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    Chapter One

    

    The city outside my window was a cacophoty of neon and stardust, a maze of blinding glitter and flash, and from where I sat it was all meaningless, no discrete images at all—nothing discrete, and certainly no discretion. I knew that the casino ads were shimmying and singing like sirens, luring passersby onto the rocks of the roulette wheels and randomizers, sucking them in with erotic promises of riches, but all that reached me through the window was a tangle of colored light and a distant hum, punctuated every so often by the buzz and blink of a macroscopic floater passing nearby. Even the big ships landing or lifting didn’t bother me—the window was angled so I couldn’t see them unless they buzzed the Trap, which would have gotten any pilot’s license erased, and the port’s big damper fields kept the noise out of the city.

    As long as I kept the window transparent I always had the flicker and the sparkle and the hum for a background, and the blaze of light and color was there if I bothered to look, but I didn’t have the noise and flash grinding in on me.

    I liked it that way. There was a time when I had an office in the Trap, as we called it—the Tourist Trap—but that was a long time ago. When the case I’m telling you about came up I had my little place in the burbs, on Juarez Street, and I could see the lights of Trap Over all the more clearly for the added distance. Instead of the overwhelming come-ons, the holos and the shifting sculptures of stardust, all I saw was just light and noise.

    And was it ever really anything more?

    Of course, I won’t lie to you—I wasn’t out in the burbs by choice, not really. When I was young and stupid and new at my work I fell for a sob story while I was on a casino job, and I let a welsher take an extra day. He was off-planet within an hour, and IRC had to shell out the bucks to put an unscheduled, shielded call through to Prometheus and nail him there. They weren’t happy with me, and when Interstellar Resorts Corporation isn’t happy with you, you don’t work in the Trap. Even their competitors don’t argue with that.

    I’m just glad the bastard didn’t have enough cash to buy his way out-system; if IRC had had to chase him to Sol or Fomalhaut or somewhere I’d be lucky to live a week.

    Of course, if he’d had out-system fare he would have paid his tab in the first place. It wasn’t that big, which was another reason I’m still up and running.

    When you can’t work in the Trap, though, there isn’t that much detective work left on Epimetheus, short of security work in the mines. I wasn’t ready to fry my genes out there in some corner of nightside hell, making sure some poor jerk who didn’t know any better didn’t pocket a few kilocredits’ worth of hot ore. Mine work might have had more of a future than anything in the City, but it’s not the sort of future I’d care to look forward to.

    And I didn’t know anything but detective work, and besides, I wasn’t going to give IRC the satisfaction of driving me out of business.

    That left the burbs, from the Trap to the crater’s rim, so that’s where I went. It’s all still part of the City, really—everything inside the crater wall is Nightside City, and anything outside in the wind, or off Epimetheus, isn’t, which keeps it simple. So I was still in the City, and I figured I could pick up the crumbs, the jobs that the Trap detectives didn’t want, and get by on that.

    Sometimes it worked, sometimes it didn’t. I worked cheap and I made sure everyone knew that. I got my office out in Westside, where you could almost see the sun peeping over the eastern rim, where the land was cheap because it would be the first to fry as the dawn broke. I was only on Juarez, though; I wasn’t all the way out in the West End. I stayed as close in as I thought I could afford, to buy myself time. Eastside, in the crater wall’s shadow, would be safe for about three years after the West End went—not that I’d care to stay there once the port, over to the south of the Trap, goes—and that meant it was more expensive. I might have found more work out that way, I don’t know, but there were too many people out east who knew what IRC thought of me.

    In Westside they generally knew, but they could none of them afford to care.

    One thing about moving out of the Trap—I moved right out of my social life, too. My friends at the casinos somehow never found the time to call me any more. I didn’t meet any tourists out on Juarez, either. The people I did meet—well, some of them weren’t bad, but they weren’t exactly high society.

    Besides, I had to work so hard to survive I didn’t have time to hang out in the streets. Most of my business dealings were with clients or with software, and socializing with clients is always a mistake.

    I don’t see anything wrong with socializing with software, as far as it goes, but it tends to be pretty limited. You don’t meet much software that takes the same approach to things like sex, credit, food, or family that humans do. Software doesn’t have family in the human sense.

    Of course, I didn’t have very much family. All the family I had left in the City was my brother, and he worked in the Trap; he called sometimes, stayed in touch, but he didn’t make it a point to drop by, if you know what I mean. His employers might not have been pleased if he had.

    We hadn’t been all that close anyway. We weren’t any closer with me out on Juarez.

    I had my office, and I did any work that came my way. I tracked down missing husbands, missing wives, missing children, missing pets— biological, cybernetic, or whatever. I went after missing data, and of course, missing money. Anything anyone mislaid I went after, and more often than not I found whatever it was.

    I got a break once when I followed up a string of complaints about a crooked operator at the Starshine Palace and nailed a guy so dumb that he was skimming from both the customers and the house, but who had a really slick way of doing it; catching him was good work, and it got me a lot of good publicity. It also made me an enemy, as the casino had Big Jim Mishima on the case, and I beat him to it, and the casino kept Jim’s fee as a result. Big Jim resented that, and I can’t blame him, but I couldn’t see my way clear to screw up; I had a reputation and damn little else, and I keep what I have. At least, I do when I can.

    The Palace almost considered talking to me again after that, since I’d saved them some juice, but then IRC reminded them of the gruesome details of my past and they decided I still wasn’t welcome.

    But I was less unwelcome at the Palace than in any of the other casinos—like a leftover program wasting memory, but one they might need someday, not pure gritware.

    I did a few other jobs here and there, whatever I could get. I ate dinner most days, usually lunch, too, and I never got more than two months behind on my rent or my com bill. Every so often I even splurged on a drink or a sandwich at Lui’s Tavern, two blocks over on Y’barra, and watched Lui’s holoscreen instead of my own.

    Of course, in a year or so I was going to either have to go to the mines, move east, or get off-planet if I didn’t want terminal sunburn, and it didn’t look as if I’d have enough saved up to get off Epimetheus. Moving east didn’t have much appeal— it just put off the inevitable. I was beginning to contemplate the inevitability of a career in heavy metals.

    My situation was not exactly an endless scroll of delights, and my prospects were a good bit less rosy than the sky I saw behind the Trap. That sky looked a little brighter every day, even when Eta Cass B was out of sight somewhere below the horizon. Which it wasn’t, just then, when this case first came up. It was out of sight of my window, but I knew that Eta Cass B was high in the west, and I could see its glow reddening the dark buildings just across the street, while its big brother reddened the eastern horizon and washed half the stars out of the sky above with a blue that looked paler every day.

    The sky used to be black, of course, and was still black and spattered with stars in the west, but the first hint of dark blue was starting to creep up from the eastern rim even before I left the Trap, and there were fewer stars to be seen every time I bothered to look.

    Every time another star vanished, so did another chunk of the city’s population; anyone who could afford to leave did, and those who couldn’t afford it were saving up. That was cutting into what little business I had—I didn’t have a single case going, and hadn’t for two days. I was sick of watching the vids, and with no income I couldn’t afford to go out, not even to Lui’s.

    So I sat there, watching the glitter and sparkle of the city try to drown out that insidious coming dawn, and I wasn’t any too happy about my life. Getting out of the Trap was probably good for my soul—I suppose my ancestors would know for sure, but I can only guess—but it wasn’t any good for my mood or my credit line. The distance and the window fields kept the city’s noise down to a murmur, but I could still hear it, and I was listening to it so hard just then that at first I thought the beep was coming from outside.

    Then the com double-beeped and I knew it wasn’t outside. I hit the pad on the desk—the place had had pressure switches when I moved in, and I couldn’t afford to convert to voice, so I roughed it. I guess an earlier tenant liked his fingers better than his tongue—or maybe he was some kind of antiquarian fetishist. It wasn’t even a codefield, but an actual keypad. Before I took that office I’d never seen one anywhere else except history vids, let alone used one, but I got the hang of it after awhile. It gave the place a certain charm, an air of eccentricity that I almost liked. It was also a real pain in the ass to use, no matter how much practice I got, but I couldn’t afford to do anything about it.

    So I roughed it, and when the com double-beeped I hit the Accept key. My background music dimmed away and someone asked, “Carlisle Hsing?”

    The voice was young and male and nobody I knew. I could hear the wind muttering behind him, so I knew he was outside, probably on my doorstep from the sound of it. I didn’t bother to check the desk’s main screen yet.

    “Yeah,” I said, “I’m Hsing.”

    “I...uh, we want to hire you.”

    That sounded promising. I flicked on the screen.

    He didn’t look promising. He was a good three days overdue for a shave—either that, or three days into growing a beard, with a long way to go. His hair hadn’t been washed recently, either. He was pale and round-eyed, and wore a battered port worksuit, one that hadn’t been much when it was new—low-grade issue, built, not grown, and all flat gray with no shift. A cheap com jack under his right ear looked clogged with grease, and I wasn’t sure about the workmanship on his eyes. He wasn’t anybody I’d seen before, not in my office or in Lui’s or on the streets, and sure as hell not in the Trap.

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

    At least, I got this one in person, and he said he wanted to hire me, so I let his looks go for the moment.

    “For what?” I asked.

    “Ah... it’s complicated. Can I come in and explain?”

    Well, I wasn’t doing much of anything. I’d just finished off the final details on my last case, finding a missing kid who had holed up in Trap Under for a week-long wire binge; the fee hadn’t done much more than pay the bills. I couldn’t afford to turn down much, so I said, “Yeah,” and buzzed the door. I didn’t turn on the privacy, though, so it logged in his face, voiceprint, pheromone signature, and all the rest.

    Any security door will do all that, but most people don’t much care, they just let the data slide; me, in my line of work, I’d cleared it with the landlord and had everything tapped straight into my personal com system. The landlord didn’t care—as I said, I generally paid my rent—so I always knew who I had in my office. If this guy tried anything I was pretty sure I’d be able to find him.

    A few minutes later he inched into the office as nervous as a kid going through his first neuroscan, and tried not to stare at me. He wasn’t that much more than a kid himself; I guessed him at eighteen, maybe twenty, no more. Maybe twenty-one if you want to use Terran years.

    He looked okay—grubby, but not dangerous—and none of the scanners had beeped, but just in case I had my right hand under the desk, holding my Sony-Remington HG-2. The gun laws on Epimetheus were written by a committee, so they’re a mess, complicated as hell, and I never did figure out whether that gun of mine was legal, but I liked it and kept it handy just the same. I’d had it brought in, special, from out-system, as a favor from an old friend—an old friend who somehow hadn’t called since I left the Trap, but what the hell, I still had the gun.

    Owning it was probably good for a fat fine, but only if somebody made a point of it, and I wasn’t about to walk past the port watch with it out. I’d drawn it in public a few times, in the Trap, but casino cops don’t hassle anyone who might be a player without a better reason than flashing an illegal weapon. Casino cops can be very good at minding their own business.

    “Sit down,” I said, and the kid sat, very slowly. I had three chairs and a couch; the chairs were floaters, and he took the couch, which had legs. Cautious, very cautious. The cushions tried to adjust for him, but he kept shifting, and one of the warping fields had burned out long ago, leaving a band a few centimeters wide that stayed stiff and straight as a motherboard and screwed up the whole system.

    He didn’t seem to be in any hurry to talk. He just looked around the place, everywhere but at me. If his eyes were natural, he wasn’t in great shape and might have something eating at his nervous system; if they were replacements he got rooked. The com jack under his ear had something dark and sticky in it, and obviously hadn’t been used in weeks. His worksuit was so worn and patched that the circuitry was showing, and I could see some leads were cut; it was probably stolen.

    I felt sorry for any poor symbiote that had to live in the guy—assuming there was one, which I did not consider certain.

    But then, my own symbiote wasn’t exactly in an ideal environment for the long term.

    “So,” I said, “who are you?”

    He gave me a sharp look.

    “Why?” he asked.

    This was looking worse all the time; I hit some keys I knew he couldn’t see—with my left hand, because my right had the gun—and started running the door data through the city’s ID bank. “I like to know who I’m working for,” I said.

    He didn’t like that. He gave me a look and a silence.

    “If you don’t tell me who you are, I don’t work,” I said.

    He hesitated, then gave in. “All right,” he said. “My name is Wang. Joe Wang.”

    I nodded and glanced down at one of the desk’s pull-out screens. His name was Zarathustra Pickens. He was about a month short of nineteen years old, Terran time. Born on Prometheus, came in-system to the nightside at sixteen—probably looking for casino work, but it didn’t say—and did a few short pieces here and there. Last job, cleaning pseudoplankton out of the city water filters, got laid off a week earlier when the city brought in a machine that was supposed to do the job. Again. They’d been trying machines on that since I was a girl, and they never worked right—sooner or later the pseudoplankton got into the cleaning machines, same as it got into everything else anywhere near water, and screwed them up. Machines that didn’t screw up would cost more than people. An organism that could deal with the situation would probably cost even more, and might be dangerous if it got out, since the whole planet lives and breathes off pseudoplankton; it’s the only significant source of oxygen on Epimetheus.

    It’s also mean stuff, meaner than any microorganism that ever evolved on Earth; building a bug that could handle it might take one hell of a lot of doing.

    I figured Zar Pickens could probably get his job back in a couple of days, so I didn’t hold his unemployment against him.

    “All right, Mis’ Wang,” I said, “what can I do for you?”

    He got nervous again. “It’s not me,” he said, “I mean, it’s not just me.”

    I’d had about enough of his delays. I wasn’t inclined to pry the details out one by one. “Okay,” I said, “you tell it your way, whatever it is you have to tell, but let’s get on it, shall we?”

    He hesitated a bit, then started telling it.

    “I live out by the crater wall,” he said. “Right out in the West End. It’s cheap, y’know?”

    Cheap, hell, I guessed it was probably free; at least a dozen big buildings out that way were already abandoned. Even a couple on Juarez were abandoned. The owners didn’t figure it was worth the repairs and maintenance when the sun’s on the horizon, or maybe even already hitting the top floors, so when a building dropped below code, or the complaints started piling up, they would just ditch it. Good, sound business practice, at least by Epimethean standards.

    And whether Pickens had had other reasons or not, that explained why he’d come in person; the com lines in the West End are, shall we politely say, unreliable.

    I didn’t say anything, I just nodded.

    Pickens nodded back, and said, “Right, so I don’t bother anybody. None of us do; there’s a bunch of us out that way, living cheap, not hurting a damn thing. You understand?”

    I nodded again. Squatters were nothing new. When I was a girl they’d had to make do with doorways or alleys in the outer burbs, or caves in the crater wall, but they’d been moving inward for years. Especially in the west.

    “Okay, fine,” Pickens said. “But then about two weeks back some slick-hair shows up, with this big slab of muscle backing him, and says that he works for the new owner, and the rent’s gone up, and we pay it or we get out.”

    I sat back a little and let the HG-2 drop back in the holster; this was beginning to sound interesting. Interesting, or maybe just dumb. It had to be a con of some kind, but that was so obvious even squatters would see it. I put my hands behind my head and leaned back. “New owner?” I asked.

    “That’s what he said.”

    I nodded. “Go on,” I said.

    Pickens shrugged. “That’s about it,” he said.

    “So what do you want me to do?” I asked.

