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   Enter the SF Gateway …


   In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


   

   ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





   Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


   The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


   Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.






 

Part One


 

Day 30

 

High Spring: Parking Orbit,

Burning Bright

 

Quinn Lioe walked the galliot down the sky, using the shaped force fields of the sails as legs, balancing their draw against the depth of gravity here in the planet's shadow. Stars glowed in the mirror display in front of her; spots of dark haze blocked the brilliance of sun and the limb of the planet, so that she could see and read the patterns that gravity made in the vacuum around her. The low-sail, under the keel of her ship, vibrated in its cup: the field calibration had slipped badly on the journey from Callixte to Burning Bright, would have to be adjusted before they left orbit. She sighed, automatically easing the field, and widened the cross-sails' field to compensate. Numbers flickered across the base of the mirror as the ship's system noted and approved the changes; she felt the left cross-sail tremble under her hand, as its draw approached the illusory "depth" of hyperspace, and shortened it even before the warning flashed orange and red across her screen. The galliot continued its easy progress as though there had been no chance of grounding.

"Beacon," she said to the ship, to traffic control waiting somewhere ahead of her in the parking pattern, and a moment later a marker flared in the mirror's display, ahead and slightly to the left of the galliot's course. She sighed, wanting to hurry, wanting to be done and parked and free for the five days or more that it would take to recalibrate the fields, but disciplined herself to safe and steady progress. The galliot crept forward, sails beating slowly against the weak currents of hyperspace that were almost drowned by the local gravity. Her hands rested lightly on the controls; she felt the depth of space in the pressure of the sails, saw the same numbers reflected in the slow swirl of the currents overlaid on the mirror's mimicking of reality.

At last she brought the galliot to a slow stop almost on top of the unreal marker, and shortened the sails until the system gravity took over, drawing the ship neatly into the designated space. She smiled, pleased with her precision, and kicked the lever that lit the anchor field. Lights flared along the mirror's base—familiar, but nonetheless satisfying—and the ship said sweetly, "On target. Anchorage confirmed."

"Nicely done," a familiar voice said, and Lioe glanced over her shoulder in some surprise. She hadn't heard Kerestel enter the pilot's dome, had thought he was still back in cargo space sorting out what had and hadn't gone on the drop. And, to be fair, cleaning up after the bungee-gars.

"Thanks," she said aloud, and ran her hands across the main board, closing and snuffing the sail fields. She set the anchor field then, watched the telltales strengthen to green, and turned away from her station, working her shoulders to free them of the night's—morning's, she corrected silently, it was the beginning of the new day on Burning Bright—painstaking work. "How's it look back there?"

"Bungee-gars," Kerestel said. He leaned against the hatchway, folding his arms across his chest. His hands and bare arms were still reddened from the embrace of the servo gloves he used to move the canisters that held the cargo safe during the drop to the planet's surface. "Gods, they're a grubby lot."

Looking at him, Lioe bit back a laugh. As usual, Kerestel was wearing a spacesuit liner, this one more battered even than usual, the long sleeves cut off at the shoulder to make it easier to work the servos. He had stopped shaving two days into the trip—also as usual—and the incipient beard had sprouted in goatish grey tufts. The hat that marked him as a union pilot—this one a beret of gold-shot grey brocade, pinned up on one side with a cluster of brightly faceted glass—perched, incongruously jaunty, on his balding head.

Kerestel had the grace to grin. "Well, you know what I mean. And Christ, the pair of them couldn't make up their minds what was to go in the drop—if they had minds."

Lioe nodded, and turned to the secondary board to begin shutting down the mirror. Bungee-gars, the hired hands who rode the drop capsules down out of orbit to help protect particularly valuable cargoes from hijacking after landing, were generally a difficult group to work with—you have to be pretty crazy to begin with, or desperate, to take a job like that—and the two who had come aboard on Demeter had been slightly more bizarre than usual. "What I don't care for," she said, "is running cargo that needs bungee-gars."

"You got a point there," Kerestel said rather sourly, and Lioe allowed herself a crooked smile. Cargoes that needed bungee-gars were valuable enough to hijack in transit as well as at the drop point, and the free space between the Republic and the Hsaioi-An was loosely patrolled at best, with no one claiming either jurisdiction or responsibility. She shook the thought away—there had been no sign of trouble, from Callixte to Demeter or after—and keyed a final set of codes into the interpreter. Overhead, and across the front of the dome, the tracking overlays began to fade, first the oily swirls that showed the hyperspatial currents, and then the all-but-invisible blue-black lines that showed the depth of realspace. The stars blazed out around them, suns strewn like dust and seed, tossed in prodigal handfuls against the night where the plane of the galaxy intersected the mirror's curve. Then the shields that cloaked sun and planet vanished, and the brilliance drowned even the bright stars. Lioe blinked, dazzled, and looked away.

"But if they'd only make up their mind," Kerestel said, and Lioe frowned for a second before she realized he was still talking about the bungee-gars. "You probably felt it, Quinn, they kept changing which capsules were going, so by the time they'd decided, the whole ship was unbalanced. I'll bet money that hasn't helped the low-sail projector."

"I didn't feel we were off alignment," Lioe said. "She handled fine, and the projector didn't feel any worse than when we left Demeter. You did a good job, Micky."

She saw Kerestel's shoulders relax, subtly, and realized that he had been looking for that reassurance all along. She hid a sigh—she liked Kerestel well enough, liked his ship even better, but his insecurities were wearing—and said, "Speaking of which, have you scheduled the repairs?"

"Yes." Kerestel's face brightened. "The yard says they can take us into the airdock tomorrow, and they'll tear down the projector right away. The whole thing, including recalibration, ought to take about eight days. Not bad, eh?"

"Not bad," Lioe agreed. Not bad at all, especially when it happens over Burning Bright. "I thought I'd take off, go planetside," she said, carefully casual. "You're not going to need me up here."

Kerestel frowned slightly, said, after a heartbeat's pause that seemed much longer, "You're going Gaming, right?"

"That's right." Lioe bit her tongue to keep from adding more. This is Burning Bright, heart of the Game, where the best clubs and the best players—the greatest notables—live and work. I'm not missing this chance. Chances like this are only once a lifetime—

"It's a game, Quinn," Kerestel said.

"And it's one I'm very, very good at," Lioe retorted. She grinned, forced a lighter tone. "Christ, Micky, it's not like I'm quitting."

"One of these days, though," Kerestel muttered, and Lioe reached across to touch his shoulder.

"Not likely, and you know it. Piloting's a steady living, and I'm not stupid." I had to work too hard to get the apprenticeship, coming out of Foster Services; I'm not giving that up anytime soon. But that was none of Kerestel's business; she forced the smile to stay on her lips, said, "All I'm saying is, I think I'm going to spend the repair break planetside. All right?" She could force the issue, she knew—they were both union, and the union gave her the right to move off the ship anytime it was anchored in orbit for more than five days—but she liked Kerestel too well to use that lever unless she had to. And besides, he's getting old, one foot on the retirement line. I don't want to hurt his feelings.

