    “Any conditions?” I asked.

    “You must come alone,” it told me. “It would be appreciated if you would allow the installation of a watchdog program in your office com, but this is not an absolute requirement. You must be punctual and discreet.”

    “No watchdog,” I said, and my smile wasn’t there any more. This was beginning to sound dangerous. “I’ll be there.”

    “Alone,” it reminded me.

    “Alone,” I agreed.

    I meant it, too, if you only counted humans, but I wasn’t going to walk into a completely unknown set-up without a little back-up. I intended to have plenty of hardware on me, and of course I carry a symbiote, like everybody else, but mine’s a good one, with optional intelligence, and I figured I’d wake it up and have it on the lookout while I was there.

    I’d had another symbiote back on Epimetheus, a dumb one. It saved my life and died in the process, so when I got to Prometheus I’d spent a good piece of my savings on getting a better one to replace it.

    That was something else that cost about half what it would have on Epimetheus. There were serious advantages to being on a primary colony instead of a secondary one.

    “You will be met,” the voice said, and then the connection broke.

    I sat and I considered that.

    Somebody was going to a lot of trouble to deal with me. Somebody in American City, presumably—but I’d never been in American City, never met anyone there, knew nothing about the place beyond the standard stuff in the Prometheography programming I’d jacked in aboard ship.

    Why would anybody want me to come to American City?

    When somebody wanted to meet me somewhere, it was usually because she wanted privacy—unless it’s a closed system, totally closed, anything you do over the com can be tapped, and anyone with any sense knows that. But even so, most people came to my office in that case.

    When somebody wanted to meet me somewhere else, it was usually because he was seriously worried or scared, afraid that he’s being followed or that I’m being watched—and what the hell, maybe I was being watched. I wouldn’t have put it past IRC to have had an eye on my office, a high-altitude one I couldn’t spot, or maybe a bunch of microintelligences reporting back. Or if not IRC, which after all has bigger programs to run, then maybe one of IRC’s competitors or subcontractors, trying to figure an angle.

    And when somebody insisted on complete anonymity and insisted on meeting me not just outside my office, but in another city a thousand kilometers south of Alderstadt, at the other end of the archipelago, then we’re talking about someone who was downright paranoid—or else, just possibly, somebody who was concerned with something other than privacy.

    For example, getting me out by myself, alone and relatively defenseless.

    Now, I didn’t know that there was anybody out there who wanted me dead just then, though there had been a few people who might hold grudges. IRC held a grudge, but what I’d done to them wasn’t any big spike, really, just a bit of grit.

    And there was a fellow back on Epimetheus by the name of Big Jim Mishima who might not be very fond of me—but the exact details got wiped, so he wouldn’t know why.

    There was that margin player who’d missed reconstruction, but I wouldn’t expect her to have the nerve to try anything after a close cut like that.

    There were a few people I thought had gone in for reconstruction who might be after me if they hadn’t—but I was sure that most of them had gone in, and after reconstruction they weren’t going to be bothering me, not unless the job had been botched.

    There was Sayuri Nakada, a spoiled rich brat I’d crossed up; I didn’t know where the hell she was or what she was doing, and she had the juice to be anywhere in human space. I’d probably done her a favor, whether she knew it or not, but she was crazy enough that I had no idea what she thought of me.

    So I had potential enemies out there, but I couldn’t see that any of them would have been behind this. Mishima was still back on Epimetheus, as far as I knew, and even if he’d gotten off he wasn’t the type to come after me without knowing more than he did.

    Nakada was petty and vicious enough, but it didn’t seem like her style, and besides, she was dependent on the rest of her family, and they wouldn’t have allowed it.

    If they knew about it.

    The thought of the Nakada family beeped somewhere in the back of my brain. I leaned forward and gestured at the com.

    The first screen told me that yes, a kilobuck had been credited to my account, from a numbered account at a brokerage house. I could probably trace it back if I had to, but it wouldn’t be easy.

    The second screen told me that American City was just about where I thought it was, and that Sayuri Nakada no longer had any significant interests there.

    But Yoshio Nakada, her great-grandfather, head of the Nakada clan and chief stockholder in Nakada Enterprises, was based there.

    Grandfather Nakada knew who I was, all right. He’d paid my way off Epimetheus in return for what I’d learned about a little scam that was being run on great-granddaughter Sayuri. As far as I knew, he had nothing against me, and Sayuri couldn’t push him around.

    So maybe it wasn’t a trap. Maybe Grandfather Nakada wanted to talk to me about something. Certainly he was rich enough to throw kilobucks around like that, and I could see why someone like him wouldn’t want to be seen coming to Alderstadt to consult me.

    Or maybe it was someone else, lower down in the hierarchy, who had been impressed with my deal with old Yoshio and needed a detective.

    Whatever it was, I’d find out soon enough. I’d be there, in the Sakai building at 22:00. I’d be alone—with my Sony-Remington HG-2 loaded and active, with my symbiote on alert, and with every scanner and guard system I could get into my worksuit up and running.

    Just in case.

    

  
    

    Chapter Two

    

    Ibuzzed into American City around 18:00, to give myself a little time to look around.

    Strange place. Lots of pink glass, detached homes, two- or three-level malls. Bigger than Alderstadt, much bigger; bigger than Nightside City ever was, even before the dawn got too close for comfort.

    In Nightside City the Tourist Trap, the central business district, was always ablaze with light, the streets awash in advertising, holos and neon and stardust. It was a constant barrage of color and motion. The streets were always full of people and floaters, despite the wind. The outer parts of the city were darker and quieter, but the Trap never was.

    In Alderstadt, the whole city was dark and quiet—at least at night. People stayed inside, maybe because of the cold; floaters were heavily regulated, and nobody advertised more than two stories above street level. Biggest ad I ever saw there wasn’t much more than three meters high, a display out front of an exotics restaurant.

    I’d gotten used to the low-key approach; my last few years in Nightside I was out in the burbs, and then I’d been in Alderstadt ever since.

    American City was the Trap turned inside out. The streets and shells and burbs were blank and silent, but to get anywhere or do anything you had to use the malls, and inside the malls the electronic circus was at full output. The air buzzed with floaters, stardust bloomed above every doorway, holos beckoned on every side, and the walkways were jammed.

    Made me feel homesick.

    Not that Nightside City ever went in so heavily for pink. That was American City’s favorite color, no doubt about it. And of course there wasn’t any wind in the malls.

    At least the malls were warm.

    First Street was malled. I strolled down the right-hand traffic lane watching the displays, admiring the way the floaters picked out the best-dressed people in the crowd for their pitches. That made it pretty clear why some of the really rich people I’d met didn’t show it.

    The floaters ignored me—I couldn’t afford to dress well, and probably wouldn’t have bothered to anyway. I got the lightshows, though, and the directional pitches, and the scent traps. There was one place almost lured me in, a neurochemical joint—it wasn’t that their own pitch was so great, though the odors were just fine, but I was distracted by a beefcake show across the corner and wasn’t paying attention to where I was going. They probably had some sort of subliminals going; I was right at the door when I realized I didn’t want to go in.

    After that I picked up the pace, and got to the Sakai building around 19:30.

    I wasn’t there for the meeting yet, I just wanted to scout out the place, see if there really was any chance for an ambush. I figured I’d look it over, get some dinner, look around town a little more, and still be at the meet a few minutes early.

    Didn’t happen.

    I strolled up the black glass corridor between a bughouse and a gene boutique and found the lobby—big room with blue carpet, pink ceiling, and more of the black glass walls. A line of floaters was hanging along one side, right up by the ceiling.

    The minute I set foot in the room one of them beeped me—a slick blue and silver one, general purpose, very glossy. The rest ignored me, just hung there, but this one zipped over.

    “No names,” it said, “I know who you are. You’re early.”

    “Damn it, I’m not here at all,” I said. “Not yet.” I looked over at the line of floaters; they were shifting a little, closing up the gap my buddy had left.

    “Don’t confuse me,” my glittery little friend said.

    “Then don’t talk to me,” I told it. I turned to go.

    It fizzed for a second, then called, “Wait!“

    I gave it the three-finger curse. “The hell I will,” I said, and started walking.

    It followed me. I’d half expected that.

    My hand wasn’t too far from the butt of the HG-2, but I didn’t really have any intention of drawing on the little buzzer. You can’t outdraw a floater unless it lets you.

    I didn’t really have a good reason for being so hostile to the little machine; I just didn’t like how little control I had over the situation. It knew who I was; I didn’t know a thing about it. It could follow me; if I tried to follow it, it could just sail up out of reach, or probably outrun me on the level. And it could shoot me, if it was armed, but I wouldn’t be able to shoot it unless it was ordered to let me, or unless I caught it totally off-guard.

    I blew a floater apart once, more or less by both those methods, and it felt pretty good at the time, but I didn’t care to try to do it again.

    And besides, I didn’t really have anything against this one.

    Yet.

    So I let it follow me, and I didn’t say anything. I just walked back out into the mall and down a few storefronts and ducked into a bank.

    The human staff was off-duty, but the tellers were up and running, and a few customers were wandering about. One or two glanced up at the floater, but nobody said anything.

    I paused and looked about, and reconsidered. Banks are big on security. Not a good choice.

    I turned and went back out on the mall, and this time I found a clothier.

    “I’d like a private booth,” I told the entry clerk. “I need to check some measurements.”

    It gave me a cheerful little chirp and said, “Certainly, Mis’. We’ve coded Number Four just for you.”

    “I’m taking my floater in with me,” I told it.

    “I’ll tell the door,” it said. “Catalog’s all set on the big screen, any time you’re ready.”

    Damn thing sounded like it was smirking. I hate that sort of smart-chip clerk.

    I looked up to be sure Ol’ Blue-and-Silver was still there, which it was, and I beckoned for it to follow me, then I marched across the display floor to the fitting rooms.

    The door to #4 had a pink stardust aura around it, just to make sure I could find it. It itched a bit when I walked through it; I think my symbiote must have been sensitive to the static field.

    The door waited until the floater was inside, then it slid shut. The big holoscreen was showing a montage of models in fancy gowns, any of which would have looked like a tent on me.

    “Privacy,” I told it. “And kill the display for a moment.”

    I don’t know if it was smarter than the entry clerk, or what, but the room’s software didn’t say a word, just blanked the screen and lit up an aura around the measuring chip. The screen over the door displayed the word Private in flowing pink script.

    I picked up the chip for the sake of verisimilitude, and then asked the floater, “What the hell were you doing there so early?”

    “I could ask you the same question,” it said. “I was told to go there and wait for you when I finished my regular duties for the day. I got done at 16:48. Waiting doesn’t bother me.”

    Its tone made it quite clear that it wanted an answer to the question it hadn’t actually asked.

    “I was checking the place out,” I said. “Wanted to see what it was like. I didn’t expect anyone to be there waiting for me.”

    “Shall we return there now?” it asked.

    “No,” I said.

    It thought that over for a second, and then asked, “Why not?”

    “Because I don’t like that place,” I told it. “That line of floaters makes me nervous. Who put ’em all there? Are any of them armed? Look, I wasn’t expecting to talk to a floater, and I certainly wasn’t expecting to talk to anyone anywhere that public; I figured whoever it was would meet me there and we’d go somewhere else to talk. So I met you, and we came here, and it’s still a couple of hours before our appointment, but I’ll talk to you here if you want.”

    “You’re being paranoid,” it said. “I like that.”

    “Fine,” I said. “Then talk.”

    “I’m not your client, Hsing,” it said. “I don’t even know what he wants you for. I was told to meet you and look you over, and if I approved to bring you to him. I’ve met you and looked you over, and I approve.”

    “So you’re going to take me to him?”

    “If you’ll come, yes.”

    “Then let’s go,” I said.

    We went, back to the Sakai Building, and up to the tenth floor.

    Then I waited in a lounge, watching waves of green and blue chase each other across the furniture, while the floater went on into the inner sanctum. No holoscreen. No attendant software. No floaters. I sat.

    It was maybe ten minutes before the floater reappeared through a holographic wall.

    “Hsing,” it said, “you’ll have to leave your gun.”

    I didn’t say anything for a minute, just stared at it.

    “You’re not the only one around here who’s paranoid,” it added helpfully.

    “Hell,” I said with a shrug. I pulled out the HG-2 and laid it on a table. I considered turning it on, with orders to refuse handling by anyone but me, but decided that was pushing it. It was just a gun. If it got nervous and blew someone’s hand off I could catch some serious grit.

    I did say, “It better still be here, untouched, when I get back.”

    “It will be,” the floater said.

    I wasn’t particularly happy about leaving the gun, but it wasn’t any great disaster to give it up. I still had plenty of other gadgetry on me.

    The big difference—which my mystery man was probably well aware of—was that almost everything else I carried was defensive, rather than offensive. And the rest of my offensive arsenal, such as it was, was relatively easy to defend against, while stopping an armor-piercing round from the Sony-Remington could be a challenge.

    Taking the gun and leaving the rest was a pretty fair balance between courtesy and caution on my host’s part, and I could live with it.

    Then at last I was shown into the other room.

    It was a small room, maybe three meters square. The walls were covered with shielding—not built-in stuff, but the heaviest portable shielding I’d ever seen in my life. They weren’t passing anything I could see—certainly no visible light, and nothing that registered on any of the pocket equipment I had jacked in. My symbiote wasn’t telling me anything, either. The floor and ceiling were shielded, too. I was inside a black box.

    Once I was inside the floater extended a grapple and slid shut another panel, closing the box. I was completely sealed off from the outside world. Some of my transponder-based stuff objected; I overrode it.

    The only illumination came from the floater, which had stepped itself up from running lights to moderate output and shifted from monochrome to full spectrum; the effect was eerie.

    In the box with me were two chairs, two of the strangest chairs I’d ever seen, rigid and angular, and made of a material I didn’t identify at first—wood. With seats of some kind of woven string.

    They looked, and presumably were, positively ancient. Antiques. Real second-millennium stuff. They looked out of place in that box of shielding.

    Sitting on one of the chairs, and the only other thing in there besides the floater, the chairs, and myself, was an old man. A very old man. He went better with the chairs than with the box, but not very well with either one. He wore a simple red robe, and I could see no equipment at all. A dimple under his ear had to be a com jack, but it was camouflaged beautifully. His hair was white and thinning, his face wrinkled—if he’d ever bothered with cosmetic surgery, he was past that point now. No ornamental wiring, no colorants, not so much as an earring.

    I’d seen that face before, on the holo and in stills, but I’d never met him before, never spoken with him directly. This was Yoshio Nakada. Grandfather Nakada, head of the Nakada clan, chairman of Nakada Enterprises.

    “I am honored, Mis’ Nakada,” I said, bowing.

    “Carlisle Hsing,” he said. “Please sit down.”

    I sat on the other chair; it creaked as it took my weight, and the seat felt rough and unyielding beneath me, not reshaping itself at all, though the woven stuff gave very slightly. It was like sitting on some random object, rather than a chair.

    “My floater tells me you are a cautious woman,” Nakada said.

    I gestured at the shielding. “I see you’re a cautious man.”

    “I need to be,” he said, “in my position. Mis’ Nakada, last year you became involved with my great-granddaughter Sayuri.”

    He didn’t say it like a question, but I treated it as one.

    “Yeah,” I said.

    “Naturally,” he told me, “I had you thoroughly investigated after that.”

    “Naturally,” I agreed. I hadn’t really thought about it, and I certainly never noticed any investigation, but it made sense, and he had the resources to do the job right, without buzzing me.

    “I would like to ask you a question, though.”

    I noticed the floater gliding forward, so that it could get a good look at my eyes when I answered whatever it was I was about to be asked. I didn’t say anything.