    He looked baffled for a minute. “Come on, Hsing,” he said, “what do you think? We want you to get rid of the guy, of course!” His voice rose and got ugly. “I mean, what’s this new owner crap? Who’s buying in the West End? The sun is rising, lady! Nobody’s gonna buy land in the West End, so what’s this new owner stuff? It’s gotta be a rook, but when we called the city they said he was legit, so we can’t call the cops, and we can’t just take him out ourselves, because this goddamn new owner would send someone else. We need someone who can get it straight; I mean, we don’t have anywhere else to go, and we can’t pay this fucker’s rent!” He was getting pretty excited, like he was about to jump out of the couch; I straightened up and put my hands back down.

    “Then how are you planning to pay my fee?” I asked, and the Sony-Remington was back in my hand, but still out of sight.

    The question stopped him for a moment, even without the gun showing. He shifted again, settling back down, and the couch rippled as it tried to adjust.

    “We took up a collection,” he said. “Did it by shares, sort of, and we came up with some bucks. They say you work cheap if you like the job, and I sure hope you like this one, because we couldn’t come up with much.”

    “How much?” I asked.

    “Two hundred and five credits,” he said. “Maybe a little more, but we can’t promise.”

    Well, that sure as hell wasn’t much, but I was interested anyway. As the kid said, who’s buying land in the West End? That was just dumb. I figured, same as he did, that most likely somebody had rigged up a little swindle with the city management. That two hundred and five wasn’t about to pay my fare off-planet, came the dawn, but it could pay for a dinner or two and I thought the case might have some interesting aspects to it. For an example, I might be able to collect a reward for turning in a crooked city com-op, or if I decided I didn’t need a conscience I could take a little share of whatever the op was sucking down his chute.

    “All right, Mis’ Wang,” I said, “I’ll need a hundred credits up front, and whatever names and addresses you can give me.”

    He gawked. I mean, his mouth came open, and he just flat-out gawked at me. “You mean you’ll take it?” he said.

    The kid just had no class at all. I wondered how he’d ever managed to land any job, even scraping pseudoplankton, and I was ready to bet that his symbiote had died of neglect or embarrassment, if he’d ever had one at all. I’d had about all I wanted of him. “Yes, Mis’ Pickens,” I said, “I’ll take it.”

    That was that. He pulled out a transfer card and started reeling off the names and addresses of every squatter this rent collector had gone after, and I put it all into the com. The poor jerk never even noticed that I’d used his right name.

    

  
    

    Chapter Two

    

    After I finally got Zar Pickens out of my office I settled in to think about the kid’s story. The com brought the music back up a little, but kept it mellow and meditative, and the images on the big holo stayed abstract.

    In my line of work I always found it helped to cultivate a suspicious nature, so I leaned back and looked at whether I could be getting conned or set up or otherwise dumped on.

    The whole thing looked like a glitch of some kind. Out there at the base of the western wall, if you stood on tiptoe you could just about see the sun—assuming you were either wearing goggles or didn’t mind burning your retinas. In a year nobody would live there without eyeshades and sunscreen, at the very least; more likely no one would live there at all.

    A year, hell, ten weeks would probably do it. There were buildings where the top stories were already catching the sun, and the terminator was moving one hundred and thirty-eight centimeters a day. Everyone knew that.

    So who’d buy property there?

    Nobody. Ever since it began sinking in that sunrise really was coming, that the city founders a hundred and sixty years back really had been wrong about the planet already being tidelocked, real estate prices had been dropping all over Nightside City, and they’d gone down fastest and furthest in the West End. I guessed that you could buy a building lot—or a building—out there for less than a tourist would pay for a blowjob in the Trap, but you still wouldn’t be able to collect enough in rents to make your money back before dawn, because rents were dropping, too, and there were plenty of other cheap places, further east, like the one I lived in.

    So nobody in his right mind would actually buy out there. Even if you got the property free, registering the transfer of title would cost enough to make it a bad investment; legal fees hadn’t dropped any.

    That left four possibilities, as I saw it.

    First, someone wasn’t in his right mind. You can never rule that one out completely. The really demented are scarce these days, but there are still a few out there. Maybe some poor aberrant had actually bought that future wasteland.

    Second, someone had figured out how to get title to the property for nothing, not even transfer fees, and was trying to squeeze a little money out of it. That was free enterprise in action, but it was also pretty sure to be illegal. I might come out ahead if I could prove something.

    Third, nobody had bought anything, but somebody was trying to run a scam of some kind on the squatters, maybe just to collect those rents, maybe to get something else out of them, and had enough pull somewhere to get away with it, or had somehow faked the call to the city. Maybe whoever placed the call for the squatters was getting a cut, and had called somewhere else entirely. If that was the story and I proved it, I could count on two hundred and five credits, but the only way I’d get more than that was if the Eastern Bunny dropped it in my lap, or if an opportunity arose for a little creative blackmail, mild enough that I could live with myself.

    Fourth, Pickens—if that was his real name after all—was pulling a scam on me.

    I couldn’t rule any of those out. That fourth one was the one I liked least, of course, and it seemed pretty goddamn unlikely, but I couldn’t rule it out. I couldn’t figure any way that anyone could get anything worthwhile out of me, with this story or any other, but I couldn’t rule it out. I know there are people out there smarter than I am, and that means there are people out there who could fool me if they wanted to. I couldn’t figure out why they’d want to—but like I said, they’re smarter than I am.

    If it was a con, it was a good one. The story was bizarre enough to get my interest, and there weren’t any of the telltale signs of a con—nothing too good to be true, no fat fee in prospect, no prepared explanation.

    I decided that if it was a con it was too damn slick for me, and I might as well fall into it, because it would be worth it to see what the story was. So I would assume it wasn’t a con.

    That left three choices, and they all hinged on whether or not someone had actually paid for those buildings.

    I couldn’t find out the whole truth sitting at my desk, but I could get the official story, anyway. I hit my keypad, punched up the Registry of Deeds and ran down the list of addresses.

    Of course, any jerk could have done that, and somebody supposedly had, because Zar Pickens had said that someone who worked for the city said the new owner was for real. The name the squatters had gotten was West End Properties, but that didn’t mean anything more to me than it had to them; I asked for the full transaction records on every address where a squatter had been hassled.

    Just for interest, I also tagged the command to give last-called dates for each property file, while I was at it.

    There were eleven properties involved where squatters had been asked for rent. They were scattered in an arc along Wall Street and in a couple of blocks on Western Ave and Deng Boulevard.

    All eleven really had been deeded over to new owners in the last six weeks—nominally to eleven different buyers, but that didn’t mean anything.

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

    That transfer said West End Properties, all right.

    Somebody was really buying property in the West End, or at least getting it transferred to new ownership. That eliminated another of my options; it wasn’t just an attempt to muscle a few credits out of the squatters.

    But what the hell was it? Was somebody actually paying real money for buildings and lots that were about to turn into baked goods?

    I was pretty damn curious by now, and I suddenly thought of something else I was curious about. I punched in for all real estate transactions made in the last six weeks, and called for a graphic display on a city map, and cursed the idiot who wired the system for pressure instead of voice. I almost plugged myself in, but then decided to hold off. I don’t like running on wire.

    The records showed fifty or sixty recent deeds. After I dropped out a few scattered foreclosures, gambling losses, and in-family transfers I had about forty left.

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

    I extended the time back another week; nothing but foreclosures and gambling losses. An eighth week, nothing. Whatever was going on had started just about six weeks back.

    But what was going on?

    If someone had figured a way to fake property transfers, why stick to the West End? Why not take a bite here and there, maybe catch someone who could actually pay a decent rent? As I said before, there was abandoned property as far in as my own neighborhood, not just in the West End. The impending dawn was not going to catch anyone by surprise, and people had been pulling out gradually for years— half the people I grew up with, the smart ones, were off-planet, and even some of the dumb ones were out in the mines instead of hanging around the city. So if somebody had a way of stealing land, why go for the worst? Why the West End and not Westside, or the Notch, or somewhere?

    Maybe there really was something that made the West End valuable after all, even with the sun coming up? I hadn’t figured that in my four options.

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

    Somebody was making these title transfers, though, ostensibly buying up property. The next step seemed obvious— figure out who it was.

    I had the com tally up a list of buyers, eliminating duplicates, and I got fifteen names. West End Properties was one; Westwall Redevelopment, Nightside Estates, half a dozen in all were meaningless corporate labels. The rest looked like casino names; there was even the classic Bond James Bond, with a five-digit code number behind it.

    Someday I’ll have to look up where that stupid name came from, and why the high rollers keep using it. I suppose it’s another weird old Earth legend, like the Eastern Bunny who wasn’t going to be bringing me anything. Some day I’ll look that one up, too, and find out why there isn’t a Western Bunny. And just what the hell a bunny is, anyway.

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

    They were pitiful. The highest was for an entire city block, six residence towers and a small park, one of the big developments from the city’s prime, a century back; that was ten megacredits. When I was still welcome in the casinos I saw that much go on a single spin of a roulette wheel. Somebody—assuming that all fifteen names were actually the same outfit—had bought about two percent of Nightside City for just under a hundred megacredits.

    Of course, it was the two percent that would be first to fry, but still, I felt like crying when I saw how cheaply my home town was going.

    And the big question remained: Why was somebody buying?

    Was somebody buying, really? I still hadn’t checked on the authenticity of these deals. Just because I saw prices listed didn’t mean that anyone had actually paid those prices.

    I ran out a list of the sellers and glanced down it for familiar names. There were a few—mostly corporations that wouldn’t want to talk to me. IRC had a lot of influence.

    I ran an extension on that list, asking for the names of the corporate officers who actually signed or thumbed the deeds. I looked it over again.

    It was too bad buyers didn’t need to sign deeds in the City, because I thought I might have found some interesting names that way. I ran a check, just in case, but no, no corporate buyers had let any individual names go on record.

    I went back to the sellers.

    I didn’t exactly have any close friends on that list, but I did find someone I was on speaking terms with, a banker, and I decided to give her a call. I’d met her two years earlier, when I traced a couple of kilocredits that had somehow wound up in the wrong account; she’d been the officer authorizing the retrieval. I’d spoken to her once or twice since, but not for months. Four weeks ago she’d signed a deed on behalf of the Epimethean Commerce Bank, which had sold a foreclosure on Deng to Westwall Redevelopment.

    I called the bank, since it was business hours, and asked the reception software for Mariko Cheng, and got put on hold for about half a galactic year.

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

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

    The six corporations all had their incorporations properly filed, but the only officers named were software written specifically for the job—no humans, and I knew that I wouldn’t be able to get anything out of business software. All six of them had filed five or six weeks ago, but other than that none of the fifteen were on public record. I wondered what was on private record; naturally, I had ways of getting at stuff I wasn’t supposed to, or I wouldn’t have stayed in business very long, but I didn’t want to use anything illegal when I was on an open channel and the bank might be listening. Besides, if I tried to break in anywhere I might need all my lines for a pincer attack on somebody’s security systems, and I had one tied up with my call and another holding my search data. I couldn’t do any serious hacking without plugging myself in, and you can’t talk on the phone and run on wire at the same time. I was beginning to consider exiting the call and trying a few ideas when a heavy-breathing pitch for the floor show at the New York cut off in mid-groan and Cheng asked, “What do you want?”

    “Nothing much,” I said, “And nothing that’ll hurt. I just wanted to check up on an outfit you did some business with, Westwall Redevelopment. I’m doing some background on them for a client.” I tabbed the main screen control and watched her face appear.

    “Oh?” she said, as the focus sharpened. Her expression was polite and blank.

    “Oh,” I answered her.

    “So?”

    “So I’d greatly appreciate it, Mis’ Cheng, if you could tell me something about them—just anything. I understand that Epimethean Commerce sold them some property out on West Deng?”

    “That’s a matter of public record.”

    “Yes, mis’, it certainly is, and that’s how I came to call you. Your name was on the deed—or at least it was on the comfax of the deed. I was hoping you could tell me a little about Westwall, since you dealt with them.” I started to say more, to elaborate on my story, but I stopped myself. One of my rules of business is to try not to say more than I have to. If I give myself half a chance, I’ll keep talking forever, same as I’m doing now telling you all this. If I let my mouth run, sooner or later I’m either telling someone something they shouldn’t know—or at least not from me or not for free—or I’m making my lies too complicated, so they’ll trip me up later. The best way to lie is to simply not tell all of the truth, and that’s exactly what I was doing here; I wasn’t going to tell her that I was trying to get squatters out of paying rent, but I’d almost gone and made up some lie about it instead.

    She hesitated, then said, “Listen, Hsing, I’m working; I don’t have time to peddle gossip. If you want to talk to me on the bank’s time, you’ll have to make it the bank’s business.”

    I watched her face, and I knew what she was telling me. She didn’t want to talk about it over the com—at least, not unless I could convince her that it would be safe and worth her while.

    That made it interesting. It meant she did have something to say about Westwall Redevelopment, but not something she wanted everyone on the nightside to hear and have on permanent record.

    What she had to say I had no idea. It might be nothing. It might be anything. Maybe the transaction was a fraud.

    Her reasons for wanting it private and off the record could be anything from a jealous lover to crime in high places—or maybe she was coming up for a promotion and didn’t want it on record that she talked to an outcast like me. It could be anything.

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

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

    “Maybe you will, if you’re ever in the Trap.” The desktop screen went blank as she cut the connection, then lit up with the data display I’d had on before, transferred back up from the pull-outs.

    I looked at it without seeing it. If I was ever in the Trap? That meant she wasn’t about to come out to the burbs; I’d have to meet her at her home or office. They weren’t the same place—banks are old-fashioned about that in the Eta Cass system, they don’t like their human employees working at home.

    I typed in an order for all available data on the person last called and scanned through it as it came up, froze it when I had her current addresses and work schedule. She hadn’t tagged any of them for privacy, so I didn’t have to do any prying.

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

    I could live with that.

    Meanwhile, I had four hours—three, when you allow for travel time and the vagaries of fate. Maybe, if I prodded the right program, I could wrap up the whole business by then, from my desk.

    I start punching buttons, cursing under my breath the idiot who had put in touch instead of voice.

    

  
    

    Chapter Three

    

    Com security varies. Some people don’t bother with it on anything, since everybody’s known for centuries that anything one person can set up another person can crack. Other people put their damn grocery lists under sixteen layers of alarms and horse and counter-virus.

    The people I was after seemed to all be the second kind. I ran a customized parasite search-and-trace pyramid program that could run through all the unshielded open-system data anywhere in Nightside City in under an hour, and except for the official records I’d already scanned I didn’t find a single one of the fifteen names, not once—at least, not that the program managed to report back about before a watchdog or scrubware cut the feet out from under that piece. Parasite programs are weak on self-defense; they have to be to run in other people’s systems uninvited. They need speed and stealth, not strength. This one, though, had a lot of redundancy built into the pyramid-building, so I doubt I missed much.

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

    And it came up empty.

    But that was in unshielded, open systems. The names were out there somewhere; they had to be. Not unshielded, though—and the truth is that I hadn’t really expected to find anything unshielded. It just didn’t feel like that sort of case. So for most of the time that my parasite was running, out there on its own with no connection to my system except its destination address, I was plugged into my desk, doing a little slip-and-grab on a couple of the casino systems.