Kerestel nodded, reluctantly. "All right," he said, and then made himself sound more enthusiastic. "And good luck with the Game."

It was those efforts that made him worth working for, even if he was getting old and querulous. "Thanks," Lioe said, and retreated to her cabin to collect her belongings.

It didn't take her long to pack: her jump bag was easily large enough to hold a couple of changes of clothes, plus her Gameboard and the thick plastic case that held the half-dozen Rulebook disks. She seized a hat at random, this one black, with a wide brim, shrugged on a jacket—her favorite, heavy blue-black workcloth with a flurry of Game pins across the lapels—and tapped into the local comnet to find a taxi-shuttle to take her across to the customs station. Kerestel was nowhere in sight when it arrived, and she hesitated, but called her good-byes into the shipwide intercom. There was no answer; she shrugged again, caught between hurt and annoyance, and pulled herself through the transfer tube to the taxi.

The landing check was strict and time-consuming. The officer on duty went over her papers with excruciating care, and ran the Rulebooks through a virus scan twice before grudgingly allowing her to carry them onto the surface. She made the orbiter with only minutes to spare, and collapsed into her seat, resolved to sleep for as much of the descent as possible.

She woke to the unfamiliar noise of air against the orbiter's hull, sat up in her harness to see fire rolling across the viewport. The orbiter bucked and fought the sudden turbulence, and then they were down into the atmosphere. Servos whined underfoot and in the cabin walls, reconfiguring wings and lifting surfaces, and the orbiter became a proper aircraft, banking easily against the heavy air that held it. The engine fired, a coughing explosion at the tail of the taxi, and the craft steadied further, came completely under control. Lioe released the breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding, and craned her head to look out the viewport again.

"We'll be landing at Newfields in about fifty minutes," the steward said, from the front of the cabin. "It's day thirty of High Spring, the end of High Spring—that's day ninety-four of our four-hundred-day year. Burning Bright has a twenty-five-standard-hour day, and you should program your chronometers accordingly. If you are keeping Greenwich Republican time, the GRTC factor is eighty-eight B-for-bravo one hundred fifty-two. Ground temperature is twenty-three degrees. If you need any assistance, or further information, please feel free to ask. Your call buttons are on the cabin wall above your head."

No one seemed to respond, and Lioe turned her head back to the window. Clouds flashed past beneath them, thin wisps that only partly obscured the glittering water. Burning Bright was mostly water; the main—the only—landmass was largely artificial, the new land built on the inner edges of the giant atoll's original islands, guarded from floods by a massive network of dikes and storm barriers. The city of Burning Bright—city and planet shared a name; the two were effectively identical—was one of the great engineering achievements of the nonaligned worlds: even in the Republic, and even in Foster Service schools, Lioe thought, you learn that mantra. And it was pretty much true. In all the time she'd spent in space, piloting ships between the Republic and the nonaligned worlds and Hsaioi-An, she'd never been anyplace that was at all like Burning Bright.

"Can I get you anything?"

Lioe looked up to find the steward looking down at her, balancing easily against the movement of the orbiter, one hand resting on the back of the empty couch beside her. She shook her head, but smiled. "I can't think of anything, thanks."

The steward nodded, but didn't move. "I couldn't help noticing your pins."

Lioe let her smile widen, grateful she hadn't had to set up this encounter herself. "I saw yours, too." She glanced again at the pair of Game pins clipped just below the company icon: one was the triangle-and-galaxy of the Old Network, but the other was unfamiliar. "Local club?" she asked, and was not surprised when the steward shook his head.

"Actually, it's a session souvenir," he said. "It was a Court Life variant, run by Ambidexter about five years ago."

"I think I saw tapes of that," Lioe said, impressed in spite of herself. The steward didn't look old enough to have been playing at that level five years ago. "That was the one that featured Gallio Hazard and Desir of Harmsway, right? The one that really made Harmsway a Grand Type."

"That's right." The steward glanced quickly around the cabin, then lowered himself into the couch next to her. "I'm Vere—Audovero Caminesi."

"Quinn Lioe." They touched hands, awkward because of her safety harness.

"You wouldn't be the Lioe who wrote the Frederick's Glory scenario," Vere said.

"As a matter of fact, I am."

Vere grinned. "That was a great session. There's been a lot of talk on the net about it; I'm still trying to find someone at the club who'll run it. Are you going to be doing any Gaming while you're here?"

The conversation was going just the way she'd hoped it would. Lioe said, "I was hoping to. I don't know the clubs, though."

Vere spread his hands. "I can give you some names, if you'd like."

"I'd appreciate it."

"There are really only three clubs that are worth your while," Vere said, lowering his voice until she could just hear him over the noise of the engines. "Billi's in the Old City, Shadows under the Old Dike in Dock Road District, and the Two-Dragon House, in Mainwardens'." He grinned suddenly. "I think Shadows is the best of the lot—it's where I play, so take it for what it's worth."

Lioe smiled back. "What's the setup like?"

"They're all about the same, really," Vere answered. A chime sounded from farther forward in the compartment, and he lifted his head to look over the seatbacks for the source. Lioe followed the direction of his gaze, and saw a call light flashing above one of the seats. Vere grimaced, and pushed himself to his feet, but leaned down to finish what he had been saying. "Shadows has newer machines, but they're not state-of-the-art. Billi's was that maybe four, five years ago. Two-Dragon is pretty standard stuff, a little older than Shadows."

"Thanks," Lioe said, and Vere smiled down at her.

"Don't forget me if you run an open session."

"I'll keep you in mind," Lioe said, and meant it. She would be needing good players, if she managed to persuade a club to let her lead sessions, and anyone who could play for Ambidexter was good enough for her. It was just a pity Ambidexter himself was no longer in the Game.

She turned her head to the viewport again, was startled to see how far the orbiter had dropped. The water was no longer just a blue haze, had gained a crumpled texture, and flecks of white dotted the metallic surface. Burning Bright City was just visible in the distance, if she craned her neck, but mostly hidden by the orbiter's nose. The craft banked sharply then, showing her nothing but the brilliance of the sky, and when it steadied onto the new heading, Burning Bright lay spread out beneath the orbiter's wing. It seemed very small at first, an island split in three by a forked channel, but then the orbiter banked again, losing altitude, and she began to make out the smaller landformed islands that made up the larger masses. Most of them were thickly settled, furred with brick-red buildings, light glinting occasionally from solar panels and interior waterways. Only the high ground at the outer edges of the islands remained relatively uncrowded. She frowned idly at that, wondering why, and the speakers crackled at the front of the cabin.

Vere said, "I've just been informed that we are starting the descent to Newfields. We should be on the ground in about fifteen minutes."