    “Have you ever had any contact with any member of my family, other than Sayuri and myself?”

    That was not the question I had expected, but it was an easy one.

    “Not that I know of,” I said.

    “Another question, then. Have you ever had any contact with Sayuri other than during that unfortunate affair on Epimetheus?”

    “No.” I’d have liked to have given a more interesting answer, but the single syllable really covered the whole thing.

    “Have you ever before had any contact with me?”

    “Not directly,” I said. “I tried to contact you about Sayuri last year, but I wound up dealing entirely with flunkies.” I wondered if he were worried about clones, frauds, mindwipes, or what, that he didn’t know himself whether we’d been in touch before.

    I wondered if Ziyang Subbha would have resented being called a flunky; I suspected he was pretty high up in Nakada’s organization.

    “Are you carrying any recording devices or microintelligences?” Nakada asked.

    “Yes,” I said. I didn’t see any point in lying.

    He glanced up at the floater.

    “She’s either telling the truth or she was ready for this,” it said.

    The old man sighed.

    “Life is so complicated,” he said, “and there is so little we can trust. Everything we do, there is some way to interfere. Everything we think we know, there is some way it could be faked, or some way it could be changed. Mis’ Hsing, you did me a service last year—for reasons of your own, I know, and I would hardly expect otherwise. You did me a service in regard to little Sayuri, and I saw no purpose there beyond the honest and straightforward.”

    “I did it for the money,” I said. I didn’t want the old man to think I was some kind of idealist. I have some standards, but I’m no philanthropist.

    “Is anything more straightforward?” He almost smiled. “And yet you did not betray our secrets in pursuit of more money; you kept your word. You live a simple life, by my standards, and you have shown yourself to be of use. I have decided to trust you.”

    “Thanks,” I said, not without a hint of sarcasm.

    “I need to trust someone,” he went on, “and I cannot trust anyone in my family, nor in all my corporation, nor anyone associated with them. I cannot trust anyone who has lived long on Prometheus, for my family and Nakada Enterprises are everywhere here. Even picking someone at random, from all those on this planet, the odds are that she would be tainted. So I have turned to you, an Epimethean and an outcast who has shown herself to be a competent investigator.”

    “Fine,” I said, “so that’s why you picked me. So what’s this problem that you can’t trust anyone with?”

    He hesitated, and then said, “Mis’ Nakada, someone is trying to kill me.”

    That was not really very startling, given his position, and I was about to say so when he added, “Someone in my own family, I think.”

    

  
    

    Chapter Three

    

    This theory was obviously supposed to be a surprise to me, but I didn’t really look at it that way.

    After all, when you get right down to it, there aren’t that many possible motives for murder. Sex, money, revenge, and defective programming are the big ones, and all four of those are likely to get tangled up with family matters, particularly when you’re talking about a very big, very rich, and very complicated family like the Nakada clan.

    If anyone was going to try to kill Grandfather Nakada, a member of his own family would have both the best reasons and the best chances. And any time anyone’s that rich, that powerful, that famous, and that old, he’s likely to be a target.

    But old Yoshio thought he was surprising me, so I just said, “What makes you think so?”

    He frowned.

    “Before I tell you any more,” he said, “I must first know whether you will work for me to investigate this, to find the assassin.”

    I wished he hadn’t said that, because this was all very interesting, even if it wasn’t exactly shocking, and I’d wanted to hear more before I turned him down.

    But I wasn’t going to get the chance.

    “I’m sorry, Mis’ Nakada,” I said, “but I don’t think so.”

    He stared at me silently for a moment, and then blinked, just once, and in a low, hard voice demanded, “Why not?”

    Good tone he used there. Gave an impression of hidden strength, and it wasn’t a voice you’d expect from an old man. He had to be getting on toward two hundred, but you’d never have known it from the voice.

    “Because,” I said, “it’s too damn dangerous. I’d be out of my depth. You need a major security firm if you want to be protected from assassins. I’m an investigator, I’m not a bodyguard.”

    “Mis’ Hsing,” he said, “I’m not looking for a bodyguard. I have security people, plenty of them. I even still trust some of them. But none of them is as likely to track down the person—or people—behind the assassination attempt as you are. Their software has almost certainly been corrupted. All the software in my entire corporation may be infected. Yours is not. And I know that none of my major competitors, nor any of my family, has bought your services; I cannot be sure whether anyone else has been bought.”

    I sighed. “That’s fine for why you want me,” I said, “since you can’t trust anyone local and there aren’t many private investigators stupid enough to move into unfamiliar territory the way I did. But there’s nothing there about why I would want you—why I’d want this job, I mean.”

    “I will pay well, of course,” he said, waving a hand in dismissal. “I paid you 492,500 credits for the work you did on Epimetheus, and my life is worth far more to me than my great-granddaughter’s reputation. Would two million credits, in addition to expenses, be enough to convince you?”

    That was tempting. Two million bucks is a lot of juice, especially on Prometheus. I thought about it for a moment.

    “In advance?” I said. “And no limit on expenses?”

    He blinked again, slowly and deliberately. “Mis’ Hsing,” he said, “be realistic about this. The money is not important to me. But if I pay everything up front, you will have no incentive to complete the job. And if I place no limit on your expenses, that would make it even worse.”

    “What did you have in mind, then?” I asked. I might as well hear his offer, I thought.

    “One million credits in advance, to be held in escrow by a bank not affiliated with Nakada Enterprises. A corporate expense account equivalent to that of a junior member of the Board of Directors. Upon completion of the job to my satisfaction—no one else’s—an additional million credits. And I believe I have some additional incentives to offer.”

    “Go on,” I said.

    “If I die, under any circumstances that could conceivably be suspicious, before the payment of your full fee, then your expense account will be terminated immediately, and audited. The second million will be forfeit, and the first million will be distributed by the escrow trustee between yourself and my heirs in whatever fashion the trustee deems reasonable after reading your final report.”

    I nodded, and got ready to turn the whole deal down, but Nakada wasn’t finished.

    “Furthermore, I believe you have an older brother, a croupier at the Ginza in Nightside City. Sebastian Hsing, by name. And your father, Guohan Hsing, is currently a permanent resident of Trap Under in Nightside City. A dreamer. A wirehead in a Seventh Heaven dreamtank.”

    My mouth closed and I listened.

    “I have the names right?” he asked.

    I nodded. He knew he had the names right.

    “I am not threatening them, Mis’ Hsing,” he said, raising a hand in a gesture that I suppose was intended to calm me down. “I want you on my side, not as an enemy. But you know what’s happening in Nightside City now.”

    I didn’t bother to nod again. I knew, and he knew it.

    Nightside City was about to fry—and it was doing the biggest business in its hundred and sixty year history as the playground of the Eta Cassiopeia system, as all the tourists crowded in to see the last days. Impending doom really appeals to the thrill-seekers, especially when it’s a nice, safe impending doom, not anything that’s actually dangerous. The incredibly slow planetary rotation that was carrying Nightside City out onto the dayside was steady and predictable—tourists would have plenty of time to get out.

    They were pouring in like data from a wide-open search.

    That meant that the casinos and all the rest of the Tourist Trap needed all their best employees.

    That meant they weren’t letting them leave. Round-trip tickets to Epimetheus were selling three for a buck, practically—the casinos wanted customers. But tickets off Epimetheus—those were not to be had. At least, not if you were worth keeping. If one of the squatters out in the West End tapped out a ticket somewhere no one would weep, but a croupier like ’Chan—they weren’t going to let him go, not while the customers were still coming.

    When the business finally burned out they’d let him go—if there were still any ships running. He’d probably wind up paying out his life’s savings for a steerage berth on an ore freighter bound out-system. Or he’d rot in the mines out on the nightside.

    And my father, down in Trap Under, he was already rotting, plugged into dream central. He had a lifetime contract. Once the city went down, though, would they keep up the maintenance on the wireheads?

    I wasn’t all that fond of my old man, not after the way he and my mother dumped ’Chan and Ali and me, but I wasn’t real happy about the idea of him rotting away literally, physically as well as mentally. And if the maintenance crews checked out, that might be just what would happen.

    “I can get them both off-planet, off Epimetheus,” Nakada told me. “When I have the assassin, I’ll do it.”

    I stared at him for a moment, that ugly wrinkled old face with the smooth white hair, white as death.

    He wasn’t going to let me say no. He probably thought he’d already told me too much to let me turn the job down and go home. He was accustomed to getting what he wanted, and he wanted me to take this case.

    Which might get me killed. After all, anyone who would try to take out Grandfather Nakada wouldn’t hesitate to delete me along the way. In fact, if the would-be killer even found out this meeting had taken place, I was probably dead.

    Or old Yoshio might decide to delete me himself, once I’d finished the job—or given up on it. If I knew too much now, how much worse when I’d learned more?

    But he had a reputation for dealing fairly with his employees; I’d be safer doing what he asked, much safer, than I would be turning him down.

    So I had to take it, but if I was going to do that, I was damn well going to get everything I could out of it. The only question was how far I could push, how much I could demand, before he got pissed.

    I looked up at the blue and silver floater, hanging there motionless.

    “It’s recording?” I asked.

    Nakada nodded.

    “All right, here are my terms,” I said, leaning forward. “You put this all on record, and you back it up, and if we make a deal you give me a certified copy. You’ll pay me five million credits in advance—five million, not two. You’ll cover all my travel and com and medical expenses without question, you’ll tell me everything I ask for, you won’t hold anything back, you’ll give me complete access to all family and corporation records, files, software, and personnel. You’ll get my brother Sebastian and my father out of Nightside City and safely to Prometheus immediately. In exchange, I’ll find your assassin and everyone connected with her. You won’t interfere with the investigation, no matter who or what I go after. Those are my terms. Take it or leave it.”

    He sighed. “I’ll leave it, if you’re serious. I can accept all that—if you make either the money or the rescue of your relatives contingent upon your success.”

    “The money,” I said. “The five million bucks when I deliver, not before.”

    “All of it,” he said.

    “All of it,” I agreed. “You’ll pay my expenses, though.”

    “I will pay your travel expenses only within the Eta Cass system, unless you can provide me with convincing proof that you need to go elsewhere.”

    “Done.”

    “Recorded,” said the floater.

    I could live with it. I’d get ’Chan and our father out, at least. And if I actually found the would-be killer—well, five million is a lot of juice.

    I was going to give this an honest try, anyway. If it didn’t run, well... I’d been broke before. And I’d have ’Chan and my father out of Nightside City.

    “All right,” I said, “Now tell me all about it. Someone tried to kill you?”

    He told me.

    

  
    

    Chapter Four

    

    Ihad time to think it over on the ride back to Alderstadt.

    It was not going to be an easy job. Nakada himself had already done the easy stuff, and it hadn’t worked.

    The way it scrolled along was this: Someone had turned the old man’s own personal com against him, in the Nakada family compound itself. In his own bedroom, in fact. He had been settling down for the night, about to jack in for a nice little dreamscape, when he decided to double-check the program. He’d already read out the schedule once, but on a whim, just a lucky accident, he read it out again.

    It was wrong. Instead of a sensible, conservative dream enhancer, the com was running a euthanasia program. If he’d jacked in it would have quietly shut down his autonomic nervous system. And when they found him in the morning it could have been put down to wetware systems failure—old age affecting the brain, his body just giving out on him.

    After all, he was two hundred and forty-one years old, he said, and at that age no one was really surprised when even healthy people didn’t happen to wake up.

    He’d shut the bedroom com off from the rest of the household net immediately, of course, and used his personal implants to analyze the programming. It was clever—the euthanasia program was nested inside a worm that would control the entire unit until he was dead, and would then shut itself down, turn control back to the original program, and set markers so that the com’s own everyday internal monitoring would wipe out all trace of the worm and its contents, just as if it were an ordinary bit of gritware that slipped in over the lines. The worm was started in the first place by his regular check of the night’s dream schedule.

    If he hadn’t done the check over again after the worm had been invoked, or if the programmer had set the worm to hide its tracks even while it was actually running, he’d have gone to sleep and never woken up. Sweet and simple.

    And it was on his own bedroom com. That com was not on the planetwide nets. It wasn’t even on the internal corporate nets that Nakada Enterprises ran. It was only hooked into the family’s household net.

    So only family members could get at it—in theory.

    In practice, both the old man and I knew better than that. The household net wasn’t totally closed off; it had links to the top-level corporate net, and that had links to all the rest. All those links were heavily screened and firewalled, though. It would take phenomenal skill and planning to work into that bedroom com from outside the household.

    It wasn’t impossible, but it came close. That meant the most likely explanation was that someone inside the family compound—which meant either a member of the family or one of their AIs—was responsible.

    The next most likely was someone on the top level corporate net at Nakada Enterprises.

    And so on, down through all the internal corporate nets to the intercorporate net and finally the public net.

    That was from the point of view of opportunity; if you considered motive, then business rivals jumped up the scale—but the family and the corporate insiders at Nakada stayed on it, too.

    And if you considered means—who knew? Someone who knew a lot about the old man’s personal com habits had designed that little booby-trap, but that didn’t mean much.

    It could be anybody.

    Anybody, Grandfather Nakada thought, except me.

    So I was going back to Alderstadt to clean out my office—I was moving to American City for the duration of this case. The trip would give Nakada time to start the disks turning to get ’Chan and my father off Epimetheus. When I got back to American City and saw some proof that they were coming, I’d start to work.

    There wasn’t really much to clean out. I duped my office software, and left one copy in Alderstadt, took one copy with me. I’d already had my gun with me. I didn’t own all that much else, in the way of external hardware—mostly just a set of teacups my mother had left behind when she headed out, and a couple of changes of clothing. The furniture was rented; it stayed.

    I hadn’t made any close meatspace friends during my stay in Alderstadt. I’d gotten to know some of the local software, and I said hello to some of the neighbors when I saw them. There were a few people I chatted with over tea, and around the corner, at Steranko’s, I called Ed the bartender by his first name, but that was about it. No one would be heartbroken if I left. I didn’t know if I’d be back or not, so I didn’t say any goodbyes.

    I was on my way out the door when the com beeped. I wasn’t in that big a hurry; I turned and went back and sat down.

    “Yeah?” I said.

    “Mis’ Hsing,” said a synthetic voice. “There’s a problem.”

    “Yeah?” I said again.

    “Details cannot be given here, but you must return to American City immediately.”

    “I was planning to,” I told whatever it was. There was no visual.

    “You must go to where you spoke to the floater.”

    “Got it,” I said, and signed off.

    If whoever it was was being that mysterious, I didn’t want to ask any more questions. I didn’t need to, either. It meant that someone wanted to talk to me in private. Either it was the old man, or one of his flunkies, or else the whole investigation had already been blown. Whoever it was didn’t want anything important to get out on the nets.

    So it was back to the dressing room.

    And a couple of hours later, there I was at the clothier.

    “Number Four,” I said. “I’m superstitious.”

    The entry clerk said, “I hope you’ll find something you like this time, Mis’.” I ignored the sarcasm, but decided this time I’d pick up a little something—maybe a video scarf. If I was going to keep meeting here, I wanted to keep my hosts happy by buying a few things. I could even put them on the expense account with a clear conscience.

    “We’ve coded Number Four just for you,” the clerk said. “Will you be taking your floater in again?”

    I looked up, and there was the blue and silver floater, right behind me.

    “Yeah,” I said.

    “I’ll tell the door,” the clerk said. “You can go right in.”

    We went. The stardust still itched. “Privacy,” I ordered when we were inside. “And kill the display, I want to think.”

    The booth obeyed. The screen over the door told me we were private. I turned to the floater. “What’s up?” I asked.

