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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.











CHAPTER 1


SHORT POSITIONS







MY father is dying.


The idea drifted through Dominic’s mind like an unfamiliar scent He crossed the granite lobby of ZahlenBank, eyeing the concessionaires and thinking of his father, crushed in an accident the day before. Light blazed through the glass dome overhead and bleached the scene around him. Ticket sellers, water vendors and hologram artists cluttered the rotunda with their cheap stalls, selling unlicensed goods under the very roof of ZahlenBank. Their sweat soured the air. Protes, all of them, Dominic thought. Lazy protected employees, living off subsidies, adding nothing of value to society. My father is dying.


No one would mistake Dominic Jedes for a prote. He stood a meaty six-foot-five, wore hand-tailored suits and kept his sandy hair clipped short. For a large man, his movements were subdued, even quiet. He walked with a hushed balance as if ready to spring to the attack. Yet Dominic never lurched into violence. He was never known to raise his voice.


Just then, he stopped midstride and frowned at a prote manicurist who’d set up her table directly in front of the executive elevator. He curled his fingers till the nails bit into his palms, and he spoke in an undertone, “Clear that out of my way.”


The young woman clutched her paint bottles in both hands and kicked her table half a meter to the side. Dominic didn’t look at her face. Her insignia showed she worked for Scandia.Com. Yet here she was, squandering her rest period, chasing after illegal income. He stepped past her, into the elevator, and as he thumbed the ID pad, weariness overtook him. Monday. Tedium. He rubbed his eyes to wake up.




As the elevator rose through the glass framework of ZahlenBank’s executive spire, Dominic peered out at the yellow Norwegian sky. All he could see was smog. Now in the year 2249, everyone lived under glass. The global greenhouse effect had turned the atmosphere steamy hot and unbreathable. Dominic glimpsed his reflection in the window.


With his square open face and sea gray eyes, he would have been striking, but lines marked his forehead, and the flesh under his chin had just started to sag. At thirty, he was beginning to look like the oldest man at the bank. He nibbed his jaw. Most of his colleagues had gotten face work, but he just couldn’t bring himself to bother with it. He was beginning to feel that way about a lot of things. Nevertheless, as the elevator slowed to a stop, he straightened his collar and smoothed his hair out of habit. The door whooshed open, and he nearly tripped over his assistant, Karel Folger. The young man crawled on all fours in front of the elevator, gathering sheets of printout.


“Good morning, sir. Sorry, urn, sorry.” Karel glanced up with his eager grin that showed too much pink gum above the tooth-line. “I have your brief ready for the meeting. I was just—Sorry, sir.”


Dominic had a habit of puffing out his cheeks, then expelling the air all at once in an exasperated blow. Now he puffed that way, and Karel’s red-rimmed eyes loomed huge in his pinched, adolescent face. A string of black hair fell across his forehead, and he combed it back with his fingernails. He reminded Dominic of his own early days at the bank. Karel had been on the job less than a month.


“I need caffie.” Dominic pretended to read the brief.


“Yes, sir. Meeting starts in five, sir. Mr. Lorn wants to see you first. Should I bring your caffie there?”


The mention of Klas Lorn made Dominic scowl. What did that old sycophant want now? He said, “No, I’ll be going straight to the conference room.”


“Yes, sir.” Karel sprinted down the corridor, and Dominic watched him collide with a security guard.


Again, a stray thought harassed Dominic’s mind: My father is dying. The broad bronze door to his father’s office lay directly across from the elevator. Dominic glanced at the plate on the door and felt his shoulders tighten. A couple of execs passed him in the hall. He barely noticed their greetings. More execs emerged from the elevator and hailed him. He stood like an automaton, staring at Richter Jedes’ door.


“We’re the best kind of partners,” Richter used to say. “We think exactly alike.”


Do we? Sometimes Dominic wished it were true. It would make things easier. Not long ago, he had been ZahlenBank’s brightest young deal maker, following Richter’s footsteps on a fast track for the presidency. Everything he knew, every feint, every gambit, every nuanced smile, he owed to his father. Richter taught him how to target clients like a heat-seeking missile, how to calculate advantages and weigh values, and when the time came for negotiation, how to choose his own ground.




Dominic glanced down the hall where his colleagues were gathering in the conference room. Most often, that was the room Dominic chose for his deals. In that room, with his handheld remote, Dominic was master. He controlled the lighting, the view-screen, the state-of-the-art holographics, even the drapes that opened to reveal a commanding view of Trondheim. He joked that the U-shaped table was his altar of ritual bloodletting. It was no accident that the chairs were deep and enfolding and difficult to move. While the clients remained chair-bound, he strolled and talked and fanned their desires. By instinct, he could sense the exact moment they began to yield. He could smell it. Like old dollar bills.


Then he would pitch his voice low and move steadily up through the U, thrusting his arguments forward, driving his point home. With a breath, a nod, a parting of lips, the clients would agree to his terms. And in that fleeting moment as he closed the deal, Dominic knew he was exactly the man his father wanted him to be.


But those days seemed like another lifetime on this wretched Monday morning. He rolled his knotted shoulders. As he stood in the corridor gazing at nothing, forgetting why he had stopped, mousy little Elsa Bremen touched his shoulder. She ducked her head and tried to appear even smaller than she was. “Karel said I might have a word with you, sir.”


“What is it?”


“That submarine. We received an image this morning.” Elsa opened her notebook.


Dominic yawned. “Why do you bother me with this now, Elsa?” He was about to turn away when the holographic image in her notebook caught his attention. A curious bottle-shaped vessel shimmered just above Elsa’s screen. Its surface seemed to be crusted over with some kind of brown growth. Elsa moved her finger to rotate the miniature image, and Dominic saw it was mounted on belt-driven treads like a battle tank.


“That’s the Benthica?” he asked.


Elsa nodded. “Recorded by satellite this morning at the bottom of the Arctic Sea.”


Dominic studied it. “Two thousand protes live in that?”


“For a while.” Elsa sighed.


A bleeding heart, that was his Elsa. Dominic liked her for it, and he pitied her. There she stood with her head bowed over the notebook, too shy to look at him. With all her brains, Elsa would never have broken out of junior management if he hadn’t helped her. He yawned again and halfheartedly covered his mouth with his hand. “Send it to my local node.”


Elsa pressed the notebook to her chest and trundled off on her short legs. Dominic watched till she rounded a corner. Then he remembered he was standing in front of his father’s office. Why had he stopped here? The office would be vacant. Idly, Dominic read the engraved plate hanging on his father’s door.


“Money defines value. It has no subtlety. It cannot deceive or equivocate. All transactions balance. All statements are true. Money is the immaculate computation of power.”




My father, he thought again.


Richter Jedes had smashed his racing aircar in the mountains above Trondheim. He banked too steeply, trying to cut off an opponent. Still, he emailed everyone to confirm this morning’s meeting. Dominic dreaded it.


Without knowing why, he entered his father’s office, and’ at once, his glance fell on the gray box. The NP. It rested quietly on his father’s desk—harmless, inert, hardly bigger than two fists pressed together. Dominic felt an impulse to crush it. Instead, he turned his back and looked at the photographs. Richter with women. Richter with his race-car. Richter in full surface gear climbing a mountain in Asia. Richter standing with his son, seven-year-old Dominic, in the Alaskan courtroom of the World Trade Organization. That photo hung slightly off center, and the misalignment nagged at Dominic’s senses. He could almost smell the dusty carpet again and hear his father scolding him to stand still.


