Steelcollar Worker

by VondaN. Mclntyre
This story copyright 1997 by VondaN. Mclintyre. This copy was created for Jean Hardy's personal use.
All other rights are reserved. Thank you for honoring the copyright.

Published by Sesttle Book Company, www.seattlebook.com.

* * *

The enormous fuzzy balloon bounced from Jannines fingertips, rosein an eerie, dow curve, and
touched its destination. The viddydub forces took over, sucking the squashed ball into place with aloud,
satisfied durp.

"Work aways reminds me of that Charlie Chan movie," Jannine said.

Neko, farther along on the substrate, pitched an identical elementa balloon into the helical structure.
She had an elegant, overhand throw; she had played ball before she left school, but she wastoo small to
get ascholarship.

"What Charlie Chan movie?' she asked. "Not that | go out of my way to see Charlie Chan movies."

"The one where hel's dancing with the globe?" Jannine checked the blueprint hovering nearby, freed an
element from the subgtrate, and moved it into place.

"Do you maybe mean Charlie Chaplin?' Neko said. "The Great Dictator?”

"Chaplin, right." Jannine picked up athird eement, tossed it, caught it again, danced on one toe.

Neko tossed an element through the helix. A perfect curve ball, it arced, touched, settled, likea
basketbd | into quicksand. Its fuzzy outlines blurred asit melted into the main structure, still adiscrete
entity, but pouring its outer layersinto the common pool.

"I don't think you'd go too far asadictator,” Neko said.

"I don't want to be the dictator. | want to be the guy who pretends to be the dictator.”

She legped again, twisting as she left the ground. But the system wouldn't et her spin. It caught her and
stopped her with hard invisble fingers. She found hersdlf on the ground, with no sensation of falling
between leap and sprawl.

"Areyou dl right? | wish you wouldnt do that. Jeez, it makes me nauseous just to watch you."

Jannine picked hersdf up. Smiling, she glanced toward Neko, but Neko's blurry face showed no
expresson.

"I'm OK," Jannine said to reassure her coworker. Neko couldn't see her expression any more than
Jannine could see Neko's. "Someday the system will handle aspin. How'll | know if | don't try?"

Neko picked up one more of the furry dementa balls and dropped it into place. The dementas
scattered at her feet, bumping and quivering, sticking briefly to the substrate or bouncing off. Onceina
while, two melded into dumbbell shapes, then parted again.

"The system will handle a spin when you grow abdl-joint in your wrist," Neko said, exasperated.

"Y ou could read the documentation when there's an upgrade.”

"Oh, when dl esefalls, read theingructions.” Jannine laughed. "I don't havetimeto read the
ingtructions." She wished the company would let her take the manua home, but that was againgt the rules.
Y ou were only alowed to read the manud in the company library.

Jannine and Neko walked down the helix, positioning the elementals, now and again prying one out
and replacingit.

A herd of elementals quivered toward Jannine, like bowling balls under agray blanket. Severa
escaped and flew off into the sky.

"Warm fuzziestoday," Neko said.

"Yeah." Jannine went to the system and asked for cooling. The elementals calmed, settled to the



ground, and reabsorbed their covering blanket. Oncein awhile, an e emental emitted a smear.

The hdix extended out of sight in both directions. Jannine and Neko had been working on this section
for aweek. Jannine loved watching the helix evolve under her hands. The details of subgtrate, helix, and
elementa's changed so fast that a human could alter the helix better than arobot, even better than
enzymes.

A flicker in Jannine's vision: the hdlix and the substrate and Neko vanished.

Jannine found hersdf in the real world. The couch held her among water-filled cushions, cradling her
body.

Quitting time.

The screen of her helmet reflected her face, an image as unred and distorted against the smoky plastic
as Neko's face had been, back inside the system. The screen's color faded. The audio fuzz cut out.

The clamor and bustle of the factory surrounded her: the € ectronic whine of the system, the subsonic
drumming of coolant pumps, the voices and shapes of her coworkers asthey got out of their couches and
tidied up for the day shift.

With her freeleft hand, Jannine opened the padded collar that secured her helmet. Sheraised the
mechanism from her head. The noise level rose.

