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“Trouble's on the nets tonight, riding the high data like a cowboy,
the plans of light stark around her. The data flows and writhes like
grassin the virtual wind, and she glides along the shifts and
shadows, a shadow herself against their virtual sun—"

All hell isbreaking loose on the computer nets, and Trouble
and her friendsareright in the middle of it.
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“The nets have long been alawless place, a haven for a crimina
minority aswell asfor alaw-abiding mgjority. This Situation has
become impossible to tolerate, as the depredations of the so-called
crackers, descendants of the criminal hackers of the twentieth
century, have become the center of a criminal economy that rivals
the Mafiain scope and enterprise.

“This economy, which thrived only by the absence of law, has
spawned a number of subcultures, al dangerousin their own right.
But the most dangerous of these... isthat of the brainworm.”

Tor books by Melissa Scott
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CONSEQUENCES

Timothy Leary’s dead.
No, no, no, no, he’' s outside
Lookingin...

Ray Thomas,
Legend of a Mind

Chapter One
| A

T ROUBLE WAS GONE. Cerise had known it from the moment she entered the
strangely neat apartment, the inevitable clutter—disks, books and papers, here a
sweater, there apair of shoes—all missing along with Trouble. She went through the
two roomsin the greyed light of the winter afternoon, checked the single closet and
the battered trunks that held the rest of their clothes, not looking at the computers
until the last, already sure of what she would find. Half the system was gone,
Trouble's half, the portable holo-multex drive and the brainbox and the braid of
cables and biojacks that carried signals to the implanted processorsin their brains.
There was no paper note.

A light was flashing on the media console, and she touched the code keys to
retrieve the single message. The voice that broke from the speaker was familiar, but
not Trouble—Carlie, babbling on about something she couldn’t be bothered to hear
right now—and she killed the message, not bothering to save it for later. She turned
away from the wall of blank screens and cubbies filled with data decks and players,
the ugly oyster-grey carpet squeaking underfoot, and |looked around the little room
as though she was seeing it for the first time. Outside the single window, the sun was
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setting beyond the buildings on the far side of the little park, throwing alast cold
light across the the grey stone and concrete. A reflection like a spark flared from the
highest side windows of the Lomaro Building half a mile away—three-quarters of a
kilometer, she corrected automatically—and faded as she stared. The sun dropped
into abank of dirty cloud, and the light went out as though someone had flicked a
switch. On the horizon, beyond the five- and six-story buildings of the local
neighborhood, neon flickered to life, running like lightning along the edges of the
buildings. She shivered, and reached overhead into the web of invisible control
beams that crisscrossed the apartment, waved her hand twice to bring on the main
lights. A yellow light flashed on the display by the door instead, warning her that she
hadn’t replaced the main battery. She swore under her breath—that had been
Trouble' s chore—and went to the panel hersalf, switched lights and heat to full and
touched the button that brought the opague screen down over the window. It was
sheer indulgence, this system, costing at least two months' rent to install, but once
the security—~black security, black-market and blackest-night effective, run off an
Illegal direct-line power tap—had been in place, it had seemed a shame not to install
the convenience systems as well. She remembered Trouble balancing on an uneven
chair beside the door, drill-driver in hand, bolting the last of the extra control boxes
into place. That had been their indulgence for ajob well done, right before the
hearings began, three months before David Terrel was actually convicted of armed
robbery because of aparticularly brutal icebreaker he carried in histoolkit. The last
good times, she thought, feeling at the moment only the cold, and turned back to the
dismantled machines.

Seeing the system broken, the empty spaces where Trouble' s machines had been,
made her shiver again, something like fear or rage or sorrow threatening to break
through the numbness, but she shoved the feelings down again, and went back into
the bedroom for the things she needed to repair the gaps. She had spares of
everything that Trouble had taken, machines she had used before she’d met Trouble,
and she hauled their cases out from under the bed, brushing dust from thelids. The
wind moaned through the rungs of the fire escape that slanted down past the
bedroom window; she glanced at it, hearing loose bolts rattle on the landing one
story above, and went back into the outer room.

It didn’t take long to rebuild the system. Trouble had worked with her usual
precision, taking nothing that wasn’t hers, leaving the backup disks stacked
prominently in front of the dusty keyboard. There was a hollyblock there, too,
hol ographic storage, and Cerise moved it impatiently aside to plug her own holodrive
into the multiple sockets. She replaced Trouble' s dedicated brainbox with her
own—an older model, but still serviceable, till fast enough to let her run the nets
without danger—and found a length of cable to reconnect the various components.
She looked at the hollyblock, but did not pick it up, turned instead to the rarely used
keyboard and began methodically to recreate her machine.

The screen lit and windowed as she worked, giving her a schematic view of the
reconstructed system; she touched keys, reestablishing virtual links that had been
broken when the physical links were removed, and watched the schematic shift,



rotating in the uppermost window to show her the new links outlined in red. A string
of text asked for confirmation. She gave it the code it wanted, and watched as the
red lines lowly turned to yellow and then to green, blending in with the rest of the
design. When she was sure it was complete, she dismissed that image, and sorted
through the directories until she found her private mailbox. It took two keysto open
It, one a name—she made a mental note to change that—the other a meaningless
string of letters, but she found nothing new in the lists of files. That was as she'd
expected, and she closed the program, reaching instead for the hollyblock. If
Trouble had |eft her anything, any explanation, it would be there.

She fitted the box carefully into the replacement multex drive, and touched the
keys that initiated the test sequence. Everything came back green, and she pressed a
second set of keysto access the drive. A dozen files, each indicated by an individual
symbol, an icon, bloomed on her screen. She frowned then—she had expected
more, some message, some more useful labels, something—but touched the first
icon. Thefile blossomed in front of her, filling the screen with a peculiar
half-squashed, half-stretched image that she recognized at once as the
two-dimensional representation of athree-dimensional network file—of their network
map, she realized suddenly, of the map she and Trouble had painstakingly built over
the four years of their partnership. It was one of their more useful tools: there were
no commercial maps available—not covering all the nets—and the ones that did exist
were deliberately flawed, deliberately distorted to hide the control areas from people
who had no business having access. And there were plenty of corporate spaces,
privately owned systems that nonetheless also existed in the unreal “space” of the
myriad networked computers that was the nets; all of those preferred to be invisible,
at least to an outside eye.

On the net itself, of course, things were different. Once you plugged yourself into
the system—either viathe implanted dollie-box and dollie-dot, the
direct-on-line-image processor system, which gave a text-speech-and-symbol
interface, or through the full-sense brainworm, with its molecular wires running
directly into the brain that let you experience virtuality as though it were real—it was
easy enough to find your way around the nets. There were signposts, vivid neon
Images, and the swirling rivers and lines of light that were the virtua reflection of the
dataitself, which anyone who' d been on the nets for any length of time could read
like atracker read spoor. But the map was useful for planning ajob, when you had
to enter the nets from the safest point, so that the security programs, watchdogs and
trackers and callback systems, and all the panoply of |C(E)—Intrusion
Countermeasures (Electronic)—would either lose your trail in the confusion of
conflicting data or never have the chance to track you down. Remotely, Cerise was
surprised that Trouble had taken the copy with her, though she supposed it was
possible that Trouble had made two copies out of the network files, their own secure
space. But then, Trouble had said it was time to give up cracking.

It was very quiet in the apartment, too quiet, just the distant sound of wind and
the occasional rattle of the fire escape in the other room. Cerise winced, and reached
for the main remote, jabbed at buttons until the media center lit. Trouble had left the



main screen tuned to the news channel, and the blare of the announcer’ s voice filled
the room.

“—top story, the Senate today voted to override the presidential veto of the
Evans-Tinda e Bill, joining the House in handing the president a resounding defeat.
Marjorie Albuez in Washington has more on the story.”

“Thank you, Jim. By accepting the compromise bill sponsored by Charles Evans
and Alexander Tindale, Congress today seems to have ensured that the United States
will remain the only industria nation that is not asignatory to the Amsterdam
Network Conventions.”

The voice droned on, but Cerise was no longer listening. She swung back to face
the linked computers, the remaining files forgotten, and reached for the dollie-cord
snugged into its housing at the base of the dedicated brainbox. She tilted her head to
fit the cord into the dollie-slot behind her right ear, but did not launch herself directly
onto the nets. This was why Trouble had left. She had been talking for months about
what would happen if the U.S. rgected the Amsterdam Conventions, about how
even the supposedly benign Evans-Tindale Bill would destroy the cracker
community, bring them al finaly under an alien, ill-conceived, ill-fitting law. For a
moment, Cerise almost believed those prophecies of doom. No one had believed
that Congress would buy Evans-Tindale, it bore no relation to virtuaity...

“—completes what the so-called Nunberg Act—the Industrial Espionage Act, as
it ismore properly known— attempted to provide two years ago.” That was anew
voice, but Cerise didn’t turn to identify the speaker. “ The Evans-Tindale Bill codifies
the various provisions of the Nunberg Act, and creates a new entity within the
Treasury Department that will have enforcement responsibility on the nets, replacing
the patchwork system currently in place. In anutshell, Evans-Tindae, like the
Nunberg Act before it, redefines so-called cyberspace as a particular legal
jurisdiction, and establishes a code of law governing these electronic transactions.”

Which means, Cerise thought, that we're all screwed. She sat for along moment,
staring at her screen, at the distorted image displayed in its central window. That
map no longer mattered, because now there was no reason to keep those secrets, at
least not in the legal world of the bright lights: there was anew law out there, and one
that could be enforced in the real world. And for the shadows—the illegal world of
crackers and grey- and black-market dealers, the world where she had lived ever
since she' d run away from her home, her true name, and the secretarial school that
had been her second home—it meant the end of an era. It would no longer be
possible to dodge the law in one jurisdiction by claiming that you, or your machines,
or your target, were located elsewhere; it would no longer be possible to argue that
there was no theft where there was no real property. All that had been decided, and
by fiat, not the nets' own powerful consensus. And Evans-Tindale also meant that
there was no longer any possibility of legalizing the brainworm. The old-style
crackers and the legal netwalkers had proclaimed their innocence by blaming
everything on the brainworm and its users, and no one in authority seemed to know
enough to know that they were lying.



She reached for the safety, cupped it in her left hand, hesitated, and wound the
cord twice around her wrist, just in case. If she pressed that button, or its virtual
analogue, the system would shut down instantly and automatically, dumping her
back in the safety of her own home system, her own body. She took a deep breath,
fighting back despair, and used her right hand to touch the sequence that opened a
net gateway. The brainworm responded perfectly, its impulses overriding the merely
physical input of the apartment, and she flung herself out into the glittering perpetual
night that was the net.

Alice in Wonderland, Alice down the rabbit hole, Alice out in cyberspace, flung
along the lines of data, flying across fields of light, the night cities that live only
behind her eyes. Power rides her fingers, she moves from datashell to datashell,
walking the nets like the ghost of a shadow, her trail vanishing behind her as she
goes. She carries power in the dark behind her eyes.

And she needs it, tonight, in the chaos that whirls between the islands of the
cor por ate spaces, their boundaries marked by heaps and new whorls of glittering
IC(E). The bulletin boards, the great sink of the BBS where all the lines of data
eventually meet and merge and pool into a sink of slow transfer, limited nodes,
and low-budget users, are in upheaval. The familiar icons and signpost-symbols
that guide the unwary are gone completely, erased by their owners or remadein
new and somehow threatening form. Icons whirl past her, some representing
peopl e she knows, has worked with. She smells fear sharp as sweat, hears the
constant rustling murmur of the transactions that surround her as the brainworm
translates what is truly only electrons, data transferred from computer to
computer, to sensation in her brain. She glimpses a familiar shape, a hint of
flowing robes that move against the current of the datastream that enfolds them,
and tries to follow. But the crowding icons—balled advertising, jostling users,
once a virtual pickpocket, groping for useful programsin other peopl€e’ s toolkits—
block her way and she loses the robed icon at the main exchange node, where the
data flows down from the outer nets like a waterfall of lights.

She turns back toward the center of the maze that is the BBS, following the
shape of the underlying structural spiral rather than the illusion of shops and
storefronts and tented stalls—unfamiliar shop-icons, old names and symbols
blanked or greyed or simply missing—heading for a node where someone will
surely know where Trouble has gone. Trouble will have left a message there, if she
left anything at all. Thisis free space, unprotected, and the air stinks of it, the salt
sea-smell the brainworm gives to undefended bits of data. At any other time, she
would stop to taste, to savor, to see what news is drifting in the wind—and maybe
especially tonight she should stop, listen to the whispers and shouts and read the
posts that fill the message walls, but Trouble is gone, and that matters more than
any law. She can hear voices, snatches of conversations, names repeated, not her
own, but familiar nonetheless: the netgods have spoken, the oldsters who built and
managed the first nets, and they’ ve thrown their weight behind Evans-Tindale.
Cerise sneers at that, and doesn’t care that the brainworm broadcasts that
emotion. The old netwalkers are out of touch with the new conditions, with the



better, faster, and wider-band dollie-slots and especially with the brainworm; of
course they' d support thislaw as a way to keep their own power supreme.

In a blank mirror that was once the center of a pair of swinging doors, she sees
herself reflected, her icon blond-girl-in-blue-dress-and-pinnie, the child she never
should have been, and then the mirror empties, and she puts her hand through it
just like Alice and walks, her feet barely touching the illusion of a floor, into a
temporary space.

Inside the mirror is a cave of ice, not the warm wood saloon she had expected,
lined in IC(E) to keep out the intruders; the cowboys and the piano player are all
missing, vanished into chill white silence, and a personal icon stands in the center
where the bar had been, a woman-shape dressed like a dance-hall girl in
snow-white velvet and silver fringe and silver-spangled stockings, the cloth drawn
back into a bustle, cut down at the bodice to reveal breasts like hills of snow.
Cerise feels the chill of the IC(E) on her skin, tingling down her spine like danger;
she smells a tracker program, sharp as burned cloves, can almost taste the
candy-sweet data that lies like shards of glass below theillusory floor. Miss Kitty
dealsin that data, stolen, borrowed, invented, even imagined, and in the
commer ce of messages passed unread.

*1’mlooking for Trouble* Cerise says, and waits.

She gets no answer, Miss Kitty' sicon stands still and silent, and Cerise frowns
and takes a step forward. And then she smellsit, the scent of rotten meat, the
corpse-smell the brainworm uses to signal absolute disaster. Even as she turnsto
run, the walls fold inward, |C(E) spiking downward. She feelsits cold driving at
her, lifts a hand to ward off the nearest spine, and its jugged tip scores a deep line
along her arm. The brainworm reflects its touch as searing pain and the thin trace
of blood ghostly along her icon-arm. There' s no reason for this attack, she’s no
danger to Miss Kitty, never has been, has been in fact a good supplier, but there's
no time to form a protest. No time even to reach for an icebreaker, or any of the
other programs she carriesin her toolkit; thisis serious |C(E), deadly serious, and
she closes her hand convulsively, triggering the safety. The world dissolves around
her, the spikes of the IC(E) fading to static as they touch her skin

and she leaned back in her chair, untangling her fingers from the cord of the
safety. The screen in front of her flashed a bright-red icon, and a text message below
it: SESSION ABORT. She glared at that—it was an admission of defeat to trigger to
the safety, to run away from danger—and then, belatedly, became aware of the faint
scent of hot metal rising from the linked machines. She frowned then, and touched
the brainbox. The casing was warm, warmer than it should have been. Her frown
deepened, and she set the safety aside, touched keysto call up a diagnostic
program. The session-abort icon vanished, replaced by a spinning clock-face; a
moment later, it, too, disappeared, and the program presented her with alist of the
various components and their conditions. Two of the five fuses had tripped in the
brainbox, and one had gone in the biotrangator as well. Cerise shivered, even though
she’ d expected it, and reached for her box of spares. Miss Kitty’s IC(E) had been



set to kill—and what the hell the woman thought she was doing, Cerise added
slently, transmuting fear to anger, | don’t know. The whole nets have gone
crazy—they must have, if anybody’s actually supporting Evans-Tindale. And if Miss
Kitty tried to kill me. Though that probably wasn’t personal. She closed her eyesfor
an instant, remembering the frozen icon and the sudden smell of death. No, probably
not personal at al, she decided. If | were abandoning a grey-market space—and |
think she must’ ve done just that—that’ sthe way I’ d play it. A striking icon to catch
peopl €' s attention, and then hair-trigger 1C(E) to go after whoever tried to follow me.
Or, like Miss Kitty did, whoever showed up first.

She rubbed her arm where the IC(E) had touched her— there were no marks on
her skin, just the tingling reminder of anear missin her nerves—and then began
methodically to shut down the system. She couldn’t replace the fuses with the
machines running, and she couldn’t go back out onto the nets until the fuses were
replaced: no choice, she thought, and swung away from the system. The mediawall
was still talking at her, the screen now showing a panel of suits discussing the
implications of the change. She scowled at them, worked the remote to mute the
sound, and only then recognized one of the suited figures as George Aferiat, who
had written software for the first dollie-dlots and their associated implants, and who
had also run a shadow space in the BBS before he' d gotten law. There was nothing
more zeal ous than a convert. She lifted her middle finger to the screen, and turned
back to the message board.

It didn’t take alot of work to retrieve Carlie' s message from the trash—even
cheap machines had the option these days, and her system was far from cheap. She
glanced at the linked machines—everything was shut down and saved; all she had to
do was wait for the chipsto cool and trigger the playback. Carlie Held’ s voice
poured from the little speaker, as perfect as though he himself stood beside her.

“Cerise, Trouble, if either of you' sthere, pick up, we're in deep shit.” There was
apause, and Cerise pictured him standing in the tiny office that served his storefront
surgery, the privacy handset swamped in his huge hand. “OK, you're not there. OK.
If you haven't heard, Evans-Tindale passed— goddamn Congress overrode the
veto—which means the worm staysillegal, and Treasury gets to make the law on the
nets. | need to talk to you—we all need to talk. Call me as soon as you can.”

Cerise heard the click of the connection breaking, and ared light flashed on the
tiny status screen: end of message. She swore under her breath, and reached for her
own handset, touched the codes that would connect her with Carlie’ s surgery. She
heard the beeps as the system routed her call—alocal, twelve sharp musical tones,
seven for location, three for payment, two for privacy—and then waited as the ring
pulsed in her ear. She counted six, and knew Carlie wasn't answering—wasn’t
there—but let it ring a dozen more times, staring at the posturing suitsin the media
screen, before she finally hung up. Carlie was gone, too.

And that was ridiculous, she told herself. She jabbed buttons again, punching in
another number—Arabesque, Rachelle Sirvain in the real world: another local call,
just in the next ward, five minutes away by the subway. The phone rang, rang again;



she counted ten before she hung up, fighting sudden panic. It was almost asif she
was the last one of them left, the last survivor— She shoved that thought away, and
punched athird number. Thistime, the answering machine picked up on the third
ring.

“Hi, you' ve reached five-five—"

Cerise broke the connection—Dewildah was gone, too— and punched afinal set
of codes. In the media screen, the talking suits had disappeared, to be replaced by a
head, a serious-looking woman who wore secretarial goggles. The phone rang, rang
again, and then a sharply accented voice said, “Hello?’

Cerise let out breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “Butch. Thank God
you' re home.”

“Cerise? Areyou al right?’

She could hear the concern in Butch van Liesvelt’ s voice, and managed a shaky
smile. “Yeah—well, no, Trouble' s gone and there’ s all thiswith Evans-Tindale—"

“Yeah.” There was alittle pause, and Cerise could hear in the background the
Indistinct sounds of someone talking— television, probably, she thought. In the
screen, the image changed again, became a pair of lists showing the differences
between the Amsterdam Conventions and Evans-Tindale. In one corner of the
screen, amuch smaller talking head—mal e this time—babbled away, mouth moving
without sound.

“Look,” van Liesvelt said abruptly, “I’m heading over to Marco Polo’s. Carlie
called from there, he said he and Max were there already, and that Arabesque was on
her way. | was just going to call you and Trouble, | talked to Dewildah already—"

“Trouble’ s gone,” Cerise said again.
“Gone? What do you mean, gone?”’

“1 mean she’'s gone. She packed up her stuff and left, | don’t know where sheis.”
Cerise took another deep breath, fought back the baffled anger. “ Or why, exactly,
but | think | can guess. I’ [l meet you at Marco Polo’s. We can talk there.”

“You sure?’ van Liesvelt asked, and Cerise felt her eyesfill up with tears. Of all
their oddball group—a half-dozen or so crackers who had dared both the brainworm
and the risks of real-world contact—it was van Liesvelt, shambling, physically
graceless Butch, who' d done the most to take care of all of them.

“Yeah, I'msure. I'll seeyou at Marco Polo’s.”

She cut the connection before van Liesvelt could ask anything more. She set the
handset back on its hook, taking ridiculous care with the placement, waiting until the
tears were gone again before she turned her mind to business. She worked the
remote again, shutting down the mediawall, and grabbed her |eather coat off the
hook by the door before she could change her mind.

The wind had risen since the afternoon, curled in as she opened the door,
bringing the smell of the wet streets and driving a handful of tattered leaves around



her ankles. Cerise shivered, tucking her chin down into the coat’ s high collar, then
had to reach back to pull the door shut behind her. She jammed her hands into her
pockets, wishing she' d remembered gloves, and tore the lining again where she'd cut
the pocket for a borrowed gun. Thiswasn't a particularly bad part of town, no more
than most, and better than some, but there had been times when she needed agun’s
threat to balance the odds. Or to get them out of whatever Trouble had talked them
into. It hadn’t happened often—Trouble was generally reasonable, cautious—but
every now and then she’ d accept a challenge, even one that hadn’t been meant, and
they would al haveto live with the consequences. Like now.

Cerise shook the thought away, the memory of Trouble furious and confident,
facing down a pair of local boys with knives. She had downplayed it later, always
pointed out that the kids had been maybe thirteen, fourteen years old and obviously
trying their first mugging. But Cerise had never forgotten the crazy grin, the sheer,
black-hearted determination, and had been, herself, more than alittle afraid. She had
caught the look again four months ago, when Evans-Tindal e passed the first time,
and had done her best not to seeit. Trouble had said then that she was quitting, that
they couldn’t go on if the bill passed, and she had obviously meant it.

It was almost dark out now, and all the streetlights were on, swaying gently in the
cold wind. Cerise shrugged herself deeper into her heavy coat, stepping more
quickly across the moving shadows, heading for the nearest subway station at the
corner of EIm and Cass. Not that it was all that far to Marco Polo’s, lessthan a
dozen blocks, but it was cold, and dark already, and the secretary gangs, the
dollie-girls, tended to lurk on the fringes of New Century Square. As she came out
into the brighter light of the intersection, however, she saw the lines waiting beyond
the ticket booths, men and women huddled into drab, windproof coats, here and
there the brighter cloth of a student uniform, and she muttered a curse under her
breath. The system was backed up again—it had never been built to handle the
current loads—and she could easily walk to the Square before she even made it
down onto the platform. She lengthened her step, heading up Cass into the teeth of
thewind.

Once she had passed the intersection, with its bright lights and the low-standing
brick station, foot traffic thinned out. This was mostly small shops and offices, all of
which closed promptly at five to let their people get out of the city-center before full
dark, and the doors and ground-floor windows were barred, steel shutters or heavy
grills drawn tight over their vulnerabilities. Security lights showed like blue pinpoints
in the corners of afew windows, and there were metal mesh sleeves across the
swaying streetlights, casting webbed shadows over the pooled light. A few of the
lights were broken anyway, leaving patches of greater dark, and she crossed them
warily, wondering if she’' d been stupid after all. But she was aready past the bus
lines at Stadium Road—not that they were running, it wasn't a game night—and it
would take longer to walk back to the station than it would to keep going. She could
see the lights of the Square in the distance, the haze of gold neon bright at the end of
the street, the gold-and-red bars of the Camberwell Beer sign just visible between a
pair of buildings: only another four or five blocksto go, and she'd be in therelative



safety of the crowded Square. She kept walking, not hurrying, glad of her soft-soled
shoes and the dark coat that helped her pass unobserved, and reached the end of
Cass without encountering another pedestrian.

New Century Square was as busy as ever, lights glaring from the subway kiosk at
the center of the circle, more light, red and gold and green neon, flashing from the
signs and display boards that ringed the Square, and from the signs that glowed and
flickered over the myriad doorways. The gaudy lights helped to disguise buildings
that hadn’t been new eighty years ago, when the century turned and the Square had
been rechristened in hopes of attracting anew clientele for the new years. Maybe half
a dozen suits were standing outside the station, staring up at the news board and its
displays—currently a pretty dark-skinned actress showing teeth and tits and a new
shampoo. There were more suits inside the ticket booths, men and women alike
looking tired and irritable, and Cerise guessed that the system still wasn't running
properly. A handful of dollie-girls were hanging out under the awning outside the
discount store, watching the suits. The youngest looked twelve or so, the oldest
maybe sixteen, and each of them wore a parody of a corporate suit—the skirts too
short, dlit thigh-high, the jackets too tight and sexy, their faces layered with
clown-bright makeup. Their shoes, bright neon-satin pumps, had three-and four-inch
heels sheathed in steel, and there would be flip-knives and maybe a gun or two in the
sequinned handbags. They belonged to the secretarial so-called college over on
Market Street, Cerise knew, kids who had indentured themselves to the school and
Its placement service to get the implants, dollie-box and dollie-slot, that could
eventually win them a decent job with a corporation. They had found out too late,
they always found out too late, that they didn’t automatically get the training or the
bioware that would let them walk the nets, or even use the systemsto their full
capacity. It was no wonder they took to the streets to get alittle of their own back.
She had been one of them, eight years ago, before she'd figured out how to get into
the BBS and found the grey-market dealers there, and she gave them a wide berth,
knowing what they, what she, were capable of doing. She was aware of their stares
as she passed, the anger buried under the troweled-on color, and ignored it, knowing
better than to meet someone’' s eyes and trigger a confrontation. Trouble would have
laughed—if she was in one of her difficult moods, she would have said something,
anything, earned her name yet again. But then, Trouble had somehow never |earned
to lose. How she'd managed that, Cerise didn’t know, even after four years together
working the nets, and three years as lovers: she wasn’t corporate, and besides, the
corporations taught you early to lose to them. But she sure wasn't city-trash, either.

She heard the click of heels behind her, steel on stone, and then a second set of
footsteps, the same sharp amost musical clink not quite in synch with the first, and
did not turn. The wall of a store rose to her right, solid brick banded with neon: no
place to run, except into the street and the traffic, and that would mean losing
anyway. The skin between her shoulder bladestingled, an electric touch at the center
of her spine. She had played the game before, knew exactly what was happening,
and then she heard the voices, rising shrill to be certain she, and all the others, heard.

“—that hair.”



“Pull it out, girl.”

Cerise turned then, the fury rising in her, caught the dollie-girl by the lapel of her
too-tight jacket, swung her sideways into the brick of the wall. The girl staggered,
losing her balance on the high heels, and Cerise hauled her up bodily, using both
lapels this time, and slammed her back against the bricks, narrowing missing alight
tube. She caught a glimpse of the second girl, mouth open in shock, falling back a
step or two at the sheer craziness, and looked down at the girl in her hands. She
hung dazed, one button torn loose, her eyes unfocused and filled with reflex tears.
Cerise shook her, not caring that her head bounced off the bricks, felt her scrabble
without result for safer footing.

“You touch me,” Cerise said, “and I’'ll fucking kill you.”

She hadn’t spoken loudly, sounded calmer than she felt, but the girl heard, eyes
widening so that atear ran down her painted face, drawing along line of scarlet from
her mascara. Cerise lifted her, barely feeling the effort, and let her go again, saw her
dide gracelesdly to the bottom of the wall and sit for an instant, long legs sprawling,
before the other girl moved to help her up. Cerise turned her back on them, not
caring, daring them, even, to follow her. There was nothing, not even a catcall, last
defiance, and she felt the sharp sting of regret before the reaction set in.

She was till shaking alittle, adrenaline-anger and fear mixed, when she turned
down the narrow street that led to Marco Polo’ s and pushed open the door badged
with aneon cactus and pagodas, wincing as the twanging steel-string music hit her
like a blow. The downstairs room was filled with amix of suits and lower-level
tech-types and afair number of secretaries and temps of both sexes on the hustle.
Most of them were standing four-deep at the bar, bellowing indistinguishable orders
at the sweating bartenders, or crowded in groups of six or seven around the tiny
tables. A few, maybe a dozen or so, were already on the little dance floor, arms
linked across each others' shoulders, feet moving in approximate coordination. Twin
television monitors hung at the ends of the bar, and the news anchor beamed down
like a benevolent deity. His words were inaudible through the music and the shouted
conversations, but the logo beside his head was the familiar
computer-chip-and-gavel that had come to stand for Evans-Tindale. Cerise made a
face, seeing that, and began to work her way through the crowd toward the stairs
that led to the upper bar.

It was ajovia crowd, this early, everybody loose but not yet drunk enough to
think of trouble, and it wasn't difficult to get through the mob, no need to resort to
elbows or stepping on toes. She smiled mechanically at suits, and they edged smiling
away, letting her worm through the spaces. She fetched up at the foot of the stairsin
a sudden pocket of silence as the song ended, and stood there for a moment
catching her breath, looking back toward the monitors. The Evans-Tindale logo was
still in place, though the image behind it had changed: the screen was filled with
protesters, all waving placards that called for the U.S. to sign the Amsterdam
Conventions. The camera focused on one sign, carried by a black woman who
looked young and serious enough to be a student at areal college; it read, in bright



red letters, A: U.S. AND LIBERIA. Q: WHO HASN’T SIGNED? That wasn't quite
true, Cerise thought—she vaguely remembered that there were a couple of Asian
nations that hadn’t yet agreed to the Conventions—but it was close enough. At her
side, atallish suit, good-looking, broad bones and a not-too-neat mustache, shook
his head.

“l don't get it,” he said, to no onein particular. “What’ s the problem?’

Ceriselooked at him in disbelief, wanting to say something but not knowing
where to begin. Evans-Tindale was going to change everything, was going to destroy
the nets as they were, and offered nothing to replace them— A suited woman edged
up to the man, handed him one of the two beers she carried, holding them well away
from her body.

“Technics,” she said. “If they can’'t have their toys—"

The music started again, with awail of synthetic brass, drowning out her words.
Cerise shook herself—there was nothing you could say to some people, nothing that
would make any difference—and started up the stairs.

The upstairs room—it had never had another name, wasn’t even officially
reserved for a netwalker clientele, though the occasional suit or temp who wandered
in from downstairs usually left quickly enough—was much quieter, and she let the
heavy door thump shut again behind her with asigh of relief. There was no music
here, just the occasional murmur of voices and the overlapping noise of five or six
television monitors, each tuned to a different channel. Most of the little tables
scattered across the dimly lit room were occupied by netwalkers who sat alone or in
twos and threes, muttering together or with their eyes fixed on the monitors mounted
from the ceiling. She recognized some of the faces—Johnny Winchester, for one,
scrawny and greying, who had been on the nets since the invention of the dollie-dlot,
and was syscop, the on-line legal authority, for one of the official public spaces.
He' d been to D.C. four times to testify, supporting the Amsterdam Conventions,
had argued at the last that Evans-Tindale was better than nothing. | hope you're
satisfied, Cerise thought, and headed for the bar, giving his table a wide berth.

The bar itself was mechanical, which meant alimited selection of drinks, but
Marco didn’t have to pay afifth bartender. Cerise fed a couple of slips of citiscrip
Into the machine, and it whirred to itself for amoment before filling a plastic cup with
wine. In the dim light it looked more like water, and she sniffed it to be sure before
she turned away. There were afew other faces she knew, not many: netwalkers
didn't as arule congregate in the real world. It took something like thisto bring them
together, and even then most of them weren’t talking to each other, just sitting and
listening to the monitors. She recognized a pair of women from the Arts Round
Table, sitting together with a man she didn’t know. All three looked grim, and they
had their heads close together; as she made her way past the table, she saw that they
had a portable machine set up, and were staring avidly at its screen. Neither of the
women were on-line, and the man didn’t even seem to have a dollie-slot; what good
they thought they could do, she didn’t know. There was another familiar shape at a
table at the back of the room, arangy man, bearded and scowling, aflashing pinin



the shape of hisred-hand icon fastened to the lapel of his neat suit-jacket, and Cerise
looked hastily away. Bran-Boru, or whatever his real name was, had a reputation for
being chancy, and she had no desire to attract his attention.

Then at last she saw van Liesvelt, skinny and blonde and rumpled, even sitting
down taller than the others at the corner table. He lifted his hand in greeting,
beckoning her over; Cerise waved back, not trying to hide her relief, and came to
join them. The others were there, too: Carlie Held still in working whites under his
grubby jacket, Arabesgue slowly crumpling the fingers of a VR glove—the
old-fashioned virtual-redity interface, not good for anything but games and
blunt-instrument science anymore—into an ungainly fist, Max Helling with his partner
Jannick Aledort at his back, Aledort listening, not quite part of the group, while
Helling talked. Max was always talking, Cerise thought, and took the last chair, next
to Dewildah Mason, who looked up at her with awry smile and anod of greeting.

“So where' s your other half?’

“Trouble' s gone,” Cerise said, and to her horror heard her voice crack. She took
asip of thewine to cover it, swallowed wrong, and choked. Mason reached over to
pound her on the back, brown eyes wide with concern.

“That’ swhat you said,” van Liesvelt said.

Giving me time to pull myself together, Cerise thought, and nodded her thanks,
setting the wine down again.

“Yeah.” Her voice was still strained, and her throat hurt, but at |east she didn’t
sound as though she were going to cry.

“Evans-Tindale?’ Helling asked. He was athin, feral-looking man, alittle older
than the rest of them. He' d been on the net for years, had more business
connections in the shadows, knew more about buying or selling black-market
programs and data than any of the others. Cerise sometimes thought he only stayed
friends with them because they were all queer, and the old-style netwalkers still
didn’t approve of him, wouldn’t approve of him no matter how good he was
because of it. She suspected he' d taken the risk of the brain-worm for the same
reason: the old-style netwalkers wouldn't respect hiswork once he' d gotten it, but
then, they hadn’t ever respected him. The brainworm did give you an advantage on
the nets, let you use the full range of your senses, not just sight and sound, to
interpret the virtual world. The old-style netwalkers claimed to hold it in contempt,
said that it was a crutch, something for second-raters, but Cerise suspected, had
always suspected, that they were just afraid. The worm entailed risks: implantation
and direct-to-brain wiring was always tricky, could leave you a mental crippleif the
operation went wrong, and the oldsters had never quite been able to face that
possibility. The dollie-slots and the associated implants didn’t touch the brain, ran
along existing nerves—less of arisk, and more of a challenge to use, or so the
oldsters said.

“Trouble wouldn’t just run away,” Arabesgue said. She set the VR glove down
on the dented tabletop, curled her own hand over it, matching finger to finger. Her



skin was only alittle lighter than the black plastic, and both were like shadows in the
indirect light.

“She said she would,” Held said. He shook his head, laid his huge hands flat on
the tabletop. It was hard, seeing them, to believe that he was as good a cybermedic
as he actually was; harder still to believe that he was qualified to install and modify
brainworms. Or at least he was qualified in the EC, where he’ d trained: the worm
was fill illega here, and there wasn’t any chance of legalizing it now that
Evans-Tindale had passed. “ She said from the beginning she wasn't going to stick
around if Congress overrode the veto.” He shook his head, and pushed himself back
from the table. “ Anybody else want another drink?”’

Van Liesvelt shook his head, and Mason said, “Y eah, thanks, Carlie.” She held
out aglittering strip of foil, and Held took it, turned away toward the bar.

“That wasn’t all she was bitching about,” Arabesque said, and gave Cerise a hard
look. “Last time | talked to her, she said you two’' d had a disagreement over ajob.”

Cerise made aface. Thiswas the part she hadn’t wanted to think about, the part
she hadn’t wanted to remember: she' d been warned, and she’ d miscal culated badly.
“There’s anew corporate space, with new IC(E). | didn’t recognize the system, but
| thought we could crack it. Trouble doesn’t—didn’t agree. But it’ s interesting
IC(E).” She could almost see it, taste it, in memory, amassive cylinder of glass, light
spiraling slowly up its side, to drift down again in afaint haze, hiding the codes that
make up the real security. She had never seen IC(E) that tight before, could hardly
wait to try to crack it...

“What was the company?’ That was Aledort, leaning forward alittle further over
the back of his own chair and Helling' s shoulder.

“1 don’'t know yet,” Cerise answered. “1 told you, it’s a new space to me.”

“Better hold off awhile,” Helling said. “Y ou don’t know what’ s going to happen
under Evans-Tindale.”

Van Liesvelt nodded agreement, for once unsmiling. His mustache looked more
ragged than ever, as though he' d been chewing on it.

“1 can’t believe Trouble just left,” Mason said.
“Neither can |,” Arabesgue said, and Cerise glared at her.
“1 told you what happened. We' d been talking about the job—"

“Youcan't cal it ajob,” Helling objected. “If you don’t know who made the
IC(E) or what’s behind it, it'snot ajob.”

Ceriseignored him. “And she said she wasn't going to do it, it was crazy with the
second vote coming up. She said if Evans-Tindale passed, if they overrode the veto,
she wasn't going to stay on the nets. And when | came home this afternoon, she was
gone, and al her equipment with her.”

“Jesus,” van Liesvelt said.
“| called about three,” Held said, reappearing with two glasses. He handed one to



Mason, along with a couple of plastic Slugs, and reseated himself next to van
Liesvelt. “So | guess she was gone then. I'd just got out of surgery, heard from a
guy in the waiting room.” He shook his head. “Man, | couldn’t believeit. They
won't sign the Conventions, and then they turn around and pass this shit.”

“1 was on my way back from campus,” Mason said unexpectedly. She had been
astudent at areal college, still held an extension card from the university. “1 was
waiting for the commuter train, there must’ ve been twenty of us, and this guy—I
hardly know him, his name's Bill something, or maybe Paul. Anyway, he comes up
to me and says, ‘ You're on the nets, right? Did you hear they overrode the veto?
And | looked at him—I still can’'t believe | did this—and | said, ‘Y ou got to be
kidding. That can’t be right, you must’ve got it wrong.” And he says, ‘No, they’ve
got the monitors on in the pizza place’ —there' s a pizza place right next to the train
station—*and they broke into the soaps to make the announce-merit.” So | went
over there, and sure enough, the monitor’ s on, and the screen’ s showing the vote
count. And | just stood there. | thought for a minute he' d gotten the story backward,
that we' d won, because the numbers were so high for Evans-Tindale, but he hadn’t.
They’d overridden it, no question. No appeal, no nothing. | damn near didn’t bother
getting on the train.”

“1 was on the net,” Helling said. “1—" He stopped, glancing over his shoulder at
Aledort, who was scowling, and began again. “I’d just drifted back into the BBS,
riding the stream, and | thought—I don’t know what | thought. It felt like an
earthquake, everybody trying to log on or off or to do something, all at once. |
mean, the ground shook.” He waved his hands in the air, miming the motion.
“Literaly. | couldn’t keep my balance for aminute. And then everybody starting
talking, shouting, and | ran for the nearest node and got the hell off the system.” He
shook hishead. “It’s till crazy out there. | got back on before | came over here. |
thought maybe somebody would be talking sense out there, but it’ sinsane. Half the
old spaces are shut down, the BBS is clogged solid with traffic, there’s new IC(E) in
half the corporate spots | looked at. It’sjust crazy.”

“Miss Kitty shut down the saloon,” Cerise said. “And left some very nasty |C(E)
behind her.” She didn’t need to add any moreto it: they all knew MissKitty, did
business with her, and knew Cerise aswell.

“Well, shewasin areally bad position,” Helling said. “Under the new laws, my
God, everything she traded in was felony materia.”

“Wonderful,” van Liesvelt said. “| have to admit, Trouble s got a point. It’s not
exactly going to be safe, staying in the shadows.”

“Only if you're not careful,” Cerise said.

Arabesgue nodded. “Y eah. It changes how we do business, ups the risks and the
stakes. My God, you know what we can charge now?”’

“Yeah, and end up like Terrel,” Mason muttered. “ Serving five-to-ten for a
so-called armed robbery—you just better be very careful what you carry in your
toolkit now.”



There was alittle silence, and then van Liesvelt said, “| was over on the Euronets
when the news came through. I’ d just told a couple of old friends there was no way
the override would happen. It took me twenty minutes, reatime, to work my way
back to home node. | thought I’d have to hit the safety before | found away through
the traffic.”

Cerise whistled under her breath. Twenty minutesin realtime, not the subjective
time of the nets, was ridiculously long. Usually one could make one' s way from one
side of the nets to the other—traveling twice around the world in the process—in
that time.

“What in the world,” Mason said, “are we going to do now?”

“Do?" Arabesgue fixed her with an angry stare. “ Pretty much what we' ve aways
done, that’ s what we' re going to do. Cracking was always illegal, don’t kid yourself,
"Wildah. We'll just have to be more careful—and that’s all.”

“1 don’'t know,” Held said. “I think it’ s different.” He shook his head. “Very
different.”

Van Liesvelt nodded in morose agreement, and wiped beer out of his mustache.
“1 was wondering about Europe, heading there, | mean.”

“The real business—most of the real targets, real data, data worth money—is still
inU.S. jurisdiction,” Helling said. “Or can claim it is. And they’ ve explicitly
overruled appealing to Amsterdam Conventions. It'sin the law.”

“Fuck,” van Liesvelt muttered, and took another swallow of his beer.
Cerise said, “I’'m with Arabesgue. We got to stick with it. What else can we do?’
“Go straight?’ Helling murmured, with acurl of hislip.

Held laughed without humor, and Arabesque shook her head. Van Liesvelt said,
“Not likely.”

Cerise allowed herself a sour smile, acknowledging the pun—the one thing they all
had in common, besides the brainworm, was being gay—but it faded quickly. Going
straight, moving out of the shadows into the bright lights of the legal world, the legal
nets, would be difficult: they, none of them, had the corporate connections to
become the sort of consultant that would let them go on paying their bills, and none
of the other jobs that were open to freelancers were particularly challenging, or
particularly well-paid. And corporate employment... Unconsciously her mouth
twisted again as she tried to imagine hersdlf, any of them, fitting into the polite,
restrained world of the corporations. If any of them had been suited to the corporate
life, he or she would already be part of it. The perks of a corporate job were too
good, despite the risk of layoffs, to be passed up lightly.

The noise from the monitors changed, flared briefly, and then settled to asingle
voice. Cerise turned in surprise to see that the three monitorsin her line of sight were
now tuned to the same channel—so were they all, from the way Jerry Singlar’ s voice
coalesced out of the hubbub. Singlar was one of her |east favorite anchors, an
ex-cracker gone to the bright lights with a vengeance, a man who pretended to know



and love the nets even as he proved he didn’t understand anything about them. She
made a face, but did not look away. The others were looking at the monitors, too,
not just at their table but all across the room, and the talk faded quickly, leaving only
Singlar’ s voice crackling out of the half-dozen speakers.

“—commentary. The override of the presidential veto of Evans-Tindale has
brought consternation to the nets, a result not unexpected among those of us who
have walked the nets for the past decade. Despite attempts at self-policing, the nets
have long been alawless place, a haven for acrimina minority aswell asfor the
law-abiding majority. This situation has become impossible to tolerate, asthe
depredations of the so-called crackers, descendants of the criminal hackers of the
twentieth century, have become the center of a criminal economy that rivals the
Mafiain scope and enterprise.”

Arabesque made arude noise, half laughter, half spitting, and Mason waved her to
silence. Helling muttered something under his breath that sounded like, “1 wish,” and
Aledort laid ahand on his shoulder.

“This economy, which thrived only by the absence of law, has spawned a number
of subcultures, all dangerous in their own right. But the most dangerous of these, the
one that has caused the most talk and the one that the Evans-Tindale will do most to
control, isthat of the brainworm. These untested and potentially deadly
implants—far more dangerous than the common dollie-slots, because the brainworm
requires placing hardware in the brain itself—have contributed to the spread of the
cracker culture by giving these hard-line criminals access to a new technology that is
unbeatable by people equipped with only ordinary, and legal, implants.”

“Oh, bullsnit,” Cerise said.

Held said, in the voice of aman making an old, and losing, argument, “The
brainworm islegal in Europe, and there' s no more cracking from the Euronets. And
people don’t die from installation there, either.”

“It figures,” Arabesgue said, with suppressed fury, “it just figuresthey’d try to
blame the worm.”

“It' seader than writing intelligent laws,” Helling said.

“They have laws that make sense,” van Liesvelt said. “ All they had to do was sign
the Amsterdam Conventions...”

“Oh, shut up.” That was Johnny Winchester, weaving to his feet at the center of
the room. He stumbled dlightly, nearly overturning his table and tipping his beer so
that it lopped over the edge of the glassto form a slowly spreading puddle on the
tabletop. “Jerry’ sright, if you people hadn’t brought in the worm, gone cracking
with it, none of this would’ ve happened.”

“Bullshit,” Cerise said again.

Arabesque said, “ Dream on. They’ ve been looking for an excuse to crack down
for ahundred years.”

“Yeah, and you people gave it to them.” Winchester stared accusingly at them.



Behind him, the spilled beer began to drip off the edge of histable.
“Fucking wireheads,” someone else said, from the darkness behind him.

“Hey, people,” Held said, voice dropping into his best street-doc register. “This
hurts al of us.”

“And there are plenty of people cracking without the worm,” van Liesvelt said,
not quite quietly enough.

There was an ambiguous murmur from the rest of the room, not agreement, not
rgjection, an undirected anger that made the back of Cerise’s neck prickle with
sudden fear. She had heard that note before, on the streets when she was fifteen,
running with the gangs, the sound of a group looking for a scapegoat; she had never
thought to hear it here, among the people of the net, and never directed at herself.
She looked around the room as though for the first time, seeing the mgjority of pale
faces, male faces, sitting for the most part alone or in twos and threes: nothing like
her own group, none of the easy realworld friendship. She had never before seen so
many of the others together off-line.

She looked back at the others, and saw Aledort leaning back alittle, eyes
narrowed. He had heard the same thing she had, and Aledort usually went armed.

Helling said, “Nobody’ s going to wipe out cracking anyway. The multinationals
pay too damn well.”

He had said the right thing, Cerise realized. There was a little ripple of scornful
laughter, and, underneath it, the release of tension like a sigh. She took a deep breath,
reached for her wine, and took along drink without really tasting it. In the
background, Singlar droned on, his voice aternately reproving and paternal by turns,
but she determinedly ignored it, concentrating on the wine. She set the glass carefully
back in its wet circle, wondering what she was going to do. Whatever else
Evans-Tindale had done, it had broken the old community of the net, divided the
old-style crackers, the ones who relied on the dollie-boxes, from the ones who used
the brainworm—and was that the intention? she wondered suddenly. It would be
more subtle than she would have expected from people who didn’t know the
net—and conspiracy theories are usually wrong, she told herself sternly. The only
certainty isthat the nets have changed irrevocably. And Troubleis gone, my life
changed with that as much as with the new law. The only question is, what to do
now.

She took another deep breath, still looking at the glass of winein itswet circle.
Singlar’ s voice rumbled on behind her, but she didn’t turn to look again at the
monitors.

“—establish a new enforcement agency—something like the Texas Rangers, if
you will, bringing law to the virtua frontier—"

Arabesgue was right about one thing, though: it was going to be alot harder to
make aliving cracking without ending up in ared jail. She would need new
equipment, top-of-the-line machines to replace the old systems she and Trouble had
owned, maybe new bioware to bring her brainworm up to speed, and that meant a



trip to Seahaven—the real one, she amended, with an inward smile, not the virtua
town that went by the same name. The seacoast town was the East Coast’ s greatest
source for black- and grey-market netware, hard and soft alike. But it was
correspondingly expensive: she would haveto crack that IC(E), the IC(E) Trouble
had refused to face with her. Anything with that big afence around it had to be
valuable, and there would be a grace period before Treasury got itself together. She
could take what she needed, sdll it, and be on the road to Seahaven, the real
Seahaven, before anyone knew what had happened. And it would serve Trouble
right, prove she’ d been wrong to leave—

“Cerise?’ Van Liesvelt was leaning forward dightly, both elbows on the tilting
tabletop.