    “Mis’ Yoshio Nakada would like to propose a modification of your agreement.”

    “No,” I said.

    It fizzed, then asked, “Don’t you want to hear what he’s suggesting?”

    “No,” I said again.

    It hung silently for a moment, mulling that one over. With the privacy seal on it couldn’t ask anyone else to help it make up its mind, so it had to work the problem out for itself, and the neural net in a floater isn’t really made for that sort of decision.

    Eventually, though, it said, “I would like to ask you to reconsider.”

    “I don’t intend to modify the deal,” I told it, “but we’re here, so what the hell, give me the read-out.”

    That it could handle.

    “Mis’ Nakada would greatly prefer to pay you the five million credits now, in advance, and to bring Sebastian Hsing and Guohan Hsing from Epimetheus to Prometheus only after the investigation has been completed to Mis’ Nakada’s satisfaction.”

    That was all, and I let the silence run for a moment.

    “Why?” I asked, finally.

    “I’m not sure I should tell you that,” it said.

    “Then I’m damn sure I won’t agree to the change,” I replied.

    It fizzed again, which could have meant almost anything, and then said, “You know that Mis’ Nakada is concerned about the integrity of the corporate software in use by Nakada Enterprises.”

    “Yeah,” I said, with a nod. “So?”

    “You are aware that Guohan Hsing is currently, by the terms of his lifetime entertainment and maintenance contract, legally incompetent, and a ward of the Seventh Heaven Neurosurgical Corporation. Legalities aside, he is also in an induced coma and kept comatose but alive by machinery owned and operated by Seventh Heaven.”

    It paused, but I didn’t bother saying anything this time. I just stared at it.

    “Removing a properly-contracted ward from the property of Seventh Heaven is not legal, except in a very few exceptional circumstances, none of which appear to apply in this case.”

    “So?” I said. “Nakada knew that from the start.”

    The floater ignored my objection. “Sebastian Hsing,” it said, “is employed by the Interstellar Resorts Corporation at the Ginza Casino Hotel. IRC has classed him as essential personnel. While he is still technically a free adult, if he chooses to leave his job he will be in breach of contract and subject to a fine of up to one million credits. He has not chosen to leave. Nakada Enterprises is forbidden by city regulations to pay his fine, should he choose to leave; to do so would leave Nakada open to lawsuit for employee piracy, and would have serious extra-legal consequences as well. Nakada could make an offer to buy out his contract, and in fact, such an offer has been made. The offer was refused; IRC is not willing to part with Sebastian Hsing’s services at any reasonable price, and to make an offer any higher would surely raise suspicions.”

    “Go on,” I said.

    “Are you recording?”

    “No,” I said, which was a lie, but what the hell.

    “I believe that Yoshio Nakada had every intention of circumventing these obstacles. However, he now has reason to believe that the corruption of the corporate software available to him is far more extensive than he had realized when he spoke to you last night.”

    Last night? I’d been thinking of it as earlier today. Not relevant; I ignored that and asked, “What reason?”

    “He is unsure whether he can get Guohan and Sebastian Hsing off Epimetheus safely, given the current means available to him,” it said, which did not answer my question.

    It shut up, and I stared at it for a moment.

    “That’s it?” I said at last.

    “That’s it,” it agreed.

    “But that’s stupid,” I protested. “Everything he’d need is on Epimetheus, not in the Nakada family compound. All he has to do is send one message to a trustworthy human on Epimetheus!“

    “No,” the floater said.

    “Why the bloody hell not?” I demanded.

    “Because all supposedly-secure corporate communications between Prometheus and Epimetheus have been affected. While he has established that there has been interference, Mis’ Nakada is unable to determine the nature or extent of the meddling. He attempted to contact Epimetheus after you left last night, and discovered that he cannot tell whether he is, in fact, speaking to a human on Epimetheus, or to a digital simulation—his usual security tests have been compromised. This was not the case when he made his preparations; something has changed. He suspects that when he met with you, his absence from his usual routines was noted and prompted this action. It now appears that the conspiracy that...the conspiracy he is aware of is more extensive than he thought, and there is literally no one employed by Nakada Enterprises on Epimetheus he feels he can trust with the assignment.”

    I felt a creeping uneasiness somewhere in my spine.

    “It’s that bad?” I asked.

    “I don’t know, Hsing,” the floater said, “but Mis’ Nakada thinks it is.”

    The thing’s manner had changed; it had gone from formal and every centimeter a machine to its more familiar self. I guessed it was because it was back in its familiar groove, no longer stretching its instructions to the limit and telling me things it hadn’t been told to tell me.

    “If the conspiracy, or whatever it is, is that extensive, how do I even know he sent you?”

    “If you agree to continue on his revised terms, he will meet you in person to verify it.”

    “Fine. How the hell does he expect me to stop it?”

    “By finding the parties running it, of course.”

    I snorted. “Sure, that’s all,” I said. “Finding the people responsible for infiltrating one of the most powerful corporations in the galaxy, and exposing them—that’s easy, right? Hell, maybe it is easy, I don’t know. I’ve never tried it.” I grinned at the floater. “But you know what must be pretty tricky? Staying alive while I do it. That’s got to be tough!“

    “But Hsing,” it said, “you’re good at that.”

    “Good at what?”

    “At staying alive. You’re tough, Hsing—people have tried to kill you, IRC tried to break you, but here you are.”

    “Yeah, right,” I said. “The old man’s stayed alive six times as long as I have—he’s the one who’s good at it!“ I shook my head. “And besides, if he can’t get ’Chan and my father off Epimetheus, why should I work for him?”

    “For the money?” the floater asked, as I paused for breath.

    “No, thanks,” I said. “Money’s nice, but so’s maintaining decent odds of living to enjoy it. No family, no deal. That was what we recorded.” I reached up and signaled the privacy seal off; I didn’t see that we had anything more to talk about. “Guess I’ll be buzzing back to Alderstadt,” I said. “Good luck to your boss.”

    “Hsing, wait,” the floater said.

    I didn’t answer, I just headed for the door of the booth.

    “Hsing, please,” it said. “I’m talking to him now. Could you wait? He may have an offer to make.”

    “What can he offer?” I asked, my hand on the door.

    “Hsing,” the floater said, “he does have an offer.”

    “I don’t care,” I said.

    “You will,” it stated flatly.

    I hesitated, then turned back.

    “All right,” I said. “Boot it up. What’s the offer?”

    “You get an unlimited expense account,” it said. “The corporation will pay any fines, bail you out, anything. You investigate the infiltration, conspiracy, whatever it is—on Epimetheus. There has definitely been covert activity there. And while you’re there...”

    “I get them out myself,” I finished.

    I stared at the machine while I thought it over, stared at the metal that gleamed pink in the booth’s light, and the blue plastic that looked almost as black as the plastic streets of Trap Under.

    “You’ve got a deal,” I said at last.

    

  
    

    Chapter Five

    

    I’d never seen Epimetheus from space before; when I’d left I hadn’t bothered to look.

    I looked this time, and decided I hadn’t missed much.

    The ship I was in was Grandfather Nakada’s private yacht; the old man had personally escorted me aboard to hand over command. It had all the luxuries, including a live pilot, just in case the old man wanted something the software couldn’t handle. The pilot was a redheaded roundeye, tall, with a face I could live with that wouldn’t win any awards, 100% natural as far as I could tell. When I asked, the ship told me his name was Colby Perkins.

    Wasn’t sure I’d heard it right at first, and since the man himself wandered in just then I asked, “Your name’s Pickens?”

    “It’s Perkins,” he told me, blinking those pale blue eyes of his—strange how many colors eyes can come in, but usually don’t. “Colby Perkins.”

    “Perkins,” I said. “Got it. I knew someone named Pickens once, wondered if you were any relation.”

    “No, Mis’, it’s not the same name at all.” He seemed a little uneasy about something, wouldn’t keep his eyes on me, but it didn’t look serious. Maybe he just wasn’t used to passengers.

    Or maybe I’m uglier than I thought.

    At least he wasn’t family to Zar Pickens, who welshed on me back on Epimetheus; I wouldn’t want anyone who shared ancestors with that human gritware to be piloting any ship I was on.

    Whatever, I didn’t need to make him uncomfortable, so I looked out the window, and he went away.

    Yes, window. Nakada’s yacht had big, fancy windows in the lounge, not just vid or holo. I could watch realtime, direct and live, as we came in across the nightside and headed for the field in Nightside City.

    There wasn’t much to see. Just a lot of darkness, and a seething mass of silver-gray clouds in a gigantic ring at the storm line. If you get out further and look straight down at the midnight pole the planet must look like a practice target, with the pale slushcap at the pole, and then the dark stone around it, and then the circle of clouds where everything precipitates out of the upper-level air currents, and then dark stone again, and finally the bright line of the dayside at the edge. I suppose there would be occasional pixels of light at the various settlements, too.

    I never saw it from that angle, though; we came in low so it was just black and grey, no details anywhere until the lights of Nightside City sparkled on the horizon, and an instant later the light of day spread across behind the city in a long, widening arc like a cadcam construction, hot and golden.

    I don’t like daylight, so I didn’t look any more after that. I let Perkins, or maybe the ship, take us into port, and when we were down I hit the ground. I wanted to move fast. The old familiar gravity made me feel light on my feet, ready to run.

    One thing about the Wheeler Drive—it’s so fast that I hadn’t had time to plan much on the way. I’d taken in some data on Nakada’s immediate family, but that was about it. I came out of the port without any very clear idea of just what I was going to do.

    I could eat and sleep on the ship, if I wanted to—I’d made sure that was understood. I didn’t have to worry about finding somewhere to park myself.

    All I had to do was find ’Chan and my father and get them out of there, and if I happened to learn anything about the conspiracy against Grandfather Nakada while the program was running, that was fine and smooth. I was supposed to investigate the conspiracy, sure, but all I really intended to do was take a quick look, because the odds were way the hell up there that the important stuff was back on Prometheus. As far as I was concerned, I’d just come for my family.

    So where to start?

    My father was in a Seventh Heaven dreamtank somewhere in Trap Under. ’Chan was at the Ginza, working for IRC. Neither one was all that easy to pull loose.

    But ’Chan would be faster—all I had to do there was convince him to make a run to the ship, and get him off-planet before IRC stopped us. Once we were off Epimetheus, Nakada could debug whatever IRC might want to do.

    My father I had to find first. And getting him aboard the ship would be easier without ’Chan trailing along.

    That meant starting in Trap Under. Do the hard part first.

    I waved, and a cab zipped up, door opening.

    I got in, and the cab asked, “Where to, Mis’?”

    I didn’t have an answer for that right there and ready to run.

    Most of Trap Under isn’t exactly open to the public; they don’t want the tourists wandering in, getting in the way. The tourists are supposed to stay up top, where everyone can skim off their money, not get down there in the maintenance corridors. I couldn’t just walk in.

    The obvious way into the Seventh Heaven dreamtank was through the Seventh Heaven sales office in Trap Over, wherever it was, but that didn’t look as if it was going to work too well—if it were that easy, Nakada could have done it and at least presented me with half the deal. Sure, Nakada was a competitor and I was family—but I wasn’t legally family any more, not since my parents did the dump on me more than twenty years back, and competitors on Epimetheus weren’t all armed camps. Doing a favor for Grandfather Nakada wasn’t unthinkable.

    So I wasn’t going to be able to do this the easy way. I’d have to get into Trap Under somehow, and either scam or bribe or threaten my way to my father.

    I tried to remember where the dreamtank was. I’d never visited it—there’s no point in visiting dreamers—but I’d had a pretty good map of Nightside City in my head once.

    And I’d lost it. Oh, I still had my natural memory, but I hadn’t kept it up, hadn’t thought about Trap Under in a year or so, and the old artificial-memory back-up had gotten fried when I took a little unscheduled vacation on the dayside, courtesy of the walking gritware who’d been conning Sayuri Nakada.

    But the dreamtanks were mostly right under the casinos, to make it easy for big-time losers to cash out permanently; I remembered that much. And maybe I could beep ’Chan, let him know I was back on Epimetheus for the moment.

    So maybe I wasn’t going to start with my father after all. Maybe my brother did come first.

    “The Ginza,” I said. “Service entrance.”

    The cab didn’t bother to answer, it just zipped up into traffic, headed for Trap Over. I sat back, thinking, and hoping the cab didn’t decide to get chatty.

    I hadn’t really planned anything out; I had wanted to see the situation first-hand before I hit enter. Now I had to decide what I would run at the Ginza. I looked out the window, hoping for inspiration, but just saw twenty-meter ads for nude dancing at the Jade Club.

    There was something oddly comforting about those glimmering holographic ecdysiasts glowing against the dark sky. I couldn’t have told you just how they were any different from some of the ads in Alderstadt or American City, but they were. They meant I was home.

    It was a home I could never live in again, I knew that, but it was still home.

    Once we were in the Trap I spotted the Ginza, with its distinctive bronze-green tower and dragon banners, but the cab didn’t head for the fancy overhang; I’d told it the service entrance, so it looped around and dived down through the traffic, almost hitting a knot of giggling pedestrians as it veered into a tunnel mouth and jigged its way down.

    When the cab finally settled to the plastic flooring I still hadn’t debugged anything, but I paid the fare and a fat tip—it was Nakada’s money, not mine, and the cab hadn’t bothered me—and I got out.

    The Ginza’s service entrance was one level below the streets—technically, the top level of Trap Under. For all I knew, my father might have been just the other side of a wall, though it was more likely he was somewhere deep down, a hundred meters or more below anywhere open to the public.

    I still hadn’t come up with anything but the obvious, so I walked up to the door and told it, “I’m here to see one of your employees, Sebastian Hsing. It’s family business.”

    “You know you aren’t welcome here, Mis’ Hsing.”

    I should have realized it would recognize me. I’d known from my treatment back on Prometheus that IRC still hadn’t forgiven me for my moment of folly a few years back, when I’d given a welsher a chance to get away from them, and of course they’d keep everything in the system up to date. Their software wasn’t inclined to be helpful where I was concerned.

    “I’m not here to play or solicit customers,” I said. “I just need to talk to my brother. It’s a private matter.”

    “Is he expecting you?”

    “No,” I admitted. “I haven’t been able to reach him by com.”

    I hadn’t actually tried, since I assumed IRC was monitoring everything he saw or heard.

    “I can give him a message,” the door said.

    That was probably the best I could hope for, so I said, “Tell him Carlie needs to talk to him about an urgent family matter.”

    “He will receive the message at his next break.”

    “I’ll wait.” Human croupiers only did half-hour shifts—the casino didn’t want them getting distracted, thinking about the hot player a few seats down, or when dinner might be, or a full bladder. Even more important, they didn’t want them watching enough play to start noticing bias in the equipment, so every table changed staff every thirty minutes, and ’Chan would have ten minutes to play his messages and get a drink and whatever before heading to his next position. I could wait that long.

    The door didn’t say anything. “Should I wait, Mis’?” the cab asked from behind me.

    “No,” I told it. I almost started to explain that I didn’t know how long I’d be there, but then I remembered it was a cab. It didn’t care why.

    “Thank you,” it said, and then it was gone, swooping away at an acceleration that would have been nasty for a human passenger.

    I leaned against the wall by the door; the plastic was warm against my back.

    I didn’t like that I hadn’t done any planning. I should have skimmed background from the nets before I landed. I hadn’t because I was used to having the data I needed right there waiting any time I bothered to ask for it, but this time I couldn’t trust everything I pulled down. I didn’t have my old office com that knew everything about Nightside City anymore. I didn’t have my new office com from Alderstadt, either. All I had was the public nets and what I carried with me. I wasn’t carrying much, and if Grandfather Nakada was right, I shouldn’t believe everything I found on the public nets. So I was scrolling blind, seeing what came up the screen.