The orbiter canted again as he spoke, and when it came level again, Lioe was looking at a scene she recognized. Twin lakes lay to either side of a piece of land like a small mountain, falling steeply to the sea on one side and more gently into settled country on the other. That was Plug Island, where the first-in settlers had first dammed the shallow lagoon to create more land for their growing city. Double headlands cradled each of the lakes; the desalination complex and the thick white walls of the tidal generating stations that closed each lake off from the sea gleamed in the sunlight. Outside the generating stations' walls, surf bloomed against the storm barriers that defended the Plug Island lagoons; it frothed as well against the base of the cliffs to either side. They were coming into Newfields. Even as she thought it, the orbiter rolled a final time, then steadied into the familiar approach. They flashed over the clustered houses of the Ghetto where the off-worlders, and especially the hsai, lived—still on the inner edges of the island, overlooking the land, away from the sea—and then dropped low over the administrative complex. The orbiter touched down easily on stained and tire-marked pavement, and she leaned back in her couch, no longer watching the blocks of warehouses that flashed past beyond the empty field. Not long now, she thought, not long. I'll find a room in the Ghetto, and I'll call some clubs, and I'll have a Game to run. She smiled, losing herself in a dream.


 

Day 30

 

High Spring: The Hsai Ambassador's

House, in the Ghetto, Burning Bright

 

The ambassador to Burning Bright knelt in his reception room, facing the hissing screen. A few check-characters crawled across the blank grey space; the ambassador frowned, seeing them, and glanced over his shoulder at the technician who knelt in front of the control board.

"Sorry, Sia Chauvelin," the technician murmured, and his hands danced across his controls. The characters vanished, were replaced by a single steady glyph: the link was complete.

Chauvelin glanced one last time around the narrow room, at the plain black silk that lined the walls, at the low table with the prescribed ritual meal—snow-wine; a tray of tiny red-stained wafers, each marked in black with the graceful double-glyph that meant both good fortune and gift; a molded sweet, this one in the shape of the nuao-pear that stood for duty—laid out in the faint shadow of a single perfect orchid in an equally perfect holder carved from a natural pale-purple crystal. His own clothes were equally part of the prescribed ritual, plain black silk coat over the pearl-grey bodysuit that served humans like himself for the hsai's natural skin, a single knot of formal ribbons tied around his left arm, the folded iron fan set on the bright carpet in front of him. He glanced a final time at his reflection in the single narrow window, checking his appearance, and found it acceptable. It was night out still, the sun not yet risen; he suppressed a certain sense of injustice, and glanced again at the technician. "Is everything ready?"

"Yes, Sia Chauvelin."

"Then you may go." Chauvelin looked back at the screen, barely aware of the murmured response and the soft scuffing sound as the technician bowed himself out and closed the door gently behind him. The remote was a sudden weight against his thigh, reminding him of his duty; he reached into the pocket of his coat to touch its controls, triggering the system. The hidden speakers hissed for a moment, singing as the jump-satellite bridged the interstellar space between the local transmitter and an identical machine on maiHu'an, and then the screen lit on a familiar scene. Chauvelin bowed, back straight, eyes down, hands on the carpet in front of him, heard a light female voice—human female—announcing his name.

"Tal je-Chauvelin tzu Tsinra-an, emissary to and friend-at-court for the houta of Burning Bright."

Chauvelin kept his eyes on the fan, dark against the glowing red of the carpet, staring at the five n-jao characters of his name carved into the outer guard. There was a little silence, and then a second voice answered the first, this one unmistakably hsaia, inhuman and male.

"I acknowledge je-Chauvelin."

Chauvelin leaned back slowly, raising his eyes to the screen. Even expecting it, the illusion was almost perfect, so that for an instant he could almost believe that the wall had dissolved, and a second room identical to his own had opened in front of him. The Remembrancer-Duke Aorih ja-Erh'aoa tzu Tsinra-an sat facing him in a carved chair-of-state, hands posed formally on the heads of the crouching troglodyths that formed the arms of the chair. His wrist spurs curved out and down toward the troglodyths' eyes, their enameled covers—done in a pattern of twining flowers, Chauvelin saw, without surprise—glowing in the warm lights.

"This person thanks his most honored patron for his acknowledgment," he said, in the hsai tongue that he prided himself on speaking as well as any jericho-human, any human born and bred inside the borders of Hsaioi-An. "And welcomes him with service."

Ja-Erh'aoa made a quick, ambiguous gesture with one hand, at once accepting and dismissing the formal compliments. The stubby fingerclaws, painted a delicate shade between lavender and blue to match the enameled flowers of the spur sheath, clicked once against the carved head, and were still again. Chauvelin read impatience and irritation in the movement, and in the still face of the human woman who stood at ja-Erh'aoa's left hand, and braced himself for whatever was to follow.

"I would like to know, je-Chauvelin, what you meant by this report."

For a crazy second, Chauvelin considered asking which report the hsaia meant, but suppressed that particularly suicidal notion. The Remembrancer-Duke had shifted from the formal tones of greeting to the more conversational second mode, and Chauvelin copied him. "My lord, you asked for my interpretation of what the All-Father and his council should expect from the elections. I gave you that answer."

"You recommended that we support, or at least acquiesce in, Governor Berengaria's reelection." Ja-Erh'aoa's hand moved again, the painted claws clicking irritably against the troglodyth's low forehead. "Am I mad, or do I misremember, that she supports the Republic quite openly?"

Chauvelin winced inwardly at the mention of memory—ja-Erh'aoa implied that he had implied an insult—and said, "It is so, my lord." He kept his voice cool and steady only with an effort: he had known that this would become an issue of an'ahoba, the delicate game of status and prestige, but he had counted on ja-Erh'aoa's support.

"Then why should we not stand in her way?"

I gave you my reasons in my report, my lord. Chauvelin suppressed that answer, and saw the faintest of rueful smiles cross the human woman's otherwise impassive face. He said aloud, "My Lord, the other candidates are not safe. They either have no backing among the people who matter"—or among the people in general, but that's not something a hsaia would understand—"or are too young and untried for me to suggest that Hsaioi-An place any trust in them."

"It is not expedient that we support Berengaria," ja-Erh'aoa said flatly.

"Then, my lord, it is as though my report was never made." Chauvelin sat back slightly, folded his hands in his lap.

"Unfortunately," ja-Erh'aoa said, "your report has become common knowledge in the council halls. I have suffered some—diminishment—because of it. It is even being said, je-Chauvelin, that you are too close to the houta on Burning Bright, and would perhaps benefit from a different posting."

"Do you question my loyalties, lord?" Even as he said it, Chauvelin knew that was the wrong question, born from the sudden cold fear twisting his guts. It was too direct, put ja-Erh'aoa in a position where he could only answer yes—and he himself was too vulnerable to that accusation to risk angering his patron. No chaoi-mon, citizen by impressment, could risk that, particularly not when he was born on Burning Bright and served now as ambassador to that planet. He silenced those thoughts, kept himself still, hands quiet in his lap, face expressionlessly polite, with an effort that made the muscles along his spine and across his shoulders tremble slightly beneath the heavy coat. He made himself face ja-Erh'aoa guilelessly, as though no one had touched his one vulnerable spot, pretended he did not see the Remembrancer-Duke's fingerclaws close over the troglodyths' heads.

"No one questions your fealty, je-Chauvelin," ja-Erh'aoa said, after a moment. "However, it is as well not to cause even the hint of a question."