“Hey, careful,” Held said, and Arabesque pressed down on her side of the table,
steadying it.
“You al right, Cerise?’ van Liesvelt asked.

Cerise nodded. “Yeah, I'm all right,” she said, and thought she meant it. She
smiled, calculating the effect. “I’ll be going to Seahaven. After I’ve done
some—work.”

Helling said, “That was serious | C(E), Trouble said. And you don’t know what’s
behind it.”

“If there' sthat much IC(E),” Cerise said, “it hasto be worth something. And |
want to do some shopping.”

“Your credit’s good with me,” Held said. He had done her other implants, from
the original dollie-slot and box to the brainworm. Cerise nodded her thanks.

“1 appreciateit, Carlie, but | don’t take charity.” She looked around the table.
“Anyone interested in coming in on thiswith me?’

Mason shook her head. “I’m—I think I'm going to lie low for awhile,” she said,
and Cerise was suddenly certain that was not what the other woman had meant to

say.

“You're quitting,” Arabesque said, the words an accusation, and Mason glared at
her.

“1 don’t know yet, but I’'m damn sure it’ s the smart thing to do.”
“Butch?’ Cerise said.

Van Liesvelt looked down at his beer. “1 think Dewildah’sright. I'm going to lie
low, see how things shape up before | take on anything else.”

Cerise nodded. “ Arabesque?’

The other woman hesitated, made aface. “I know the job you mean, and I’m not
taking on that IC(E) with what | got right now. Y ou wait a month, let me get my new
bioware tuned in, and I’'ll go in with you.”

“I"'m not waiting,” Cerise said flatly. If | wait, she thought, if | wait, Trouble may



come back and try to talk me out of it again—or worse still, maybe she won’t come
back, and I'll be left truly on my own. She shook the thought away. “Max, you
interested?’

“I’ve plenty of work of my own, thanks,” Helling answered.
“Fine.”
Held said again, “Cerise, | do give credit—"

“And | don’t take charity.” Cerise shook her head, shaking away temptation.
“Thanks, Carlie, but | can’'t.” | don’'t care what Trouble says, what any of them say,
she thought. I’m not going to let things change.

TROUBLE

Chapter Two
\ &K AN

TROU BLE’SON THE nets tonight, riding the high data like a cowboy, the

plains of light stark around her. The data flows and writhes like grass in the
virtual wind, and she glides along the shifts and shadows, a shadow her self
against their virtual sun. At the starpoint node, she slides from that high plane
into a datastream like a canyon, falls suddenly into shadow, its warning cool
along her skin.

IC(E) risesto either side, prohibiting the nodes, great heaps and coils of it like
glittering wire, and the old urge returns. She studiesit, and knows that she has
keys in her toolbox that will unlock them all, fingertips tingling with the memory of
their touch smooth as silk. She can almost taste what lies behind that barrier, files
and codes turned to candy-color shapes good enough to eat, and remembers the
sweet-sour tang, the glorious greed of gorging on the good bits, sorting themin an
eye-blink by taste and smell, faster and more sure than anyone else in the
business. She lifts her hand, the icon shimmering into existence, familiar routine
half-invoked, but makes herself turn away. The IC(E) glitters behind her, lights
trembling as though something behind it laughed, and she thinks she hears the
whisper of a giggle.

The same sensation touches her like a finger of flame, a taunt literally stinging
like electricity, but she has learned long since to ignore that cleverest of lures. She
|leaves the way she came, sliding oblique along a trail of untouched data, slick
beneath her feet like a film of ice, and glances back to see the net healing itself
behind her, closing to leave no trace she's ever been there. This night’s city flows
beneath her, data streams like rivers of cars, and she walks the nets down again,
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merging with the data until it pools and slows and feeds out into the great delta of
the BBS. Here are all the temptations of the world, spread out in the broad
meander s and the bottoml ess swamps, where slow transfer is common and the
sheer volume hides a multitude of sins. The air around her thickens as the
brainworm reads the data as sensation, and she flings back her head, smelling
spice and oil and a bitter tang like vinegar, carried on a virtual breeze that wraps
itself around her illusory body. She pauses—not lost; sheis never lost, not here,
where the brainworm does its best and a lesser netwalker could drown in the sheer
overload of sensation—but savoring the taste and scent of rich and unprotected
data, the salt ebb and flow of freedom. And then the reminder sounds, Cinderella
chimes at the back of her mind. She finds a quiet current, a soft and transient
node, and letsit carry her home.

Theflat dull light of the basement workspace was blinding after the glittering
contrast of the nets, and it was cold. She blinked twice, the lines of this night’s city
still ghosting across her vision, reflections of the net covering the real world, and
reached for the cord plugged into the dollie-slot behind her ear. She popped it free,
feeling the dull snap as the connection was fully broken, and her screen lit, displaying
arecord of the evening' s ramble as a series of node connections and transfers. Her
private accounting program was running alongside, erasing and diffusing those
connections, and the notations vanished one by one as the program progressed.
Everything was as it should be, and she stretched and went to the high window,
peering up at the dark glass. It ran with rain, and the lines of the net across her sight
crossed and recrossed the running water. She stared at them for along moment, held
by an illusion of meaning, the deceptive gnosis of the nets, where every shape held a
dozen contrary secrets. But off the nets, the images were random, and to demand
more was a step toward lunacy. She shook herself, and turned away.

There was no point in turning up the heat, not when she would be going upstairs
almost at once. She shivered, touched keys to trigger the program that would erase
all traces of this night’ s wanderings. She should know better— she was legit now, a
syscop, even, and syscops didn’t need to walk the nets under fal se pretenses—but
the wires woven directly into her cortex made every excursion onto the nets an
adventure, and she had never been able to resist that challenge. The only trouble was
that the brainworm was absolutely illegal here—had been since Evans-Tindale
passed three years ago—and particularly for a syscop, but the net was nothing but
colored lights without it. She grinned to herself, watching the screen flash from grey
to white, icons flickering past— THREE PASSES COMPLETE, DATA
DESTROYED,

ATTEMPT RECOVERY: YESNO?—and touched Y ES. Despite Treasury
propaganda, the wire wasn’t addictive—she was living proof of it, had lived two
years with her implants disabled, until she couldn’t stand the boredom any
longer—but it was hard to go back to the sight-only, black-and-neon-glitter world
when you'd had it all. The screen changed again, displayed an empty box: the trash
program had finished its work. She set her toggles, putting the gateway to sleep,
loosed her best watchdog into the household net, then, stretching again, started up



the stairs toward her apartment.

It was later than she had realized, well into the new morning. Even Ned Paiso’'s
workshop was dark, and the security lights blazed over the co-op’s empty central
courtyard, a haze of raindropsfilling the cones of light. A smaller security field set
blue haze around the well-filled bike rack: it wasn't akilling field, wasn't even
attached to a call box, but everyone hoped it would deter the casual thieves. She
paused in her tiny kitchen, staring absently out the window, but decided she didn’t
really want anything. She had eaten her fill already, at dinner, and then on the nets.
She turned away, feeling the lack of dleep finally dragging at her bones, and started
toward the stairs that led to her bedroom.

The noise came from her tiny porch, arough, breathless noise like a snarl. She
froze, her eyesracing to the alarm system’ s display beside the kitchen window.
Nothing but green lights, but all that meant was that an intruder was good enough to
bypass the system. The sound came again, more loudly. More like an animal, she
thought—a raccoon, maybe? They came into the compound sometimes, looking for
food or shelter in the one still-empty condo. The thought was reassuring, and she
moved quietly toward the short flight of stairsthat led down into the little living
room. She did not turn on the lights—now that her eyes had adjusted to the
darkness, she would be able to see whatever was out there quite clearly—but she
reached for the poker that hung from the woodstove she never used. She lifted it
cautiously, not wanting to make a noise and alarm whatever it was, and edged
toward the diding door. Rikki the metalworker had made them all shutters two years
ago, when he couldn’t figure out any other way to pay his co-op fees, and for the
first time she was grateful for them. Very carefully, she reached for the first vertica
dat, and jumped as the sound came yet again. It sounded like a drunk’ s snoring—if
it was araccoon, she thought, it wasn't long for this world. She twisted the dlat, and
it gave alittle, asit was designed to do, giving her atiny window onto her back
porch.

A man was deeping there, curled into aball on a battered chaise that he had
dragged into the uncertain shelter of the trellis, a quilted jacket drawn tight around his
burly body. Even in the half-light he looked dirty, and more than alittleill. She
blinked, unable to believe what she was seeing—I thought he was long gone, gone
back to Europe, or dead— then reached for the box that controlled the window. She
touched the sequence that sprung the locks and lit a single light above the door, then
shoved curtain and door aside and stepped out into the rain. The man’s eyes opened
dowly, and then he seemed to recognize the lights and rolled painfully into asitting
position.

“What the fuck are you doing here, Butch?’ the woman asked, and the man gave
her the old familiar goofy grin. He hadn’t shaved in long enough that the mustache
was beginning to lose definition in ageneral waste of stubble.

“Hello, Trouble,” he said.

“Jesus Christ,” Trouble said, and bit off the rest of it. Y ou look terrible, she
would have said, and she really didn’t want to know. “Come on inside before you



freeze to death. How long have you been here?’

Van Liesvelt shambled to hisfeet, still hugging the jacket tight to him, and she
could see where the rain had |eft darker patches across his shoulders. He looked
sideways, till grinning alittle, and she gave asigh of relief: at least he hadn’t had to
sl hisimplants.

“Oh, an hour or three,” he said. “I didn’t want to wake everyone.”

He had lost most of the accent, Trouble thought, sounded more like a Kiwi or
something, which was probably just as well. White Africans hadn’t been popul ar
folks for some decades, and queer white Africans were even worse. She shook the
thought away as an irrelevance born of her own fatigue, and stood asideto let himin
through the diding door. “But what are you doing here?’ she said again, and a
thought struck her. “How the hell did you find me?’

“Y ou told me your name, your realname, one time back in Crystal City. |
remembered it, and then | got lucky. You're on the rolls as the local syscop, you
know.”

“It’ s not that uncommon aname,” Trouble saild—the year she was born, every
third child had been named India, after the U.N. Festival—and van Liesvelt nodded.

“That’swhy | waited on the porch. | didn’t want to wake you, if it wasn't you.”
Trouble nodded, appeased. “I’m not in the business anymore, Butch.”

Van Liesvelt nodded back. His jacket was beginning to give off aonce-familiar
smell, cigarettes and musky aftershave and uncleaned wool in heady combination. “|
remember. Whatever happened to Cerise, anyway?’ He looked around as though he
expected the other woman to materialize out of the shadows, and Trouble grimaced
at the memory.

“We haven't been back in touch,” she said, and made her tone awarning not to
pry.

“Oh.” Van Liesvelt would clearly have liked to ask further questions, and Trouble
cutin firmly.

“Give me your coat, you're dripping on the carpet. Y ou want a drink?’

“Thanks,” van Liesvelt said, shrugging himself out of the wet fabric. Hewasabig
man, the kind of blond who went red in the summer, and he carried alittle more
weight than he had the last time Trouble had seen him—a modest roll of flab hanging
over the waistband of hisjeans. That, at least, was reassuring; maybe the rest was
just fatigue and bad habits and falling asleep in the rain, she thought, and went back
up the stairs into the kitchen. Whatever else he was or had been, he had been a good
friend on and, less commonly, off the nets; she owed him at least this much
attention. She hung the coat over a chair so that it could drip on the tiling, then
flicked the heating switch to maximum and poured two thick tumblers of neat vodka.
Unless he' d changed his style, van Liesvelt would rather drink that than the wine that
was the only other choice. She came back down into the little living room, carrying
the bottle as well as the glasses, and was not surprised when van Liesvelt finished his



drink in asingle gulp. He held out the glass again and shefilled it, saying, “What’s it
all about, Butch?’

“You'reintrouble,” van Liesvelt said, and seemed to find it funny. Trouble eyed
him without amusement, and was meanly pleased when he did a doubl e take, looking
hard at his glass. “What the hell’ s the flavor?’

“Coriander.”
“Jesus.”

Therewas alittle silence, and van Liesvelt looked away from her, staring at the
faded carpet as though there was a message encoded in its dull patterns. Trouble
said, “Sowhy am | in trouble?’

Van Liesvelt sighed, put the glass down with the second drink barely tasted. “If |
have much more, | will be drunk.” He turned back to face her, grey eyes gone
suddenly more serious than she had ever seen them. “Y ou sure you went legit,
Trouble?‘ Cause I’ ve seen some work on the nets that’sreal dlick, in your style, and
goes under your name. Treasury is getting pissy about it.”

Trouble shook her head. “I’m clean. I’ ve been clean for, what, just about three
years now.”

“Somebody who calls themself Trouble has been hacking the industrials,” van
Liesvelt said. “And they’re on the wire.”

“Ah.” Troubletook asip of her own vodka, the alcohol stinging her lips. That
moved the stranger out of the hordes of crackers who infested the nets and into an
elite group, the far smaller number of netwalkers, legitimate and not, who had had a
brainworm installed. She and Cerise had been part of that, once... She put that
memory aside, looked back at van Liesvelt.

“And, on top of all that,” van Liesvelt said, “they’ re bragging about it.”
“I never did that—"

“And that’ s got everyone's attention,” van Liesvelt went on, as though she hadn’t
spoken. “It’s not so much what they go away with—as best | can hear, it wasn't
much—as that they made some big-time security look like shit, and the
powers-that-be are pushing for Treasury to make an example of someone. Trouble,
for preference.”

“Fucking idiots,” Trouble said, and wasn't sure herself whether she meant the
Treasury’s network cops or the boasting cracker who' d stolen her name. It had
always been stupid to boast about a completed job, was suicidal now; the smart
operators did what they were paid for and kept their mouths shut, and that silence
brought them more customers in the long run. The trouble was, half theillegal
operators still thought Treasury was a bunch of network-nellie fools who got lost
every time they left the corporate systems. She had never made that mistake, and she
was startled to realize how angry it made her to have her name linked to that
particular behavior.



“There’'samajor sweep on,” van Liesvelt continued, “ID checks, body scans,
toolkit search, pattern matching—the works and then some. The warning went up on
all the boards for anyone ever connected with Trouble to lie low, but | figured, since
I’d heard you went legal, you might not get the message. And, of course, | didn’t
darerisk the mail.”

“You figured right,” Trouble said. It had been months— maybe as much asa
year—since she had last logged on to any of the temporary BBS, the pirate bulletin
boards where most of the virtual economy functioned and theillegal and quasi-legal
jobs were traded. She had kept alow profile, not even lurking, her presence dimmed
until she could barely fed the virtual winds, barely taste the data, relying purely on
the visual images rather than the brainworm’ s trandation. She frowned, adding up
the points where her new identity intersected with the old. There were more of them
than she liked, and she could feel her frown deepen. “How’ s the check being run?”’

“On-line, mostly,” van Liesvelt answered. “ But there are some off-line checks as
well, following up on this new Troubl€e' s contacts.”

| wonder if any of them are being made up this way? Trouble thought. She put
that aside, something to deal with in the morning when she could ask afew discreet
guestions of the sheriff’s computer flunky, and said, “ Thanks, Butch. | appreciate
thewarning.”

Van Liesvelt shrugged, reached for hisglass again. “Y ou're family. All us queers
have to stick together.”

Trouble smiled. “How’ d you get up here? Y ou need parking, or transport home
tomorrow?”’

“1 left my bike in the woods,” he answered, and waved vaguely toward the stand
of trees that stood invisible beyond the metal shutters. I figured nobody would
want it bad enough to chop down awhole tree for it.”

Trouble felt the laugh catch in her throat. Van Liesvelt had come up from the city
on his ancient motorbike, almost an antique already, three hundred milesin therain,
to warn her that someone was using her name, and that she might catch some fallout
from it. She touched his shoulder gently, and he looked up in surprise. “ Thanks,”
she said again, softly, and van Liesvelt shrugged, looked embarrassed and pleased
all at once.

“Likel said, we got to stick together.”

There was achair that folded out into a narrow mattress in the oversized closet
that passed for a second bedroom. Trouble found sheets and a blanket, and pulled
the second quilt and the extra pillow from her own bed to make up a serviceable
extra bed. Van Liesvelt protested, but only for form'’s sake, and she left him to strip
and went on into her own room. She undressed slowly, her mind still busy with van
Liesvelt’swarning. It had been three years since she'd... retired. It had seemed the
thing to do at the time: corporate security had been getting better, as were the various
law enforcement groups—Treasury, Interpol, ECCI, ko-cops and all the
rest—assigned to watch the nets, and then Congress had rejected the Amsterdam



Conventions in favor of Evans-Tindale, making convictions possible and even
commonplace. Even before Evans-Tindale, things had been going badly. She could
still remember the shock, the taste of it, bitter fear, when she'd heard that Terrel was
actually going to jail on an armed robbery charge, just asif the icebreaker in his kit
had been agun... Cerise had said that it was stupid to panic, that blind drunk they
were better than Terrel was at his best, but Trouble had been certain then that things
had changed. Eight months later, Evans-Tindale had passed, and she had been out
of the business for good, and on her way to reestablishing her original identity,
aone.

She sighed, and crawled into bed, waving her hand through the signal beam to cut
the lights. She could hear the rain, louder now, here under the roof, and, as her eyes
adjusted to the darkness, her furniture became familiar shadows. The courtyard
lights cast afaint pattern on the far wall, even through the curtains. | don’t want to
leave, she thought, | like it here. The co-op had been a safe harbor, a quiet, easy
refuge—dull, but there had been something comforting about the very predictability
of the routine. Maintaining the local net, shepherding the co-op’ s business through
the nets: it was easy, and she would regret losing it. She made aface in the dark,
annoyed with herself, turned noisily onto her side so that she was looking at the
blank wall. If | wasreally that contented here, | wouldn’t’ ve turned the brainworm
back on—wouldn’t’ ve been out on the net tonight. So where does that |eave me?

She had been careful when she retired, had taken seven months to reestablish
herself, her new/old identity, before she’ d gone back onto the nets, and by that time
she' d created jobs to explain the time she' d been invisible. The documentation for
those jobs was the weakest link, of course—some of it was outright forgery, like the
six months she’ d supposedly spent waiting tables in Seahaven, and all of it
depended on “employers’ being unable to remember their minimum-wage help
clearly enough to notice that she' d bought someone else’ s workcard. Still, an early
adulthood spent hopping from one low-pay, no-status job to another wasn't
particularly uncommon, especially for artists, and the story that she'd told the co-op
when she applied to run their networks for them was not inherently implausible. Kids
dropped out of school al the timeto try to make it in the arts, and found out too late
that their talents didn’t lie in that direction at all. When the Treasury cops showed
up—if, she amended, without conviction—she would just have to hope that the
story held up. It had held up when the local sheriff’ s office had run the security
check that cleared her to receive a syscop’s license. But the sheriff’ s office doesn’t
exactly check things out as carefully as Treasury will, avoice whispered in her
mind. Sheignored it, and disciplined herself to sleep.

She woke in the chill light of dawn to hear someone tapping on the doorframe.
She sat up, blinking, to see van Liesvelt peering in a her.

“1 got to be going,” he whispered, and Trouble shook herself fully awake.
“Why? Y ou’'re welcome to stay for breakfast, have some coffee, at least...”

She had spoken in her normal voice—there was no one around to hear—and to
her relief van Liesvelt did the same. “No, thanks anyway. | have to be back in the



city by noon.”
“So you could leave at seven,” Trouble began, and van Liesvelt shook his head.

“There's some people I’ ve got to seefirst. And | want to be out of sight of here
before full light, anyway.”

That was a kindness, and Trouble was briefly ashamed of her own relief. “If
you're sure,” she said, and threw back the covers. “I’ll let you out.”

She padded down the stairs behind him, shivering alittle in the thin T-shirt,
unlocked the back door, and then fiddled the security system to let him past the main
perimeter sensors. Van Liesvelt walked away across the damp grass toward the
stand of trees where he' d left his motorcycle, his disreputable jacket flapping loose
around him. He turned back once, lifting his hand in casual farewell, and then
disappeared back into the shadows of the trees. Trouble waited until she was certain
he' d had time enough to pass the perimeter, counted off five more minutes by the
kitchen dock, then reset the security system and went back to bed.

She woke again at nine, feeling somewhat more in control of things, and showered
herself completely awake. She dressed, and headed across the compound to the
community hall where the news-service machine was kept. It was a cool morning
even in the sun, and the maples outside the compound were aready showing afew
yellow and flame-red |eaves among the general green, bright contrast against the vivid
blue of the sky. The rain had |eft the air unexpectedly clear, and she could hear the
hum of traffic on the feeder fly-way that ran less than two kilometers from the
compound.

Inside the residents’ entrance, the community hall was as disorderly as ever, the
walls papered with notices and children’s art, but quiet: most of the other inhabitants
were aready at work or school. Trouble went down the long corridor and out into
the main room, bright with the sunlight that streamed in through the skylights. The
glass was set on clear today, and the plain wooden chairs and benches in the public
lobby seemed to glow in the warm light. The dining room was closed, of course, but
the coffee machine was still active. She punched her codes into the news-service
dispenser, and poured herself a cup of coffee while the machine whirred to itself and
finally spat half a dozen closely printed sheets. She collected the thin papers,
squinting at the print— the machine' s ribbon needed changing, and she made a
mental note to take care of that |ater—and nearly ran into Oba Alvarez, one of the
co-op’ s half-dozen potters and a member of the management committee. He smiled
at her, rather vaguely, and headed on into the management office.

Trouble shook her head, nearly spilling her coffee, and started back toward her
condo. Dory Gustafson, busy draping a photoprint stand with alength of treated
cloth, looked up long enough to call agreeting, but did not pause in her work.
Trouble waved the papers at her. The co-op still seemed vaguely unreal to her,
especially after her daysin the city. She knew better than to be nostalgic for the
dangers, the hovering fear, the adrenaline edge that the chance of random violence
gave to the ssimplest things, but she still had trouble quite believing in the co-op’s
basic—niceness. It was easier when they were having trouble with the zoning



boards, or the bills, or fighting about a new member’ s work: she could deal with all
of that almost better than she could cope with the good times.

She shook her head again, unlocking the condo’ s door, and went into the kitchen.
She still had the monthly accounting to prepare for the sheriff’ s office—not a
particularly pleasant task at the best of times, and doubly not after van Liesvelt’s
news. Part of her obligation as the co-op’s syscop was to keep alog of local net
usage, and to watch out for any attempts either to crack her system or, more likely,
to use it as a springboard to other, richer nodes. It was a painstaking job at the best
of times, and usually involved hunting down two or three individual members to see
if they remembered doing certain jobs. Thistime, though... thistime, she would
have to check her own records very carefully, and maybe do some judicious editing
before she turned them over to the sheriff. She made aface, put the rest of her
coffee in the microwave for later, and started down the stairs to her workspace.

The big display board flickered to life at her touch, showing only normal activity,
familiar iconage. A CADset was up and running, Natalie Dreyer was on one of her
Interminable excursions to the university libraries, and someone—Rikki,
probably—was running the story-scul pture program that took almost as much space
as the graphics programs. Her routine checks were al in place, watchdogs lurking
dormant: nothing new there. If anything changed, if anyone tried anything out of the
ordinary, her watchdogs would notice and aert her.

She made a face, impatient with herself, and spun her chair to face the board,
dlipping the cord into place. Instantly the world hazed around her, sparks and
shadow overwriting her vision, the ghost of new and unrelated sensations tingling
along her nerves. She ignored the feelings, reached for her keyboard, and typed the
sequence that changed its mode from standard to the specialized format that allowed
her to control the brainworm’ s settings. She hit a second sequence, and then her
private code, the password that gave her accessto the internal account. An instant
later alight flared, and a new window popped into existence, displaying the
brain-worm’ s virtual controls. She sighed—it was much more fun working fully
wired, but the brainworm inevitably |eaked some feedback into the system; a good
syscop could tell whether or not another netwalker was on the wire—and moved the
virtual leversto damp down the input. The tingling faded, and the lights that floated
between her and the screen dimmed dlightly, until she was looking at adisplay that
was almost what any other netwalker would see. She made another face, and
touched afinal icon to set the changes. Then, dismissing the brainworm'’s controls,
she turned her attention to the monthly accounts.

She pored over the accounts for three hours without finding anything out of the
ordinary. Her own monitors had been doing their job, erasing any signs of her
occasional fully wired forays onto the main nets, and there was no sign that this new
Trouble, whoever it was, had been using her nodes as a staging area. She shrugged
to herself, and touched the keys that would drop her notesinto aworking file for
later revision into the sort of report the local sheriff appreciated, then leaned back in
her chair, stretching to work out the kinks. The iconage of the co-op at work danced
in front of her eyes, and was echoed a moment later on the main display: Dreyer still



in the libraries, two CADsets working now, Mineka Konstenten running a blocking
program. Her eyes lingered on Konstenten'sicon, flickering from pale blue to ablue
dark as midnight as her demand on the system changed. Konstenten was still an
enigma, had come over one night to see the computers, stayed until morning, and
had neither returned nor allowed the subject to be raised again. Trouble' s smile
shifted with the memory, became rueful. She still didn’t know how she herself felt
about the whole thing. Konstenten was a good friend, a clever designer, and an
attractive woman; a vest she had made, Japanese patchwork of black-and-white
fabrics, hung on Trouble’' swall asawork of art when it wasn’t being worn. But she
was not precisely what Trouble wanted in alover—or at least not now, not
here—and, dl inal, it was probably smarter to live celibate just alittle while longer...
Which was where that train of thought always ended these days. Trouble stretched
again, making herself concentrate on the pull of muscles across her shoulders, then
laced her fingers together and pulled until the tendons tightened all the way into her
wrigts. If the brain-worm had been fully operational, the movement would have sent
feedback into the net, aflicker of sensation trandated as light and sound, tangible
even to the unwired masses... She turned her attention back to the screen.

“Indy?’
Trouble looked up, startled, touched keys to open the intercom. “Y eah?’

“There' s a couple of suits who want to see you,” Gustafson went on. “Oba’s got
them in the main hal.”

Trouble swallowed hard, the copper taste of panic filling her throat, and kept her
voice steady only with an effort. “What sort of suits?’ She made her hands move on
the keyboard, saving her work and putting her system to sleep, leaving only the
watchdogs |oose on the household net.

“Something to do with computers, | think,” Gustafson said. “They said they
wanted to talk to the syscop.”

Trouble let her breath out slowly, reached for the remote that would signal her if
there were any anomalies in the system, and tucked it into the pocket of her jeans. If
they just wanted to talk to the syscop, it might be all right, be just another routine
check. And if it was what van Liesvelt had warned her about, people looking for
Trouble, her present documentation should get through the first checks. She pushed
herself away from the board, and went up the basement stairs.

Gustafson was waiting outside the main door, one hand still on the intercom
controls, the sunlight pointing up the corn-silk texture of her hair and the bright
barbaric splendor of her working smock.

“So what do you think?" Trouble asked, and was rewarded by a quick grin.
“Not corporate, | don’t think,” Gustafson said. “ The suits aren’t good enough.”

“Thanks,” Trouble said, and started for the community hall. Like anyone who
lived this far outside the mainstream, Gustafson had |earned to read the nuances of
the corporate dress codes as well as or better than the corporate souls themselves: if
she said cheap suit, she meant it, and cheap suits meant cops.



The hall was still very bright, though someone had adjusted the skylights so that
the glass was bright amber, filling the hall with heavy color. It helped to hide the
worn upholstery on the lobby furniture—the space had been furnished from the
discards of the co-op’ s households—and the merely serviceable rugs. The two men
waiting there had their backs to the light, throwing their faces into shadow, but
Trouble could tell they were cops just from the way they held themselves.

“India.” Alvarez emerged from a side room, the management committee’ s current
offices, a sheaf of green-stripe paper in one hand. “These people wanted to talk to
you.”

Trouble nodded and stepped forward into the sunlight. “I’m India Carless,” she
said, and waited.

“Thanks for seeing us, Ms. Carless,” one of the strangers said. He was the taller
of the two, Trouble realized, as they both came to their feet in polite
acknowledgment. They were definitely cops, by the movement as well as the suits,
cheap copy-Armanis, and she held herself very still.

“Unless you need me, India,” Alvarez said, “I’ ve got to get back to work.” He let
hisvoicetrail off, making it almost a question, and Trouble shook her head.

“l can take care of it, thanks,” she said, and Alvarez turned away. Trouble |ooked
back at the strangers. “Is there a problem?”

“| don't think s0,” the smaller man said.

His partner cut in smoothly. “We just have afew routine questions. We've been
talking to most of the syscops who monitor systems that use the BV I-four gateway
into the national net.”

Trouble let herself relax alittle. Anyone who called it the national net didn’t know
the system—or else, she thought, they’ re trying to lull me into being careless. If
they’ re looking for Trouble, they’ll be playing it very canny. “If | can help, sure. Can
| get you some coffee?’

There was a quick exchange of 1ooks, and then the taller man said, “No, thanks.
We've got alot of driving to do.” He slipped his hand into his jacket pocket, came
up with athin folder. “I’m Bennet Levy, that’ s John Starling. We're from the
Treasury.”

Trouble accepted the folder with what she hoped was convincing uncertainty,
studied the ID card and hologram badge as though she’ d never seen one before, and
handed it back to Levy. She didn’t recognize either of their names, but then, she
hadn’t expected to: even if she had heard of them, and she had been off the shadow
nets long enough to make that unlikely, she would only have heard their work names,
not the names that were actually on their badges. “Why don’t we go in the other
room?’ she said, and gestured toward the door that led to the smaller of the two
conference rooms. “It’s not as sunny.”

“Thanks,” Starling said, and the two of them followed her into the little room.
Trouble motioned for them to take a chair, and let the door fall closed behind them.



“Have a seat, please,” she said. “Y ou sure you don’t want coffee or something?’

“No, thanks,” Levy said again. He and Starling pulled chairs away from the table
and sat down, apparently very much at their ease. Trouble did the same, hoping she
seemed equally calm. The chairs and table were less battered than the furniture in the
lobby: this room was used for negotiations with outsiders, and the fittings were
correspondingly better.

“So how can | help you?’ Trouble said again, and the two agents exchanged
quick glances.

“We' ve had some reports of cracking and intrusions that have been traced back
to BVI-four,” Starling said. That would make him the technical expert, Trouble
thought, and kept her face expressionless. “But we |ose the perpetrator there, at
BVI-four—we haven't been able to trace him on any of the major outgoing lines—so
we're checking al the local nets that use that gateway, in case he's staging through
one of them.” He paused. “Y ou’re the only syscop for this system, Ms. Carless?’

In spite of his best efforts, Trouble heard awhisper of incredulity in hisvoice,
and bit her tongue to keep from responding to it. A lot of people still assumed that a
woman couldn’t run a bulletin board on her own, much less act as solo syscop; if
they wanted to make that mistake, this was not the time to enlighten them. “That’s
right,” she said aloud, and waited.

“Do you mind telling me about the setup here?’

“Not at al.” Trouble paused and took a deep breath, willing herself to switch to
enthusiast’smode. “Thisis an artist’s co-op here, we're registered with the NEA
and the state foundations. Because of that, we need versatile machines, alot of raw
power that can be turned to different uses at different times. We have alocal net
within the compound, mostly home machines and famicon, to facilitate |oad-sharing,
and a couple of linked minisfor graphics—one of our people isafractalist, and we
also rent time to some other graphics people who can’t afford their own machine
suite. We have four printers here, too, all top of the line, and a babybox to run them.
All of that ison the local net, so that we can pool jobs when we have to, or buy time
from other co-ops. Seara— she' s the fractalist—she takes some odd commissions
sometimes, things that need alot of power.”

“Such as?’ Starling asked.

Trouble shrugged. “Last year, somebody wanted fractal wallpaper, and we had a
printer that could run it. The design took everything on our net, plus a hundred hours
of bought-time just for the formulae, and then it tied up the printer and the babybox
for amonth.”

“Fractal wallpaper,” Levy said.

“1 didn’t care much for it myself,” Trouble said, and there was a little silence,
almost companionable, as the three of them contemplated the possibilities.

“What about your net connections?’ Starling asked, shaking himself back to
business.



“We have two basic nodes, one general, one high-speed data,” Trouble
answered, “both transfering through BVI-four. I monitor both on arandom
schedule, and keep awatchdog running at all times.”

That was the standard procedure, and Starling nodded. “So graphicsisthe
primary business of your net?’

“Yesand no,” Trouble said. “It’ s the reason we have this much power, and the
high-speed connection, but most of the time people don’t need much more than their
home machines. We tend to use the BV I-four gate primarily for information and
trading, and once every couple of months we run a big job through it. And, as|
mentioned, we do sell time when we haveit.” She paused, gauging the agents
response, and ventured a question of her own. “I’m assuming you’ re looking for
someone sneaking packet data through the highspeed node?’

“Among other things,” Starling said.

“What about access to the big nets?” Levy asked.

Trouble looked at him. “Do you mean who hasit, or how we work it?’
“Who hasit?’

“We have a household account on Tele-net, through BVI-four, which | manage
through some homebrew accounting routines. All the adults have access. It'sa
standard password setup. | try to get them to change the codes regularly, and never
use anything from adictionary, the usual routine, but you know how that goes.”
Trouble shrugged. “We get odd charges—stuff | can’t identify, and nobody admits
to— maybe once or twice ayear.”

“What about kids?’ Starling again. “ Are there any, and do they have access?”’

Trust Treasury to ask first about the kids, Trouble thought. She said, “Yes, and
yes. We gave everyone full access to the local net, but | gave the kids special
passwords that access a different set of programs—games, mostly, some arts and
science tools. If they try to use the gateways when they’ ve logged on with those
passwords, I’ ve set the system to flag me. If they’ ve got a reason, schoolwork or
something, or their folks' permission—and if they’ re not going into one of the really
expensive datastores—I’ || generdly let it go through.”

“What about kids using their parents' passwords?’ Starling asked. “Do you get
much of that?’

“1 don't think so,” Trouble said. “Certainly | haven't spotted any anomalous
activity patterns on any of the accounts. We've only got half adozen kidsin the
compound, and they don’t seem to be into computers much.”

“Lucky,” Levy said.

Starling said, “Have there been any changes in usage patterns? Or any signs of
intrusion, charges you can’'t account for, say, over the last five months?’

Trouble frowned, hiding the annoyance at being addressed as a total novice, and
did her best to simulate genuine confusion. “No, nothing recently. And | keep good



records—they’ re filed with the sheriff every other month.” That much was required
by law; she doubted she needed to tell Starling, at least, that the files were thoroughly
edited before they went to county records. Starling grinned as though he' d read the
thought, the first human expression she’ d seen from him.

“Do you spend alot of time on the net?’ Levy asked abruptly.

Trouble looked at him warily. “ Depends on how you define ‘alot of time.” |
handle all the co-op’ s on-line business, time sharing or selling, anything like that. I'm
the one who deals with the net when people need it. Why?’

Levy ignored the question. “Has anyone locally been talking about any kind of
unusual charges, intrusions, unexpected problemsin their local systems?’

“No,” Trouble said, with more confidence, recognizing where the question was
headed. “We share time with alot of local nets—we're al small-scale around here, a
couple of mom-and-pop datastores, town libraries, things like that. If anybody was
having troubles, they wouldn’t tell the rest of us, for fear it would cut into their
Income.”

“Would you tell us?’ Levy asked.

Trouble smiled. “I'd tell you,” she said, and emphasized “you.” Go ahead,
pursue that line, she thought. It would only lead them into the tangle of the BBS, and
they could spend the next ten years there, chasing their tails, without finding anything
useful.

“1 wonder if you' ve heard of someone coming back into the shadows,” Starling
said softly. “Netwalking, cracking— you know the sort of gossip on the BBS.
Especidly in the sys-cops forums. The talk-nameis Trouble.”

Trouble froze for a heartbeat, made herself move again with an effort that was
almost painful. “I’ve heard the name before,” she said, dry-mouthed. It would be
suspicious to say anything else; she had been a name to conjure with, once upon a
time. “But not recently—not for a couple of years, at least. | thought somebody told
me Trouble died.”

“The reports were greatly exaggerated,” Starling said.
Levy said, “So you haven't heard anything about Trouble?’

Trouble shook her head. “Like | said, | haven't heard that name in a couple of
years.”

The two agents exchanged a quick, unreadable glance, and Starling said, “Can
you show us the setup? The physical plant, | mean.”

“Sure,” Trouble said, and pushed herself up out of her chair, hiding her unease.
“It’ s across the way—everything’ s in my basement so that | can keep an eye on
things full-time.” She palmed open the door, and led the way out into the lobby,
Starling and Levy following at a polite distance.

She took them through her condo and down into the basement work area, where
the minis sat behind a heavy dust-wall, and the smaller machines—the network



controller and its backup, and the souped-up home machine that she used for her
own access—sat side-by-side on their low table. Levy glanced around as she
pointed out the various features, but she could see Starling’ s eyes tracing every
cable and connection as she explained the system.

“And you' re on-line yourself, of course,” he said, when she had finished.
“Y$-H

He stepped up to her control board, ran along-fingered hand along the edge of
the casing—a netwalker’ s hand, Trouble thought, superstitiously, and felt a surge of
fear. He nigged the datacord out of its housing, and his attention sharpened abruptly.
“You must spend alot of time on the nets,” he said, and pulled the cord out to its
full length, displaying the double head.

Trouble froze again, damning herself for her carelessness. A double jack,
high-speed data line and regular dollie-jack combined, was the tool of the serious
netwalkers; it was also the only way you could process enough information to satisfy
the brainworm. Most users—even most syscops—made do with the ordinary jack,
and lived with the time lags. If she had stood up and shouted, the message couldn’t
have been plainer. “I do spend alot of time out there,” she said, deliberately
misunderstanding. “Like | said, we do alot of graphics, both in-house with the
fractals and as atime vendor. | spend alot of time monitoring those jobs, and you
have to be able to shut down fast if something goes wrong.”

“Oh?" That was Levy, sounding almost interested.

“Yeah. When you' re running the big color printer and there’ saglitch in the
program, well, the faster you can close it off, the lessink and paper you waste. And
Searauses alot of unconventional materials, all of them expensive.” She gave
Starling a guileless glance, and did not think he was impressed.

“Y ou must do test runs to prevent that kind of thing,” Starling said.

“Oh, sure,” Trouble answered, and let a genuine grievance color her voice. “But
you don’'t know artists. They keep fiddling with a program even after it’s supposed
to be set, and when you run what’ s supposed to be the final job, you find out
they’ ve added aline or two of code—" She let her voice go high and thin, imitating
Seara. “—just a half-tone difference in one color mask, that’s hardly a change at
all—and that will be the thing that screws up the entire run.”

“Uh-huh.” Starling was still looking at the double-headed cord, his eyes moving
from its housing to the host machine to the main display. Trouble kept her
expression open and innocently helpful, hoping that he believed her—but that was
amost too much to expect, with the shadow-walker’s cord staring him in the face.

“When did you send your last report to the sheriff?’ Levy asked.

“The beginning of August,” Trouble answered. She could feel the fear swellingin
her belly, took a slow, deep breath to keep it down, and tucked her hands into her
pockets again.

“ S0 the next one’ s due any day now,” Starling said.



Trouble nodded. “1 was working on it when you called me.”

Starling looked at Levy. “I think we might aswell wait until that one'sin, Ben.

“Whatever.” Levy looked back at Trouble. “Will you send us a copy as well?’
He held out a card, and Trouble took it mechanically.

“Sure. Isthere anything | should be looking for?”

Starling shook his head. “ Just the usual. Y ou will let us know if you hear
anything—anything at all—about Trouble?’

“Absolutely,” Trouble said.

“Or anything else,” Levy said. “Any talk of intrusions, funny accounts, anything
at al. Our numbers are on the card.”

Trouble looked at it, the codes barely registering, looked back at Levy. “I’ll let
you know,” she said again, and doubted they believed her.

She walked them back upstairs and let them out her front door, watched them
walk away across the lawn. They hesitated for amoment at the entrance to the
community hall, but then Starling said something, and they turned away, heading
toward the compound gate and the carpark beyond. They walked in step asif by
habit, and Trouble shivered despite the sunlight. They were bound to be
suspicious—they had to be suspicious, after she had been careless enough to leave
the double jack out in plain sight. It was just a question now of what she would have
to do. She closed the door gently, throwing the locks out of old habit, and started
slowly back down the steps to the basement.

She seated herself in front of the keyboard again, but did not reach for the
datacord. They would expect her to do that, to go on-line to find out anything she
could about them—the netwalkers would know, as they knew all the important
enforcement agents; it was just a matter of asking the right people—and if they were
any good at all, they would be monitoring her system from their car. If they were as
good as she suspected Starling might be, her system would already be crawling with
their watchdogs, lurking programs to track her progress across the nets... She
shook herself then, clamping down hard on the panic that had seized her. She had
checked the system this morning when she went online—though maybe not as well
as she should have, after what Butch saild—and there had been nothing out of place,
nothing she didn’t recognize. She just hadn’t expected Treasury to show up so
quickly.

She made a face and reached for the datacord, slipped it into the slot behind her
ear. The main thing now was to control the damage, find out what, if anything, they
had running in her system; failing that, she would need to find out why they had
connected her with the stranger calling itself Trouble. And that would take some
fancy shadow-walking. In the old days, it would have been ssimple to deal with the
problem: she would simply have packed up her machines and gone to a new city,
found an apartment and started over again. It had always taken months for the law to
track her, and the one time she’ d been unlucky and they’ d found her right off, it had
still taken them so long to figure out who had jurisdiction that she had been able to



get out of town before the warrants could be issued. But that was avery long time
ago, before she’'d met van Liesvelt—before you met Cerise, a voice whispered—and
things hadn’t been that easy in years. Not since Evans-Tindale—and all of that, she
admitted silently, was less the problem than the fact that she herself was out of
practice. It had been three years since she’ d walked the shadows, at least in any
serious way.

She leaned back in her chair, staring at the screen that mirrored the image that
hovered in front of her eyes, not really seeing the lines of minuscule type and
flickering icons. The first thing she needed to do was find out why Treasury had
come here looking for this new cracker. Once she knew that, knew whether she was
actively suspected or if she'd just been unlucky, then she would know what more
she had to do. She hesitated, wondering if it was worth the risk, then entered the
sequence that recalled the brainworm’s control panel. She adjusted virtual levels until
she was running at half strength, the setting that would give her the extra control she
needed but minimize the inevitable feedback from the brainworm itself.

Virtuality steadies around her, becomes faintly tangible, a hint of roses and
lavender filling the air. Everything seemsto bein order in the local net, but she
whistles anyway, summoning the nearest watchdog, and it comes lolloping over.
She stoops to pet it, feels the spikes of its code sharp under her hand, touches ears
and nose and finds them cold asice. It, at least, isin perfect health, and she says,
seek, boy, and letsit run, following its track in the pools of phosphorusit leaves
behind. It comes cantering back in half an interminable second, lolling tongue
trailing drops of fire, flops at her feet: nothing amiss, nothing to hunt and catch.
Say, she says, and strides out toward the gateway, heading for the main nets and
the information she needs.

Chapter Three
KN »

CERI SE WATCHES FROM the edge of the board, surveys her domain. The
programs stretch before her, dark squares laced with the hot red-gold of the
internal datastream, live unreal wires pulsing with the ebb and flow of
information. The light squares swarm with golden haze, warm light like butter
melting, folding over the pastel flicker of the workersin their core. Overhead
arches the blue of IC(E), hard-edged, geometric, walling in the chessboard that
has become her world.

And it’s a good world: her thoughts flash like darts along the angled tracks,
flicker along the lava cracks of the datastreams. She pauses at the edge of the
golden shell, and a program like a snake’' s tongue tastes the bytes that whistle
through her. A hundred lights bloom and fade before her: all isasit should be,
her pawns—the company’ s pawns, if she’ d admit it—controlled, contained, and
protected by her lattice of hard IC(E). The data itself slips unconstrained through
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the internal nets, the brainworm turning it sharp and sweet as candy, like a taste
of honey in the wind.

A light flares, hot pink, winks instantly to the blue of IC(E), but she's seen it
and is moving, launching herself along the familiar paths. She draws armor
about her as she goes, blue-grey |C(E) as sharp as steel, slips within the datashell
in the blink of a code. The bright shards of data slid past unchanged, stinging
rain against her skin. Nothing missing, nothing spoiled—but she queries the
system and finds nothing there, too. No one has been there, the system says, and
that iswrong. She sets the intruder alert wailing, sends the message racing along
the datastream, confining all but the highest-level usersto their own spheres. The
lights dim around her asthe internal codewalls thicken. Beyond it, the alarm
flares like lightning, crackling along the lattice of the external IC(E); behind her,
the junior syscops and their watchdogs come on-line, bright shapes coursing the
system, leaving her to deal with the hole in the heart of their most secure system

Inside the cracked shell she finds the flaw, and behind it teases out the tangled
bits that were her favorite monitor, and something else She lays the pieces out
module by module and line by line, bright against a slab of black she conjures out
of nothing, and separates her own program from the stranger She recognizes the
hand at once, and swears softly, checks the routines again It's a familiar program,
anyway, though there’s no guarantee that the one who wrote it was the one who
launched it against the company—but she feels the knowledge cold against her,
the fragments of data pricking her fingers like shards of glass

Overhead, a syscop calls from where the system | C(E) was dented. It's a bruise
along the edge of one bright bar of the codewall, but it’s all the trail she'll ever
find. She leaves the scraps of program to the nearest watchdog, and lets her self
out the way the stranger came in—the stranger who may not be a stranger, not at
all. She puts that thought aside, and launches herself out into the greater net.

Power lies before her, planes and fields and streams of light, the familiar
night-city that lies always in her core. She smiles her pleasure even as she shapes
a tool to filter the information, searching for a method that was once as familiar to
her as her own best tools, a hand on the keyboards as clever as her own. The
program darts away, a shape vaguely like a bird, spiraling out across the
glittering fields, finds a trace and stoops to it, transmitting codes. Numbers flash
in front of her eyes—MATCH INEXACT, PROBABILITY OF MATCH 70.09%,
FOLLOW YES/NO—but she barely sees them. The brain-worm translates the
same input into a touch, a scent and a feeling, like and yet not the same as the
hand she thought she' d followed. Frowning now, she signals FOLLOW and lets
the program run, drifting armored along the lines of light, through datastreams
like rivers of white fire. She passes a familiar node, and then another, bathed in
sudden flares as systems challenge and then accept her presence. She knows even
before the stream slows and swells and tangles in and around itself that she will
lose thistrail in the spreading swamp of the BBS, the market delta where all the
data in the world eventually collects, puddles, and, muddied, goes free.



Thetrail ends, her program vanishes with a spark like an exclamation point.
She slows herself, surveying the vast and marshy space, where lines and lights
merge and cross and twine like parasites around each other’sroots. There are few
shadows here, at least to the sight, but the steady glow, the slow pulse and steady
buzz of unprotected data, hides more than it reveals. She gives herself a moment
longer, savoring the salt tang of the free data, then finds a familiar line and
follows it, moving through the crowding symbols and the overloaded petty-nodes
with the ease of long familiarity. A major node flashes green and welcoming at
last, terminus and gateway for a thousand low-budget users. She touches it,
whispers code, and lets it snatch her home.

Coigne called the meeting for breakfast the next morning, leaving her six hoursto
prepare. She didn’t really need the time, had done all that could be done in the first
few minutes after the codewall had been breached, but she complained about it
anyway, knowing Coigne would respect her more for objecting to his plans. She
spent another hour or so reviewing the data her hard-working staff had culled from
the records—there were no surprises there, nothing she hadn’t already figured out in
the seconds it had taken her to analyze the wreckage of the program and to trace the
stranger’ s trail—and went to bed.