“Where are they, Father?” Young Dominic couldn’t stop fidgeting that day in Alaska. He thought Richter had brought him to meet a real live Org.


“Where are who?” Richter was testy and distracted.


“Gig and Meninx and Phil and Sanja. I want to see what they look like.” Orgs were Dominic’s boyhood heroes. They were the superintelligent, quasi-biochemical computer brains that ran the World Trade Organization. Incorruptible. His young mind resonated to that idea.


“You wanna see Orgs?” Richter clicked through a file.


“Uh-huh. Will they talk? I mean, like people?”


Stories about the Orgs filled the juvenile Net sites. Their semiorganic wetware had evolved in bold, mysterious directions, and they circled the Earth in stealth-clad satellites, defending free markets and preserving the rule of law. Dominic drew pictures in his notebook of colossal robotic guardians, streaming radiance.


“Fuck the Orgs,” Richter said.


Seven-year-old Dominic wasn’t sure what that meant. With a boy’s hope, he peered around the courtroom, searching for a hint of godlike presence, but he saw only mortals shuffling among the desks like clerks in a store.


“Will they have faces,” he asked, “and teeth?”


Richter grabbed Dominic’s arm and shook him hard. “Orgs are the enemy, son. God dammit, the Orgs wanna break up ZahlenBank!”


That day, for the first time, Richter spoke to Dominic as if he were a grown man. “Only one bank controls the money and data in this hemisphere.” Richter made a tight fist. “ZahlenBank! The WTO wants to split us into a dozen separate operating units. That’s why I come here to these courtrooms every month. To fight their lawsuits. Damn the Orgs! I’ve been holding ‘em off for decades!”




Dominic held his bream and nodded.


“Divestiture,” his father growled in his face. “You know what that word means? It means death, son. The death of ZahlenBank, We’ll never let that happen, will we?”


“Never,” Dominic promised with a thumping heart.


In the stale air of his father’s empty office, Dominic straightened the photo. Almost imperceptibly, he moved his lower jaw from side to side. Without looking again at the gray box, he squared his shoulders, walked out and marched down the hall to the conference room. He pushed through the double doors and took his place at the left of the U-shaped table. Someone—Oscar Blein—was already making a report. The normal Monday group had convened. Eleven senior directors with their assistants. Business as usual.


Karel placed a mug of hot caffie on the table for him, and only after taking a slow deliberate sip did Dominic glance at his father, the ZahlenBank Chairman and CEO. The old man’s injured body dangled within a complicated steel brace at the head of the table. Their glances met.


For one surreal instant, the distance between them seemed to close, and they were alone, face-to-face. Partners again, in perfect understanding. As if no disagreements had ever separated them. Dominic stopped breathing. He felt suspended in time. As he and his father watched each other, he felt the old fear and hope—that he would win a prize he couldn’t quite define. But then his father squinted and turned away, and time resumed. Dominic discovered that his heart was pounding.


Richter always piloted his own aircar in the Trondheim Sunday races. He was famous for it. Famous for many things. Even trussed up in a body brace, he still dominated the room. Everyone knew it was Richter whose vision had built ZahlenBank. The only bank in the northern hemisphere. The sole arbiter of money-data exchange. Richter built the bank’s all-seeing surveillance web and engineered its enormous data-warehouse—the Ark—that captured and stored every byte of information passing through the Net. Because of Richter’s foresight, ZahlenBank literally owned recorded history—by legal license. Dominic watched him with admiration.


When Klas Lorn whispered in Richter’s ear, the old man flared up and shoved him away with a weak, bandaged arm.


“The surgeons can wait!” Richter bellowed. “1 need to capture this meeting for my NP. Don’t you people understand!”


Blein, who had been speaking, sat down without finishing his report.


“Jesus Krishna Christ!” Richter croaked a laugh and tried to slap his chest, but when his arm fell limp in its sling, Dominic winced. Don’t let these jackals see your weakness, Father.


Richter went on in a tightly controlled voice. “Relax, guys. The docs can patch my carcass later. With my NP, I’ll live forever.”


Klas Lorn gave him a thumbs-up and a fawning smile, which clearly annoyed the old man.




“You guys still don’t get it, do ya?” He waved his bandaged arm. “I was born in 1970, and I look younger than my boy there. I’ve had every organ replaced at least once. But that’s old news. Flesh is optional now, thanks to my NP.”


This time he’s going to die, Dominic thought. Does he really believe that crap about the NP? Maybe he does. After all, he invented it. The Neural Profile. A new kind of bank account for storing a person’s mind. Dominic pictured the gray box perched on his father’s desk. He’d heard Richter’s sales pitch to investors so many times, he could repeat it by heart.


“Scientists are fools, boys. They keep trying to upload the human mind to a computer. Any idiot knows you can’t translate brain matter into binary code. My way is easier and cheaper—and more profitable for the bank. We just record a person’s life in real time. Document the memories as they happen, instead of trying to slice-and-dice neurons later. Hell, why not? Our cameras and scanners cover every square centimeter of this hemisphere. Video, audio, email, financial and medical history, employment records, every freakin’ iota. Think of the fee we could charge!


“Boys, we’re talking a complete digital record of perfect memories, better than real ones because time won’t distort ‘em. And we’ll have designer packaging. Every customer gets their own portable safe-deposit box in brushed platinum, branded with the ZahlenBank logo. When a customer dies, we transfer their deposit into a blank AI program inside the Ark. And voila! A high-resolution copy of the customer’s mind rises from the dead.”


But it’s just a copy, Dominic wanted to shout. The person still dies.


Yet exactly as Richter predicted, the Neural Profile became ZahlenBank’s hottest product. Hordes of status-conscious executives paid the whopping fee to have their lives documented. Second by second, day after day, ZahlenBank mined their personal data from the Net, hy-percompressed it for easy storage and beamed it to their personal safe-deposit boxes, in tasteful platinum gray with the golden ZahlenBank “Z” embossed near the base—a must-have trophy suitable for display on desks or caffie tables.


As the marketing brochures pointed out, surgeries extended life only a couple of centuries at most—but the Neural Profile guaranteed life everlasting. So far, no NP account holder had died to test the theory. Richter might be the first.


Now as he shifted in his steel brace, he snickered at the Monday gathering. “I’m 279 years old, and with my NP, I’ll outlive you all!”


Dominic pressed his hands on the table and took a deep breath through his nose. Father, he wanted to say, call the surgeons. Even the most perfect digital record won’t save you from death. He tried to imagine that blank wall, with nothingness on the other side. Was it possible the old man didn’t believe in death? He made me, Dominic thought. A flesh copy to back up the data copy. He must have doubts. Dominic tried to swallow, but his mouth had gone dry.




Across the U-shaped table, Klas Lorn whined about their ongoing wrangle with the WTO, and Dominic watched his father’s face. It was a standing joke that Dominic and Richter could have been twins. They shared the same wide jaws and sea-colored eyes, although Richter had been through so many cosmetic fixes, he did look younger than his son. But now his lips were turning blue, and Dominic saw him shiver in his steel brace. Could he be in pain, Dominic wondered. Could the imbecile doctors have left my father in pain? Without realizing it, he clutched the edge of the table.


Somewhere in the background, a throat cleared. Karel Folger, Dominic’s young assistant, touched his shoulder. The room had gone deathly still. Dominic glanced at his colleagues and realized it was his turn to speak.


“We can delay this till another time,” he said.