She shivered. The factory was aways chilly. Her awareness of her body faded when she worked. She
never felt cold till she came out of her workspace and back into ared life. On the substrate, the
temperature hovered just above absolute zero. Down there, she always felt warm. Up here, where the
laboring pumps only incidentally lowered the temperature afew degrees, she dwaysfdt cold.

She unbuckled the cuff around her right wrist and freed her hand from the magnetic control.

Wiggling her fingers, clenching her fist, shaking her arm, she did out of the couch. All around her, her
coworkers stood and stretched and groaned in the cold. She unplugged her helmet, wiped it down, and
stowed it. She wished she owned one, ahemet she could impress her own settingsin and paint with her
own design.

Neko crossed the aide and joined her. "Brownie points tonight,” Neko said.

She moved smoothly, easily, with none of the stiffness everyone e se was fedling. She moved like her
nickname, Neko, cat.

"A bonus, huh?' Jannine said. "Gresat. We make agood team."

They'd fallen into the habit of chatting for afew minutes after work while they waited for the crush at
the exit to ease.

But instead of replying, Neko stared at Jannine's control couch, at the manipulator that reduced the
motions of Jannine's hand to movementsin the angstrom range.

"Did you noticewhat it iswere making?' Neko said.

Up on her toes, Jannine shifted her weight from one foot to the other, bouncing in place, trying to get
warm. The day-shift people came into the factory, moving between the hulking shapes of the couches.

"Yeah, | guess" Janninesaid. "l wasn't paying attention. Just following the blueprint. Some vaccine,
sameasusud.”

"Let'sgo." Neko strode away, her hands shoved in her pockets. She moved as gracefully as she did
down on the substrate, where gravity could be tuned and made avariable.

Jannine hurried after her. She waved across the factory at Evan, the day-shift worker who cohabited
her couch. But thismorning, she didn't wait to talk.

She followed Neko through the security checkout. They were nearly the last ones out, but waiting had
saved them standing in the crowd. Janning'slife gave her plenty of linesto stand in.

Jannine thought the security system was stupid, awaste of time. No one on the production floor had
access to anything that they could carry away. Except the helmets. Y ou'd have to be awfully stupid to try
to walk out with a hemet, however tempting it would be to take one for your own.

Jannine shoved her 1.D. into the dot. She waited. The computer checked her, passed her, and rolled
her 1.D. back. At the sametimeit emitted adip of paper, thrusting it out like adow insolent tongue. It
beeped to draw her attention.

Ignoreit, shetold herself. She wanted to, but Neko had seenit. If Jannine left the note, Neko would



wonder why, or, worse, retrieveit for her and giveit to her and expect Jannineto tell her what it was.
Neko might even read it hersalf. Jannine grabbed it, glanced at it, and shoved it into her pocket.

"What's up?' Neko asked.

Jannine shrugged. "Nothing. Busybody stuff. 'Eat your vegetables.™

"Sorry." Neko's voice turned cool. "Didn't mean to be nosy." She turned and walked out of the factory
and into the new day.

Dam! Jannine thought. She wanted to try to explain, but couldn't think of the right words.

She hurried to catch up, blinking and squinting in the bright sunlight. When sheld arrived a work at
midnight, rain had dicked the streets. Now the air and the sky were clean and clear.

"Want to get abeer? I'm buying.”

For a second she was afraid Neko would turn her down, keep on walking into the morning, and never
talk to her again. Neko strode on, shoulders hunched and hands shoved in her pockets.

Then she stopped and turned and waited.

"Yeah. Sure”

Finding a place that served beer a eight o'clock in the morning was no big deal near the factory. A lot
of the workers, like Jannine, came off the substrate with nervestight, musclestense. In redity, sheld spent
thelast eight hourslying amost perfectly ill. But shed fdlt like shewasin action dl thetime. Her work
felt like motion, like physical labor. Somewhere, somehow, she had to blow off the tenson. Beer hel ped.
If she drank no more than a couple, she'd be able to passthe aert at midnight, no problem.

She did her hand into her pocket and crumpled up the note. A couple of beerswould let her stop
worrying about that, too.