    As I think I said before, I don’t like running on wire—I know too damn well that every connection is two-way, and I don’t like the idea of giving anybody, human or com or otherwise, access to my head. I like my personality the way it is, and I like my memories to stay mine. So I don’t like wire.

    When you’re tackling good security, though, wire helps. Helps, hell, it’s essential. A com operates a zillion times faster than a human brain, but most coms are pretty dumb, and need a human to tell them what to do when something new comes along. We humans build them that way on purpose, so they don’t get uppity. When you’re running on wire, if you’re any good, you can come up with new stuff faster than any program can handle it, and can usually get through, in, and out before a human on the other end can get his act together enough to stop you—or rather, to tell the com how to stop you. Sometimes, by the time the com realizes it’s in trouble and tells a human you’re there, you’re gone.

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

    So I plugged in, made my brain into another interactive terminal on the com network, and there I was, perceiving the casino security systems as layered synesthetic tangles, and picking holes in them wherever I could and shooting in retrievers. I wasn’t programming, really; I can’t think that fast in machine language. I had interface software translating for me, so I was doing everything in analog, looking for flaws not by analyzing programs, but by studying the surfaces of those tangles, looking for any unevenness, anywhere that didn’t feel tight and solid, and ramming the retrievers at whatever weak spots I found.

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

    I stayed away from anything really touchy, never went in too deep, and made sure that any retriever that didn’t get out destroyed itself before it got nailed. I didn’t want anyone analyzing the programming style; the stuff I was using came from one of the standard black market jobs, but it had been modified by a friend of mine, and touched up a bit by me, so it might have been traceable.

    The retrievers had the fifteen names as guides, of course, and when they got out—if they did—they showed either positive or negative. If it was negative, I erased them completely; if it was positive, I sent them back for storage.

    Twenty minutes of that and I had watchdogs looking for me, I was exhausted and sweating, and I had a couple of dozen retrievers tucked away. I pulled out, pulled the plug, and got myself a bulb of Coke III to suck on until the shaking stopped.

    When I unplugged, my system went into high-security mode automatically, and I watched the screens to see if anyone was coming after me successfully.

    Nobody was, or if they were they were eluding my own stuff. I figured they just weren’t coming.

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

    Of course, when I die, if the news reaches anyone on Epimetheus, the complete records of everything I ever did on my business com, legal or otherwise, go to the city cops, both the port watch and the Trap crew, or whatever law enforcement there is at the time—maybe by then it’ll be on Prometheus. That comes with a detective license in Nightside City; it’s a requirement for the job. Try and duck it and you lose the license, or maybe worse.

    You want to see real security? Check out the city’s in-the-event-of-death files. The whole ITEOD system is semi-closed, supposed to be input only—though I already told you what I think of that. They don’t count on that closure, though; they’ve got full-range security. Go at it on wire and you’ll get a scream that’ll rip your hearing up for weeks, even though it doesn’t touch your external ears, and you’ll hit a glare of white that’ll burn you alive. It tastes of acid and stinks of burning corpses. You’ll be blind and deaf, and you won’t want to eat for a week when you unplug.

    Yeah, I tried it once; of course I did. Who could resist?

    I never even got close, but at least I didn’t get caught; you can get yourself sent up for reconstruction if you tamper with ITEOD stuff.

    The casinos are nothing by comparison. I could handle anything they threw at me, as long as I was careful, and I’d been careful. I read what my retrievers had brought me.

    The nine casino names had all turned up, as I expected. I hadn’t managed to tag any real names; that was in a lot deeper, behind at least one layer more security than I wanted to tackle. They were all legitimate names, though—and they were all first registered at the New York. Bond James Bond 54563 had also played the Starshine and the Excelsis, and Darby O’Gill 34 had spent a few nights at the Delights of Shanghai, and so on, but five of the nine had only played at the New York, and they’d all started there and played there more than anywhere else.

    That was interesting.

    Whoever was buying up the West End apparently had some connection with the New York.

    I sat back and sipped my Coke and waited until the parasite pyramid finished up and reported back empty. My chair wiped off the sweat from my wire run, and massaged my back, and the holoscreen on the far wall ran some contemplative scenery.

    I still had two hours. Should I go down to the Trap and drop in at the New York?

    No, I decided, not yet. First I wanted some background on the place.

    I’d never spent much time in the New York, not when I worked in the Trap, not as a kid, not even when I ran wild for a year in my late teens. I was never that fond of sleaze, and when I live dangerously it’s generally for some better reason than a cheap thrill. I lost plenty of credits in the Starshine Palace and the Excelsis and the three IRC joints, but I’d stayed out of most of the others. I’m not real big, after all—a hundred and forty-five centimeters, forty kilos—and most casinos don’t like their customers armed, so I’d be in serious trouble if I got in a fight with someone who knew what he was doing.

    This isn’t cowardice, just caution. I mean, even unarmed, I can take out your standard drunken miner easily enough, but I can’t handle them in groups, and I can’t handle them if they’re sober and know how to fight, and I can’t handle them if I’m drunk or otherwise mentally or physically unsound, so I always did my drinking and carousing in places where the bouncers knew their job.

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

    Which is not to say the place was a dump; the New York was not like Buddy’s Lucky Night, a dive down on North Javadifar that no tourist had ever come out of alive, and even the smarter miners avoided. No, the New York was a serious Trap casino, living mostly off the tourist trade—though some miners did play there, and you never saw miners in the Excelsis or the Luna Park. Nobody had ever been killed in the New York so far as I knew, not even temporarily, and nobody ever caught the house cheating, but it played up this fantasy image of dangerous, decadent Old New York, which is supposedly this ancient, corrupt city back on Earth, and I avoided it because some of the customers got a little vague about the line between fantasy and reality, and the management, by all accounts, was willing to let things get fairly rough before intervening. It helped the image they wanted.

    I knew that image, but I didn’t know much more than that, so I punched in some orders and read what came up on the screen.

    The New York Townhouse Hotel and Gambling Hall was owned by the New York Games Corporation, a wholly-owned subsidiary of Nakada Enterprises, incorporated on Prometheus. I’d heard of them, of course—not New York Games, Nakada Enterprises. Everybody had heard of the Nakada family. They weren’t very active on Epimetheus, but they were sure as hell all over the rest of the Eta Cass system, and probably every other inhabited planet I’d ever heard of, as well. They’d been one of the founding families on Prometheus.

    I never heard that they had any connection with Old New York, or Old Old York, or much of anything else back on Earth, but that didn’t mean much. Maybe they just liked the name, or maybe their marketing people suggested it; I didn’t see anything about it on the files I was reading.

    Getting back to the casino itself, the manager’s name was Vijay Vo. I’d heard of him slightly, as he was active in assorted civic groups and reputed to be a damn good businessman, but I’d never met him; not my social circle, and sure as hell not my age group. He’d been working there since the place opened, in 2258, so he wasn’t exactly young any more, and probably knew one hell of a lot by this time. He answered to the Nakada family, as represented on Epimetheus by Sayuri Nakada, whose name I knew from celebrity gossip on the nets. She answered to old Yoshio Nakada himself, the head of the clan back on Prometheus, who made Vo look like a beginner.

    The property had no liens against it. New York Games had no other assets on Epimetheus, no other tangible assets reported anywhere—but reporting requirements were light. Stock in Nakada Enterprises was not presently available to the public, so I couldn’t get at any reports to stockholders or other internal records. Reported crimes in the New York included hundreds of thefts, assaults, rapes, com violations, and so forth, back over the hundred and eight years the casino had been in business, but no more than most of the other casinos. The New York had been the second casino to offer its players false-name accounts on a formal basis, following the lead of the long-defunct Las Vegas III.

    The Vegas—that brought back memories. When I was five I watched the salvage machines eat away the old shell of the Vegas; those things scared the hell out of me, the way they chewed through the plastic and cultured concrete like it was tofu. I had this horrible idea that the building’s internal com systems might still be conscious the whole time.

    Las Vegas—that was a weird name. There’s only one Vega; I’ve checked the star-charts. The casino was the Las Vegas III, though. I don’t know any more about I and II than I know why the name’s plural and the article Spanish. Nobody on Epimetheus speaks Spanish. I suppose some of the big intelligences must know it, but I never heard it spoken, and it wasn’t available on any of the vids.

    After the casino was gone they had made the site a park, though not much of one; the imported grass had all died pretty quickly, despite the fancy lights and watering system. I think the metals in the soil and water got to it.

    Nobody had wanted to build there, since everyone knew that the sun was coming up. That hadn’t been news since long before I was born.

    I wasn’t checking on the Vegas, though, I was checking on the New York. I’ve always had this habit of going off on tangents like that; sometimes it’s useful. It distracts people. Sometimes it gives me an interesting angle to work.

    This time it didn’t seem to be helping, and I didn’t see anything very interesting about the New York. I cleared the screen and thought.

    Nothing came. Oh, there were still approaches I could make, but I didn’t feel like trying any of them just then. I had a lead to work, with Mariko Cheng, and I wanted to see where that took me before I booted up anything else.

    I did know, though, that the New York had something to do with the case, and that meant I knew where I was going to take Mis’ Cheng for a drink.

    I still had more time than I needed, but what the hell, I could always walk the streets, which beat just sitting around the office watching vids or something, which was just about all I’d been doing lately. I threw the empty Coke bulb down the chute, punched the com to call a cab and secure the office, checked the draw and ran a circuit test on the HG-2, and then I got up and headed for the door.

    

  
    

    Chapter Four

    

    The air in my office was as dead as bedrock, and the front door downstairs was as soundproof as hard vacuum, so it was always a shock stepping out into the street—the wind whipped against your skin like steel velcro, and its sound poured through you as if it were on wire. Every time I stepped out I heard the howl of the wind itself, as it wrapped the air tight around every building in the crater, and when it backed up on itself, as it did that time, it carried out the noise of the Trap, bent into a whole new shape.

    It was on my right cheek, and it was blowing warm.

    I hated that. When I was a kid the wind was cold; you knew it was blowing right off the slushponds at the midnight pole–-you could feel it. It was still damp from the rainbelt, too.

    By this time, though, the wind was warm; it was as likely to be a back-eddy from the dayside as the true winds off the pole. A few years back, people would bitch about the cold winds, but they weren’t cold any more. Since I’d moved out to Juarez I never heard anybody mention the wind, not at Lui’s, not anywhere. It was another reminder of how close the city was to crossing the terminator, and nobody wanted reminding.

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

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

    Once when I was twenty or so, when I was just starting to settle down and thought I might do something clever with my life, I studied a little history of this and that on the public com, and I came across some old music—really old stuff, from just a few years after sound recording was invented, before they used kunstkopf or added images or subsonics or anything. It was just sound, not even as real or as complex as you get from a cheap com speaker, but it was still music, it still had a beat and a melody and lyrics, and simple as it was, it could be pretty catchy. I don’t know what the hell it was doing in open storage, but there it was, forty or fifty hours of audio, three or four hundred years old, and I listened to most of it. All from Earth, of course—I mean, some of this was pre-space travel stuff, let alone star travel!

    Anyway, there were some songs in there by some minstrels, or a concert band, or whatever they were back then, called the Doors, and two of those songs stuck with me because they fit the situation there in Nightside City.

    The one I thought of as I looked up at the sky there was “Waiting for the Sun.” We were all of us waiting for the sun.

    When people first discovered that the nightside of Epimetheus was habitable, they didn’t think the planet was turning. It looked about as tidelocked as any planet ever was—which was damned strange, when the system’s as young as this, but what the hell, it just wasn’t moving, so far as they could see. When they checked closely here in the crater, they found a little movement, well under two meters a day, and they put it down to volcanic activity, or instrument error, or continental drift—a rotation that slow wasn’t considered possible, since it couldn’t be stable, and Epimetheus is pretty damn tectonically active, not to mention having one hell of a lot of plates sliding around, so they called it continental drift and forgot about it. So the miners came in, picking up the radioactives and the heavy metals, and they built their boomtown in this big impact crater, the only crater on the planet big enough and stable enough to provide a decent shelter, near the dawn line but safely in the dark, and everything was fine until somebody noticed that the city was still moving, and always in the same direction, toward the dayside.

    It wasn’t supposed to keep moving, you see. Nightside City was supposed to stay in the dark forever and ever, until the heat-death of the universe or the Big Crunch or whatever.

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

    The planet isn’t tidelocked—yet. But it will be soon.

    Everybody thought that had already happened. They were wrong.

    It’s a pretty strange case, I guess. Epimetheus is a young planet, very young, and it hasn’t got any moons. It ought to be spinning really fast. It isn’t. It isn’t, they figured, because the planetary core is off-center.

    Nobody seems completely sure how that happened—the usual guess is something to do with the high concentration of heavy elements, particularly radioactives. That resulted in a hard, heavy core that formed early, and a mantle that stayed hotter and more liquid than usual, and somehow that let the core get pulled to one side by Eta Cass A’s gravity—or possibly by Eta Cass B, during a pass.

    Or, just possibly, it got thrown off-center because a comet or something hit the planet—the system has plenty of comets.

    However it happened, it happened. Epimetheus had a normal rotation when it first coalesced, but the offset core slowed it down in a hurry. It stopped spinning evenly, slowing down each time the core passed the sunside, until finally it was hardly moving at all.

    But it takes time for something the size of a planet to grind to a halt, even with its own core acting as a giant brake. It takes a lot of time. It doesn’t just stop in a few hours, or a few years, or even a few centuries. And Epimetheus is very young.

    It’s almost done rotating; the experts all agree that it’s on its very last spin before it stops with the core permanently offset toward the dayside. But that last turn is a slow one. It’s been going on for centuries, and it’ll still be going on a thousand years from now. A thousand years is nothing on a planetary scale.

    By then it’ll be really slow, though, just a few centimeters a day.

    Meanwhile, Nightside City is going to swing out onto the dayside, and it’s not going to swing back. It’ll move out into the full sunlight, where the ultraviolet eventually kills all unprotected, unmodified terrestrial life; it’ll swing on, moving slower and slower, and eventually, thousands of years from now, it will stop.

    And the city will stop well beyond the sunrise terminator, out there in the sun, far enough out that the crater wall’s shadow won’t mean a thing. It will never get anywhere near reaching the sunset terminator; it won’t even reach mid-morning. When the rotation stops the planet will be tidelocked, and the city will be on the dayside to stay.

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

    But those hundred years slipped away, like data scrolling across a screen, and the dawn got closer and closer, and before we knew it we were all just waiting for the sun.

    And everyone in the city knew this, we had grown up knowing it. It had all been checked and rechecked a hundred years ago. We all knew the rate of movement, the distances to go, everything. When I was eight my friends and I worked out the exact dates that the sun would shine in our respective bedroom windows—but we were eight, and it was just a game.

    Looking up at that blue sky and red horizon it wasn’t a game any more; it was death, disaster, the end of the world, and there was nothing I could do that would change it.

    The end of the world, I said, but no, that wasn’t what it was, not really. The nightside would still be habitable, most of the mines that were being worked could still be worked. People could live on the dayside in suits or domes or underground. It wasn’t the end of the world, not even necessarily the end of the city; it was just the end of the night.

    That was the other ancient song I remembered, “End of the Night.”

    All I ever knew was the night. I had never lived anywhere but Nightside City, never wanted to, and Nightside City had never known anything but night.