Bad, very bad, Chauvelin thought. He bowed again, accepting the rebuke, and said, "As my lord wishes."

"I would also see to your household, je-Chauvelin," ja-Erh'aoa said. "I am concerned that this report has traveled so far outside my knowledge, and yours."

Chauvelin lifted an eyebrow at him, stung at last into retort. "My household is well known to me, save the guest I entertain at your command, my lord."

There was another little silence, ja-Erh'aoa's hands slowly tightening over the troglodyths' heads, thumbclaws perilously close to their carved eyes, and Chauvelin braced himself to offer his humblest apologies. Then, quite slowly, ja-Erh'aoa's hands loosened again, and he said, with apparent inconsequence, "How is your guest, Chauvelin?"

"The Visiting Speaker is enjoying the pleasures of the planet," Chauvelin answered, conventionally. In point of fact, the Visiting Speaker Kugüe ji-Imbao aje Tsinra-an, cousin of the Imperial Father, is spending most of his nights attending parties and most days sleeping off the effects of Oblivion. Even so, I may have underestimated him—or at least his household. He made a mental note to make a second investigation of the half-dozen attendants who had arrived with ji-Imbaoa.

"You will convey our greetings," ja-Erh'aoa said, and Chauvelin bowed again.

"As my lord wishes."

Ja-Erh'aoa nodded, pushed himself up out of the chair-of-state, at the same time gesturing to the woman behind him. She said, in her clear voice, "The audience is ended."

Chauvelin bowed again, more deeply, hands on the floor, straightened slowly when the click of the room door was not followed by the static of a broken connection. Eriki Haas tzu Tsinra-an, ja-Erh'aoa's First Speaker, looked back at him without expression, came slowly forward to kneel on the carpeting in front of ja-Erh'aoa's empty chair. Chauvelin lifted an eyebrow at her.

"What's made this report so different from all the others? My lord knows what I think of Berengaria." He used tradetalk, the informal creole that was the common language of human beings in Hsaioi-An, and Haas's severity melted into a rueful grin.

"What makes it different is exactly what he said: somebody leaked it before it could be edited for the council. And my lord's right, you should check on how that happened."

"I fully intend to," Chauvelin said. "This is not the most opportune time to have a visitor."

Haas nodded. "The problem is, the je cousins have been getting a lot of attention at court lately—Norio Mann is a je Tsinra-an, and he's been the All-Father's favorite son since the petro strike on Hazuhonä. And the cousins are doing everything they can to consolidate their position."

Chauvelin nodded back, wishing—not for the first time—that communications between the court on Hsiamai and the worlds outside Hsaioi-An were a little more frequent. "If I had known—" he began, and bit off the words. The rivalry between je and tzu lines of the imperial family—between cousin and direct-line family—was ongoing; if he couldn't anticipate particular events and shifts in favor, he should at least have made sure nothing in his report could have affected the Remembrancer-Duke's position in that struggle. But I didn't count on his dumping ji-Imbaoa on me. Or his household.

Haas smiled sourly. "For some reason, Tal, they've decided to pick on you—you are in an anomalous position, after all. And my lord is vulnerable through you, don't forget."

"I don't forget," Chauvelin said.

"Good."

"Tell me this," Chauvelin said, and in spite of his best efforts heard the anger in his voice. "Do you want me to retract my report? It's my best advice—my lord never used to prefer a political lie to common sense, but I am at my lord's command."

"No." Haas waved one hand in a hsaii gesture, negation and apology in one. "What's done is done. But you might look for some way to reaffirm your loyalties in public, Tal. My lord would find it helpful."

"I'll do that," Chauvelin said, a new, cold fear warring with the anger. He had earned his place on Burning Bright, earned the right to return to his homeworld, a favor almost never granted to chaoi-mon, and that did leave him open to just this accusation, that he favored his origins over the imperial clan that had adopted him.

Haas looked at him from under lowered lashes. "My lord is vulnerable through you," she said again.

"The threat was clear the first time," Chauvelin said.

"I hope so," Haas murmured, and ran a finger along the elaborate enameling that decorated the cover of her implanted wrist spur. The picture wavered and died. Chauvelin swore, and reached for his own remote, closing down the local connection. Check characters flickered across the screen, and then the wall went dead, a blank grey space at the end of the room.

Chauvelin sat staring at it for a long moment, mastering his anger, and the fear that anger masked. So my lord will throw me to the wolves, he thought, testing the idea, and found he could view it without great surprise. So I will find a reason for him to have to keep me, and I think I will begin with finding something, or something more, to discredit ji-lmbaoa. Not that that will be that hard, or particularly unpleasant. He pushed himself slowly to his feet, wincing a little at the ache in his knees. Outside the window, the sky had lightened visibly, the sky even to the west, over the city, showing clear signs of dawn. There was no point in going back to bed—the conference had been scheduled at ja-Erh'aoa's convenience, and he himself had other appointments later in the day. Better to eat—assuming the kitchen staff is awake, which they had better be—and then take steps to deal with this.

He returned to his own rooms to change clothes, discarding the unflattering bodysuit and heavy coat with a sigh of relief. One of the servants—the hsai preferred living beings to mechanicals; service given and received in kinship was the glue of their society, and this morning Chauvelin was oddly comforted by his place in the hierarchy—had laid out everyday clothing, shirt and plain trousers, and a less formal coat of green brocade. The fabric was of Burning Bright weave, shot through with strands of the iridescent pearl-silk rendered from the discarded shells of the sequensa after the more expensive paillettes had been cut, and he hesitated for a moment, wondering if it would be more tactful to wear something less obviously identified with his world of origin, but then shrugged the thought aside. The damage was done; it was better to pretend he hadn't heard about the rumors. And besides, the cool drape of the fabric was a reassuring luxury. He slipped it on, running one hand down the unshaped lapel just for the feeling of the heavy silk under his touch, and left the room.

The sun was fully up now, the rising light pouring in through the seaward windows, casting long shadows toward the city below the Ghetto cliff. The breakfast room, overlooking the gardens that dropped in terraces toward the cliff edge and the Old City, was pleasantly shadowed, only the food tables softly lit by the stasis fields. Chauvelin smiled with real enjoyment for the first time that day, and crossed to the tables to pour himself a cup of flower-scented tea.

"Sia Chauvelin."

He turned to face the speaker, recognizing his steward's voice, and saw a second person, jericho-human rather than hsaii, standing beside the steward, so close and so exactly even in the doorway that their shoulders touched. The woman was part of ji-Imbaoa's household, and Chauvelin set the tea aside untouched.

"Yes?"

"My lord wishes to speak with you," ji-Imbaoa's servant said, her voice completely without expression.

"The Visiting Speaker has only just returned from the city," the steward murmured, under lowered lashes. Her fingers curled with demure humor as she spoke.

Chauvelin lifted an eyebrow, his mind racing. What the ninth hell could ji-Imbaoa want, at this hour, when he's bound to be hung over, or still drunk, if I'm particularly unlucky? I should change to wait on him, but I'll be damned if he deserves the honor—"The Visiting Speaker will have to pardon the delay," he said, and indicated the informal coat.