She was up before the alarm, showered and dressed to the familiar murmur of the
In-house news service spilling from the muted screen. There was no word of the
intrusion, even on the high-level channels that she was cleared for, and she didn’t
quite know if shewas glad of it, or worried. She listened with half an ear to the latest
profit projections broken down by division—an exercise in controlled intimidation
that she usually followed religioudy, because the number-two and last-place
divisions would be ripe for on-line mischief—and wondered what she was going to
say to Coigne. Aslittle as possible, she thought, as always, and reached into her
closet for the rest of her suit. Most of her look was already in place, her nails painted
the hard dull-surfaced fuchsia that looked like the icing on a cookie, aflat, cheap
color that worried the suits who saw her because they didn’t know how she' d dare.
She had painted her lips and cheeks and eyes the same hard color, shocking against
the careful pallor of her skin, and the black of the chosen suit only intensified the
effect. It was subtly wrong for her job, like the rest of her look—Iike all of her,
wrong sex, wrong class, wrong attitude most of all: the skirt alittle too short, the
jacket too mannish, with none of the affectations or compromises of corporate
femininity. The heels of her shoes were painted the same stark fuchsia as her nails.

Shelooked hard at herself in the mirror, straightening the narrow skirt afinal time.
It would do—she would do; the look would remind them none too subtly that she
could dress the way she did, could walk into their boardroom on her terms because
they needed her. She could afford to dress this way—she was the only one who
could afford to dress this way—because she was who and what she was. She was
the only one, of all of them, who had to.

She put that thought aside—not something she could afford to acknowledge, not
with Coigne waiting—and turned to the banked consoles to collect the pocketbook
system with its downloaded data. Everything she needed was there, from the



sanitized version of her report—Coigne would get the real one—to the software that
would let her display and manipulate those figures for the board, to the home-brew
stripped-down interfaces that let her achieve limited access to the nets even from the
low-powered pocketbook. It wasn’t enough to feed the brainworm, gave her only a
standard view, but it was enough to work with. She touched an icon to check the
directory one final time, then hit the sleeper key and folded the screen away. She
took extra care to double-lock the flat’s door behind her when she | eft.

A car was waiting in the driveway, just outside the courtyard gates. Coigne's car,
sherealized in the split second before the nearest window dlid down to reveal the
hard-boned face.

“Good morning, Cerise. | thought you might need aride.”

“You still don’t trust me, Coigne.” She smiled to hide the cold knot in the pit of
her stomach. It had not been in her mind to run, but the fact that Coigne had thought
she might made her wonder if she should have done so. “I’m disappointed.”

“Soam|.” Coigne's face disappeared, and the door snapped open.

Cerise did into the car’ sdim interior, into the faint smell of leather and the
sunlight cut by the smoky bulletproof windows. Coigne was outlined against the far
window, athin, fair man with white-blond hair cut close to the stark planes of his
skull. His wide mouth twisted into a brief, humorless smile, and he leaned forward to
touch a button on the control panel mounted just below the divider that separated the
passengers from the driver’s pod. The door closed itself, and the car slid smoothly
into gear, picking up speed as it passed through the courtyard gate and out onto the
expressway feeder. It was all corporate land here, manicured to expensive perfection
in front of the identical blocks of flats and houses bought from the same prefab
supplier, allowed to go to an approximation of wildernessin the ditch that separated
the access road from the feeder and the overarching flyway.

“So what happened?’ Coigne asked.
Cerise reached into her carryall, handed him the disk she had prepared. “That’s
my report.”

Coigne took it, did it into the datadrive set into the armrest beside him. He dlipped
apair of glasses from his breast pocket and plugged the fine cable into the drive
before fitting the temple pieces over his ears. The dark backing on the display lenses
made him look blind. “But what happened?’ he said again.

“Pretty much what you see,” Cerise said, and then, because she knew he
expected more, “ Someone—a pretty skilled someone—jpried agap in main IC(E)
and penetrated the Corvo division subgroup. Response time was excellent, and as
far as| can tell nothing was damaged or stolen.”

“Copies?’

“Impossible to tell.” She gave the bad news without flinching, refusing to
apologize or justify.

“Find out.”



“The only way | can do that,” Cerise said, “isto wait and see if anything shows
up on the market. I’ ve already got feelers out, but it’s too soon to tell.”

“1 see.” Coigne unplugged the dataline, then lifted the glasses off and dlipped
them back into their pocket. “I’ve heard anamein al of this.”

“Have you?’ Cerise made herself relax against the heavy padding, felt the draft
from the comfort systems cool on her legs. The car topped the rise onto the flyway,
dlipped sideways through a gap in the traffic, and settled into the passing lane. Cars
flashed past to her right, overtaken in the slow lane, their shapes blurred by the
smoky glass. The regular compound-to-compound commuter shuttle rumbled past,
trundling along its track in the center of the flyway. For an instant, the low sun
caught and flamed in its mirrored windows, and then it was gone.

“Theword is,” Coigne said, “that Trouble's back on-line.”

Cerise sat very till, knowing better than to speak the lie that had sprung instantly
to her tongue. Trouble' s dead—but Trouble wasn't dead, and it would be too easy
to find out that truth, and then it would be too late to convince Coigne that she could
still be trusted.

“1 don’t suppose you know anything about it,” Coigne said.

Cerise shook her head, managed afaint, one-shouldered shrug. “It would be the
first sign I’d seen of Trouble since | came to work for you.” She paused, and tried
thelie. “At one point, | heard she was dead.”

Coigneignored it. “You and Trouble used to work together. | would’ ve thought
you' d recognize the style.”

“Anyone can copy style,” Cerise said, and laced her tone with faint contempt.
“Hell, | see my own programs on the nets, copies of my own work trying to break
my IC(E). Styleisn’t an ID, Coigne.”

“Not legally, but | would have thought it would be enough for you. Especialy
since it was enough to set other people talking.” Coigne looked sideways at her, met
her eyesfor thefirst time. “I'm sure | can rely on you, Cerise.”

He didn't need to articulate the rest of the threat: he—Multiplane officially, but
mostly, directly, him—knew perfectly well what she had done before he hired her,
and had the evidence to boot, evidence that was a guilty verdict suspended for only
so long as she worked for him. She lifted an eyebrow at him, achieved a quick smile.
“That was along time ago, Coigne.”

“Three years.”
“On the nets, that’s eternity. Besides, our cracker wasn’t Trouble.”

Coigne looked at her for a moment longer, then turned back to the window.
“Don’t fuck thisup, Cerise.”

Ceriseignored him, and he seemed content to let it go. She turned her head
dightly, looked out the smoky window without really seeing the thickening stream of
cars that converged on Multiplane’'s central compound. It hadn’t been Trouble



yesterday, she was sure of it, just someone who'd learned alot, stolen alot, from
Trouble. But Trouble had been her partner back in the glory days before
Evans-Tindae, and that tainted her judgment, in Coigne' s eyes. He wouldn’t believe
her until she found the intruder, this cracker who was using Troubl€' s programs, and
proved that it was someone else. And God help me if my Trouble's still on-line
somewhere, still in the business; I'll never convince Coigneit wasn't her. She
rejected that thought even asit formed, her lips curving with the start of a smile.
Trouble had walked away from the business three years ago. She wasn't about to
reappear Now.

The car dowed and tilted, following the flyway asit curved down in a graceful
double-spiral that joined the semicircular road that curved in and out of the central
compound. There were other cars ahead of them, more of the heavy-bodied black
limos that signified junior executive status and were abandoned for more practical
vehicles once the rider made it into the boardroom. Coigne frowned quickly, and
glanced at his chrono. A shuttle pulled past them into the main building’s
terminal—the elevated tracks ran directly into the fourth-floor lobby—and Cerise
found herself wishing she had been on it. She was entitled to a car and driver, but
rarely took the privilege; she enjoyed the crowds on the shuttle, and the illusion of
anonymity, coupled with the certainty of an audience, let her hone her attitude for
each day’ s work.

The car slowed still further, braked to acrawl asit took its place in line behind an
identical vehicle. Coigne leaned sideways—trying to read the license number, Cerise
knew, see who it was ahead of him—then settled back in his place, his mouth
twisting in afaint, dissatisfied frown. They did at last into the docking point, and a
security guard, soberly suited, but with the mirrored glasses that hid a heads-up
display, and at least one minigun concealed in his perfect tailoring, keyed open the
door. Two more guards, so closely matched in age, size, and coloring that they
could almost have been siblings, waited in the shadows of the door, ready for
trouble. Not that there had been that many invasions of transportation engineering
firms; that had been reserved for more controversial businesses, biotech and the
direct-on-line computer firms, but Cerise was never entirely sorry for their presence.
The first guard nodded a greeting, murmured, “Ms. Cerise,” in avoice so soft and
deferential that she could ignoreit if she chose, and turned his attention instantly to
Coigne.

“Excuse me, Mr. Coigne, but there’ s a direct-flash for you.”
“Damn.” Coigne scowled at the guard, whose expression didn’t change.
“I"m sorry, Sir, but it’s noted urgent.”

Coigne grimaced. “Put it through to one of the cabinets, will you? Cerise—" He
stopped abruptly. “I’ll see you upstairs, then.”

“Of course,” Cerise said, and slung her bag more securely onto her shoulder.
One of the other guards held the door open for her, and she went into the building,
her heels loud on the polished stone floor. She heard the door of one of the
communications cabinets that lined the first lobby close behind her, sealing Coigne



into its gleaming interior, but did not look back. She rode the moving stair up to the
main lobby, where a quartet of well-dressed secretaries staffed along counter that
was as much barrier as service center. Overhead, another shuttle train hummed
amost silently along its guidepath, bright against the brown-toned glass that formed
the building’ s outer shell, and disappeared through the arch that led to the
fourth-floor lobby. The massive pillars that supported the rails cast |ong shadows
across the warm-toned floor. Cerise stepped up to the counter and passed her ID
disk through the nearest scanner. One of the secretaries, adark girl who looked
barely old enough to have a network license, looked up as the numbers flashed
across her screen.

“Good morning, Ms. Cerise. Y our meeting’ s in conference dining three.”

“Thanks—" For the life of her, Cerise could not remember the younger woman’'s
name, and compromised with asmile. “When isit scheduled for?’

“Y ou have fifteen minutes,” the younger woman answered, and her own smilein
return was faintly conspiratorial.

Cerise nodded, stepping around the barrier, and made her way into the elevator
lobby. There were two banks of elevators, one on each side of the shuttle's
guidepath, polished bronze columns that ran the height of the five-story outer lobby
and then continued up the outside of the building itself. The express was running to
the executive dining levels at the top of the building, where her meeting would be
held, but sheignored it, waiting impatiently for alocal car instead. It came @t last,
and she wedged herself in with adozen or so others, tucking her carrycase carefully
under her arm. With luck, she would be able to check in with her own people
without being too late for her meeting.

Network Security took up most of the twenty-first floor, a suite of offices around
the perimeter and then a maze of cubicles surrounding the protected core where the
mainframes and their backups lived. Cerise stepped out of the car into the tiny
metal-walled |obby, and waited while yet another security guard passed her ID
through his scanner. Only after the machine had cleared her did he smile and mumble
something that might have been a greeting. Cerise nodded—try as she might to
accept them as a necessity, the precautions never failed to annoy her—and passed
through the heavy door into her domain.

Most of the day staff was already at work, crammed with their machinesinto their
shoebox cubicles. A few were still off-line, drinking alast cup of coffee or going
over a hard-print report from the previous night, but most of them were already limp
in their chairs, cords plugged into dollie-slots, out on the nets. Everything was as it
should be, and Cerise made her way around the perimeter of the maze to her own
suite of rooms. The outer door was open, and a dark woman looked up from her
keyboard in surprise.

“Cerise. | thought you had a meeting.”

“1 do.” Cerise came to stand behind her chief assistant, and stared unabashedly
over her shoulder at the screen. “What' s this?’



“ Autopsy of that program you found yesterday,” Jensey Bagyen answered. “It's
homebrew, or at best heavily modified commercial. | got a sixty percent probability
on the maker, though.”

“What' s the name?’ Cerise asked, already knowing the answer.

“Someone called Trouble. Been inactive for afew years, just came back onto the
netsin abig way, iswhat it looks like,” Baeyen answered.

“Who made the match—which data bank, | mean?’
“Treasury.”

That figured. Cerise nodded. “Make me a copy of the autopsy and put it on disk
for me, would you? What about copies? Any sign of them on the grey markets?’

“Not yet,” Bagyen said. She touched keys, and slipped a datablock into one of
her subsidiary drives. “I put Sirico on it; he should have areport for you within the
hour. Someone’ s been bragging, though.”

13 S,]it-”

Baeyen grimaced. “1 know. It'sjust the usual stuff, ‘look how smart | am,” with
nothing real to back it up—"

“—bput the board isn’'t going to like it,” Cerise said. She sighed, made a face at
the screen. “Make me a quick copy of what you' ve picked up so | can look it over
before my meeting. So Treasury thinksit’s Trouble?’

“That’ s what the match says,” Baeyen said. “But Trouble was never one to
boast, or so | hear, so the boaster and the cracker may not be the same hand, which
would explain why nothing’s showed up on the markets yet. But it looks like she's
back—Trouble, | mean. It was a she, wasn't it?

“Yes,” Cerise said, in her most colorless voice. Oh, yes, she added silently,
Trouble'sawoman, al right, atough and sexy, smart-ass broad who walked out on
me—>but she didn’t boast, and she didn’t take stupid chances. She accepted the
datablock, glanced up to check the time. “I’ve got to get moving, but tell Sirico |
want to talk to him as soon as | get back.”

“All right,” Baeyen said, and turned her attention back to her displays.

Cerise went back out of the office, past the rows of cubicles staffed by limp
bodies, and the security checkpoint, rode the elevator to the executive dining area.
The conference rooms were on the lower of the two floors, a maze of linked rooms
with movable walls to accommodate groups of various sizes. Dining room three was
smaller than she had remembered from the last meeting, just asingle oval table with
half a dozen chairs and place settings, but the view from the enormous window was
just as she remembered it. The room faced northeast, and the towers of the city
gleamed in the distance, bright as steel against the vivid blue of the sky. It looked
best in the morning, before the daily haze settled in; the channels of the salt marsh
that lay between Multiplane’ s compound and the main connector flyway were full,
reflecting the sky like atarnished mirror.



The others were there ahead of her, Lenass of Marketing, Mr. Koichiro from the
Executive Committee, Guineven from R-and-D and Brendan Rabin from the Corvo
subgroup, looking distinctly uneasy at being in such high company, Coigne himself
for Main Security—most of the important people on the Internal Affairs Committee,
plus a representative of the group involved in the intrusion. Cerise nodded a general
greeting, and took her place at the table. A young woman in a neat black uniform
drifted over to take her order.

“You'relate,” Coigne said.

Cerise looked at him dispassionately, said to the waitress, “ Just coffee, please,
and a display stand for my system.” The woman nodded and backed away, and only
then did Cerise turn her attention to the people at the table. “1 know. | stopped in
downstairs to see how the autopsy was going.”

“Autopsy?’ Lenass asked sharply.

“My people spent last night dissecting what was left of the intruding program,”
Cerise said. “They’ ve achieved areconstruction, but I’ll want to look it over myself
before | can say if we've got anything useful.”

The display stand arrived then, trundling into place under its own power, and
Cerise turned to fit her pocketbook into the cradle. Her coffee arrived a moment
later, afull pot and a delicate cup-and-saucer displayed for amoment on asilver
tray, before the waitress whisked everything into place in front of her. At the same
moment, arather handsome abstract painting slid aside to reveal the larger of the
room’ s two projection screens.

“Arewe all set, gentlemen?’ Koichiro asked, and nodded to the waitress before
anyone could respond. “That will be all, thank you, Consuela.”

“Yes, dir,” the waitress said in a colorless voice, and slipped away, closing the
door behind her.

Koichiro looked at Coigne. “So. Derrick, you wanted this meeting.” As aways,
he sounded a little conscious of the first name, as though he were still getting used to
the alien custom. He was older than most of the Board, older than most of the
executive committee, and Cerise had never been able to determineif his posting to
Internal Affairswasasign of hisrank or agraceful step toward retirement.

“That’sright, sir,” Coigne said, and gathered the table’ s attention with alook that
was as eloguent as shuffling papers. “ As you know, we had an intrusion yesterday,
into the Corvo subgroup’ s research net. As far as we can tell, no actual damage was
done, but it remains possible that copies were made of crucia data. | felt that
Internal Affairs should meet as soon as possible to discuss both the immediate
conseguences and any long-term effects. And, of course, any possible solutionsto a
continuing problem. Cerise, would you give us arundown of yesterday’s event, and
your department’ s response to it?’

“Of course.” Cerise reached across the display stand to touch the start-up key,
cupped her hand around the remote, almost hiding the controls. Letters and symbols
flashed onto the wall screen, shaping a schematic outline of Multiplane sinternal



network. Bright blue lines formed a boundary around the image, showing the IC(E)
that walled in the systems. “I’ ve made disk copies for each of you aswell, but thisis
the summary. The intrusion lasted about five seconds, realtime, before the syscops
gpotted it, and was directed into Corvo’ s secondary storage volume—that’ s the
gpace linked to Bren's principal workspace.” On the screen, the affected nodes
glowed briefly red. “Five secondsis not alot of time to make copies, but | have
people checking for any signs that the intruder is trying to market stolen goods. The
program used was a cracker’ s tool, probably homebrew, or maybe a commercial
product that has been extensively rewritten. We are autopsying what' s left of it, but
we haven't gotten a solid match to any known crackers.”

She was taking arisk there, and knew it, but sixty percent wasn't a solid match by
any stretch of the imagination. She glanced from face to face, gauging their
reactions. Both Rabin and Rand Guineven looked relieved—as well they might; most
of their projects were too complex to be significantly affected by such a short
intrusion. Lanessi still looked worried, which was no surprise. Public relations was
part of Marketing's concern, and he would have heard that someone was bragging
already. Coigne wore his usual faint, faintly patronizing smile, but she couldn’t read
Koichiri’s expression at all.

“1 was on the net when the intrusion occurred,” Cerise went on, “and tracked the
incoming path to a dead-end node in the BBS. I’ ve begun other lines of inquiry, but
| don’t expect to hear much from those sources until |ater today.”

She touched the remote again, dimming the big screen. It had not been the most
useful presentation she had ever made, but the Board seemed to expect to see
visuals no matter what the topic. There was alittle silence, and then Laness cleared
his throat.

“1 understand that there has already been publicity about this on the nets.”

The shadow of afrown flickered across Coigne’ s face, but he said nothing.
Cerise said, “That’sright.”

“Most unfortunate,” Koichiri murmured.

Cerise glanced warily at him, saw no expression at all on his broad face. “But
unavoidable,” she said. “A short intrusion like thisislikely to have been made for
advertising—to prove that someone can do the job, not actually to copy anything.
Of course whoever did it is going to boast.”

“And by boasting, tell every other cracker out there that we' re vulnerable,”
Laness said. He shook his head. “It'll get back to clients and shareholders at this
rate.”

“Not necessarily,” Cerise said. “Right now, the intruder doesn’t have anything
real to boast about—and everyone on the net, at least, will know that. They’Il ignore
it until the intruder comes up with something useful. And that we can prevent, now
that we're warned.”

“We' ve taken the usual precautions,” Coigne cut in smoothly, “doubling the
sweep frequency, running more watchdogs, putting more syscops into the system.



And we're devoting a particular effort to tracking down the intruder, making sure
she’ s stopped for good.”

“She,” Laness said. “Then you have an ID?’

“A possible ID,” Cerise said, overriding whatever Coigne would have said. “A
rumored ID. We have a name, nothing more.”

“And a sixty percent match in the autopsy,” Coigne said, soft and deadly. ‘To a
name that matches a known cracker. | consider it alittle better than possible,
Cerise.”

Cerise smiled at him blandly, wondering which of her people had |eaked the
autopsy report. “1’d prefer to say possible until I’ ve confirmed it. There are some
important discrepancies involved, as well as the sixty percent match. It’s better to be
conservativein this, | think.”

“Who is this person?’ Koichiri leaned forward in his chair, resting his elbows on
the table. Age spots showed on the backs of his steepled hands.

Coigne looked at Cerise, visibly passing the question to her. Cerise chose her
words with care. “Rumor saysit’s someone calling themselves Trouble—Trouble
was a big name on the nets three or four years ago, but dropped out of sight, hasn’t
been heard of since. There was some talk that she was dead. This person, this new
Trouble, may be the old one returned, or just someone using her name and
programs: as | said, this doesn’t match the old Troubl€e’s style in some significant
ways.”

Coigne lifted an eyebrow at that, a fleeting gesture, but said nothing. Koichiri said,
“You'll pursuethis.” It was not a question.
“Of course, Sir,” Cerise said, and allowed herself afaint note of injury.

Guineven said slowly, “I’m more concerned that this episode might lead to
further attempts on the system. What can we do to prevent it?’

“We've already set up extra security,” Coigne said, “and we'll maintain it for as
long as necessary. And catching the intruder should discourage any further
attempts.”

“How will that extra security affect the net?’” Guineven asked, and Rabin nodded.

“Y eah, we're aready high-loading—" He stopped abruptly, as though he hadn’t
meant to speak.

“It'sgoing to run alittle slower,” Coigne said. “It can’t be helped.”
“Mr. Rabin,” Koichiri said. “What would the intruder have been looking for?”

Rabin gave a suppressed shrug, as though he wanted to be more expressive and
didn’'t quite dare. “We have the MADCo station shuttles on the boards, and the
estimates would be worth something to anyone else making a bid on the project. Or
there' sthe Genii design.”

Guineven shook his head. “I don't think so. That’s so close to production that it



wouldn’t benefit anyone anymore.”

“Derrick,” Koichiri said. “I think you should also look into who would benefit
from such atheft. Y ou might be able to find your intruder that way.”

Coigne hesitated, as though he wanted to refuse, and Cerise bit back the desireto
grin. Looking into potential rivals activities would keep him busy, away from her
investigation, and give her a chance to handle things her way. Lanessi said, “1 can
give you what we know about competitors' bids, Derrick. If that would help.”

“Thanks,” Coigne said, and sounded sour. There was no refusing either the offer
or the order. “I’d appreciate it.”

Koichiri nodded once, decisively. “Thank you, gentlemen. | think you are well on
your waly to controlling a potentially troublesome situation.”

It was unmistakably adismissal. Cerise sighed, worked her remote to close down
the pocketbook, then reached to work the machine clear of the display stand. The
others were gathering their belongings, too, collecting papers and mini-boards.
Koichiri pushed his chair back and started for the door. Lanessi and Guineven
followed more slowly, but Rabin hung back, paused to lean over Cerise' s shoulder.

“1 wonder if | could talk to you at some point about what the intruder got into?’
he asked, softly.

Cerise nodded, but before she could say anything, Coigne said, “Cerise. I'd like
to talk to you now, if you can spare a minute or two.”

Cerise sighed again—she had been expecting that command ever since Koichiri
had brought up rival firms—and looked at Rabin. “I’ll try to get in touch with you
this afternoon, Bren, if you'll be free.”

“I’ll be available until three,” Rabin answered, with awary glancein Coigne's
direction, and eased away.

“I"ll talk to you before then,” Cerise said, and looked at Coigne. “All right, what
ISit?’

“My office,” Coigne said, softly, though the room had emptied around them.
Cerise nodded, and slipped the pocketbook back into its case.

“Fine.”

She followed Coigne down the three-level staircase—supposed to be reserved for
fire access, but everyone used it— and then around the curve of the building to his
office. The two rooms faced directly east, over the ocean, and the windows were
darkened against the morning light. Coigne seated himself behind his massive desk,
ran his hand across an edge-mounted control bar to light the displays beneath the
polished surface. Cerise settled into the chair opposite him, crossing her legsto
display stockings and the bright-heeled shoes to their best advantage.

“What do you mean, this doesn’'t match Trouble' s pattern?’ Coigne asked.

Cerise blinked. “This person—evenif it'scalling itself Trouble, it's not behaving
the way Trouble used to. Boasting, for one thing: that’ s something Trouble never



did.” The memory caught her unaware: Trouble pacing the length of their two-room
apartment, swearing in rhythm with her drumbeat walk, all because afriend had
boasted once too often, and now he was dead, another body rotted in the harbor
water. “She said it was stupid, it used to infuriate her when other people did it.”
Especialy friends.

“Maybe,” Coigne said. “Or maybe, since she's been off the nets so long, she
feels she needs the advertising.”

That was plausible—if you didn’t know Trouble. Cerise said, “All right, but even
granting that, the program autopsy isn’'t conclusive, either. It slike Trouble' s hand,
but there are some tricks she never used.”

“Again, she' s been off the netsawhile,” Coigrte said. “Why shouldn’t she have
learned some new tricks?’

“Where?’ Cerise asked. “And besides, these aren’t new tricks. It's old stuff,
stuff she did differently—routines she aways sneered at.” And it feels different, she
wanted to say, it doesn't taste or smell or feel like Trouble’' s work. But that was
arguing from the brainworm’s evidence, and she still didn’t know for sure that
Coigne knew she had one installed. She was almost certain that he did—he would
almost have to know—but until she was sure, she didn’t want to betray herself
unnecessarily.

“Could she be covering her trail?” Coigne asked.

“Possible, but unlikely,” Cerise retorted. “Why isit so important for it to be
Trouble?’

There was alittle silence, and then Coigne looked away, conceding. “It’s not so
much that | want it to be Trouble,” he said, “as | want to be sure you'd tell meif it
was Trouble.”

“l domy job.”

“If itis Trouble,” Coigne began, and let the words hang. Cerise watched him,
unblinking. She had never wasted time justifying herself to him, refused to begin
NOW.

“At any rate,” Coigne went on, “| expect you to deal with the intruder. Which
brings me to my next point.” He smiled, not pleasantly. “| want this person stepped
on, and stepped on hard. In other words, Cerise, thisisn't something that | want to
take to court. Find me the intruder, and give me the location. I’ |l take care of the
rest.”

Cerise sat very still, not daring to move for fear of betraying her anger or the
sudden fear. It had been years since the corporations had felt safe acting as their
own law, since well before Evans-Tindale—since the Amsterdam Conventions, in
fact—years since it had been necessary. For Coigne to be trying those tactics
now—it could only mean that there was something not quite right about Corvo’'s
project, something that wouldn’t stand the scrutiny of a proper trial. And if she was
wrong, if Troublewasinvolved... If any shadow folk were involved, they still had



more claim on her loyalty than Coigne did. And at the very least, they deserved a
trial, not Coigne's goons jumping them from some back alley. She said, her voice
carefully expressionless, “Y ou're taking alot on yourself, Coigne.”

Coigne looked back at her, pale eyes, grey asice with adarker ring at the edge of
theiris, utterly unreadable. “1 have my—priorities.”

Or your instructions, Cerise thought. “All right,” she said, “I’ll keep you
informed.” She rose to leave, and Coigne' s voice stopped her in her tracks.

“| want more than that. | want this intruder, Cerise. I’ ve never been more
serious.”

Cerise looked back over her shoulder, wondering just what Coigne had been up
to to produce what was, for him, akind of panic. “1 won’t forget,” she said, and
slipped through the door before Coigne could call her back. It had been a petty
effort—and useless, too; if Coigne wanted to continue the conversation, all he would
have to do was ask for her— but it helped to take away the fear.

She made her way back down through the familiar tangle of corridors and
elevators to Network Security, waited again while the guards processed her ID and
waved her through into the inner rooms. A trio of operators was off-line, clustered
around a bluebox junction that looked homemade, and Cerise suppressed the
temptation to stop and join the analysis. Instead, she went on into her own office,
where Bagyen was still working at the lesser terminal.

“Sirico’s got hisreport,” Bagyen said, without looking up from her screen, and
Cerise nodded, glancing quickly over the other woman’ s shoulder. Nothing new
there, just the usual security schema, and she pushed open the door to her private
office.

The mail light was flashing, but sheignored it, touched buttonsinstead to signal
the best of the three secretaries attached to the department. An instant later, her
screen windows, and Landy Massek’ s sharp face looked out at her.

“Yes, Ms. Cerise?’

“1 need you to set up a meeting for me with Brendan Rabin at Corvo, sometime
this afternoon for preference. Will you do that, and get back to me as soon as
possible?’

“No problem,” Massek said cheerfully, and his window vanished.

Cerise sighed, and turned her attention to her mail. As she’ d expected, the largest
file was Sirico’ sreport, and she flipped through it quickly. He had been as thorough
as ever, and had come up with nothing—which means, she thought, whoever it is,
this new Trouble's had trouble selling whatever she got. And since that’ s not likely,
unless Rabin has something really unexpected to tell me, like they’ re not working on
anything at the moment, it should mean that /he didn’t get anything at al. She
touched keys, flipping quickly through the remaining files, then switched to a
different program and tied herself into Sirico’ s last reported position. There was a
brief hesitation, and then another window opened on her screen, displaying Sirico’s



icon, a samurai-armored head and shoulders that looked vaguely robotic.
“Cerise?’

“Who were you expecting?’ Cerise began, and cut herself off. “You did anice
job on the report, Pol.”

“Thanks.” Theicon’'s expression could not change—Sirico didn’t have a
brainworm, was too obedient a networker for that—but the voice sounded faintly
smug. “I don’t think they got anything, boss. Somebody’ d be buying, if they had.”

“1 think you'reright,” Cerise said. “ Tell me, what el se have you heard about this
Trouble?’

There was the faintest of hesitations before he answered, just enough to convince
her that there was something more. “Just talk. Nothing real.”

“Such as?’

There was alonger silence, and then Sirico blurted, “Word is, you used to work
with somebody called Trouble.”

“That’sright.” Cerise had been expecting the question for amost twenty hours
now; she found herself remotely surprised that none of the others had brought it up
before. Except, of course, Coigne. “We were partners. Y ou knew | came out of the
shadows, Pol. Everyone does.”

“S0, what do you want us to do about this one? Go slow?”’

Cerise blinked at the screen, startled and a little touched by the offer. “No. | want
to stop any more problems before they get started—and besides, | don’'t think it's
the Trouble | used to know.”

“There are people saying that,” Sirico said. “And there are alot of people who
are pretty pissed at this one. He/she' s been teasing the big names, and stirred up a
lot of security in the process.”

Definitely not my Trouble, Cerise thought. “Any word on how to contact this
Trouble?’

“What else?’ Sirico asked, and the icon would have grinned if it could.
“Seahaven.”

“Ah.” Cerise leaned back in her chair. She had expected nothing less, of course,
would have been disappointed if she had gotten any other answer. Seahaven was the
last and greatest of the virtual villages, the last survivor of adozen similar spaces that
had existed before Evans-Tindale. It was a virtual space run by and for its unknown
architect, the Mayor, an unreal place policed, positioned, and created entirely at his
whim. If you entered its influence, you agreed to abide by its rules, to subordinate
whatever filters you used to interpret the net to its own system. It was a spectacular
effect, and a dangerous one; there were always people who tried to beat the local
system, force it to bend to their whim, and while they always failed, the fallout could
be disastrous. It had always been a cracker’ s haven; now it was one of the last
remaining spaces where the shadow walkers could conduct their business. It was



also one of the net’ s greatest temptations, and home of its greatest dangers. Trouble
had said oncethat if it were on any map, it would have to be labeled, quite literally,
HERE BE DRAGONS.

“Do you have any ideawhere |’d ook for Seahaven these days?’

Sirico’ sicon shifted color, went yellow for a brief instant, the equivalent of a
shrug. “New Hampshire?’

“Very funny.” Cerise frowned at the screen. Seahaven was also atown on the
New Hampshire coast, maybe ninety-five kilometers to the north. It had once been a
summer resort and afishing town, but as the beaches became dangerous, racked
with high UV sunlight, eaten away by pollution and the shifting tide-line, other
businesses had dwindled, until the entire population was dependent on the secure
hotel built just outside the town on pilings driven into the salt marsh. The hotel was
highly rated among the multinational s who needed absolute security for their
negotiations—there had never been a successful raid, virtua or real, on the facility,
and only a handful of attempts—and the lack of other work in the area kept its prices
lower than most. Seahaven, the off-line Seahaven, existed now only to service the
hotel, and the hotel and the town government worked hand in glove to keep it that
way. Cerise had lived there for an interminable eight months after
Evans-Tindale—the old beachfront Parcade was one of the best sources along the
East Coast for black- and grey-market ware, and she had been desperate for new
hardware—and had hated it. The ghost of atown, worse still, the ghost of a virtual
town, hopeless and dying, with nothing to do but serve the hotel and throw rocks
and bottles at straying strangers: live free or die, Cerise thought, only they can’t
seem to do either. She shook away the flash of memory, salt air and the smell of oil
smoke drifting along the beachfront, said aloud, “The Seahaven that matters, Pol.
Any ideas?’

“l don’'t know. Thelast | heard, if you wanted to go to Seahaven, take awalk
through the Bazaar. But that was a week ago.”

Cerise sighed. “Right, thanks. Keep an eye out for any sale from thisintrusion,
will you?’

“How long do you want me to watch?’ Sirico asked.

“Give it another thirty-two hours,” Cerise answered. “1f we haven’'t seen anything
by then, we're not going to.”

“OK.”

“Thanks, Pol,” Cerise said, and cut the connection. She stared at the screen for a
moment, then touched keys to sound the net. The system flashed an instant list of
everyone' s position on-line. The smplest thing would be to post a general message,
but traveling to net-Seahaven was still something alittle questionable, along step
toward the shadows; for her people’s sake, it would be better to ask them
individually. She studied the list, then blanked the screen. None of the duty operators
were likely to admit knowing the road, even if they did know it, which wasn’t terribly
likely; better to hit the net herself, head for the BBS and the Bazaar that lay at its



heart, and find her own way from there. And, she admitted, with awry smile at her
own frailties, it would be more fun to do it herself.

Before she could tie in, a chime sounded, and Massek’ s face appeared in the
corner of her screen. “I’ ve set up an appointment with Mr. Rabin, Ms. Cerise. Is
two-thirty al right with you?’

Cerise made aface. “ Can you makeit any later, Landy?’

“Sorry. Mr. Rabin’s got a meeting at three asit is, and he expects to be there the
rest of the day.”

“All right,” Cerise said, and knew she sounded irritable. “Two-thirty itis.”
“Thanks. I'll tell Mr. Rabin.” Massek vanished.

That changed the parameters somewhat. Cerise pushed herself up from her desk
and went to the door of the office. “ Jensey. I’ m going out on the net for the next few
hours. I'll be back by two—it’sto do with the incident yesterday, if anyone asks.”
She meant Coigne, and Bagyen knew it.

“Ill tell him,” the dark woman answered. “Do you want me to sound arecall for
you?’

“I’ll set one,” Cerise answered, and turned away. She returned to her seat,
adjusting the chair controls to a more comfortable setting, one that wouldn’t leave
her crippled after afew hours. She checked the toolkits and the standbys already
displayed on the screen, and touched keys to have the system warn her when it was
time to go home. Then she took a deep breath, and launched herself out onto the
net.

Sheisflying now, bursting like a rocket through the company |C(E), exploding
onto the net like a firework. Overhead, a light gleams like a moon, full and
brilliant an open conference, and she hesitates, tempted, but makes herself turn
away. The lines of the nets expand before her, roads and rivers of data like
glowing highways, she chooses one, not quite at random, and letsit carry her
down toward the BBS.

The rivers move more slowly here, where talk is free and the lines are
overburdened. She disciplines herself to that meandering pace, drifts silently from
node to node. The Bazaar isthe great center of the BBS, the link of traders' nodes
where anything and everything is bought and sold. Lights flare around her as she
drifts closer, bursts of compressed iconage like the cries of a street hawker, and the
air smells of burnt cinnamon. She bats the most persistent symbolsidly away,
feeling them break like bubbles against her hand, familiar advertising, most of
them, some of them not, new names and faces, new services, strangers on the net.
She drifts past, not bothering to make any reply, her own icon dimmed and ghostly
in the midst of all that brilliance, seeking the sellers that lay behind the walls of
light, behind the barriers of the obvious. She tests the virtual winds, tasting the
data, but finds none of the familiar markers that hint at the road to Seahaven. At
the Polar Flare, where there is always news of the shadows, she catches the ball of
light that is flung at her, unwraps the spinning advertisement without bothering to



read the icons, there is nothing at its center, and she frowns, and tosses the
glittering shards like confetti back onto the net. There are other nodes, she crosses
them, finds at last a familiar symbol, and touches it. The shape within becomes a
presence, a scent and then a swirl of light, a hand-icon inviting her inside. She
reaches into her own toolkit, finds the right shape to answer it. Their icons merge,
weaving together into a sphere that will provide at least theillusion of privacy,
and the familiar presence speaks.

*Haven't seen you in a while, Cerise. Are you buying or selling?*

He knows perfectly well she's gone legit, gotten areal job, a legal job, and
Cerise smiles, letting the brainworm display the expression for all to see.

*Neither, Max. As you should know. I’'mtrying to get to Seahaven.*

As she expects, that stops him, and there is a little pause, the light flickering
around her like a silent fire. She hangs in its warmth like a salamander, happy in
her element, and hears a faint intake of breath.

*Theroad's closed today, or so | hear. Come back tomorrow.*
*Trouble?*

She makes the question ambiguous, and hears Max Helling laugh.
*| thought you left her. *

He knows better than that, he was there, and Cerise keeps her tone cold and
level. *1f it's her—and she left me. *

*|f—?* Thereis another little silence, and then Helling laughs again. *So
that’ s the way you're playing it. | heard this Trouble got into Multiplane.”

*That'stheway it is. Or so | hear.* Her echo of hiswordsis malicious, and she
hearsit strike home.

*|’veretired, too, Cerise. Don’'t push me.*

That is news, and Cerise lifts an eyebrow, knowing the brainwormwill relay
the gesture, asking without speech whatever happened to Aledort. She says
nothing direct, however, waits, lapped in the golden light. She waits, and it is
Helling who speaks again.

*Like| said, the road' s down today. Try tomorrow—through Eleven’s Moon.*

He flips away, shattering the sphere that encloses theminto a thousand shards
like flying knives. Cerise ducks in spite of herself, in spite of knowing she should
have expected it, and Helling is gone But he' s told her what she wanted, what she
needs to know, there' s nothing more she wants from him, not for now. She smiles,
delighting in the glittering air, the crush and bother of the advertising, the slow
and complex rhythm of the data tides that lie beneath the BBS, and turns along a
curve of blue-green light, taking the long way home.



Chapter Four
| &N

TROU BLE PLAYS JIGSAW well, even by the standards of the nets. The
crystals dance through the playing sphere, flickering from blue to green to yellow,
racing up and down the spectrum in an unpredictable pattern, and she reaches
for the red ones, catches themjust as they blush from orange into red, and slings
them into their place in the growing structure. The twisted sculpture, a fantastic,
spiraling tower like a mad single-branched candelabra, shivers under a sudden
shower of pieces, her own and her last opponent’s, flickering like a flame between
blue and red. Around the inner surface of the sphere, the eliminated players
cluster in ones and threes, bright icons at the corners of her vision, redetermining
the playing area. She smiles, fierce behind the mask of her playing piece, the
brainworm turned up full, so that she feels every unreal motion, and launches a
crystal—already red, too late in its cycle to use—toward an icon who' s drifted too
close, a silver shape like a Scottie dog. She turns away before she sees it hit or
parried, to catch another drift of crystals. A few are shading toward red; she
catches three in quick succession, tosses them, slowly, not with all her strength, so
that as they approach the twisted tower they are just turning red. Her opponent, a
wedge of iridescent silver like a fighter plane, knocks the first away with a
well-placed crystal of her own, but the second and the third sink home, and the
tower shades imperceptibly closer to the true red that would mean Trouble's
victory. Trouble smiles behind the masking icon, and launches herself up and over
the wavering structure—it sways even wider, but she has timed it perfectly—and
findsarich field of crystals on the far side, all ripening toward the red she needs.
The iridescent fighter swoops sideways, swinging wide around the structure,
gathering crystals of her own, but Trouble is ahead of her. She slings the last five
crystals into place, banking them off the nearest part of the sphere to snap into the
lattice at the bottom of the tower, the hardest of all shots to execute but the most
certain, doneright. The tower flares scarlet, flashes victory; victory flares around
her own icon, bathing her in sheer delight, direct pleasure, and she gaspsinside
the encircling field of color. The other icons, the glittering fighter, the Scottie dog,
a stylized Ferrari, and all the rest, drop slowly to the common plane of the net,
and the playing sphere fades around them.

*Nice game,* the fighter says, gruffly, and Trouble smiles again.
*Thanks.*
*| didn’t catch your name,* the Ferrari says.

Trouble pauses, savoring the moment she had known would come—she had
planned for it, came out to play in order to provoke it, and now she intends to
enjoy it. * Trouble,* she says at last. * The original,* and before they can react,
before they can do more than absorb the words, she’s launched herself for the
nearest node, leaving only the shell of the icon behind her. The cutouts flare as she
drops through the node, and she vanishes from the net in a shower of smoke and


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

flame that obscures her trail beyond recovery.

Trouble lay back in her chair, jolted by the drop from virtuality, let herself sit for a
moment, until her heartbeat lowed to normal. She had spent the last three days
tracking the person who called themself Trouble through the net, and had gotten
nowhere, found nothing except afile full of crackers' gossip. And Treasury was still
too interested in her system to make it possible for her to chase down the rumors.
She checked the main screen automatically, saw Starling’ s watchdog still patiently
chasing itstail, and touched the keys that released the crude muzzle. The program
unfolded itself, sent a burst of codes across her screen, found nothing, and went
dormant again, momentarily satisfied. Trouble eyed it uncertainly—she couldn’t be
surethat it hadn’t spotted her interference, working with athree-year-old
muzzle—Dbut there was nothing she could do about it if it had. The worst it could do
was testify that she had a brainworm—~bad, but not an unbeatable charge. At least it
could not, by itself, prove that she was Trouble.

And she had made a good start. Trouble smiled slowly, savoring the memory of
the Jigsaw game. It had been fun to play again, to play at her own top capacity; it
had been even more fun to name herself, and watch the panic set in. Once she was
known to be back, she herself, the original, the only Trouble, someone would tell her
who this pretender really was. And then she could deal with it, either by shopping the
pretender to the cops—she had no obligations there, after the stranger had stolen her
name, her style—or by revealing the pretense on the wider nets. The latter was
probably the more satisfying option, though selling out the pretender was safer, and
she allowed hersalf agrin, contemplating the possibilities.

Her fingers were cramping inside the tight shell of the metal-bound glove. She
winced, working her hand against servos gone suddenly stiff and unresponsive, and
sat up enough to unplug the glove. The pain eased, and she stretched cautiously,
opening and closing her hand, until she was certain the cramps would not return.
Then she snapped open the catches, and eased the glove away from her fingers.
Troubl€e' s return—the return of the real Trouble, she amended silently—would be
the talk of the nets within half an hour. All she had to do was back it up.

Fortunately, that wouldn’t be hard. But before she could go much further, she
needed a new toolkit, and probably a new implant to manage data transfer to the
brainworm. After three years, the old chip was outclassed, and while she could make
or steal much of the software and bioware that she needed, it would be quicker and
more efficient—and safer, too, in the long run—to buy what she needed from one of
the shadow dealers who infested the coast. She had the money for it, alittle more
than five thousand in amix of citiscrip, bearer cards, and an ugly grey-green wad of
oldmoney; and besides, she told herself, buying a new kit would be one more way of
announcing her return.

A chime sounded from the intercom, and she jumped before she realized what it
was.

“India?’ A female voice too distorted to recognize paused briefly, static singing
through the speaker. “India, are you down there?’



Trouble touched the answer button, her heart still racing painfully. “I’m here.
What isit?’

“Areyou on line? l—we' d like to talk to you.”

“If | wason line,” Trouble said, “I wouldn’t be answering you.” She stopped,
took a deep breath, backing away from the bravado of the nets. “ Sorry. Who's
we?’

“Me, Oba, Mike, and Terri Lofting.”

At least half of the Management Committee, plus whoever was doing the talking.
Trouble took a deep breath, feeling the sudden chill run along her spine. “I’ll be right
up.”

She took the time anyway to shut things down properly, so that no one could
complain of her work as syscop, and went upstairs. The delegation was waiting at
the main door, the evening sky behind them glowing red and orange between the
layers of clouds, like embersin abanked fire. She studied them for an instant as she
opened the door—it was the entire Management Committee, plus Judy Merric, who
had once been a paralegal and did most of the legal talking for the coop—and
beckoned them into the brightly lit kitchen.

“What' s up?’ she asked.

“Youtell us,” TeresaLofting said. She was the oldest member of the committee,
grey-haired and soft-bodied, but there was awill of iron beneath the grandmotherly
exterior. She had built the co-op amost out of nothing, and was fiercely protective
of itsrights.

“Let’ssit down,” Alvarez said hastily. “If you don’t mind, India.”

“No,” Trouble said, without sincerity, and waved them on into the living room.
She thought for amoment of offering coffee and tea, but, looking at the grim faces,
suspected that it would only put off the inevitable. “What' sthis all about?’ she said
again, and sat down on the chair beside the unused stove.

The others took their places reluctantly, exchanging glances, and at last Alvarez
said, “The Treasury agents, the ones who were here the other day. What do they
want with you?’

“They were asking about a cracker who may have been going through
my—our—nodes,” Trouble said, and wondered why she bothered. “I told them |

hadn’t seen anything, and gave them a copy of the sheriff’s report—my report to the
sheriff. That'sall.”

“And had you?’ Lofting asked. Trouble frowned, and the older woman amplified,
her voice still sweetly reasonable. “Had you seen anything?’

“No,” Trouble said, and didn’t bother hiding her annoyance.

“Hey, people,” Merric said softly, and Mike Ishida said, “Y eah, let’ s begin at the
beginning. India doesn’t know what’ s been going on today.”

Trouble looked warily at them, aready not sure she wanted to know, and Alvarez



sad, “All right, Mike, you tell her.”

Ishidagave awry smile, careful to include all of them—~but Lofting, at least,
wasn't buying, Trouble thought, and Alvarez didn’t look too happy, either. And if
Merric’'s here— she might only have been a paralegal, but she had a good sense of
the legal process. If she was worried, then Treasury might well be close to an arrest.

“We' ve been getting alot of attention from the authorities all of a sudden,” Ishida
said. “I got a phone call from aMr. Levy, who says he' s with the Treasury, asking
about you, India—asking how you came to work for us, what we know about
you—asking me in my capacity as a committee speaker. Oba and Terri got the same
kind of inquiries, and when | asked around, alot of people had been getting informal
questions. So what’ s going on?”’

Trouble spread her hands. “1 don’t entirely know. What they told me was, they
tracked a cracker using my nodes, my net. | checked into it, of course, and didn’t
find any signs of anyone, but what | hear on the net is, there' s a cracker come back
from the dead, somebody nobody’ s heard of in years, who's causing alot of
trouble. What the connection iswith me, | don’t know.” And everything except the
last sentence was absolutely true.

The other four exchanged glances, Lofting still with that gentle, implacable moue
of distaste that was more alarming than any overt threat. Merric leaned forward
dightly. “India—"

“Very well,” Lofting said, riding over whatever the ex-paralegal would have said.
“1 can accept that you don’t quite know what’ s happening, | can even believe that
you didn’'t know that this—cracker—was back in business, but | find it hard to
believe that you didn’t know this person. If that’s what you tell us, however—" She
paused, clearly waiting for adenial. Trouble made her expression as guileless as
possible, and, after a moment, L ofting continued. “—then we have to accept it. But
|—we of the Management Committee— cannot support you if you’' ve been involved
inillega activities. | want that clearly understood.”

“We knew perfectly well when India came to us that hiring any syscop out of the
shadows might present problems,” Ishida began. “And we agreed then—"

“Do you understand?’ Lofting said, asif the younger man hadn’t spoken.