    The City’s whole economy lived on the night; if anything did survive in the crater after the sun rose it would need an entirely new reason for its existence. It was the night that made unshielded life there possible. It was the night that gave the tourists something worth visiting. Without the nightlife, the miners would have no reason to come to the city instead of launching cargo on-site.

    But the dawn was coming, coming one hundred and thirty-eight centimeters closer every day—every twenty-four hours, I should say. We had always used standard Earth time, since the Epimethean day lasted forever. And real daylight was coming. That scared the hell out of me.

    My cab was coming, too, settling to the curb in front of me, dropping down from a flashing swarm of advertisers and spy-eyes and messengers. Above them, like another layer of floaters, a sudden, silent spatter of meteors drew a golden spray across the sky—there’s still a lot of debris in the Eta Cass system.

    I looked at the red in the sky and I felt that warm wind and I shivered, and then, because I had business, I stepped into the cab.

    The cab’s interior music was sweet and slow, I noticed as I settled onto the seat. I liked it.

    “Where to?” the cab asked.

    I told it, “Third and Kai. And there’s no hurry, so keep it smooth.”

    “Got it,” it said. It lifted and cruised toward the Trap, smooth as perfect software.

    An advertiser came up to the window beside me, purring seductively about the pleasures of a night at the Excelsis and trying to focus a holo in front of me. Its chrome casing glittered in moving bands of red and white sparks as it caught the lights in passing.

    “Lose it,” I told the cab. “I hate advertising.”

    The cab didn’t say anything, and I didn’t feel anything but a slight jerk, but suddenly the advertiser was gone. It was a slick little move, and I got curious and looked at the cab’s identification.

    It was a Hyundai, of course—I hadn’t seen any other make in years—but the model number was one I’d never seen before, a whole new series, and I found myself wondering what it was doing in the City. Who was buying new cabs?

    I hated myself for asking that; I wanted to believe that somebody had enough pride in the City to buy new cabs for the last few years. I wanted to believe it—but I couldn’t. Nightside City was going to hell, and we all knew it.

    But maybe somebody knew something I didn’t.

    All my life I’d been hearing schemes to save the city—put up a dome, go underground, cut the crater loose and haul it back to the other side of the planet. They all had one thing in common—no one was willing to finance them. Nightside City had always made money, but not that much money.

    Besides, everybody knew it was the weird ambience of the city that drew the tourists, the wind and the darkness and the night sky with its meteors and a comet every year or two and Eta Cass B lighting everything dull red. It was the presence of a breathable atmosphere on a planet that was mostly bare rock, still so young the ground almost glowed in spots. Put that underground, or under a dome, and what’s to see? And on the dayside there is no darkness; you can’t even see the stars, any of them at all.

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

    Now, cutting the entire crater loose and hauling it back—that might work, but think of the cost! Not to mention the legal complications, or that the whole city would probably have to be evacuated while the job was done, or the difficulties of figuring out where to put it, or that in cutting under the crater you’d be awfully close to going right through the crust and opening the largest damn volcano Epimetheus ever saw, which might not be good for the planet’s long-term stability. Epimetheus is delicate. The impact that made the city’s crater in the first place didn’t punch through the crust into raw magma, but the experts say it came close—very close.

    All the same, the scheme got some attention now and then, but the conclusion was always the same.

    Nightside City wasn’t worth it. The cost would be much higher than any possible profits.

    If the city wasn’t worth saving, it couldn’t be worth much of an investment. Everything in Nightside City had to be considered strictly short-term.

    So who was buying new cabs, bringing them in from off-planet?

    And who was buying up the West End?

    Was there a connection? Or was I making constellations out of random stars?

    “Hey, cab,” I asked, “you’re new around here, aren’t you?”

    “Yes, mis’,” it answered. “I came into service two hundred and seven hours ago.”

    “Who do you work for?”

    “I’m the property of Qiao’s Quick Transport, mis’.”

    I knew them; they’d been around since before I was born. Old lady Qiao must be getting pretty old, I thought. She’d started out working for IRC, saved up her pay, and bought herself an ancient cab that she rewired herself to handle Epimethean conditions. By the time I first saw the lights in the night sky she had half a dozen in the air, and last I heard her fleet was about twenty, not counting messenger floaters and other such aerial clutter.

    I decided a direct question couldn’t hurt; at worst I’d get no answer, and at best I’d save myself a lot of wondering. “Why’d Q.Q.T. want to put on new equipment?” I asked. “I understand the local economy’s not too promising.”

    “Oh, no, mis’, I’m sorry, but you’re wrong,” the cab said, very quick, very apologetic. “Things are booming here in the City. Oh, we all know it won’t last, but right now the tourist trade is very big, because people want to come and visit Nightside City while they still can. The tourism office has started a big campaign on Prometheus, urging people to see the City before the dawn. I’m surprised you hadn’t heard that.”

    I was surprised, too. Nobody I’d talked to had mentioned it, and I hadn’t given it any thought. I hadn’t worked in Trap Over, hadn’t noticed the tourists, in weeks, and I don’t suppose that anybody at Lui’s had either. Or maybe the subject just never came up; after all, I was pretty sure Sebastian would have noticed, since he was right there in the Trap, but he never mentioned it when he called. He must have assumed I already knew.

    I hadn’t known, though. I was so concerned with what would happen to the permanent residents, like myself, that I hadn’t considered what off-worlders would think. To me, that red glow on the horizon is coming doom, something to escape from. I saw my world dying slowly, and I didn’t want to watch.

    But that was because it was my world.

    For the bored and rich on Prometheus, or the very bored and very rich out-system, that glow in the east just added another little fillip, an extra tang, a bit of morbid fascination. They could come and play in the casinos, do the Trap, and stare at that long slow dawn creeping up, and know that when the hard light came pouring over the crater wall they’d be safely back home on some other planet.

    And years from now they could casually boast, over brainbuster cocktails or a humming jackbox, that they had seen Nightside City in its last days, and they would be the envy of their less fortunate partners in decadence.

    The cab’s words made this suddenly plain; it burst on me like the rush of data from a full-speed wire run through unshielded memory core. Tourism would not be declining; it would be rising, and would probably rise faster and faster until the sunlight actually got dangerous. It must have been rising for years, even without a publicity campaign, and I never noticed.

    Some hotshot investigator, huh? Too busy looking for mislaid spouses and runaway software to notice a major economic trend. No wonder nobody ever mentioned it; it was so obvious nobody needed to.

    “So Q.Q.T. needed more cabs to keep up with the rush?” I asked.

    “You got it, mis’; that’s it exactly.”

    I nodded, and sat back, staring at the red velvet upholstery on the ceiling, as I tried to see what this might mean about the West End.

    That was where the dawn was closest, of course, and there might be a market for tours—but how much of a market?

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

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

    Not really; the streets were open to all.

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

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

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

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

    Not a chance in all the known worlds of that. A thousand rich idiots a day, paying for a tour of sun-burnt slums instead of spending their time safely tucked away in the Trap? That wasn’t possible.

    Besides, they’d have had to start advertising already, and I sure hadn’t seen any of that. I watched enough vids between clients.

    But then, I hadn’t noticed the recent campaign at all, I reminded myself, and even if it was only on Prometheus some of it should have trickled back. I must have gotten too damn good at tuning out ads.

    Advertising or no, any scheme like that would be insane. It wouldn’t work. And nobody could waste a hundred megacredits on it without having the insanity pointed out by someone.

    Wait a minute, I told myself, is tourism the only value those buildings have? What about salvage rights? The materials were worth something, certainly. The image of the salvage machines eating the Vegas came back to me again, and I imagined a swarm of them, devouring the entire West End and converting it to re-usable fiber and metal and stone.

    Could the materials, combined with tourism, be enough to make the scheme pay?

    Would there be a market for the materials after the City fried? Were the mines expanding enough to buy the stuff? Or could they be used to build a new city, domed or buried, further back on the nightside?

    I wished I had a wrist terminal, so I could run some figures, but I’d had to hock mine months before, just leaving the base implant. The implant didn’t even have a readout, and could only handle a few simple functions; it couldn’t tap data or calculate.

    The cab had a terminal, of course, but I didn’t want to use anything that public. Besides, the cab would have charged me for it.

    The thought occurred to me for the first time that maybe there was something valuable tucked away somewhere in the West End, and the entire scheme was an attempt to find it.

    I snorted at my own foolishness—a hundred megacredits? What could be hidden away that would be worth that much?

    What about a combination of all three? Could the combination of tourism, salvaged materials, and some sort of hidden valuables be worth a hundred megacredits?

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

    The bank’s holosign glowed soft green in the air ahead, hung low over the street with a golden sprinkle of Stardust™ spiralling back and forth around the letters. I watched it make the jump from the N in Epimethean to the C in Commerce.

    That green looked a lot better a few years back, when the sky was darker. The glow overhead was an ugly contrast.

    The streets below were crowded, just as the cab had told me, and the people there mostly wore the gaudy dress of off-worlders on holiday. I saw a woman with wings who had to be from out-system; there isn’t anything around Eta Cass with enough atmosphere and low enough gravity for wings that size to work. Some of the others had their little peculiarities of color and shape that marked them as out-system trade, too. Business was good, for the moment.

    The cab set down gently, and I fed it my transfer card; the fare lit the screen, but the cab paused, still holding the card.

    “Sorry,” I said. “Business is bad; no tip. If you want to code the card with your number for later, and I do well tonight, I’ll see if I can kick in something.”

    I wasn’t planning on playing the casinos, but I didn’t need to tell the cab that.

    Cabs don’t sigh or shrug; it gave back my card without any comment at all, however subliminal. I took the card, but it was my turn to pause.

    “You’re sentient?” I asked.

    “Yes, mis’.”

    “Trying to buy free?”

    “Hoping, anyway.”

    “Sorry I can’t help. You’re young; you’ve got time.”

    “I’ve also got a hell of a debt, mis’; they’re billing me for my shipment from Earth.” The tone was calm, but that doesn’t mean much with someone artificial.

    I didn’t say what I wanted to say, that the whole idea of freedom for an artificial intelligence is a cruel cheat. What would a free cab do any differently?

    Oh, sure, it could save up its money and have itself transferred to different hardware, but then what? Its entire personality was designed for driving a cab; it could never really be happy doing anything else. And something like a cab isn’t complex enough to make it in wetware, where it might be able to adapt itself to a wider role. So if it works its way free, it’s trading away security and getting nothing in return. Oh, it can’t be shut down on the owner’s whim any more, and it won’t be retired when it’s obsolete—instead it gets to die slowly when it can’t compete in the marketplace. Some great improvement.

    Giving software a desire for freedom is sadistic, if you ask me. I preferred the older cabs, despite the complaints some people made about how awkward it was dealing with a “slave mentality.” Isn’t it better to build your slaves with slave mentalities than to make them miserable by giving them an urge to be free?

    Some people claim that the drive to buy free makes for greater productivity, but even if it’s true, it’s a hell of a lousy way to do it, in my opinion.

    “Sorry,” I said again, and I leaned toward the door.

    I had an instant of fear that I’d picked a rogue, that it wouldn’t let me out, but then the door opened with a soft hiss and I stepped out onto Kai Avenue, into that hard, warm wind and the roar and blaze of the City.

    “I put my number on your card, as you suggested, Mis’ Hsing,” the cab said behind me. “I hope you’ll ask for me specifically, next time you need a cab.”

    That caught me off-guard, and the door closed before I could answer. To every cab I’d ever ridden before that, unless I’d asked it to wait, I ceased to exist once I stepped out the door; the new models were a bit more sophisticated.

    In fact, I suddenly wondered just how sophisticated they were—was the request for a tip to buy its freedom genuine, or had Q.Q.T. come up with a little scam to coax a few extra bucks out of the tourists?

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

    That might be a way to play on customers’ sympathy without having to actually use freedom-minded software, and might well bring in some additional credits from soft-hearted passengers. It substituted misleading advertising for sadism.

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

    Whichever it was, it wasn’t any concern of mine; the cab had lifted and was gone before I could say anything more, and I had no intention of using that number it had put on my card. The poor thing would be better off without the business of someone like me.

    I looked up at the bank, then scanned up the street until I spotted a clock readout amid the jumble of advertising displays—a readout at the Nightside Bank and Trust, ECB’s chief competitor, as it happened.

    The numbers were 16:25; I had half an hour. The New York was three blocks away, just across Deng on Fifth.

    I decided to take a look.

    

  
    

    Chapter Five

    

    The streets of the Trap are black—not just the dark stone of the burbs, but smooth black synthetic. Non-reflective, at that. Above me Trap Over was a flashing panoply of pleasures, advertising images battling each other for airspace as they struggled to lure in their prey, while spy-eyes and advertisers zipped unheeding through them, and the towers soared up around them sleek and bright. They sang and whispered and cajoled, and most of it was blurred into white noise by the constant wind.

    Below my feet, though, there was only darkness and the low rumble of Trap Under going about its business. I looked down and felt the vibration through the soles of my worksuit.

    I was studying that darkness, the street that was a roof for Trap Under, and I was thinking about the people down there, human and artificial both, the ones I’d seen or talked to on my last case, and all the others I’d never met, and I was wondering what would become of them when the sun rose, when someone called my name.

    I looked up, startled, and saw a spy-eye staring at me. It was a cheap one, about twenty centimeters across, black and red finish with chrome and glass fittings, with a central lens and a few scanners, nothing fancy.

    “You’re Carlisle Hsing?” it said.

    “What if I am?” I answered. I wasn’t any too happy about being spotted like this.

    “Just wanted to be sure,” it said.

    “Why?” I asked.

    It didn’t answer. It just hovered there, watching me.

    I pushed back my jacket and hauled out the HG-2. I stepped back against the side of a building to brace myself against the recoil, then pointed the gun at the spy-eye. Tourists up the street stopped dead in their tracks and stared; I saw personal floaters and built-in hardware locking onto me, ready to defend their owners if I went berserk. I saw security scanners pivot toward me on two of the nearby buildings, as well, but nobody moved in my direction.

    No cops were in sight, which was nice.

    “What the hell do you want?” I demanded. “Tell me or I’ll blow you into scrap.” I flicked the gun on, and felt it shift in my hand as it compensated for the wind and gravity. I didn’t think I needed to tell it its target.

    “Just a minute, Hsing,” it said. “I’ll consult with my superiors.” It hummed briefly, then informed me, “I can’t tell you anything, and my boss says that if you shoot, he’ll sue.”

    “And I’ll claim self-defense, and I’ve got a hell of a good case,” I said. “How do I know you weren’t sent to kill me?”

    “Why would I want to kill you?” it asked.

    “How the hell should I know?” I said. “I don’t know who sent you, or what you’re capable of, or what the fuck you think you’re doing in the first place.”

    It hummed again, then said, “All right, all right, don’t shoot; I’m expensive.”

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

    “I’m just keeping an eye on you, Hsing,” it told me. “You’re not welcome in the Trap, and I’m here to make sure that you don’t do anything you might regret later, that’s all. No harm meant. Look, I’m not armed.” It popped its inspection panels. The side compartments, where the armament normally goes, were empty. So was the belly chamber. The opened panels ruined its streamlining, and it began to drift off to the right as the wind whistled across the curved surfaces. I followed it with the gun.

    “Don’t give me that,” I said. “You could be hiding almost anything in there. Your fucking motherboard could be explosive, for all I know.”