“What other time?” the old man barked.


“My report can wait. I suggest—”


“Nothing can wait!” Richter’s eyes widened to show angry whites all round his irises. He seemed to be straining to stay upright in the brace. A thread of spit trailed from his lower lip, and people at the table shifted to look elsewhere.


‘Tell me now, boy. What about the Nord.Com foreclosure? Be quick. My NP’s recording!”


He’ll kill himself to update his damned Neural Profile, Dominic thought. Or has he had a premonition? Have the doctors told him he won’t make it?


Dominic held his expression still. He opened his notebook and glanced around at the cynical faces of his colleagues. He no longer bothered to stand when he addressed them. He didn’t care how they voted. All transactions balance. All statements are true. He couldn’t even gather the energy to laugh.


Nord.Com was a routine bankruptcy worth less than three billion deutschdollars. Reading aloud from Karel’s brief, he eyed the closed double doors and wondered how far away the surgeons were waiting. Nearby, he hoped. In a flat voice, he recited the list of Nord.Com’s repossessed assets. He’d liquidated everything except for one rusty submarine, a raining ship that crawled along the bottom of the Arctic Sea, the Benthica.


“It’s a petty cash issue,” he said, “not worth the time of this board.”


“Don’t tell me what my time is worth!” With a violent effort, Richter hawked phlegm and spat on the floor. Klas Lorn pursed his lips, and most of the others studied their notebooks.


Dominic read on. A Tortuga-class submarine, the Benthica crawled along the seafloor chewing up rock, extracting mineral deposits and spitting out the slag. The submarine was too old for repairs and should be scrapped. But two thousand protected employees lived aboard, the miners and a large number of nonproductive dependents. Oversupply in the labor market meant their contracts weren’t worth the cost of relocating them. It was all in the numbers. Whatever ZahlenBank did, the Benthica and her crew would cost money.


“So how do we turn it around?” the old man wheezed. Just then, he began to slip sideways in the brace, and he let out a little cry. Dominic half stood to call for help.


“Don’t keep me waiting!” the old man wheezed from his crooked new position in the brace. “How do we turn this to our advantage?”




Dominic leaned with his knuckles on the table, staring at Richter and working his lower jaw. You fool, he wanted to shout. Let the surgeons help you. Why do you sit here concerning yourself with this trivia? What does it matter?


Then Richter spoke in a tone Dominic had not heard before. Perhaps his injuries constricted his throat. He seemed to be pleading. “Show me what you’re made of, son.”


Show me what you’re made of? Again, the air caught in Dominic’s lungs. The old man’s eyes leaked tears, and his appallingly youthful head wobbled. Dominic tried to read the message in his watery eyes: Show me what you’re made of?


“Spin them off,” Karel whispered in Dominic’s ear.


Yes, the Benthica. Spin them off. Dominic felt Karel’s hand on his shoulder. He sat down and smoothed the wrinkles from his suit to calm himself. Last night with Karel and Elsa, Dominic had joked about simply handing the Benthica to the miners. Spin them off. Set the protes free, and let them fend for themselves. The solution would save ZahlenBank a couple million deutschdollars. Of course it might be a death sentence for the protes. They weren’t equipped to take care of themselves. Dominic didn’t mean it seriously.


But earnest Elsa had taken his words at face value. Freed protes would have no legal status, she pointed out, and no access to the markets. Without fuel and supplies, their life support would rapidly fail. On the other hand, Karel loved the idea. Karel called it an innovative experiment. Spin them off.


Now under the beseeching eyes of his father, Dominic spoke the words aloud.


“Whas ‘at?” The old man slipped lower in his brace, leering and slurring his words. “Spin ‘em off, d’you say?”


As Dominic explained the unprecedented idea of freeing protes and giving them a ship, the old man’s smile grew wide. He positively smacked his lips. It struck Dominic then, like balm to an aching wound, that he had made his father proud.


The old man reached for the gavel, and his mouth quivered. “It’ll save us two million bucks? I like it. Vote now.” But his arm went limp again. He couldn’t grip the gavel. With a gentle grunt, Richter Jedes fell across the U-shaped table and bled.













CHAPTER 2


PAYABLE ON DEMAND







“LET’S get something straight, son.”


“Don’t call me that.”


“But, Dominic, you are my son. Didn’t I raise you from an infant? You’re my boy,” said the gray box on the desk.


Dominic’s nostrils flared. Despite his determination not to react, he tugged at his collar.




His father had died three weeks ago. Richter Jedes, master banker, dead from a ruptured spleen. Newscasters called it “inconceivable!” Pundits declared the end of an era. When the bank’s share value slipped, the board rushed to name Dominic president. Continuity of leadership, they proclaimed. Still, the stock price wobbled.


This morning, his father’s office felt hot and close. With deliberate calm, he slipped a cybernail onto his right index finger and tested its sharp stylus point with his thumb. Then he whispered a command to the Net node on his wrist. A cluster of holograms shimmered above his forearm, and he ticked through them with the cybernail, closing some, linking to others, hoping the news had changed. He was stalling. He couldn’t face the gray box perched on his father’s desk.


“Do you still feel some quarrel between us?” the Neural Profile asked. “We’re partners, boy. We have to forget our differences.”


Dominic wanted to crush the gray box in his hands. Partners? With an artificial brain masquerading as his father? A vein pulsed visibly in his forehead. He stared out the window at the smog. June. Start of the scorching season.


After his father died, Dominic had cloistered himself in his home office, spending hours in video conference, spinning positive news bytes to stock analysts and mediacasters. He slept in fits and ate too much and let Elsa camouflage the shadows under his eyes with rosy makeup. Karel fed him caffie and throat spray so he could keep talking, and slowly, the bank’s stock regained its value. A business crisis he could manage, but what he couldn’t control was the hollow rage that burned inside him now.


“Think what a team we’ll make!” said the NP.


Dominic jammed his fists deep in his pockets and twisted the linings. For three weeks, he had not set foot in his father’s office, the office the gray box had commandeered. Not until this morning.


But this morning! This morning, everything changed. Events broke in and demolished his careful damage control. One idiotic mistake. Such a trivial thing. He must have been blind not to see what it meant. All he wanted was to close his eyes and pretend it had never happened. But this morning, his blunder was flashing across the Net, and his name headlined every news page. Worse, ZahlenBank’s stock price had veered from recovery to free fall. He was mortified. His only relief was that Richter hadn’t lived to see it. As he stood in his father’s office, the very air smelled bankrupt.


“You need my help to fix this.” The NP spoke in such a perfect reproduction of Richter’s voice that Dominic almost shivered. “You can’t afford to turn your back on me, son. This is too big.”


A grimy plume of soot gusted against the window at eye level. Dominic watched it eddy in a slow spiral and dissolve into the ochre atmosphere.


“We’re execs,” the NP continued. “We haven’t always agreed about things, but we’re duty-bound to protect the bank. It’s our sacred trust. Without ZahlenBank, this shit-heap planet would fall apart.”




Dominic tapped the window with his cybernail. He didn’t often think about his steamy, overcrowded planet. He preferred not to dwell on the 12 billion people crowded in underground warrens to escape Earth’s foul atmosphere. And he avoided noticing how they moved closer to the poles every year because global warming had turned the tropics to cauldrons. But now, images of queues came to his mind unbidden. Down in the grim lower levels of Trondheim, hundreds of thousands of protes jammed the tunnels each day, patiently waiting for rations of food, uniforms and antiviral tabs. ZahlenBank’s cameras watched them and recorded their words. And nothing else held them in line but their habit of following rules.