Oh, yes, Trouble thought, | understand, and bit her tongue to keep from speaking
it aloud. You're washing your hands of me, regardless of what |’ ve done—or, more
precisely, because you believe I’ ve done whatever it isthey’ re accusing me of ...
Which of course | did do, once upon atime and sort of, because | was—I
am—Trouble. It would be funny, if it wasn't so serious—hell, it isfunny. She sat
still for amoment longer, considered and discarded three different answers. It was
quiet in the condo; she could hear, in the far distance, the dulled, steady rush of
traffic on the flyway. She said at last, “ Y ou don’t leave me many options. Asit
happens, | haven’t been running shadow jobs here—" She used the cracker’ s phrase
deliberately, and saw Merric wince. “—but that doesn’t seem to matter, to you or to
Treasury. Like Mike said, you knew—I told you—what I’ d done before | came



here, back when it wasn’t illegal, and you said then it didn’t matter. However, | don't
intend to involve you, the co-op, in my troubles.”

Ishidaflinched at that, and Alvarez looked up, as though he would protest. Even
L ofting had the grace to look faintly uncomfortable, but sherallied quickly. “The
co-op can't afford your troubles—can’'t afford cracker troubles,” she said. “The
law—Evans-Tindaleis very clear about what makes an accessory. Y ou know that.”

She had been looking at Trouble, but it was Alvarez who nodded. “I’m sorry,
India,” he said.

“S0,” Trouble began, and Lofting cut in.

“1 want you to understand that we, the co-op as awhole, will do whatever we can
to cooperate with the Treasury’ s investigation.”

“Make sure you fill out the reward form correctly,” Trouble said. “But remember
to clear out your personal systemsfirst.” She had meant that as a threat—she had
dealt with plenty of grey-market programmers for the co-op, trying to get good
programs at prices the artists could afford—and she was pleased when Alvarez
looked away.

L ofting ignored her, looked around the room, visibly gathering her delegation.
“That’sal we cameto say. | appreciate your time, India.”

“Not at all,” Trouble said, and bit down hard on a profane response. It wouldn’t
work—wouldn’t impress Lofting, wouldn’t anger her, would merely be what she’'d
expected, and Trouble wouldn’t give her that satisfaction. She walked them to the
door, moving with care, and was surprised when Merric hung back at the doorway,
glancing over her shoulder as the others moved away into the growing dark.

“If you need it,” she began, scowling, and then her tone changed abruptly. “If
they come down on you, India, remember, you don’t have to talk to them. Even if
they arrest you, you don’t have to talk to them without a lawyer, and we have a
contract with my old firm.” She reached into her pocket, the movement screened
from the others by her body, and came out with athin piece of pasteboard. “The
callcode’ s there, and our account number. Y ou'll still have access.”

Trouble took the card wordlessly, and knew from Merric' s shiver that her fingers
as they brushed against her hand were as cold asice. “Thanks,” she said, and was
remotely pleased that her voice remained steady.

“1 hopeto hell you don’t haveto useit,” Merric said, and turned away.

Trouble shut the door quite gently behind her, and went upstairs to her bedroom.
There was no point in putting it off, and no point in staying here any longer; with
Lofting firmly ranged against her, the rest of the co-op would soon fall into line.
Which meant she needed the toolkit right away, and the new implant as soon as
possible, and the machines downstairs would no longer be safe... She put those
thoughts aside, recognizing incipient panic, and began methodically to pack.

It didn’t take her long. She had accumulated more things than she' d realized,
clothes and books and disks and the plain-but-decent furniture, but most of it would



have to stay behind. She collected what she could carry, what would help her in the
weeks ahead—Troubl e’ s clothes, the best of her pieces, costume from the old days
and the few new things that matched that image—and then went downstairs to break
up the system. Some of the hardware would have to stay—she couldn’t risk having
the node ssimply vanish, tempting as it was to deprive the co-op of its connection to
the outside world—»but she stripped the more portable machines away, reaching
awkwardly around the shelves to unhook dusty cables. She had done this before,
and shied away from the memory, suppressing the thought that Cerise would say it
served her right. She sneezed, startled, and went back upstairs for arag, cursing
herself for her carelessness. She' d never stayed in any one place long enough for
that to be a problem. Finally, however, she had everything broken down; she folded
the last cable neatly into its housing, took alast look at the net monitor obligingly
blinking on the main screen—everything was green, most of the house machines shut
down for the night, a single blue-toned icon that was Mineka K onstenten, working
late on one of her designs— and turned away. It had never been particularly hard to
leave, before. Even leaving Cerise had been easier.

She paused in the living room, set the system carrybag on the floor beside the
lighter backpack that held her clothes. It was a strange thought, not something she’'d
really considered before. It wasn't so much that it was hard to leave the
co-op—though, given the choice, she would have stayed, and that was startling—as
that it had been, well, easy to leave Cerise. Not that | wasn't right to do it, she
thought, but still... She could remember packing that day, loading the machines and
the clothes haphazard into the only bag she had, wrapping the delicate brainbox at
the center of a cocoon of jackets and shirts, packing the storage blocksin
underwear, hurrying because she couldn’t stand the thought of arguing anymore,
because Evans-Tindale had become law and she’ d known Cerise wouldn’t see
reason, because if she hurried she didn’t have to think too much about what Cerise
would say, coming home to the empty flat. No, easy wasn’t the right word, but she
hadn’t felt this same regret, a nostalgia, amost, for the time she’ d spent. It had been
fear then, certainly, and anger. She was angry now, too, but she hadn’t expected the
co-op to support her. She had expected Cerise to come with her, in the end.

She checked the kitchen controls afinal time, making sure the household systems
had spooled down to standby, set the environmental system at fifteen degrees, then
left the remote conspicuously in the center of the table. She pocketed the
old-fashioned keys, and let herself out the diding door, locking it carefully again
behind her. She hesitated then, weighing the keys in her hand, then turned not toward
the gate but into the compound, walking back along the row of houses, skirting the
pools of light that spread from the porches. At Konstenten’ s house she hesitated,
but made herself step up onto the porch, and tapped gently on the reflecting glass.
For a moment she thought the other hadn’t heard her, that she' d been too immersed
in her work to hear, but then the mirror-image rippled, the line of trees, her own
brighter shape wavering, and the door dlid open afew inches.

“What isit, India?’ Konstenten asked, and slid the door open the rest of the way.
She was atall woman, chestnut hair held back by an embroidered scarf; threads



clung to her T-shirt and the legs of her jeans. Behind her, light gleamed on her
quilting frame, spotlighted in the center of the room. “Or should | ask?’

“I’'m leaving,” Trouble said. She held out her keys, and Konstenten took them
mechanically, stood holding them still with her hand up, as though she wasn't sure
what she wanted to do with them. “I may be back—I hope I'll be back, but | wanted
to ask if you'd keep an eye on my stuff.”

There was alittle silence, and then Konstenten said, “ Y ou're leaving me
responsible for your place. And whatever’sinit. All with Treasury breathing down
your neck, and the talk everywhere that you' re going to be busted any day now.
Fuck you, Indy.”

“There’ s nothing in there that could get you into trouble,” Trouble said. “They
think I’m a cracker, you're not involved in that.”

“Fuck you,” Konstenten said again, and threw the keys at Trouble' sfeet. They
landed with a splash of metal against concrete. “Why do you even bother telling me
you're going?’

Because | didn’t tell Cerise, Trouble thought. But that was not an answer that
Konstenten would understand. She said, “Because | thought | owed you.”

“Because you needed my help,” Konstenten answered. The keys lay gleaming at
Trouble sfeet.

“Fine,” Trouble said. She shifted the bags on her shoulder, took a step backward,
letting the keys lie where they’ d fallen. “Yeah, | could ve used some help, but it's
OK. Leaveit, let the committee, whoever, deal with it. But | wanted to let you
know.”

She turned away, started walking fast into the shadows, heading toward the edge
of the standing trees and the path that led to the main gate. Behind her, she heard a
scrape of metal against concrete, but did not look back to see if Konstenten had
picked up the keys.

She caught the night shuttle into Irish Point, the train chugging down the center of
the flyway that gleamed like an oil dick in the headlights and the silver glare of the
rising moon. To the south, the city lights filled the horizon, the distant buildingslittle
more than shadows behind the broken geometry of their lights, further distorted by
the scratched windows. She watched them, trying not to think too much, until the
flyway split away to either side, ramps spiraling down to the ground roads, and the
shuttle itself dipped toward the terminus. She had made sure that Jesse' s still existed,
was till in the same ratty storefront where he had always kept shop; that was all she
could do, and she put her worries and the anger aside for |ater.

Shetook atrolley from the terminus into the town center, got off at the familiar
end-of-Main stop. Main Street was less crowded here, toward the edge of Irish
Point’ s shopping district, fewer carsin sight. Less than two miles away, the street
ended at the concrete of the seawall, and Trouble could see the lights of the Coast
Guard tower rising above the distant buildings. She made her way past the closed
storefronts, their windows protected by metal grills or heavier solid shutters. Here



and there, someone had tried to pry one of the barriers away, leaving a corner curled
up, and everywhere red and green pinlights glowed in corners, signalling wideawake
security systems.

There weren’t many people on the street, either—a young woman hurrying past,
who vanished through the locked door that led to an upstairs apartment; a couple of
middle-aged men who walked slow and unsteady, arguing about something in an
unfamiliar creole; a twenty-something man in jeans and atoo-tight T-shirt, handsin
his pockets, scowling—and Trouble felt vaguely that she ought to be afraid. She was
too angry for fear, however, beyond the always present need to keep an eye on the
shadows, too angry still even to admit her anger, except as awhite-cold intensity that
she honed like a weapon, focusing her thoughts on the meeting. She would not think
of Konstenten, of the co-op, not yet. She turned off Main Street at last, striding
through the orange glow of a streetlight, and saw the familiar sign ahead of her.

Jesse’ swas asmall place, a clapboard storefront with a dirty display window
filled with faded posters and a few old-fashioned pocketbooks and travel decks. The
door was open, however, just a screen separating the main room from the street, and
she could hear the music two doors away. It was old music, familiar rhythms, and
she found herself falling into step as she came up to the door.

The main room was just the same as it had always been, bare wood floors badly
in need of polishing, shelvesfilling the side walls and the wall behind the bare metal
counter with its row of open outlets. Just inside the door, an overfilled notice board
advertised everything from used chips and bioware to a secondhand tricycle. A
quartet, all young, al nondescript in jeans and military surplus, none of them familiar
to her, sat at the center table, a notebook’ s internal works spread out among them
like acard game or the entrails of some sacrificial animal. They all looked up at the
sound of the door, and she felt their eyes on her as she walked past them to the
counter. None of them would be of significance—if they were at all important, they
would be in one of the back rooms—and she ignored them, fixing her eyes on the
woman behind the counter. She would be one of Jesse'sinnumerable girls, one of
the harem who cooked and cleaned and did the tech work and kept the store running
while Jesse played on the nets, and Trouble approached her with the same wary
respect she used to all of Jesse’s women. The woman, tall, stringy, very black, her
hair fastened in aclub of braids at the base of her neck, looked back at her with a
weary, deliberately unnerving stare.

“What you need, honey?’

“1’ve got some shopping to do,” Trouble answered. “And | want to talk to

“We got stock out here,” the woman answered, with a vague wave of her hand at
the crowded shelves, “but Jesse' s on-line. You'll have to make do with me.”

Behind her, Trouble could hear a soft sound from the group at the table, arustle
that might have been a stifled laugh. She ignored it, still looking at the stringy woman.
“1 need custom work. And | still want to talk to Jesse.”



There was alittle silence, and the woman said, “Will Jesse want to talk to you?’
“Tell him Trouble' s here.”

The woman’'s head came up, her mobile face drawing down into an angry scowl.
“1 don't take kindly to pretenders, sweetheart, and we don’'t deal with hot
merchandise—"

“Thereal Trouble,” Troubleinterjected. “The original. You can tell Jessethat I'm
back, and I"'m pissed. Nobody takes my namein vain.”

The woman stared at her, her anger replaced by speculation, and Trouble heard
one of the quartet whistle softly. She could see their reflection in one of the shiny
metal boxes that held sterile components, a distorted image, but clear enough to see
them all four staring, the notebook forgotten on the ta-bletop. She waited, willing to
let the woman take her own time in deciding how to handle this apparition from
Jesse' s past, and the curtain that covered the door into the back rooms was swept
back abruptly.

“Problems?’ afamiliar voice asked, and the woman turned toward her with
ill-concealed reli€f.

“This woman wants to talk to Jesse—"

“Trouble?’ Annie Elhibri sounded less than enthusiastic in her recognition, and
Trouble allowed hersalf adight, unpleasant smile.

“Good to see you again, Annie.”

“ Jesus.”

“Not yet,” Trouble murmured, and Elhibri rolled her eyes.

“What the hell are you doing here? We heard you’ d left the shadows.”

“Someone’ s taking my name in vain,” Trouble said again. “I’ m—not best
pleased.”

“Right,” Elhibri said. “I guess you better talk to Jesse.”

She held the curtain aside, and Trouble ducked under the faded fabric. The inner
rooms had changed even less than the outer, the walls still painted with bold sweeps
of color and stylized suns-and-moons from the last psychedelic revival. In one side
room, a couple of crackers sprawled on mattresses laid out beside a strip of
datanodes, cords snaking across the floorboards from their dollie-slots to disappear
Into the nodes. In the next room, a man and a woman |leaned close over aviewlens,
the woman pointing out featuresin its circle. Trouble looked, but couldn’t see what
lay in the lens's magnifying field. The surgery was empty, not usual in the old days,
not on a Thursday night when most people had just gotten paid on their real jobs,
and she glanced sharply at Elhibri.

“Where' s Carlie?’

Elhibri looked back at her, thin eyebrows rising. “Dead. Didn’t you hear? He died
last winter.”



“AIDS?’
“Yeah.”

“Shit.” Trouble closed her mouth over anything el se she would have said, any
apology for not having known. Carlie Held had installed her first dollie-slots and
BOSRAM, had implanted her brainworm and rigged most of the later upgrades and
improvements to the mixed system. It was hard to believe he could be dead—and
someone might have told me, out of all the old gang. But she had walked away, not
they.

“We got anew girl doing installations,” Elhibri went on, “name of Karakhan.
Carlie trained her—it was hisideato have her take over.”

Trouble nodded, swallowing her grief and the regret that she hadn’t known
sooner, and Elhibri stopped in front of the final door.

“Wait here,” she said, and pushed through the beaded curtain before Trouble
could say anything. There was a murmur of voices, and Elhibri reappeared, holding
the curtain aside. “ Jesse says comeon in.”

“Thanks,” Trouble said, and stepped under the draped beads.

Nothing much had changed here, either, except for Jesse himself. He still sat
behind the massive desklike shape of a salvaged miniframe, extra processing towers
sprouting from its corners like buttresses, but his hair was grey, and the lines of his
face had deepened. The eyes, however, were the same, brown and deceptively
warm, and so was his expression, smiling and closed all at once.

“So the prodigal returns,” he said, with the same heavy jovidlity that he had
always used when he wanted to buy time. It was afamiliar pose, and Trouble took a
savage pleasure in the old routines.

“Not exactly,” she said. “I just need to pick up afew items for my toolkit. You're
still the best, Jesse, or so they say.”

Jesse lifted an eyebrow. “ Still, Trouble?’
“It' sbeen awhile.”
“So it has,” Jesse agreed. “What isit precisely that you' re looking for?”’

“Just a couple of routines,” Trouble answered. “1 need a set of icepicks and
some tracers. And | want to buy a muzzle for awatchdog.”

“Youdorealize” Jesse said, “that all of thisisillegal now?”’
Trouble smiled. “And | want an upgrade for my worm.”

Jesse sighed. “All right, | can get you the icepicks, no problem, deliver as soon as
you pay and | download. Tracers, hell, take your pick, I’ ve got a pretty good
selection. Now, for the muzzle—what kind of awatchdog isit, anyway?’

“Treasury,” Trouble answered, and was pleased when Jesse winced.

“You don’t ask for much, do you? Come back into my life, without even so
much as a hello, darling, and tell me you want sixteen varieties of naughtyware,



including a new chip for the worm. What the hell are you up to—or, no, don't tell
me. lcepicks, tracers, muzzles, implants—Christ, you don’t want much from me.”

Trouble waited until the spate of talk had run out, smiled again. “Hello, darling.
It's good to see you again.”

There was alittle silence, and then, reluctantly, Jesse smiled back at her. It was a
real smile, acknowledging her attitude and skill, and it transformed the blank
roundness of hisface. “I didn’t think it could be you making all that trouble. Just not
your style.”

“It'snot,” Trouble said. “Which, of course, iswhy |’ ve come shopping.”

Jesse nodded, touched controls hidden somewhere behind the bulk of the
miniframe. “1 think | can fit you up, except maybe for the implant. Karakhan's good,
but she' s not up to the worms yet. I’ d have to get somebody in.”

“Who'’ s the best, now that Carlie’s dead?’ Trouble asked.

“Woman in the city,” Jesse answered. “Her name’'s Huu, H-U-U—Dr. Huu, get
it?’

“Got it,” Trouble said, and wished she hadn’t.

“She’s part of Butch van Liesvelt’s crowd, if you still talk to any of them,” Jesse
went on. “I could get you an introduction, but you’ d be better off going through the
family.”

“Yeah, you're still astraight boy,” Trouble said. “I' [l talk to Butch. What about
the rest of the stuff?’

“l can get it for you,” Jesse answered. “At aprice, of course.”

“Jesse,” Trouble said, and let her voice go deep and teasing.

“lI mean it, Trouble. This stuff doesn’t come cheap anymore, and you want some
pretty specialized routines.”

“l don’t have time to waste,” Trouble said. “I’ll give you three thousand for the
lot.”

“Three thousand?’ Jesse' s voice scaled up with mock-disbelief. “ Three thousand
for icepicks, tracers—my best tracers, which iswhat | know you’'ll want—and a
muzzle?’

“That’sright.” Trouble waited, hooked her thumbs into the pockets of her jeans,
knowing that al she really needed to do was wait.

“I"m sorry,” Jesse said, and shook his head for emphasis. “I’m sorry, | can't do
it. I’ ve got a business to maintain, expenses, employees to pay—we've got a
pension plan and health care now, in case you didn’t know.”

“Both of which are mandated by the government,” Trouble said. “ Three
thousand, Jesse. | told you, | don’t have time to waste.”

There was alittle silence, Jesse shaking his head, and then, still shaking his head,
he spread his hands in surrender. “All right, three thousand. But you’ll have to take



straight-off-the-net routines. | can't afford to do any custom work at that price.”
“1 can make my own modifications,” Trouble said demurely.
“All right,” Jesse said. “Let me start pulling things.”

“Thanks,” Trouble said, and Jesse waved vaguely toward a chair that stood in the
corner of the room. It was as much of an invitation as she was going to get, and
Trouble dragged it over to the miniframe. Jesse leaned close over his multiscreen,
hands busy on keyboard and shadowscreen, her presence already all but forgotten.
He would be checking hisinventory, Trouble knew, the legal and illegal storage
spaces he had scattered in the house and across the nets, along the virtual chain that
made up his network presence. If she closed her eyes, she could almost see the flare
of lights as Jesse |eapfrogged from node to node, muddying his trail.

It took nearly an hour for him to locate the programs he wanted. He surfaced long
enough to announce that fact, but it took another twenty minutes to extricate himself
from the nets without leaving traces. Trouble waited patiently enough—someone less
skilled could easily have taken three times as long, without producing what she
needed—but when the data drives began to whir she pushed herself to her feet and
went to watch them spin down.

“1 hope you like what | found you, after all that,” Jesse said, rather sourly, and
Trouble looked over her shoulder to see him unplugging himself from the last system
block.

“I'll let you know when | see them.”
Jesse rolled his eyes heavenward. “There' s gratitude for you.”

“Can | run off your system?’ Trouble asked. The green light came on, signaling
copy-complete, and she triggered the rel ease.

“Oh, go ahead. Why not?” Jesse waved toward atrio of nodes, and Trouble
dlipped her board from her bag and set it on the ledge, opening it just enough to give
her access to her machines. She carried severa versions of analysand in working
memory, and ran the new programs through the most comprehensive of the group,
barely watching the lines of code asthey flickered past on the screen. Animage
formed behind her eyes, drifting hazily in unreal space, coupled with a cascade of
sensation as the brainworm kicked in, translating the numbersinto her personal
codes. She flipped from the icepicks, elegant, lean programs, cold and hard as steel,
to the baroque complexity of the tracers, and smiled in spite of herself, feeling a
familiar touch, aroutine of her own buried in the secondary structure. The program
lolled in front of her, willing and eager and clearly skilled; fleetingly, she felt the
sensation of glossy fur, and nodded to herself, accepting that the program wasin
good shape.

“Good bones,” she said aloud, and Jesse grunted.

“Good genes,” he answered. “Y ou remember Max Helling? That’ s about a
third-generation variant of hisold Toby.”

Trouble nodded. She remembered Helling, al right, from the old days, a bony,



hawk-faced man who specialized in tracers and virus killing, though Aledort—a
cracker, aswell as an ecoteur—had kept him away from the circle as much as
possible. “Whatever happened to him, anyway?’

“Went legit,” Jesse answered. “Or so | heard. | haven’t seen his work much,
outside the marketplace.”

And that was a pretty good indication that he was indeed |egitimate: only the
crackers could afford to give away their programs for nothing. “Who wrote the
variant?’ Trouble asked, and Jesse shrugged again.

“Signsitself TG—which stands for Toujours Gai, or so | hear. Thework’s
reliable. TG doesn’'t do much, and what there is tends to build on other people’'s
templates, rework flawed stuff, but what's out there is choice. Word is, if you need
something redesigned, TG’ sthe oneto doit.”

“Nice to know,” Trouble said, and touched keys to begin shutting down the
system. “Thisis good stuff, Jess, thanks.”

“Always a pleasure doing business,” Jesse answered, without conviction. “Three
thousand, you said? Plus five hundred for my commission.”

“Three thousand,” Trouble answered. “Nice try.”
“Three thousand.”

Trouble nodded, reached into her bag, came up with the folder of mixed cash.
She found what she wanted and handed it to Jesse. He counted it, stacking it gravely
into three piles, multicolor citiscrip foils, the dull silver of the bearer cards, the fina,
smaller grey-green wad of oldmoney. “All there,” he said at last, and swept the piles
together, stuffed it all somewhere out of sight. “ Anything else | can do for you?’ His
tone suggested that he hoped there wasn't.

“Two things,” Trouble answered, and grinned at the suddenly wary expression on
the man’ s face. “Nothing complicated—not even anything illegal.”

“Right,” Jesse said, without conviction, and sank back into his chair.
“First, | saw out there somebody had atrike for sale. Isit still available?’
Jesse nodded warily. “Yeah.”

“Do you know anything about it?’

“No more than anybody,” Jesse said, and Trouble sighed theatrically. She was,
sherealized, enjoying herself.

“It’ s your fucking store, Jesse, you know every piece of string that goes through
here, never mind the chips and the hardware. Don’'t give me that.”

“It’s pretty much as advertised,” Jesse said, stung. “ Good condition, probably
needs atune-up, kid's selling because he' s out of college and can’t afford the freight
to get it home to wherever it is he comes from, Sao Paulo or someplace like that,
and he doesn’t want to driveit.”

Trouble nodded slowly. The machine—an OstEuro Star-rider, the notice had



said—wasn't particularly fancy, wouldn’t win races or carry extra armament, would
probably get you killed if you tried outrunning police vans and flyers, but it was a
good steady platform for the long haul, would carry a decent cargo. “1’ m interested
init, Jesse. Will you broker for me?’

“At fifteen percent, sure,” Jesse answered.
“Used to be ten.”
“Inflation,” Jesse said.

Trouble considered, running the numbers in her head, but she already knew she
could afford it, even with Jesse’'s commission. “All right. But | won't go above the
asking price, no matter what he throwsin.”

Jesse started to leer, then thought better of it. Trouble said it for him, “No, not
even his own hot body. Not my type.”

“Agreed. I’'ll need a deposit—earnest money.”

“I’ll give you three hundred now,” Trouble said, “and another two hundred over
the commission if you can make the deal before |l leave.”

Jesse nodded, and typed something into his desktop. A chime sounded faintly.
Trouble reached into her pocket, pulled out a second folder of bearer cards. She
found one that rated two hundred and fifty, then paged through a half-empty book of
foils until she came up with the remaining fifty, and passed them together across the
desktop.

“I’m trying to contact him now,” Jesse said, and made the money vanish into a
pocket without looking up from his screens. “Y ou said there was more?’

“Second thing,” Trouble said. “I need to go to Seahaven, Jesse. Can | walk out
through your nodes?’

There was alittle silence, Jesse busying himself with the desktop. “ Seahaven’s
changed some,” he said at |ast.

When he didn’'t say anything more, Trouble lifted an eyebrow at him. “What do
you mean?’

“It’s changed.” Jesse grimaced, looked annoyed with himself for having betrayed
anything like uncertainty. “The Mayor—he' s gotten a little more autocratic these
days, and the interfaceisalot sicker, alot more IC(E) init, nasty IC(E). There was
an incident last year that caused alot of talk. The Mayor turned in somebody who
was working out of Seahaven—nhe said the guy was cracking without good sense,
screwing around where he couldn’t possibly make a profit, but alot of people
thought it was personal.”

“1 heard some of that,” Trouble said. There had been arumor last year that
someone, not a cracker, had been shopped to the cops for screwing around with
someone else’ s pillow-friend. If that was from Seahaven—well, it had to have been a
nasty quarrel, and wide-ranging, for its echoes to have reached her in the bright
lights.



“So alot of people are off Seahaven these days,” Jesse went on, “or at least
they’ re watching their step.”

Trouble shrugged, only partly out of bravado. Whatever truth was behind the
rumors, Seahaven was till the only place left that you could do certain kinds of
business, the only place that had successfully defended itself against the various
agencies whose job it had become to police the nets. “1 need to get a message out,”
she said, and Jesse sighed.

“Then you want to go to Seahaven,” he agreed. “Try through Eleven’s Moon.
Y ou’ re welcome to use a node, any room you want. But—be careful, Trouble.”

“Thanks,” Trouble said. “Is there someplace | can be private? Not just for me,”
she added, seeing Jesse’s mouth curl into agrin, “but to keep you people out of it.”

Jesse sobered instantly. “Yeah.” He touched more controls, and Trouble heard a
chime sound in some distant part of the building. “Y ou can have the little room
upstairs.”

That brought back memories, al right—she had worked there before, done some
of her best work in that little, blue-walled space, both when she was starting out and
then later, when she and Cerise had needed to do ajob on the fly—but she said
nothing.

“Ah,” Jesse said, and looked down at his screens. “1 found the kid.”
“Offer him two-thirds,” Trouble sad.

“Don’'t you trust me?’ Jesse asked, rhetorically, and his fingers danced over the
keyboard. There was alittle pause, and then he smiled. “Done deal. That’ s another
fifteen hundred, Trouble.”

“Rounded up?’ Trouble asked, but reached for her money.
“Rounded down. I’'m wounded.”

Trouble slid a short stack of bearer cards across the table, added a bookl et of
citiscrip. “Where isthe trike?’

“Out back,” Jesse answered. “Y ou can have it whenever you want it—" He broke
off asthe curtain slid back and Elhibri appeared in the doorway.

“Annie. Trouble s going to be working upstairs.”

Elhibri nodded, and Trouble followed the other woman out of the room and up
the narrow back stairway to the blue-painted room. It was empty except for the
node, its box mounted in the center of the floor like an inside-out drain, and a
patched foam-core armchair.

“You want coffee?’ Elhibri said, grudgingly, and Trouble nodded.
“Yeah, I’d appreciateit.”

“I’ll bring you a pot,” Elhibri answered, and disappeared, closing the door behind
her. Left to herself, Trouble began setting up her system, main box, data drives, the
specialized add-ons that interpreted the net, then plugged the cord into her



dollie-dot, careful to keep the power low for now. She loaded the new programs,

ran the installation routines, and sat back to run a quick diagnostic scan. Elhibri
reappeared halfway through, a small, two-cup thermos and a mug on atray, and
Trouble thanked her abstractedly, barely aware of her presence or her departure. The
scan showed green, a multibranched tree of indicators, more than that, she could feel
the system in tune, a gentle harmony, and she shut down the scan.

The gateway icon returned to the center of the screen, a multibranched,
ever-changing shape that seemed always on the verge of faling into aregular
polygon but could never quite be defined. Trouble evoked the control program,
touched the virtua levers, bringing the brainworm fully online, and heard the seashell
rush, the traffic rumble of the net. The realworld hazed and faded, overwritten by the
Images transmitted directly to her brain.

Sherides the fast datastream toward the BBS and the delta, slides away fromit
as the data slows around her, using her own separate momentumto carry her a
little further into the swirling light, the bright icons of the advertisers and the
punters and the users blending into a single shifting layer like the flow of a visible
wind. She passes familiar stations, nodes and virtual spaces that are shops and
meeting grounds and informal brokers of one thing or another, but no one seems
to notice. No one sends her more than the usual glittering chaff, and she smiles at
her conceit that made her expect more. It is probably just aswell, this virtual
anonymity, or discretion, but she doesn’t have to like it. She finds a mail drop, a
red-and-blue glittering box, and, after only the slightest hesitation, steps within.
Insideistheillusion of a post office, and the illusion of privacy; she invokes a
routine that makes the latter real, and quickly shapes her message. BUTCH—
NEED YOUR HELP TO CONTACT DRHUU, AND A PLACE TO STAY. MEET
ME AT MICKEY SWILD GOOSE AT—she glances sideways, checking realtime,
and makes the calculation—5 A.M. TOMORROW. THANKS. She adds the
mailcode and dispatchesit, through a tried-and-true cutout node. Smoke flares
briefly, astink and aflash of heat across her face, and she knows the system has
erased the local copy. She smiles, and dismisses the program that gave her the
moment’ s protection from prying eyes.

She moves on through the shifting pattern of the virtual streets, spirals eddying
within a greater spiral, following their shape rather than the outward image, and
finds herself at last in front of a symbol she recognizes, an icon man-tall, X and |
barring a shape like a full moon. She lifts her hand, knocks, and, a fraction late,
feels wood beneath her knuckle. A heartbeat later, the icon fades a little, becomes
pliable to the touch. She drifts through it, and feels the local interface seize her,
drawing shadowy shapes around her. The walls of a store tower to either side,
dark shelves crammed with dark and unimaginable objects that slink away from
view when you try to see them clearly; a shapeless figure, a demon carved of light
so white that she can’'t see any detail, sits behind a high counter, waiting.

*You rang?* it says, deep voice stolen from an actor famous for horror films,
and Trouble smiles to herself. She gestures, overriding the local system, and calls
into being her old icon, harlequin dancing, the one everyone remembers.



*1’mon the road for Seahaven* she says, and ignores the faint intake of breath
that betrays the human hand behind the demon.

Thereisallittle pause. She feels the faint pulse of a probe, pressure, atickle,
against her skin, and then the stronger surge of her own kit repelling itsinterest,
so that she appears to the other as an icon without a source, without the faint
silver cord that ties most icons to their point of origin and makes the skies above
the BBS a cat’ s-cradle of glittering lines. The demon shape nods and gestures,
creating a doorway out of nothing.

*Enter,* it says, in its most sepulchral voice, and Trouble touches hand to
forehead in mock salute. The door opens at her approach, and she steps through
into Seahaven.

It is Venice, today, or perhaps Amsterdam—Trouble has been to neither—all
tall, narrow houses lining a canal that reflects trees made of light. She smiles,
acknowledging its genuine beauty, and walks on into the image, ignoring the door
that closes and vanishes behind her. Light glitters from the black water at her left
hand; more lights glow in the windows of the houses to her right. Overhead, grey
on black, clouds flow too fast across a starless night. She doesn’t recognize these
buildings, but some things never change in Seahaven, and she starts walking,
following the slow curve of the canal, until, just where she’ d expected it, she finds
a bridge. She crosses that, still walking alone, her footsteps ringing on the stone,
striking sparks, no sign of other visitors, turns left, and emerges abruptly into a
crowded plaza. At its far end looms a terraced pyramid like an Aztec temple,
winged lions and eagles poised in combat on each corner: always the same
symbol, always the same place, here at the heart of Seahaven: the Mayor’ s palace.
She strides through the crowd as though they don’t exist—and most of them are
pale, compared to her, unwired—ignoring the occasional surprised murmur, just
her name, * Trouble*, like distant thunder, and walks up the steps until she stands
under the arch of the Mayor’ s palace.

*Mr. Mayor* Sheis playing to the crowd as well as to the presence that made
the city, and enjoys it, enjoys their leashed interest, the pretense of indifference that
deceives no one. Thereis a pause, and she wonders if the Mayor is going to make
her wait, punish her for her presumption, and she resolves to rip a hole in the wall
before she lets him do that to her. But then the arch lights, slowly, and a ghostly
shape takes shape within it, wraith-thin, wraith-pale even without the black
drapery, crowned in black and the pale blue-silver of stars.

*S0* the voice says, too soft to be heard beyond the portico, and an instant
later she feelsthe air congeal as the Mayor seals the space behind them,
surrounding themwith a cool sphere of opal light. *It isyou. | heard you were
dead.*

Hoped, maybe, Trouble thinks—they were not enemies, but were never friends,
she was wary of Seahaven, respectful but not adulatory, and the Mayor has
always preferred something close to worship She says, *It's me. *

* And what does Trouble want here?* the Mayor asks *I’m not at all sure we



want trouble. * Heisn't wired, or hisicon would have smiled, still, his tone points
up the double meaning, childish though it may be.

*| have business.* Trouble says, *and as a courtesy, | thought I’d give you
notice .*

*Fair warning?* the Mayor murmurs

*1f you like. Someone’ s been using my name, causing me problems—Treasury’s
down on me, from the old days, and I’ m not happy. Maybe this new Trouble
thinks I’ m dead, thinks the name’ s free for use, maybe it’sjust stupid, | don’t
know. But | want my name back. No one uses my name for the kind of shit this
new Trouble’s been pulling. * She stops, pulling back from the anger, continues
more calmly. * Thisisfair warning, and | want to make sure this punk seesit. I'm
back, I'mthe only Trouble thereis, and | don’t take kindly to imposters. *

Thereis another silence, the Mayor’s icon looking down at her with the same
faint, unchanging, superior smile she remembers with annoyance, and then he
says, *\Why come here?*

He wants his tribute, and she gives it, grudging * Because Seahaven’s still the
center of the business—always has been, probably always will be. Because | know
everyone who' s anyone will come through here, in time. This—new Trouble—will
get my message if | leave it here.*

The icon bends its head in regal thanks, complex display for someone not on the
wire. Showoff, Trouble thinks, says nothing. The Mayor says, *1I'll post it myself,
red-line warning, if you'd like*.

Trouble lifts her head, surprised—it’s not like the Mayor to offer anything,
much less something actively useful, and |least of all to her—and the icon gestures
stiffly with its working hand.

*The new Trouble, as you call it, has been attracting too much attention. I’ ve
had to shut down for a couple of days myself—’monly just up again. It stime it
was warned to behave. *

*|’d appreciate it.* Trouble says
“Then give me a name-sign. *

Trouble reaches into her toolkit for the seal she hasn’'t used in three years,
wakes the program and waits while it churns a tiny image out onto the net It is her
icon, the dancing harlequin, imbedded in the image are more fragments of code
that by their presence identify it as hers alone and by their absence betray any
attempt to tamper. She hangsit in the air in front of her. The Mayor waves his
hand, and it shrinks, he makes a gesture like putting it into his pocket, and the
shimmering image vanishes.

*1"ll post that message* he says, and Trouble answers, * Thank you. *

The opal sphere dissolves. She steps back through the last wisps of it—they
cling to her for an instant, cold and damp as fog, then curl away—and sees the



others watching, openly now, as she walks back across the square. She doesn’t
recognize many of the icons—it’s been three years since she’' s walked the
shadows, and three yearsis|ong enough for most of her peers to have vanished,
the hands behind the icons retired, imprisoned, or dead—but they know hers, and
they make way for her, no one quite daring to question. She walks back out of the
crowd, out of the plaza, feeling the old joy singing in her, the old delight at her
mastery, and turns left across another illusory canal. A few of the icons follow,
dlipping discreetly after her, she grinsto herself, readying a program of her
own—just let them try to follow me home—and gestures, looking for the nearest
outbound node. It has always been easier to |leave Seahaven than to enter it, a
door appears almost at once, and she opens it, steps back out into the hubbub of
the BBS. Two icons follow, with an attempt at stealth. She laughs and makes no
attempt to conceal it, sets her program free, and in the same instant cuts her
connection, letting the prepared retrieval snatch her home.

Chapter Five
\ &K AN

TROUBLE STRAIGHTENED SLOWLY, shrugging her shoulders against the

inevitable stiffness. One foot had gone to sleep, despite her precautions, she made a
face, working her ankle until the pins-and-needles faded to a distant buzz. Then she
unplugged herself from the system and began breaking down the machines. The
euphoriawas fading rapidly, curdling to melancholy, an inevitable reaction. The
coffee in the thermos was still warm, and she drank it in gulps, more for the liquid
and the caffeine than for the taste. It was late, but she still had time and to spareto
make her rendezvous with van Liesvelt. If he gets the message, a voice whispered in
her brain, but she pushed the thought aside. Y ou could rely on Butch—she could
rely on Butch; that had been demonstrated a dozen timesin the past, and the fact
that he’d come up to the co-op to warn her only proved that nothing important had
changed. But of courseit had: al the important things had changed. She wasn't with
Cerise anymore, wasn't even legal anymore, despite her best efforts, and Carlie was
dead and David was in jail and the survivors, the old gang, all van Liesvelt’sand her
friends, Cerise and Helling and Aledort and Arabesque and Dewildah, scattered God
knows where— She shook the memories away, angry with herself now for indulging
her mood, the down side of her net triumph. Better to stay angry, she thought, and
slung the bag of components up onto her shoulder, leaving the thermos and the cup
for someone else to deal with.

As promised, Jesse had the trike ready for her in the back lot, complete with
temporary registration and jane-doe ID chip, and a secondhand helmet that carried a
heads-up display and a datacord. She loaded her bag into the cargo box slung
between the rear wheels and pulled on the helmet, plugging herself in to the
machine' s limited control system. Lights flashed green, and she felt the faint buzz of
pleasure that confirmed the diagnostic’s report. For amoment she hesitated,
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wondering if she should try to make the drive tonight, but she was still tense and
angry from her conversation with the committee—and besides, she told herself, you
made a deal with Butch. Might aswell use the adrenaline. She kicked the trike to life,
and swung it out of the crowded lot before she could change her mind. It was a
heavy machine, stiff in the steering, but reasonably powerful, and she knew she had
the hang of it by the time she' d worked her way through the tangled streets to the
entrance to the main flyway. Lights flashed in the helmet display, warning her that the
flyways were under grid control and urging her to tie herself in as well. She hesitated
for an instant—jane-does, temporary registration, were just that, temporary, and
could set off alarms; on the other hand, the surest way to get stopped by atraffic
patrol was to stay off the grid—and touched the yes/no pad under her thumb. The
machine steadied under her as she picked up speed, and the lines of the grid gleamed
in her helmet screen. She leaned forward, letting the noise and the wind carry away
the worst of her anger.

She reached the outskirts of the city alittle after three, as the class-two bars were
closing and the after-hours clubs were opening for business, rode the flyway in over
the darkened suburbs, spiraling down the ramp at the Park exit as the gridlines
vanished from her helmet. McElwee Park was as apparently deserted as always, but
she gaveit acareful berth anyway, knowing that the shadows hid a small army of
dealers. The Park District was less busy than usual, only afew smaller trucks
stopped outside an occasional shop, tired-looking crews slinging boxes down
through the sidewalk hatches in the orange glare of the loading lights, but she drove
cautioudly anyway, paralleling the arch of the flyway. Most of the old landmarks
were still there, though there was just the raw scar of afoundation where the Teleos
Theater had been, and at last she turned onto the side street that ran into the shadow
of the flyway. The club was there, just where it had always been, tucked into the
shadow of one of the massive supporting pillars; she wondered, not for the first
time, how Mickey had managed to bribe or beat the gangs away from his door. The
business lamp wasllit, casting asickly yellow light onto the pavement. The street to
either side was crowded with vehicles, inexpensive runabouts and cycles sharing
space with bigger, meaner machines that glittered with security: Mickey’ s Wild
Goose was, unmistakably, still in business.

Trouble found a parking place between the streetlamps and set the unfamiliar
security fields, then slung her bags over her shoulder and started toward the door.
She was more tired than she had realized; the anger had worn off somewhere on the
long drive, and the exhilaration of the drive itself was fading. She could feel adull
stiffness in her shoulders and down her back from the trike’s steering, and knew she
would be sore in the morning. She sighed, laying her hand over the tiny call-plate,
and waited, fedling the night chill creep over her, until the panel that covered the
bulletproof peephole slid open.

“Private club.” The voice came from a speaker below the peephole. The panel
started to slide closed again, but Trouble caught it, exerting all her strength to keep it
open.

“I"'m amember.”



“Yeah?' The voice was frankly incredulous. “Let’s see some ID.”

Trouble bit back a curse and reached into her pocket, came up with asilver disk
engraved with her dancing harlequin. She had thought, before, that it had been stupid
to keep it. She smiled, bitterly amused by her own assumptions, and held it in front
of the peephole. There was alittle silence, and then the voice spoke.

“Well, fuck me like adog. | guess you better come in.”

The door opened, and awave of smoke and sound came with it, so that she
blinked and nearly stumbled on the high threshold. The main room was unexpectedly
crowded, two dozen men, maybe more, gathered around the little tables, and all of
the data towers along the walls were occupied: avery busy night, she thought, or
else Mickey was running a promotion. Van Liesvelt was not among them. She made
her way toward the massive bar at the center of the room, very aware that she was
the only woman present, and the only person not wearing the cracker’s elaborate
regalia, chains and leather or silk and suit. She could see herself in the dull gold
mirror behind the bar: atall woman, broad shoulders made even wider by the army
surplus trenchcoat she wore over jeans and jacket, her silhouette made even more
bulky by the bags slung over her shoulder. Her face looked pale in the uncertain
light, pale and grim. She had forgotten, until just now, how much she had aways
disiiked Mickey’ s Wild Goose.

The senior bartender ignored her as she leaned against the bar, but the junior, a
stocky woman with aworn, rawboned face, came sliding down to meet her. Trouble
controlled her annoyance at the slight, but heard her voice rough and irritable
anyway. “ Get me a cup of coffee, please. And I’'ll want to use a phone.”

The woman nodded, but made no move to reach for the coffee urn. “There’'sa
five-dollar minimum now,” she said, and glanced up, meeting Trouble' seyesin
brief, woman-to-woman apology. “Excluding services.”

Trouble looked at her for along moment, but knew it would do no good to
confront her. She could hear the silence behind her, the conversations not quite
picked up where they had been left, the whispered speculation. “Is the kitchen still
open?’ Shedidn’t dare drink, not astired as she was, but food could only help,
might keep her awake until van Liesvelt arrived.

“Yeah,” the bartender said, and touched a hidden pressure point. A menu lit
beneath the bar’ s surface, displaying a dozen different items.

“Fine.” Trouble scanned it quickly: junk food, the kind of thing the shadows
seemed to thrive on. “Give me a double burger with everything, fries, and the coffee.
And I'll still want to use the phone.”

The bartender nodded, her fingers moving on a hidden touchpad, and Trouble
heard a snort of laughter at her shoulder. She turned, not fast, and saw a
forty-something man in a decent business suit standing beside her. He had braced
himself against the bar, and she could smell the gin on him.

“You're not watching your weight, | guess.”



Trouble lifted an eyebrow at him, and his face changed, as though he'd realized
that she might be someone, after all. “Not that you need to, of course.”

“And not that it’s any of your business,” Trouble said, quite gently, and laid her
ID disk on the counter for the bartender, icon-drawing upwards. The man’s eyes
flicked from it to her and back again, widening dightly in recognition.

“No. Sorry.” He looked down the bar. “Hey, Millie, what do | have to do to get
served?’

“Sorry,” the bartender said, wearily. “That’s another gin-and-tonic, and a scotch,
up?’

“Right.”

Trouble lifted an eyebrow, but said nothing. The bartender worked her machines,
produced two more short glasses, and set them down in front of the stranger. He
took them with the care of aman who’s already had too many, and turned away
without leaving atip. The bartender’ s mouth tightened, but she looked away. “Y ou
wanted coffee?’

Trouble nodded. “Please.”
“Cream and sugar?’
“Black.”

The bartender nodded, and headed back down the bar toward the coffee
machine. Trouble leaned against the heavy display top, watched the menu flashing
under her elbows. Thiswas what she hated most about the on-line world, the
shadows as much as the bright lights of the legal nets: too many men assumed that
the nets were exclusively their province, and were startled and angry to find out that
it wasn't. They were the same people who feared the brain-worm, feared the
intensity of its sensations, data translated not as image and words alone, but as the
full range of feeling, the entire response of the body, and, rather than ever admit fear,
they walked with raised hackles, looking for afight. It had gotten worse since
Evans-Tindale: the new laws had broken the fragile alliances that had held the nets
together, rewarding one set of netwalkers over the rest. Behind her, she could hear
the conversations slowly starting up again; she could aso hear the edge to them,
ready to tumble into mockery or hostility. She loosened the belt of her coat, let it
hang loose over her jacket and the open-necked shirt, and reached for the mug that
the bartender did toward her.

“You said you wanted a phone?’ the bartender asked.

“Yeah,” Trouble said, and took a cautious sip of the coffee. “Can you run it
here?’

“Sure.” The bartender reached under the counter, came up with afamiliar
black-and-silver comset, set it in front of the other woman. Trouble took it, smiling
her thanks, and reached around the side for the datacord. This was precaution more
than necessity, and she was not surprised to feel afaint pressure, the trace of another
presence haunting her line. She blinked once, saw familiar icons overlaid on her



vision, let hersalf fal into the fast time of the net—

—and sees lines running silver across her eyes, weaving through the bar, seesa
stranger on the line, an unknown icon, generic in shape—there to listen? to spy?
simply to harass? She carries nothing more than utilitiesin her bioware, runs the
rest from hardware—and cuts that thought as useless. The phone systemis there,
and the local machine that drives it, and that’s weapon enough, in her hands. She
reaches for the phone buttons, fingers impossibly slow, touches four keys to
override the local system—syscop’s privilege—and then she’sin the heart of the
system. She finds a dormant tracer, long unused, and launchesiit. It strikes gold at
once, and as the numbers come up in front of her eyes, she repeats them, ties
herself to the stranger’ s phone and sets her fingers on two buttons at once, letting
the shrill noise echo painfully through her ears, into the nerves where the
brainworm can amplify it to the point where even the unwired can hear, and
feel—

—and blinked away the silver lines, the blinding icons, to see one of the men at
the corner table, ayoung man, spike-haired in aleather jacket draped with chains,
jerk the cord out of his head, wincing at the feedback.

“Wired, by God,” someone said, not quite softly enough.

Trouble smiled, very dightly, and nodded toward the spike-haired man. She could
feel hersdlf falling into the old stance, al lazy confidence, one thumb hooked into the
pocket of her jeans, the open coat swinging from her shoulders like a cape, and
disciplined herself to show no further sign of the delight that bubbled up in her. It
had been along time since she' d had to play that game.

She turned back to the bar, certain now that no one else would try to bother her,
and keyed in van Liesvelt’s codes. There was alittle pause, the signal pulsing in her
head, and then the machine clicked on.

“Hi, thisis Butch. I’'m not home right now—"

She cut it off, knowing—hoping, anyway—that van Liesvelt was on hisway, and
pulled the cord free of the dollie-slot, letting the hidden spring tug it back into its
housing. She was suddenly very tired, but didn’t dare relax, not yet, not in front of
this crowd. She took another swallow of the hot coffee, and the bartender slid a
plate onto the counter in front of her. Trouble nodded, and looked around for the
chit to thumbprint.

The bartender waved a hand, the gesture screened from the rest of the bar. “No
charge,” she said softly.

“Thanks,” Trouble said, startled, but the other woman was aready looking away.
“Y ou done with the phone?’

“Yeah, thanks,” Trouble said, and the bartender carried it away. Trouble
shrugged to herself, and turned her attention to the food.