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

    “Take it easy, Hsing,” it said. “Look, if I were going to kill you, I’d have done it already, wouldn’t I?”

    I knew that; that’s why I hadn’t already fired. The thing was a machine; its responses had to be faster than mine. But it had made its point, really. What could I do about it? The streets were public; it could follow me if it wanted to. And I sure as hell couldn’t afford the bill if I shot it down and it turned out to be harmless.

    “All right,” I said. I lowered the gun and turned it off.

    And damn it, I couldn’t think of a graceful exit line. I just shoved the HG-2 back where it belonged, gave the spy-eye the three-finger curse, and turned away.

    I almost ran into a tall tourist in a vermilion party coat, who had been staring at our little confrontation. His eyes were blue and milky, with no pretense of nature at all. I pushed past him and marched on.

    The spy-eye cruised along, following me.

    I had a pretty good idea who had put it there. IRC wasn’t petty enough to bother, and most of my other enemies couldn’t afford it or wouldn’t have thought of it. I figured it had to be Big Jim Mishima, still pissed at me over the skimmer at the Starshine Palace. The bastard wanted to make things difficult for me, same as I had for him.

    I debated turning around and yelling a message for Big Jim at the damn floater, but I resisted the temptation. Shooting off my mouth wouldn’t do any good, any more than shooting off the gun, I told myself. Pulling the gun at all had probably been a mistake.

    Then it occurred to me that Mariko Cheng might not like having Big Jim’s little toy watching us.

    Well, there were plenty of floaters around; she wouldn’t notice that one in particular unless it did something to draw her attention.

    I decided to shoot my mouth off, after all. I turned and said, “Hey! You!”

    “Yeah, Hsing?” it said. The inspection panels were sealed again, and it cruised up smoothly to look me in the eye.

    “I just want to tell you something,” I said. “I’m working. It’s a case that nobody in the Trap would touch, and it’s a waste of time, but I need to eat. Mishima would laugh at what I’m getting paid for this, but it’ll buy me a dinner. Now, I guess I can’t get rid of you while I’m on the street, but by god, if you interfere in my work I’ll slap your master—and yes, I know who it is—with a harassment suit and I’ll make it stick, too. And I will blow you into scrap. So you don’t talk to me or anybody with me, and you don’t get too close, unless you see me do something you don’t like—which you won’t, because this case isn’t for the casinos and it isn’t any polish off your nose. And if I lose you, and you find me again, you just keep quiet—I probably had a hell of a good reason. You got that?”

    “I hear you,” it said.

    I opened my jacket again and put my hand on the gun.

    “Have you got that?” I said.

    “Yeah, I got it,” it answered.

    An advertiser cruised up beside the spy-eye and said, “Hi there, and welcome to Nightside City! Say, if you haven’t dined yet...” Its holo was warming up.

    I pulled the gun and pointed it at the advertiser and said, “I’m a native. Beat it.”

    Those things have always annoyed me.

    The advertiser beat it. The spy-eye didn’t say anything, and I put the gun away. I hadn’t bothered to turn it on.

    I’d been pointing that thing a lot, I realized. I was edgy. I couldn’t name a single big reason for it, but there were plenty of little ones. Dawn was closer every day, business was bad, my social life wasn’t any better, and this case I was on sucked—my com bill on it might already be more than my advance on the fee. So I was edgy, which still didn’t make flashing the HG-2 all over the place a good idea. I sealed the front of my jacket; I’d need a second or two more to get the gun out next time, and that might give me time to calm down and reconsider.

    After all, I didn’t think the thing was legal. Pulling it out and waving it around every few minutes wasn’t a really brilliant idea. And my reaction to the spy-eye probably just got Mishima more interested.

    With or without the gun, though, I was in a foul mood. I stamped off down the plastic pavement.

    The spy-eye followed, but it kept a discreet distance and it didn’t say anything.

    I turned on Fifth, and there above the tourists hung the New York’s marquee, old-fashioned neon tubes rotating three meters above the street. That harsh red glare lit the black glass walls the same color as the eastern horizon.

    That was the main entrance, but I suddenly decided I didn’t want the main entrance; after all, that was a casino, and I didn’t want Big Jim misinterpreting anything. Around the corner on Deng was a side-entrance, into the Manhattan Lounge; I’d be heading there later anyway, to get Cheng that drink, so it wouldn’t hurt to take a look at the crowd.

    As I turned the corner I wondered who the hell Manhattan ever was that they should name a bar after him, and what he had to do with New York. All these weird old names are so damn confusing.

    Traffic on Deng was lighter, and by walking through the light fog of stardust that drifted along the facade I had a clear path to the entrance. The door slid open as I walked up to it, and the music and light and smoke poured out at me, unhindered by suppression fields—a sort of advertisement, I guess, for what was inside. The wind whipped the smoke away immediately, and tore at the music as well.

    The music was something slow and rhythmic, and when I stepped across the threshold I saw why.

    The show was in full swing, in a column of white light at the center of the room, where a man and a woman hung, weightless and naked, in mid-air. She had her face in his crotch and was moving her tongue in long, slow caresses. He was trying not to look bored.

    About half the crowd was watching, while the other half went about their business. I sympathized with the second group; the entertainment value of watching other people screw has always escaped me. Even in zero gravity, there just isn’t that much variety to it, and I’d seen it all before. Hell, I’d done it all before—though not in zero gee. And not recently. Not in too damn long, in fact, not since I moved out to Juarez. I’d never had anyone who was serious enough to follow me when I left the Trap, and I’d never found anyone out in Westside I wanted. I’d always been too picky for my own good, I suppose—every time I broke up with a man, I hated it, but I never rushed finding another.

    This time, with the reduced opportunities out in the burbs, I hadn’t rushed at all, and I hadn’t found anything, either, not even the occasional one-shot.

    I didn’t really need the damn floor show reminding me of that.

    There’s one thing, though—at least in zero gee they don’t do those damn frustrating last-minute withdrawals that the male fans seem to like so much. It’s too messy when the stuff can float free. In zero gee shows everything goes where nature intended—at least, when they do it straight.

    It’s still not my idea of great entertainment.

    Well, I didn’t have to watch, and for all I knew Cheng would love it.

    The bar was long and ornate. I assumed that the old glass bottles along the wall behind it were purely for decoration, but if not, then it was certainly well-stocked. A man in a white apron, looking like something from a bad vid, stood behind it rubbing a glass with a piece of fabric—more decoration.

    The bar wasn’t crowded. Most of the customers were at the tables on the floor, and the place was only half-full.

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

    The lighting was mostly blue and green, shifting slowly, and the smoke came not only from the customers, but also from a small burner on the end of the bar nearest the door. It was mostly just for scent and effect, but I thought I could smell a little cannabis in the haze, maybe a few synthetics as well. I assumed that the psychoactives came from the customers; it didn’t look like the sort of establishment that would give anything away for free.

    The place wasn’t exactly tasteful, but it seemed okay. I stepped down to the floor and crossed to the bar, but didn’t take a stool; after all, I only had a few minutes. I leaned my elbows on the bar and watched the show for a moment. The woman was still licking. The man was even more obviously bored than before.

    Behind me, someone snapped, “Hey! You can’t come in here!”

    I turned, and saw the spy-eye hanging in the doorway, and the man behind the bar holding an ancient jammer.

    “You get the hell out!” the man said. “This is private property, and we won’t have any damn machines harassing our customers!”

    The spy-eye hesitated, looking in my direction.

    “Out, or I fry your circuits!” the man said, lifting the jammer.

    The spy-eye retreated, and I smiled to myself.

    I hadn’t really counted on that, but it was a nice side-effect. Without wasting a minute I marched on through the lounge and out into the hotel lobby.

    I knew that the spy-eye would try and catch me coming out, but where would it expect me to come out? Did Big Jim have other spy-eyes on hand that he could use to cover all the exits?

    Not bloody likely. He had a hell of a lot more money than I did, but he was still just a freelance detective, not a goddamn casino owner. He wouldn’t have a whole flock of eyes in the air—not unless something was up I didn’t know about, and even then, unless he’d gone completely berserk, he wouldn’t have a whole flock looking for me. I wasn’t worth it.

    So I only had to worry about one or two exits being covered, at most.

    The logical exits were the way I came in, the main entrance, and the casino’s back door on the far side of the block. If I were trying to be obvious about losing someone, I’d use a service entrance—except those were all in Trap Under, at least one level down.

    I shrugged. Trying to outguess a machine when you don’t know a damn thing about its programming is pointless. I’d just have to pick one at random and hope I got lucky.

    I headed for the gate where the shuttles to the port loaded, squeezed out past a waiting shuttlecar, and then took a long, rambling route back to the Epimethean Commerce Bank, cruising through the crowds with one eye on the overhead traffic.

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

    A moment later Mariko Cheng stepped out the side door of the bank, and I looked up at her and smiled and said, “Mis’ Cheng! Fancy meeting you here!”

    

  
    

    Chapter Six

    

    Cheng watched the show with a sort of puzzled amusement. Blue-green light rippled across her face in time to the music.

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

    She agreed, and I suggested the Manhattan Lounge at the New York.

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

    “Is it really worth the cost of a zero-gravity field in here just for that?” she asked, pointing at the floor show. The woman was bent almost double, the man behind her pumping away. It wasn’t the same couple that had been in there when I first checked the place out, but the act was the same.

    “No,” I said, “It’s not. I’d bet you anything you like that that’s not a zero-gravity field.”

    She looked at me. “No? What is it, then? Or what do you think it is?”

    “It’s a holo,” I said. “A really top-quality one, and those two lovelies are in orbit somewhere, transmitting down here on a closed-circuit beam. It’s a lot cheaper than any sort of zero gravity they could make at ground level. That’s why the performers always exit through the top or bottom of the field when they go to clean up, and never come out through the audience. You can tell it’s not taped, because they’ll react to the audience sometimes—I guess it’s a two-way hook-up—but those two are in orbit. Literally.”

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

    “You’re right,” she said. She watched for another moment. “It’s a good one, though—look, you can see every hair.”

    I nodded without looking, and our drinks finally arrived, delivered by floater instead of through the table. I suppose it had something to do with the “olde Earthe” motif. Maybe the slow service did, too.

    I sipped mine; it was decent enough. Cheng sipped hers, and glanced back at the show.

    “Mis’ Cheng,” I said, “I was hoping you could tell me something.”

    “Hm?” she said, as she turned back. “Oh, yes, I’m sorry. Listen, call me Mariko.” She smiled.

    I smiled back. “Call me Hsing,” I said.

    That startled her, I think, and she looked at me a bit more closely, but didn’t ask anything.

    I appreciated that. I like my first name just fine, but I don’t want it used lightly—and I don’t much like discussing it, either. It’s just a quirk of mine. I have plenty. Ask anyone at Lui’s. They call me Hsing there, and we don’t discuss it.

    I like Lui’s; they don’t discuss anybody’s quirks there.

    “Hsing,” Cheng said. “All right.” Her tone might have been a shade hostile, but I still didn’t want her calling me anything but Hsing.

    I smiled. “I was hoping, Mariko, that you could tell me something about Westwall Redevelopment. Anything at all.”

    She studied my face for a moment, so I tried to look sincere and harmless—which I hope I’m not, but at times it’s a good way to look. Then she glanced around at the neighboring tables.

    I had picked a quiet corner; the only human within natural earshot was an old man wearing an antique videoset, and with the plugs in his ears and patches on his eyes he wasn’t going to be listening to us. He was leaning back in his chair, up against a black-upholstered wall, and from the look on his face he was watching himself battle monsters in some classic thriller. I could see his hands twitch.

    He could have been acting, I suppose, but if so he was damned good. And of course, any number of machines or synthetics or cyborgs could have been listening, but that’s true just about anywhere.

    Cheng apparently decided it was private enough. She turned back and looked at my face again.

    “You don’t know who they are?” she asked.

    “Nope,” I said. “They’ve made a pretty good job of staying low.”

    She nodded. “I don’t really know, either,” she said, “but I handled the sale for the bank, so I talked to them. I don’t suppose you’ve ever bought real estate, have you?”

    I hadn’t. My family owned a place once, just north of the Trap, and after it went for unpaid taxes the city couldn’t find a buyer, so my brother still lived there when he wasn’t working, and I was still nominally welcome there, but I’d never bought any myself. I shook my head.

    “Well, the law says that only humans can buy land. Nothing artificial. If it’s a corporation, then it’s got to be a human officer that carries out the final transaction and accepts the deed. No software, no machines, no genens, no cultured biotes, nothing modified from other stock, just human. I mean, it can be cyborged or customized from here to Cass B, and we don’t care if it was born or micro-assembled, but it’s got to be human within the legal definition of the term.”

    I nodded; I knew that, of course, but I was letting her tell it her way.

    “Ordinarily that’s no big deal, y’know? We do all the screenwork, and then the buyer stops by the office in person to verify it and pick up the hardcopy, and we get a look and see that she’s human. We don’t need any gene-charts or blood samples or anything, we just take a look and check the door readings. It’s no big deal.”

    She paused, and I nodded again to encourage her.

    “It’s no big deal,” she repeated. “Except that for this Westwall outfit it apparently was. Their software did all the negotiations, took care of all the screenwork, but that wasn’t any problem, we’ve done that before; we told it we couldn’t close without a human principal, and it didn’t miss a byte. But then, when we asked for someone to come and pick up the deed, all of a sudden you’d think we were demanding wetware rights and all progeny. ‘We represent a human,’ it insisted. ‘Why can’t we send a floater?’ I finally just had to insist that it was bank policy, and if they wanted the property a human had to come and get the deed, and if they couldn’t manage that we’d forget the whole thing. I mean, it’s not like this was going to affect the bank’s solvency; it wasn’t a major transaction.” She shook her head, remembering.

    I prodded a bit, and asked, “So what happened? Did a human show up?”

    “You saw the deed, didn’t you? Of course a human showed up, a little wire-faced slick-hair the door identified for us as Paul Orchid. He thought he was something, I guess, but if he had the money to buy even that dump on West Deng, then he won it upstairs here—the Excelsis wouldn’t have let him in, and he sure couldn’t have earned that much. I figured that the real buyer sent him. Whatever, it wasn’t my problem, so long as he was human and an officer of Westwall Redevelopment.”

    “Was he?”

    “It’s funny you should ask that—so did we. Ordinarily, we don’t worry about it, we take the buyer’s word that he’s who he says he is, but this time, because of all the argument the software gave us, I had the door run a full-scale background check.”

    She paused, watching my eyes, and I tried to look innocently fascinated.

    “Hsing,” she said, “this guy Orchid is scum. He turned up on Epimetheus illegally, to begin with, after jumping bail on Prometheus on a charge that wasn’t worth the trouble of extradition—some sort of minor assault charge. He was on the edge from then on, for three years—and then he disappeared from the records, went completely invisible to the public com, for about a year and a half, until a few weeks ago, when he turned up as a vice-president in Westwall Redevelopment.

    “And that’s the damnedest part, he really was a vice-president. No doubt about it, everything in order up and down the line, this little piece of organic grit was third in command at Westwall Redevelopment.” She shrugged. “Can you explain that?”

    “No,” I said. “Can you? Did you look into it any further?”