The genie in the gray box spoke in a confiding whisper. “We’re on the edge, son. Things could fall apart.”


“I know,” Dominic said.


“Son, it’s a noble thing we do. The protes need us. Can you conceive the total fucking horror if we left them to themselves? Looting, plague, starvation—cannibalism for all we know.”


Dominic leaned his forehead against the window and imagined he could feel heat seeping in from the greenhouse clouds outside. But that was an illusion. The glass was too thick.


“ZahlenBank’s the heart, son. We pump the money and data through the Net. We fuel the markets, and the markets feed everyone.” The NP paused for effect, exactly the way Richter would have done. “We can’t let ZahlenBank collapse. We have an obligation.”


“Yes, F—” Dominic almost said father.


“We have to fix your fuck-up.”


Dominic’s breath fogged the window. “The Benthica.”


“The Benthica” echoed the NP.


The vein in Dominic’s forehead throbbed again. Almost as a joke, he had suggested that spin-off. One rusty mining submarine. Two thousand protes. Cut them loose, and let them fend for themselves. Save the relocation expense. A careless joke, yet it pleased his dying father. The board cast its vote, and in the muddled days that followed, Dominic arranged the spin-off with little further thought It was a piece of minutia on a foreclosure sheet. Who could predict it would cause such an uproar?


Thirteen days ago, the Benthica vanished from their satellite scans, and for the last seventeen hours, the freed miners had been broadcasting a message inviting employees around the world to run away and join them. Their signal ricocheted back and forth through so many intermediate servers and reproduced itself in so many echoes and harmonic reiterations that no one could trace its source. But every prote in the northern hemisphere could pick it up on the Net. And the markets were panicking.


Dominic leaned against the window and ground his teeth. He should have modeled the probabilities and run a projection. He should have foreseen the incompetence of those protes. They wanted to turn the fragile order upside down.




Their invitation was nonsense. Those miners had no extra room aboard their ship to accommodate strangers, much less food or air. What’s more, they didn’t dare give away their location. Without coordinates, other protes would never find one small submarine hidden deep in the Arctic Sea. So far, for some inexplicable reason, ZahlenBank’s own satellites couldn’t find it. Still, a trickle of employees had begun to desert, and late last night the World Trade Organization filed suit against ZahlenBank for destabilizing the markets. Dominic’s mistake might have given the Orgs the wedge they needed to break ZahlenBank apart.


Early this morning, as expected, the Orgs tendered a settlement offer. Their only goal, so they claimed, was to restore market order, and if ZahlenBank would cooperate, they would drop the suit. The deal was, Dominic Jedes had to personally board the ship and negotiate a secret resolution with the miners.


“We’ll have to accept the WTO’s offer,” the NP said.


Dominic stared at the box. “Are you serious? Make a secret deal with protes? It’s a charade.”


“Of course it’s a charade. We’ll never bargain with protes. Give ‘em a millimeter, they’ll want a scuzzin’ light-year. Just the thought of it gives me a migraine.” r Dominic moved away from the window and straightened his jacket. “I can’t figure the Orgs. Why the secrecy? And why do they want me personally involved?”


“You’re the best damn negotiator in the world, boy!”


“I don’t buy that reason.” Dominic brushed at his sleeve and frowned.


“Their agenda’s always the same. They wanna screw us!” said the NP. “The point is, they’ll lead us to the Benthica. We have to find that ship and stop the broadcast before it sends the markets over a cliff.”


Dominic scowled. “Why won’t they make a public announcement? The secrecy bothers me. They expect me to travel incognito.”


“Son, you’re not exactly a hero with these miners. Maybe the Orgs want to protect you from attack.”


Dominic thought this over, unconsciously working his jaw.


“I’ll be with you every second,” the NP went on. “Just play dumb and let them lead you to the Benthica. Then smash the miners’ Net link and kill that broadcast. I’ll send bank guards to get you out. You’ll be home in a few hours.”


“We’ll have to arrest the miners,” Dominic said thoughtfully. “Otherwise, they might find a way to start broadcasting again.”


“Sure. We’ll arrest the buggers.”


Dominic had studied the Orgs’ lawsuit backwards and forwards. What the NP said made sense. He rubbed his chin and frowned. “Arresting two thousand people will be expensive. But it’s a solution. Once that broadcast ends, the Orgs have no grounds to sue us.”




“Fuckin’ right.” The NP chuckled. “I’ll handle the intel. You do the physical stuff.”


Dominic closed his fists. “I see. You’re the brains. I’m the muscle.”


“Imagine how powerful we’ll be, once this little screwup’s behind us,” said the gray box. “We’ll lead the Orgs in circles. They’re just computers. Whereas we, we’ve got a one-two combination. Megagenius, plus hairy human balls! Son, there’s never been a partnership like ours before.”


Dominic glared at the gray box and held himself very, very still. Partners? You want me to be your flesh flunky! He didn’t say the words aloud. Only his jaw moved, just perceptibly, from side to side. If the NP had spoken at mat moment, Dominic might have shattered that box with his fist.


But the genie wasn’t in the box anymore. No fist could hurt it now. Dominic stepped across the thick, silent carpet and hefted the gray box in his palm. It felt light. He studied the embossed trademark, Z for ZahlenBank. This box was merely packaging. Richter had designed his Neural Profile to live inside the Ark, the bank’s huge data-warehouse. But surprise, Richter’s NP didn’t follow orders.


Seventy hours after Richter’s death, the NP migrated beyond the Ark and dispersed itself throughout the Net, then hotlinked into the bank’s surveillance web and started learning. An archive copy of the world wasn’t good enough. It wanted the original. Now it leeched power and computational time from countless processors around the northern hemisphere, and it seemed to be everywhere at once, watching and listening to everyone. When it named itself Zahlen-Bank’s chairman, the directors were too stunned to object. Its omniscience had them terrorized. But the digital genie was incomplete. Dominic realized it needed a set of arms and legs to “do the physical stuff.”


He shivered with muscle tension as he set the box gently back on its pedestal. “If you’re such a megagenius, why can’t you find the Benthica on your own?”


“It’s not that simple!” The NP sounded offended. “I’m running my best defogger code, but their signal loops back on itself more times than a tax shelter. The protes are using damned slick tech. How did they get it, I’d like to know. And why aren’t they dead?”


Dominic wondered that himself. The miners hadn’t received supplies for almost three weeks. Maybe they’d stashed food aboard, but as of five days ago, they should have run out of fuel. Without fuel, they couldn’t synthesize air and water from the ocean fluids. Their life support should have failed yesterday at noon. Those miners shouldn’t be alive, much less broadcasting a signal that even ZahlenBank couldn’t trace.


“Team up with me, son. We’ll settle this mess, then everything’ll be back to normal.”


Dominic ran a finger inside his collar. “Send a robot. I’m nobody’s errand boy.”


“As for the rewards,” the NP continued as if it hadn’t heard, “you get everything. What do I need with money? You already have my penthouse, my race cars, all my stuff. You’re one of the ten richest men in the world. But you could lose it, son, if we don’t handle this Benthica situation.”




“Very altruistic. Not a single reward for you?” Dominic massaged the knotted muscles in his neck. “Not, for instance, total control of the bank?”


“You’ve turned cynical, Dominic. I’m chairman, but you’re still president. You need ZahlenBank as much as I do. You’re a deal maker, and the bank lets you do the one thing you love.”