"My lord will excuse," ji-Imbaoa's servant said, still without expression.

"As the Visiting Speaker wishes," Chauvelin said, and could not quite keep the irony from his voice. "Iameis"—that was his steward, who bowed her head in acknowledgment—"you'll join me for breakfast after this. We have some things to discuss."

"Yes, Sia," the steward murmured, and stepped aside.

Chauvelin looked at the other woman. "Lead on."

He let her conduct him through the ambassadorial palace, as was proper, for all that he knew the building far better than she ever would. She stayed the prescribed two paces ahead of him and slightly to his right, unspeaking, and Chauvelin watched her back, rigid under the black tunic, and the short swing of her left arm. A conscript's mark was tattooed into her biceps, just below the fall of the cap sleeve. Chauvelin felt his eyebrows rise, controlled his expression instantly. Why would anyone be stupid enough to trust ji-Imbaoa with pressed servants? Loyalty can only be created by favor, not by fear—though some of my own first masters were no joy to serve, but nothing like him. He filed the observation for later use, and braced himself as the woman came to a stop outside the door of ji-Imbaoa's suite. They were technically Chauvelin's own rooms, by virtue of his rank as head of the ambassadorial household, but Chauvelin himself rarely used them, since any visitor of higher rank could usurp them. Ji-lmbaoa had taken particular pleasure in moving his household into the rooms, and Chauvelin had had to keep a sharp grip on his temper to keep from betraying the existence of a second group of rooms. Ji-Imbaoa would have been happy to move in there, at the expense of his own comfort, just to win a few points in an'ahoba.

"The ambassador Chauvelin," ji-Imbaoa's servant announced to the invisible security system, and the carved and lacquered doors swung open.

The Visiting Speaker Kugüe ji-Imbaoa je Tsinra-an stood in the center of the suite's reception room, feet firmly planted on the silk-weave carpet that lay before the chair-of-state. At least he hasn't chosen to take the chair, Chauvelin thought, and suppressed his anger as he saw the mud on ji-Imbaoa's feet, caked between the claws and trampled into the carpet. It was a familiar way of showing power, but Chauvelin added it to the Visiting Speaker's account: the carpet was too beautiful to be treated as part of an'ahoba.

"Ts'taa." The word was untranslatable, carrying contempt and impatience and a concise statement of relationship, superior to inferior. Chauvelin raised his eyebrows, hoping that ji-Imbaoa had finally made a mistake—he and the Visiting Speaker were too close in the hierarchy for that to be anything but a deliberate and deadly insult—and realized with regret that ji-Imbaoa was addressing the woman servant.

"You are careless, and slow, and I am diminished by your habits." Ji-Imbaoa glanced sideways then, toward Chauvelin, and added, "Chaoi have so much to learn."

He had used the shortened term, the one that had once meant "slave." The woman's shoulders twitched once, but she mastered herself, and bowed deeply. "I abase myself. I beg my lord's forgiveness."

Ji-Imbaoa waved a hand in dismissal, and the woman turned away, but not before Chauvelin saw the bright spots of color flaring on her cheekbones. It's not wise—it's downright stupid—to abuse your servants to get back at your enemies. He said, in his most neutral voice, "And yet the All-Father commends the practice."

Ji-Imbaoa's head lowered, suspiciously, but he said nothing. Chauvelin waited, running a quick and appraising glance down the Visiting Speaker's mostly humanoid body. Fingerclaws and spurs were painted a vivid red, the spurs protected only by a small cap of filigree-work. The bright ribbon clusters that flowed from bands around his upper arms, forming his only clothing, were badly crumpled, and Chauvelin glanced lower. The salmon-pink tip of ji-Imbaoa's penis was only just visible at the opening of the genital sheath: still drunk enough to relax some inhibitions, but sobering.

"I've summoned you because I've been hearing worrisome news," ji-Imbaoa said abruptly. News you should already know about, his tone implied.

Chauvelin murmured, "Indeed?" They were close enough in rank to omit honorifics in informal speech, and ji-Imbaoa had used the common forms.

Ji-Imbaoa's hands twitched, as though he regretted his choice, but he could not change modes without losing face. "You have an agent in the city, a houta, Ransome, it's called."

"Ransome is under my patronage, yes," Chauvelin answered. "He's been min-hao for some years." The gap between houta, nonperson, and client-kinsman was vast; Ransome needed the respect and protection of min-hao status.

Ji-Imbaoa flicked his fingers, dismissing the difference. "Decidamio Chrestil-Brisch is showing a great deal of interest in him. I wonder why."

And so do I, Chauvelin thought. He said aloud, "There are a number of reasons that Damian Chrestil might be interested in Ransome, not least that Ransome's an imagist of some note in the city."

"That may be," ji-Imbaoa said, "but what I have seen is that Damian Chrestil—or that woman, his whore—wants very much to lure your agent back into the Game. Why would that be?"

"I don't know," Chauvelin said.

"Such pressure against an agent of yours, I'd think you'd want to know what's going on. They leave lures on all the nets, hints and pressures. It's not like Damian Chrestil to care about the Game—"

"Cella, his mistress"—Chauvelin laid the lightest of stresses on the word—"is a well-known Gamer, however, and Ransome was a notable for a long time."

Ji-Imbaoa flicked his fingers again. "I think it's worth investigation."

Chauvelin sighed. "So do I."

"And I also think," ji-Imbaoa went on, as if the other hadn't spoken, "that it would be worth doing what Damian Chrestil wants, if only to find out what's going on."

"If it seems a reasonable risk," Chauvelin said softly. "I don't send my people into difficult situations unprepared."

"Of course, if he can tell you what they want," ji-Imbaoa said, equally softly, "it wouldn't be necessary."

"As you say." Chauvelin got a grip on his temper with an effort, knowing his anger was sharpened by fear. "Will that be all? I have business this morning—"

Ji-Imbaoa cut him off with a gesture. "There is one other matter. This Ransome: you say he's not houta but min-hao?"

"Yes." Chauvelin gave no other explanation, uncertain where this would lead.

"Then there is a matter of charges lodged against him on Jericho, which are actionable if he is min-hao."

"At the time, he was houta, and served sentence on appropriate charges," Chauvelin said. Not now, he thought, not now, of all times, to bring that up. Christ, it was fifteen years ago, and he spent time in jail; that ought to be over and done with. But it had been a matter of an'ahoba, a game that Ransome played with regrettable skill and no status to match it—and I should have known this would come up at the worst possible time. I can deal with it.

"The larger matters still stand, in court record." Ji-Imbaoa made a small gesture, almost of satisfaction. "But I trust you will handle these matters appropriately."

"Of course," Chauvelin said, in his most colorless voice. Twice in one day—that's twice someone's threatened me, and it's not yet midmorning. Not one of my better days.

"I am sure," ji-Imbaoa said, and gestured polite dismissal. Chauvelin bowed his thanks, and let himself out into the hallway.