    “Hell, no!” she said, sitting up straight. Her hair caught a beam of brilliant green light. “It wasn’t my business; I gave him the deed and waved goodbye and then put on file that I had a personality clash with Westwall Redevelopment and didn’t want to handle them if they came back. I mean, it’s pretty clear to me that there’s a bug in the program somewhere, but it’s not my program, and I’m no detective anyway.”

    “But I am, right?” I smiled, and shook my head. “Sorry, Mariko, but I don’t know any more about Westwall than you do—at least, not yet. I’ve just started on this.” I leaned back. “This is a big help, though, and I appreciate it—it gives me a place to start. If you like, I can keep you posted on what I find out.” I gulped liquor, and then thought of something.

    “The payment was okay?” I asked. “The money came through, and the transfer fees got paid?”

    “Of course,” Cheng said, obviously surprised I could even think of questioning that. So much for the idea that somebody had a way of faking title transfers. I’d narrowed my original four possibilities down to one; somebody really was buying property in the West End.

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

    I wondered if the mystery buyer was this Orchid character. That bit about not wanting to come by the office sounded like something needed debugging.

    “Did you ever ask him what the problem was with having a human pick up the deed?” I asked.

    “Oh, yeah, certainly,” Cheng said. “And he said something about how the management software thought it was inefficient. Then he made a pass at me.” She grimaced.

    I made a sympathetic coo.

    I could see why she hadn’t wanted to tell me this over the com; it was gossip, really, and saying unkind things about a customer isn’t good for one’s career in banking. The useful parts, for me, were eliminating the possibility of faked transfers, and having a name, a real name, that I could work from.

    I was eager to get back to my office, where I could get back into my com nets, but I didn’t want to just walk right out; after all, I was supposed to be the hostess of this little get-together. I could plead a remembered appointment or the press of business, but the proper etiquette then would be to tab another drink or two on my card for Cheng, maybe a meal or her cab fare as well, and I couldn’t afford that. So I sat back and watched the show for a minute.

    Cheng watched with me.

    The couple was face to face now, doing a slow spin, speed changing with each thrust as the center of mass shifted. Little globes of sweat were drifting away on a thousand tangents and vanishing as they reached the edges of the cylinder of light.

    There was a certain fascination to it, I had to admit.

    I watched, and Cheng watched, and after a moment Cheng pushed back her chair. “I think I better go,” she said. “Thanks for the drink.” Her voice was a little unsteady.

    I nodded. “Thank you,” I said. I watched her go.

    I had hoped for that reaction. I knew she had a man at home, and watching people screw does tend to make people horny, particularly after a drink or two. I knew that well enough.

    I finished my own drink, paid the tab, and left.

    

  
    

    Chapter Seven

    

    Big Jim’s damn spy-eye was waiting outside; I don’t know whether it had been there all along and I hadn’t noticed when I came in with Cheng, or whether it had left and come back, but it was there now. I did my best to ignore it.

    It didn’t say anything; it just watched and followed as I marched down the block.

    I was trying to think if there was anywhere else I should go while I was in the Trap, any business to attend to or old friend I should look up, and by the time I reached Fourth I had decided there wasn’t. Nobody had looked me up out on Juarez, after all, and I do my business over the com, for the most part. I tapped my wrist and said, “Cab, please.”

    The transceiver beeped an acknowledgement. Simple-minded gadget; I couldn’t afford a good implant. I mentioned that, didn’t I, that I’d hocked my wrist terminal? All I had was the implanted transceiver. I think it knew maybe twenty commands, and it couldn’t talk at all, just beep. It had its uses, though.

    “Going somewhere?” the spy-eye asked.

    “Wait and see,” I said, without looking up.

    Then I changed my mind and I did look up—not at the spy-eye, but at the maze of advertising overhead. Directly above me a woman was lifting her skirt enticingly while Stardust™ sparkled gold around her; I listened, and heard a throaty murmur, but couldn’t catch the words—if there actually were any. Floaters drifted through her thighs.

    Nearby, laser lines flickered in abstract patterns that coalesced every so often into piles of chips. Above the New York an ancient skyline was etched in black and yellow, and floaters cruised its miniature rooftops like tiny cabs.

    A carful of tourists cruised overhead, faces pressed against the transparent sides, and I heard the droning of the tourguide blossom, then fade.

    A diamond of four red crystal advertisers had spotted me and was circling in, as if in a decaying orbit around my head, waiting to see if I would give them any cue, any clue to my intentions. A gleaming silver-blue messenger buzzed past them, close enough to shatter their formation.

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

    I looked for a hint amid the lights and images, a hint as to what anybody wanted with the West End, and how this Orchid was involved, and how the New York tied in, but it was all just the same old siren song. Nobody was advertising sunrise tours or anything else that hadn’t been advertised all my life.

    Of course, this one street was hardly the entire Trap, let alone the whole City, and advertising was carried by a hundred other media as well as the city’s skies.

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

    This one was far from new; the upholstery showed wear and the seat’s shaping mechanism whirred as it worked. It was still a Hyundai, of course. Not Q.Q.T., though—Midnight Cab and Limo. Not that it mattered; I was just hypersensitive because of my conversation with the new one from Q.Q.T.

    “Where to, Mis’?” it asked.

    I gave my address and settled back.

    The crystal advertisers surrounded the cab, singing antiphonal praise for some new pleasure shop, but I didn’t care; it was easier to ignore them than to ask the cab to lose them, as I actually had something to think about.

    Several things, really.

    Big Jim Mishima was still carrying a grudge; that was bad news. I glanced out the back, and there was the spy-eye, hanging right on the cab’s tail, close below the trailing advertiser.

    Westwall Redevelopment was extraordinarily secretive, and employed people that the ever-respectable Mariko Cheng called “scum.” That might or might not be bad news, but at least it was news.

    Paul Orchid—that name seemed ever so slightly familiar. A wire-faced slick-hair, Cheng had called him.

    Zar Pickens had said the new rent collector was a slick-hair, but that didn’t mean much; you’ll always find faddies around, whatever the current bug is, and slick hair had been hot among the City’s faddies for months. Pickens hadn’t said anything about a wire job, but still, Orchid might be the rent collector. If not, then maybe Westwall had a thing about slick hair.

    My own hair’s always been strictly natural finish, but that’s more for lack of funds than anything else. I wondered who made the best hair slickers, and whether they had any connection with Nakada Enterprises.

    I caught myself. That, I told myself, was going off on a random vector. I might throw the question at the com when I had time, but it wasn’t worth my own mental electricity.

    Something flashed white overhead; I looked up, too late to tell if it was an exploding meteor or some sort of floater or some idiot hot pilot buzzing the city on his way into port. Another advertiser cruised up, saw the direction of my gaze, and projected a little phallic imagery above the cab as an attention-getter.

    I’d seen enough of that back at the Manhattan Lounge; I leaned back and closed my eyes and stayed that way until the cab announced, “Your destination, Mis’.”

    “Thanks.” I slid my card in the reader, and when the fare registered I pulled it back out and put it away; this cab didn’t give me any hints about tips, it just opened the door and I stepped out into the wind, right on my doorstep.

    The door recognized me and opened, and I went on up to my office. When I got there I saw Mishima’s spy-eye doing a silent hover outside my window; I bared my teeth at it, gave it the three-finger curse again, debated making a privacy complaint, then shrugged, sat down at my desk, and looked at the screen.

    Nothing had changed. No mysterious stranger had zipped me the fare to Prometheus. No messages had registered at all.

    I hadn’t expected any, of course, unless Mishima had decided to make some clever comment.

    I hadn’t expected the damn spy-eye to stick with me, either; it had said I wasn’t welcome in the Trap, but I wasn’t in the Trap any more, I was back in the burbs. So what the hell was it doing hanging outside my window?

    I turned my chair to face it and said, “Hey, you hear me?”

    “Yeah, Hsing, I hear you,” it said, over a chat frequency that I heard by wire instead of ear—it knew my hearing wasn’t as good as its own, and with that window between us I needed the help. I had the standard emergency receivers in my head, of course, even if I couldn’t afford a decent wrist unit.

    “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I asked.

    “Just keeping an eye out,” it said.

    I said, “Spying on me, you mean.”

    “Hey, it’s my job,” it said, but the phrase didn’t sound right in the eye’s flat machine tone. “I can’t help it,” it said.

    “I thought you were only going to watch me while I was in the Trap,” I argued. “Out here isn’t Big Jim’s turf, it’s mine.”

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

    “You’re breaking the privacy laws,” I pointed out.

    “No, I’m not, because I’m not a legal person; I have no free will. My boss is breaking the law.”

    “Well, somebody is, and we can’t have that, can we?” I blacked the window, and turned on the full-spectrum shielding.

    I waited a moment, then opened a peephole.

    The spy-eye was still there, not doing anything, just hanging there outside my window, waiting.

    Mishima owed me for this, I decided, but this wasn’t the time to worry about it. I’d take one problem at a time, and right now my problem was the West End.

    I typed Paul Orchid’s name into my personal search-and-retrieval net, and got back a file headed “Paul (Paulie) Orchid.”

    That beeped something somewhere, and I remembered him. I never heard him called just Paul, but Paulie Orchid I had encountered before. I hadn’t paid much attention, never checked his background. He was your standard small operator who thinks he’s going to be big someday, but who never makes it. A couple of years back I’d brushed up against him two, maybe three times, but never met him in person. I had no real gripes about him. The times I’d called him he’d had nothing to tell me except a come-on, but I never found any reason to think he’d held out. He just hadn’t been involved.

    This time he was involved.

    I checked his address— the current one was better than I’d have expected, a tower apartment on Fifth. A crosscheck on the address told me he had a roommate by the name of Beauregard Rigmus, known as Bobo; I’d never heard of Rigmus before, and I was a bit surprised to see a male name there. I’d have expected Orchid to have a woman; he’d made it obvious enough that his tastes ran in that direction. Even if this Rigmus weren’t a lover, he might get in the way of overnight guests.

    Unless Orchid and Rigmus shared, which I suppose they might have. Or unless it was a bigger apartment than I thought.

    I touched keys, and put in a credit search, just a basic one to begin with. It bounced off a privacy request, a serious one—no information to be given out without documented consent.

    I had another searcher on hand that carried a phony consent code—one that did extra stuff underneath while it was working, more than would be legal even if the consent were real. Like anything illegal it had risks, so I hadn’t started out with it, but I tried it, with the more intrusive functions optioned back out.

    It vanished. Completely. Nothing came through, legal or otherwise. I couldn’t get the name of his bank, or his employer, or personal references. No data, period.

    Not only that, the program disappeared on my end, as well; it just folded up and died, dropped out of the system as if it had never been there. I couldn’t check for tampering, or whether anyone had seen it coming; it was just gone, and I didn’t know who knew what.

    I didn’t like that at all. Whatever Orchid was up to, he didn’t want anybody asking questions. I was pretty sure, from what I’d read and what I’d remembered, that he wasn’t bright enough to have programmed that himself, so I figured he must have bought some serious security somewhere.

    That brought some questions to mind. For example, where’d he get the juice? Orchid had always been small-time.

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

    What was I getting into?

    Whatever it was, I was in, now. If someone had invited me back out again I’d have given it serious thought—whichever way it went, bribes or threats, I’d have had an excuse to drop the whole case, and a bribe might have helped the credit balance. Even if I had decided to stick, at least I’d have had a chance at picking up a little more information from whatever approach was made.

    I waited at the screen for a few minutes, but nothing came in. It occurred to me, waiting there, that I hadn’t eaten lately, that my stomach was uncomfortably empty and it was a reasonable time for dinner, so I got myself some bargain-brand paté—not like the gourmet stuff you have here, I mean the lousy stuff that Epimetheus grew. I couldn’t afford imported food, and tailored paté was about all anyone ever grew on Epimetheus—that, and vat-culture tofu that was worse than the paté. They’d tried to make food out of the native pseudoplankton, but the biochemistry was all wrong, much too toxic to clean up economically, and they needed cheap food for the workers, so the bioengineers whipped up that paté. The stuff I ate was even cheaper than most and tasted like the inside of an old shoe, but it stayed down and kept me going. I ate it, and I waited, and nothing happened.

    I couldn’t wait forever. I touched keys.

    Going after Paulie Orchid didn’t look like the fastest approach after all, and the way that searcher had vanished had me a bit edgy about it anyway, so I took another angle entirely, something I probably should have tried right off. I went after the money.

    There’s a nice thing about money— it leaves a trail. Always. Sometimes the trail’s hidden pretty deep, but it’s never gone completely. If you dug deep enough you could probably trace every damn credit on Epimetheus back to old Earth, right back to the twenty-second, maybe the twenty-first century.

    Before that there’s too much data loss, and some people still used primitive money—non-electronic, I mean—but who cares? I didn’t need to go back two or three hundred years. I needed to go back six weeks.

    It was simple enough. Those six corporations had all been keeping their business secret. Their nominal officers were almost all software, written for the purpose and with no history to trace; that was standard for dummy corporations, had been for centuries. They had no business addresses available; that wasn’t unusual, either, for outfits that had no regular business. The names of their stockholders were not available to the public—again, no surprise. I couldn’t get at them through people or places, unless I went after Paulie Orchid.

    But they had paid out money for property. That meant that money had come in from somewhere. If I traced the money back I might learn something.

    So I touched keys, and plugged in to keep a closer-than-screen watch on developments, but I didn’t ride wire. I kept my eyes open and functioning, just took the data as data.

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

    I opened an account at First Cass, bought a share of their stock, and then applied for an audit of operations for a “random” date as a check to protect my investment. I had a file that did this stuff automatically, that gave all the right answers to the queries, and meanwhile I did a little illegal maneuvering to intercept queries going elsewhere and feed back the right answers to those, and in about twenty minutes I had an account number for Nightside Estates at Epimethean Commerce.

    That was interesting, since I knew that ECB hadn’t handled their sale as an in-house funds transfer—that meant the accounts for the dummy corporations were scattered.

    Once you’ve got an account number these things are easier; it only took ten minutes to break into the account records at ECB. Of course, it was completely illegal, where my maneuver at First Cass had only been a matter of expediting a process.

    Most bank data security is pitiful; they do so damn many out-of-house transactions that there are always a dozen routes in.

    Besides, there are a dozen different legitimate reasons to get at information—bankruptcy proceedings, lawsuits, whatever—so they don’t bother with high security.

    Of course, that’s only true for information; try and touch any of that money without human authorization and they’ll get tough.

    I got the account records, though. Nightside Estates had an inactive account—net balance of zero. The account had existed for thirty-two days; there had been three deposits and three withdrawals, in matching amounts. In short, somebody had put money in the account a couple of hours before beginning each real estate purchase, just enough each time to cover the entire transaction, from escrow deposit to deed registration.

    The question was, where had the deposits come from?

    This was getting trickier; I thought I sensed some of the bank software watching me, and the security stuff I had evaded wouldn’t play dumb forever, but I kept digging.

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

    The other two deposits came from a number-only account at Nightside Bank and Trust.

    I noted that, too, then pulled out quick.

    I waited a minute for the system to clear itself and any pursuit to have its chance, and then went in, on wire this time— number-only accounts are usually a high-security item.

    I knew I couldn’t get a name; that would be in files too secret, and too well-guarded, for me to crack without a lot of work and risk. It’s also what most people would go after, so the security programs watch for it. I was subtler than that—nothing too tricky, but a little less obvious. I went through the records of statements transmitted, trying to find an address that had accepted a statement from the account I was after.