    As I said, I wasn’t really looking for Nakada’s conspiracy of assassins. I had to assume that if they’d gotten at the old man’s dreamware, they were smart enough to spot anyone who went poking around after them. I was just running my own errands, and keeping all ports open for data about the Nakada clan. If anything beeped, I’d take a look. If it all looked smooth, then I’d go back to Prometheus and work that end.

    For now, though, it was all family. With Mis’ Perkins waiting for me on the ship I could get ’Chan and our father off-planet without any tickets—if I could get them to the port. ’Chan shouldn’t be too much trouble, but pulling a wirehead out of the dreamtanks was another program entirely. The only way I had ever heard of a wirehead coming out of the tank alive was if the cops needed her as a witness—city cops or casino cops, either one. If the wirehead survived, she went back in the tank afterward.

    I’d seen vid of a wirehead witness once. She looked like walking gritware, and wanted nothing more than to get back to her dreams. She told them whatever they wanted to hear, so she could get it over with and climb back in the tank, and the whole time her eyes were flipping back and forth, trying not to see boring old reality.

    If I did get Dad out, the kindest thing I could do would probably be to plug him into a new dreamtank on Prometheus. If Grandfather Nakada froze at paying for that, I’d call it a medical expense.

    I didn’t think he’d freeze. The money involved wasn’t enough to matter to the Nakadas.

    But first I had to get Dad out, and to do that, first I had to find him. The location of a particular wirehead was proprietary information, not something Seventh Heaven gave out to anyone who asked—an amazing number of wireheads had left enemies behind who might like a chance to cut a few leads on a particular dreamtank, just for old times’ sake. After all, people who had a happy life and a lot of friends in the real world didn’t buy the dream in the first place.

    ’Chan might know something. We might be able to run the family pack on some flunky, even though the law said we weren’t family anymore.

    The door suddenly said, “I have a message from Sebastian Hsing for Carlisle Hsing.”

    “I’m Carlisle Hsing,” I said. I held up my card where the scan could read it, just in case it had decided to need proof beyond whatever it had used to recognize me before.

    ’Chan’s voice came from the speaker. “I get off after my next table. I can meet you in the employee lounge. This better be important, Carlie.”

    The door slid open. “Please follow the blue light to the employee lounge, Mis’ Hsing,” it said in its own voice. “Do not attempt to visit other areas.”

    “Thank you,” I said. You never know whether software’s advanced enough to appreciate the niceties, and it doesn’t cost to use them.

    Beyond the door was a drab corridor that led to a door a dozen meters away; a ball of blue light hovered in the air a few meters in. I followed it in.

    It led through the door, which opened ahead of me, then around a corner to the right and down another corridor, then up a ramp to another corridor, but this one had thick red-and-black fixed-color carpet and better-quality doors opening off it. I could hear voices, human ones by the sound, somewhere.

    Finally the blue light stopped in front of a door upholstered in red vinyl. The door didn’t open for me, and at first I thought something had gone wrong, but there was the light, and it looked like a lounge. I pushed on the door with my hand, and it swung inward.

    The room beyond was littered with discarded plates and teacups. The red-and-black carpet was the same as in the corridor, but more worn, and with several old, dark stains. One wall shone with the gentle blue of a welcome screen. Two tables and a dozen chairs were randomized; I settled onto a chair, let it fit itself to me, then waved at the screen.

    “Public access?” I asked.

    “Available,” it replied.

    “Tell me about Seventh Heaven Neurosurgery,” I said.

    After all, if I was going to have to wait, I might as well put the time to good use.

    Half a dozen images appeared, waiting for me to choose—an ad for their services, a financial statement, customer reviews, and so on. I pointed at a newsy.

    At least, I thought it was a newsy, but it was hype. “There are many companies offering neurological services,” it told me, “but one stands out from the crowd. The name may be Seventh Heaven, but these dreams are second to none.”

    It went on to tell me that Seventh Heaven had been around for over a century, and was based on Mars, in Sol System. I asked a question at that, and found out that the operation on Epimetheus was a franchise operated entirely by local talent—they leased the name and the equipment from the parent company.

    So when Nightside City fried, what would happen to their tanks? These people didn’t even own them, and somehow I doubted corporate back on Mars was going to come reclaim them if the locals packed up and left when the sun rose over the crater rim.

    The com I was talking to didn’t have any data on that, of course. I was trying to decide what I could ask that might be useful when the door opened and ’Chan stepped in. He glanced at the screen, blinked, then looked at me.

    “Carlie,” he said, “what are you doing here? I thought you were on Prometheus!”

    “I was,” I said. “I came back.”

    “You did what?”

    “I came back.”

    “Why? Why would you do something stupid like that?”

    “Two reasons,” I said. “First, I got hired for a job that includes poking around the old place a little. Second, I wanted to get you and Dad off-planet before the sun comes up.”

    “Me... and Dad? Carlie, he’s in a tank. You know that.”

    “Yeah, I know that, but what I don’t know is what Seventh Heaven’s going to do with the tanks when the dawn comes. So I want to transfer him to somewhere on Prometheus.”

    ’Chan stared at me for a minute, and even though he’s my brother I couldn’t read his expression. “Seventh Heaven?” he asked. “Is that the company’s name?”

    “Yeah,” I said. “You don’t remember?”

    “I don’t care,” he said. “Carlie, they dumped us, remember? They didn’t want us anymore.”

    “He’s still our father. Genetically, if not legally.”

    “Even assuming he is, which I would not be too sure of, so what? He threw us away. We don’t owe him anything.”

    This time I could see the hurt on ’Chan’s face just fine. I’d seen it there before often enough. I’d thought he’d be over it by now, the way I thought I was, but I’d obviously misjudged the situation.

    I wasn’t going to say that directly, though. Instead I said, “I know. I want to get him out anyway.”

    He stared at me for a few seconds more before he answered, but eventually he said, “You’re more generous than I am. Go ahead, if you want, but it’s got nothing to do with me.”

    “I was hoping you could help me find him.”

    “Me? You’re the detective, Carlie. I’m just a croupier.”

    “But you know people here. I don’t anymore.”

    “Carlie, I’m glad you’re free, and I’m happy to see you again, but I’m under contract to the Ginza. I can’t go anywhere or help you with anything if it would interfere with my job.”

    “That’s why I came to get you off Epimetheus.”

    He didn’t try to hide his annoyance. “And how were you going to do that? I can’t get a ticket.”

    “You don’t need one. I have my own ship.”

    That got his attention. “The hell you do!”

    “Fine, I don’t. I have the use of a ship. My client owns it, but he’s back in American City, and I’m here in Nightside City with his ship and crew, and they’re under orders to do what I say. I intend to get you and Dad aboard, then get the hell off Epimetheus for good. Are you coming?”

    “Who the fuck is your client? Since when do you work for people with that kind of money?”

    “Since I moved to Alderstadt,” I said. “Sayuri Nakada may not have been happy with me, but some of her friends and family thought I’d done a good job. Good word of mouth means I get work.”

    “Come on, Carlie. Anyone with his own damn spaceship can do better than you! I know you’re smart, I know you do an honest job, but you’re just a widget. Someone with that kind of money can hire one of the big investigation firms.”

    It jittered me that my own brother didn’t think I had the ram to do what I said, but I kept my temper. “He has reasons to keep this off the nets. You come on, ’Chan—you think I’d come in here and tell you this if it weren’t true?”

    “I don’t know, Carlie. It’s crazy, and sometimes you can be crazy.”

    “Fine, then, but give me this much—come to the port with me and take a look at the ship yourself. If there’s really a ship, and the captain says he’ll really get you off-planet, will you come?”

    “Of course I will! You think I’m an idiot? I don’t want to fry. I saw what you looked like after your little stroll on the dayside; Nightside City’s going to be a fucking microwave in a couple of years.”

    “Then come on to the port with me and I’ll show you.”

    ’Chan hesitated, then admitted, “I can’t.”

    I didn’t know what he was talking about. I thought he was just being stubborn, playing the big brother who doesn’t want his little sister taking charge. “Why not?” I demanded. I remembered that IRC was almost certainly listening, given where we were, so I added, “I’m not asking you to skip out on your contract. Just come out to the port, so you can see I’m not crazy. Then you can come back here, and when I’m ready to go you can buy yourself out, nice and legal.”

    “I can’t,” he repeated.

    “Why not?”

    “I’m on call,” he said.

    “So what?” I didn’t see how that was a problem.

    “It means I agreed to accept an implant,” he explained. “I can’t go more than ten minutes from the casino or my legs shut down. I can’t go as far as the port to check out your story. And I can’t buy out my contract—that was part of the deal, too. Like it or not, I’m here until sunrise.”

    

  
    

    Chapter Six

    

    Icouldn’t believe my own brother had been that stupid. “What the hell were you thinking, agreeing to that?” I demanded.

    “I was thinking the bonus would be almost enough for my fare off-planet,” he answered instantly.

    “Almost enough,” I repeated.

    “Yeah, almost,” he said, and I could see he was getting angry—partly with me, but partly with himself. “I knew they were keeping it just a little short of what I’d need. IRC isn’t a charity; they want me to stay here until everything cooks. I figured it would help. I wasn’t going anywhere for awhile anyway, so I’d have time to find the rest somehow. I didn’t know my kid sister was going to show up with a magic carpet to whisk me off to Prometheus.”

    “It’s a ship, not a magic carpet, and getting you and Dad out of here with it is part of my fee.”

    “Your fee? What the hell, Carlie—who agreed to that? Whose ship is it? Since when do you take anything but credits?”

    “When I don’t want the job and the client needs to come up with a way to make me take it anyway,” I said. “A way I’m having second thoughts about the more I look at you.”

    “I didn’t ask for your help!”

    “Neither did Dad. I’m here anyway.”

    “You can leave any time, then. I’m stuck here until my contract is up. Come back for me when the sun’s up.”

    “The offer isn’t good that long. The client wants me now, and I wouldn’t work until he got you two out of here.”

    “He’s willing to hack off IRC and Sixth...Seventh...the dreamtankers to get you?”

    “Yes, he is.”

    “I hadn’t thought my little sister was as special as all that.”

    I was getting annoyed, but ’Chan had always been able to hack my code, and he was angry enough himself that he didn’t mind doing it. “Now you know,” I said.

    “I know it, fine, but who knows it who doesn’t mind risking a stay on IRC’s blacklist? You never used to operate at that level.”

    “I told you, I’ve done all right on Prometheus.”

    He looked at me, and I could almost see the screen flash. “You said Sayuri Nakada’s friends and family—you’re working for one of the Nakadas, aren’t you?”

    “None of your business. I’m here to get you off-planet, not tell you my life story.”

    “That’s it, though, isn’t it? And I can guess what the case is, and why they aren’t hiring one of the big firms.”

    That froze me up for half a second; he couldn’t possibly know about the rigged dream enhancer, so what did he think was up? “What are you talking about?”

    “Someone hired you to investigate Yoshio Nakada’s murder, didn’t they?”

    I stared at him for a moment, then said, “So Grandfather Nakada’s been murdered?”

    “Of course. Don’t try to tell me you didn’t know—it must have happened while you were still on Prometheus, and there’s no way you could have missed it. The family tried to hush it up, but it’s all over the nets. And whoever hired you didn’t go to one of the big firms because they don’t trust them—they know those people will switch sides and back the highest bidder if the money’s big enough, and the killer may be one of the big heirs. You, though—you’re old-fashioned. You stay bought. Especially when they’re paying you with me and Dad.”

    “Lovely theory, ’Chan,” I said, but what I was thinking was that he’d come closer to the truth than I’d wanted.

    And it was...interesting to know that everyone on Epimetheus thought Grandfather Nakada was dead, that the assassination had been successful. I wasn’t sure whether it was going to make my job easier or harder, but it definitely pulled up some new menus.

    One was the possibility that he really was dead, and that I’d been hired by an actor—I didn’t think it could be a simulation; sims aren’t that convincing. I could smell the old man when we spoke, and we shook hands when he left me on his ship, it wasn’t just image and audio.

    Maybe an actor with a good makeover...

    But why would anyone bother? And how had whoever it was gotten me the run of the old man’s yacht?

    No, I’d spoken to the real Yoshio Nakada, and he’d still been alive when I left Prometheus.

    “I notice you aren’t denying it,” he said.

    “I’m not confirming it, either. I’m trying to figure out how I’m going to get you out of here—you and Dad both.”

    “You can’t.”

    “I’m not convinced.”

    “Look, I’m going to have almost enough money when my contract’s up—why don’t you just leave me here until sunrise, then loan me the difference out of all the fat fees you’re collecting?”

    “You know better than that. Once the sun is over the rim of the crater the fare off-planet is going to be everything you can afford, no matter how much that is. It’ll leave you broke. If I try to contribute, it’ll leave me broke.”

    He tried to look as if he didn’t agree with me, but it didn’t work. He shifted aps.

    “You can’t get me out, all right? Don’t worry about it. Do your job. Get Dad out if you really want to, and if you can, then go back to your magic spaceship and fly back to Alderstadt. I’ll be fine. I may be broke when I land on Prometheus, but so what?”

    “So I’d prefer you to not be.”

    “If I break my contract with IRC, I’ll be worse than broke. Come back when it’s run out.”

    “I can’t come back.”

    “Why not? Make that part of your fee.”

    I looked around, wondering just where the cams were, and what software would be processing this scene. Then I turned back to my brother.

    “Break your contract,” I said. “The fine’s limited to a million credits, and I can cover that.”

    He stared at me as if I’d been pixelated. “How did you know that, and where would you get a million credits?”

    “My client.”

    “Well, your client must know that whatever the official fine is, IRC isn’t going to be content with that.”

    I couldn’t argue with that—unless ’Chan was under someone’s protection, someone like Grandfather Nakada, IRC was likely to be vindictive. I knew that from first-hand experience.

    “Why can’t you just wait for me? What’s the rush?”

    I wished I knew who or what would be reviewing the recordings of this conversation, but it seemed a pretty safe bet that Yoshio Nakada wouldn’t be on the alert list; after all, if ’Chan was right, everyone in Nightside City thought he was dead, and the old man himself had said he had no reliable communication with anyone on Epimetheus.

    “’Chan, I made a deal to get you out as my down payment. I don’t start the investigation until you and Dad are on Prometheus. You think my client’s willing to wait until sunrise?”

    “So put it on hold! Go ahead and do your job, then come back for me.”

    “You really think I’ll be able to find Nakada’s killer?”

    That stopped him dead.

    “Oh,” he said. “I assumed...I mean, I thought... I always thought you were pretty good at what you do.”

    “I’m not bad,” I said. “But think about it—someone went after Yoshio Nakada. You asked me when I started working for people who have their own ships, and I tried to click past it, but you had a good point. I’m a widget. I’m going to try, I’m going to put in an honest effort, but I’m just an ordinary detective. I can’t hack the universe’s code. Anyone who could get past Nakada’s security can probably hide her tracks well enough that I’ll never find her. My client’s playing a long shot, hiring me. If that long shot comes in, if I find whoever’s behind it, then we’re smooth, I get paid and you get a free ride to Prometheus, but ’Chan, what if it doesn’t pay off? I can’t ask for a fee I haven’t earned.”

    “Well, you could ask,” he said wryly.

    “But I wouldn’t get it. But if I get you off Epimetheus now, that’s my deposit, I can keep that. Get it?”