He made his way back to the breakfast room through corridors that were slowly filling with people, responding mechanically to the respectful greetings of his household. Three things, he thought, three things I have to do. Find the weaknesses in ji-Imbaoa's household so that I can counter his threats, find out who leaked this report of mine, and then find out why Damian Chrestil wants Ransome back in the Game. And why it should worry ji-Imbaoa so much. Which means I will have to talk to Ransome: it doesn't do to have him keeping secrets from me. He paused in the door of the breakfast room, mentally reordering his list, then went in to give orders to the waiting steward.


 

Day 30

 

High Spring: Canal #291, Fisher's

Isle District, Burning Bright

 

Damian Chrestil woke to sunlight and the steady sway of the john-boat against the forward mooring. The stern tie had parted in the night. He was certain of it even before he stopped blinking, and moved his head out of the thin bar of sunlight that shone in through the gap between the snuggery's canvas top and the side of the boat. He was angry even before he remembered what lay next to him in the bunk. It was his fault, the stranger's—he had been the one to place the stern tie—and he propped himself up on one elbow to study the situation, and the body beside his. He couldn't remember the stranger's name, nor very clearly why he had picked him up the night before; whatever had been interesting or endearing had vanished with his clothes. Slumming, certainly—and the stranger turned over onto his side, dragging the thin sheet with him. That was quite enough, especially now that the inevitable headache was starting behind his eyes. Damian kicked away the rest of the sheet and reached for his discarded clothes, wriggling awkwardly into briefs and shirt and trousers. The stranger—whoever he is—was lying on top of the storage compartments. There was nothing useful in them, not in a borrowed boat, but Damian added the extra inconvenience to his account anyway, and crawled out of the snuggery to deal with the stern tie.

Luckily, he had had the sense to pick a quiet lay-by. The john-boat was swinging only sluggishly, the soggy impact of the hull against the piling barely audible over the gentle slap of the water, not even enough to bruise the paint. He made his way aft along the sun-warming decking, and as the boat swung in against the pilings, caught the dangling ring and made the tie fast. He stood there for a moment, balancing automatically against the deck's gentle heave, and blinked up at the sky and the white-hot light. The john-boat lay at the bottom of a blue-toned canyon. Shadowed factory buildings rose six stories high along either bank of the canal, their unlit windows showing only blank glass. This was not a deliveryway; there were no lesser docks or vertical line of gaping doors beneath an overhanging cranehead. It was just a traffic alley, not much used—it might even once have been a natural stream, by the gentle curve of its banks. The rising sun was pouring down from the near end of the channel, a wedge of almost solid light that turned the murky water to liquid agate. No one was moving on the narrow walkways that ran alongside the factories; no one else was tied up to the mossy pilings, or tucked under the cool shadow of the piers. He made a face—the heavy sun was doing nothing for his headache—and went forward again, shielding his eyes from the shards of light that glinted off the water.

The stranger was still asleep in the snuggery, face now turned to the empty pillow beside him. Damian Chrestil squatted in the entrance to the cavelike space, staring into air turned honey-gold by the worn cover, and felt a detached malevolence steal over him. Why should he sleep, when Damian himself was awake, and feeling unpleasing? There was nothing in the round face and showily muscled body that aroused the least compassion; his thin mustache was intolerable. I must give up slumming, he thought, and leaned sideways to release the lock that held the cover's frame erect. He caught the nearest hoop as the wind took it, guiding it down onto the deck. The frame folded neatly, as it was supposed to, with only a soft creak from the well-oiled mechanism, and the cover collapsed into a rumpled U-shape at his feet. The stranger slept on.

Damian stood for a moment longer, glaring down at him, automatically tugging his own thick hair into a neat queue. He remembered perfectly well how he'd acquired the stranger—he was a bungee-gar, and C/B Cie., the holding group that managed the Chrestil-Brisch import/export interests, had successfully received a shipment of red-carpet, the fungus that fed the family distilleries. Red-carpet was expensive enough on its own, especially on a world that had few native sources of alcohol, valuable enough to justify employing bungee-gars, but it had also served to cover the two capsules of lachesi that had traveled with the declared cargo. Oblivion was made from lachesi, and Oblivion was legal inside the Republic, but the Republican export taxes on drugs were deliberately high. Evading those duties not only increased his own profits, but allowed him to do favors for two important parties, one in the Republic, the other in Hsaioi-An. And that was how Burning Bright had survived free of control by either of the metagovernments: the web of favors given and received that made it entirely too dangerous for strangers to interfere in Burning Bright's internal politics. It was never too early to start collecting favors, either, not when he intended to be governor in five years.

The stranger shifted uneasily against the mattress, drawing Damian out of the pleasant daydream. His head was really throbbing now—Oblivion and bai-red rum, not a wise combination—and he wondered again why he'd invited the stranger aboard. He was decent-enough looking—a dark man, young, canalli dark, with coarse waves in his too-long hair, heavy muscles under the skin, and buttocks Damian could vaguely remember describing as "cute"—but not cute enough, not with that silly mustache shadowing his full mouth. He hadn't been that good a fuck, either: if the previous night's performance had represented his sexual peak, his future partners were in for some serious disappointment. Damian slipped his foot under the sheet, flipped it nearly away. The stranger rolled over, groping blindly for it, mumbling something that sounded regrettably like darling, and fetched up with his shoulder resting on the edge of the boat. Damian Chrestil smiled slowly, and stepped onto the bunk beside him, his feet sinking only a little way into the hard foam of the mattress. He dug his foot under the stranger's rib cage, saw him start to roll away automatically. The stranger's eyes opened then, a sleepy and entirely too cocksure smile changing to alarm as Damian tipped him neatly out of the boat. Instinct kept him from yelling until he surfaced again.

"What the hell—?"

"Rise and shine." Damian smiled, some of his temper restored, and turned his attention to the mess in the snuggery.

The stranger trod water easily, shaking his hair out of his eyes, but knew better than to try to climb back aboard. "What'd I do?" he asked plaintively, and pushed himself a few strokes farther down the channel, out of reach of the cargo-hooks racked along the gunwales.

Damian paused, the stranger's clothes in one hand. He had them all now, except for one crumpled shoe, and he found that almost in the instant he realized it was missing, tucked in between the mattress and the bulkhead. He rolled them all together into a compact ball, and tossed it, not into the canal as he'd intended, but up onto the walkway between the pilings. It was not, after all, entirely the stranger's fault.

"I have work to do," Damian said.

For an instant it looked as though the stranger might protest, but Damian scowled, and the other lifted both hands in dripping apology, the water drawing him down for an instant.

"Fine." The stranger stopped treading water, lay back, and let the current take him, exerting himself only when he spotted the splintering ladder nailed to one of the piers.