She realized that she was hungry as soon as she took the first bite of the
hamburger. The meat was rare, the way she'd always liked it, and seasoned with



coarse black pepper; the tomato tasted of summer. Shefinished it quickly, along
with thefirst cup of coffee. The bartender, silent, still not meeting her eyes, refilled
the mug, and Trouble started on the fries. The club seemed to be getting used to her
presence: the conversations resumed, and once or twice she heard ordinary laughter,
though the men who came to the bar for drinks gave her awide berth. She ignored
them, and they ignored her; still, she knew afew of them were staring when they
thought she wasn'’t looking, not entirely hostile, now, but curious and, maybe, just a
little bit afraid. The unregenerate shadow-walker in her rgoiced at the thought.

She was finishing the last french fry when the door opened again, and she |ooked
up to see van Liesvelt standing silhouetted against the dawn light. Shelifted ahand in
greeting, and pulled herself up from against the bar. Van Liesvelt came to meet her,
holding out hisarmsin greeting. It was done for effect, she knew, to annoy the
watching netwalkers, who held back from physical display off the nets, fastidious to
the point of prudishness. She returned the embrace with interest, was enveloped in
hisfamiliar smell.

“So you're back in the game. You look,” van Liesvelt said, “like agunslinger.”

Trouble laughed softly, not entirely displeased by the image. “I’'m back,” she
agreed, loudly enough for the entire bar to hear, and reached for the bag she had | eft
at her feet. “| appreciate the favor.”

“No problem at all,” van Liesvelt said, and held the door.

Trouble walked past him into the morning light, the rising sun throwing shadows
the length of acity block. The air smelled of oil and dew. Somewherein the
distance, she could hear the rumble of an early train; closer at hand, atruck engine
whirred and finally caught, settled into a steady rhythm.

“Sorry about the short notice,” she said, “but I'min abit of abind.”

“It'sdl right,” van Liesvelt said. “I’'m sorry I'm late.” He looked around, blinking
alittlein the strong light. “What are you driving?’

“1 bought atrike.”
“Bring it,” van Liesvelt said. “I bought a place with parking last year.”

“That’s new.” Trouble started toward the tricycle, reaching into her pocket for
the security remote, and van Liesvelt grinned.

“The fines were getting expensive.” He stopped beside a rust-mottled runabout,
tugged the door open. “Y ou can follow me. There' s not enough traffic this time of
day to complicate things.”

Trouble nodded, and deactivated the trike’ s security field. She slung her bag back
into the carrier, thumbed on the engine, and then sat, motor idling, while van Liesvelt
coaxed the runabout into reluctant motion. She followed him aong the uncrowded
main street, back past the park, and then along the edge of the district until they
came to the black-glass walls of the Interbank complex, and finally turned down a
side street she didn’t recognize. At its far end, they turned again, into a cul-de-sac
that was still entirely in shadow. Van Liesvelt pulled his runabout to a stop outside a



tired-looking wooden door, popped the driver’ s door, and climbed out. Trouble
pulled the hike in behind him, lifted off her helmet.

“What’ s this?’

“My place.” Van Liesvelt snapped open an ancient padlock, and hauled at the
door. “Give me a hand, will you?’

Trouble cameto join him, put her own weight against the door. It resisted for a
moment longer, then dlid open, the unoiled hinges shrieking. She winced, and said,
“Y ou could fix that, you know. Y ou could even get a motor, and a remote hookup.”

“You can jimmy electronics alot easier than you can fiddle this,” van Liesvelt
said, and stepped back into the runabout.

That was true enough, Trouble thought, and went back to the trike, waiting for
him to roll the runabout into the darkness. The machine vanished, and its engine cut
out; amoment later, alight came on inside. Trouble sighed, and pushed the trike into
the garage, edging as close to the walls as she could. There was just enough room.
“S0, what have you been up to, that you need that kind of security?”’

“Stuff,” van Liesvelt answered, and grinned. He was standing at another door,
this one opening onto a stairway.

“Sorry,” Trouble said, and lifted her bags out of the trike's carrier.

“I’ll tell you when you'’ ve had some sleep,” van Liesvelt said, and led the way up
the stairs.

She was never fully sure, afterwards, just how she got into the apartment, woke at
sunset to the soft sound of voices in the outer room. As she had expected, her
shoulders were tight from the trike' s steering, and she stretched cautiously, working
the muscles until they loosened. She sat up carefully, tilted her head to listen, until
she was sure she didn’t recognize the voice of whoever it was with van Liesvelt—a
woman'’ s voice, certainly, but that was all. She swung herself out of the narrow bed,
scanning the room—Iandlord-white walls, the bed, her bags set on top of the only
table, bare sof-tile underfoot, typical cheap city flat—and padded naked across the
floor to collect her clothes. She wondered briefly if van Liesvelt had undressed her,
or if she’d managed it herself, then shook the thought away and began pulling on
clothing.

Dressed in jeans and loose pullover, she pulled the door open, found herself
looking out into a hallway drenched in red light. The setting sun was framed in the
window at the end of the hall, sinking into the jagged skyline; the voices were louder,
van Liesvelt and the woman, and she started down the hall toward them, her bare
feet silent on the tiles. She paused just outside the only open door, and heard van
Liesvelt laugh, low and genuinely amused. That sounded safe enough, and she
stepped into the doorway. Van Liesvelt was standing in the center of the crowded,
brightly lit room, asmall glassin one hand, afrosted bottle in the other, and a fat
woman sat on the couch in front of him, looking up. The television flared
soundlessly behind her, displaying aweather report. She saw the movement behind
van Liesvelt, and |leaned sideways, frowning. Trouble lifted both hands, displayed



them empty, and van Liesvelt turned to face her.
“Good morning to you, Trouble.”

“Good morning. Or whatever.” Trouble came on into the room, aware of the fat
woman’'s eyes on her, and was careful to keep her hands very much in sight. There
was something about the stranger’ s stance, the controlled stillness of her heavy
body, that made Trouble feel the need for caution.

“You want adrink?’ van Liesvelt went on, and Trouble nodded. “Vodka all
right?’

“1 expect it'll haveto be,” Trouble answered, and van Liesvelt’s grin widened.
“It'swhat |'ve got.”

“It'sfine.” Trouble looked sideways, saw the stranger still watching her, looked
back at van Liesvelt. “It'd be nice if you' d make introductions, Butch.”

“Oh, yes.” Van Liesvelt filled another of the small glasses and handed it across.
Trouble took it, feeling the cold of the vodka even through the heavy glass. “Thisis
agood friend of mine from the nets, the lady you were looking for—she's since
your time, Trouble, but she'svery, very good. Michellina Huu.”

The fat woman nodded, gravely.

Van Liesvelt went on, “And thisis Trouble—not the one you' re thinking of.”
Huu smiled at that, almond eyes narrowing. “I’m glad. No one needs that hassle.”
“That’s what she’s here about,” van Liesvelt said. “Am | right, Trouble?’

Trouble seated herself on the edge of the chair nearest the door, said, “That’s
right. I don’t take kindly to someone usurping my name.”

Huu said, “Who does?’ She was very well dressed, Trouble saw, a heavy silk suit
that almost had to be bespoke, and a few pieces of what looked like carved jade.
Her dleek black hair was cut in an angled cap that flattered her broad face, and
Trouble felt distinctly plain by comparison.

“1 told her you' d be wanting to do some business,” van Liesvelt said, and
Trouble nodded.

“Y eah, thanks. I’ ve been working in the bright lights for afew years,” she said,
talking through him now to Huu. “It’ s about time | had an upgrade.”

“Well,” Huu said. She looked from Trouble to van Liesvelt and back again, and
her impassivity broke into a sudden good-natured grin. “Y ou’ re a closemouthed
bastard, Butch. Y ou might give me alittle more warning. Exactly what are you
looking for, Trouble?’

“1 told you to bring your kit,” van Liesvelt said. “And afull set of spares.”

“That might have been for you,” Huu said. “God knows, you' re always blowing
something.”

Trouble said, “1 need a new processor, for aworm. I’ ve been hearing about the



Prior high-speed set, but I’m open to suggestions.”
“It'sagood set,” van Liesvelt said.
“Expensive,” Huu said.

“How expensive?’ Trouble looked from one to the other, and van Liesvelt
shrugged.

“1t runs about thirty-five hundred, installed,” Huu said.
“1 heard you were family,” Trouble said.

“That isthe family price,” Huu answered.

Trouble lifted an eyebrow.

“That includes the board, and the plate, plus the linkage,” Huu said. “ And
everything's new, straight-out-of-the-factory steriles, so you don’t have to worry
about who had them last. And the BOSRAM update, of course. Plus installation.
And | don't take plastic.”

Trouble sighed, calculating. She could afford it, but it wouldn’t leave her much
for other expenses. “I’ve got thirteen-fifty in citiscrip and twelve hundred in bearer
cards. Another four-fifty in U.S. dollars.”

Huu looked at van Liesvelt, who nodded slowly. “I'll cover the rest.”

“That’ s not necessary, Butch,” Trouble began, and van Liesvelt waved away her
protest.

“Yes, itis”

Huu said, “Pay me three thousand up front, you can owe me the rest.”
Trouble nodded. “When can we do this?’

Huu spread her hands. “Butch told me to bring my kit. Now, if you'd like.”

“Worm and all?’ Trouble asked sharply. The linkages were complex; even though
the original installation had done the hardest work, running the molecular wires
directly into the brain, fitting the new processor to the input channels needed
painstaking care.

“l was trained in Europe,” Huu said, and grinned. “Amsterdam.”
Van Liesvelt nodded.

Trouble nodded back, reassured. Amsterdam was the great center for legal
training. “You’'ve got a Prior with you?’

“Everyone wants them,” Huu answered. “ Of course | carry them.”

“All right.” Trouble looked at van Liesvelt, recognizing her own reluctance and
impatient with it, but unable quite to control it. “Can | get something to eat?’

“Not until I'm finished,” Huu interrupted.

“I’ll put something in the nuke,” van Liesvelt said. “Y ou want to use the
bathroom, Doc?’



Huu nodded, but stayed in her place. Cash in advance, Trouble thought, and
pushed herself up out of her chair. “I’ [l get the money.”

The hall was dark now, lights gleaming in the buildings beyond the window. She
made her way back into the little bedroom, switched on the blinding overhead light,
and rummaged in her bags until she' d collected the money. It was probably the best
thing for her, doing the installation more or less spur of the moment, and she knew
she should be grateful to van Liesvelt for setting it up like this. She hated the
Installation process, which he knew, hated it more each time she had to go throughit,
and it was better not to have to spend a night or two sweating over it. It wasn’t so
much the risk of a screw-up. That was there, al right, less likely than an accident on
the flyway but worse to contemplate, brain miswired, or damaged, leaving her a
drooling idiot. It was arisk she’d learned to live with, faced every time she
confronted serious | C(E) or even, on some level, every time she stepped out onto
the net itself. Power surges happened, rare but real, overriding the inbuilt safeties of
the implanted systems, and there was nothing you could do about it, except stay off
the net atogether. No, it was the installation itself she hated, and tuning her reflexes
to the new system, body given over to pure sensation, inflicted without passion,
without feeling, by a stranger’ s hands. Maybe that was why the serious netwalkers,
the original inhabitants of the nets, hated the brainworm: not so much because it gave
adifferent value, a new meaning, to the skills of the body, but because it meant
taking that risk, over and above the risk of the worm itself. Maybe that was why it
was almost always the underclasses, the women, the people of color, the gay people,
the ones who were already stigmatized as being vulnerable, available, trapped by the
body, who took the risk of the wire. And you are trying to put this off, she told
hersaf firmly. Get on with it

She went back into the main room, laid the money on the low table in front of
Huu. The citiscrip foils glittered in the light, bright against the bearer cards and the
crumpled wad of oldmoney. Huu counted it quickly, and dlipped the pile into her
jacket pocket.

“All right,” she said, and stood, reaching for the bulky case that stood at the end
of the couch. “Shall we get started?’

“Fine,” Trouble said, and didn’t know if she was glad that Huu was awoman. It
had been easier with Carlie, they’ d been old friends, and there was no
possibility—well, no likelihood—of sex between them.

“It'sdown the hall,” van Liesvelt said. “Last door on the right. | should have
anything you need, Doc.”

“Thanks,” Huu said, and motioned to Trouble. “ After you.”

The bathroom was bigger than Trouble had expected, with room enough between
the shower and the sink and toilet for a solid-looking table. Huu set her bag on its
white-painted surface, popped the latches, and began lifting out equipment. “Have a
seat,” she said, and plugged in a portable sterilizer, then turned to shrug out of her
jacket, hanging it neatly on the back of the door. The clean-field lit with awhine as
the sterilizer warmed up, and a bright cone of purple-tinged light formed in the center



of the table. Huu set a handful of instruments under it, and drew on rubber gloves,
white and dead-looking against her dark skin. “And then let me have alook at what
you'’ ve got in there now. What' s your status?’

“Negative.” Trouble lowered the toilet lid, sat down warily.
“Tilt your head.”

Trouble did as she was told, looking down and to her left to expose the
dollie-slot. Rubber fingers ruffled the short hair, probed gently, and then Huu took
her hand away, smoothing the other woman's hair as absently as she' d disarranged
it.

“That’s a nice chip you' ve got in there now. Do you want to keep it, or trade it
in?1’ll credit you for the balance of what you owe, for atrade.”

There was no point in keeping the extra chip: it wouldn’t run in tandem with the
Prior system. “Make it seven-fifty, and you’' ve got adeal.”

13 s X_”
“Seven?’

Huu hesitated, then nodded. “Seven.” She turned back to the table, and Trouble
heard the whine of an electric razor. “ Tilt your head again.”

Trouble looked down again, and a moment later the razor’ s tip tingled against her
neck, hair dropping away from around the dollie-slot and down the back of her
neck. Huu brushed away the last stray pieces and picked up an injector the size of
her thumb.

“Thisis going to sting,” she said, and put the tip against Trouble’s skin.

Trouble hissed at the touch—it was more than a sting, it was a definite jab, a deep
stab of pain right through to the bone—but didn’t pull away. The pain was followed
by an immense cold, and then a numbness, spreading out from the dollie-dot. It
crept up her scalp, tingling at the top of her head, wrapped around her neck, and
took in her wholeright ear.

“Jesus,” she said, and couldn’t feel her jaw moving in the right-hand socket.
“That was quick.”

“That’s how it’ s supposed to be,” Huu said. She set an instrument tray—also
hazed with purplish light—on the back of the toilet, and turned Troubl€e s head into
position. “Keep still.”

Trouble froze, and felt the distant pressure of Huu's arm, her left forearm, against
the back of her scalp. Something tickled near the dollie-slot, and, it seemed along
time later, she felt something damp on her back just below the knob of her spine.
Metal clashed once behind her head, then again in the instrument tray. She slanted
her eyes sideways without moving her head—she couldn’t have moved her head if
she’ d wanted to; Huu' s weight held her steady as arock— and saw something like a
piece of raw meat, tossed beside the bloodied scalpel. A moment later, Huu's hand
came into sight, laid the thick wafer of the old chip into the tray, and Trouble realized



that she had been looking at a piece of her own scalp. There was another brief
moment of pressure, and Huu grunted softly.

“All in. Now | have to attach it. Y ou know the drill, it'sgoing to hurt, but it'll be
over in asecond.”

Trouble winced—she did indeed know the drill, had done this twice before
without it getting any easier—and braced her hands against her knees, digging her
nails into the denim as though the extra pain would help.

“Now,” Huu said, and Trouble felt afat snap like a giant static charge at the back
of her head. She jerked in spite of herself, and the pain ebbed to a dull, distant ache.
It throbbed dightly, in tune to her heartbest.

“Inand on,” Huu said. Shetook her hand away, and Trouble lifted her head
cautiously. The anesthetic was starting to fade; her neck hurt, but not too badly, yet.
Huu held out atowel that smelled strongly of antiseptic. Trouble took it, dabbed
gently at her head and neck, and brought it away spotted with blood.

“Calibration next,” Huu said, her voice perfectly neutral, and slipped the head of a
datacord into the sterilizer’ s field. Trouble looked back over her shoulder, and saw
the instrument bag gaping open to reveal the square black shape of an output box, all
itstelltales|it and the display screen glowing pale grey. “ Ready?’

Not really, Trouble thought, but nodded. “Let’s get it over with.”
“Right. Look away, please,” Huu said.

Trouble took a deep breath, and swung around so that she was sitting with her
back to Huu. She leaned forward, bracing her forearms against her thighs, and felt
Huu’ s fingers cold on her neck

“1I"m beginning now,” Huu said, and Trouble took another deep breath—

and sprawls out into darkness, like but not the net, blind and deaf and dumb
and insensate The worm in her brain lies dead, and she is nowhere, nothing—and
then light sparks, brilliant red and gold explosions across her eyes, surrounding
her. The feeling comes next, hot wind and then more, sheer heat, slamming
against her body with the hot smell of gunpowder, fireworks, and sound follows, a
great inchoate roar that fills her earsto bursting and then rever berates, soundless,
in her bones. She would cry out, turn away, but the explosions are already fading
to a drab landscape, light grey plane under dark grey sky.

*Sand up,* a voice says, and she does as she’stold, the flat grey ground
spongy under her feet. She hears a snatch of song as she moves, harsh and
Incongruous—* got nipples on my titties big as the end of my thumb, got
something ' tween my legs make a dead man come*—but the memory-music fades
as Huu tunes the system tighter *Walk* .

And Trouble walks, steps out across the endless and unchanging plane. A wind
touches her, gentle at first, caressing her naked body, then harder, stinging slaps
against back and thigh and breast. She tastes sand, smells heat and rubber. She
keeps walking, and walks out of the wind, the plane tilting underfoot so that sheis



now going uphill. She lengthens her stride, enjoying the challenge, and the
ground gets steeper, so that she’s breathing hard and finally leans forward into
the slope, pulling herself up with hands as well. Her fingers sink for an instant
into the grey mass, a sensation like dust or fog between them, and she feels the
shock of panic, as though she will fall through a barrier that is solid to her feet
and legs. Then the slope steadies, first to soft mud and then to the same smooth
rubber that she feels under her feet, and she keeps climbing, until at last she tops
the hill and stands upright again.

The plane steadies around her, takes on color and three dimensions. Grass
grows underfoot, cool and tickling, and she laughs in spite of herself, feels warmth
on one side of her body, and turns to blink up into blue sky and the blinding disk
of the sun. She looks down again, and sees a table in the distance, an ordinary
picnic table, the kind you see in children’s books. There is a box on it, black, one
side open into empty darkness. The pleasure fades, seeing it, and she is tempted,
as always, to turn and walk away, ignore that last step, but she knows better. She
takes another deep breath, walks toward the table, the sun warm along her right
side, the grass cool and dew-damp underfoot, smelling of spring and acrid growth

Thisisthe last step, the thing that all the rest leads to, the final tuning of body
and brain wire. She looks down at the box—there is always the option to stop now,
the cybermeds always give you that choice, but it's a choice to live half-aware,
half-blind, clumsy and grotesgque on the net. She’s been on the wire too long to live
like that, and she reaches for the box before she can think too long. She slips her
hand into the opening, and the world vanishes in a sheer rush of sensation, pure
feeling filling every nerve in her body. She throws back her head, and the feeling
turns to pain, pins-and-needles swelling to racking cramp to pure fire, an agony
swirling through her until she’s nothing but pain. And then it peaks and vanishes,
leaving her gasping for an instant before the pleasure starts, rising fromthe tickle
of desire to soaked arousal to racking, orgasmic delight.

She leaned forward further, pressing her elbows into her thighs, not yet ready to
look up and meet Huu' s eyes. The blood-spotted towel lay between her feet, where
she’' d dropped it, and she fixed her eyes on it as though it was something important.
Her crotch was hot and wet, body lagging behind her brain, and she smelled of sex.
She could hear the sucking sound of Huu peeling off the rubber gloves, and wanted
for apainful instant to feel the other woman’ s hands between her legs, gloved fingers
pressing into her clit— She took a deep breath, shook that thought away.

“You're likely to be sore tomorrow,” Huu went on, heedless, or, more likely,
Trouble thought, diplomatically blind and deaf, “and you should run at quarter
power for a couple of days, let yourself get used to the new interface before you try
to go at it full on—but you know the drill, you shouldn’t have to worry about it The
calibration’s good—"

Trouble snorted and stretched to pick up the towel. It ought to have been good,
the way she was feeling.

“—perfect to four decimal places, so you shouldn’t feel too much difference



from your old system, except the speed. Pickup should be alittle more precise, too,
so you might want to spend some time playing with your precision tools before you
actually use them. Swab the incision with acohol a couple times aday for the next
month—I’1l give you a dummy plug, if you don’t have one.”

“Thanks,” Trouble said, and accepted the flesh-colored plug, larger and
broader-headed than the usual jacks, that Huu held out to her.

“It'sagood system,” Huu went on, and dumped the contents of the instrument
tray into van Liesvelt’ssink. “I think you'll like theway it’ll run now.”

“Thanks,” Trouble said again, and pushed herself to her feet. Her jeans were
damp between her legs, flesh swollen and unsatisfied. Over Huu’' s shoulder, she
could see the water in the basin tinted faintly pink, the piece of scalp sticking to the
side just below the waterline. “I think | want adrink.”

She had several. Van Liesvelt had defrosted several entrees, his usual prodigal
generosity, and she had some of each aswell, as though the food and the al cohol
would help ground her. Huu ate with them, devouring noodles and broth with
confident pleasure, and she and van Liesvelt spent most of the time debating the
relative merits of Stinger and Monaco bioware. Trouble let the familiar talk wash
over her, letting herself adjust to the aftershocks, the occasional frisson of unrelated
sensation as the swollen scalp around the new implant triggered areaction. It would
take a day or two to settle down fully, and she would use that time to rest,
recuperate, stay off the nets and see what could be done in the real world to locate
this new Trouble. Once the incision was mostly healed, she would go back on the
nets, and start looking in earnest.

She dept better than she’ d expected—Huu had left her with pills and strict
Instructions—but woke with the kind of dull headache that |eft a person fit for
nothing but the lowest grade of television. She had at |east half expected it, treated it
with more of the pills and a day spent sprawled on van Liesvelt’s couch, staring at
shopping channels without really seeing either the products or the perky,
high-breasted women pitching them. Van Liesvelt ignored her, busy with his
machines, gone first into local space composing some small utility, and then out in
the net itself, but she was too sore, too tired and aching, even to feel envious. They
had dinner delivered, from the Indian restaurant on the edge of the District, and
Trouble relaxed into the familiar taste of curries and thick, greasy breads.

By the second day she felt better, so much so that she borrowed van Liesvelt’s
setup and took her first steps back onto the net. She tuned the brainworm as low as
she could, barely a ghost of the usual sensations, but even so, her skin crawled and
tingled, itchy with extraneous sensations bleeding in from the healing incision, and
she logged off ailmost at once, swearing to herself.

“Want a cup of tea?’ That was van Liesvelt, standing in the doorway of the little
room. It was barely more than a closet, windowless and stuffy, warmed by the
banked hardware, and Trouble felt suddenly trapped, claustrophobic.

“Yeah, thanks,” she said, and, mercifully, van Liesvelt moved his bulk out of the



doorway.

“l wasthinking,” he said. “If thisnew Troubleisin the business—not just farting
around, | mean—then there aren’t that many people left who' d have anything to do
withit.”

“That’'strue,” Trouble said, and followed him down the long hall to the kitchen.

The kitchen itself was unexpectedly bright, overhead lights and electric kettle
plugged into the main work island, bright-orange cords stranded through the room’s
central volume. Outside the double window, the sky was brassy-white, afew more
substantial clouds floating above the general haze. They overlooked the alley and the
attached garages, low sheds jutting out into the rutted street. The doors were
strongly reinforced against thieves, and most were brightly painted, garish against the
dull stone. The kettle whistled, and van Liesvelt poured the tea, set the mugs
solemnly on the long table.

“S0,” Trouble said. “Who’d you have in mind?’
Van Liesvelt shrugged. “ The usual suspects. Dieter, the Snowman—"

“1 heard he was out of the game,” Trouble interjected. “In fact, | heard he turned
state’ s evidence about a year back.”

“Y ou should know better than to believe everything the syscopstell you,” van
Liesvelt said, grinning. “He got caught, al right, but beat the rap. They put the story
out on him out of spite.”

Trouble nodded. “What about Devil-boy?’
“Gonelegit.”
“That does narrow it down.”

Van Liesvelt nodded, fished the teabag out of his mug. “Y eah. It’s pretty much
Dieter, and the Snowman, and Jimmy Star and Fate.”

Trouble pulled out her own teabag and took awary sip of the spicy, bright red
liquid. “1 don’t know about Dieter, | heard he mostly deals viruses.”

“Oh, no,” van Liesvelt said, his voice suddenly accentless, mimicking Dieter’s
thin tones, “not viruses. Never viruses. Just code fragments.”

“My ass,” Trouble said.

“Not to my taste,” van Liesvelt said automatically, and Trouble lifted her middle
finger at him. “ So, Fate or the Snowman, or maybe Jmmy Star. | think you' re right
about Dieter. Do you want me to see what | can find out?’

Trouble made aface, but had to admit the logic of the suggestion. She wasn't
ready yet for that kind of netwalking, and she didn’t have time to wait until she was
better, not with Treasury on her hedls. “Yeah. Anything at al would be useful .”

“Do you want to listen in?”’

Trouble hesitated, tempted, but shook her head. Even just lurking, using the
brainworm on its lowest setting to follow van Liesvelt’ s activity, would be as bad as



walking the net on her own. “Let me know if you find anything,” she said, and van
Liesvelt nodded.

“I’ll do that.” He picked up his mug, and wandered away again, only apparently
amless. Trouble watched him go, bit back her irrational jealousy. She hated the
attunement period, hated not being able to walk the nets as freely as she normally
could. You survived three years off the wire, she told herself firmly. Y ou can put up
with this. She picked up her mug, and went back into the living room to investigate
van Liesvelt’s collection of tapes.

He had alot of anime, typical of anetwalker, and onein particular that was
familiar, an old favorite of Cerise’s: americanime, surreal, queer, and violent. She put
it in the player, settled herself on the couch to watch, wondering if she would like it
aswell without Cerise’s commentary. It was old-style, the drawing mannered,
elongated, improbable figures against sweeping, computer-managed backgrounds,
but the conventions were easy enough to relearn, and she watched, caught up in
spite of herself by the stylized plot and people. The latter were real enough,
netwalkers she had known and admired years before drawn larger than life, made
heroes, and she remembered, suddenly, Cerise talking about the filmmaker. She—it
had been awoman, Trouble remembered—nhad been a netwalker back in the glory
days, when the nets had just opened out, before she' d retreated to anime. The
brainworm had been very new then, the risks outrageous, safer to draw and dream,
Cerise had said.

“Got it,” van Liesvelt said from the doorway, and Trouble looked up sharply,
automatically muting the player. “It’ s Fate.”

Trouble touched a second button, shutting down the entire system, and stood up.
“Isit, now?’

Van Liesvelt nodded. “And he's taking some heat for it— gone to ground, they
say, but | know where his bolt-hole is.”

“What kind of heat?’ Trouble asked.

“Treasury’ s been interested in him, subpoenaed all the files on that board he runs.
Pluslocal cops set watchdogs on the system—I heard from Kid Fear that Fate's
spent most of the last few days taking potshots at them.”

“Kid Fear?” Trouble lifted an eyebrow at the name, and van Liesvelt shrugged
one shoulder.

“1 know. It’s either fifteen or pretending to be.”
“Isit reliable?’

“Sofar.” Van Liesvelt shrugged again. “Y ou think we should have afew words
with Fate?’

Trouble smiled slowly. “I think so. In person.” Fate—hisreal name was Kenney,
L afayette Kenney, or something like that—was notorious for hating to work off-line,
so much so that it was rumored that he had once turned down amillion in citiscrip
because it would have involved too many face-to-face meetings with the client. The



story was probably an exaggeration, but it summed up Fate' s attitude pretty well.
“Y ou sure you know where heis?’

“Trust me,” van Liesvelt said, not even bothering to sound offended, and Trouble
waved away her words.

“Sorry.” If van Liesvelt, who made it his business to know the off-line world as
well as the nets, said he knew, he knew. “When’s a good time?’

Van Liesvelt looked at the carpet, checking the time. “Now’ s as good as any.
He'll bethere.”

“Good enough,” Trouble said. “ Shall we take the trike?’

Van Liesvelt shook his head. “My runabout. | don’t want you driving off the
grid.”

Trouble grinned—she had a reputation from the old days, not always deserved,
as areckless driver—but went back into the spare room for her jacket. When she
emerged, van Liesvelt was checking the battery of a stunstick. She gave him a
guestioning look—most netwalkers, even from the shadows, didn’t risk running
afoul of the strict weapons laws—and he shrugged.

“1 don’t think we're heading into trouble, but Fate’s got some heavy friends. I'd
rather be careful.”

Trouble nodded, accepting the necessity, and followed van Liesvelt down the
stairsinto the darkness of the garage.

Traffic was heavy, as aways, but van Liesvelt was patient, easing the runabout
through the tangle of cargo haulers and passenger vehicles at a steady pace, until at
last they emerged from the District and he could turn onto one of the major
cross-town arteries. Here the traffic was just as heavy, but the lines of runabouts and
bikes moved more quickly, and they made better time toward the neighborhood
where van Liesvelt said Fate had his bolthole. It wasn't a bad area, mostly row
houses and the occasional corner storefront complex—groceries, liquor,
drugs-and-sundries, a couple of cheap-electronics shacks—and Trouble relaxed
against the battered seat cushions. Van Liesvelt found a parking place along the
street, beneath a streetlamp, and Trouble climbed out while he fiddled with his
security system. The air was cool, the few stunted treesin their iron cages in front of
the houses already turning yellow. Trouble fed a couple of foilsinto the meter, and
turned to van Liesvelt.

“So, whereisit?’

“About two houses down,” he answered, and tilted his head toward a house at
the middle of the block, where an adolescent—at this distance, it was hard to tell the
gender through the hunched body and the spiked hair—sat on the low steps, staring
at nothing.

“That’s his security?’ Trouble murmured.
“Probably,” van Liesvelt said. “Kids are cheap.”



Trouble nodded, and followed him toward the house. The boy—at |east, she was
amost certain it was a boy—Ilooked up as they started up the stairs, but said
nothing. The main door was unlocked, but gave only onto a grim-looking lobby, all
grey tile and a cluttered letterboard beside the barred door. It looked impressive
enough at first glance, but Trouble couldn’t repressa grin. The first thing she’'d
learned when she’ d moved to the city was how to jimmy those boards...

“Y ou want to do the honors, or shall 1?7 van Liesvelt asked.

“Oh, go ahead,” Trouble answered, and van Liesvelt produced a
credit-card-sized databoard from one pocket. Its reverse was scarred with the lines
where new chips had been inserted into the minimal systems. He flourished it once,
and inserted it into the keyreader. There was a brief pause, and Trouble, leaning past
his shoulder, could just see lights flickering in the tiny display square as the machine
searched for a matching code. To her surprise, the lights stayed orange for along
moment, and then a voice crackled from the speaker above the lock.

“Chrigt, van Liesvelt, isthat you?’
Fate, van Liesvelt mouthed, and Trouble nodded. Fate had always been good.

“That’sright,” van Liesvelt said aloud, quite cheerfully, and there was a sigh from
the speaker.

“Then | suppose you' d better come up before you break something.” The
mechanism clicked loudly, and Trouble pushed the door open.

“Only your codes, Fate,” van Liesvelt said, and they went up the stairs.

Fate lived on the third floor, at the back, where the fire escape led directly into a
side street. Trouble saw the ladder plunging past the landing window, and was
reminded of the last apartment she had shared with Cerise. They had wanted the
near-impossible, a decent kitchen, quiet bedroom, at |east two entrances or a good
way out, and as few cockroaches as possible... She shook the memory away as van
Liesvelt knocked on arust-painted door, bracing herself for the meeting with Fate.

The door opened at once, but it was a stranger, blond and stocky in a cheap suit,
who looked out at them. He grunted when he saw van Liesvelt, but scowled at
Trouble. “What do you want?’

Van Liesvelt said, “Hey—"

Trouble smiled, said, in a voice soft enough to brook no argument, “We're here
to talk to Fate.”

The blond’ s scowl deegpened, and a second voice said, “Leaveit, Phil. Let them
In.”
Grudgingly, the blond stepped back, opening the door into a surprisingly pleasant
apartment. The walls were painted dull cream to match the carpet, and there were a
few pieces of good art scattered here and there. Fate was standing in the middle of
the room, hands jammed into the pockets of hisjeans, long hair caught back in an
untidy ponytail. The scar on his face, running from cheek to chin, looked more



prominent than before.

“Do you want me to stay?’ Phil asked, and Fate shook his head, grimacing
impatiently.
“No, | know them.”

“Do | search them?’ Phil went on, and leered in Trouble’ s direction. “I’ d enjoy
searching the double-dollie.”

“Go ahead,” Trouble said, with the smile she' d cultivated for just that insult, “and
I’ll bein your records by morning. How’ s your credit, straight boy?”’

Phil flushed, and Fate said, “Don’t mess with the net, Phil.” His voice wasflat,
without emotion. “I told you, thiswas my business. I'll deal withit. Y ou can go.”

“Mr. Sinovsky’s going to hear about it,” Phil said, but turned toward the door.

“Fine,” Fate said, and waited. There was alittle pause, and then Phil shouldered
past, deliberately jostling van Liesvelt. The door slammed behind him.

“Didn’t know you were working for the mob these days, Fate,” van Liesvelt said.
Fate looked at Trouble. “I didn’t know you were back on line.”

Trouble nodded. “I hear you' ve been dealing—fencing for someone using my
name. I’ m not happy, Fate.”

“Y our happiness,” Fate began, the southern accent suddenly strong again,
“—ain't my responsibility.”

“I"m making it your business,” Trouble said, and took a step closer to Fate.
“Treasury made it mine.”

Fate stepped backward, maintaining the distance between them. “Treasury’ s been
down on me, too. That’ s what goddamn Phil was here about.”

“Oh,” van Liesvelt murmured, “ Sinovsky’ s not going to be pleased about that.”
Fate darted an angry glance at him, but said nothing.

Trouble said, “I’m looking for this new Trouble, Fate. | want him, her, or it very
badly, because | lost a damn good job because of it, and it’s going to pay. Now,
you'reits fence, you can tell me where it works out of.”

Fate shook his head again. “1 can’t do that, Trouble. I’'m running a business
now—"

“1 don’t give a shit about your business,” Trouble said. “I’m prepared to bring it
down, and you know | can.”

There was alittle silence, Fate still unmoving, keeping three meters between them,
and van Liesvelt said thoughtfully, “ Sinovsky can’'t be pleased by all this attention,
not when he’ strying to keep alow profile after those shootings.”

Fate glanced at him again, grey eyeswary. Trouble said, “Hereally won't be
happy if | have to take action.”



Fate looked back at her, took a deep breath. “ Trouble— newTrouble—works out
of Seahaven.”

“Where else?’ van Liesvelt murmured
“That doesn’t tell me very much,” Trouble said. “Hardly worth my time.”

“The other Seahaven,” Fate said. “His realworld address is somewherein
Seahaven.”

Trouble nodded slowly. That made sense: the off-line Seahaven, or at least the
beachfront Parcade, was the best source on this coast for grey-market electronics.
Where better to live, if you dedlt in stolen codes—and besides, from everything she
had heard, the new Trouble would probably appreciate the obviousirony of having
the same address on- and off-line. “Right, then,” she said. “I think I'll pay him a
visit. Thanks, Fate.”

“Don’'t mention it,” Fate muttered, and van Liesvelt grinned.
“Wouldn’t dream of it.”

Trouble smiled too, and turned toward the door, opening it for van Liesvelt. She
was about to follow him into the hall when Fate called her name.

“NewTrouble s on thewire. | thought you should know.”

Trouble turned back to face him, nodding dlightly. “ Thanks,” she said, and then,
because that wasn’'t enough, “| appreciate the warning.”

It was more than just awarning, and they both knew it; it was a declaration that
Fate had chosen sides. If newTrouble was half as good as he seemed—and Trouble
had no real doubt about it, from the rumors she’ d heard and the work she’'d
seen—then any direct competition between the two of them would be decided by
millisecond advantages. Knowing that he, newTrouble, was on the wire might give
her just that faction of an edge, the difference that would mean beating him face to
face.

Fate made an odd, unfinished gesture, barely more than half a shrug, hands still
deep in his pockets, and Trouble remembered that he had never been on the wire.
Gossip said he' d gone as far as Carlie' s once, actually left hisflat and walked
cross-town to the storefront clinic where Carlie had been working in those days, and
turned around and | eft before Carlie could even ask what he wanted.

“He'scrazy,” Fate said, and managed a malicious smile. “Better get Ceriseto
watch your back—if she’s still around.”

“Fuck you,” Trouble said, and slammed the door behind her. Van Liesvelt gave
her awary look, and she shook her head, suddenly tired of the whole thing. “No, let
it be. | got what | wanted.”

“All right,” van Liesvelt said, visibly doubtful, but Trouble ignored him, starting
down the stairs toward the lobby. She had what she came for, newTrouble's
address, realworld and on-line, and that was enough. She’ d check Seahaven again—
virtual Seahaven, the one that mattered—and then... She smiled, dowly, without



humor. Then she would head back north along the coast highway, to the other
Seahaven, and see what this usurper had to say for himself.

SEAHAVEN

Chapter Sx
&K N>

TODAY SEAHAVEN isa city in flight, and Cerise walks through uncrowded

streets while the stars whirl overhead and under her feet, easily seen through the
transparent sidewalks. The Mayor’ s palace looms ahead, always Aztec no matter
when the setting, but she ignores it, wanders instead onto the mall where the

mer chants, legal and not, collect in rows, and a wall displays a thousand
messages. Her current icon is known—a comic-book woman, all tits and hips and
Barbie-doll waist, but done in one dimension only, exactly like a comic book, so
that the shape is paper thin, absolutely flat from certain angles—and so is her
current affiliation: the crackers give her a wide berth, and she pretends not to see
or recognize the familiar icons. Sheisinterested in Trouble, not trouble, and
there’ s no point in antagonizng the people who might most be able to help her.

Sheisearly at her rendezvous; she walks the length of the wall, scanning the
displays. Art swirls through and over the messages, screening content in glorious
colors—the Mayor paysin time for artists without other access to decorate his
wall—and she enjoys that more than the words, until she reaches the midpoint.
And there, in neon-red, hot Chinese red, the artists giving it a wide berth, isa
familiar symbol: Troubl€e' s harlequin, brilliant against the dark seeming-stone of
the wall itself. Cerise reaches for it, feeling the familiar flicker of codes against her
fingers—Trouble s work, no mistake, no forgery, the real thing, not the pale
imitation of the new Trouble' s work—and the message spills into the air around
her.

I’'M THE ONLY TROUBLE THERE IS. | DON’'T TAKE KINDLY TO
IMPOSTERS—AIR WARNING, LAST AND ONLY WARNING.

Cerise puts the message back where she found it, watches the red symbol
reappear around it and flatten itself back against the wall, glowing like fire
against the darkness. So my Trouble's back now, she thinks. | knew it wasn't her
who did the boasting. For an instant she considers copying the message for
Coigne, using it to force himto admit that her Trouble wasn't the intruder, but
common sense intervenes. He will say that thisis more clever planning, more
evasive advertising, and, from anyone else but Trouble, he could be right.

She turns away, the stars wheeling overhead, streaks of light in a cloudless
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dark, wheeling underfoot as well, as though she and the city lay on a plain that
bisected a sphere spinning through space. The buildings ook sharper-edged, as
though seen against fireworks, but she ignores the effect, scans the plaza for
Helling' sicon. She seesit at last, almost doesn’t recognize it—he’' s changed the
symbol, gone from the old blue biplane to a blue thunderstorm, almost invisible,
an inky shadow against the greater darkness.

* 30 you' ve seen it,* Helling says without preamble, drifting closer, and a tiny
fork of lightning briefly touches the dancing figure.

*How could | missit?* Cerise asks, and hears herself hard and bitter.

*No one else has, either,* Helling agreed. *It’ s been up for a hundred-twelve
hours.*

Cerise whistles softly, amazed that the Mayor would allow anything to occupy
space for so long, and Helling goes on, “ Treasury’s seen a copy, too—and it’s
been downloaded out of town, of course.*

*Of course.* Cerise looks up at the spinning sky, dizzying herself. Thisis
Troubl€e's style, this warning one warning, and God help you if you don’t listen,
because she won'’t give another one, or any quarter afterwards. She remembers
Trouble, long ago, earning the name she’d taken, tracking a man who hadn’t
paid her through the nets, and, once she’'d found out exactly what he was doing
and where in the realworld he was doing it, passing details and location to the
police, once a day every day for three weeks—always through complex cutouts,
she'd been just as deep in the shadows as her victim—until they’ d caught up with
the dealer. Trouble had sat smiling at the evening news, and never had to do it
again. Cerise shakes her head, shakes the memory away, and looks back at
Helling. *I hear you’ re consulting these days. *

*That’sright,* Helling says, and she hears him suddenly wary.
*| also hear you've got a friend at Interpol. *
*Yeah. *

* Anywhere accessible? In reality, | mean.* It occursto her that she no longer
knows where Helling is based—she had heard he was in London, but that was a
year ago.

*To you, yeah,* Helling says, sourly. *I’ll tell him to have his people call your
people. *

*Thanks,* Cerise says.

*One thing, though,* Helling says, and Cerise looks back at him. * Vess wants
Trouble, too.*

*| thought Interpol only dealt with multimillions or germwarfare,* Cerise says,
already dreading the answer.

*The new name’ s been linked to a couple of nasty viruses.*
*Bullshit.* The word triggers a lurking watchdog, which materializes as a



small and yapping terrier, sparks flying where its claws strike the transparent
paving. Cerise glares asit circles her ankles—the Mayor’ s delicacy never failsto
irritate her—waits until it dissolves before she goes on. * Also not Trouble's style.
Even less so than boasting.*

*Vess never knew Trouble,* Helling says. *He's a Eurocop, they move in
different circles. You sure you want to talk to him, Cerise?* His face shows briefly
in the thunder storm, smiling.

No, Cerise thinks, but says, *I'msure. Tell him, will you?*

*1"1l tell him,* Helling says again. The icon brightens slightly, lifts away from
her, lightning flickering through it to outline the clouds.

She watches it go, fading to nothing against the moving sky, makes no move to
call him back. There's nothing more to say, not to him, and she walks back down
through the plaza under the spinning stars.

Helling was as good as his word, as Cerise had expected. Interpol’ slocal office
contacted her secretary, and they juggled schedules until they found a mutually
acceptable time for lunch. She took a car and driver—not her usual habit, but she
wanted time to think—and as the car slowed in the clotted traffic on the main
approach to the downtown business district, she began to wonder if she was doing
the right thing. That uncertainty was unlike her, and she frowned, annoyed with
herself, and pushed the thought away. What she needed from Interpol was simple,
an accounting of the false Trouble' s activities—it would be useful to have something
to show the board, to prove that Multiplane was not the only corporation targeted by
this particular cracker, plusit would be nice to have more evidence to analyze, to
prove to Coigne that it wasn’'t her Trouble—and maybe, just maybe, she could trade
her own information, her knowledge of the old Trouble and her certainty that this
was someone else, for Interpol’ sfiles. After all, she thought, | was Trouble's
partner, and anyone who' s been anything in security, even a Eurocop, has to know
that. It'stheleast | can do, for old times' sake. And if | haveto, | have other coin to
trade. The pun pleased her; she smiled, and saw the driver cast afleeting glance into
hismirror.

The car turned off the flyway, rode the ramp down into the crowded streets.
Cerise leaned back in her seat as the hordes of pedestrians flowed around the car
like water around the rocks in a streambed, not wanting to pay attention to them,
men and women in cheap-corporate suits, the middling sort who kept the companies
running and the money flowing. Trouble would have teased her for her contempt,
called it arrogance—and she would’ ve been right, had been right about it, but | was
right, too, when | said I'd earned it. Cerise frowned dlightly, the old apartment
coming back to her in arush of memory, the plain two-rooms-and-a-bath, with a
kitchen unit mounted into the wall above the freezer, and Trouble lounging on the
foam-core folding couch that was their only piece of furniture. It had been two
months before they’ d gotten ajob that let them pay for anything else, and right after
it they’ d seen aplay on the culture channel that took place entirely in a bed. For
weeks, just the thought of it had been enough to send both of them into giggles. Bad



enough to be crackers, Trouble had said, that was enough of a stereotype, but artsy
crackers...

And this was not the attitude she needed to take to this meeting. Her frown
deepened to a scowl, and she took her thoughts firmly in hand. Helling' s friend from
Interpol was going to want value for any information he let dip; she would haveto
be at her best, if she was going to win this game. The car slowed again, eased to a
stop directly in front of the black glass-fronted building that housed the restaurant
they had chosen. The driver locked the engine, and came around to open the door;
Cerise climbed out easily, just touching the automatically extended hand.

“I’ll be back for you at three, Ms. Cerise?’ the driver asked, and she nodded.
“That' |l befine,” she said, and went up the shallow marble stairs into the lobby.

Thelight was darker here, dimmed by the smoky glass, but she knew her way
without having to consult the direction boards placed discreetly inside the entrance.
She climbed the double staircase and nodded to the man in evening clothes who
waited just outside the door.

“Cerise,” shesaid. “I’m meeting a man named Mabry.”

The security man nodded back, fingering the silver square of the annunciator
clipped to hislapel, and Cerise stepped past him into the suddenly warm light of the
restaurant. It wasn't crowded, and a pair of waiters came hurrying to meet her.

“May | helpyou?’ the first—adark, curvy little woman in a black skirt alittle too
short to flatter her short legs—asked, in avoice that held the hint of amusical
accent. Cerise smiled in spite of herself, in spite of business.

“My name's Cerise,” she said again. “I’m here to meet Mr. Mabry.”

“Of course. If you'll come thisway,” the woman answered, and hurried off,
glancing back only once to be sure Cerise was still behind her. Cerise followed more
slowly, enjoying both the woman'’s bustling handsomeness and the quiet elegance of
the dining room, found herself, as she had expected, at the door of one of the
semiprivate rooms. A table for two had been set up there, hidden from any other
diners by a standing screen and some towering, broad-leafed plants, and the dark
woman gestured toward the table.

“Y our party, ma am.”

“Thanks,” Cerise said, hoping vaguely that she would be the one to wait on them,
and turned her attention to the man at the table. He rose to hisfeet at her approach,
holding out his hand in greeting.

“Ms. Cerise?’ It was only half a question, but Cerise nodded anyway, and the
man went on, his vowels touched with aflat, European accent. “I’'m Vesselin
Mabry.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Cerise said, and allowed herself to be handed to her seat.
It was atactic Eurocops often employed against Y anks, that overdone, unfamiliar
politesse, but she had faced it before, rather enjoyed the brittle game of it. He was



not quite what she had expected, looked more like an overage rocker than a
netwalker: abig man, broad through the shoulders and thick-bodied, with a mane of
untidy, greying curls and a fleshy, broad-boned face. Only the jacket betrayed him
for a cop, even though he wore it over jeans and a charcoal-grey T-shirt: it was not
top-of-the-line, aless expensive copy of agood designer. She smiled to herself,
reassured, and leaned forward in her chair.

“Max said you might have some information for me about a cracker I’ ve been
hunting.”

Mabry didn’t even blink, just smiled slowly, the lines at the corners of his eyes
tightening with what looked like good humor. “Funny, that’s what Max said to me.”

Their waiter—not the dark woman, Cerise saw with some
disappointment—arrived then, stopping the conversation. He offered menu boards,
pointed out the order mechanism, and vanished again, but the interruption had been
enough to defuse any advantage she might have achieved.

“1 heard on the net that Multiplane had had an encounter with Trouble,” Mabry
said. “Frankly, | was disappointed that you didn’t notify us at once.”