The NP’s exact imitation of his father’s tone made Dominic want to kick the desk over. But he held every muscle still. That was his own voice, too, the voice he shared with Richter. And it echoed his thoughts. He couldn’t deny that he loved doing deals. That was the work his father had taught him, and once it had engaged his whole mind. Lately, though, some of the negotiations troubled him, and he’d argued with Richter. Words had been spoken that he could never take back now. His eyes felt hot, and he turned away.


The small Net node on his wrist was still glowing, and its tiny luminous icons floated a few centimeters above his forearm. On impulse, he jabbed his cybernail through the holographic matrix and opened a map. A pale blue disk hovered over the back of his hand. The Arctic Ocean. Shimmering purples, blue and aquamarines indicated varying depths, and precise red stars identified factory ships, seafarms, weather stations and floating cities, their positions tracked in real time through the Net. Where had the Benthica gone to ground? Dominic imagined the rusty old crawler lurking under a rock.


One more time, he found the ship’s last known location and touched the spot with his cybernail. The map sector enlarged and offered a menu of data links. Dominic chose several. The submarine had been creeping along the continental shelf off northern Canada, mining common ores from placer deposits. It was exactly the sort of losing operation that drove its former owner Nord.Com into bankruptcy.


Elsa said the miners had lived on that vessel for four generations. They’d produced quite an extended family. Infants. Old people. That’s why no other Com wanted those labor contracts. Too many expensive dependents. What were those protes thinking of, to invite empty-handed runaways to join their small ship? How did their minds work, Dominic wondered. For the twentieth time, he replayed their continuous-loop broadcast. Female voice. Net English with a mongrel American accent.


We the workers of the submarine Pressure of Light hereby dissolve all contracts with the Coms and assume independent status. Out of respect for everyone on the Net, we’re broadcasting our reasons. First, we believe all human beings evolved from the same gene pool, and second, all of us are born with the same rights to move around as free agents and make our own choices. So as of today, we declare ourselves free from Com protection. We’re writing a new contract to protect ourselves, and we invite anyone anywhere in the world to join us.


Dominic mused aloud, “They’ve renamed their ship the Pressure of Light. It sounds mystical.”


“Sounds like bullshit,” the NP growled. “Scuzzin’ minzers should be dead by now. That broadcast will work on prote minds like a drug. We’ve talked about this before.”


“I’ve never talked to you about anything,” Dominic said evenly.


“Krishna Christ, the Orgs are gonna split ZahlenBank in little pieces if we don’t take their deal. They’ve got us nailed against the wall.”




Dominic didn’t answer. He studied the map. The Orgs’ demand for secrecy raised his suspicions, partly because they wouldn’t give him time to think about it. They insisted that he leave at dawn the next day. He was supposed to meet their covert agent, a Major Qi Raoshu, on a remote beach in West Spitzbergen. The only thing missing was the cloak-and-dagger. He wasn’t about to accept a deal with so little information, especially from the bank’s most determined adversary. He tapped his cybernail to enlarge a holographic cross section of Canada’s continental shelf.


At that moment, a light glimmered in his peripheral vision. He glanced up to see a man-sized hologram projecting from the gray box. The glow resolved into an image of his father, Richter Jedes, as handsome and fit as he appeared the morning before his racing accident. The image resembled Dominic so closely, he might have been gazing into a bright flickery mirror.


“Son, the last thing I want is to put you at risk. You’re my whole life.” The hologram smiled with affection and lifted its arms for an embrace. That was too much.


Dominic lurched toward the desk. He seized the gray box and hurled it against the window. The hologram sizzled and vanished, but the box merely bounced across the carpet and landed under a chair.


“I guess that was a little premature on my part,” the NP said. “Forgive me, son. I won’t do that again till you’re ready.”


“Blast you to hell! I’m not your son!”


In blind fury, Dominic charged out of the office and slammed into Ulla Mannheim, the bank’s chief cashier. Ulla fell against the wall. Hastily, Dominic apologized and helped her recover her balance. Then he smoothed his hair and headed at a calmer pace toward the elevator, but Richter’s voice followed him. The NP spoke through Dominic’s own wrist node.


“Focus, Dominic. We set a bad precedent freeing those protes. We have to fix it. To protect ZahlenBank.”


‘To protect your power, you mean.” Dominic spoke into his wrist node in a low, dangerous whisper. “You can never replace my father. I’ll never play flunky to a digital brain.”


With short, thick, surprisingly nimble fingers, Dominic unstrapped the node from his wrist, flung it to the floor and crushed it with his heel. Ulla Mannheim stared in shock. Several people poked their heads out of office doors, and a small audience gathered in the corridor. Dominic glimpsed Karel Folger and Klas Lorn. The NP transferred its voice to the office security system, and its words echoed through the halls.


“We want the same thing. To save ZahlenBank.”


Dominic stepped into the elevator and commanded the doors to close. The NP continued speaking through the elevator’s intercom. “You can’t escape me. If you let ZahlenBank fail, you have nothing else. Believe me, son, I know.”


Dominic punched the ID pad and muttered, “Lobby level.”




“We can protect each other,” the NP went on. “We can keep it all. Money’s the immaculate computation of—”


“Shut up!” Dominic tugged the intercom off its bracket and slammed it against the wall. When the door slid open, a warm breeze wafted in from, the lobby, and Dominic caught the unmistakable scent of protes. Acrid sweat and cheap deodorant, junk food and bad teeth. The concessionaires were out in full force, trading their unsanctioned goods in the ZahlenBank lobby. Their heat fogged the air.


“Son, don’t you wanna hear my plan?” the voice echoed from the overhead P.A. system.


Heads turned. Protes in the lobby glanced up at the speakers. “We can’t talk here,” Dominic hissed.


The NP spoke at full volume. “Look around you, Dominic! Are these the people you want running our world?”


“Quiet! Of course not. We can’t discuss this in front of them.”


The ambient crowd noise was rising, and Dominic saw people pointing at the speakers. He strode across the lobby with his head down. Of course we don’t want these slackers running the world, he thought, pressing with distaste through the warm, fusty mob of prote bodies. Someone stepped on his shoe and scuffed the genuine leather. He cursed under his breath. These people had no conception of the value of things. They couldn’t even grasp basic facts—like market order.


Dominic might have questioned some bank policies, but he still believed firmly in his father’s creed of stable markets. The markets fed everyone. Especially now, with Earth’s population stretching resources to the limit, mere was no margin for unrest. He also knew that only an enlightened class of executives, evolved through genetic breeding and groomed by education, could keep order in such an intricate, panicky marketplace. If the markets crashed, the result might be a global die-off.


As if reading Dominic’s thoughts, the NP roared over the public speakers, “Without our management, protes will die.”


“Fry bread, sir? Hot salty fry bread?” a man shouted in Dominic’s face.


The hawker’s breath stank of tooth decay, and Dominic trembled with fury. He gripped his fists to his sides and had to call up all his will to keep from shoving the man away. The markets feed everyone, he recited to himself. After a moment, he exhaled and moved on.


Outside the lobby, he summoned his aircar with a word. Protes milled up and down ZahlenBank’s granite steps, flaunting their soiled uniforms and greasy hair and sullen, shifty eyes. What had possessed him to free two thousand of these ill-bred clods? He must have been dozing when he suggested that spin-off.