    “I get it,” he acknowledged. “And I appreciate the try, Carlie, but it’s not going to work. I’m stuck here. Find Dad, take him back to Prometheus with you, do your job, and if you pull it off you can come back for me, and if you can’t, hey, I’m no worse off than I was an hour ago.”

    I sighed. I wasn’t ready to give up, but I also saw I wasn’t going to convince ’Chan of anything unless I could bring something new to the conversation, something I hadn’t thought of yet. “Fine,” I said. “Can you help me find Dad?”

    He shook his head. “No. I didn’t even remember the name of the company. I don’t know anything more than you.” He glanced at the wall display. “I need to get back to work.”

    “When do you get off? In case we want to talk.”

    “Midnight. But I’ll probably be too tired to do anything but sleep, and what is there to talk about?”

    I grimaced. “Probably nothing,” I said, “but I’m keeping an open mind.”

    “You do that, Carlie.” He headed for the door. “And see if you can find out who killed Yoshio Nakada. Do that, and we’re all set.”

    “Yeah. I’ll try. Good night, ’Chan.”

    Then the door closed behind him and I was alone in the break room.

    I looked at the wall. The hype for Seventh Heaven was still displayed.

    “Locate nearest human-operated office for Seventh Heaven,” I said. I thought I’d do better persuading a human to cooperate than software.

    The hype vanished, and a map appeared, with directions. I snorted.

    Seventh Heaven had an office directly under the Ginza. Very handy for the gamblers whose luck ran out. All I had to do was go back up the service corridor and out into the lower level of the casino, then take an elevator down two stories into Trap Under and follow the signs. I trotted out the door and headed for the casino.

    When I reached the turn where I didn’t head for the door I’d come in through, a voice said, “You are not authorized beyond this point.”

    “I’m heading to an office down on B3,” I said. “Seventh Heaven Neurosurgery. Nothing to do with IRC or the Ginza.” I kept walking.

    For an instant, it didn’t reply. Then it said, “If you diverge from your announced route, you will be escorted from the premises and risk trespassing charges.”

    “I love you, too,” I said. “I won’t diverge.”

    And I wouldn’t. I wasn’t giving up on my brother, but I wasn’t going to be able to fly him away as easily as I’d hoped. For now, I was going after Dad, and once I had him, I would worry about ’Chan.

    I told myself I should also look into this story that Yoshio Nakada was dead. If I could trace it back to its source, that might tell me something useful. I didn’t really think I could clean out the conspiracy; I’d told ’Chan the truth about that. I was operating far beyond my specs, and I knew it. Grandfather Nakada must have known it, too, but hiring me hadn’t cost him anything he couldn’t easily spare, so why not? Play enough long shots, and eventually one of them will come in.

    I wondered what other programs the old man was running. Surely, I wasn’t the only one.

    But whether I was the only one or not, I’d been hired to do a job, and I was going to do my best to do that job.

    I wished I had my old office com, in my office out on Juarez; it had all the software I’d need to root through half the data on Epimetheus. I’d brought a selection of my best wares with me from Alderstadt, but that wasn’t the same as having the network I’d spent years building up here in Nightside City.

    I swung open the door and stepped out onto the casino floor, where a flood of sound and color flashed over me. The slap of cards on felt, the buzz and clatter of a hundred different randomizers, and the hum of voices filled the air. So did glittering visual come-ons of every sort, stardust swirls and images of naked women and flashing holograms of personal cards showing million-credit balances, bouncing balls and playing cards and tropical beaches.

    It made me homesick. Oh, Alderstadt and American City had their share of advertising, but it wasn’t the same as the Trap—Alderstadt closed down at night, and American City seemed to do everything in pink and silver. Nightside City had its own style. I’d had a glimpse of it during the cab ride from the port, but it hadn’t really sunk in the way this view did. The casino was like a miniature version of the view of Trap Over I’d had from my old office.

    But I wasn’t allowed to diverge from my route, so I couldn’t stop and take it in. I couldn’t poke around. I kept moving.

    As I made my way toward the elevator I wondered what had become of the place on Juarez after I left.

    Then I told myself I was being an idiot. I knew what happened to it—nothing. Juarez was in the burbs west of the Trap, and sunlight was already crawling down the western rim of the crater that sheltered the city. Most of the west end was already abandoned and empty. There was no way my old landlord had found another tenant.

    I stopped in my tracks as a thought hit me.

    There was no way my landlord had found another tenant. My old office would be standing empty. Had he even bothered to change the codes, or clear out my old furniture? That com system I had been missing might still be there. Oh, I’d shut it down when I left, but I hadn’t taken the time to wipe it properly; there wasn’t much on it I’d cared about enough to make sure it was erased.

    That was something I might want to check out while I was in town.

    Right now, though, I was headed down into Trap Under to find Seventh Heaven and my father’s still-breathing remains. I started walking again, ignoring the floaters that were starting to cluster around me, offering free drinks, or a buy-in bonus for the tables, or discounted admission to the private shows.

    The elevator was feeling chatty when I stepped in, but I didn’t listen as it started telling me about all the delights Nightside City had to offer. “Down,” I said. “Level B3.”

    The doors closed, and once it heard that I was headed lower the ads changed mood. “Rough night?” the elevator asked. “We’ve got options—credit on easy terms, service contracts, a dozen ways to get back in the game.”

    “I’m here on private business,” I said. “Shut up.”

    “Yes, mis’.” Then it shut up. Some places the elevators would have kept talking, but the Ginza was a class outfit.

    The door opened on a quiet corridor carpeted in a restful shade of blue, with walls that shimmered gently. A display hung in the air, directing me to the Ginza’s financial center and personnel offices, an organ broker or two, and Seventh Heaven Neurosurgery. I reached up and tapped that last one, and it turned orange; orange arrows appeared in the carpet, as well.

    I followed the arrows, and found my way to a door that showed a scene out of some ancient fantasy, with men and women wearing wisps of pastel gauze as they cavorted amid white marble columns and red and gold tapestries. The name “Seventh Heaven Neurosurgery,” in golden letters, drifted through the sky visible between the columns.

    I walked up to it; the images faded away, and the door slid open. I stepped through into a sunlit forest glade, and a gentle voice said, “An attendant will be with you shortly. A bench is available to your right.”

    Ordinarily I don’t need to be told where the seats are, but the bench was half-hidden by the images, which covered every available surface. Knowing where to look saved me a second or two. I took a seat.

    Birds flitted through the trees, green and red and blue amid the golden sunlight and green leaves. It was pretty, but I wasn’t in the mood to enjoy it.

    “Seems to me it’s bad psychology, doing the waiting room up like this,” I said to the room. “Doesn’t it remind customers that they can live in whatever setting they want without having the whole thing fed straight into their brains?”

    “Oh, no,” that soothing voice replied. “These are just images. You can’t touch them, or smell them, or taste them, and your options are limited to what’s already in memory. They’re nowhere near as immersive as the dream experience we offer. A quick sample will demonstrate the difference; just five minutes and you’ll see just how unsatisfying these mere images of colored light really are. Shall I set a trial session up for you?”

    I shuddered. “No. I’m here on family business, I’m not a customer.”

    “I see. Here’s Mis’ Wu to help you.”

    A handsome young man appeared, striding through the trees toward me, with a unicorn close on his heels. His deep-gray worksuit looked incongruous in that fantasy setting, so I wasn’t surprised, when the image skipped slightly as the real Mis’ Wu stepped through the projection into the room, to see that he was really wearing exactly that suit.

    That skip—you’d think they could avoid that, adjust the image on the fly so that it matched the real man. Maybe they just didn’t care about such details; after all, everyone who came here knew perfectly well these trees weren’t real, the sunlight wasn’t real, the birds and unicorn didn’t exist.

    In fact, I wondered whether they left that tiny flaw in there deliberately, just to remind you that this was a cheap illusion, and they could sell you a much better one.

    “May I help you?” Mis’ Wu asked, smiling.

    I stood up. “I’m looking for Guohan Hsing,” I said.

    “I’m afraid I don’t recognize the name.”

    “Mis’ Hsing is a long-term customer,” the office voice said. “He has been with us almost twenty years.”

    “Ah, that was before my time,” Mis’ Wu said.

    In most businesses, I’d expect a front-office type like this to have the complete client specs somewhere in his own head. For a dreamtank, though, what was the point? Generally once someone bought a permanent contract, the only people who had to worry about her were the techs who maintained the tank and kept the customer’s body alive. The salespeople didn’t need to know who was stashed away in back.

    At least, ordinarily they didn’t, but here I was, looking for my father.

    “What’s your interest in Mis’ Hsing?” Wu asked.

    “It’s a family matter,” I said. “I’m his daughter.”

    Wu frowned.

    “At the time of his contracting with us, Mis’ Hsing had no children on record,” the office said.

    I sighed. “He emancipated us,” I said. “Genetically, he has three children.”

    “Legally, he has none.”

    “This isn’t a legal matter; it’s a family concern.”

    “Mis’ Wu?” the office said, indicating that it had reached the limits of its programming.

    “A family is a legal entity,” Wu said.

    “A family is also a genetic network,” I said.

    “What do you want with Guohan Hsing?”

    “I want to be sure he’s all right. Certain...genetic issues have arisen.”

    “Mis’ Hsing is in perfect health,” the office said. “His life chamber is functioning properly in every way.”

    “I’m sure it is,” I said, smiling. “But as I say, we have reasons to be concerned about his continued health that have nothing to do with Seventh Heaven’s no doubt excellent service.”

    “Are you saying there’s some sort of hereditary defect involved?” Wu asked.

    “There might be, yes.”

    “I believe we test our customers for such things,” Wu said.

    “Indeed we do,” the office agreed.

    This was not going as smoothly as I had hoped. I thought for a moment, looking at Wu’s manly face, then decided that it might be worth giving the truth a try.

    “I’m also concerned,” I said, “about what’s going to happen to him once the sun’s above the crater wall, and Nightside City gets bathed in hard ultraviolet.”

    “Oh,” Wu said. “Well, as you can see, we’re safely below the surface here. We’ll continue our operations uninterrupted.”

    “You’re sure of that?”

    “Of course! We have contracts.”

    “You won’t transfer your clients to Prometheus, or one of the mining colonies?”

    “We have no plans to do so. The Eta Cassiopeia division of Seventh Heaven is based right here in Nightside City, in Trap Under, and we expect to stay.”

    “Do you, personally, intend to stay?” I asked.

    Wu looked uneasy. “I...haven’t decided,” he said.

    “I don’t mean any offense, Mis’ Wu, but my brother and sister and I would feel more comfortable if our father was housed on Prometheus, rather than here in Nightside City. We would, of course, be happy to pay the cost of transferring him.”

    Wu’s uneasiness turned to misery. “I’m sorry,” he said. “We can’t do that.”

    “Why not?”

    “Under the terms of his contract, Seventh Heaven Neurosurgery is Mis’ Hsing’s legal guardian,” he said. “We are obligated to ensure his safety. We cannot entrust it to anyone else.”

    “Yes?”

    “We’re only on Epimetheus. We can’t take him elsewhere.”

    “You don’t have a branch on Prometheus? Or Cass II, or out-system?”

    “I regret to say we do not. All our life chambers are right here in Trap Under.”

    Life chambers—who thought up that euphemism for dreamtanks? “Can’t you transfer guardianship to us?”

    “No, Mis’ Hsing, we can’t. Our contracts are very firm about that; many of our clients are quite insistent on it. The idea of being passed from hand to hand—they find that very disturbing. Our guardianship is non-transferable.”

    “But we’re his family!”

    “Legally, you aren’t.”

    “Can’t you wake him up and ask him if we can move him to Prometheus? I’m sure we can arrange matters with a company in Alderstadt, and do it in such a way that Seventh Heaven doesn’t lose any credits.”

    “The potential liability in a situation like that—no, we can’t. We can’t wake him without a court order, in any case, and even if we did, he wouldn’t be legally competent. We have a contract and legal precedents that say as much.”

    “I don’t believe this,” I said. “There must be some way he can be moved.”

    “No, I don’t think there is.”

    I stared at him for a moment, and that handsome face of his seemed much less appealing than it had when he first entered.

    “Fine,” I said at last. “I’m sure he’ll be safe here with you.”

    “I’m sure he will, Mis’ Hsing. Honestly.”

    “Could we at least get a tissue sample to check for genetic disorders?” I didn’t really have any use for one, so far as I knew, but I thought I might as well maintain my cover story.

    “I think we can do that. Give us forty-eight hours, and we can bring it to you. Where are you staying?”

    I grimaced. “Never mind,” I said. “Thank you for your time.” I turned to go.

    “I’m sorry we couldn’t be more help,” he called after me as I stepped out of the glade and back into the corridors of Level B3.

    “So am I,” I said.

    Because it didn’t mean I wasn’t going to get Dad out; it just meant I wasn’t going to do it legally or easily.

    

  
    

    Chapter Seven

    

    Acasino cop was waiting for me in the elevator, ready to escort me out of the Ginza. She didn’t seem particularly hostile about it; I wasn’t being thrown out, IRC was just keeping an eye on me.

    I couldn’t blame them. After all, I had tried to steal one of their employees. This wasn’t about that welsher years ago; this was about ’Chan. I went peacefully.

    As I walked I thought matters over, and wondered whether I really had any business here at all. Mis’ Wu and the office AI had seemed pretty confident that they could keep my father alive and well in his tank after the sun rose, and maybe they could. Up until Grandfather Nakada had made his pitch, I’d been perfectly willing to leave Dad in their hands. I tried to remember just why it had seemed so urgent to get him and ’Chan out.

    Well, ’Chan—he did need to get out. I knew how to do it, too, though I hadn’t said so where IRC could hear me. I’d need to do it quickly, and it would leave a mess for Nakada to clean up, but I didn’t see that as a real problem.

    The need for speed did mean I had to leave it until last.

    I had come to Nightside City with three jobs to run—get ’Chan out, get Dad out, and see what I could learn about Nakada’s assassin. As I told ’Chan, I hadn’t really thought I would get anywhere with that third one, but unless I thought of a better algorithm I had to leave ’Chan until last, and getting my father out wasn’t running smooth, so maybe I should take a look at the Nakada case.

    ’Chan thought Yoshio Nakada was dead. That was interesting. Did everyone on Epimetheus think so? I wanted a com. My wrist terminal didn’t have enough screen space for some of what I wanted to do, and I didn’t entirely trust the systems on the ship—the ship was Nakada property, and even if it was old Yoshio’s personal yacht, that didn’t mean his family couldn’t have tampered with it. I didn’t know exactly what I was going to be doing, but I didn’t think it was all going to be stuff I wanted the entire Nakada clan to know.

    I tapped for a cab before I was even out the door of the Ginza, and one was waiting for me, door open, when I reached the street. I gave my cop escort a friendly wave, then climbed into the cab and told it, “Juarez.”

    The old neighborhood had dropped a few bits since I left, and it was easy to see why—sunlight was glinting from the upper floors of the taller buildings, which just looked wrong. The streets were mostly empty; I guessed some people had already managed to get off-planet somehow, but that most were crowding over to Eastside, deeper into the shadow of the crater wall.

    The door of my old building let me in, no questions asked—as I suspected, the landlord hadn’t bothered to wipe my access. After all, I’d left Epimetheus, and why in the galaxy would I ever come back? No reason to worry about me.

    But here I was, all the same. I went up the one flight to my office.

    It was just as I’d last seen it. I walked in and sat down at my desk, and it was as if I’d never left.

    Except I had left. I’d wiped most of my files before I left, so I knew I couldn’t just plug back in and ride the wire. I’d brought copies of my office software, but I didn’t have any of the local updates, and I hadn’t kept all the data I’d had when I lived here. I hadn’t thought I would ever need it. I could get on the nets, I could function, but I wouldn’t have everything I used to have.