“Question of jurisdiction,” Cerise said, promptly and plausibly, using the easy lie.
“Interpol’ s network authority comes from the Amsterdam Conventions, and you
know we never signed.”

Mabry sighed heavily, put his menu aside. “Y ou and | both know that’ s bullshit.
Any law enforcement agency can be notified now, and the word passed to a more
appropriate entity if necessary.”

“Also bullshit,” Cerise said. “We have aresponsibility to be certain that our
response to an intrusion is overseen by the agency most directly concerned. Which
may or may not be your agency—all of which is made moot, of course, by the fact
that the company is U.S.-based.”

“Multiplane is multinational,” Mabry murmured. “Y ou have subsidiariesin
Switzerland, Eire, and Germany, just to name Europe. That certainly falls within my
brief. And multinationals have traditionally obeyed the Conventions.”

Cerise nodded, willing to surrender her position—she had better and stronger
onesin reserve—and said, “Which is part of why I'm here, Mr. Mabry.”

“Vess. Please.”

Like calling acobra“Cuddles,” Cerise thought. It’s cute, but it doesn’t make me
any less careful. “And I’'m Cerise.”

“No other name?’

“I never needed one.” Cerise smiled at him, looked down at her menu, then
touched the order strip to select her [unch.

“Except Alice,” Mabry said, and matched her smile.

“That was along time ago,” Cerise answered. She had expected him to know
that—anyone who was halfway competent on the nets would have found out her old



workname, never mind that Helling could have told him—and she refused to be
disconcerted by it.

“Yes, it quite dates me,” Mabry answered, and Cerise caught herself warming to
him. That was dangerous; still, Helling liked him, and Max had never been afool.

“But we are interested in the same person,” Mabry went on. “I would be very
glad indeed to see any data you can give me regarding your intrusion.”

“You didn't say, we're both interested in Trouble,” Cerise said.

“That’ s the second thing I’ d be interested in hearing from you,” Mabry said.
“The word on the netsis that Trouble is back—the old Trouble, your former
partner, | believe—and that this intruder, this cracker who writes viruses, is someone
else entirely. Of course, aweek ago, everyone was saying the opposite.”

“1 think it’stwo different people,” Cerise said.
“Why?’

Cerise leaned back in her chair as the waiter appeared with their salads, grateful
for the interruption. When the man had |eft, she went on, “Because none of thisis
Trouble's style. Not the cracking—our work was surgical, we did exactly what was
needed, nothing more, nothing less—and not the boasting afterward. | hadn’t heard
about viruses until | talked to Max—you must be keeping that very much under
wraps, Mr. Mabry—nbut that’ s even more not our style, not Trouble's style. Germ
warfare istoo double-edged. We never messed with it.”

“What, never?’ Mabry murmured, with alift of his bushy eyebrows. “1 thought it
was arite of passage.”

“Don’'t play devil’ s advocate with me,” Cerise said. “You're old enough to
remember the old days. There were standards, even before the law moved in.
Responsible people didn’t do viruses.” She shook her head, the anger cooling
rapidly, continued more quietly. “I know, we were breaking the law, off-line law, but
we did keep to our own rules.”

“1 wouldn’'t have thought you aromantic,” Mabry said.
“You werethere, too,” Cerise answered. “You tell me.”

There was alittle silence, and then Mabry looked away. “Yes, | know,” he said,
softly. “I get tired of hearing about it sometimes, that’s all.”

He was never one of us, Cerise realized suddenly, had never worked the
shadows. She eyed him with new wariness and a new respect, not quite sure which
she felt—more like what she would feel for some new and exotic species—and
Mabry smiled with what looked like self-mockery.

“Still,” he said. “ Cops should stick together—shouldn’'t we?’

Cerise smiled, acknowledging the point: whatever he hadn’t been, whatever she
had been before, right now they were on the same side.

“Max said thiswasn't like Trouble,” Mabry went on, “or not like the Trouble he



knew, and now you' re saying the same thing. | find that very interesting.”

Cerise hesitated, then, deliberately, touched one finger to her dollie-dlot. “This
new Trouble doesn’'t feel the same.”

“A brainworm?’ Mabry’ s thick eyebrows rose, and then he grinned. “A European
job, | presume.”

“Of course,” Cerise said, blandly.
“Y et the Treasury savants make a match of it.”

“Sixty percent accuracy,” Cerise said. “All that meansisthat they’ ve never seen
the newbie before, and that it’s using some of Trouble's old programs—which
would make sensg, if it's stealing Trouble' s name. All of which you know.”

Mabry grinned again. “ Tell me about Trouble.”
Cerise looked at him in genuine surprise. “What’s Max told you?’

“Very little,” Mabry said, and there was atouch of bitternessin hisvoice. Cerise
lifted an eyebrow, and Mabry took a deep breath. “Max and | have
been—together—for about a year now, but we don’t, he doesn’t talk much about
his old friends.”

“1 didn’t know you were family,” Cerise said.

Mabry touched his own dollie-dot. “Depends on the family,” he said, and this
time the bitterness was clear.

Cerise nodded once, careful not to show too much comprehension. Helling was
on the wire, of course—they had al been, van Liesvelt, herself and Trouble, Max
and his then-partner Jannick Aledort, Carlie Held, Arabesque, Dewildah Mason, and
David Terrel. They had lived within a subway ride of each other for three years, and
had seen each other off the nets perhaps even more than on—and that was part of
what the wire had brought them, the desire to know each other in reality aswell. And
it would be hard for Mabry, a man who stayed within the law, who adapted to the
rules of the net—one of the most ironclad of which was, never try to contact the
human being behind the net persona—to know that hislover had not only managed
anillegal career with anillegal implant, but had broken that rule aswell. “Whatever
happened to Aledort?’ she asked, with apparent inconsequence, and Mabry
grimaced.

“He was shot to death,” he said, after a heartbeat’ s pause.
“Two years ago. No one was ever charged, but it was probably Planetaries.”

Cerise nodded, feeling suddenly cold despite the restaurant’ s expensive
environmental system. That was two down, out of the old gang, Terrel in
jail—still—and Aledort dead, and maybe more gone, if she'd been ableto keepin
touch. It was no surprise that Aledort had gotten himself killed— ecotage was a
dangerous profession, and the Planetary League was a particularly bad group to
cross, and besides, Aledort had a nasty streak that almost invited murder—but it
was ill alittle unnerving to contemplate.



“And yes,” Mabry went on, with another little smile, “I’'m abad winner.”

So we know where we stand, Cerise thought. She said, “We all thought Max
could do better than Aledort.” She carefully did not say that she thought he had
done so, and Mabry’ s smile broadened for an instant.

“To return to business,” he said. “Tell me about Trouble.”

Cerise paused, took a deep breath, and was pleased that when she spoke, her
voice stayed steady, remote. “We lived together, worked together, for just about
four years. She's a brilliant cracker—also on the wire, we all were—with a good
sense of place and timing, a nice hand with tools. She used to write most of her
own, or modify them. I'm probably alittle quicker—she’ s bigger than | am, and that
shows even on the net—but she' s probably alittle more accurate in the long run.
Sheliked to run really clean programs, the architecture mattered to her, she’d polish
things just for the satisfaction of it. That’s what’s missing with this newTrouble, that
sense of precision. Trouble liked to keep things clean.” Including leaving me—at
least it was clean for her. Cerise put the thought aside along with the flash of
memory, Trouble s body pressed against her own, the feel of Trouble' s muscled
back beneath her fingers as she pulled the other woman closer into atwining
embrace, and said, “What’s Interpol’ sinterest in all of this?’

There was alittle pause, but then Mabry said, “As you know, this new Trouble
has been causing alot of commotion. Treasury islooking for her—or him—here,
ECCI and Interpol are mounting their own investigations as well. Since Trouble,
either one, has always worked out of the U.S. nets, I’ ve been sent over to keep an
eye on the Treasury investigation, just in case they turn up something we can use.
There have been a series of intrusions, scattershot attacks, into the industrial netsin
Europe, but we—Interpol is most worried about the viruses.”

“Reasonable enough,” Cerise said. In spite of herself, she felt another touch of
fear worm itsway along her spine. Y ou couldn’t steal much in a five-second
intrusion, but there was plenty of timeto leave an infectious program. In fact, she
thought, if | weretrying to virus a system, that’s probably how I'd do it. Break in,
leave my virus, and then deliberately trigger the darmsin the hope that the syscops
would be too busy trying to trace the intruder to spot any stray bits of code. She bit
back the desireto call her people immediately with the warning—they had run scans
as soon as the intruder had been spotted; she had returned from her futile chase to
find the printouts waiting—and said instead, “The same style?’

“All the ones that have been reported,” Mabry said, “follow asimilar pattern. A
quick intrusion, sometimes a virus inserted, more often not, once a definite theft and
subsequent sale, but always boasting afterwards.”

“That sounds like what we had,” Cerise agreed. “1 have atranscript of the event
with me, if you'd liketo take alook at it.”

“I"d like to keep it.” Mabry held out his hand, and Cerise did the disk across the
table.

“Please do,” she said. “We haven't had any signs of infection, but I'll



double-check when | get back to the office.”

“1 can give you a sample of the payload,” Mabry said. “Which hasn’t been
particularly destructive. And also what we' ve salvaged of the main code.” He
produced another disk from his pocket, and held it out. Cerise took it, nodding her
thanks.

“If you find anything,” Mabry went on, “would you save it for us? Most of it’'s
been set to self-destruct, but still, any fragments are potential evidence.”

“Of course,” Cerise said, and dlipped the disk into her carrier.

“There’' s one more thing,” Mabry said, “and I’ d rather you didn’t answer than lie
to me. Do you keep in touch with Trouble?’

It was not the question Cerise had been expecting. She hesitated, choosing her
words carefully, thought vaguely that he' d paid her back for asking about Aledort.
“No. We didn't exactly—part friends. Right before Evans-Tindale passed, we had,
well, a disagreement about it, about what we should do. Trouble wanted to bail out
then and there, go legit, and | wanted to go on. | had ajob in train that | wanted to
do, you see.” She could amost see the remembered IC(E), almost taste the sharp
codes, a new system then, one she' d never broken before, a gaudy, glittering
challenge, utterly irresistible to any netwalker of spirit. “We were still arguing about
it, about the job, when Evans-Tindale passed. She left. | haven't seen her since, bar
her name on the nets.” The worst of it was, Trouble had been right.

Mabry nodded slowly, as though he' d guessed her thought. “ Treasury will be
wanting to talk to you nonetheless.”

“1 might’ ve known.” The words came out more bitter than she' d intended, and
Mabry smiled dightly.

“They want Trouble—either one—very badly. If you know of away to get in
touch with her—" He broke off, shaking his head.

| certainly wouldn't tell you, Cerise thought, and said, “1’ll bear that in mind.” Or
was he hinting | should warn her? she wondered a split second later. It was possible;
he was Helling' s lover. Max had obvioudy spoken well of them, from the old days,
or at least the little he’' d said had been good. And there was an old rivalry between
Treasury and the Eurocops.

“They’ll probably be getting in touch with you soon,” Mabry went on. The waiter
appeared with their food, a plate balanced in each hand, served them with
economically graceful gestures. Mabry waited until he had gone to continue. “John
Starling is handling the on-line investigation.”

Cerise froze for afleeting instant, the delicate flavor of the chicken gone to ashes
in her mouth. She knew Starling, all right, at least by reputation, and didn’t much like
him— another netwalker who' d never known the shadows and had a chip on his
shoulder because of it. He used a soaring bird as an icon, a deceptively simple
sweeping line, bright as light on metal. “I’'m sure I’ll be hearing from him, then.”

Mabry nodded, she thought in sympathy. “I’m inclined to agree with you and



Max, thisisn’t the Trouble you knew. But now that Trouble's back on-line—well, |
suppose they have to take action.”

“If 1 were looking for Trouble,” Cerise said, “1I’d look in Seahaven.”

Mabry smiled then, with genuine amusement, the lines tightening around his eyes.
“S0o easy for some of usto get there.”

“Ah, well,” Cerise answered, and matched his smile. Mabry would not be
welcome in Seahaven, any more than she would be welcomed in the near-mythical
bat caves reserved for the real cops. “Are you based in the States these days?’

“London, actually.” Mabry accepted the change of subject with equanimity. “This
Isatemporary assignment.” They talked through the rest of the meal about minor
things— Mabry’ stimein London, her own life at Multiplane, never how he and
Helling had met—and came back to the new Trouble’ s techniques over dessert.

“Frankly,” Mabry said, “I think this Trouble, the new one, isvery young. The
technical aspects—the routines I’ ve dissected have managed to be brilliant and
doppy al at the same time. Not mature work.”

“And very much not Trouble' s style,” Cerise said.
“Not if she liked—Ilikes—precision work,” Mabry agreed.

“And it’s asking for trouble, being that sloppy,” Cerise said, and grimaced at the
inadvertent pun. A drop of raspberry sauce escaped from the wedge of chocolate
terrine, landed on the pristine edge of her plate. She dabbed it up abstractedly, the
fuchsiaof her nails clashing with the deeper red, licked her finger without really
thinking about it.

Mabry smiled wryly—he was having coffee, black, decaf— and said, “ Y eah. |
think this newTrouble is going to trip itself up one of these days.”

“What about tracers? Any luck?’

“Now there this Trouble seems to have learned quite alot from someone.” Mabry
leaned forward, planted both elbows on the cloth. The table tilted dightly under his
weight. “I’m good at tracking, and we' ve had some other experts in—Max among
them.”

“1 remember Toby,” Cerise said. It had been the best tracer she’'d ever used, was
still apart of her frontline toolkit.

“Yes. But we still haven't been able to get any kind of afix.”

Cerisefinished the last bite of the terrine, and leaned forward herself. “It may be
because this guy’ s using some of Troubl€e' s old routines, modified. Trouble knew
Max’ swork, used to enjoy playing hide-and-seek with him, and most of the current
tracers use some of the Toby routines. That’s part of the problem with all of this.
Thisguy’susing Trouble' stools, so it is her work, her hand, that shows up on
autopsy. But itisn't her.”

“1 wondered why so many of the shadow-folk were staying so quiet,” Mabry
said. “Usually, when someone boasts like this, stirs up this much heat, you get alot



of talk. The shadows either close ranks, wall us out, or there are half a hundred
people wanting to shop him.”

“Trouble was well respected,” Cerise said. It wasn't precisely true, but it was as
close as she felt like coming to the full explanation. Trouble's skills had been
universally respected, but the wire had made the old netwalkers keep their distance,
and there had always been the whisper that Trouble was only as good as her chips.

It was more that Trouble had been the most visible of the group on the wire, and one
of the best crackers around; like it or not, she’d been a symbol to both sides. “Now
that she's back, you may hear more.”

“S0 you believein this message I’ ve been seeing everywhere.”

It wasn't really a question, but Cerise answered anyway. “ That’s Trouble’'s
syle.”

There wasn’t much to say after that, and Mabry signaled for the check. They
argued politely over it, and, after some insistence Mabry let her pay. Cerise was still
smiling when she emerged into the cloudy afternoon to find her car waiting as she’'d
asked. Shetold the driver to take the long way back to Multiplane’ s compound,
along the ring road that surrounded the city, and leaned back against the seat, trying
to sort out her thoughts. She would almost certainly have to talk to Starling—or
maybe | could send Sirico, or maybe Jensey? she wondered. The real questioniis,
am | going to try to warn Trouble first? Can | afford to take that chance? She sighed,
turned her head sideways, not really seeing the other vehicles—dozens of dark,
heavy-bodied cars that matched the one in which she rode—crowding the travel
lanes. Trouble more than half deserves this, the way she ran out on me— but she
gave me fair warning, the one warning she always gives, she told me she wasn't
going to crack that system... And | don’t like John Starling’ s reputation.

That wasn't entirely fair, and she knew it—he was a dedicated cop and a skilled
netwal ker—but she refused to look further. | don’t like him, and | don’t think Mabry
likes him either. And besides, | owe Trouble at least this much. The trick now isto
find her—or, of course, someone who knows how to find her. | wonder if Butch
kept in touch? It was quite possible, and she felt afaint pang at the thought. But
then, shetold hersdlf, | didn’'t exactly make an effort to keep in touch with him, or
with any of them, after | went legit. She had not been proud of herself for taking the
job with Multiplane—it had not been entirely her choice, and it was not something
she had been going to boast about to her old friends, not something that she had
wanted to discuss at al, if she could help it. And the easiest way to avoid questions
had been to avoid the people altogether, at least until she was well-known as
Multiplane's chief syscop, and by then so many of the shadow-folk and the
worm-carriers had fled into security that she was relatively invisible. She could put
the word out discreetly—one of the others, Helling, maybe, or Dewildah, or even
van Liesvelt, if she could find him, might be willing to help—or she could take her
own advice to Mabry and look in Seahaven. That was probably her best bet, and she
shifted against the cushions, wishing now that she'd told the driver to take the
flyway. She curbed her impatience sharply, made herself sit quiet as the car churned



its way through the heavy traffic. Seahaven was aways a temptation and a challenge:
she could only welcome the excuse.

The car |et her off at Multiplane’ s main entrance, where the same deferentia
security was waiting. Thefirst pair murmured greetings as one held first the car door
and then the door into the lower [obby, but the second pair, one seated behind the
high desk that half blocked the entranceway, the other standing hidden behind a pillar
and a potted palm, looked up at her approach, and the taller man stepped out from
behind his pillar.

“Excuse me, Ms. Cerise, but I’ ve got a message for you.”

Cerise stopped, frowning in spite of herself—she hadn’t expected Treasury to
catch up with her so quickly—and security went on, “Mr. Coigne would like to talk
to you as soon as you get in. He said, if you'd drop by his office on your way up.”

That was not arequest. Cerise frowned more deeply, wondering exactly what
Coigne wanted, and shook speculation away as pointless. “All right, thank you. You
can let him know I’'m on my way.”

“Thanks, Ms. Cerise,” the woman behind the desk said.

Cerise nodded and went on past, to ride the moving stairs up to the main lobby.
She had to wait for an elevator—not unusual, so late in the day—and stood for a
long moment staring at the elevated track that carried the compound-to-compound
shuttle. The frame embedded in the massive grey-glass wall was designed around the
track and its enclosure, the brass struts radiating like a sunburst from around the
triangular entrance. Even on a cloudy day, the metal seemed to gleam with alight of
its own; in better weather it was spectacular, and Cerise allowed herself aquick
moment of regret, wishing it were sunny. It was easier, at the moment, to think about
architecture. The elevator came then, and she stepped inside past the hurrying squad
of brightly dressed secretaries, keeping her mind blank as she rode up to the
twentieth floor.

Coigne was expecting her, of course—security had, inevitably, notified him of her
arrival—and the secretary, a quick-moving, painfully serious woman, waved her on
into the inner suite. The door to Coigne' s office stood open, and she paused there,
tapped once on the black-enameled metal of the frame. Coigne looked up with
well-ssimulated surprise, beckoned for her to comein.

“1 heard from the Treasury today,” he said, without preamble.

Cerise seated herself in the guest’s chair, arranging her skirt to show a
comfortable amount of thigh. She had dressed carefully for the meeting with Mabry,
in the black and hard fuchsia that was her trademark, and knew she looked good.
She had realized long ago that it annoyed Coigne to find her attractive, and she
enjoyed the delicate game of provocation. “I’m not surprised,” she said. “1 assume
they’'re interested in Trouble?’

Coigne frowned. “If you were expecting them, Cerise, you might have warned
your staff.”



“1 thought,” Cerise said, “that they were capable of handling routine matters.”

“The Treasury doesn’'t seem to think it’sroutine,” Coigne said. “Neither does
your staff, for that matter.”

Cerise hid her irritation, an annoyance mixed amost equally with apprehension,
and said, “| don’t see the problem.”

“No problem,” Coigne answered, and laid gentle stress on the word “ problem.”
“However, they do want to talk to you.”

“So I’d heard.” Cerise leaned back in the padded chair, crossed her legs and let
one foot swing, the shoe hanging momentarily from her toe before she pulled it back.
“l gave aprecis of our information on the intrusion to the Interpol agent handling the
case—qgiven that we're multinational, | thought it’d be good to have someone from
there looking into the matter—but I’ d be happy to provide the same information to
Treasury.”

“They know that you used to work with Trouble.”
“It’ s no secret.”

Coigne eyed her thoughtfully, thin face expressionless, the grey eyes paler than
the clouds seen through the windows behind him. He was framed against the ocean
and the sky, the water gone cold and grey-green in the dulled light; hisfair hair
looked washed out, ugly against the strong greys On the horizon, arust-red shape
was briefly visible: a ship, atanker maybe, standing out to sea.

“Listen to me, Cerise,” Coigne said at last. Cerise did not move, did not change
her politely attentive smile, but every muscle in her body tightened. She recognized
that tone all too well: Coigne meant every word, and would back them up, precisely
and exactly, with all his considerable skill and resources. “I want this Trouble—I’ve
told you that before, and | mean it. | don’t intend for us to put up with thiskind of
shit from two-bit crackers. | don’t really care if thisisthe woman you used to live
with, but if itis, | expect you to put her away. Y ou work for me now—for
Multiplane—and don’t forget it.”

“All right,” Cerise said. She sat up abruptly, enjoying her anger. “Y ou’ve said
your piece, now listen to me. | will put a stop to this new Trouble—who is not my
ex-lover; my ex-lover isback and thoroughly pissed off on her own account—and |
don’t need your threats to make me do my job. | have a system to protect: that
matters to me. But | am not going to be able to do it while you or Treasury are
breathing down my neck, and I’m not going to find him or her or it on the nets. Y ou
want me to catch this new Trouble, fine. But I’'m going to need more freedom of
action than you' re used to putting up with. And if you won't giveit to me, | don’'t
want to hear any complaints about me not doing my job.”

Coigne blinked twice, looked down at his desktop, looked back at her, hisface
still without readable emotion. “What do you need?’

Cerise paused, startled by his capitul ation—which means that he wants this new
Trouble, much more than | realized— said, slowly, trying to hide the fact that her



own plans were still unformed, “First, 1’1l need to make Jensey—Baeyen— acting
chief for the duration.”

Coigne nodded.

“Then—" Cerise took a breath, pulling her thoughts together. “I’ll need to devote
myself to thisjob exclusively. | have net access, I’ll want extra time without
questions, and I’ ll want a company car—no driver, just the car. Also leave, with pay,
no guestions where or why, and a company draft, at least ten thousand.”

“Y ou should have that in your budget,” Coigne said.
“1I’ll need your signature on the forms.”
Coigne nodded. “Y ou'll be going after her—or him—yourself, then?’

“Yes,” Cerise said, and realized that she was shaking. She folded her hands, laced
her fingers together—she had not expected Coigne to agree, till had not realized
how important this was to him—and smiled deliberately. “It'smy job, isn't it?’

“Yes,” Coigne said, “itis.”

Cerise pushed herself up out of the chair before the silence could grow into a
threat. “Then I'll pass thisinformation to Treasury, and put thingsin train.”

Coigne nodded again. “ Send me the papers. I’ ll approve your requests.”

“Thanks,” Cerise said, and turned toward the door. Coigne’s voice stopped her
in the doorway.

“Don’t fuck thisup.”
“l don’t intend to,” Cerise said, and let the door close gently behind her.

She made her way back to network security like awoman in adream, barely
aware of the delicate pastel murals that decorated the public spaces or the carpets
chosen to be soothing. She showed her ID to security, a stocky woman sitting
hunched behind the bulletproof glass of her cubicle, and went on into the main
room. It was very quiet, the only sound the gentle hum of half a dozen individual
stations mingled with the softer hiss of the environmental system. Her staff, Sirico,
Macea, Czaja, and the rest, sat or sprawled bonelessly in their cubicles, supported
by the heavy chairs, out on the nets. She ignored them, stepped into her own office
to find Bagyen sprawled vacant-eyed at her station in the outer office. Her mouth
hung slightly open, and athin line of spittle trailed down her chin. Cerise walked past
her, knowing better than to try to reach her from the realworld, went into her own
office, and keyed commands into the waiting machine. A few seconds later,
Baeyen'sicon flashed onto the screen.

“B0ss?’
“Sorry to interrupt you,” Cerise said, “but we've got a project to set up.”
“Let me close thisdown,” Baeyen answered promptly, “and I’ [l be on my way.”

“Thanks,” Cerise said. The icon vanished, and she turned her attention to the
schematic of the corporate net that bloomed automatically in her screen. Everything



seemed to be in order, and live security was tight; she touched another key
sequence, and confirmed that her extra watchdogs were in place. So far, so good: all
that remained was to warn her people to check again for viruses. She flipped away
the schematic, typed a code command, and added identifying icons from machine
memory; an instant later, the screen split, showed Czagja s flying-craneicon in one
half, Alec Zemtzov’ s dumptruck, bright as a child’ stoy, in the other.

“Boss?’ Czgasaid.

“Sorry to drag you away,” Cerise said again, “but | picked up
some—worrisome—news at lunch today, from Interpol. Seems that the Eurocops
have been finding virusesin afew of the intrusions, and they gave me a sample disk.
We need to scan for it right away.”

“We ran a solid scan as soon as it happened,” Czgja said.

He wasin charge of the section of the net that included Corvo’ s research volume.
“We didn’t turn up anything—"

Zemtzov'sicon flickered, signaling an interrupt. “Nothing that matched existing
patterns, anyway.” His on-line voice was far crisper than hisreal voice, and Cerise
was, as always, briefly amused by the contrast. She smothered her smile as he
continued, oblivious to the differences. “What does Interpol say about payloads?’

That was always the real question, the virus'sintent, and Cerise nodded her
approval. She had picked Zemtzov to be the system’ s virus researcher, and was
pleased to see her decision borne out. “Nothing too bad, or so Mabry said, but
there s still been some damage.”

“Collatera or primary?’

“1 don’t know for sure—don’t know if they know.” Cerise slid Mabry’sdisk into
one of the transfer drives. “I have the dissections Interpol did.”

“Ah.” Zemtzov’ sicon shifted color again—he was an expressive
communicator—and she could hear the satisfaction in hisvoice. “ Then if there was
anything—and | think Shgja sright, the intruder didn’t leave us any presents—we
should be ableto track it.”

“Good,” Cerise said. “I’'m copying you Interpol’ sfiles. | want you to take
another run through the system, especially Corvo’'s volume, Shaja, and sweep
specificaly for anything that’sin thefile.”

“You got it, boss,” Zemtzov said.

Czgjasaid, more slowly, “I’m going to get complaints. The system’ s already
running slow.”

“They’ll haveto live with it,” Cerise said. She looked up to see Baeyen standing
in the doorway, still rubbing at the damp line on her chin. “Blame it on meif you
haveto. I’'ll handle any complaints.”

“I"ll try to keep them calm,” Czgja said. “But they won't be happy.”
“They’ll survive,” Cerise said. “We need to do that sweep.”



“All right,” Czgasaid.

Cerise sighed—he was good at hisjob, but painfully negative, always ready to
find the bad things about any suggestion—and said, “Let me know when you're
finished.” She cut the connection as soon as they’ d begun their acknowledgments,
looked up at Baeyen. “ Sorry, Jensey. Have a seat.”

“No problem,” the dark woman said equably, and settled herself in the chair
opposite Cerise. “What’'s up?’

Cerise smiled. “Enough. I’ ve got Shajaand Alec running another sweep of the
Corvo volume. Interpol says that the intrusions they’ ve been dealing with have
involved viruses.”

Baeyen made aface, spread her hands wide. “That’ s going to slow down
everything.”

“So I’ve beentold,” Cerise said. “I also hear Treasury was wanting to talk to
me.”

Baeyen's eyes did sideways. Embarrassment? Cerise wondered. Or guilt?
“That’sright,” the dark woman said. “I didn’t know what you wanted to tell them,
so | told them they should come back.” She hesitated. “1 didn’t mean to make
trouble with Coigne.”

“You didn't,” Cerise said. It wasn't true, but the other woman’s concern had
made her feel vaguely protective. “When they come back, give them—no, we'll
make a couple of disks for them, analysis and a transcript of the event. Get Sirico to
pull that together for me, will you, and copy it to me when he’s done.”

Baeyen nodded, and slipped a notepad machine out of her pocket, began
chording notes into its memory.

“If I'm here,” Cerise went on, “I’ll talk to them, and if I’m not, seeif you can get
them to set up an appointment, al the usual stuff.”

“Right,” Bagyen said. “Like | can tell Treasury what to do.”
“1 know,” Cerise said. “Do your best. Thisisn’t the main thing, though.”

Baeyen looked up warily at that, and Cerise leaned forward, steepling her hands
on the desktop. “1’m going after Trouble—the new Trouble—myself,” she said.
“Which means I’ll be leaving you in charge of the systems, Jensey.”

Baeyen’'s eyes widened, alook of shock replaced amost at once by one of
calculation. Then that, too, was gone, and she looked back down at the notepad’ s
tiny screen. “What do you need me to do?’

“As| said, you'll be handling the systems once | leave,” Cerise said. “I don’t
know exactly when it’ [l happen—it al depends on how long it takes me to track
down newTrouble—but | want to get everything in place now.” She watched Baeyen
as she spoke, saw the other woman'’ s struggle to keep the excitement from her face
as she chorded information into the notepad: Baegyen was no less ambitious than
anyone at Multiplane, and she could see the possibilities. Not that it mattered, Cerise



thought. She was still better than Bagyen. “ Aside from getting you briefed, | need to
arrange for a car, not with adriver, to be available for me on an hour’s notice—less
if transport can manage it—and to get the paperwork written up so | can draw on the
emergency funds.”

Baeyen nodded, head still down, watching words scroll past on her screen. “All
right. I’ll put the paperwork in train—I can do it myself, or | can giveit over to one
of the secretaries, if you don’t mind word getting out.”

“That’swhy | asked you to doit,” Cerise said.

“I’ll take care of it, then,” Bagyen said, without annoyance. “Ditto for the car. I'll
also get on that disk for Treasury.”

“Sirico can do that,” Cerise said, and Baeyen nodded.
“ After that—whenever you want to start showing me things, I’ m ready.”

“Get the paperwork going,” Cerise answered, “then come talk to me.” She was
startled by her own reluctance, took herself firmly in hand. “I’ll start putting together
notes for you tonight.”

Baeyen nodded, chorded afinal bit of datato her notepad, and rose gracefully to
her feet. “I’ll talk to you before you go home, anyway,” she said, and let herself out,
closing the office door behind her.

Cerise sighed, and looked down at the desktop with its scattered icons. She
should really start on the package for Baeyen, and she knew it, but she reached
instead for the input cord. It wouldn’t hurt anything to go out on the nets for an hour
or two, might even help her give Baeyen an up-to-the-second picture. She grinned at
the thought, well aware of what she was doing, but plugged herself in, pushing a
stray piece of hair back out of the way. She did need to see how people were
responding to Trouble's challenge— and besides, she thought, | just might be able
to pass Mabry’swarning to Trouble. That was an odd thought, that she might
encounter the other woman on the nets after all these years, an uncomfortable
thought—she had always somehow assumed that Trouble had quit for good, Ieft the
nets entirely— but she put the idea aside. She owed Trouble this much, that was all
that mattered.

She wander s through the fields of light, past familiar signs, moving toward
Seahaven, but not in pursuit of it. Her work is, mostly, done two hours on the nets
already, longer in virtual time, long enough for anyone, and ample for her. There
isonly Trouble to consider, but she floats, drifting from node to node, not quite
willing to take the next step, to turn down toward the BBS and the hidden roads
that lead to Seahaven. IC(E) archesto either side, coils and spills of it concealing
a link of nodes that |eads to unidentified corporate space, glittering like razor wire
in sunlight. She studies it idly, mapping its weak points and its strengths, and
wonders if she should find the maker of one particularly clever piece of code, beg,
borrow, or steal it for her own nets. She files the thought, and the location, for
later, and turns away, letting a rush of traffic carry her down into the BBS.

She touches down on the virtual plane that carries the Bazaar traffic, lets her



icon interface completely with the system around her. Balls of advertising burst
overhead and at her feet, spraying bright images, gilded promises, so that she
walks at the center of her own hailstorm of light. Very little is of interest, but she
smiles anyway, enjoying the brilliance, the sensation like soap bubbles against her
skin, and does not dismiss them out of hand. Other icons glide past her, some like
her haloed with the confetti of the advertising, many not—treal crackers, they say,
don’t tolerate this misuse of the net’ s potentials, and many others copy the
affectation, true or not. She ignores them all, follows the currents that spiral in
toward the center of the bazaar. At Eleven’s Moon, further in today than the last
time she found it, closer to the hubbub of the central board wherereal businessis
transacted and transformed, she lifts a hand to the demon, who scowls but says
nothing. The door opens for her, and she steps out into Seahaven.

It is quiet today, a muted space, trees with jewels for Ieaves lining black-glass
avenues, while the illusion of water rushes through an arrow-straight canal,
reflecting equally illusory stars as strands of golden light. She looks down, and
finds her icon remade, the cartoon woman rounded out to become something close
to human. She frowns—Seahaven isin a realistic mode today—and gestures,
dismissing the icon. A warning sounds, a shape like a gryphon forming in the
dark air to inform her that she can’'t go naked/invisible here, but she ignoresit,
chooses another shape from her bag of tricks. Thisoneis closer to her true image,
in a style that will match the Mayor’ s whim, an alabaster woman, austerely thin,
draped in black and touched with the color that is her name. The gryphon
vanishes, accepting the change.

She continues along Seahaven’ s streets, following the pattern that remains
constant no matter how the trappings change, finds herself at last in the market
square. She moves through a gathering made unfamiliar by the Mayor’s choice of
convention, human shapes rather than icons, male mostly, out of anime, a few
caricatured women and robots, once a Masai prince striding with a spear, and
makes her way to the heart of the space. There the wall glows neon-bright,
prodigal images splashed along its surface, overlapping, overwriting each other.
Here and there a message glows among the designs, and she walks along its
length, following the threads. Trouble' s message is gone at last, but Cerise keeps
walking, looking for some other trace of her old partner. There is nothing, not even
among the tangles of artists' imagery, and she stands for a long moment,
considenng the wall. There is someone watching her among the moving people, a
shape she almost certainly will not find familiar even if she looks. The brainworm
translates the code to a prickling between her shoulder blades, itchy,
uncomfortable, but she takes her time anyway, framing her own message, before
she turns around. It isa woman, a girl-shape, really, thin and angular, big eyes
In a sharp and pointy face above black |eather.

The girl-shape smiles, pure mischief, impure invitation, Cerise blinks, intrigued
in spite of herself, but returns to business.

She knows what she needs to say, and phrases it without
apology—TREASURY/STARLING (the joined icon, not the words) ARE



LOOKING FOR YOU, TAKE PRECAUTIONS—but hesitatesfor an instant over
the identifier, and settles at last for the smiling cat that will for better or worse,
evoke the old days. She wraps the words in a gaudy package that is much stronger
than it looks, and seals it again, this time with Troubl€e’s harlequin, using the
codes that they once shared, and hangs it on the wall before she can change her
mind. She hears a murmur of surprise and curiosity behind her, but she does not
look back.

And then the girl-shapeistherein front of her, still smiling on thewire. Cerise
blinks again, assessing the image, bad-girl chic black leather and silver chains
and the unmistakable curves, and dispatches a quick query-program of her own.
It is rebuffed, as she' d expected, but the flavor of the other woman’s work comes
with it, smoke and mirrors and the hint of steel beneath it

* Hey*
The voice is as much a pose as the rest of the icon, deep and smoky, but it’s well

chosen. Cerise admits a silent interest, but suppresses all hint of it, because, after
all, this may be a different kind of challenge.

*Hey yourself. *

The girl-shape shifts, takes up a stronger stance, hands on hips and Cerise
grimaces inwardly, bracing herself for the inevitable. She is known, and a syscop,
there are plenty of crackers who have dared her before now.

*You're playing with fire,* the girl-shape says, gestures to the harlequin
dancing against the wall. *Sure you're up to it?*

Cerise laughs, lets the amusement ripple out onto the net. * Are you?*

*Try me,* the girl-shape answers, but she, too, is smiling, the mask of the
icon-face creasing in a simulation of delight. Definitely on the wire, and Cerise
nods, recognizing the skill.

*Sorry, sunshine,* she says aloud. *I don’'t have the time.*

*You could make time,* the girl-shape answers, and flings up a hand,
throwing out a shape like a mirrored sphere to surround them, blocking the sights
and sounds of the plaza. Cerise reacts instantly, freezing the sphere literally
half-formed—just to prove she can do it, she's curious now herself about this
stranger—then relaxes and lets the image flow like mercury around them.

* And why should 17* she asks, but makes no move to open the sphere, letting
the lazy voice and the hint of contempt hold the other at a distance.

*1"m cute,* the girl-shape answers, and the words are meant to sting. * That’s
supposed to be enough for you.*

I’ ve seen better, Cerise thinks, and says nothing, lets the silence carry the
message for her.

*You a friend of that Trouble?* the girl-shape asks, voice gone sharp with
anger, and shapes the piping harlequin in the palm of one hand to make her self



absolutely clear.
Cerise nods.

*NewTroubl€e’ s not going to be happy,* the girl-shape says, and Cerise’s
attention sharpens.

* And whose friend are you, little girl?*

* Ah.* The girl-shape’ s tone changes again, goes faintly smug, the icon
preening itself against the silver mirror. *Myself and mine. Maybe yours—if you're
Interested.*

It’s not the challenge Cerise expected, and her eyebrowsrise. It's been a while
since anyone approached her—being a syscop plays hell with one’s wetware. * So
just who are you?*

Something scratches at the outside of the sphere, a tarnished shadow against
the silver. One of the Mayor’ s watchdogs, Cerise guesses, groaning silently, come
to stop just this kind of conversation. The girl-shape glances up at it, gestures
rudely, looks back at Cerise.

*Slk,* she says, *they call me Slk.* She reaches into her toolkit, icon-hand
vanishing for an instant, to reappear clutching something that looks like an
anarchist’s bomb wrapped in green-red-and-gold Christmas plaid. She tosses it
gently toward Cerise, and it tumbles heavy to the illusory ground, rolls almost
under her feet before it explodesin a cascade of blinding light. The silver sphere
vanishes with it, exploding into a shower of gleaming shards. Cerise flinches back
as they sting against her, blind for an instant before her filters override the image,
and then the girl-shape is gone.

A watchdog—this one a shape like a hound, black and tan—whines around her
feet, seeking a scent. Fragments of red and green litter the ground, bits of codes no
longer holding meaning, and out of the corner of her eye she sees a scavenger
trundling toward them. She frowns slightly, scans the broken bits
again—whatever Slk is, whatever else Slk s, she seems to act with reason, and
there must have been some purpose behind the Christmas-colored bomb—and this
time sees the mailcode, lying harmless among the clutter. She collects it hastily,
stashesit in a holding box, is standing innocent and aloof, the box well sealed,
when the scavengers arrive. She steps over them, walks away, out of the plaza,
thinking of Slk.

Chapter Seven
| &N

TROUBLE DROVE TOO fast, as usual, the speed warning flickering yellow at
the base of the helmet display. Ahead, the flyway gleamed like adirty mirror in the
cloudy light, reflecting the grey of the sky. At this hour, dozens of tow-carriers
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rumbled in the central lanes, mostly heading south toward the markets; the private
traffic was sparse, a couple of corporate limos and a handful of light trucks and
runabouts, spread out for kilometers along the ribbon of the road. More letters
flashed in the helmet display, warning that this was the last exit before the border
tolls, and she eased the trike sideways into the slower lane. The exit ramp curved
down into the scrubland behind the salt marshes, and the grid lights flashed at her,
warning her that local roads were not under computer control. She matched the
speed limit here—local cops were less forgiving than the grid—and turned onto the
narrow road that led east, toward True's Island and the sea.

The land was relatively crowded here, cluttered with low-built, sagging houses
and cinder-block garages. Thiswas car-farm country, a place to buy and sell spare
parts and junkers. The road was busier, too, battered runabouts with unmatched
panels and the ubiquitous pickups, each with its bed full of miscellaneous machinery.
Trouble drove decorously, not wanting to attract undue attention: the border people
were an insular group, didn’t welcome outsiders and particularly not the ones who
took the back roads to Seahaven.

She crossed the border just south of Southbrook, skirting the town itself and its
asphalt plains of discount shopping. On the horizon, she could see the neon sign,
bright even in daylight, blinking the message that had been the town’ s salvation, NO
SALESTAXES!!! East of town, al the little roads wove together into arotary,
complete with a cop-shop in the center, mixed public and private station, the state
insignia side-by-side with the logo of the hotel, The Willows at Seahaven. Only a
single road led east, out into the marshes, and Trouble took it, careful to keep the
trike just under the speed limit posted on the board at the entrance to the road. A
forest-green fast-tank was waiting in the lay-by beside the station, warning lights
muted, and she watched it warily in her mirrors until it had faded from sight.

No one else had taken the Seahaven road. The asphalt ran straight and true toward
the sea, the marsh spreading golden to either side. It was low tide, and the air
smelled of salt and mud even under the helmet. She glanced sideways, and saw a
few seabirds wading in the shallow channels, heedless of chemical sands, long legs
bleached white by the tainted waters; another bird circled idly overhead, whiter than
the clouds. As she drew closer to the coast, the ground seemed to drop away to
either side, the road carried on heavy concrete pilings over bare mud and the filled
channels that were the creeks. At high tide, it was al water, and only the brookers
knew the safe passages, where the creeks and brooks were deep enough to take a
boat and cargo without touching the poisoned land. They would fish here, too, in
defiance of the law and common sense, scratching aliving from the polluted waters
that might well be worse than the town jobs they feared so badly.

Ahead, the land lifted dlightly, sand and seawall rising to block her view of the
ocean. She slowed in spite of herself, in spite of the brookers who could be lurking,
as the road went from pilings to the solid sand and stone of Shepherd Hill. It wasn't
much of a hill, or even much of an island, just scrub grass and afew straggling
pines, bent nearly double by the winter winds, but it was enough to carry the Coast
Road. Ahead, the seawall loomed, a massive heap of stone and gravel, with the



faded warning sign below it: ROAD ENDS HERE, and then a double-headed arrow.
To theright, the road was drifted with sand and rock, barely traveled: only the
Plantation lay to the south, deserted since the Hundred-Y ear Winter, except for
public sex and suicides. It had once been atourist mecca, a stretch of semiwild
beachfront, protected from overdevelopment by state and federal governments.
There had been aweb of narrow roads on the landward side, leading to a pavilion
and ranger station just below the main beach, but south of that the beach and
scrubland had been left for hikers. In the old days, Trouble had been told, it had
been a picnic spot, atwenty-minute walk from the last parking circle to a sweep of
beach that looked across the inlet to the Joppa Flats. Now, though... Now it was
dead land, or dying—the ecologists weren’'t completely sure of that, but they had
diagnosed the chemical-sands syndrome, and that was an eventual death sentence,
both for the beaches and, very nearly, for towns like Seahaven that clung to the
water. The sands had absorbed the chemicals that had spilled offshore during the
unbelievable series of winter storms that had struck the coast twenty years ago; there
had been other spills since, in storms and in fair weather, none quite as bad asin the
Hundred-Y ear Winter, and the sands had bonded to the chemicals, changing the
nature of the beaches and of the sea floor. The vegetation, or some of it, had
adapted, the algae first, great mats of it washing up on the beaches to carry still more
chemicals ashore. Some of the hardier species had devel oped ways of eating the
more noxious chemicals, and a few seaweeds had developed a symbiotic
relationship with them, carrying the agae in their nodelike floats or under the broad
leaves, until the entire coast was poisoned. Only afew species seemed to hold their
own,; the rest, fish and birds and the occasional shoreline mammal, were dwindling
toward extinction. Trouble turned north, toward Seahaven.

It wasn't along drive, not half an hour even at the low speed the badly mended
potholes and the drifting sand forced upon her, and she could see the arc of the
Ferriswheel on the horizon, bright even in the daylight. The road lifted as she
reached the higher ground of the Sands, the ground falling away steeply into the mud
and grass of the Blood Creek Slough. A boat, high-bowed, with a squarely upright
pilothouse in its center, moved slowly along the creek itself, asingle figure just
visiblein the stern. In the far distance, at the inland edge of the Slough, the autumn
trees were red and gold against the dull sky.

The land widened, afew houses, low-built, sturdy looking, cinder block and grey
shingle, appearing now, and the piled-rock seawall gave way to concrete and sloped
sand. This was brooker country, not quite Seahaven, and Trouble touched the
throttle, increasing her speed as she passed a fenced-in schoolyard. And then she
was past the Sands, the land narrowing briefly to a causeway, the first houses of
Seahaven appearing ahead. In contrast to the Sands, they were brightly painted, and
crammed in higgledy-piggledy on the rising ground. To her left the Ferris wheel
loomed, centerpiece of the Parcade, and a paved road, much mended but clear of
sand, turned off toward it. She allowed herself along look at the low-slung arcades
lining the road, and the mock-castle, pink and green and bright as an Easter egg, at
the end of it, but kept to the main road. If newTrouble was in Seahaven, he would
amost certainly be found in the Parcade, but there would be time to search for him



later, when she had reestablished hersalf in town.

There were more people here, more than she’' d seen in any one place since she'd
crossed the border, kids in ragged denim and army surplus or cheap-dyed tunics, a
few older adultsin uniforms from The Willows, heading home to sleep or out to the
Parcade to play or deal, other adultsin an attempt at cracker’ s leather and chains
clustered in the shop doorways or aong the streetside. Most of them would be
faking it—real crackerswould probably be asleep by now, after a hard night’ s work,
or just waking up—and Troubl€' s lip curled behind the concealing helmet.

She turned onto the beachfront road, skirting the crowds at the town center,
drove between the seawall and the tattered boardwalk, where the shops clustered
together, selling souvenirs of a beach no one wanted anymore to see, and cheap, oily
food. Beyond the seawall, the ruin of the Pavilion Bandstand loomed, jutting on a
broken pier a hundred meters out into the water. Only the junkies and afew whores
went there now, sheltered inits leaning shell, and even the craziest netwalkers gave it
awide berth: the net held no weapons that could frighten a people without credit or
history.

There was apublic lot at the end of the boardwalk, half-filled with runabouts and
the occasional home-built truck. Trouble found a space without difficulty, and
climbed off the trike, stretching in the suddenly humid air. She needed a place to
stay, someplace cheap and, more important, discreet, and she would find that only
on this side of the Harbormouth Bridge. Once she crossed the drawbridge into
Seahaven proper, people would begin asking awkward questions; better to stay this
side of the bridge, safely anonymous and clear of the hotel’ s direct influence. She
knew half a dozen places that met that description, or she had known them; whether
they still existed, in the continual flux that was this unnamed section of town, was
another matter. Still, there was only one way to find out, and she hoisted her bag
onto her shoulder and started walking, the humid warmth closing in around her.

The first hostel waslong gone, displaced by an Asian restaurant with purple walls
and plastic plates of food in the windows, but the second was still in business. It
was tall for Seahaven, amost four stories, sides shingled and painted a faded blue.
Trouble stepped cautiously onto the sagging porch, trimmed with
pink-and-yellow-painted carving, and pushed open the screen door that led to the
little lobby. As usual, no one wasin sight, but a camera watched from the corner
above the manager’ s counter. She stared up at it, deliberately acknowledging its
presence, and settled herself to wait.

It was only afew minutes before the door that closed the stairwell off from the
rest of the lobby swung open, but it felt much longer. Trouble made herself turn
sowly, found herself facing awoman she didn’t recognize, awoman nearly astall as
herself, with grey eyes and grey-streaked dark hair. Her skin was faintly mottled,
sun-scarred, and she’ d made no attempt to hide it with makeup or creams.

“Help you?’ she asked, in atone that suggested she didn’t care if she could.
“Yeah,” Trouble answered. “I’m looking for aroom.”



The woman just stared at her, lined face without expression, and Trouble went
on, keeping her impatience under control with an effort, “Does Moallie Blake still live
here? She'll vouch for me.”

Something in the woman’s expression changed, a shadow of recognition
flickering across her face. “I know Mollie. What's your name?”’