An adolescent boy bumped against him on the steps, and Dominic reeled back. One of the boy’s eyes was missing, and the skin covering the sunken socket was smooth and unblemished, the color of cream. The sight disturbed Dominic strangely.




“Sorry, sir. Most sorry.” The boy spoke with a low-class twang.


Dominic quickly looked away from the boy’s face. As the herd of protes shuffled around him, he held very still and watched his aircar glide to a stop at the curb. The door sprang open, and he descended the steps, working his jaw back and forth, twisting his full lips out of shape. He knew his father was right, he’d fucked up. No, not his father. The NP. Whatever. Dominic ground his teeth. He’d grown careless. He would never measure up to his father’s ideal. He might as well quit and let the NP have it all. Losing his position now could hardly make him feel worse.


On the last step, he pivoted to gaze at the monolithic facade of ZahlenBank headquarters. “Good-bye to nothing,” he muttered under his breath. The dark granite edifice rose like a massive tombstone, eight hundred meters into the air. Its highest level brushed the underside of the clear dome that shielded Trondheim from the poisonous summer sky, and above the dome, obscured by smog, the needlelike executive spire pierced the very heavens.


Dominic found himself beating the car’s roof with his fist. No, he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t walk away. Too much was at stake. His screwup had put ZahlenBank at risk. After his father spent nearly three centuries building it, Dominic couldn’t let it fall. He had a duty to save it. He was an executive, born and bred.


A chime sounded the change of shift, and the noise level rose. Up and down the street, protected employees erupted from office doors, and a river of pedestrians divided around Dominic and his car. Bodies bumped against him, and thousands of plastic boots slapped the pavement with a noise like thunder. The air stank of perspiration. Dominic took out a scented handkerchief to cover his nose.


Looking up at the highest corner window, he made his decision. I’ll fix my mistake, whatever I have to do. After that, I’ll quit.


“Son, you’re too bright to refuse my help.” The NP’s voice echoed through the financial district in a tone of fatherly pride. “Are we partners?”


Dominic sealed himself inside the clean quiet seclusion of his car and answered with a single nod.













CHAPTER 3


ARBITRAGE







TWENTY hours later, Dominic waited on a dead brown beach on the shore of the Arctic Ocean. Tepid surf lapped at the sand in a meringue of dingy foam. The summer sun never set here, but at this early hour, only a thin light filtered through the smog. Frayed scraps of plastic littered the sand, and a soot-gray drizzle fell. I’m not trained for this, he kept repeating to himself. I’m a banker.




He felt claustrophobic and vaguely ridiculous in the full Kevlax surface suit he wore to seal out the toxic atmosphere. Elsa had helped him put it on. The suit belonged to his father. It was a high-performance sports model, silky and light, but Dominic wasn’t used to the way the helmet faceplate limited his view. He rarely wore surfsuits. He didn’t own one. Every breath of recycled air roared in his helmet like a wind.


Major Qi Raoshu was late, blast the man’s soul. Dominic had never liked the surface. Too much space and no people. It made him edgy. He turned in slow circles, watching the misty horizon that was way too distant.


“Status?” the NP asked. The digital genie had been checking in every few minutes, sounding as nervous as Dominic felt.


“Still nothing,” Dominic whispered.


He hated the NP’s imitation of his father’s voice—his own voice. Each word stung him like a tongue of flame, and he ached to shut off his earplug. But he couldn’t deny the value of the NP’s data. The genie gave him instant access to the Ark, with its almost limitless archives of data. Whenever he asked, the NP fed him market news and information about the Benthica. Dominic had memorized the submarine’s layout, and he would recognize the Net link on sight—an upright black box on a squat swiveling base, crowned by a silver disk two meters in diameter, tilted toward the heavens. As soon as he boarded the submarine, he had to find that link and disable it. Once the broadcast died, bank guards would extract him and arrest the miners. One quick in-and-out action. Two or three hours max.


“The vulnerable point’s at the base,” the NP said. “Destroy the electronics—”


“And the broadcast dies. I know.” As he watched the beach, he changed the direction of his turns to keep from getting dizzy.


“Don’t let the Orgs intimidate you,” the NP said. “They’re puny logic machines built by engineers, whereas you have me on your side. I’m patterned after one of the shrewdest and most inventive personalities in recent times.”


“And unlike you,” Dominic added, “Orgs have to obey the law.”


He fiddled with his helmet controls and replayed the Orgs’ email on his heads-up display. He’d practically memorized their instructions. They wanted him to sneak aboard the crawler, incognito, and make a deal. No substitutes, only Dominic Jedes could do it He doubted his bargaining skills were the real reason. Maybe the Orgs wanted payback.


Their email said Major Qi Raoshu had been working undercover for several years, living with protes and making contacts. The major would use these contacts to find the submarine, then act as guide. Dominic’s role was to negotiate. Right. He had no intention of wasting time with that. He would head straight for the Net link. For the hundredth time, he wondered why the Orgs didn’t just board the ship with their own police. The whole scheme filled him with suspicion.


“You’re breathing too hard, son. Settle down,” said the NP. “We’ve got you covered from every angle. Believe me, I’m not about to lose you.”


Right, I’m your flesh flunky, he thought bitterly, spreading his gloved hands. He looked at his short, thick fingers, too short for a man of his height. He had his father’s hands. His father’s face. Even the way his hair curled at the crown came from his father. Now he clenched his jaw and held his body still, a talent his father had never learned.




“Someone’s coming,” the NP said. ‘To your left at eight o’clock.”


Dominic spun quickly and staggered in the unfamiliar surfsuit. Far down the beach, a dark, lanky figure walked toward him. He glanced nervously up at the sky. Half a score of ZahlenBank satellites were watching by metavision.


“Don’t worry, boy. I’m here.”


He picked up his briefcase and trudged along the high-tide line to meet the major. In the briefcase, he carried antiviral tabs and a small fortune in cash cards—enough to buy anything or anyone he needed. He also carried three hyperwave Net nodes—on his wrist, in his ear, and in his briefcase. Unlike conventional nodes, which required Net links to relay their signals, these hyperwave nodes fixed directly on overhead satellites. They could transmit even through solid steel and hundreds of meters of water. For added safety, a transponder chip was concealed under the skin of his left buttock. And with every step, his boots sank in the oozy sand.


Major Qi Raoshu was tall, he noted, as tall as himself but much thinner. He studied the major intently, and because of his limited view, he didn’t see a chunk of metal jutting up right in front of him—until he tripped and nearly fell. With a clumsy skip, he caught himself and cursed under his breath, damning the surfsuit to the nether regions of hell. He hated to appear awkward in front of this unknown major. By the time they met, he was sweating from his struggle through the sandy muck. Perspiration dripped in his eyes, and he couldn’t wipe them. He ground his teeth.


Major Qi wore no insignia. Dominic noted the scarred helmet, the darkened faceplate, the belt bristling with gear. A spook all right. Salt brine marbled the stranger’s form-fitting surfsuit, and an L-shaped rip at the shoulder was patched with tape. Yes, the major was wiry thin, but in the skintight suit, Dominic could see the bulge of biceps, the muscular thighs, the narrow waist, and the—breasts. He looked again. In the dim light, he couldn’t see well. Yes, they were small, high and quite distinct. A pair of breasts.


“‘Morning, Nick-O!” The woman clapped him on the shoulder so hard he almost lost his balance. “I’m Qi. How they hangin’? You ready for some fun?”


Dominic chinned his helmet controls for short-range radio. “You’re Major Qi Raoshu?”