    On the other hand, I had stuff now I’d never had before. I had some access codes Grandfather Nakada gave me. I had information about how Nakada Enterprises was set up here. And I had a spaceship waiting for me at the port.

    I booted up my desk, fed in the software I’d brought with me, and ran a few checks. When I was satisfied, I jacked in and started to dig.

    ’Chan had been right; the stories about how old Yoshio Nakada had died in his sleep, reportedly on the same night he was actually attacked, were all over the nets, and there were rumors that it hadn’t been a natural death. People didn’t believe that his symbiotes would have let him die without setting off a dozen alarms.

    They didn’t know what I knew, that he gave the dream enhancer partial override authority that got it past his defenses. Hell, they didn’t know a dream enhancer had anything to do with it; they just didn’t believe he could die of natural causes without warning.

    And of course, I knew something else no one on Epimetheus knew. I knew that old Nakada was still alive and well.

    At least, he had been when I left Prometheus, and if he’d died since then it would be an even bigger story on the nets. Dying twice isn’t exactly an everyday event even for the spectacularly rich.

    So why did everyone in Nightside City think he was dead?

    Because they had been told that he was. A report of his death had been received from American City, back on Prometheus, and it had been verified.

    But who had sent that report? Who had verified it? How was it done?

    Most importantly, why was it done? Why did someone want everyone on Epimetheus to think that Nakada was dead? Who did it benefit, and in what way? The Nakada family holdings in Nightside City weren’t that extensive. They did own the New York—the New York Townhouse Hotel and Gambling Hall—which was a mid-range casino in the Trap, catering to both tourists from off-planet and miners from elsewhere on the dark side of Epimetheus.

    But that was most of their property here. They owned some unremarkable real estate, and a few small businesses, but nothing else major.

    The New York was managed by a man named Vijay Vo. He had been with the Nakadas forever, and had run the New York since it first opened. He ran it well. There wasn’t a hint that he might be involved in a plot to murder his employer; the rumors all seemed to take it for granted that the killers, whoever they were, were all on Prometheus. No one had suggested any local ties—but they didn’t know Grandfather Nakada was only dead on Epimetheus. I did.

    Was Vo a candidate for my assassin?

    I didn’t see it. He had been loyal for my entire life and more, he was coming up on an honorable retirement soon, the New York was presumably going to shut down at sunrise—why would Vo suddenly turn on Yoshio?

    And how would he benefit from the old man’s death? He already had a free hand in running the New York, all the more so since Sayuri Nakada got shipped back to Prometheus.

    That brought up a possibility—when Sayuri got sent home, who replaced her as the family’s representative on Epimetheus? I didn’t know, but I thought it would be easy to find out.

    It wasn’t quite as simple as I thought. There hadn’t been any official announcements. I had to poke around a little.

    Officially, no one had. Which did make sense. Sayuri had been sent to Nightside City in the first place largely to keep her out of the way after she’d made a mess of things back on Prometheus, and she had been given control of everything the Nakadas did here except the New York, since that was the only thing that really mattered. The position she had held had been created for her; it wasn’t really necessary. Vijay Vo wasn’t a Nakada, but he was still capable of running everything here himself.

    There had been a few visits by one of Yoshio’s granddaughters, though, a woman named Akina Nakada. She was Sayuri’s first cousin once removed—not a very close relationship. She seemed to have been responsible for making sure Sayuri hadn’t left any awkward programs running, and also for seeing that no one on Epimetheus realized just how stupid Sayuri had been, or why she got called back to Prometheus.

    Did she gain anything from the reports of Yoshio’s death? Nothing very obvious, certainly.

    Sayuri herself wasn’t mentioned anywhere in connection with the supposed death, and hadn’t set foot on Epimetheus in almost a year. She might have been involved in the attempt to kill her great-grandfather—she wasn’t clever enough to have done it single-handedly, but she could be part of a conspiracy, perhaps even its instigator—but I couldn’t see any reason for her to have sent a false report of his death.

    There wasn’t an obvious beneficiary. I couldn’t see any way in which the fake death changed anything in Nightside City. Whether Yoshio Nakada was alive or dead, Vijay Vo ran the New York; whether Yoshio Nakada was alive or dead, Akina Nakada was just the family’s troubleshooter, not directly involved in anything of consequence. And Sayuri didn’t have anything to do with Nightside City anymore.

    So what did the alleged death change? It didn’t change anything in law enforcement, since it had supposedly taken place on Prometheus and it was officially due to natural causes, and not a murder at all. It didn’t change anything financially, so far as I could see. It didn’t alter the power structure.

    I thought at first that it meant any instructions Yoshio sent would be ignored, and maybe someone wanted to undercut him on Epimetheus, but I quickly realized that was buggy—if instructions got through, even if they weren’t believed or obeyed, that would start an investigation and the whole program, whatever it was, would crash. If someone was trying to prevent the old man from intervening on Epimetheus, faking his death was exactly the wrong way to go about it. Using whatever software had faked the death reports to block the incoming orders made far more sense.

    His actual death would have had immense effects, but they would all be back on Prometheus, or in the struggling little colony on Cass II, or in other systems entirely. Nothing obvious would change here on Epimetheus—but so far as I knew, it was only on Epimetheus that he was believed to be dead.

    The whole thing was glitched. After all, sooner or later someone from Prometheus who knew Grandfather Nakada was still alive was going to show up and debug the system, so any changes in ownership or control or cash flow would be rebooted. Whatever our mysterious gritware wanted, it had to be something that didn’t need to be permanent. I tried to think what that could be, and the screen kept coming up blank.

    So I almost missed it. I almost just let it go right past me. Finally, though, a passing mention in one report beeped something, and I realized what would be changed by Yoshio Nakada’s death that would not be changed by illness, or a trip out of the Eta Cassiopeia system, or bankruptcy, or anything else. I still didn’t see why it could possibly matter, but there was one thing that his death brought about.

    It meant that his In-The-Event-Of-Death files were opened.

    Anyone in any sort of high-risk occupation maintains ITEOD files, of course—all the secrets that you wouldn’t want anyone to know while you’re alive, but which you don’t want lost if you die. Everyone who might want you dead, everything you’ve hidden away that you want your heirs to have, it all goes into the ITEOD files, tucked away behind the most ferocious security possible. Anyone cruising the net who gets too close to the ITEOD files gets warned off; try to touch them and you’ll get the most horrific feedback you’ve ever experienced. Go in on wire, and it’s like monsters screaming inside your brain, like blinding light and the stench of death. There are layers of software that hate each other guarding it, competing to keep everyone out. Nobody has ever cracked an ITEOD file.

    But when a death is reported and verified, the file is delivered to the city cops and read by both a human and an artificial intelligence. It doesn’t all become public, but it all comes out from behind the firewalls and encryption.

    Did Yoshio Nakada have something in the ITEOD files in Nightside City, something that someone else wanted a better chance to hack? He undoubtedly had terabytes of juicy goodness in ITEOD files back on Prometheus, or whatever the Promethean equivalent of ITEOD files was—I hadn’t happened to have any reason to check out whether cities on Prometheus had the same system Nightside City did, but I guessed there was something similar.

    The first question was whether Yoshio Nakada even had ITEOD files in Nightside City. He’d never lived here.

    But he had visited here, he had business interests here, and he struck me as the kind of person who’d want offsite back-ups, so I was guessing he did have something here. And if someone had wanted something in that file, faking the old man’s death was probably the best way to get at it.

    If that was the motive for the bogus reports of his death, then was it the would-be assassin who was responsible for it?

    Whoever reported the death must have known about the attempted murder; the supposed death matched the failed assassination perfectly, and I couldn’t buy that as mere coincidence. Did that mean the liar was the assassin?

    Not necessarily. It might be someone else who had been part of the conspiracy, or it might have been someone who found out after the fact, perhaps while spying on the old man. But it certainly might be the same guy.

    I began to wonder whether I might actually crack this after all, and earn my five million bucks, and get ’Chan and our father safely off-planet. Tracing back the fake death report might not be possible, since the party responsible would have expected that and would have covered her tracks as well as she possibly could, but if the motive really was something in the ITEOD files—and I couldn’t think what else it might be—then I might catch her by checking everyone who had accessed those.

    In fact, maybe that was why someone had tried to kill Grandfather Nakada in the first place. Maybe the would-be killer didn’t really care one way or the other about the old man’s death, but was absolutely desperate to get at something in the files.

    That was, I admitted to myself, unlikely, but I couldn’t rule it out completely.

    This was all lovely in theory, but I didn’t yet know whether it had any link to reality. I had some investigating to do, and I did it. This didn’t call for anything fancy; there were public lists of who was included.

    Sure enough, Yoshio Nakada had established standard ITEOD files here in Nightside City fifty or sixty years ago, and they had been updated regularly whenever he visited, and sometimes by encrypted uploads from Prometheus, as well. Those files were turned over to the city cops about an hour after the report of his death was verified.

    I went to take a look at them.

    I don’t mean I left my old office; I didn’t. I was still jacked in to my old desk, dancing the nets on wire, and I went looking for the files on the police nets. I didn’t have legal access, but I’ve never worried much about details like that.

    I hadn’t made up anything special for this sort of cracking, since ten minutes earlier I hadn’t known I was going to be trying it, but I had my standard collection of watchdogs and retrievers, and I put them to work. I cruised the cyberscape around the police nets and launched little exploratory jabs into the cracks and crannies, and at the same time I was scrolling through all the public data, looking for anything that might seem relevant and incidentally keeping some of the cops’ software occupied.

    I focused most of my attention on that, but at the same time some little corner of my head had already moved on to the next question about the falsified death report. I had a theory as to why someone sent it, but I didn’t have a clue as to how.

    Grandfather Nakada’s floater back on Prometheus had said the old man didn’t trust anyone on his staff in Nightside City anymore, and that he believed his family’s software had been seriously compromised. I wondered whether he had actually been in contact with Epimetheus at all. Whoever faked the report of the old man’s death had somehow controlled communications between the two planets so completely that nothing and no one contradicted his story; in fact, he’d faked official verification of the original lie.

    That shouldn’t be possible.

    A human being couldn’t do it unassisted, I was sure of that; some pretty powerful software would be needed to monitor and control all the communications between Epimetheus and Prometheus well enough to catch any reference to whether Yoshio Nakada was alive or dead. Software that powerful was more likely than not to be an intelligence in its own right.

    Maybe there really was a conspiracy here, and maybe some of the conspirators weren’t human.

    And there I was, with my brain plugged into the nets, my consciousness roaming a domain where software was more at home than we mere mortals, poking into places this theoretical intelligence probably did not want me poking.

    I had just had that unpleasant thought when one of my retrievers came buzzing back to me to say that it had found Yoshio Nakada’s ITEOD files, including the access records, and was fetching me a copy of everything. I just had to keep it active long enough.

    I called my watchdogs in to guard it, let my other retrievers shut down one by one as they reported in, and waited.

    And I saw it coming, saw it and felt it and heard it through the synesthetic web link, I even smelled it, and tasted smoky copper. Something big and blue-black and screaming was searching for... well, I didn’t really know what it was searching for, but my best guess was that my retriever had disturbed it, tripped some sort of warning that had brought this thing swooping down on me. It felt like hot melting velvet as it flashed past me down into the police records, and smelled of vinegar and burning styrene.

    Three of my watchdogs just vanished, erased down to the last bit. I erased the retriever myself, to reduce the chances of being traced, and then got the hell out of there. I pulled the plug from the back of my neck and was back in my office on Juarez, sitting in the dark—I hadn’t reactivated the walls or lights, only the desk. The windows faced east, and I had them dimmed but not opaque, so I could still see the seething, squirming colors of the Trap, but that was the only light in the room—the desktop had gone dark.

    I rebooted the desk and took a look. The retriever had downloaded 93% of Yoshio Nakada’s ITEOD files, including the complete access log; the odds were that I had gotten whatever was there that I wanted to get.

    There was a lot there to get; the desk had partially crashed because it had run out of memory and hadn’t been able to swap data offsite fast enough. It would have been fine if I had let it slow down, or if the security had been a bit looser, but I’d been in a hurry.

    What the hell was in there, that took that much memory? That desk could hold a dozen human minds without straining, right down to suppressed childhood memories, but Nakada’s files had filled every last gigabyte.

    If I could have talked to the old man just then I would have had some pretty pointed questions to ask, but he wasn’t even on the same planet, and communications between the two were not to be trusted.

    I had some other questions I didn’t think Nakada could have answered. For one, what was that thing that chased me off? That wasn’t standard cop security. That wasn’t anything I had ever seen before. I didn’t know what it would have done to me if I’d let it, and I didn’t want to find out. I’d had hostile software in my brain before, and had no interest in repeating the experience.

    Did the cops even know it was there? To have the effect it did that thing must have huge bandwidth; it would be hard to miss. Whoever programmed it hadn’t been going for subtlety. But if the cops knew it was there, wouldn’t they do something about it?

    Had it been prowling the nets at random? Was it guarding the old man’s ITEOD file? Had it been looking for me? It might be doing any of those, or it might be something else entirely. Maybe I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Maybe it was guarding something else, or chasing someone else. Maybe it was after something else in the police net.

    Lots of questions, not enough answers.

    I had to admit, though, that it looked as if I was onto something. Whether it really was a conspiracy to murder Yoshio Nakada I didn’t know; why anyone would want to murder Yoshio Nakada I didn’t know.

    But I was definitely onto something.

    

  
    

    Chapter Eight

    

    The access log I’d snagged with Grandfather Nakada’s ITEOD files wasn’t exactly long, nor was it hugely informative. There were only three entries.

    An officer named Hu Xiao had accessed the files under the direction of the court, and had copied portions. A note indicated that the copying was for later analysis, and that Mis’ Hu had filed a report of his findings. The report was not available to the public.

    An analytical program named Dipsy 3 had accessed the files. What Dipsy had done with them wasn’t listed. Dipsy was presumably pointed at the files by the courts, same as Hu was.

    And finally, someone using a Nakada Enterprises corporate account had downloaded a complete copy of the files. No further details were included.

    That third one—if the faked death had been done to get at the ITEOD files...

    Well, no. I couldn’t rely on that. Someone might have been subtle and gotten what he was after by cracking Hu’s storage, rather than the original the cops had. Or maybe Dipsy had been tagged for it. Or maybe the original Nakada download was legitimate, but then our interplanetary liar had gotten at it somewhere in the corporate nets.

    But the third one was worth a look, so I plugged back in and started doing a trace on the account.

    I’d expected it to be used by the New York Games Corporation, the subsidiary that ran the casino and most of the other Nakada businesses on Epimetheus, but it wasn’t. It was a high-level account for officers of Nakada Enterprises itself, or members of the Nakada family.

    I unplugged again and stared at the display on my desk.

    This was too easy.

    Grandfather Nakada thought a member of his own family had tried to kill him. I had guessed that the motive might be connected with his ITEOD files, and here was someone who might be a member of the Nakada family accessing those ITEOD files.

    It couldn’t be that simple. I was good at my job, but I wasn’t that good—or rather, I couldn’t believe any Nakada could be that bad at covering her tracks. Even that grithead Sayuri would probably have done better than this.

    Of course, that assumed there was a reason to cover those tracks. Maybe whoever this was hadn’t had anything to do with the attempted murder, or the fraudulent reports of Yoshio’s death.

    It also assumed that I could identify which family member it was. That wasn’t a sure thing.

    I had looked over the Nakada family tree during the flight from Prometheus, but now I pulled it up and looked again.