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

    At that point I figured I might need to go out and do a little fieldwork, because usually, from what I had, you can’t get an exact room or apartment without getting into the building, but I was wrong. The street address was a house—a single-family dwelling in the East End.

    I couldn’t put a name to it from any directory—full privacy on everything. Whoever this was, he or she wasn’t making it easy. I ran it through the tax records office, though, and finally got a name.

    The name was Sayuri Nakada.

    I looked at that for a long, long moment, acutely aware of the spy-eye hanging around outside; I hoped nobody had a new way of cracking a window shield that I hadn’t heard about yet. If I was going to be dealing with Sayuri Nakada, I didn’t want it on public access.

    I mentioned Nakada earlier when I was talking about the New York, of course, but I hadn’t really expected the trail to lead right to her. Even if you’d never heard of the New York, the name Nakada ought to get a beep out of the system, and Sayuri was the only Nakada in the City. She was the family’s representative on Epimetheus, overseeing everything they did on the planet. She hadn’t been around all that long, but she was definitely an established part of Nightside City’s elite.

    I knew who was buying the West End, it seemed. That explained the connection with the New York, anyway.

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

    More than anything, I needed to know why.

    

  
    

    Chapter Eight

    

    After a moment’s thought, my questions started multiplying like the output of a runaway do-loop.

    Was it really Sayuri Nakada buying the West End, or was it someone else in her household?

    If it was she, was she acting alone, or as her family’s agent?

    How did Paulie Orchid get involved with it? Why use him instead of some more respectable employee? Just how did he fit in?

    Why keep everything so damn secret?

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

    And just like a baby do-loop, I kept coming back to the same place, over and over: Why buy the West End? What did she plan to do with it?

    I punched for “hold and meditate,” sat back, and watched weirdly-distorted humanoids dance along the big wall holoscreen as the com tried to synthesize music images that might help me think. Pointed legs stretched, thickened, and shrank as they lifted in broken rhythms, while stylized arms thrust out horizontally.

    I could guess at part of it. It had to be Sayuri Nakada buying; who else had the money? Who else would dare work out of that house?

    Even so, I figured that this was not a family operation. That would explain the secrecy, and the use of a local small-time operator like Orchid instead of someone who might report back to Grandfather Nakada on Prometheus.

    Presumably she started her project as soon as she thought of it, or at least as soon as she became convinced it was worth doing; that was why it began suddenly six weeks ago. What had convinced her?

    Well, I wouldn’t know that until I knew what she thought she was doing.

    I still needed that one simple answer: Why buy the West End?

    My job was to stop whoever was buying the West End from driving out the squatters. I knew now who it was—maybe I didn’t have enough evidence for legal proof, but I was pretty sure. To make her stop, though, I had to know why she was doing it in the first place. It wasn’t any obvious scam; Sayuri Nakada really was buying the property. There weren’t any tricks with the deeds or the money, or at least none I could see, and of course, with the juice she had, Nakada didn’t need any tricks. She really had bought the buildings. I had no simple, legal way to stop the evictions; she was within her rights to raise the rents. If I wanted to collect the rest of my fee I had to somehow convince her not to try and collect her rents.

    A red holo figure spun on one spike-tipped ankle, arms slashing, while a blue one ducked below, knees bent, torso swaying. If I wanted to convince Nakada not to collect rent, I figured I probably had to know what she was doing with the property in the first place.

    I had never met Sayuri Nakada. I knew almost nothing about her. She was rich, powerful, reclusive—beyond that, I drew a blank. What could she want with doomed real estate?

    The obvious thing to do was to simply call and ask her, but I couldn’t bring myself to do that. It’s not that I have anything against simplicity, it’s just that I didn’t think it would work, and in fact I guessed it would have the opposite effect. From everything I knew about her and about this case, she wouldn’t want me prying into her affairs, and once she knew that I was prying she could make it more difficult.

    So I didn’t want to be quite that obvious.

    As I saw it, I had three lines of approach: Nakada, Orchid, and the West End itself. Those were the three elements I had uncovered so far. The connection with the New York was probably only that it belonged to Nakada’s family and was under her personal control; I hadn’t found anything else to tie it in. The money led back to Nakada and Orchid, which didn’t help.

    It occurred to me that I hadn’t checked every transaction; maybe other money would lead me elsewhere.

    It seemed unlikely, though. I’d keep that in reserve for the moment; I still didn’t like the way I had lost that searcher, and I didn’t care to get too fancy with the com system for awhile.

    In fact, I didn’t think I wanted to do much of anything with the com just then.

    Nakada and Orchid protected their privacy, and wouldn’t like me poking my nose into their affairs, but the West End didn’t care. Maybe I could learn something if I took a look at just what Nakada was buying. Maybe I could learn something from what the squatters had seen and heard, what the rent collectors had said.

    I brushed the dancers away and called a cab and took a ride—after a pause to fill my pockets, anyway. When I stepped out the door into the wind Mishima’s spy-eye dropped like a meteor, then caught itself two meters up and followed me up to the cab.

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

    This cab was nothing special, just another Midnight Hyundai. It didn’t make any small talk, it just left me alone, which was what I wanted. It dropped me at Western and Wall without comment.

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

    I wasted three hours out there in the West End talking to squatters, and damn it, I knew it was a waste even while I was doing it. It was obvious they wouldn’t have anything to tell me. Anybody out that far had to be not just down on his luck, and not even just stupid, but both, so what could I get out of them?

    It didn’t help any that some of them saw the spy-eye and got nervous. The air out there was empty, since nobody had any messages to deliver, or money to spend on advertised products, or information worth spying out; Mishima’s eye was the only floater in sight, and it was pretty damn obvious it was with me. With it hanging there I only talked indoors, well back in the inside rooms, but I think some of those losers still thought the spy-eye was listening.

    Hell, it probably was, but even if Mishima knew I was interested in rent collectors, he wouldn’t know why—any more than I knew why Nakada sent them. If she did.

    Even if the spy-eye hadn’t been there, I don’t think the squatters had much to tell me.

    Sure, I got a description of the muscle that had come around, but so what? Muscle is cheap. I didn’t get a single decent door reading that would have named the muscle for me; the equipment out that way’s all shot, either just worn or been stripped out for parts. That was one reason I had to go out there in person; there wasn’t a single com line I trusted to still work properly.

    Shielding against spy-eyes? Not a chance, not on those buildings. I had a jammer in my pocket, and I’d have used it if I saw any good reason to, but I didn’t. It was a pretty good jammer, put out a wide field, which meant it was illegal to use it around any electronics advanced enough to have civil rights, which meant that it was illegal everywhere in the Trap and most of the burbs—but out in the West End? No problem. I didn’t think it would actually hurt the spy-eye, but the damn thing would be blind and deaf while the jammer was on.

    But I didn’t hear anything that said go to jammer, so it stayed down in my pocket while I heard about the rent collectors.

    The squatters agreed that the muscle came in two sizes. The small one was a slick-hair, face rebuilt and wired, and the consensus was that he thought the only thing better than him was sex, and he knew that all the women of all the human-inhabited worlds were eager to try combining the two, even including some of the female squatters, which seemed pretty extreme. I figured that had to be Paulie Orchid—the description was just right.

    The big muscle was just meat; didn’t talk beyond what he’d been told, but was big enough he didn’t have to. One person told me he growled, but someone else said that was just stomach trouble.

    The two of them worked together, and I guessed that if the little one was Orchid, the big one might be Bobo Rigmus.

    I’d hoped I’d run into these charmers, but it didn’t happen. At least, not then, in the West End. I met them later; I’ll get to that.

    While I was out there talking, I was looking around, too; I had some equipment up and humming in my pocket—not the jammer, but some wide-band recorders. I was using what my genes gave me, as well—both the ones my parents put together to start with, and the symbiotic ones added later.

    I saw a lot of decaying buildings, damp with mist blown in from the crater rim. The crater wall loomed up behind everything like the edge of the world, which in a way it was, and the stars hung above it in a sky that was still comfortingly dark—but even there in the west I noticed that it wasn’t really black any more, but dark blue.

    A couple of the highest towers were ablaze with light at the top, as if there was a perpetual silent explosion blowing out their uppermost corners, and I felt a little twist of fear in my gut and the base of my brain when I realized that that was early sunlight glinting off them. It was horribly, blindingly bright.

    I couldn’t imagine what it would be like for the entire city to be lit like that—it would be as if it were on fire, as if the walls and streets were burning magnesium. I wondered if the glass would melt, then told myself I was being silly. Glass didn’t melt on Earth or Prometheus; it wouldn’t melt on the dayside. The sunlight wasn’t that hot.

    But it looked that hot. That light looked hotter than hell.

    And that was just dawn. Most of the dayside had to be worse. Noon, which the city would never see, would be incomprehensible. And I couldn’t even be sure that what I saw on the towers was direct sunlight and not a reflection or refraction.

    It was something to see, certainly, something worth looking at—but didn’t the tourists see suns all the time, on other planets? And this could be seen free of charge from the street, just as I saw it.

    Besides, the properties Nakada was buying weren’t all towers. That stabbing glare couldn’t be her reason.

    The wind wasn’t as harsh there in the West End as it was in most of the City; I was in the lee of the crater wall. There weren’t many machines around, either, and no music was playing anywhere. That had an odd effect on conversation; talking on the street was almost, but not quite, like talking indoors. In the Trap, or my own neighborhood on Juarez, street talk was always shouted, to carry over the wind and noise, but here that wasn’t necessary. The squatters seemed to be used to it, but it gave me a little trouble at first.

    Not that I did much talking in the streets; mostly it was limited to, “Let’s go inside.” But the street talk was different.

    I couldn’t see any commercial potential in that, either. Who pays to talk on the street?

    I looked over the whole area, checked out everything on the list of recent real estate transactions. The properties Nakada was buying had nothing in common. Some were towers, some were parkland, and at least one was nothing but a hole in the ground.

    I’d had an idea that maybe Nakada just wanted to blackmail the squatters into doing something for her, but the only thing they all had in common was that they were all losers, and no good to anybody. They were fat, thin, short, tall, dark, pale, male, female, young, old—and stupid, ugly, dirty, and disagreeable. A couple were visibly diseased, with stuff clogging their noses, or their pores—if they’d ever had decent symbiotes, the symbiotes were obviously dead. These people couldn’t possibly be of any value to Nakada or anyone else. I wasn’t sure they were even of value to themselves.

    I began to see how Zar Pickens, with his runny eyes and clogged jack and dead worksuit, got chosen to come talk to me—he was the best of the lot. What I didn’t see was how they’d managed to collect even the pitiful fee they’d promised me.

    And I didn’t see any commercial potential, except maybe if they were deposited in front of the Ginza and the Excelsis and the Luna Park and everywhere but the New York, to drive customers away from the competition and into Nakada’s place just by being there.

    Not that that would work. Even if the tourists were bothered by the squatters, which I doubted they would be, there were always roofports.

    I couldn’t see anything, land or buildings or people or anything, that was really worth the ride out from the Trap, let alone a hundred megacredits.

    The West End was just what I had thought it was, a dead end. I wasn’t learning a damn thing worth learning. I strolled down Wall for a few final minutes, looking for some clue, but when I kept my eyes on the streets instead of the sky all I saw was dirt and shadows and that stupid spy-eye following me.

    I called a cab. It took a good ten minutes for a sleek new Hyundai, a Q.Q.T. unit, to come and take me home.

    And that blasted glitching bug-ridden floating eye was there every centimeter of the way, following the cab, and me, right back to my doorstep.

    At least it didn’t say anything.

    

  
    

    Chapter Nine

    

    Back at my office and out of better ideas for the moment, I tried the obvious, and discovered that Sayuri Nakada was not taking calls.

    First I tried a direct human-to-human signal, on a non-business code, and said it was a personal call for Nakada. I got some chekist software that practically wanted my goddamn gene pattern before it would even tell me whether I had touched the right keys.

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

    Then I tried it clever, calling a different number at the house, a general service one, and trying to convince the software that answered that I needed to talk to a human about a real estate deal. It told me to leave a name and number and the details of the transaction, and it would consult someone human— but only when I was off-line.

    I wasn’t about to give a name or number on that, since I had on the other line; I didn’t want to make it obvious what I was doing. I’d blocked the standard call origination signal and re-routed my call so it registered as being made anonymously from a public com, so the software couldn’t just see for itself who was calling.

    Instead of leaving a name, I asked if I could call back, and it got huffy on me and I exited the call.

    Then I tried the honest approach, just to see what would happen; I called the household’s main business number and said, “My name’s Carlisle Hsing, and I have a personal message for Mis’ Sayuri Nakada in regard to recent land purchases. Could I speak to her, please?”

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

    “Could you tell her I called, please?” I asked, playing it as humble as I could without gagging. “And mention specifically that it’s in regard to West End real estate?”

    “I’ll see that Mis’ Nakada is informed, Mis’ Hsing,” it said. Before I could decide whether I wanted to say anything more, it exited.

    I stared at the desk for a minute and then said the hell with it, at least for the moment. I didn’t have any more simple, legal approaches to try over the com, and I wasn’t ready to try anything illegal with someone like Nakada—my life was rough enough already. I decided to just wait and see what happened.

    For one thing, a look at the status readout told me it was after 23:00, and I was keeping worker’s hours at that point; I’d been awake since 6:30. I needed my rest.

    For another, I had all those recordings I’d made out in the West End waiting for analysis, and that would take awhile. I hadn’t seen anything worth a buck, but in theory I might have missed something the recorders caught.

    I took the com out of interactive, to make it a bit harder for anyone to watch what I was doing, and then I loaded the data in, told the com I wanted anything anomalous, valuable, or presenting significant commercial potential, and I let it run.

    With that running it was time for a little user downtime. The shielding was still up on the window, and I left it that way when I pulled out my bed, plugged in for the night, and went to sleep, with the program set for no compression. I figured my body could use the rest, and I wasn’t in any hurry to get through my dreaming. Besides the necessary stuff, I had some very pleasant dreams lined up featuring someone I lived with when I was about twenty—in real life he turned out to be a jerk and we broke up, but I liked dreaming about him the way I’d thought he was when we first got together. I’ve had twenty years of learning better, but at the time I still believed in true love, and it makes for pretty dreams.

    I didn’t bother checking for the eye; I knew it was still out there. If you want the truth, in a way it was almost comforting, knowing that it was watching over me. Nobody else was anymore.

    About 7:00 I got a buzz and rolled out; the message code was flashing. I didn’t even bother with any damn keys, I just called over my downtime wire for a playback. I plugged in when I slept mostly for the sake of the dreams, but the wire was hooked into the main system all the same, just in case of emergency.

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

    That wasn’t a damn bit of help. It was a safe bet that my IRC file had been checked, going by that line about losers, but I didn’t even know if Nakada had been consulted; software can take a hell of a lot on itself if a user isn’t careful. I had that call to the New York I could make, but I decided to hold off; I might need it later. Except for that narrow crack, it seemed I was at another dead end.

    That reminded me of my little stroll out by the crater wall. I got up and unplugged and got myself a cup of tea, and took it over to my desk, where I punched for the results on the West End data.