She laughed like a teenaged boy. “Hoo-hoo! Megasweet suit, Nick!” Then she gripped his wrist and hauled him toward the ocean. She’d already splashed in thigh deep before he pulled back and dug his boots into the sand.


“Identify yourself. I demand an explanation.”


“Aw, c’mon, Nick. Surf’s up. It’s a preter-fine day for a swim.” The woman danced and kicked at the water, as lanky and loose-limbed as an adolescent. To Dominic’s astonishment, she scooped up a double gloveful of the lathery gray fluid and tossed it at him. Oily drops splattered his faceplate. She said, “That surfsuit’U keep you nice and fresh, I promise.”


Dominic couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “We’re going to swim to the Benthica?” His nostrils curled as he glanced at the waves. He preferred water in ornamental fountains.




With another friendly hoot, she yanked him farther in. He tried to get a firm stand, but his boots slipped in the mucky foam.


“It’s not far, Nick. Twenty meters at most.”


Suddenly, he went under. The shore dropped off sharply, and his feet lost touch with the ground. He hugged his briefcase to his chest. The water buoyed him up and jostled him back and forth, but he couldn’t see. He gulped for breath and fought the panic. He couldn’t tell up from down. He’d never been submerged in water before.


“You all right, son?” the NP buzzed in his ear.


He coughed the words out. “Oh yes, splendid.”


With an effort of will, he gathered his wits and tried to sense direction. It was then he realized that Major Qi still held firmly to his wrist. His radio crackled.


“Sorry I didn’t brief you, Nick, but we couldn’t stand around on the beach yakking. Even the newscasters have satellite scans.”


“Where are you taking my son!” The NP routed its voice through the radio. “My scans show nothing in this vicinity.”


“Aw, do we have to listen to that old bit-brain, Nick? I get enough of that stuff already. My boss, Gig, he’s a preter-heinous nag. Are you listening, Gig?”


“Is the Benthica nearby?” Dominic asked.


In the roiling murk, he bumped into Major Qi’s body. She gripped his upper arm, and all at once, they shot through the water. Turbulence nearly tore the briefcase from his arms. The major was using some kind of handheld propulsion device. Dominic clutched the briefcase handle in one hand, and with his other hand, he felt along the major’s back and got a firm hold of her gear belt.


The NP sounded annoyed. “You might take two seconds to tell us your plan, Major Qi.”


“The best thing about Gig is, he listens more than he talks,” the major answered. “Hear this, Neural Profile. Your noise might give away our location. Button it up.”


“I’m cloaked!” the NP shot back.


“Not good enough. Gig, can you reason with this old coot?” Her voice was deep for a woman, deep but still feminine, Dominic noted. He felt her body bumping against his flank.


Abruptly, the water resistance ceased, and he did a slow forward somersault. They had stopped. ‘Take hold, Nick.” The major guided his gloved hand to a rail. Then he sensed a pressure change and saw bubbles rushing against his faceplate. There was no time for surprise. Major Qi grabbed his upper arm and shoved him through a circular opening barely wider than his shoulders. When he felt her hand push his butt, he held the briefcase to his chest and cursed silently.




Once through the opening, his helmet immediately bashed against a wall. The major kept pushing, and he tried to move sideways, but there was no space. All he could do was fold himself up, because now she was climbing in beside him. They scrunched together like two embryos sharing the same egg sack, and his breath roared inside his helmet. He heard a thump and a clank. Another slow pressure change. And the major’s boyish laugh.


“Guess your honored ancestor decided to shut up.”


“He’s not my ancestor.” Dominic heard the shake in his voice and took a few slow breaths to calm down. “Is this the Benthica?” he asked with taut control.


Light scattered through the murky fluid, and he could see again. Slowly, the water level inside their egg-shaped coffin started dropping, and he heard air blowing in. This was an airlock. He’d used airlocks before, on his rare excursions outside the city dome. But he’d never used one underwater. Of course, a swimmer would need an airlock to enter a submarine. Dominic just hadn’t given the matter any thought before now.


“Welcome to the Devi,” Major Qi announced. “My personal ride. She’s a fast sneaky little bitch. Stealth clad.” The major kneed Dominic in the stomach as she shifted position. “Sorry ‘bout the underwater parking space. I just wanted to be extra sure no one saw us. C’mon in.”


A narrow overhead port slid open, and she squirmed up into the cabin, planting her boot on Dominic’s thigh. He ground his teeth and kept silent.


“Give me your hand,” she said, but Dominic pushed himself up without her help.


He couldn’t stand. The Devi’s cockpit was another egg-shaped coffin not much bigger than the airlock. Two small seats faced a console, and a ribbed overhead light tube ran the length of the low ceiling like a glowing spinal cord.


Qi took off her helmet, and the first thing Dominic noticed was her smile—wide and merry and full of square white teeth. The next thing he saw was her skin. She was dark—as dark as burnt caffie. Her features were Asian, finely drawn, and her sweaty blue-black hair stuck out at wild angles. Smirking back at him, her Far Eastern eyes were as black and glossy as two drops of ink.


He watched her strip off her gloves. She was watching him, too. Dominic rarely dealt with dark people. Zahlen-Bank employed Euro execs almost exclusively, and most of his big Com clients were of Euro descent. Sure, there were plenty of non-Euros around Trondheim, even some execs. Asians, Malays, Ethiopes, Americans. He’d seen all the variations. He’d seen them working in tech labs, med clinics, airports. He’d just never looked at them. There had never been any reason.


“Let me help you with that. You’ve got it cockeyed.” Qi tugged his helmet release with a teasing grin. She lifted the helmet off and used the back of her hand to wipe his damp forehead. “Lose the gloves, but keep the suit on. No room to change anyway.”


Then she threw her leg over the back of the pilot’s seat, scrambled into place and started humming. As Dominic took his gloves off, he noticed how closely she watched him. He was used to women making eyes at him, but this was different. He climbed into the other seat, and since mere was no place to stash the briefcase, he held it in his lap. His shoulders were too broad and his feet too large for the space. He felt like canned meat.




The major placed a thin black band around her forehead and curled a. hairline wire down in front of her left eye. The apparatus was almost invisible, but Dominic recognized it as an AR wear-about. Augmented Reality. The tiny wire beamed an optical display directly onto her retina. She slipped a full ten-finger set of cybernails on, then wiggled her fingers to loosen up. The cybernails gleamed like silver claws. She flicked one through the air to activate the console’s light matrix, and her fingertips flashed through the grid of tiny holographic icons, readying the craft for takeoff.


After a moment, she giggled and leaned against Dominic. She put her hand on his chest and whispered, “You can be yourself. Your honored ancestor can’t get in here.”


Dominic drew away and bumped his head on the ceiling. He wasn’t used to someone invading his personal space uninvited.


She drummed her sharp cybernails on his chest and grinned. “Your dear old Da is locked out. This is private Org technology. Yep, there are some things even ZahlenBank doesn’t know.”


Her smile was so disarming, Dominic wasn’t sure how to react. “Where’s the Benthica?” he demanded.


“They call her Pressure of Light now.”


Qi turned back to the controls and started humming again. What was this woman up to? Dominic still didn’t understand the Orgs’ motives, and his misgivings increased every moment. He felt his seat shudder, and the Devi rose out of the sea with a frothy crash of waves.


“Want a view?” she asked. ‘Try this.”