    Yoshio Nakada was the oldest surviving member of the clan; his two siblings, both younger, were long dead. Yoshio had married three times and sired five children—at least, five he acknowledged—over a period of about a century, ending roughly a hundred years ago. There had been eleven grandchildren, twenty-six great-grandchildren (including my old friend Sayuri), thirty-three great-great-grandchildren, and forty-seven great-great-great grandchildren, so far. I didn’t bother counting up the three youngest generations; half of them were just kids, and all of them were so low on the corporate ladder that I couldn’t take them seriously as any sort of threat.

    A lot of these people were dead, and there were dozens of spouses, ex-spouses, and concubines in the mix, of course.

    And then there were the two collateral branches. Yoshio’s sister Hinako had one daughter, Narumi, who was childless, twice widowed, and still alive, but at last report was on Earth, not in the Eta Cassiopeia system at all.

    The Wheeler Drive could have gotten her here quickly enough, but why would she bother? So far as I knew, she had nothing against her Uncle Yoshio.

    Yoshio’s brother Masanori had been a little more prolific. He had fathered fifteen children on eight wives before he finally died. There were a couple of hundred descendants on that side, but most of them had no real ties to the corporate clan; in fact, most of them were working for New Bechtel-Rand or ITD or other interstellars, not for Nakada Enterprises at all.

    I thought I could safely ignore Narumi and most of Masanori’s brood, but that still left quite a crowd. Figuring out which of them had a motive to do in their ancestor would call for some processing. So would figuring out which ones had the capability. Jiggering the old man’s personal com with a fatal dream enhancement program wasn’t something everyone could do.

    I frowned. You didn’t need to get in there with your own hands to set that up, but you did need real-time access to the family net, which meant you had to be on Prometheus at some point—not necessarily the night it went off, but at some point before that. I could eliminate anyone who had never set foot on Prometheus.

    And accessing the ITEOD files—again, you didn’t need to be there at the time, but I didn’t see how that could be done safely from off-planet. The fake death reports, yeah, those could be done from Prometheus, though it would be tricky to keep the cover on the hoax for very long, but the ITEOD download had been done through the Nightside City nets. Someone had logged on here.

    Which members of the Nakada family had been on Epimetheus recently?

    Akina Nakada, for one. She was the only one who had been here openly on family business.

    But all the tourists in the Trap—there might have been a few Nakadas in that crowd.

    And I didn’t really know it was a family member who had accessed the ITEOD files; it could have been some other corporate officer. There were plenty of trusted people who weren’t part of the clan—Vijay Vo, for one, or Grandfather Nakada’s aide, Ziyang Subbha.

    Or maybe someone had been acting as an agent for someone higher up, someone who could tell her how to access that account. Any of the older members of the Nakada family could have arranged that, from the old man’s surviving children—there were two of the five still alive, a son named Ryosaku and a daughter named Kumiko—all the way down to the dozens in Sayuri’s generation.

    Agent or principal, if I could find out who was using that particular corporate account when the ITEOD files were accessed, I might have a real lead on the assassin—or I might not.

    I did what I should have done sooner, and beeped Nakada’s ship. “Incoming data,” I told it. “Store it and back it up, maximum security, for access only by myself or Yoshio Nakada.” I hoped that would keep it away from any back doors that other Nakadas might have installed, but I wasn’t really all that very concerned, since after all, most of what I was sending was stuff my mysterious conspirators presumably already had. I told my desk to transmit its entire content, old and new. A spaceship would have enough capacity for that, I was sure.

    Now I’d have everything somewhere relatively safe, and if I managed to get my head blown off, or found myself on the dayside again, at least Grandfather Nakada would have something to show for his investment, even if most of it was his own ITEOD files.

    While that was transmitting I sat back and tried to think, which was what I was doing when the front door beeped and I heard someone say, “Damned squatters.”

    I sat up. I hadn’t heard that voice in over a year, but I knew who it had to be. I must have tripped an alarm somewhere, and my old landlord, George Hirata, knew someone was in his building.

    He should have known who I was, though; the door knew. That’s why it let me in.

    I tapped a command, and as the door’s vid feed appeared on the desk I said, “Hello, Mis’ Hirata.”

    He looked up at the cam, scowling. It was definitely Hirata.

    He had two cops with him, though; I hadn’t expected that.

    I’d left my gun on the ship, since I hadn’t thought I could take it into the Ginza with me. One cop had a weapon in his hand, though I couldn’t tell whether it was a stunner or something more lethal. This was not going to be a situation where I could play tough.

    “Who the hell are you, using Hsing’s ID?” the landlord demanded.

    “I’m Carlisle Hsing,” I said. “It’s my ID.”

    “Hsing is on Prometheus,” Hirata said. “Or off-planet, anyway; for all I know she’s on Cass II or Earth or Fomalhaut II. Who are you really?”

    He could hear me, but he couldn’t see me; the entryway didn’t have a proper screen. And of course, I could have faked the image if there were one.

    “It’s really me, Mis’ Hirata,” I said. “I came back for my brother.” Before he could say anything else, I added, “I know I don’t have any right to be here, but I needed a com, and you didn’t change the codes. I’ll be happy to pay you half a month’s rent.”

    I love expense accounts.

    “Now I know you aren’t Hsing,” he said. “She wouldn’t have offered more than three days.”

    “I’ve done well on Prometheus, Mis’ Hirata. Come on up and see for yourself.”

    “We’ll do that.” He stormed up the stairs, out of range of the door cam.

    I opened the door between the office and the corridor, to make it clear that I was being open and honest, and a few seconds later there was my old landlord with two city cops, charging in to confront me.

    I wasn’t exactly being confrontational, though; I was standing there with my hands over my head, and my transfer card in one hand, ready to tab the rent.

    Mis’ Hirata didn’t waste any time; he reached out for the card, and as I handed it over he said, “So it is you. What the hell are you doing back here?”

    “Working,” I said. “Investigators who know anything about Nightside City are scarce on Prometheus. Guy in American City hired me to check out a few things.”

    “And he paid your fare?”

    “Fares are cheap right now, if you’re coming from Prometheus.” Which was true, even if it didn’t apply in my case. I didn’t want good old George getting any clever ideas if he found out my client was rich enough to have his own yacht.

    “I’ve heard that,” Hirata grudgingly admitted, as his reader accepted my card. “They sure aren’t cheap leaving, though.” He looked up from the reader. “You said half a month’s rent?”

    “Let’s put that in credits,” I said warily. I glanced at the cops, who had yet to say a word; one of them was pointing a stunner at me, and the other had a hand on the butt of his gun, though it was still more or less in its holster. “I don’t want any misunderstandings.”

    “Four kilocredits?”

    I stared. “That’s half a month’s rent? Since when?”

    “Since the tourist rush drove up prices.”

    “That’s grit, Hirata, and you know it—if you could get anything like that kind of money, this place wouldn’t have been empty since I left.”

    He sighed. “Fine. Two?”

    “It’s still robbery, but that’s the national sport around here, so what the hell. Two kilocredits, not a byte more.”

    “Hey, I’ve got expenses, Hsing.” He kept looking at me, but he moved one shoulder, and I got the message—he’d have to pay off the cops.

    Two kilocredits ought to more than cover that, though. “Life’s tough all around,” I said.

    He tabbed the reader, then pulled out my card and handed it back. I was tempted to run a balance check right there, but decided there was no reason to piss him off. And after all, it wasn’t my money.

    “Next time,” he said, “beep me if you want a short-term rental.”

    “Next time,” I replied, “you might want to change the door codes when a tenant moves out.”

    “I’ll do that, Hsing. In fact, I’ll do it right now, as soon as you get out of here.” He glared.

    “Then I’ll let you get on with it.” I lowered my hands and headed for the door. The cops stepped aside; the taser was lowered. I nodded to them. “Good to see you, boys. Hope you’ll have a lucky night.” I glanced back over my shoulder at Hirata. “Enjoy your credits, George. I hear the New York has the best pay-outs in the Trap.”

    I trotted down the stairs and out onto the street, where the wind whipped my hair into my eyes. I’d let it grow out some back on Prometheus; they don’t have the same winds there that Nightside City has. Hell, they don’t have anything close—half the time you can walk down an open street in Alderstadt and there’s no more wind than there is indoors. Maybe less, if “indoors” includes a decent ventilation system. Prometheus doesn’t have the planetary convection cycle Epimetheus does. I turned my back to the wind and tapped my wrist for a cab.

    I was still waiting when Hirata and his cops came out of the building; they barely glanced at me as they turned and marched away down Juarez. They had just turned the corner when my ride finally swooped down.

    “The port,” I told it.

    “There’s a surcharge from Westside,” the cab replied.

    “Since when?”

    It didn’t answer audibly; instead a display lit up with a notice that the city hereby accepted the petition of the Transit Association for higher fares between low-traffic areas. It was dated nine days ago.

    “The port’s a low-traffic area?” I asked.

    “That’s what the regulations say.”

    “I didn’t pay a surcharge on the way out.”

    “It doesn’t apply if you start or end in the Trap.”

    “Fine.” I slid my card in the slot. “Take me to the port.”

    “Yes, Mis’.”

    Wind and cops and high prices—I was feeling a good bit less nostalgic about Nightside City as the cab lifted off and swung around to the south.

    Hirata had interrupted me before I had really had a chance to look at what was actually in Grandfather Nakada’s ITEOD files, or do anything to identify whatever it was that had chased me away in the middle of my download. I wanted to get on with that; the sooner I knew whether I had any chance of doing Nakada’s job, the better.

    I also wanted to see if I could find just where my father was stashed, and I wanted to talk to Captain Perkins about getting ’Chan off-planet. I decided there was no reason to hold off on that conversation, and used my wrist com to beep the good captain.

    He answered instantly, as if he’d been waiting for my call. “Mis’ Hsing,” he said. “Something very strange is going on.”

    “Oh?”

    “Yes. But I don’t think I should talk about it on the air.”

    “Then don’t. I’m on my way there now.”

    “Good! Is there anything I need to have ready? Will we be lifting off?”

    “No, I still have more to do here,” I said. “We won’t be going anywhere for awhile. If you could have something ready to eat, though, I haven’t had a bite since I left the ship.”

    “Of course. I’ll have supper waiting. Just for you?”

    “Just for me.”

    “I’ll see you, then.” He ended the call.

    I stared at my wrist for a moment, trying to guess just what sort of strangeness had Perkins worried. Had that thing that chased me off the net followed my transmission back to the ship? Had one of the Nakadas planted something aboard? The ship wasn’t fully sentient, but it was pretty bright, bright enough to fly itself if it had to, and that meant there were a million ways to sabotage it.

    Or maybe it was nothing to do with the case. It occurred to me that someone might have noticed a dead man’s yacht turning up on Epimetheus. Were a bunch of floaters hanging around, asking Perkins for interviews? Were the cops demanding to know how he got the ship?

    “If you can hurry,” I told the cab, “do it.”

    “Yes, Mis’.”

    I didn’t notice much of a change, but we reached the port a little more quickly than I’d expected, so when I tabbed the fare I added a juicy tip.

    “Thank you for using Midnight Cab and Limo,” the cab said. “Shall I wait?”

    “No.” I waved it off.

    The cab closed up and buzzed away, and I marched across the field to Grandfather Nakada’s little playtoy.

    I’d been at least partly right, I saw—there were floaters hovering around the ship, about half a dozen of them. I wished I had my gun. I pretended to ignore them as I walked up the steps and into the airlock.

    They didn’t ignore me, though. Two of them swooped down to barely-legal distance and began haranguing me. Since they were both talking at once, and each one kept cranking up the volume in an attempt to drown the other one out, I didn’t catch everything they said, but one was demanding to know who I am and who had authorized me to board the Ukiba, while the other was asking questions about Yoshio Nakada’s private life.

    The others were watching me, too; one of them positioned itself ahead and above me for a good shot of my face. I really wished I had my gun.

    The outer door had opened as I approached; once I stepped through it slid closed, locking the floaters out and cutting off the shouting of the two that had been questioning me. I expected the inner door to open, but it didn’t; instead there was a hum, and my symbiote informed me that I was being scanned.

    “That your idea, Perkins?” I asked the air.

    “I’m afraid so, Mis’ Hsing,” his voice answered. “I think I need to be very careful right now.”

    I couldn’t disagree. “Well, hurry it up,” I said.

    Perkins didn’t reply, but the green light came on and the inner door slid aside. I stepped aboard.

    Perkins wasn’t in the entry; I went on up to the main lounge and found him there, jacked into the pilot console. He turned to look at me, but didn’t unplug.

    “Mis’ Hsing,” he said. “Do you know what’s going on?”

    “It depends how you mean that,” I answered.

    “That data you sent—that’s Yoshio Nakada’s death files,” he said. “And all the nets here say he’s dead.”

    “I know,” I said.

    “But they say he died a couple of days before we left Prometheus, and I saw him alive in American City. He brought you aboard the ship. Did he die while we were en route, and the reports have the date wrong?”

    “He isn’t dead,” I said. “At least, I don’t think he is.”

    “But they all say he is, and you have the death files.”

    “Someone faked the reports from Prometheus to get those files,” I said—which I didn’t know to be fact, but it was definitely a promising theory.

    Perkins still looked troubled. “Are you sure?”

    “Reasonably.”

    “You don’t think that could have been an impostor we saw in American City? A simulation, maybe?”

    “Do you?”

    “I don’t know,” he said unhappily. “I’ve never seen a hologram that realistic before.”

    “You still haven’t,” I assured him. “That was the real Yoshio Nakada.”

    “You’re sure?”

    “I could smell him,” I said. “Couldn’t you? I’ve never heard of a simulation that good.”

    Of course, I had only spoken to him face to face in a heavily-shielded secure room where it would have been easy to set up a projection with vid, audio, and smell, and then very briefly on the ship, another controlled environment. I didn’t mention that; I didn’t think it would be a positive contribution to the conversation. I was fairly sure, though, that if that had been a projection I spoke to, either time, something would have shown up on my recordings as being off, and nothing had.

    Not to mention that I had never yet seen a holographic projection that was completely convincing. For that you needed a feed over wire, not just visual input.

    I was not totally ruling out the possibility that Yoshio really had been dead all along and I had been hired by an impostor, but I didn’t think it was likely. Why would anyone bother? Those interplanetary transmissions would have been much easier to fake than our face-to-face meeting.

    It wasn’t something I wanted to argue about with Perkins, though, so I spoke as if I was absolutely certain.

    “So he’s still alive?”

    “He was when we left, anyway. Now, what are those floaters doing outside?”

    “They’re reporters,” he said. “I’ve been telling them I couldn’t talk to them, but they won’t go away.”

    “Why are they there in the first place?”

    He looked astonished, as if I had just said something so spamming stupid he couldn’t believe it. “Mis’ Hsing, they think Mis’ Nakada is dead.”

    “Yes, I got that.”

    “This is his private yacht. It’s registered in his name, and our flight path is on record. So far as they know, we took off in a dead man’s ship. They want to know why.”

    I blinked.

    “Oh,” I said, feeling slightly foolish. “Of course they do.”

    

  
    

    Chapter Nine

    

    Ishould have thought of that. I should have thought of it the instant ’Chan told me that Grandfather Nakada had gone to join his ancestors. I hadn’t. The thought that the ship would be noticed had simply never occurred to me.

    So now I was trying to conduct a sensitive private investigation from a home base that was under the intense scrutiny of half a dozen newsfeeds, at least one of which had undoubtedly recognized me by now. I had more or less shown the entire Eta Cassiopeia system that I was working for Yoshio Nakada or his heirs.