Damian turned away, his mood lifting, and stepped out onto the narrow bow platform to loosen the tie there. His headache was fading now, in the morning air, was just an occasional pang behind his eyebrows. He could hear splashing as the stranger hauled himself up out of the canal, but did not bother to watch, walked aft instead and loosed the stern tie. He pushed hard against the piling, edging the stern toward the main current, and stepped down into the shallow steering well to hit the start sequence. The engine whined, then strengthened as the solar panels striping the deck woke to sunlight and began feeding power to the system, supplementing the batteries. The john-boat had already caught the main current, was drifting stern first toward the shadow of the factories. He swung the wheel, felt the rudder bite, tentative at first, then more solid as the propellers came up to speed, and eased open the throttle. The john-boat slowed even as the stern, the steering well, slipped into the wall of shadow. He felt the sudden chill on his shoulders, was blinded, looking out into the light, and then the propellers hit the speed that counteracted the current. The boat surged back into the sunlight, the water churned to foam in its wake. On the walkway, the stranger was shivering even in the sunlight, stamping his feet to let the worst of the water run off before he pulled on his clothes. Damian Chrestil wondered again, briefly, precisely who he was, and opened the throttle further, letting the pulse of the engine reverberate between the factory walls.

It was good to be back on the canals again, if only for a few hours, and he gave himself up to the pulse of the steering bar and the kick of the deck beneath his feet. You never really lost the skill, once learned; would always be able to run a john-boat, but it was good to feel the old ease returning. He grinned, and gave his full attention to the delicate job of bringing the boat out of the alley and into the feeder canal that led down to the Factory Lane and the Inland Water. There wasn't much traffic yet, none of the swarming mob of gondas that would fill the lane and the service canals in an hour or so, carrying midrank workers to their supervisory jobs. The water buses that carried the ordinary workers to the assembly lines had been and gone, were tied up in the parking pools along the edge of Dry Cut to wait for the evening shift change. He reversed the propellers, cutting speed, and slipped the john-boat into the buoyed channel, bringing it neatly into line behind a barge piled high with shell scrap.

A light was blinking amber in the center of the control panel, had been for a few minutes, since before he left the feeder canal. He eyed it irritably, but knew he could not ignore it any longer. "Check-in," he said, and the screen lit, the compressed in-house iconage skittering into place in the tiny display. He scanned it quickly, still with half an eye on the traffic in the channel, saw nothing that required his instant attention. He was about to switch off when the string of messages vanished, and a second message replaced them: Jafiera Roscha received third endangerment citation; please instruct.

Damian Chrestil stared at the message for a long moment, all his attention focused on the tiny characters, and had to swerve sharply to avoid a channel buoy. He knew Roscha, all right: one of C/B Cie.'s better john-boat drivers, competent, aggressive, not one to ask awkward questions when she had a job to do. She was also what the canalli politely called accident-prone, except that she usually caused the accidents. He shook his head, said to the speaker mounted just below the screen, "Check in, direct patch to the wharfinger. Authorization: Damian Chrestil."

There was a moment of silence as the system hunted for an unused uplink, the hissing static barely audible over the engine and the rush of water along the hull, and then the day dispatcher said, "I'm sorry, Na Damian, but Na Rosaurin's on another line. Can I give her a message, or will you hold?"

"Give her a message," Damian said. "Tell her to find Roscha and bring her in. I want to talk to her. And get me a copy of this endangerment complaint."

"Absolutely, Na Damian." The dispatcher's sharp voice did not change, but Damian could imagine the lifted eyebrows. "I'll pass those messages to Na Rosaurin, and put out a call for Roscha."

"Thanks, Moreo," Damian said, and added, to the system, "Close down."

The system chimed obediently, and a string of icons flickered across the screen, their transit too fast to be read. Damian glared at the now-empty screen for a moment longer, then made himself concentrate on the increasing traffic as he came up on the buoy that marked the turn onto the Inland Water. He would deal with Roscha later.

The Water, the massive deep-water channel that bisected Burning Bright, was as crowded as ever. Enormous cargo barges wallowed along in the main channel, warned away from the faster, lighter john-boat traffic by lines of bright-orange buoys. Dozens of tiny, brightly painted gondas flashed in and out of the double channels, day lights glittering from their upturned tails. Damian swore at the first to cross his path, matching his words to the jolting rhythm of the swells, and felt the john-boat kick as it crossed the gonda's wake. He lifted his fist at the gonda driver, and got a flip of the hand in return. He swore again, and swung into the lane behind a seiner, its nets drawn up like skirts around the double boom. It wallowed against the heavy chop—Storm was only two days away, and the winds had already shifted, were driving against the current, setting up an unusual swell. The seiner's holds were obviously full: on its way back from the sequensa dredging grounds off the Water's Homestead Island entrance, Damian guessed, and throttled back still further to clear its heavy wake. It was likely to be the last cargo they'd see for a few weeks, until Storm was past.

Even at the slower pace, it didn't take long to come opposite the mouth of the Straight River, and he slowed again to thread his way sedately through the bevy of smaller craft that swarmed around the entrance. The main wharfs loomed beyond that, massive structures filling in the bend in the bank between the Straight and the channel that led to the Junction Pool and the warehouse districts beyond. He felt a distinct pang of regret as he edged the john-boat into the channel that led to his own docks—if not for business, and if not for Roscha in particular, he could have spent more of the day on the Water—and transformed it instantly into anger. It was time Roscha learned her lesson: that was all. He edged the john-boat between the barges tied up at MADCo.'s end-of-dock terminal, and let himself drift down easily, nudging the boat along with short bursts of power, to fetch up against the worn padding almost directly beneath C/B Cie.'s antique ship poised against a flaring sun. A familiar face looked down at him—Talaina Rosaurin, one of the wharfingers—and a couple of dockers ran to catch the lines.

"Morning, Na Damian. I've the day's plot set up, and Roscha's on her way in," Rosaurin said.

Damian nodded in acknowledgment, and leaned sideways to catch the webbing that covered the fenders. He held the john-boat steady with one hand and tossed the stern rope up onto the dock. The nearest docker caught it, began automatically looping it around the nearest bollard. "Thanks, Rosaurin. Finish the tie-up, will you?"

It was not a request. The wharfinger nodded, and dropped onto the bow.

"I'll take a look at the plot as soon as I've seen Roscha," Damian went on, and swung himself easily up onto the dock. "Send her in as soon as she gets here."

"Right, Na Damian," Rosaurin said, but Damian was already walking away.

His office was in a corner of the main warehouse, insulated from the noise and smell of the moving cargoes by a shell of quilted foam-board, and well away from the wharfingers' station at the end of the pier. He threaded his way past the gang of dockers busy at the cranes unloading the barge that had brought the drop capsules in from the Zone, and glanced sharply into the open cargo space. He was moderately pleased to see that only two capsules remained to be brought onto the dock, and made his way past a whining carrier into the shadows of the warehouse. A pair of factors looked up at his entrance, and the taller of the two touched his forehead and came to intercept him, leaving the other to preside over the newly opened drop capsule.

"I'm sorry, Na Damian, but there's some minor spoilage in this shipment."

"How lovely." Damian bit back the rest of his response, said instead, "Finish checking it and give me a report. Is it TMN again?"

The factor nodded. "I'm afraid so."