“India Carless. But everyone calls me Trouble.”

“1 remember you.” The woman stood still for an instant longer, then turned away
from the counter. “Wait. I'll seeif we have anything.”

It was arisk, giving her proper name, Trouble knew, but it was the only name
Mollie Blake knew her by. She waited again, leaning now against the counter where
the camera was focused, and listened for the sound of footsteps on the steps up to
the porch. If the stranger called the cops—though which cops would be interested,
here in Seahaven, was always an open question—there was another way out, through
the flimsy door and down the long hall to the barren backyard... And then she did
hear footsteps, not on the porch behind her but on the inside stairs, and the stranger
reappeared in the doorway. A second woman stood behind her, and, seeing her,
Trouble gave asigh of relief.

“Helo, Mallie”

“Hello, Trouble.” Blake stepped out from behind the other woman, but did not
come closer or offer an embrace. “I thought you were out in the bright lights these
days.”

“l was.” Trouble eyed Blake warily, uncertain how to read the reception. Blake
was no cracker, had never been on the nets—didn’t even have adollie-dot, the
essential tool for anyone who worked with any network. She was, however, one of
the best sources of hardware throughout the Parcade, possibly along the coast.
“You might say my past caught up with me. I'm looking for a place to stay, until |
find someone.”

Blake nodded, slowly. She was a stocky, straight-bodied woman, alittle taller
than average, her skin tanned almost to the color of her rust-brown hair. At the
moment she was absolutely ordinary in jeans and a crumpled, man-style shirt, but
Trouble, who had seen her dressed to kill, ready to mingle with the crowds at The
Willows, was not deceived. “I’ ve heard something about that,” Blake said.

“You're still with Nova, then?’ Trouble asked, and Blake shrugged.

“Off and on.” She looked at the other woman, still standing silent at her shoulder.
“Trouble’ s OK. She doesn’t cause problems—or if she does, she cleansit up
herself.”

That was letting her know where she stood with a vengeance. Trouble suppressed
amoment’ s annoyance—Blake should talk—and said, “ Thanks.”

The grey-haired woman stepped around Blake, ducked under the barrier so that
she stood behind the counter, and reached for the keyboard of the registration
system, pulling it out from under a pile of news sheets. “ Carless, you said the name



was?’
Blake said, “ That's Joan Vaentine, by the way.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Trouble murmured.

Valentine nodded, her expression noncommittal, and poised her hands over the
keyboard. “Name?’

“India Carless,” Trouble said, and wondered an instant later if she should have
chosen another. Treasury knew that name—worse still, it was her real one—but then,
shetold herself, she didn’t have good ID for anything else. That was the one thing
she hadn’t gotten for herself in the city, new ID to replace the jane-doe registration
or her own legitimate papers. She shook the worry away, leaned forward to watch
Vaentine key the information into the machine.

“They send a disk up to the cop-shop twice aweek,” Blake said suddenly, and
Trouble glanced over her shoulder to see the other woman smiling dlightly.

Vaentine said, “Local regulations.” She looked at her screen, head cocked to one
side as she studied the menu. “ The only thing they pay attention to isthe ID
numbers, though.”

“Right,” Trouble said, and reached into her pocket for the jane-doe disk. She
handed it to Vaentine, who ran it through the scanner and handed it back across the
counter.

“Somebody’ s going to come asking questions about that,” Vaentine said.
“When?’

Vdentine shrugged.

Blake said, “Come on, Val. Y ou sent the last update, when, yesterday?’
Vaentine darted her an uncertain look, but said, “Yeah.”

“So you've got, what, it’s Thursday—so, you’ ve got until Monday at the
earliest,” Blake said. “Or Tuesday, if Val forgets to send the disk on time.”

“And how likely isthat?” Trouble asked, and Blake laughed.
Valentine made aface. “It—can be arranged. Talk to me.”

“Let me know the going rate,” Trouble said. “In the meantime, though, 1’d liketo
get aroom.”

“1’ve got atwo-room suite, your own bath and input nodes, on the third floor,”
Vaentinesaid. “If that’s all right with you.”

“That’sfine,” Trouble said, and meant it. She pulled the last cash-card from her
belt, set it on the counter. It would certainly be enough to cover afew daysin
Seahaven—at least until Tuesday, and after that, she could use credit. Valentine
accepted it, fed it into the machine, and nodded as the verification codes appeared.

“Ill take you up, then,” she said.
“Key?’ Trouble asked, in some surprise, and Blake shook her head.



“We got palm-locks last year, Trouble. Even Seahaven changes.”

“Right,” Trouble said, and followed Va entine through the battered door and up
the narrow stairs.

It was warm in the upstairs hall, and the air smelled indefinably of Seahaven, salt
and constant damp blending with the scent of oil or burned rubber from the beaches.
Vaentine led her down the long, dimly lit hallway, and stopped at the last door,
fingering the heavy box of the palm-lock mounted above the latch. The door swung
open, and Valentine held it, nodding for the other woman to go in.

Trouble stepped into sudden cool and the hum of an environmental unit set on
high, reached automatically for the room controlsto switch on the lights. The room
was bigger than she' d expected, with a desk and table and a couple of comfortable
chairs next to a floor-mounted junction box in one room, and a big bed and a video
cabinet in the other. She' d gotten turned around somehow, coming up the stairs, so
she was surprised when she opened the heavy curtains to see that she overlooked
the front of the building and the street outside. She could just see the edge of the
neon sign running below the window, and understood why the curtains were made of
such heavy fabric. The bathroom was small, but most of the fixtures |ooked
relatively new. She set her bag down, and Vaentine said from the doorway, “All
right?’

“It'll do, thanks,” Trouble said.
“Then we'll set the lock.”

It was an exercise in futility—the first thing she would do, after she checked the
net, would be to buy an override lock of her own, probably from Blake' s shop—but
Trouble nodded, and came forward to lay her palm against the sensor plate.

Vaentine fiddled with the lock controls, and then with her master control, and
pronounced the lock ready. Trouble tested it obediently, and the door snapped open
to her touch.

“All set, then,” Vaentine said, and turned away without waiting for an answer.

Trouble shut the door behind her, turned to survey the suite more closely.
Nothing seemed out of the ordinary, scarred wood floor, a single throw rug, cheap
white-wood furniture, afew posters tacked onto the wallsin lieu of prints, but she
went methodically through it anyway, searching for bugs and taps and peepholes.
She found nothing, either in the walls or under the casing of the junction box, and
dragged the less battered of the two chairs close to it, within reach of her machine
cords. She pulled the other chair in front of the door, wedged it with the desk, and
went back to the junction box to begin setting up her system. The node was
standard; she plugged in cables and power cords, and leaned back in her chair to
begin alast quick check for lurkers.

She let the diagnostics run, paying less attention to the play of lights and numbers
on the little screen than to the flicker of feeling across her skin, hot as a summer
wind, and the fleeting taste of the system on her tongue. Everything felt clean, no
alien programs hidden in the architecture, no odd loops of code that led nowhere,



and she adjusted the brain-worm to its highest setting. It was the first time she had
run it at full capacity since she'd had the new chip installed, and she sat for a
moment, letting herself get used to the sensations. The net felt brighter, as though
she werelooking at it through freshly washed windows, all her senses sharpened as
though she’ d shed a skin. She grinned to herself, enjoying the heady feeling, and
touched the button that released her onto the net.

Sheridesthe netslike a roller-coaster, swept along the data-stream, hitching a
ride on the lightning transfer just because she can. She laughs aloud, not caring
for an instant that the brainworm transmits the ghost of that emotion back onto the
net, but then she sobers, remembering what she’s come for, and drops back down
to the plane of the datastream. Roads of light, highways of data, stretch in every
direction, dazzling red and gold and the pure white light of diamonds. She pauses
a moment, enjoying the display, the sheer pleasure she had missed for three
interminable days—better, actually, than what she had had, a sharper image,
faster response—and then she shapes her course, chooses a road that glows like
lava, red as molten steel, sinksinto it, and letsit carry her away.

Sheridesit toward the BBS, buffeted by the taste and smell of the data that
enfolds her, her skin prickling with its touch, tingling with security and encryption
The noise of it isjarring, like high-pitched thunder, but she rides with it until it
carries her through the final node, the last one before the bazaar. She drops from
it then, finds herself abruptly in a space that has been reformed since the last time
she took this route. A wall of light flows like water ahead of her, curvingin a
graceful semicircle, she hears a sound like a thousand voices mimicking water, the
flow of conversation in a million languages, and the air is suddenly cooal, faintly
damp against her skin. She takes a step forward, curious but not alarmed—there
isno IC(E) visible, and no warning, the space’s creator doesn’t seem to mind
trespassers, indeed, seems actively to invite them—and an icon/face bloomsin the
lightfall, the colors running down now over the planes and angles of the face,
bright along the scar that bisects one cheek

*Fate?* she says aloud—it has to be him, even though the icon is new, a
startling, unexpected effort for a man not on the wire, an illusion built to lurein
the wormecarriers, or one particular worm—and she tastes agreement before she
hears the answer.

*Hello, Trouble. | want to talk to you.*

Trouble nods, wary, goes no closer while she feels no IC(E), Fate has no
reason, just now, to be fond of her, and there are other programs besides IC(E) in
every cracker’stoolkit. *I’mlistening,* she says, when the other says nothing.

*\Where are you going?*

Trouble hesitates, a heartbeat of time that will seem longer. Fate is certainly no
friend, never was—but then, how hard will it be to guess where she is ultimately
headed? * Seahaven.*

*| thought so,* Fate says, and the colors shift briefly, flush with satisfaction,



and fade again to the rainbow of the lightfall. * There are people there who want
to talk to you.*

*Oh?* In spite of herself, Trouble feels a touch of fear—Treasury/ Sarling,
maybe, though how he would get into Seahaven without the Mayor’ s connivance,
or any of her old enemies, or even new-Trouble itself. She curbs the feeling
sharply, makes herself wait.

*Oh, yes,* Fate says, and this time she hears the malice in his voice. * You' ve
stirred up a lot of trouble. People want to know your intentions.*

That’ s different—that she can handle, and she sighs softly. * Thanks for the
warning, Fate.* she says, and the icon retreats, fading into the lightfall.

*1"ll be watching. *

Fate’ s voice drifts back to her asif from a great distance, and then the lightfall
and the cool air and the rest of the space dissolve around her, fading to grey like a
scene from an old movie. Trouble lifts an eyebrow—an enormous effort, just to
pass that message—but turns her attention to the business at hand. Overhead, the
web of data conduits glitters black-on-silver, she reaches up, touches one, and lets
it carry her down into the BBS.

She finds the door to Seahaven without difficulty—she is expected, she thinks,
and takes a moment to reorder her toolkit, so that her best defenses, a shield and a
dispersion program, are ready to hand. Then she steps through the gateway, and
out into Seahaven.

Today it’s all black glass, a predatory nightmare of a city, looming buildings
that turn the streets into canyons it only by the graffiti that glows neon-orange
against the slick black walls. Thisis not her favorite incarnation, it means the
Mayor isin a bad mood, unwilling to police the virtual violence, or, perhaps and
worse, ready to indulge in it himself. She tunes the toolkit higher, evokes the
standby call and feels the ghost of a shield bind itself like a weight to her left arm.
The linked dispersion program trembles against her right palm, ready for use—it
will handle most active attacks, destroy the program that the shield deflects—and
she walks carefully out into the glass-walled city.

The streets are empty, or nearly so, she catches the glimpse of an icon whisking
out of sight around a corner once, but that is all. Her footsteps echo, ringing on
the apparent stone beneath her feet, but no one challenges her, and she reaches
the market square without seeing anyone more at all. The market is all but empty,
too, most of the shopfront/icons shuttered, splashed at the Mayor’ s whim with
heavy grills and bright graffiti. Only the wall remains unchanged, and there are
icons clustered at its far end, waiting. Two turn at her approach, and she hears
her footsteps suddenly ring louder, sparks flying where her heels touch the black
ground, the Mayor, making sure no one misses her entrance. Bastard, she thinks,
and grins, and keeps on walking, watching the icons shift themsel ves, spreading
out to meet her.

She imagines music, West Sde Sory, Sharks against Jets, and shifts her stride



to match the nervous beat, the finger snap of sparks against her skin. Behind the
icons, on the wall, she sees her icon dancing against a gaudy familiar packaging,
its gloss a little dulled from handling. Someone has been trying to read her mail,
but she knows from the pattern of the wrapping and the way the scuff markslie
that the seals—Cerise’ s seals—have held.

Theicons are clearer now, some with the tang of the wire about them, their
feedback tinting the net around them, others—the majority, but not by
much—plaintext. She knows them all, and that is briefly disappointing. It would
have been good to meet newTrouble at last, the stranger who’ s taken her name.
She stops when she is about five virtual meters from the nearest of them, waits,
hands loose at her sides, the programs trembling against her fingers. One icon
takes a single step forward, declaring itself the spokesman, an angular, armored
shape like a Japanese toybot.

*Trouble* it says, and Trouble smiles, lets her amusement leak out onto the
net.

*Dargon.* She knows what lies behind the massive image, a pudgy, bearded
man who livesin his parents basement, she tracked him once, after he'd crossed
her, and found his secret. She lets that knowledge strengthen her, then pushes it
aside. Whatever heisin the realworld, they are on the nets now, and she cannot
afford contempt—whatever heisin the realworld, on the nets heis a king. She
turns her head, surveys the line, names them one by one.

*Nova—* Blake's partner, a shape perversely made of shadow rather than
light, sexless against the dark city walls. *—Sarfire—* Another shadow-shape,
this one filled with stars, as though the icon were a window into the heart of a
galaxy. *—Arabesque, or should | say, hello, Rachelle—* And here her voice
sharpensin spite of herself, because Rachelle Srvain isan old friend, a good
friend, from the years before. The robed icon shifts, and Trouble tastes
uncertainty, a hint of guilt spiking the air, before Arabesque has herself under
control again. * Postmaster, Katana, Jimmy-D, Rogue Alexi—* The last all
plaintext, two-dimensional shapes against the black-and-neon city, without depth
and expression, but not, she reminds herself, without tools or the skill to use them.

*Someone,* she says, *someone’ s been messing with my mail.*

Thereisalittle pause, and in the silence someone, Arabesque, she thinks,
laughs soft and low. The Postmaster icon shifts slightly, and she knows he was
brought in to do the work, and failed.

Dargon says, *We have reason to be concerned.*

Trouble laughs, lets the sharp sound carry the scent of her anger onto the net.
The ones on the wire will feel it clearly, the otherswill receive a footnote and,
per haps, the faint uncomfortable echo of her feelings. *So do | have a reason to be
concerned—and the right. Where were you when this punk cracker took my
name?*

That is her best point, the most legitimate argument, and she feels it strike



home. Out of the corner of her eye, she sees other icons gathering by ones and
twos, staying well back, out of range, but watching. Thisis a major event, even for
Seahaven, and she wonders, briefly, where the Mayor is.

Dargon says, * Rumor had it you were dead.*

*Rumor,* Trouble says, and lets them sweat, |ets them wonder which rumor
she will mention, which of the nasty stories that circulate about them all. * Rumor
had it wrong,* she says at last, and smilesinside, tasting their relief. *1I'm still
here, and it's my name.*

*You're stirring up a lot of trouble,* Dargon says. * Causing problems for
everyone who works the shadows. It can’t go on, Trouble.*

*| didn’t start it,* Trouble says. * It was forced on me—but | intend to finish it.*
She lifts her voice a little, talking now not only to the line of icons but to the lurkers
to either side and any others watching invisible—to the Mayor himself, if need be.
*This newTrouble, this person who stole my name, it’s compromised me. Not to
mention it’s gotten everyone else into difficulties, but that’s your business, yoursto
deal with unless you want to make it mine. | want my name back, and | want this
punk off the net. Isthat clear enough for you, Dargon?*

*|t's clear,* Dargon says, and the color of hisarmor shifts slightly, takes on the
red tinge of anger mixed with the blue of amusement. A grim smile? Trouble
translates, and waits.

*Treasury doesn’t care which one of you it gets,* he says at last.

Trouble smiles. * But you care, or you should. You don’t stop this one now, you
don’t know what it’ll do next—could steal your names, your work and style, could
just keep cracking the way it’s been doing, and upsetting the cops. But sooner or
later you' Il have to do something. | intend to do it now.*

Thereis another silence, this one longer, and she takes the chance to ook
sideways at the lurkers. Fate is there, plaintext cartoon-icon of his scarred face,
and next to him a shape that can only be Max Helling, bright among the rest. The
old gang returning, she thinks, and can’'t decide if she feels better for it. She thinks
she sees van Liesvelt too, among the cluttering crowd.

Dargon says at last, * If this newTrouble agreed to stop using your name,
would you call a truce?*

Yes, Trouble thinks, if it also agreed to stop using my programs, copying my
style, made it clear it was someone else. But thisisthe net, and the rules are
different; she can’t concede a position yet, not without losing status. She says,
*Has this person agreed to it?*

Dargon hesitates, and the colors fade a little from hisicon. * No.*

And that, Trouble thinks, will never do. She can’'t afford to concede first, not
when she’s always been on the outside, not quite of the community that polices the
net, set apart by the brainworm, gender, and her choice of lovers. She shakes her
head, enjoying the sense of the movement—a false sense, really, existing only in



her brain, along the brainworm’'s wires—says, *If it agrees, talk to me then.*

Dargon gives a little sigh—he had obviously expected no other response, would
probably never even have asked if she hadn’t been a woman, a dyke, and on the
wire.

Trouble goes on, not waiting for his answer, *Like | said, sooner or later this
person’ s going to have to be stopped.*

* Sopped or shopped?* a voice—Nova's, she thinks—queries, sharp and
amused, and Trouble nods her appreciation of the quibble.

*Treasury will certainly buy,* she says. * And I'm prepared to sell, if | have to.
But | want my name back, and an end to this stupidity.*

She has declared herself, fully and completely, and she stops, waiting for their
answers. The Postmaster isfirst to move, drifting back out of the line of icons,
away from the wall, away from her, his message clear. He will not help, but he
won't stand against her, either. Arabesque steps forward, colors rippling along
the sweep of her silken robe, the cloth flying as though she stood perpetually in a
strong wind, steps past Dargon and comes to join her. Trouble smiles, and feels
an unfamiliar sensation shiver through her—qgratitude, certainly, and something
more. Sarfire backs away, joining Postmaster, and Rogue joins them; a heartbeat
later, Alexi goes with them. From the lurkers, van Liesvelt steps forward, a big
shambling bear-shape that carries his familiar grin. Blue Max, Max Helling,
unmistakable even in the blue thunder storm that has replaced his biplane, follows
more slowly, and van Liesvelt turnsto himin surprise. Katana and Jimmy-D turn
away, brush past Postmaster, and are gone, lost among the lurkers. Fate steps
forward without comment or change of affect, takes his place with Trouble's
friends. That she had not expected, a public affirmation of his private choice, and
sheis careful not to shame him with surprise. Dargon and Nova stand alone
between her and the wall, and Nova laughs.

*Later, maybe, Trouble. But | won't stand in your way.* The icon flips away,
vanishesin a shower of smoke, and Dargon turns slowly, faintly green, the color of
a nodded head.

*All right. For now,* he says, and steps aside.

Trouble hides her smile, mutes the triumph that sings through her, looks at the
icons gathered around her. It is so like the old days that she could cry or dance,
and she doesn’t know what to say, says instead of greeting, *| have to get my
mail.*

Arabesque laughs, a muted sound, and van Liesvelt says, *So do it. We'll
wait.*

Trouble nods, strides away across the charcoal paving, takes the message down
fromthe wall. Cerise’s once-familiar codes seethe against her hands, she matches
them from memory, the responses buried in her toolkit, and the message falls open
in her hands, a fleeting burst of words that burns itself into memory, TREASURY/
STARLING ARE LOOKING FOR YOU, TAKE PRECAUTIONS. That is



unexpected, a warning from Cerise, after everything that’s been between them,
and she walks back to the others as slowly as she dares, wondering what to do.

*30,* van Liesvelt says * You got your mail.*

*Was it worth it?* Fate says, and despite the inflexible icon, Trouble hears the
irony in his tone.

It triggers her decision, and she nods, speaks before she can change her mind.
*Yeah,* she says, *it was worth it—and does anyone know where Cerise is these
days, or what she’s doing?*

Arabesque draws in a breath, says, in the sharp London voice that goes so
strangely in Trouble’s mind with the black skin, *What a welcome. Thank you,
sunshine.*

*Sorry,* Trouble says, and after a moment the other woman laughs, this time
at herself.

*1’ve missed you, Trouble. *

*And |’ ve missed you,* Trouble waits a moment, gauging her chance to ask
again, and Helling clears his throat.

*Cerise iswith a company called Multiplane. Chief of on-line security, | think.
And she’' slooking for Trouble—the new one, | mean.*

*| see.* Trouble didn’t mean to speak aloud, is vaguely startled when the
words drop onto the net, shakes herself with a frown. *I need to get a message to
her, privately. Any ideas?*

Arabesgue’ s mouth twists, but she says nothing. Helling says, slowly, *1 have
a—friend who' s in touch with her, but it wouldn’t necessarily be private.*

*| know a route,* Fate says * Do you want the numbers or do you want me to
do it for you?*

Thereis a challenge, intended or not, in hiswords, and Trouble stiffens. * Give
me the numbers.*

The icon does not change, but a moment later a silver wafer appearsin the air
between them. Trouble takes it, tucks it into memory without looking at it, feels the
number s vibrate in her mind. Arabesque says, *| thought you left her. That’'s what
she said.*

*| did.* Trouble doesn’t look at her, doesn’t want to explain, and Arabesque
laughs again, this time with genuine amusement.

*Trouble, you're too much.* She steps back, her draperies gathering around
her as though her private windstorm had changed direction, lifts her hand to find
a gateway out of Seahaven. *1’ll keep in touch,* she says, and is gone.

Trouble stares after her, regretting the unasked questions—what are you doing
these days, are you well, are you happy—then shakes herself, and turns back to
business. She has to find Cerise—she owes Cerise the word she herself had gotten,



that newTroubl€e s in real-Seahaven.

Helling says, *It's slick IC(E) at Multiplane, slick and very hard. And not all of
it's Cerise’ s.*
*The route | gave you takes you in obliquely.* Fate says.

Trouble nods her thanks, feeling the numbers, address and direcionals,
trembling in memory.

*Good luck,* Helling says, and startsto drift away.

Thanks,* Trouble says, softly, for more than just good luck, and she sees
Helling s face appear momentarily in the shadow of the thunderstorm, to show his
smile.

*1t’ s good to have you back.*

Trouble grinsin spite of herself. *—it’s good to be back—and looks at the
others. * And thank you, too.*

*| don’t much like viruses,* Fate says. The icon does not change it never
changes, he’s not one to indicate feelings, says it all in the choice of hiswords.
Trouble looks wanly at him, wondering what lies behind it, morals, the cracker
prejudice she shares, some deeper hatred, and the icon fades before her eyes. That
leaves van Liesvelt, and she looks back at him, the heavy bear-shape bulky against
the neon scrawl behind him.

*1 had some news,* he says. * From the doc. She says Treasury’ s been asking
guestions. *

*What kind of questions?* Trouble asks, and feels the fear stab through her.
How could Treasury have known to go to Huu—how could they have known she
needed a new chip? Jesse? It wasn't like himto sell that kind of infor mation.

Van Liesvelt shrugs. * She said it was a general have-you-seen-her notice, just
asking if anyone’'s done any work on a woman matching your description. It was
going under your real name, though.*

*Fuck,* Trouble says, and only with difficulty refrains from kicking the
watchdog that appears instantly to snap at her ankles. The co-op, then, and
possibly Jesse—he would sell her, if it meant staying clear himself.

*The doc didn’t say anything, of course,* van Liesvelt went on, *and she thinks
it should dead-end there.*

Trouble nods, her mind racing. When she gets off the net, she'll have to bribe
Valentine, seeif she'll substitute another name for the one she gave at registration,
or maybe hack the hotel system and make the fix herself. That, in Seahaven, won’t
be easy, and she puts the thought sternly aside for later. She will have enough to
do, to leave Cerise the message she needs. * Thanks for the warning,* she says
aloud, and van Liesvelt grins.

*Just be careful ,* he says, and turns away.



Trouble takes the long way out of Seahaven, through the most complex of the
gateways, checks the address Fate has given her, and lets the first node she comes
to carry her away from the BBS. She follows the coded numbers through the
tangle of the midlevel roads, letting herself fade to obscurity against the brilliant
packets of data, until sheisall but invisible, little more than a shadow of a ghost.
She pauses at the center of a great hub, waits, a dozen breaths, a hundred
heartbeats, while the datastreams flow over and past her, until sheissure sheis
not followed. Only then does she take the final step, the last turn that will lead her
to her ultimate destination.

IC(E) arcsto either side, walling off the corporate precincts, sparks dripping
like water from the overarching spines. Trouble recognizes the space, a shared
system where suppliers and parent cor porations meet and exchange data, knows
how the protocol works and how to get inside. Fate has done well by her, bringing
her here, the only difficulty now isto trace Multiplane’ s lines. She checks herself,
confirming that her presence has been muted, outbound data squelched, turns
slowly, watching the datastream slide past her, merging with the IC(E), until she
under stands the pattern of it, and feelsit in her bones. She chooses a packet then,
invokes a mirror program from her toolkit, watches it spin an identical image
around herself, so that she sinks into the datastream, indistinguishable from the
data around her. She lets herself drift toward the IC(E), lets the steady flow draw
her into the coils of unreal wire, sharp and cold as steel and hard as bone. She
can feel the chill from them as she slides through the spiraling wire, sees it
through a pale gold haze of the stolen pattern, her own hands are all but invisible,
the gleam of IC(E) bright beneath her skin.

And then she' s through the first barrier, emerges into a space like a pool, where
a structure like a stack of gears stirs the datastream, curving it first into a gentle
whirlpool and then sortsit on its way. She slows herself subtly, not daring to fall
too far out of the parameters, just a backward eddy in the general current, and
searches the packets for an address label. They are coded, an unfamiliar system,
and she calls Fate' s codes from memory. She had hoped not to have to rely on
them—she trusts him, but only so far, only so far as she would trust any fellow
cracker, except perhaps van Liesvelt and Arabesque and Cerise. But the numbers
are there, and she evokes them, creates a label for herself that matches the
patterns that she sees, and lets herself slide back into the line of data.

The current sweeps her closer, stirred by the first level of gearsinto the general
pool, and then, quite suddenly, she’s swept up and away, snapped from the
stream and flung off into a new and alien conduit. Her stomach lurches as the
brainworm relays the motion faithfully—one of the few disadvantages of the
wire—and then she steadies, orienting herself against the new perspective. The
space is marked off in grids, black on silver, a dozen or more imposed one on top
of the other, a mailroom configuration, a limited interface with Multiplane's
primary systems. She studies the pattern for a moment, letting the data fall past
her to be captured by the various grids, then lets herself fall with them, shrinking
as the data shrinks until she matches its shape precisely. The address Fate



supplied floats before her, she feels the system probe it, a pulse like a pressure, a
finger poked hard into her ribs, and then she' s shunted into the maze of the grids.
Sherides the current, tossed abruptly from side to side as the system shunts her
from one plane to another, and then, quite suddenly, she’s where she wants to be.

She hangs suspended, abruptly still, in a space that seems infinite, but feels
constrained, hemmed in by the walls of the pigeonhole into which she has been
dropped. Thisisthe virtual address, the place where the mail waits, and she
studies it, reaching with infinite care to feel the other message packages waiting
with her. They are all for Cerise, she feels further, finds the password lock that
seals the system and recognizes Cerise' s hand in the intricate check mechanism.
Definitely the right place, she thinks, and sinks back into the still center of the
address to compose her message. It is simple, a single word—from her, to Cerise,
there’ s no need for more. Even after everything, it’s still that simple, and she
shapes the word in its delicate casing: SEAHAVEN.

She setsit free, easing it out of the shell that conceals her presence, budding it
like an amoeba. At last it pops free, shining like a soap bubble for an instant as
the systemregisters a new arrival and Trouble smiles to herself. She has done
what she can, it should be enough to bring Cerise to Seahaven, thereal
one—Cerise has already been to the virtual town, she knows what isand isn't,
there. All that remainsisto leave as undetected as she's entered. She pauses for an
instant longer, considering her options then grins and shapes another address.
The mail routine sweeps by again, and she watches it pass, gauging speed and
direction, another dozen heartbeats, and it sweeps past again like a lighthouse
beam. This time she reaches for it, places the false addressin its path and lets it
scoop up the packet, dragging her in its wake. When she’ s sure it has her bait
securely, she reels herself in, recomposes herself behind the mask of the false
package. The program flings her back into the grids, and the grid flips her out
into the sorting area. She would laugh if she dared, breathless, enjoying the
rollercoaster ride. And then she' s back out in the IC(E) and she abandons the
mail packet, lets the system carry its empty shell on through the walls of IC(E)
Someone will be annoyed, receiving a transmission so badly garbled, but she
spares less than a thought for them, turns her attention to the IC(E) instead. It is
less formidable from this direction, was designed to keep people out, not to hold
them in, but she knows better than to be too confident. She eases her way through
the coils like diamond and wire, moving crabwise, oblique, across the grain of the
net, until at last she emerges from the thicket, hangs once again in the open net.

She smiles, allowing herself at least that much of triumph, but does not let her
cloaking programs fade. Instead, she takes the nearest datastream, and, still
smiling, letsit carry her toward home.

Chapter Eight
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| T WAS A five-hour drive to Seahaven, under grid control, four hourson
manual. Cerise, driving alone, kept the runabout off the grid. She flashed past the
corporate vehiclesin the grid lanesto her right, barely aware of the figures outlined
against the bright-gold windows. Crossing the Merrimack, it was foggy—it was
never not foggy at night up here, drifts rippling past in the cones of light from the
headlamps—and Cerise cut her speed, the engine easing down from the shrill whine
that had annoyed her for the past four hours. Multiplane sloaner fleet was generally
underpowered, whether for economic reasons or security she didn’t know, but afew
days driving at what she considered to be a reasonable speed would generally send
the borrowed machines back for a tune-up She smiled to herself, thinking of the
mechanics' faces when she returned this one, and settled herself more comfortably
against the padded seat.

A light clicked in the heads-up display at the base of the windscreen, and in the
same moment a sign flashed past on the side of the road: one mile to the border toll
station. She read the information almost without thinking, feet automatically shifting
on the pedals, her hands easing the wheel. Another limo dlid past, thistime on her
left, overtaking her on manual. She caught a brief glimpse of the bright interior, two
men in suits seated facing each other across a display console, and then it passed
completely, and she saw only the flickering taillights. The driver’ s compartment had
been blacked out, without even the glimmer of red that usually outlined the section.
Going to Seahaven? she wondered, and the toll station |loomed ahead.

At this hour, almost midnight, most of the gates were on automatic. The grid was
signaling to her, more letters and arrows streaking past in the windscreen, and she hit
the thumb button to signal that she would obey. The grid computers shunted her
toward amiddle lane, as she had expected— they would be considering that she was
on manual and, driving fast in asmall car, would respond more quickly than the
heavier [imos—and she smiled once to herself at the accuracy of her prediction. A
single light flickered in the tollkeeper’ s booth; the row of gates stretched empty
across the road, display lights proclaiming that they were on automatic. Cerise
worked the window controls, reached for the passcard as she slid into the gate. The
reader was set high, positioned for alimo running on the grid, and she had to stretch
to dide the card through the manual sensor. There was a brief pause while the
computers considered the verifications and the money was deducted from
Multiplane’ s traffic account, and then the orange-and-white barrier folded back. She
touched the accelerator gently, and the runabout dlid out into the warm orange light
of thetoll station. There was a beeping sound behind her, and she glanced up at the
mirror screen. The grid had brought one of the limos into the gate badly, and the
gate sensors couldn’t read the low-powered pass button. She could see the
tollkeeper, a stocky man in jeans and a T-shirt, dashing across the pavement toward
the beeping car.

Another good reason to stay off the grid, she thought, and returned her attention
to the road. The lights from the toll station formed a band of orange across the
roadway, the fog drifting through it in seemingly solid clouds. Beyond the lights, the
night seemed very black. She timed her acceleration so that she dlid into the darkness



at the point where the road narrowed again to five lanes, touched the controlsto
close the window. The fog smelled of peppermint and tobacco, and she wondered
what had drifted in from the open sea thistime. She was three minutes away from
Seahaven.

She reached the Seahaven cutoff in five minutes, slowed by the appearance of a
phalanx of state militiain their dull green fast-tanks, coursing along the outer lanes.
She pulled over, into the Slowest of the manual lanes, watching the warning lights
stream along her display band: rear- and side-scan radar, automatic identity query
and response, machine check. She kept her speed cautious even after they had
passed. At the Seahaven exit, more lights flashed, demanding that she link with the
local grid. This was Seahaven: she obeyed, lifting one hand from the wheel to punch
inthe link codes. An instant later she felt the controls shifting against her touch, and
she made herself relax. The runabout swung south, turning along the access road
that ran almost parallel to the main north-south flyway. Seahaven—or, more
precisely, The Willows at Seahaven, the secure hotel that was the town’s
economy—jpreferred to control all vehicular traffic within its borders, and made
access to the town as complicated as possible. The commuter trains did not stop
there, nor did the buses. They were particularly careful about anything comingin
over the causeway; the town grid was both competent and aggressive in its attempts
to gain control. She touched afinal code, temporarily disabling her controls, and
leaned back against the padding, suddenly aware of her own tiredness. It had been a
long day, longer than she' d realized: meetings all morning trying to get her
department into order and to make sure Baeyen would be able to handle the
transferred authority, and then going onto the net to find the message waiting, the
unfamiliar packet that she had known, even before she touched it, felt the codes, had
to be from her Trouble. It had just been one word, just “ Seahaven,” but that had
been enough: Trouble was back in the game, and willing to share what she’ d found.
It had taken her three hours to convince Coigne of that, though, and she grinned,
savoring the victory. Best of all, though, Trouble was back.

At least for now. Cerise felt her smile turn wry, the old pain stabbing her again.
Trouble had left once before, |eft her in the lurch; there was no guarantee it wouldn’t
happen again. And even that was getting ahead of things: there was no reason to
think that she would see Trouble again even on the nets, no reason to think that
Trouble would want to do more than this, this one message. Cerise stared at the
lights of the heads-up display without really seeing them, thinking about Trouble. She
could almost see her, wastired enough that it took very little to conjure her, tall and
broad-shouldered and smiling, tiger stripes vivid in her thick hair. And that was not
what she wanted to think about. She shook the image away, frowning now, shook
away too the recognition that she still wanted Trouble, after everything, and fixed her
eyes on the darkened screen.

The roadway lifted, rising up on pilings to cross the bands of salt marsh that lay
between the main highway and Seahaven itself. The dome of the local nuke glowed
on the horizon to the south, whitening the fog. Security had to be tight there, with
Seahaven on its doorstep, though whether it was to protect The Willows' exclusive



clientele or to keep out the lowlifes who lived in the town and along the Parcade, she
had never been entirely sure. Closer in, she could see the Ferris whed at the end of
the Parcade glowing through the fog like a monster icon. She would check there
tomorrow, she decided, seeif she could get word of either Trouble in the shops and
cubicles that lined the street.

The roadway curved, swinging to cross the Mill Race at its narrowest point, and
she looked sideways and back, looking for The Willows. She could barely find
It—the road had been laid to make it hard to see, from any approach angle—just the
white roofs floating, floodlit, above a screen of treesthat was al but invisible in the
dark. She had even been there once, when Multiplane had been negotiating to buy
out a competitor, had stayed in the cool and perfect rooms, screened from
electronic snooping, live spies, and the threat of raidersreal or virtual, and had hated
every minute of it. The staff had been perfect, discreet, all but invisible in the
conference center at the heart of the compound, attentive and cheerful in the
perimeter buildings; the food had been exquisite, the evening entertainment, tapes
and sports, of course, nothing live, well chosen. But she had remembered the people
she had known, the summer she had lived in Seahaven, the ones who worked at The
Willows and the ones who wanted to, the ones who would indenture themselves to
the hotel and the ones who didn’t dare, and had found it hard to meet the service
people' s eyes. The Willows had saved Seahaven, there was no question about it:
when the beaches died, there had been no other jobs, no other employers, and the
hotel had taken up the dack, employed the fishermen and their children, the small
businessmen who suddenly had no clientele. The town had awayslived partly off
the tourists; it had not been difficult to find people who knew the service trades. But
The Willows had also made sure it would have no competition—security reasons,
they said, but it allowed no other corporations to settle in the town limits. The
Parcade they tolerated only because it brought extra and expensive business, both
the bright-light corporations whose people liked the game of awalk on the wild side
and the greyer ones who had some dealings with the shadows.

Cerise shook the thought away. She shouldn’t have to deal with The Willows, or
its security, not thistrip, and if she did, Multiplane had clout enough to handleit.
Ahead now she could see the lights of Harborside, on the higher ground across the
Eel Ditch. Her own hotel was there, a subsidiary of The Willows, of course, built to
accommodate spouses and families who couldn’t be allowed in the more secure
buildings of The Willows itself. Harborside was the nicer part of town, where the
better-paid service trades had their houses, and the better shops and entertainment
centers were; beyond the Blind Creek it became plain Seahaven again, the acceptable
face of poverty, hardworking, stubborn, some of it subsidized to astonish the
visitor. But the harbor still held its share of fishing boats, though you had to sail a
long way, the fishermen said, push the boats' limits, before you dared eat what you
caught, and there were only afew jobs there that had no connection to The Willows.

Lights flashed across her display, and Cerise glanced at the string of query codes.
The inboard systems responded automatically—destination, reservation codes, a
request that the hotel be informed of her arrival—and the message bar flashed green



in acknowledgment. The runabout slowed, the sound of its tires changing asit hit the
older pavement of the town roads, and the grid shunted it neatly into the middle lane
of Willows Road. Cerise smiled to herself—the locals still called it Ashworth
Avenue, alast stubborn gesture of the independence they had already sold—and
saw the lights flashing from the drawbridge that spanned the Harbormouth. Beyond
it lay the unnamed neighborhoods that lay between the main town and the Parcade,
still Seahaven but cut off from the town and The Willows and the jobs by the
one-lane bridge: her eventual destination was the Parcade, which she had once
known better than she had known the town where she was born. She closed her
eyes, shutting out the fog-damp street and the forlorn neon, remembering her
Seahaven. There were tiny gardens there, wedged in between the candy-colored
houses, with raised boxes of store-bought dirt to fight the sand and the encroaching
chemicals from the beach. There were triple and quadruple-deckers, porchesjutting
off at odd angles, and families crowded into low bungalows never meant to stand the
winter, and tidy capes where someone still cared enough to paint and clean and
sweep the sand from the concrete before the doorways. She had had a flat on the
top floor of what had been atall vacation house, two rooms and a bath, but with a
bal cony from which she could see the ocean. It had been hot, even with fans running
and al the windows open, and she had slept on the roof with the rest of the
housemates more than once, but at least it had been warm through the interminable
grey winter.

The runabout slowed and tilted, turning, and Cerise opened her eyesto see the
low buildings of Eastman House looming out of the fog. She glanced once to her
right, to see the guardhouse at the end of the smaller causeway that led to The
Willows, and then looked back toward the doorway, mustering a smile for the
uniformed man who appeared to greet her. She touched the interior lock, and he
opened the runabout’ s door for her, smiling with apparently genuine welcome.

“Ms. Cerise. Can | take your luggage?’

Cerise nodded, touched the controls afinal time to open the storage
compartment, and levered herself out of the driver’ s seat while the doorman
collected her single bag. She pulled the hardware case from its place behind the set,
waving the doorman away when he offered to take it from her, and followed him into
the lobby. It was dimly lit, warm amber light, and music drifted gently from the bar
beyond a screen of broad-leafed plants—someone singing the blues, Cerise
recognized, the sort of music Trouble had liked, in her more mellow moods. She
turned to the woman who waited behind the all-but-hidden counter.

“Ms. Cerise?’ the woman said, making it a question even though the town grid
had signaled Cerise' s arrival, and Cerise nodded. “If you'll just look over our form,
make sure everything is as requested...”

Cerise took the flashprinted form, scanned it quickly—single room, full media
suite and net ties, unlimited signing privileges, courtesy of Multiplane’s
account—and scrawled her name where indicated. The woman took it back, smiling
her thanks. She had perfect teeth, like all The Willows employees, very white



against the deep red lipstick.

“Thank you, ma am.” She reached beneath the counter to retrieve a glittering disk
of iridescent plastic and a sensor board. Recognizing the system, Cerise laid her
hand against the board, and waited while the woman recorded palm and fingerprint
and the heat pattern and recorded them on the disk itself. It was a double-check
system, the prints recorded both in the disk that served as akey, so that only the
registered guest could use it, and in the lock itself. It wasn't impossible to defeat,
Cerise knew—she' d done it herself—»but it did take more time and equipment and a
knack for social engineering that not every cracker possessed.

“You'reall set,” the woman said, and Cerise dipped the proffered disk into her
pocket. “ George will take you up, bring anything you need to get settled.”

“Thanks,” Cerise said, and let the doorman lead her through the lobby to the
double elevator. They rode up in silence, and Cerise followed him down the short
hall to her room. It was on the end of one of the three wings, she realized asthe
doorman unlocked the door and held it for her, then followed her inside. In daylight,
she would have a clear view of the slough and The Willows itself. She tipped the
doorman automatically, declined his offer of adrink from the bar or alate dinner,
and let the door close behind him.

There was a kitchen console, coffee machine and hot-water dispenser above a
little cabinet of supplies, set into the wall of the main room, and she started a pot of
coffee before she turned her attention to the net console. It was pretty much the
same setup that she had remembered from her first visit to The Willows, and, at least
at first glance, she was certain she carried the right programs to deflect any lurkersin
the system. She hesitated a moment, wondering if she should wait until she'd had
some sleep, wait until morning before venturing onto the net, then reached for her
hardware carrier. She would stick to the local net, take a quick look around tonight,
when the local crackers would be out in force, and tomorrow she would look in
earnest for Trouble. She put together her system, then poured herself a cup of
coffee before coming back to settle herself in front of the console. As she had
expected, the management did not provide chairs that would be comfortable for
netwalking. She wriggled against the too-tilted chair back, then brought the pillows
from the bed to prop herself more comfortably into position. She slipped the jack
into the dollie-slot, and dropped easily onto the local net.

She tunes the brainworm low, enough to feel but inconspicuous to others, and
begins to wander, following the spiral curves of the local net. It’s a plain system,
heavily controlled—she sees watchdogs everywhere, some sleeping and benign,
others ranging purposefully, one or two guarding specific gateways, and she
marks those last for later investigation. Not that there’ s anything she wants from
behind those IC(E)-walled doors, but the challenge intrigues her.

The local trade-net lies ahead, a chain of BBS, a spiral within the spiral, an
eddy curling in opposition to the main system that becomes a series of spherical
spaces like beads on a string or the chambers of a nautilus. She considersit for an
instant, then lets herself drift down to that plane: it is here, if anywhere, that she



will find either Trouble. Her feet touch solid ground, or itsillusion, and she walks
along a road whimsically marked with yellow bricks.

The BBS surround her, the first sphere filled with gaudy advertising, the icons
fizzing against her skin, dancing around her like a cloud of insects. She ignores
it—thisis a trade space; she recognizes most of the product, and knows this is not
worth her while—and the images fade as she leaves that chamber. The next space
Is brighter still, badged with neon shapes stolen from the Parcade, and she
doesn’t bother to hide her sneer. Thisis for the tourists, the ones who want the
illusion of the shadows without the danger, a place that plays at being the grey
market. She looks close, and sees the watchdogs and the trackers, the silent IC(E)
woven into the very fabric of the images, all to protect the people the market is
designed to cheat. They have the feel of The Willows, of the security she has
already tasted from a distance, and she quickens her pace, knowing thisisnot a
placeto linger.

Beyond it lie cocktail spaces, crowded with icons not all of whom represent
netwalkers—the local system believesin the illusion above all—and she slows,
scanning the space for likely trapdoors. There are fewer watchdogs here, and most
of those are focused on the obvious flashpoints, where the BBS inter sects most
directly with the abstract plane. She walks past, searching for familiar symbols,
and finds an icon that she recognizes, painted by a well-known hand, a touch like
a whisper of perfume against the air. She smiles, approaches, and the icon rotates
toward her as though there were a live hand behind it. She can feel that fake,
however, the chill unreality radiating fromit, and doesn’t bother to answer the
preprogrammed greeting.

*Libera,* she says, the old password, and the icon fades slightly, disclosing the
trapdoor. She glances behind her once, unfolding her scan, and sees/feels nothing
untoward, no particular attention from the watchdogs. She gestures then, furling
her programs, and steps through the nebul ous doorway.

She emerges into a new space, green-walled, floor of jagged emerald grass
imprisoned beneath an invisible surface, so that she walks above the apparent
surface of the ground. It is a lot of effort for a shadow board, and she looks
sharply sideways, letting the scans unfurl around her, but there is nothing
untoward, no tang of unexpected security. The watchdogs are bred from the
shadows, and she recognizes at least the pedigree if not the hand that made
them—and in any case, they are turned toward the walls, watching for intruders,
not for the people who use the space. It is less crowded here—no need for the
illusion of a crowd, to bolster the ego—and she can feel the faint current, gentle
feedback, a hint of emotion, that signifies another brainworm, or maybe more than
one. Definitely the right place, she thinks, and lets herself stroll toward the source
of that sensation, walking, almost floating, over the top of the gleaming grass.

At the center of the space, by the message pole that runs from floor to arched
ceiling, she sees a familiar icon—Mario, his name s, and he once tried to crack
her IC(E), though he was good enough to get away once she’d jumped him. This



is neutral ground, however, and she gives him a careful distance, feeling his
surprise and quickly controlled anger feed back into the net. He' s on the wire, too,
unusually, and she doesn’t want trouble from him.

And then she feelsiit, the familiar warmth, a whisper of sensation that’s like a
well-known voice. She quickens her step in spite of herself, in spite of knowing
better, and sees, around the pole, the shape of a harlequin, dancing, pipesin
hand.

*Trouble,* she says aloud, and the word comes out exultant, and she doesn’t
quite know why.

The harlequin turns, lifts hand to half-mask, and she sees the mouth below it
smile. *Cerise.*

Cerise stops three virtual meters from her former partner, suddenly not sure
what to say or do, and Trouble lifts her hand. Evoking a program, Cerise thinks,
tensing—she can feel the routine as yet undefined, its potential trembling in the
virtual air around the other woman'’s fingers—and Trouble says, * Shall we talk?*

It is the tone, the same tease, half-amused, half-seductive, in which she would
have said, Shall we dance?, and Cerise smilesin return, deliberately slow and
mocking. *Why not?* she says, and calls her own program, throwing a silver
sphere around them, to keep out the lurkers. Trouble has seen the gesture and in
the same moment launches her own program, so that the two spheres, silver, silver
gilt, meet and mesh so that they stand under a mottled sky that streams with color.
Trouble lifts her hand to her face, and her own face appears through the mask—a
gesture of respect, Cerise acknowledges, but a cheap one. She can feel the other’s
presence, the feedback from the brainworm, knows Trouble feels the same, and
that if either one of them relaxes that same feedback can spiral, each feeding on
the other, until it carries them both away.

*| thought you' d come,* Trouble says, *but | didn’t expect you so soon.*

*1”m not particularly happy with the current situation,* Cerise says, and hears
herself less sharp than she' d intended.

*No more am |,* Trouble said, and laughs aloud. * For what it’s worth, it
wasn’t me.*

*| didn’t think it was,* Cerise answers. * Not your—style.*
*Thanks for that.*

Thereisalittle silence between them, and in that silence Cerise hears the
thread of a sound, the ghost of a siren: her passive watchers, warning her that
security isinterested in the private sphere. Trouble hearsit, too, or some warning
of her own, looks over her shoulder.

*We can't talk here,* she says, and Cerise nods.