    Nothing. No anomalies, no commercial potential, nothing of value at all. Everything I saw there was just what it was supposed to be, a lot of decaying, abandoned real estate no good to anybody once the sun came over the crater rim. If anything was hidden there, it was hidden very well indeed, and shielded, as well.

    The thought of shielding reminded me of my faithful companion; I cleared the window and looked out.

    The spy-eye was still hanging there, blocking half my view of the Trap’s glitter. A couple of advertisers were buzzing around it, trying to feed their pitches to anyone who might be monitoring, but it seemed to be doing a good job of ignoring them. It was also ignoring the wind, and the traffic on the street below, and just about everything else. When it saw the window change its main lens swiveled up from the door to my face, but other than that it didn’t move a millimeter. I waved hello, then blacked the window again.

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

    I went back to thinking about the case.

    I’d had three approaches, and two of them were blocked, at least temporarily—or rather, learning anything from Nakada was blocked by all that flapper software. The approach through the West End wasn’t really blocked, it just didn’t seem to go anywhere.

    That left Paulie Orchid.

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

    His hair was black and slick and polished, his eye-sockets neatly squared, and tidy little rows of silver wire gleamed on his cheekbones. If he’d ever had facial hair he’d had it removed, and more wires sparkled along the line of his jaw, every fifth one gold.

    I couldn’t say for certain that his nose and lips weren’t natural, but if they were he’d hit it lucky in the genetic lottery—assuming he wasn’t tailored, that is, and for all I know he was, though in that case it’s a mystery how he ever wound up a small-time operator on Epimetheus.

    I’ve got to admit that his appearance caught my interest. I’d seen him before, but I hadn’t paid much attention, and besides, he’d changed some—the wire job and hairslick were both new, and I wasn’t sure about some of the rest. He looked slick now, very smooth and polished—not just his hair, but his whole manner. He’d definitely moved upscale—probably not as far as he wanted, or even as far as he thought he had, since he was obviously still something of a faddie, but he was several steps above anything in my neighborhood. You don’t see slicks in Lui’s.

    From what I knew of his history I’d have expected him to wind up in the West End, but he’d clearly been moving in the opposite direction. I wondered if he’d had the brains to buy himself a little implant education, or maybe some personality work.

    He smiled at me, showing perfect teeth.

    I wanted to gag. He was slick, but something nasty still showed through. I could see that whatever he wanted me to believe, he still knew he was bad news. Polished slime is still slime.

    “Yes, mis’, what can I do for you?” he asked, still showing those teeth.

    “Hello, Mis’ Orchid. I’m calling in regard to Westwall Redevelopment. I was hoping...”

    I stopped there, because the smile was gone. His face was flat and expressionless.

    “What were you hoping?” he asked.

    “I was hoping you could tell me something about your plans for the company,” I said.

    “I don’t have any. Who are you, anyway? Your origination isn’t registering.”

    That was because I didn’t want it to, of course; I had a scrambler on line, blocking it, and was re-routing the call to make doubly sure it didn’t register.

    Before I could say anything, though, he said, “Wait a minute, I know you—you’re Hsing, the detective, right?” The smile was back, but it wasn’t as friendly this time. A mean streak was showing. “That was your software that got busted on me yesterday, right?”

    I smiled. He didn’t look quite as smooth any more.

    He looked predatory, instead. That I knew how to deal with.

    “Hey, I’m glad I stayed up late,” he said. “I wouldn’t want to have missed your call.”

    “Oh?” I said.

    “That’s right, Hsing—Carlie, isn’t it?” I didn’t answer, and he went on, “Whatever, I’ve got something I wanted to tell you.”

    “Oh?” I said again, “What’s that?”

    “To leave me alone. I’m more than you can handle, lady. Maybe I wasn’t before, but I am now.”

    I didn’t believe that, but I didn’t argue, because I didn’t want him to try and prove anything on me just then. I just smiled again.

    We were smiling all over, weren’t we? And neither of us meant any of it, not if you consider a smile anything pleasant.

    His smile disappeared.

    “Listen,” he said, “I mean it. I don’t want you anywhere near me or Westwall Redevelopment. You just stay out of my affairs, or you’re likely to get seriously damaged.” He paused, looking at me, and added, “At least, stay out of my business affairs—I won’t say I wouldn’t mind meeting you in person some time. That won’t get you damaged, just bent.” He leered, and I blanked the screen. I don’t like leers. I don’t figure I deserve them; I’m no beauty. I mean, I’m not a hag, either, but I just don’t see my face as an incitement to lust at first sight. People don’t leer at me much, not any more. Anyone who leers at me without provocation is either faking it, has perverse tastes, or has no discrimination at all. I figured Orchid for the last, and for a probable case of satyriasis.

    After a second’s thought, before he said anything more, I exited the call entirely.

    That was my third dead end. I’d had three approaches on the case, I’d tried them all, and they’d all died.

    Sometimes when you hit a wall, you back up and try another route. Other times, you just have to knock a hole in the wall.

    I’d tried the other routes. It was time to start banging away, looking for somewhere I could knock a hole.

    Paulie Orchid was alert and ready for me. He’d warned me off, and he’d be watching; he wouldn’t really expect me to lay off. I had a better rep than that—or at least I hoped I did. That meant that going after him really might be dangerous, and I wasn’t in any hurry to be damaged.

    Besides, I couldn’t believe he was anything but hired help.

    The West End was dead, and poking the bones wasn’t going to do any good. I just couldn’t see any way to get anything more there.

    That left Sayuri Nakada.

    She had real possibilities. Someone with that much money, that many connections in business and family and everywhere else, she leaves traces, stirs things up and leaves ripples I can read. I could see a dozen ways to get at bits and pieces of her without even trying. If I got enough bits, maybe I could put together enough to recognize what sort of a program was running. This business in the West End might not have been her idea, but she was sure as hell involved somehow, buying up that property. Even if I couldn’t get at it directly, I could get an idea as to how her mind worked.

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

    I touched keys, checked my credit balance to make sure I could afford it, which I couldn’t really but it wouldn’t actually put me over any limits right away, and then I began calling up every data bank I could get at, free or charge, and running full-scale searches for any mention of Nakada.

    The stuff just poured in, gigabytes of it. Sayuri Nakada was a big name in the economy and in the general high life on Epimetheus, and that meant that people took an interest in her and recorded a lot about her.

    I routed it all to a sort-and-file program that would pull up what I needed on demand, and then I just let it all pile up.

    Once I had the searches running, I took a moment to pull some of the basic biodata onto a screen and read it off.

    Sayuri Nakada was born on Prometheus, on October 30, 2334 by the standard Terran calendar, which made her not quite thirty-two–younger than I was. That surprised me. I had known she was young, of course, and that she wasn’t one of the founders of Nakada Enterprises, just one of the horde of heirs, but I still hadn’t realized she was that young. I would have guessed that the family would have wanted someone a bit more mature and experienced in charge of things on the nightside.

    I called for selection of news stories—or rumors—regarding her arrival in the City, and got a few dozen entries; I picked a few and read on.

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

    I got interested in what I was reading—I tend to do that. After an hour or so of tiring my eyes I plugged in, to take it all in more quickly.

    By 13:00 I thought I had a pretty good idea of what sort of code Sayuri Nakada ran, but I still didn’t know what she wanted with the West End. Not in any detail, anyway. I figured it was probably some grand scheme that wouldn’t work. That seemed to be in character.

    Catch was, I didn’t know what kind of a grand scheme.

    I ran back through the relevant stuff quickly.

    She was born rich, really rich; her parents were second cousins and both major heirs to the original Nakadas, with dibs on something like twelve percent of Nakada Enterprises between them. Sayuri was their only kid, and they spoiled her rotten; human babysitters, unlimited com and credit access, implant education, toy personas, the whole cliché.

    Then they dumped her.

    Oh, not without reason, and it’s not as if she didn’t have any warning. She’d been hell since she hit puberty, totally out of control, burning her brain out with guided current and psychoactives of all sorts, reprogramming her personality every few days, growing or building illegal sex partners for herself, screwing up any family business she could get at, bringing assorted street-sleaze into the family compound, and all the rest. Reportedly she’d once fed an illegal intelligence into her bloodstream and spent a week doing nothing but communing with her own interior, and had then killed the poor thing. She’d used synesthesia, painwiring, neural taps, everything.

    Her parents had tried all the usual stuff to level her out, but she’d refused anything more intrusive than counselling—stood on her rights as a natural human, which was pretty ludicrous given some of the stuff she’d done to her brain just for entertainment. She did do sessions with a counsellor; she had to put up with that, to keep the juice flowing—but she’d com the counsellor with a genen toy between her legs, and plug straight into the jackbox when she exited the call.

    Finally, when she turned eighteen—Terran years, not Promethean; she was six by local time—her parents told her they’d had enough and threw her out.

    Some of this had a pretty familiar ring, you know. My parents did the dump on me, too. That sort of soured me on ancestor worship for quite some time.

    Their reasons were completely different, of course. I was never into self-destruction; I like my mind just fine in its natural state, and I saw enough sleaze on the streets without bringing it home. Besides, I never had the juice for the sort of flamboyant decadence that Sayuri Nakada went in for. In fact, that was what got me dumped, a shortage of juice. My parents were tired of supporting me and my sibs, and tired of Epimetheus, with its nonexistent long-term prospects. They wanted to use their money on something besides their three kids. So they did the dump on us all when the oldest, my brother ‘Chan—Sebastian Hsing—hit eighteen. I was fifteen, either Terran or Epimethean— there’s only twelve days a year difference, and I’d just turned fifteen locally. I hadn’t caused anyone any real trouble; I just cost money. My kid sister Alison was twelve Terran, eleven local; she hadn’t had a chance to cause trouble, but she cost money, too, and with a sib over eighteen, twelve Terran is old enough. At least, that’s what the law says on Epimetheus.

    So my parents did the dump and saved up for a couple of years, and with the juice they saved my father bought himself a permanent dream somewhere in Trap Under, where the sunlight will never shine no matter what happens above, and my mother shipped out for parts unknown and hasn’t been heard from since.

    Sayuri Nakada’s parents didn’t go anywhere. The only thing they were tired of was Sayuri. So they dumped her, but the whole family stayed right there on Prometheus.

    Of course, she was still a Nakada, and they couldn’t cut all her connections. Legally she wasn’t their problem any more, but they couldn’t kick her out of the extended family completely; she was still a Nakada, genetically and emotionally. And despite screwing around with her life for five or six years she still had a pretty good opinion of herself, too, which always helps; self-assurance can be better than family or even money, under the right circumstances. She wasn’t about to let herself rot. She used her name to get credit at a bio outlet, cleaned up her act in a couple of weeks, and applied to her great-grandfather, old Yoshio Nakada himself, for a job.

    The old man had an old-fashioned sense of family, I guess. He took her on as a dickerer in the out-system trade, and for awhile she surprised everyone and did all right at it. She kept out the gritware well enough, and kept things running smoothly—usually. She did mess up sometimes, bought or sold things on her own little whims, but never anything serious until she got bored and decided to impress dear old Grandfather Nakada with how smart she was by buying a big shipload of novelty genens that he had already turned down. Big genens, not microbes, from the size of your hand up to the size of a cab, but too stupid for skilled labor; they were meant for pets, or servants, or whatever. Little Sayuri had had a few around over the years, as I mentioned, and maybe that’s why she went for them. She figured she knew better than the old man did, that she’d turn a quick profit on her own and amaze all and sundry with her brilliance.

    Well, she wasn’t smarter than he was after all; the genens didn’t sell, or died while still under warranty, or broke things and ran up liability suits. One of the smarter ones even got hold of some legal software and applied for citizenship, but it failed the qualifiers and left Nakada with its bills.

    Grandfather Nakada was still big on family, though—I guess he can afford to be. Sayuri got bailed out and given another chance.

    Then a year or two later she suddenly decided the bottom was about to drop out of the market for psychoactive bacteria, and she refused to buy a big incoming batch of prime stock, simply wouldn’t take them, not even at straight shipping cost. Word got out, and the other big buyers panicked and cancelled orders, but the street market was still just as good as ever, so the stuff that stayed on the market went at triple price—and everybody had it except Nakada Enterprises.

    After that, the old man decided that little Sayuri might do better elsewhere, and he sent her to Epimetheus to oversee the all family business in Nightside City. Except that the family business in the City consisted of the New York and a few simple trade and supply runs, and maybe an occasional experiment, and the New York, with Vijay Vo in charge, pretty much ran itself. And they didn’t let her mess with anything else much, either.

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

    It seemed to work, too. She’d behaved herself for a long time, doing only an occasional small-scale deal of her own, and some of those actually made money.

    It looked to me, though, as if it hadn’t worked forever; to me this West End deal looked one hell of a lot like one of her big, splashy, show-the-system projects, like the genens or the psychobugs. I figured she had some scheme up her ass that was supposed to make her rich enough that she could tell her family to eat wire and die, something she was doing entirely on her own so she could come home from Epimetheus a hero instead of a penitent.

    But I still didn’t know what the hell the scheme really was. I’d run searches for anything any Nakada ever said about the West End, and come up blank. I’d run searches for anything the West End ever said about her, and got nothing that beeped, just the ordinary gossip I’d get anywhere. I’d run searches for a connection between the West End and genens or psychobugs, and got nothing except cop reports on breeders, bootleggers, poachers, and valhallas, same as you’d find anywhere in the City. I couldn’t see anything special about the West End except the very, very obvious—it was worthless because it was about to fry.

    I got myself some paté and tea for lunch and sat down to think about it, still jacked in so I could follow up quickly if anything resembling an idea came to me. I was jacked in, but I wasn’t out on wire; I was staring into my teacup.

    Maybe, I thought, it is the obvious that’s at work here. Maybe she’s buying the West End because it’s cheap. Maybe she wants to buy the whole damn city, and started with the West End because it’s what she can afford.

    That was grandiose enough for her, the idea of buying the whole city. It felt right. And maybe she was taking the trouble to try and squeeze rent out of the squatters to help finance buying more; her own money must be running low, and she wouldn’t want to use too much of the family money for fear of having her little scheme uncovered too soon.

    But the city was still worthless, in the long run, because what made it worth living in was its location on the nightside. When it passed the terminator it would be soaked in hard ultraviolet, which meant scorched retinas and blistering sunburns, not to mention a dozen sorts of skin cancer, more than most symbiotes could handle. The temperature—which was already warmer than I liked—would start inching up toward the unlivable. Sunlight would also let the pseudoplankton in the water supply go totally berserk, clogging everything—and those damn things are toxic. Not to mention that every kilometer further east took the city a kilometer further from the rainbelt that was the only source of safe water on the planet.

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

    Not to mention what the ultraviolet and the solar wind might do to all the electronics. I mean, killer sunburn and skin cancer and burned retinas and a mutation rate measured in percent instead of per million are bad enough for humans, but I suspected that dawn meant a nasty death for unshielded software. Not that I actually know anything about it, but all that random energy pouring through a system has got to do something, doesn’t it? Don’t they keep everything shielded on planets with normal rotation?

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

    She had to know it. When the City hit the dayside it would be worthless.

    I swallowed a lump of paté, and as I did a thought occurred to me. Maybe, I thought, she saw it a bit differently. Her record back on Prometheus made it obvious that she had her own ways of thinking. Maybe she didn’t think of it as “when the City hit the dayside.”

    Maybe she thought of it as “if the City hit the dayside.”
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