"I need to talk to them," Damian said, and continued on toward the office. The door opened to his touch, reading his palmprint on the latch, and admitted him to the narrow lobby, empty except for the secretary pillar that guarded the inner doorway. The sphere that balanced on the truncated point of its slender pyramid glowed pale blue, tinged with green at the edges; threads of darker blue danced in its center, shaping a series of brief messages. At least two of the code-strings signaled longer messages backed up in the system—probably from his siblings, if they were sent here—but he stepped past the pillar into the inner office.

Behind him, the secretary said, in its cultured artificial voice, "Na Damian, you have messages waiting."

"Oh, shut up," Damian Chrestil said, and closed the door behind him.

He kept clean clothes in storage here, and there was a small but comfortable bath suite tucked into one corner of the space. He showered and shaved, washing away salt and sweat and with it the last holiday feeling of freedom, took two hangover capsules, and dressed quickly in the shirt and trousers and short jacket that he found in the storage cell. He spent a little extra time coaxing his thick mane of hair into a kind of careful disorder; he was vain about his hair, thick and naturally gold-streaked brown, and the fact that it looked good long did something to make up for the way the fashionable long coats sat lumpishly on his thin body. Willowy was good, scrawny was not, and he was forced to dress accordingly.

He returned to the inner office, and settled himself at the apex of the chevron-shaped desk. The smaller secretary globe—really just an extension of the larger machine in the lobby—chirped softly at him, and he swung to face it.

"Well?"

"You have mail in your urgent file."

"Well, isn't that pleasant," Damian said. "How many items?"

"Two."

"Print them." Damian Chrestil ran his hand over the shadowscreen to light the various displays set on and in the desktop, then leaned back in his chair as the tiny mail printer whirred to life. It buzzed twice, chuckled briefly to itself, and spat a sheet of paper with an all-too-familiar pattern. Damian took it, scowling down at the dark-blue border marks of a formal Lockwarden complaint sheet, and scanned the sharp printing. Roscha, it seemed, had excelled herself—or had she? He read the complaint a second time, more carefully, then set the sheet aside, frowning. The complainant's name was unfamiliar, but he was a journeyman member of the Merchant Investors' Syndicate, and the MIS was particularly hostile to C/B Cie. It would be nice to know just what, or even who, had persuaded the man to file a formal complaint: the threat to throw him off the cliff face was not, on balance, a likely cause, at least not in a bungee-gar bar like the Last Drop. He fingered the shadowscreen again, putting the complainant's name into a basic inquiry program, and glanced at another screen, this one filled with the running reports from the factors working on the cargo they'd collected the night before. Roscha would have to learn better, however; for a start, she could pay her own fines.

"Na Damian," the secretary said. "Jafiera Roscha is here."

Damian paused, flicked a spot on the shadowscreen to mute the various displays. "Send her in."

The door opened almost at once, and a woman stood for an instant outlined against the lobby's buttery light. She was tall, and exquisitely built, her waist narrow between perfectly proportioned breasts and hips. Snug trousers and a dock-worker's singlet only emphasized that perfection; the light jacket that trailed from one hand was a shade of indigo that matched her eyes. Damian had forgotten—he always forgot, remembered again each time he saw her—just how striking she was, and despite the previous night felt a stirring of interest in his groin. Roscha came forward into the light, the corners of her wide mouth drawn down in an attempt neither to smile nor frown, and Damian slid the complaint across the desktop at her.

"What the hell was this?"

Roscha took it warily, studied the printed message, her eyes flicking back and forth between the paper and the other's face. Somehow, despite the hours she spent on the Water, she had kept her skin dazzlingly fair, the color of coffee cream; her red hair flamed against her shoulders, held out of her eyes by a strip of black ribbon. More black bands—braided ribbons or strips of leather—circled each wrist, and Damian recalled himself sternly to the business at hand.

Roscha set the paper carefully back on the edge of the desk. "I guess I had too much to drink last night."

"I guess you should be more careful where you drink," Damian answered.

Roscha shrugged, looking rather sullen. "There were a bunch of us, celebrating, and enough of us making noise. I don't know why they picked on me."

"Just accident-prone, I guess," Damian said.

Roscha looked away, not quickly enough to hide the flash of anger. "I just got carried away. I'm sorry."

"I don't pay my people to get carried away," Damian Chrestil said. "I pay you to do your job, and do what I tell you. Not to go around collecting complaint sheets." He glanced down at the slip of paper again. "Do you even know this man?"

Roscha looked at the intricately patterned carpet, visibly mastering her temper. "By sight, mostly, and I know the name—he's in the Game, I've seen him playing on the nets. I did know he works for the MIS."

"Do you know what he does for them?"

"Works for one of the factors, I think," Roscha answered. "Computer jockey."

"Ah."

In spite of his best efforts, there was enough satisfaction in Damian's voice that the wary look in Roscha's eyes faded to something more like curiosity. Damian glared at her, and she met his stare with a stony face.

"They give you a choice," he said, after a moment. "Pay the fine, a hundred and fifty real, or take it to court. You'll pay."

There was another little silence, Roscha's too-large mouth thinning slightly, and then she said, without inflection, "I don't have that much in my account."

Damian looked at her for a long moment, and she returned the stare unflinching. A little color might have touched her wide cheekbones, but it was hard to tell. "All right," he said, and ran his hand over the shadowscreen. The second printer, the one loaded with draft forms, chirred softly under the desktop, and spat a slip of soft paper. "Here, give this to Rosaurin, she'll give you a voucher—and I'll stop you twenty-five real a paycheck to cover it. Agreed?"

"Agreed." Roscha still looked grim, but the tight set of her mouth eased a little.

Damian nodded, and slid the draft across the desktop toward her. Roscha took it, pocketed it without looking at the faint printing. "Right, then," Damian said, and the woman turned away, accepting that dismissal. Even before the door had closed behind her, Damian reached for the shadowscreen, raising the priority of his inquiry about the MIS complainant. A member of the Merchant Investors, even a low-ranking one, who was also a computer jockey and who was around his warehouses often enough for Roscha to recognize him by sight, was a man who would bear watching. It just might explain how local Customs had come to question a shipment of his last month. On the whole, he thought, it was worth paying Roscha's fine—he might not even bother taking all of it out of her check.

He sighed then, and turned his attention back to the waiting messages. As he'd expected, his eldest sibling, Altagracian, the Chrestil-Brisch Pensionary, was at the top of the list. Damian scanned the curt message—call at once—but dumped it into a holding file without answering. Chrestillio always overreacted; he could wait a little longer.

The secretary chimed again, and said, "There is an incoming message under your private and urgent code. Do you wish to accept?"

Damian frowned, but none of his siblings had that set of numbers. "Yes. Put it on the main board."

The central panel of the unimpressive triptych on the far wall—I should commission something better, he thought, not for the first time—slid apart to reveal the main screen, and a moment later the connect codes streamed across the black glass. The Visiting Speaker Kugüe ji-Imbaoa looked out at him, heavy body framed by the curtains of an enormous bed.
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