*1"m at Eastman House,* she says. *Join me for breakfast.* She lifts her hand
to break the sphere, feels Trouble' s agreement even as she dissolves the program's



construct in a cloud of buzzing smoke and fragments, and takes a quick five steps
sideways so that by the time the smoke clears and the watchdogs arrive, sniffing
avidly, sheiswell away and Trouble is nowhere to be seen. There is nothing else
she can do—she has already done more, much more, than she’ d expected—and
she walks back along the spiral, lost in thought, retracing her steps out of the
spiral path until she can ride the data home again.

Trouble sat unmoving in the darkened room, the sea-damp air chill on her bare
arms. Beyond the half-opened window, the fog rolled past in dow billows, bringing
asméll like peppermint and gasoline with it from the beach. She sniffed it
automati cally—the peppermint smell was like the one her bioware used to label a
particular class of data—but did not move to close the window. The lights, linked
for economic reasons to a motion-sensor, had turned themselves out while she was
out on the net; they would not go on again until she touched the switch. There was
enough light from the window, from the neon on the street below, to show the
shapes of the furniture, and the flickering telltales on her hardware cast faint orange
light across the table where she' d set up her system. She stared at it, noting
successful shutdown with one corner of her brain, thinking about Cerise. She had
expected Cerise to come to Seahaven herself—that was Cerise’s style, to step
briskly in when angels would think twice before acting—»but she had not expected
quite so rapid aresponse, if only because she had not expected Multiplane to be
able to act so fast. The fact that they had meant that Cerise had been
expecting—something, and had set up her departure in advance. And will | go to
breakfast? Trouble thought, and smiled, seeing the icon again in imagination,

Cerise' s cartoon-woman walking toward her under the green-glass dome of the
BBS. It had been a strange thing to see her again, to feel her presence, silk and steel
and taut-strung wire; stranger still to feel her own response, heart turning like awhes!,
rolling over into the familiar habit of trust, despite everything—and that was foolish,
stupid beyond permission, as Cerise herself would say. Old habits die hard, but die
they must: I'll go to breakfast, she decided, but not without setting up some
fallbacks of my own first.

She turned back to the system, wincing alittle at unanticipated stiffnessin her
shoulders and back. She had slipped sideways at some point, come back from the
net to find herself dumped painfully against the side of the chair. The dol-lie-cord
dlithered across her shoulder, and the healing flesh around the new socket was
starting to hurt again, adull throb of pain at the back of her head. She would make
the fallbacks in the morning, she decided, when she was fresh and rested, and freed
herself from the system. She undressed in the dark, not bothering with the room
lights—her eyes had adjusted now to the dimness, and it seemed pointless to put on
alight for the few minutes she would be awake and active—used the toilet, and
crawled between the clammy sheets. She fell aslegp watching the blink of the system
telltales mirroring the neon.

She woke to brilliant sunlight, danting in under the imperfectly lowered shades,
lay blinking for a moment before she pushed herself upright. She was still stiff from
the previous night’ s work, and the back of her head felt bruised, puffy and sore to



an exploring touch. She grimaced, and swung herself out of bed, hoping that a
shower would help. Washed and brushed and dressed, she felt alittle better, but the
muscles of her neck still twinged with each unwary move. She rolled her head from
side to side as she moved toward the media center, touched keysto call up
time-and-temperature. It was later than she had realized, well past nine, and she
swore under her breath. Cerise wasn't amorning person, and when she said
breakfast, she meant ten o’ clock and no earlier, but that barely left Trouble enough
time to reach Eastman House. | knew | should’ ve taken care of fallbacks last night,
she thought, and shook the anger away. It wastoo late, that was all; she’' d have to
chanceit. But | must stop being stupid about Cerise. She shut down the slegping
system, unplugged the central brain, and shoved it into her bag along with what was
left of her money and the disks she had collected—her emergency kit, the absolute
minimum that would let her walk the nets—then let herself out of the room, sealing
the room lock and the extra override behind her.

It was about a half-hour’ s walk into Seahaven proper, across the drawbridge that
spanned the Harbormouth. Trouble walked easily through the nearly-empty streets,
seeing only afew people gathered outside the waffle shop behind the beach arcade.
It was low tide, and the air smelled of salt mud, and oil, and, faintly, still, of
peppermint. It was cool, the breeze off the water cutting through her vest and jersey,
but the sunlight was warm. Crossing the drawbridge, it struck diamond highlights
from the water left in the central channel, and lay in sheets across the exposed flats,
where the mud was still wet from the receding water. A boat was moving aong the
dredged channel, heading for the fish docks, and atrio of gulls wheeled behind it,
following the scent of food. They were very bright against the autumn trees that lined
the horizon. At the top of the bridge, the concrete changed to metal mesh, and
Trouble walked warily, careful of the dick surface. From that point, she could see
down into Seahaven and beyond, past the seawall that enclosed the town and even
out onto the beach itself. The sand lay in ugly patches, green and grey and oily
brown, sand changing to sludge at the tideline. Even at this distance, she could see
the heaped seaweed smoldering asthe air hit it, releasing the chemicals it had
collected from the sea. The remains of the Pavilion Bandstand were very bright
against the blues of sea and sky, and someone had scrawled the beginning of a
word, K and O, in scarlet across the broken shell. She wondered vaguely what it had
been going to say, and started down the bridge into town.

It was more crowded here, runabouts moving along the narrow streets, and a bus
passed her halfway up the avenue, carrying the night shift home from The Willows.
She kept walking, moderating her pace so that she didn’t seem too conspicuous,
turned at last onto the little road that led toward Eastman House and to The Willows
beyond. The sidewalk here was well repaired, like the roadway itself, and the grass
to elither side was expensively maintained, the irrigation and fertilizer heads showing
like brass nails at regular intervals. There would be one-way filters buried beneath it
to keep the beach chemicals from leaching into the new-laid soil, Trouble knew, and
security devices laced into the neat hedges that bordered the property. For an instant
she wished that she could have approached it on the wire, so that she could see the
networked security blazing out of ground and trees, but that was beyond even



experimental capacity now.

She did not hesitate at the entrance to Eastman House, but marched between the
carved pillars as though she owned the place—as though she' d been invited, which
she had. The doorman eyed her warily, taking in the casual, uncorporate clothes, but
held the door open, and even offered a smile. Trouble grinned back, unable to keep
from enjoying his uncertainty, and crossed the lobby, her bootheel s echoing when
they hit the strips of marble between the islands of carpet, to fetch up at the
reception desk.

The young woman behind the desk frowned dightly, then muted that expression
almost instantly, but her hand still hovered over a security button. “May 1—?"

“I’'m here to see Cerise,” Trouble said, and smiled again. “I’m expected.”

“Of course,” the young woman said. She took her hand away from the button to
punch codes into a keyboard, managed an uncertain smile of her own in return.
“Who may | say is here?’

“I"m expected,” Trouble said again. That was arisk, but less of one, she
suspected, than giving her real name. Besides, when the corporations dealt with the
shadows, they dealt on the corporation’sturf. Let them think that, let them think that
Ceriseis buying grey-market goods, Trouble thought, and we' re home free.

“Of course,” the young woman said. She was too well trained to show any hint of
annoyance in tone or expression, but Trouble could hear it in the click of fingernails
on keys. “Ah, yes,” the clerk went on, after a moment. “Don’ [l show you up.”

“Thanks,” Trouble said, and turned to face the doorman as he approached. The
clerk handed a slip of paper across the counter, and the doorman took it, glanced
quickly at it, and turned to Trouble.

“If you'll follow me, ma am?’ He started toward the elevators without waiting for
an answer.

Trouble followed, felt the hairs at the back of her neck prickling. Thiswasthe
tricky part, the dangerous part: if anyone was looking for her, if The Willows had
somehow spotted her, recognized her from Treasury have-you-seens, this was the
time when they could take her. She kept her shoulders |loose with an effort as the
elevator doors closed behind them, wishing, not for the first time, that she still had a
gun. Or aknife, she thought, or anything.

The elevator doors opened at last, and she kept close behind the doorman,
keeping him between her and any lurking security. They stepped out together into a
beige-walled hallway, gently sky-lit, beige shadows on beige carpeting; the only color
was the scarlet of the flowersin aniche at the very end of the hall. It was very quiet,
too, only the faint hiss of the environmental system, and Trouble felt herself relax
dightly. No one was waiting here; that left only Cerise to worry about, and despite
everything, she couldn’t quite be wary of her. She shrugged that recognition away,
annoyed with herself, and the doorman stopped in front of one of the beige doors.
He touched the intercom button, said, in the deferential voice The Willows taught its
employees, “Ms. Cerise, your guest is here.”



“Thanks.” The voice even through the distorting intercom was unchanged, the
same clear soprano. “It’s open.”

The doorman pressed the handle, and held the door, and Trouble walked past
him into the suite. The light was stronger here, and she blinked once, startled, asthe
door closed again behind her. Cerise was waiting more or less as she' d expected,
sitting with her back to the west-facing window in one of the hotel’ s big armchairs,
legs crossed, fingers steepled to proclaim she didn’t have a weapon, and didn’t need
one. Trouble had never been fully sure whether the pose was bravado or
misdirection, if there really was a palm-gun somewhere close to hand: Cerise had
never owned a gun when they were together—there had been no real need, all the
aggression had taken place on the nets, virtual violence, where awoman could easily
be as hard and tough as any man—>but she had demonstrably known how to use
one. Cerise did not move, and Trouble took a step sideways, out of line with the
window, so that she could see Cerise’ s face against the sky and the slough beyond
the glass. Cerise smiled then, full lips quirking up into something like genuine
amusement. She had gone back to dark hair, Trouble saw, jet-black hair that
emphasized the alabaster pallor of her skin, and was stark contrast with the deep
pink of her lipsand nails. The black suit was expensive, top of the line, like the
pink-heeled shoes. It jarred with the makeup, the hard cheap color flat astheicing on
acookie, but, as always, Cerise carried it off.

“It’ s good to see you again,” Trouble said, and Cerise laughed.
“You'relate.”

“1 didn’t want to wake you,” Trouble said, and then the amusement vanished
from her voice. “And | didn’t want to draw too much attention. Someone’ s been
taking my nameinvain.”

Cerise nodded. “So I'd noticed. So lots of people have noticed.” There was a
little silence between them then, and Cerise looked up at the other woman. Trouble
had changed more than she' d expected, more than she herself had—she was heavier
now, though not fat, the sexy child’'s curves maturing into something fuller, rounder,
a shape that promised adult pleasures. She’'d let her hair go back to its natural
brown, cut short to keep the heavy curls subdued, but she still wore her clothes,
jeans, man-style shirt, boots, a Japanese-patchwork vest, all mock-simplicity, with
the old understated edge of menace.

“I"m not best pleased,” Trouble said, quite mildly.
“Coigne—my immediate superior—wants to shut you down.”
“Was it him who set Treasury on me?’

“l don’t know,” Cerise said. “That may have just been natural causes—this new
Troubl€' s pushing the envelope pretty hard. It was bound to attract attention.”

“What concerns me,” Trouble said, “is how that attention got turned on me.”

“Y ou—we—were pretty well known,” Cerise answered. “No one’ s forgotten
Trouble.” They had forgotten Alice, though, she thought, with atoo-familiar touch



of bitterness—or, no, not forgotten, but Alice-B-Good had gone to the
corporations, joined the enemy, and her name had disappeared from conversation.
She uncoiled herself from the chair, and crossed to the breakfast table set up beside
the media center. “ Coffee?’

“Thanks,” Trouble said, and took the cup held out to her.

“What I'd really like to know is where this punk got the idea my name was up for
grabs.”

Cerise nodded slowly, poured herself a cup and set the pot aside, all without
taking her eyes off the other woman “Y ou’ ve been less than visible for quite awhile.
| don’t know where you were, and | looked.” In spite of herself, the old anger
sounded in her voice; she controlled it instantly, and went on with only the slightest
of hesitations, “ There was arumor that you were dead. He—she—may have thought
the name was free.”

“1’d love to know how that story got started,” Trouble said, and settled herself on
the nearest chair.

Cerise went back to her armchair, set her cup down and tucked her legs back
under her. She could feel the narrow skirt straining, riding up on her thighs, and
didn’t care, was even mildly pleased with the effect. “| wasn’t very happy with you,”
she said, and Trouble gave awry smile.

“l guess not.”
“Did | have cause?’

Trouble looked down into her cup, wrapped both hands around the fragile china
as though she needed the warmth, staring into the black liquid. She said, without
looking up, “I fucked up, leaving like that. But | was right—I had to go.”

Cerise felt her own mouth twist, stared at the top of Trouble' s head as though she
was trying to memorize the way the hair grew from the other woman’s scalp, the
short amost-curls springing from a straggling part, tumbling heavily across her skull
and over the tips of her ears. “We might’ ve cracked that | C(E) together,” she said,
in spite of herself, and Trouble looked up sharply.

“Or we might’ ve both gotten caught.” It was the old argument, the one that had
driven them apart, or as near as made no difference, and she took hold of herself,
said, carefully, “I screwed up, | admit it, but that was three years ago. We can’t
changeit.”

“No,” Cerise said, still with the twisted almost-smile, and then she made herself
relax. “1 suppose we can fight that out later. What matters now isto find this
imposter of yours.”

“Not mine,” Trouble said instinctively, and was glad to see Cerise smile. “ So
what have you got on it?’

“Let’strade,” Cerise said, and thistime it was Trouble who grinned. “You first.”
Troubl€' s grin widened, as though she might refuse, but she said, “I don’t know



awholelot, actually. Thefirst thing | heard of it was Treasury showing up on my
doorstep—Iliterally, | was working as a syscop for an artists' co-op—"

“You'rekidding,” Cerise said, and Trouble shrugged.

“1t seemed the thing to do at the time. | stayed off the net for eight months after
|—left—and then | stayed in the bright lights, got myself syscop’s papers and got a
real job.”

“A syscop,” Cerise said, and shook her head. “Well, set athief to catch athief.”

Trouble said, “But, like | said, I’ ve been keeping alow profile. Thefirst thing |
knew about it was John Starling and his partner, what's his name, Levy, | think,
showing up to interview me about somebody using my local net as a springboard
into the big BBS. I'm pretty sure that was just an excuse to check me out—my
records were clean, and I’ d‘ve known if someone was screwing around on my
boards.”

“What happened to the co-op?’ Cerise asked.

Trouble poured herself another cup of coffee, buying time. “I left—at their
request. They said they couldn’t afford my problems.” She held up the pot,
eyebrows rising in question, and Cerise shook her head. “ So Butch van Liesvelt had
showed up on my back porch the night before Treasury came down, to warn me
they were interested, and when | had to run, | looked him up. | got an updated
implant, and then we did some snooping around. Fate—remember Fate?—has had
some dealings with newTrouble, and he told me he was based in Seahaven. This
one, that is. He was not real happy with newTrouble. | guess he' d spent a couple of
days mopping up Treasury watchdogs and snoops after the last time newTrouble
was in his system.” Trouble took a deep breath. “He did tell me one other thing,
though. NewTroubl€' s on the wire.”

“Ishe, now,” Cerise said softly. “That’s very interesting.”
“So what do you have?’

“Interpol doesn’t know he's on the wire,” Cerise said, asif the other hadn’t
spoken. “They’re worrying about viruses at this point.” She shook herself, frowning
as she tried to organize her thoughts, said, “Hand me an English muffin, will you?’

“You're eating before noon?’ Trouble asked, but found one of the still-warm
muffinsin the bread basket. It oozed butter—Eastman House didn’t skimp on
cholesteral, it ssemed—and she found a plate to set it on before handing it across.
Cerisetook it with anod of thanks.

“Help yourself, there' s plenty.”

“No, thanks,” Trouble said, but picked a strawberry from among the garnishes. It
was out of season, but tasted better than she’ d expected, and she ate another. “ So
what’ s this about viruses, and Interpol ?’

“| gather that newTrouble’ s been playing games in Europe,” Cerise said,
indistinctly, through a mouthful of bread. “But let me start at the beginning.



We—Multiplane, that is—had an intrusion. | was on line and tracked it, but lost the
intruder in the BBS.”

“Naturally,” Trouble muttered, and Cerise nodded.

“My programs, and the later autopsy of the icepick that was used, suggested it
was your work—I think it was a sixty-five or seventy percent probability, something
like that—but it didn’t really fedl like your hand.” She smiled thinly, remembering
Coigne' s response. “My boss, Coigne, disagreed, said it was you, so | started
looking for myself. | didn’t talk to Treasury personaly, my people did that, but | ran
into Max Helling on the net and he put me in contact with someone from Interpol.
And he—Mabry, his name is—gave me what they’ d picked up, mostly code
fragments and the occasional virus. Apparently newTroubl€e' s been doing some
cracking in the European nets, and was leaving afew viruses behind him. None of
them were really damaging payloads, but the corporations have been—concerned.”

“Not unreasonably,” Trouble said.

“And Max and Mabry seem to be acouple,” Cerise said. “For what it’s worth.”
She leaned forward, holding out her plate. “Would you hand me another muffin? |
have adisk for you, if you want to look at it.”

Trouble did as she’d asked. “Yeah, I'd like to get alook at this person’s work.”

“My setup’sthere,” Cerise said, and pointed to the modules laid out on the shelf
at the front of the media center. “The disk isloaded and cued, hit any key to runit.”

Trouble picked up a slice of melon, crossed to the media center. “Can | keep
this?’ she asked, and touched a key to start the display.

“It'syoursif you want it,” Cerise answered, with another of her thin smiles. She
watched as Trouble stared down into the screen, still gnawing delicately on the dlice
of melon, brows drawing down into the faint, familiar thoughtful frown. And it was
strange to think of that expression as familiar even now, and not entirely pleasant,
like another, unexpected, betrayal, and Cerise |looked away, poured herself another
cup of coffee that she didn’t want.

“That’ sinteresting,” Trouble said, in the controlled voice that had always boded
Il for someone. “ This person’s using most of my old routines.”

“Yes,” Cerise agreed, with enough mild amusement that Trouble turned to look at
her. “Well, what’ d you expect, Treasury pulled the match out of thin air? Of course
It"susing your routines.”

Trouble grunted an acknowledgment, her eyes already back on the screen and the
scrolling text. “A fair number of modifications, though—and he wasn’t working
from first-generation copies. Looks like he got them second- or third-hand, with
modifications aready in place—I think there' re two handsin this, at least, or else
he' sreally careless.”

“Mabry said, and | agree, from what | saw in the autopsy, that it'simmature
work. This person—you said he?—doesn’t like to do tidy work, only does it when
he hasto.”



Trouble nodded thoughtfully. “Yeah, it'sahe, or so Fate said.” She ran her hand
across the control ball, recalling a section of text, stared at it for a moment longer
before going on. “Y ou know, | could be offended that anyone thought this was me.”

“And you used to complain | was arrogant,” Cerise said.
“Well, you are.” Trouble grinned, and Cerise smiled back in spite of herself.

“But I've earned it.” She uncurled herself from the chair, stretched legs and arms,
and realized with a certain pleasure that Trouble was watching her, enjoying the play
of muscles under the thin black tights. And that was playing with fire, she knew, but
she had never been able to keep away from matches... “So, what are your
intentions?’

Trouble' s eyebrows rose in mute question, pointing the double meaning, and
Cerise waved it away.

“Regarding newTrouble.”

Trouble looked at her for an instant too long, an imperceptible hesitation before
she answered, “Theword | haveis, he lives here, somewhere in town. I’ ve already
stopped by Mollie Blake’ s—you remember Mollie—but | thought | might take a
walk along the Parcade, seeif anyone wantsto tell me where he'sat.”

Cerise smiled again, picturing Troubl€e' s styles of questioning. “Mind if | tag
along? | want this guy, too, you know.”

“Dressed like that?’
“l can change.”
“Don’t tell me you got suited up just for me.”

Cerise pushed herself up out of the chair, heard the note of challengein her voice
as she answered, “| thought you should know where | stand these days.” She went
into the bedroom without looking back, shedding her jacket as she went.

Trouble said behind her, “Head of on-line security for Multiplane. I’ d heard. Sort
of aglorified syscop—set athief to catch athief?’

It was only what she herself had said, her own jibe thrown back at her, but Cerise
flinched anyway, and didn’t answer. She left the door open, worked the tight skirt
down her hips, exaggerating the movements with deliberate anger, walked in tights
and heels and thin chemise to the suitcase that stood open on the dresser top. She
found jeans and a T-shirt, and looked up again, to see that Trouble had disappeared
from the doorway. She could see the other woman'’ s reflection in the grey surface of
the media center’ s monitor, however, and knew Trouble could see her, too. She
stood still for amoment, then made herself move away, out of the line of sight.

Trouble looked away from the big monitor, not sure whether she was glad or
sorry, not sure exactly what had happened, either, except that she was glad the
challenge had been withdrawn. She glanced again at Cerise’ s machines, touched a
key to recall the file, made herself concentrate on the Interpol report. Whoever had
written it, thisMabry, presumably, Helling’s new lover, had known his business: the



analysis was cogent, each step laid out so that anyone reading the file could follow
the reasoning behind its conclusions. What was missing, and Mabry had known it,
was a sense of why newTrouble had picked these particular targets, chosen to stea
these particular bits of data and release his viruses in these particular volumes of the
net. Trouble frowned, trying to remember everything Fate had told her. It wasn’t
much, and most of it was unspoken, but she could assume that it was his dealings
with newTrouble that had caused him enough problems to put him firmly on her
side. And that was odd, too: any serious cracker would know better than to
antagonize a datafence, especially someone like Fate, who worked for the mob. Of
course, if newTrouble did al his business on the net, he might not know about that
connection. But even so, she thought, you don’t mess with a good fence. And Fate
Isagood one, no question about it.

“You done with that?’ Cerise asked, and Trouble turned, to see the other woman
standing in the bedroom doorway. She had changed into something like her old
style, black jeans, nearly black T-shirt, black jacket, and walking boots, and the vivid
makeup was a shocking contrast.

“Yeah,” Trouble answered, and stood aside to let Cerise close down the system.
“It’s got to be a kid, newTrouble does. It doesn’'t make sense any other way.”

Cerise looked up curiously, her hands slowing on the keys. “Why? 1 think | agree,
but why?’

“Youfirst,” Trouble said, automatically, and Cerise laughed.
“Giveit up.”

Trouble grinned. “Because thisisn't profitable—none of this that your Interpol
buddy found, and none of what I’ ve heard about here, and most certainly not
hasdling Fate.”

Cerise nodded, folding the screen back over the keyboard. “ That’s more or less
what Mabry said, and certainly the intrusion we had was pretty pointless—more to
prove he could doit, asfar as| can tell, than to get anything to sell. Hewas in the
wrong place—that particular volume belonged to a subgroup that didn’t have
anything at a crucial stage.”

“Besides,” Trouble said, “it feelslike akid’ swork.”

Cerise nodded again, slipped afolder into her jacket pocket. “And where best to
find akid but on the Parcade?’

They walked back across the Harbormouth bridge. The tide was coming in now,
rising over theflats, and afew gulls were waiting at the edge of the mud, heads
cocked to watch something under the shimmering surface. Cerise shook her head,
seeing them, said, “I don’t know how they survive, given what the fish have been
eating. And swimming in.”

Trouble shrugged. “ Scavengers evolve, too, | guess.” But there had been more
gulls around when she was younger, she thought, or maybe that was just atrick of
memory. She frowned dlightly, annoyed at the irrelevance of her thought, and fixed



her eyes on the continuation of the avenue ahead. The streets were more crowded
now, night workersjust starting their day, and the arc of the Ferris wheel showed
neon above the rooftops.

The Parcade lay perpendicular to the beach, had once connected ailmost directly
with the beach itself, but the stairs that breached the seawall had been barricaded,
riprap piled behind the new concrete walls, and only the occasional plume of sand
now passed that barrier. Cerise looked away from the barricades, brighter concrete
against the weathered grey, said, “Where to first, do you think?”’

Trouble shrugged again, surveying the low-sung buildings. They lay in two long
rows, facing each other across the much-mended street; the ones closest to the
beach were sand-scarred, the pastel paint scratched and blistered, but the more
distant ones were in fairly good repair, only the sun to fade the gaudy colors. The
Ferriswheel and its battered control shack lay at the end of the northern arcade, but
even its brilliance was dwarfed by the pink-and-green palace that stood across the
end of the road. The mostly green trim was picked out in yellow and white, and
purple banners streamed from all six turrets. They would have to end up there,
whether they wanted to or not, and Trouble grimaced, thinking of the warren of
dealers behind those walls. Not just grey-market there, but black, software, and even
hardware, dragged out of the deepest shadows, plus drugs and arms and just about
anything else that one could want, and the man who presided over it all with genial
contempt was a deeply connected player. Or at least he had been: he might be dead
by now, she thought, and said, “Moalli€’ sfirst, and then work our way down the
arcades.”

“Leavethe palacefor last?’ Cerise asked, but there was no malice in her smile.

“It’ll give them a chance to take agood look at us,” Trouble said, and Cerise
nodded.

“Yeah. Tinati was always alittle trigger-happy for my taste.”

“S0 he' s still running things?” Trouble asked, and stepped up onto the boardwalk
that ran the length of the arcade. It was cooler under the sheltering roof, and she
drew her vest closed again. Across the street, in the other arcade, a skinny kid in
jeans and a sweatshirt came out of one of the storefronts, began sweeping sand off
the boardwalk into the street.

Cerise nodded. “1 had some—dealings—with him about a year ago.”

Trouble glanced at her. “I thought reputable corporations didn’t make deals with
the shadows.”

“It was a buy-back,” Cerise said, indifferently. “Anyway, who told you
Multiplane was respectable?’

Trouble laughed. “There’'sMoallie’'s.”

Mollie Blake had a single storefront toward the beach end of the north arcade, a
narrow, dimly lit public room presided over by athin girl with teased hair piled high
over aframe. The shelvesto either side of the central desk were piled with arandom



array of hardware, toys, and useless gadgets mixed with genuinely practical items.
Trouble found her eyes drawn to a ssimple-looking data-dome, wondering if its
interior works really matched the manufacturer’ s name on the touchplate. The
override lock she had bought had been top-of-the-line, and Blake' s price had been
better than fair.

“Can | help you?’ the girl said, not moving from behind her desk, and Trouble
brought herself back to the business at hand.

“l want to talk to Mollie,” she said. “Would you tell her Trouble's here?’

The girl’s eyes moved to Cerise, and Cerise said, “We' re together. My name’'s
Cerise.”

Thistimethe girl’s eyebrows rose in open amazement, and she touched
something under the edge of the desk. “Ms. Blake? Y ou have visitors.” Therewas a
little silence, and Trouble looked again, found the thin wire of an earpiece running
down the girl’ s neck. “Trouble and Cerise.”

There was another silence, this one longer, and Cerise glanced sideways, unable
to repress aquick grin. It was al too like the old days, and she had forgotten,
almost, how much fun those days had been...

“Ms. Blake says go on back,” the girl said, and her surprise was audible in her
voice. She reached under the edge of the desk again, and an unobtrusive door
popped open on the back wall.

“Thanks,” Trouble said, and stepped around the desk. She pulled the door
open—it was heavier than she had expected, backed with armor sheathing, and the
locks were extra-heavy-duty—and stepped through into a narrow stairwell.

Cerise followed cautioudy, wrinkling her nose alittle at the dust that had drifted
behind the threshold.

“Come on up,” Blake said from the top of the stairs, and Trouble did as she was
told.

They emerged into a bright and pleasant room tucked under the eaves. Twin
skylights were open, the armored shutters propped up to let in light and air, and there
was furniture, foam-core chairs and a pair of low tables, drawn up around a central
test table. Another woman, heavyset, big-breasted and wide-hipped, sat in one of the
chairs, one ankle resting on her thigh.

“You know Nova,” Blake said, and the heavy woman nodded in greeting.

Trouble nodded back, did her best to hide her surprise, and could see the same
startled redlization flicker across Cerise' s face. She had never met Nova off the nets,
neither of them had; she had thought Nova was a man, like most of the crackers who
affected that style. Nova smiled crookedly, as though she recognized and did not
entirely enjoy that response.

“S0,” Blake went on, and waved them to the nearest chairs. “What do you want
from me now, Trouble?’ She looked at Cerise. “Or is this Multiplane’ s business?’



“Both,” Cerise said, gently, and sat down in a patch of sunlight.
Trouble said, “I’m looking for information, Moallie.”

Blake made aface, and Novasaid, “And Treasury’slooking for Trouble.” Her
tone was absolutely familiar, sharp and ironic, and Trouble knew without a shadow
of a doubt that this was the person she had sparred with on the net.

“I’ll tell you what we' re after,” she went on, as though Nova hadn’t spoken, and
fixed her eyes on Blake, who stood with one hip leaning against the edge of the test
table. “ Then you can think about it and give me an answer. I’ d rather you said you
didn’t know or wouldn’t tell me than lieto me—and I’ll find out any lies.”

“Oh, | know exactly what thisis about,” Nova said, and Blake said, “Wait.” She
looked at Trouble. “Go on.”

Trouble said, “Word is that this newTrouble, the person who's stolen my name
on the net and who's causing alot of trouble for all the shadows, lives in Seahaven.
If he buys hardware, and he must, no one goes without hardware, he’ll have come to
you. | want his name, and an address.”

“He might not have come to me,” Blake said, tonelessly. “Not everyone has your
high opinion of my sources.”

“Bullshit,” Cerise said swestly.

Trouble elaborated, “He' s not stupid, newTrouble. He will have come here—the
work he's doing, he’' d have to have done.”

“Assuming he'sin this Seahaven,” Blake said. “What' s thisto you, Cerise?
Where does Multiplanefit in?’

“My bosses want Trouble almost as much as Treasury does, and they aren’t
much more particular about which one they get,” Cerise answered, with athin smile.
“1, however, want to see the right Trouble blamed for this shit.”

“Personal interest?” Nova murmured, with alifted eyebrow.

“Get the wrong Trouble, and it’s not going to stop,” Cerise said. “And surely
both sides of the law agree it hasto stop.”

“Touché,” Nova said.
“Well?” Trouble asked, still looking at Blake.

Blake looked down at the test table, running her fingers over the concealed
controls. “Give me afew days,” she said.

Novasaid, “I hate to say it, Mall, but she' sright. Trouble, | mean. This punk’s
got to go.”

Blake glared at her partner, got herself under control instantly. “I need to check
things out,” she said to Trouble. “Y ou understand.”

“Fair enough,” Trouble answered, and pushed herself back up out of the heavy
chair. “Let me know.”



“What are you going to do when you find him?’ Nova asked.

Trouble looked back over her shoulder, met Cerise’'s eyes for an instant, saw her
eyebrows lift dightly, and then her gaze dlid past to Nova, still sitting with her leg
cocked up, ankle on her knee. A carved bead hung from a braided leather anklet,
catching the light from the window. “ Shop him,” Trouble said, simply, and Nova
nodded.

She went on down the stairs, Cerise following silently, and the door opened again
into the shop. The young woman was still sitting behind the counter, but thistime a
pair of young men in patched denim jackets stood together over a recording deck,
muttering to each other about its merits. They looked up as the door opened, startled
and unwillingly impressed, and Trouble walked out past them, Cerise faling into step
at her side.

“Where to now?’ she asked, when they had stepped out onto the boardwalk.

Trouble shrugged, looked down the arcade toward the palace. “We'll stop in a
couple more places,” she said, “and then we'll hit the palace.”

Cerise nodded, afaint, not entirely happy smile playing on her lips, and turned
toward the next storefront.

Most of the storeowners remembered them, though not all fondly. Trouble
repeated her message four times more, twice to men she had once known well, once
to a thin woman who' d done them afavor, back in the old days, and was visibly
unsure if she regretted it, once more to a man who had known Cerise, and sweated
for it. She looked at Cerise as they left the store, and Cerise smiled.

“So what was that all about?’ Trouble asked.

Cerise' s smile widened, became almost impish. “He owed me money, and he
doesn’'t know if | remember.”

Trouble grinned. “You going to call it in?’

“1 haven't decided.” Cerise stiffened abruptly, not a movement but a sudden
focusing of attention. Trouble shifted, looking with her toward the palace, and saw a
man in black leather walking toward them, ared skull vivid on his shoulder.

“l see Tinati’ s deigned to notice us,” she said aloud.

Cerise jammed her hands into the pockets of her jacket, one fist distending the
pocket as though she held something there. “That’s Aimoto. He' s sort of chief
thug.”

“Great.” Trouble kept walking, controlling her steps with an effort, turning her
approach into a saunter that was as provocative as open aggression. As the stranger
approached, she could see that he was Asian, or at least part Asian: abig man,
broad-shouldered, big-bellied under the heavy jacket, with golden skin and aflat
nose and eyes that looked very small.

“Heisnot,” Cerise said mildly, “even half as stupid as he looks.”
The big man was within earshot now, and Trouble wondered if he’'d heard. If he



had, he gave no immediate sign of it, nodding placidly to Cerise. “It’s good to see
you again, Ms. Cerise. Mr. Tinati was wondering, are you here on Multiplane’s
business, or is it—persona ?’

“A little of both,” Cerise answered, still with her hands in her jacket pockets.
Aimoto nodded again, looked at Trouble. “Trouble, | believe?’

Trouble nodded.

“Mr. Tinati would like to talk to you—to both of you.”

“Fine,” Cerise said, and Trouble nodded again.

“We were wanting to talk to him.”

She wasn't sure, but thought a smile flickered across Aimoto’ s broad face. He
said nothing, however, but turned back toward the palace, gesturing for them to go
with him. Trouble kept step at his shoulder, not wanting to fall ahead or behind, and
wished again that she had some weapon, any weapon. Tinati, and his bosses, were
people that even the net did not cross; she preferred to deal with them only at a
distance.

They passed through the shadow of the Ferris wheel and climbed the four steps
that led up to the palace’ s main door, plywood painted to mimic pink marble ringing
hollow under their boots. Inside, the palace was relatively dark, despite the
strip-lights along the halls, the walls painted pink or green or covered with bright,
surreal murals. Most of the little doors that led off the hall were closed, each one
badged with cryptic symbols or a hame printed in letters so small that one would
have to be practically touching the door to read them. Cerise glanced curiously from
side to side, obviously recognizing at least some of the symbols. Trouble, who had
been out of the shadows long enough to lose track of who was who, ignored them,
and tried to pretend she didn’t care.

Aimoto took them up the back stairs, the onesthat led directly to Tinati’s main
office. Trouble spotted at |east two gun alcoves on the way up, and knew there was
more security she couldn’t see, hidden in the walls and ceiling and wired into the
building’s electrical system. At the top of the stair, Aimoto paused and said,
apparently to thin air, “1I’ve brought them, boss.”

A voice answered almost instantly, “Comeonin.”

Aimoto pushed open the heavy door, gesturing for them to enter. Trouble
stepped past him, Cerise still at her side, and caught a quick glimpse of the armor
sandwiched in the door itself as she came into the room. Aimoto followed themin,
set his back against the door, and waited. Trouble did not ook back, knew better
than to look back, but the skin between her shoulder blades tingled painfully, and she
knew from the deliberately bored expression on Cerise' s face that the other woman
was just as aware of the big man’ s presence between them and the only visible exit.

Tinati was sitting at a standard executive desk, beautifully polished red-toned
wood supporting a black-glass display top. A few papers were scattered across the
surface, but the viewspace and the work areas were conspicuously clear. Tinati was



adim man, not very tall, not quite dwarfed by his high-backed chair, and well
dressed, looked like an Ivy League lawyer on the make.

“1t’s good to see you again, Tinati,” Cerise said, breaking the silence.

Tinati looked at her without expression, steepling long and rather beautiful hands
above the desk’ s viewspace. “ And you, Cerise. Tell me, isthis official, Multiplane's
business, or isit personal ?’

“A little of both,” Cerise said again.
“I"d liketo be alittle clearer on that one,” Tinati said.
Trouble said, “Why? It’ s not the clearest situation.”

Tinati’ s eyes flickered toward her, but he looked back at Cerise. “Multiplane’s
involvement—complicates—my position.”

Cerise took a deep breath. “Multiplane wants Trouble— there have been
intrusions, as I’m sure you' ve heard. | want to make sure we get the right one.”

“Ah.” Tinati leaned back again, unfolding his hands. “Then | take it that resuming
your old association is purely unofficial.”

“Sofar,” Cerise answered, with more certainty than she felt. Multiplane—or,
more precisely, Coigne—would be extremely unhappy when they found out she'd
been working with Trouble; only delivering the newTrouble’ s head on avirtual
platter would have any chance of appeasing them.

“So | think I'm safein saying thisis the net’s business,” Tinati said. He looked at
Trouble. “I don’t mess with the net. It's not my bosses' policy, and it doesn’t pay.
| want that clearly understood. But if the net is cracking down on this new
Trouble—well, | won't stand in your way. And | won't help, either. Thisis strictly
the net’s affair.”

“What about your people?’ Trouble asked. “I’m going to be asking questions.
Y our sanction, your forbearance, at the least, that would make a big difference.” She
was taking a chance, and she knew it, was not surprised when Tinati shook his head.

“What my people do istheir business, up to the individual. I’'m not for you, I'm
not against you, I’'m not involved. Don’'t make me get involved.”

“Asyou say,” Trouble answered, “it’ s the net’ s business.”
“It’ s getting very closeto real,” Tinati said.

Cerise laughed, the sound loud in the quiet room. Even Tinati |ooked startled for
an instant, and hid it quickly behind hislawyer’s mask. “All we want isto resolve a
problem, Tinati—one that’s already athorn in your side as well as ours.”

“It' sastraightforward deal,” Trouble said. “We find him, | shop him to Treasury,
and that’ sthe end of it.”

“l hope so,” Tinati said. “I hopeit’sthat ssmple, Trouble. | don’t appreciate
complications.”

“If there are any complications,” Trouble said, “they’ll come from you.”



Tinati studied her for along moment, nodded at last. “As| said, thisisthe net’s
business. | don't interfere with the net.”

“Until it interferes with you,” Cerise said, and sounded almost happy.

“I’m glad we understand each other,” Tinati said, and there was more than a hint
of irony in histone. “Kenny, will you show the ladies out?’

Aimoto led them back down the stairs and out into the bright sunlight of the
Parcade. “ Good to see you again, Ms. Cerise,” he said, and disappeared back into
the palace before the black-clad woman could answer.

“1 bet,” Trouble said, and started walking back down the Parcade. Cerisefell into
step beside her.

“So now what?’ she asked. “Bother some more dealers?’

Trouble considered the question, shook her head slowly. “No. No, | don’t think
it"d do much good. If anybody’s going to tell us, it's going to be Moallie, and that’'s
going to take time.”

Cerise nodded. “1 agree. So what, see what the nets are saying—see what’ s going
on in the other Seahaven, maybe?’

Trouble smiled wryly, remembering her last visit to virtual Seahaven. “Maybe you
better do that,” she said. “I’m not exactly persona grata there just at the moment.”

“Can’'t imagine why.”

“Let me know what you find out,” Trouble said, and saw Cerise' s expression go
suddenly wooden. There had been too much of an echo of the old days, too much a
reminder of the old give-and-take and where it had led them both, and she added,
much too late, “If you wouldn’t mind. Please.”

“I"ll beintouch,” Cerise said, still stiff-faced, and lengthened her step with
sudden angry energy, striding off down the Parcade toward the main road that led
back to Seahaven. Trouble watched her go, knowing better than to call her back, and
could have kicked herself for her own clumsiness. She had always given the orders
on jobs like this—she was good at the jobs where the real world intersected the
virtual, better than Cerise, and better than Cerise, too, when it came to vengeance.
Cerise enjoyed the chase, but lost interest once the catch was made. It had always
been Trouble, in the end, who' d made the kills. It was old knowledge, not even
regret anymore, and Trouble put it briskly aside, and with it the possibility that
Cerise, too, might have changed. She started down the Parcade in Cerise’ s wake,
not hurrying. She would let Cerise visit virtual Seahaven, al right, but she'd also run
her own discreet checks, just in case. She could not forget, couldn’t afford to
forget, that they weren’t a partnership anymore.

SILK



Chapter Nine
| &N

CERI SE FLOATS THROUGH the streets of Seahaven, frozen in a premature

winter, the buildings white on black, heaped with snow. Even with a
counterroutine in place, she feels the Mayor’s cold, radiating up from the
ice-rimed streets and the frozen canal that runs straight as a surveyor’s line beside
her. The same cold, damp and unpleasant, realer than |C(E), radiates from the
building to her left, from the snow-heavy roof and the icicle-hung windows. She
Imagines her counterroutine as a cloak of fur, fur whiter than snow, greyer than
ice, all soft warmth she's never really felt, and hugsit to her, cobbles a display
and drapes her icon in barbaric luxury. She drifts on, wrapped in false fur, her
feet not quite touching the slick-glazed surface, heading for the market plaza.

She slows as she gets closer, remembering the real Seahaven, remembering
Trouble, Trouble giving her orders as though nothing had changed, as though
she’'d never walked out with all her worldly goods and left Cerise bewildered and
angry, remembering, too, how good it had felt to be back together even just on the
street, and wonders what she will do now. Find out what they are saying in the
mar ket about newTrouble, certainly; that she would do for herself, eveniif it
weren’t what Trouble wanted. But afterwards... She fingers a code in memory, the
mailcode Sk had left her, wrapped in a glittering, Christmas-wrapped bomb.
After that, perhaps, perhaps she will follow that code, and see what Slk hasto say
for hersalf.

The market plaza is busy, and sheis glad of it, lets herself drift through the
crowd, not hiding her presence, but not advertising it, either. She hears fragments
of gossip, sees a silver sphere spring up briefly around a pair of icons—sees too
the watchdog lunge for them—but hears nothing that she doesn’t already know.
Trouble—the original, her Trouble—islooking for the newTrouble, the one who
usurped her name; the net is divided as to the rights of it, the snatches she hears
uneasy, uncertain, but the lines are drawn. The only question left now is who will
stand where. It is as she expected pretty much, and she turns along the message
wall, readying a program she calls sticky fingers, letsit trawl past the gaudy
surface. She feels it working, process translated as sensation, a vibration that
becomes now and then a thump, as though she dragged a stick across an uneven
surface. Sheis proud of this routine, of the quick-search, the codebreaker, that lets
her scan the posted mail and steal quick-copies of those messages that match the
search criteria. They will be imperfect, made on the fly, but she can reconstruct
them later, and they will give her an idea of how the net is taking this.

She reaches the end of the wall, and feels the program shut itself down,
slapping back into her hand, the stolen messages heavy in memory. She finds a
departure node, lets herself out onto the net, hovers for an instant in the
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datastream, letting the bits pour past her like a river of gold. She should go home,
or back to real-Seahaven, where she can study the data that hangs in memory, but
she reaches instead for the mailcode she has carried with her since she met Sk,
and follows it instead, turning down the lines of light toward the unreal space
where Slk has said she can be found.

Trouble walks the net like the ghost of herself, brainworm turned off, presenting
a genericicon to the general view. The net lies flat before her, black lines and dots
on silver, black-and-grey symbols scribed across her sight as the net relays its
messages. It is slow, painfully so, like wading through mud; she is deaf and numb
swathed in the lack of sensation, and she feels her hands straining against the
data gloves, muscles tightening as though, if she just works a little harder, she
could feel again. She's been through this before and makes herself relax, but she
can feel herself tense again as soon as her attention turns elsewhere. Thereisan
ache behind her eyes, dull as black on silver, and she knows she will be sorry in
the morning.

But sheis effectively invisible in this guise, and most other net-walkers know
nothing else; she can live with it for an hour or so, the time she needs to gather
news. She turns toward the BBS—she slides along a thick black line, impervious to
the data that she knows is flowing with her, past her, passes through a node like a
great black gear, icons flickering above it to tell her who the parent users are,
follows another, thicker line, and then a thinner, turning at right angles, always,
fromgrid to grid, and then she’s on the floor of the BBS at last, a poor shadow of
itself. Icons badge the air, offer other, smaller grids, or inner menu boards, and
the view streams with brighter silver dots. She stops at one familiar display, where
anyone can post a notice to the world. The board roils almost painfully in her
sight, black print over silver-and-grey moire; a button hangs to her left, offering to
clear the screen if she will log on, but she doesn’t, prefers to keep her anonymity
even as she squints at the distorted letters. The systemis old, from the first days of
the net; whoever is manager here still keeps the doors open to the world. She skims
through three pages, then flips through a dozen more pretty much at random: her
challenge has traveled even here, well into the bright lights, and it’s made a lot of
people nervous. Comment is divided, perhaps a third against and a third
approving and a third deploring the situation altogether; perhaps half agree that
new-Trouble had no right to take her name. Pretty much what she’ d expected, she
thinks, and she slips away again, riding the first major line out of the BBS. It’ s too
crowded there, too painful to work without the brainworm to give depth and
substance; she prefersthe main net, the data highways, if she has to live without
sensation.

She slides along a familiar gridline, watching for a starred intersection that
will take her up another plane, deeper into the net. She reaches the intersection,
makes the transfer, and codes flash before her eyes, icons and a stream of numbers
warning her that another person, another icon, is overtaking her, signaling for her
attention. She recognizes the main icon, and the contact code, sends codes of her
own, and feels her secondary translator lock and mesh with the newcomer’s.



*Hello, Trouble,* Arabesque’ s voice says, in her ear.

She frowns, wishing she had more to go on than just the sound—uwithout the
wire, all she hasisthe flat code that hangsin the air in front of her, black on
silver. *Hello, Rachelle,* she answers, and knows she sounds less than
enthusiastic.

*| thought you might like to know,* Arabesque says, and Trouble imagines she
hears a hint of malice in her voice. * The Mayor’s not best pleased with you.*

*The Mayor of Seahaven?* she asks, for want of a better question, wanting
time to think, and Arabesgue laughs.

*|sthere another? He's saying—he floats it as a question, someone else’ s name,
but the word is he’ s behind it. He says you should be the one to be shopped, not
newTrouble—you’ re not really one of us, he says, just another dyke on the wire,
using it 'cause you' re not good enough to run the net bare.* Thereis contempt in
her voice, and anger: this touches her, too.

*What' s the response?* Trouble asks, and is pleased to hear herself
dispassionate, as though she didn’t really care.

*Not a lot of support,* Arabesque answers, and Trouble thinks she shrugged.
*Maybe ten percent of what | saw, certainly no more than that.* Thereis a pause;
Trouble waits, hating to be blind. * A lot of people were really shocked, Trouble,
that’ s the good thing. They expected the Mayor to back you up, since he's always
been so protective of his name.*

*What’ s he so pissed off about?* Trouble says.

*You' ve been making pretty free with his boards,* Arabesque says, * you and
Cerise. And you' ve never been appropriately thankful .*

Trouble grimaces, feels her lipstwist, knows the gestureisinvisible. *He' s never
done anything to be thanked for.*

*Whatever,* Arabesgue says. *But | thought you ought to know what he was
saying.*

*What' s the name he’ susing? Can | prove it’s him?*

*| doubt it. It's posted under Sasquatch— couldn’t prove it was the Mayor, but
I’'mmorally certain it’s him.*

Trouble considers this for a heartbeat, marshalling her options. * Thanks,
Rachelle,* she says at |last, regretting again her lack of available expression. *I'll
keep on eye on this.*

*No problem,* Arabesgue answers, and a codestring flashes as she breaks the
connection. Trouble sees the code slide away, following a solid line, and turns
away herself. There' s not much more she needs to do; better, she thinks, to return
home—take a circuitous route, lurk in any chat fora that are open, see what’s
being said—but still, return home, and wait for Blake to contact her.

Cerise finds the mailcode’ s reference point, pauses in the dataflow to scan the



area: a flat and featureless plane, like an empty dance floor. It’s not an ordinary
node, that much is certain, and she steps out of the datastream
expecting—something. As her foot touches the plane, color flares from that point of
contact, shoots out across the virtual floor, turning it from a mere place-holder to
squares of brick and stone and lush beds of flowers. They are blooming out of
season, out of synch, chrysanthemums and crocuses sprouting together, beds of
tulips set below rosesin full riot, but that hardly seems to matter. The color, the
Image, spreads 