She handed him a headband similar to her own, only wider and heavier. He put it on and adjusted the eye-piece. In a blink, a 360-degree vista of the outside world superimposed itself over his real view of the cockpit. At first, the effect made him queasy. His brain wasn’t used to seeing in all directions at once. He tried closing his right eye to block out the cockpit, and that helped.


The Arctic sun glowed higher in the sky, but clouds blocked much of its visible light. His eyepiece beamed images in the artificial ambers, golds and violets of metavision, the adaptive optics humans had invented to see through smog. Metavision could penetrate total darkness and the murk of oceans, but all Dominic could see were endless violet waves rolling toward a flat-line horizon. The Devi skimmed along the crests at tremendous speed, throwing up wings of salt mist in its wake.


“What’s in the briefcase?” the major asked.


Dominic squinted and tried to see her through the overlay of purple waves. When he opened his right eye, the cockpit sprang into the foreground, and he noticed her silver fingertips dancing through the light matrix. She was grinning.


He said, “You lied. That was more than twenty meters.”


“Huh?” The major stared ahead, evidently reading data through her eyepiece.


“You said we’d only have to swim twenty meters. It was more than that.”




“Oops!” She wrinkled her nose. “I never was a good judge of distance. So, Nick, what’s in the briefcase?”


“Where’s the Benthica?” he returned.


She flashed a smile and kept stroking the light matrix with her cybernails and staring into infinity. He studied her profile, the high, dusky cheekbones, the delicate flat curve of the nose, so different from what he was used to.


“Freaker,” she huffed. “Your honored ancestor’s throwing a tantrum. Wants to talk to his boy. He’s worried about you, Nick. Gig says we have to put him through.”


“He’s not my—Who’s Gig? You mean Gig the Org?” Boyhood stories flooded back to Dominic. He remembered the mighty Gig, the WTO’s secret service chief.


“Yep, my sweet old boss. Hand me that earplug you’re wearing, Nick. I’ll link you through my console. Your NP’s about to blow a fusion capacitor.”


How did she know about his earplug? She didn’t wait for his response. She reached across his chest and plucked the thing out with her cybernails.


“Careful!” Dominic would have pulled back, but there was no room. “You might’ve cut me with those things.”


She hummed a tune and prodded the earplug with her silver claws. When a white spark burst out, she frowned. “Freaker, I think it’s fried. Let’s try your wrist node.”


“Leave my gear alone.” Dominic clamped a hand over his wrist node and worked his lower jaw from side to side.


“I won’t hurt it. That was an accident. C’mon, Nicky.”


Dominic hated to be called Nick or Nicky or any other diminutive, but he wouldn’t condescend to tell her so. She laughed and started wrestling with him, tickling him in the ribs through his silky Kevlax suit. He banged his elbow against the armrest trying to evade her.


“You—will—not—” He struggled, but she had him cornered. The woman was much stronger than she looked. Before he could stop her, she slipped one cybernail under his wristband, and a blue-white spark shot out. He jerked back and yanked the wrist node off his arm. She’d burned him. A blister was already forming.


“Aw, see what happens when you play too rough,” she said.


Dominic lost control. He gripped her wrists and shook her, and the Devi promptly rolled over and dove into the ocean.


“Let me go! We’re gonna crash!” she shouted.




Dominic had neglected to fasten his seat belt. When the craft inverted, he banged his head on the ceiling. He also let go of the major’s wrists. Her cybernails flashed into action in the light matrix controls, and she started putting the craft through underwater spins and cartwheels, pretending she had to fight for control. But as she slung him around the cockpit like a rag doll, Dominic suspected it was all show. Finally, the craft leveled out and rose into the air, and he sank gingerly into his seat. Somehow he’d managed to bruise his hip. It felt like he’d been shot.


“Don’t do that again,” she said.


He glowered at her. He was furious, but with himself. He’d stooped to violence, the resort of weak minds. That was not his style. His headband had gotten twisted around backward, and he put it right. In a carefully restrained tone, he asked, “Why did you cut me off from the Net?”


“Cut you off? Nick, I’m trying to link you on. So you can speak to your dear old Dada.”


He let the reflex of anger pass over him. The woman was watching him again, appraising him, he realized. He needed a cool head to figure out her game. Major Qi had seized an advantage by luring him into her own space. Now she’d increased her lead by cutting off his communications. She was trying simultaneously to deceive him, undermine his confidence and steal his information. Standard negotiation tactics. But what did she want? He needed to learn that before he could respond.


From years of practice, Dominic knew how to temper his voice with manly sincerity. “Major, I believe we’ve gotten off to a bad start. I’m here to help the Orgs settle this trouble. Say what you want me to do, and I’ll do it. I know how to follow orders.”


The major gulped and burst out laughing. “You’re good. Gig warned me. Yeah, you’re good.”


“Honestly, Major—”


“Cut the crap, Nick. Just call me Qi.”


“As for that, I prefer Dominic.”


Qi’s Asian eyes twinkled with mischief. “What’s in the briefcase?”


Dominic opened the clasps. He assumed she already knew what the case contained. “This is my last Net node. Before you fry this one, may I ask a question?”


She rested her hand on the case, and Dominic watched her cybernails prod the leather. “Yep, ask.”


“I’m here at your request. Presumably, you need my cooperation. Correct?”


She seemed to think about this. Or perhaps she was listening to Gig through an earplug of her own.


“Because if you do,” he went on, “there are a few things I expect in return. Fair trade, you understand?”


Qi grinned and thumped his shoulder with her fist. “Sure, Nick-O. I never meant to damage your gear. You can infralink your node through my console. C’mon. See what Dada has to say.”


She opened his case and spoke a command for infrared linkage, and his Net node came alive.




“Son! Answer me! Are you awright?”


The NP’s talking head bulged out from the screen in holographic 3-D, and its eyes roved around, recording every detail of the Devi’s cockpit. The head looked exactly like Richter. Dominic was repulsed.


“Where are you, son? Our scans lost you in the ocean. That craft is plain invisible.” The Richteresque eyes reeled around to peer at him. “They blindsided me, boy. The deal was, you and I would stay in contact. Now I don’t even know where you are. If things weren’t so sensitive, I’d sue the buggers. You hear me, Gig? Lurking bastard, say something.”


Qi laid her hand on the briefcase and slowly pushed it closed. “So, Nick. Excuse me. Dominic. Do you really want to stay in touch with this bit-brain?”


Dominic massaged a knot in his neck. He wanted to answer No. He despised the NP. He half despised his father for creating it. Most of all, he was angry with his father for dying. He missed the old man more than he could say.


At last, he forced himself to smile. ‘Two bit-brains are better than one. You have your Gig, so let me have my NP.”


She gazed at him for a long thoughtful moment, but Dominic didn’t flinch. He knew how to hold his sea-colored eyes as steady as those of a painted porcelain doll. Qi turned back to her controls without comment. Reluctantly, Dominic reopened the briefcase. He was about to speak to the NP again when Qi grabbed his arm.


“Look! Something in the water,” she said.


Dominic covered his right eye and concentrated on the 360-degree image beaming through his eyepiece. He still had trouble focusing on the panoramic view. As he squinted and strained, gradually a mound of rubbish emerged among the dingy waves. Barrels. In the distance, it looked like a jumble of rusting barrels lashed together with cord. Some barrels had come loose and were floating free. Billowing sheets of white plastic trailed in the water, and all manner of debris had collected around them. Dominic blinked and looked closer. For a moment, he thought he saw an old woman lift her hand and point.
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