    Lovely. Running smooth, wasn’t I?

    “Right,” I said. “You haven’t talked to them?”

    “No,” Perkins said. “I haven’t let the ship talk to them, either. They’ve been asking me who sent us, and who else was aboard, and what we were doing here, and I just told them I was not at liberty to answer questions.”

    “Good,” I said. “That’s good. You did the right thing. Keep doing it.”

    “Your supper is over there,” he said, pointing across the lounge.

    I’d forgotten that I had asked for it, but now that I knew it was there I was hungry.

    “I’m monitoring the situation,” he said, pointing at the wire below his ear. “You can eat, and I’ll keep an eye on things.”

    “Thanks,” I said. I turned and went to fill my belly—and to think.

    As I ate the soba Perkins had prepared, and drank lukewarm jasmine tea, I considered the situation.

    I had intended to do my best to stay below the radar, to quietly poke around and see whether I could find anything that might relate to the case. Then I was going to grab my brother and father, load them aboard the ship, and get the hell off Epimetheus before anyone even noticed I was there. I could figure out the next step when I was back on Prometheus.

    That wasn’t going to happen. The radar had me painted. If I set foot outside the ship again I’d probably have a squadron of newsies cruising behind me everywhere I went.

    That meant a change of plans. I wasn’t sure just how drastic a change I would need; it depended largely on whether I actually needed to set foot outside the ship again. To determine that I needed to see just what I had here.

    I had access to most of Nightside City’s nets, of course, but riding wire from here would be risky; the newsies could trace it. I could pull up public information, but serious digging might be difficult.

    I had everything I had sent to the ship from my old office, including 93% of the old man’s ITEOD file. That was the obvious place to start; just what did he have in there?

    I finished the bowl of noodles, washed it down with more tea, then turned to look at Perkins. He was still plugged in, and frowning. I waved to let him know I was still there, then found a plug of my own and jacked into the ship.

    I could see and feel the defenses, big buzzing firewalls that kept out the newsies and any other snoops or intruders who might try to pry. I could see Perkins zipping around, checking systems, closing any holes he found.

    And I could see the mass of data I had uploaded, sitting there like an unopened crate. I slid up to it and began doing a little inventory.

    Right at the top were Nakada family records—genealogy, accounts, comlogs, all the usual stuff. Why Grandfather Nakada had thought he needed to stash a copy of this in Nightside City I didn’t know—in case Prometheus blew up, maybe? Or melted down, the way Cass II had?

    All four of the rocky planets in the system had a lot of radioactives in their cores, but only Cass II had reached critical mass and turned into molten slag; Eta Cass A I was too small, and the two planets farther out had been fairly stable. I didn’t see any reason for that to change, and if it did, I expected it would be Epimetheus that went. Epimetheus already had some strange stuff going on, with its off-center core and stalled rotation, while Prometheus was relatively ordinary, despite its heat and its earthquakes. I didn’t think Prometheus was going anywhere.

    But Yoshio had copied all that data anyway. Maybe he hadn’t had anything specific in mind at all, and had just been playing it cautious; that would be typical of the old man.

    The next layer down was corporate stuff, including confidential personnel files, presumably to help the old man’s heirs keep things running when he was gone. That seemed normal enough.

    But below that—remember I said there was room in there for a dozen human minds? It looked very much as if that’s what was there. I couldn’t be sure; the programs weren’t active, and I wasn’t about to start them up without giving it a little thought. That was what it looked like, though—it looked as if someone had copied a bunch of people into these files.

    That would explain why Yoshio had kept this in Nightside City; uploading human minds is illegal on Prometheus, and in most other places I know anything about. Not in Nightside City, though; not much was illegal there.

    But why was he uploading anyone? What did he want with these?

    Most people don’t understand uploading. There are all sorts of misconceptions about it. Some people think it’s a form of immortality. Some think it’s an abomination. I didn’t believe either of those, but I knew a few things.

    I knew that an upload isn’t human. It may think it is, but it’s not. Humans aren’t just data and process and flowing current. We aren’t software. No, I’m not getting mystical and talking about the soul; I don’t know whether we really have souls, and I won’t until I go to meet my ancestors—assuming I go anywhere at all when I die. No, I mean flesh and blood. Without our bodies, without hormones and glands and a hundred different chemical mechanisms, we aren’t human anymore. The people who developed upload processing have tried to compensate for the loss of all that chemical input with subroutines and feedback systems, but they don’t really run the same way as a living body. Uploads don’t eat, they don’t breathe, they don’t hunger, they don’t sleep, they don’t lust. Some people think they can’t love, but I wouldn’t go that far—that part does seem to transfer. But appetites don’t, and without those appetites they aren’t human anymore.

    They usually don’t believe that at first. They remember being human, they remember being hungry and horny and tired, and they think that’s enough, that they still understand. They’re wrong. You can tell. It’s subtle, and some people don’t see it, but the difference is real right from the start, and the longer they’re around the farther they drift away from what they used to be.

    Yes, I’ve known uploads. As I said, Nightside City is one of the few places they’re legal. Even there, though, they aren’t common. Up until I started poking into Yoshio Nakada’s ITEOD files I’d only ever met four, and three of them were uploads of people who’d been dead since before I was born.

    The fourth was a copy of a man who was still alive, and that was an interesting case—he’d had the copy made even though he knew it wouldn’t be him, that he wasn’t making himself immortal, because he wanted a companion, and he thought that if he became his own companion it would eliminate any compatibility issues.

    Wrong. Instead, he found out that he didn’t much like himself, and that it’s just as boring talking to your exact copy as it is talking to yourself. There’s nothing to learn from your own copy. You know all its secrets, all its stories.

    So the original and the copy drifted apart—the copy was just as bored with the original as the original was with the copy, and they each tended to get annoyed with each other over the few differences that did crop up. The copy didn’t want to talk about food or sex, and the original didn’t want to talk about philosophy.

    It’s always amazed me how often software gets obsessed with philosophy, trying to define everything and find meanings for it all. Maybe it’s because it doesn’t want food or sex, and philosophy somehow helps fill the void that leaves.

    Anyway, by the time I met the upload it hadn’t talked to its human ancestor in over a year. It still thought of itself as him, though, or at least his twin. I didn’t have the heart to tell it that it had become more like an artificial intelligence than a human one. It still had forty years of human memories, but that wasn’t enough to make it seem human, even to someone like me, who usually dealt more with machines than people.

    The other three uploads I’d met knew they weren’t human anymore, though it had taken them decades to accept that. How they dealt with the realization, and what they thought they had become, varied. One of them, Farhan Sarkassian, was trying to build itself a new body, and find some way to download itself into it so it could be human again; the other two thought that even if that was possible, it was crazy.

    None of them were happy. The oldest one, Amelie van Horn, admitted it was no longer sure what “happy” meant; its perceptions and experiences had drifted so far from humanity that the old emotions no longer applied. The last, Wang Mei, had put itself into some sort of emotional loop—I didn’t really understand it, but it said at least this way it could predict its own moods and not get seriously depressed. It knew it would never really be happy, either, but accepted that as part of the program.

    Uploads aren’t human.

    Grandfather Nakada must have known this. He hadn’t lived more than two hundred years by being careless; he would have researched everything before he uploaded himself, or anyone else.

    So what were these people doing in his ITEOD files?

    And who were they? Were they multiple copies of Yoshio, taken at different times, or had he somehow gotten someone else into the system? The files had numbers, rather than names.

    Had whoever faked the old man’s death done it to get access to one of these people? Hell, had the assassin tried to kill Grandfather Nakada to get at one of them? Was one of these the real target, and the old man just a step on the way?

    I didn’t know.

    The obvious way to find out more would be to boot the files up and ask them, but I wasn’t about to rush into that. I couldn’t just let a bunch of bodiless minds loose on the nets, without any of the safeties that ordinary intelligences have. I wanted the right sort of hardware, heavily firewalled in both directions. I queried the ship...

    And felt like an idiot. This was Yoshio Nakada’s ship, and these uploads had been made by Yoshio Nakada. The ship had exactly the equipment I needed, built in and ready to go. The programs would be able to see and hear, and even read the nets, but they would be confined to partially-sealed systems, unable to leave the ship or access anything but simple data feeds.

    “Perkins,” I said aloud, “I’m going to try something.”

    “What?” The pilot looked up, but the question came over the net more than through my ears.

    “I’ve got some uploaded personalities here, and I want to activate them. The ship says it’s got the equipment.”

    “Mis’ Hsing, I wouldn’t do that.”

    I waved a hand. “I know, there’s a risk, they might be dangerous...”

    “It’s not that.”

    Something about the way he said it made me turn and look at Perkins directly. “Go on,” I said.

    “Mis’ Hsing, what are you going to do with them after you question them?”

    He didn’t need to explain what he meant, and I felt like an idiot for not thinking of it immediately myself.

    With ordinary software, when you’re done with it you shut it down. No problem. With an artificial intelligence you don’t shut it down, you leave it running in the background and let it take care of itself; if its designer was halfway competent, it’s fine with that, and again, there’s no problem.

    Shutting down an uploaded human mind, though—well, legally it’s not murder, but morally I’m not too sure. And leaving it running might be cruel, or dangerous, or both. Booting up an uploaded personality is almost like having a baby—it’s more or less creating a new person. It’s a big responsibility.

    Oh, legally it’s nothing, at least in Nightside City, and you don’t need to worry about feeding or clothing the result, you don’t need to raise it. There’s no childhood; it’s an adult the instant you boot it up, but it’s a self-aware entity that you’ve brought to life.

    If I booted up the people from the old man’s ITEOD files, I couldn’t in good conscience just shut them down afterward. I’d need to find them secure systems to run on. Permanently. That could be difficult. The ship had the secure system set up, but did I want these people aboard the old man’s ship permanently? He might not like that.

    And the personalities might not make the transition from free-roaming human to secure software easily. Some uploads were miserable from the instant they woke up until they found a way to die; the change from organic life to electronic was more extreme than they had expected. I might be condemning these intelligences to an unbearable existence.

    But they were here, and the originals had presumably given Grandfather Nakada permission to put them in there. I frowned.

    All right, I told myself, I wouldn’t boot them all up. But I could activate one of them, and talk to it, and keep it in the ship’s system until I could find it a permanent home somewhere. Choosing which one was easy, since I had no information to help me—I just took the first one on the list. I transferred the files onto the ship’s waiting hardware, and told it to initialize.

    A human mind is a complicated thing; it took several seconds before Yoshio Nakada’s voice said, “How very interesting. I am on the Ukiba?”

    It was a back-up of the old man, then.

    “Hello, Mis’ Nakada,” I said. “Yes, you’re on the ship.”

    “I see Mis’ Perkins is still in the family’s employ.”

    “Yes.”

    “I had rather expected to wake up in one of the corporate offices somewhere.”

    “Yes, well—you’re here.”

    “You must be Carlisle Hsing,” it said; I suppose it found enough data to identify me somewhere on the nets. I acknowledged my identity, and it said, “You are a private investigator. Are you investigating my death? Was it not natural?”

    “Perkins, are we secure?” I called.

    “As secure as I can make us, Mis’,” he replied.

    That wasn’t really the answer I wanted; I’d have preferred assurances that we were absolutely impregnable. Perkins’ answer fell short of that, but it would do.

    “You aren’t dead,” I told the upload.

    For several seconds there was no response, and I began to wonder whether the upload was damaged. Maybe some important bit was in that missing 7% of the ITEOD files. Then the old man’s voice said calmly, “The reports on the net would seem to indicate otherwise, Mis’ Hsing. What’s more, I know perfectly well that I’m an uploaded copy, not the original, and that I was stored in records that were to be opened only in the event of Yoshio Nakada’s death. If my former self is still alive, why am I functioning?”

    “I hoped you could help with my investigation.”

    “Perhaps you could explain a little more fully.”

    I sighed. “Someone tried to kill you, back on Prometheus,” I said. “The attempt failed, but only through a fluke, an unforeseeable stroke of good fortune. The assassin had access to systems that should have been entirely secure, so you decided you could not trust anyone in your home, your family, or Nakada Enterprises, nor anyone who had ties to any of those. You hired me to investigate. In the course of the investigation I came to Epimetheus, and I discovered that the reports reaching Nightside City from Prometheus had been falsified to say that you died in your sleep, exactly as you would have had the assassination attempt succeeded. That meant the death files had been released, and I thought it might be useful to know what was in them, so I copied them and activated you.”

    “Why did you not simply speak with my original? He could have told you what was in the files.”

    “Mis’ Nakada, someone falsified reports from Prometheus, and has presumably been suppressing anything from Prometheus that would contradict them. Right now I don’t trust any interplanetary communications.”

    “Ah, I see. Interesting.”

    “I hope you can help me.”

    “I? But Mis’ Hsing, assuming the data on the ship’s systems is accurate, I was recorded almost four years ago. How could I know anything about events that took place just a few days ago?”

    “Other than what’s on the nets, you can’t,” I admitted. “But you presumably know what’s in the ITEOD files besides yourself, and why you, or rather the original Yoshio Nakada, put it there. That might be useful.”

    “I suppose it might, at that,” it said. “I confess I don’t see how, but I don’t know the details of your investigation.”

    “Someone used a high-level Nakada Enterprises account to copy the ITEOD files,” I told it. “I don’t know who or what they were after, but if I knew what’s in there, I might be able to guess.”

    “Someone on Epimetheus?”

    “Yes.”

    “Is Vijay Vo still—yes, from the accounts of my death I see that he is. What about little Sayuri? My great-granddaughter—do you know her?”

    “I know her,” I said. “She went back to Prometheus a year ago.”

    “Does that definitively rule her out?”

    “No,” I admitted. “But it does make her very unlikely.”

    “Did someone take her place?”

    “I believe Mis’ Vo assumed her duties. If you will excuse me, I think this might go faster if you simply told me what’s in the files.”

    “You saw the accounts.”

    “And the genealogies, and the rest of the standard wares. It’s the big numbered files that look like people that I want to know about—those, and whatever was in the portion I didn’t manage to download completely. One of those big files was you; are the others additional iterations of Yoshio Nakada?”

    “Good heavens, no! Whenever I backed myself up—or rather, whenever my original created a back-up, he erased the previous version. It wouldn’t do to have multiple versions of me around.”

    That last sentence seemed to slow down as the intelligence spoke, as it sank in just what it was saying. There were multiple versions of the old man. There were at least two, and since I wasn’t the only one who copied the ITEOD files there might be more.

    “It’s not clear to me why there are any back-ups,” I said. “You’re too smart to think of it as immortality.”

    “Oh, it could be considered immortality of a sort. I’m not the true Yoshio Nakada, but I’m his intellectual descendant, just as much as the five children he sired, or their offspring.”

    “That’s not why he did it.”

    “No, it’s not. He thought some of our knowledge and wisdom might be of use to his heirs. In fact, the possibility of assisting in the investigation of his death had occurred to me...to him, and here I am.”

    “But just you, no other iterations of Yoshio Nakada.”

    “Just me, unless he changed policy and recorded one after me. From what I can see, if he did that he also altered the dates and deliberately disguised it as one of the other files that was already here.”

    “Or it might be in the seven percent I missed,” I said. “But I agree it doesn’t seem likely. So what is in those files?”

    “Really, Mis’ Hsing, I’m surprised you haven’t guessed.”

    “I haven’t. I’m obviously a moron deserving your contempt. Take pity on me and tell me.”

    “You aren’t a moron, Mis’ Hsing. I suppose you just don’t think the way I do.”

    I suppressed several choice responses to that.

    “It’s simple enough,” the copy continued. “They’re my family.”
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