"Janning"

"Huh? What?'

Neko shook her head. "Y ou haven't heard aword I've said." She pushed open the tavern door.
Jannine followed her out of the sunlight and into the warm, loud gloom. They submerged in the dark, the
talk, themusic.

Neko dipped through the crowd toward the bar. Jannine, head and shoulderstaller than her friend,
had to press and sidle past people.

Jannine joined Neko by thewall, put her 1.D. into the order dot, grabbed a couple of glasses, and
drew two beers. The tavern charged her and returned her I.D. Neko retrieved it for her and traded it for
one of the beers.

"Thanks!" Neko shouted above the racket. Four or five people were even trying to dance, therein the
middle of the room where hardly anyone could move.

Jannine looked around for atable. Stupid even to hope for one. After work she preferred standing or
walking to sitting, but Neko obviousy wanted to talk. They weren't supposed to talk about work outside
the factory.

Somebody jostled her, nearly spilling her beer.

"Hey," she said, "spill the chegp stuff, OK?"

"Hey yoursdf, watchit."

She recognized the guy: two couches over and one down. Jannine didn't know his name. Heading
back to the order wall, he emptied hisglassin agulp. Shefdt envious. He could drink like that all
morning. She'd watched him do it more than once. He dways passed the dert when midnight rolled
around.

"Neko!" She caught Neko's gaze and gestured. Neko nodded and followed her.

Jannine pushed her way farther inside, holding her glass high. She passed the bouncer. She knew one
wasthere, out of Sght in the small balcony above eyeleve. Shed comein herefour or five times before
noticing any of the people who kept an eye on the place. The bal cony, upholstered in the same
hose-down dark fabric asthewalls, blended into the dimness, unobtrusive. The bouncer let the artificias
take care of everything but trouble.

Jannine reached the ha lway.

"Wait-- " Neko said as Jannine did her I.D. into the credit dot of a private room.



The door ate the I.D. and opened.

"What for?" Jannine crossed between the equipment and set her glass down on the small table in the
corner. "Hardly spilled adrop,” she said.

Neko hesitated on the threshold.

"Comeon, it'spaid for,"” Jannine said.

Neko shrugged and entered. "Y eah, OK. Thisiskind of extravagant, but thanks." She shut the door,
cutting out the din, somebody yeling at somebody else, afight about to Sart. After work, your body was
geared up for action, and your brain wastoo tired to hold it back.

Jannine drank along swallow of her beer, then made herself stop and sip it dowly. She was hungry.
She ordered from the picture menu on the back wall.

"Want anything?"'

"Sure, OK." Neko sounded distracted. She pushed a couple of pictures, barely glancing at them, then
sat at the table and leaned on her elbows.

Jannine siwung up on the stationary bicycle and started to pedal. It felt good to get rid of the physical
energy she had been holding in al day. Sweat broke out on her forehead, under her arms.

"Did you see what we were making?' Neko said again.

"If I'd stopped to think about it, we wouldn't have done such along stretch and we wouldn't have
gotten any brownie points.” Jannine tried not to sound defensive. "Besides, | was worried about the
wam fuzzies™

"It wasn't naturd,” Neko said. Shedrained her glass, put it down, and raked her fingers through her
shoulder-length black hair.

Jannine laughed, relieved. "I noticed that,” she said. "'l thought you meant something important. Jeez.
Nothing we build isnaturd. If it was natura, we wouldn't need to build it."

"But we weren't using the regular base pairs. We were using anaogs.”

"Yeah. S0?7" Jannine wondered if Neko, too, had been set up to test her. "1 build what they tell me. It
isnt my jobto designit.”

Continuing to pedd the bike, she wiped sweet from her face with the clean towel hanging from the
handlebars.

"It must be something dangerous,” Neko said stubbornly. " Something they don't want out in the world.
Y et. So they make it with synthetic nucleics. So it can't reproduce.”

"It isn't dangerousto us," Jannine said, confused by Neko's distress. They were building a set of
ingtructions. Neko knew that. Being scared of it made as much sense as being scared of amusic tape.

"l don't mean now, | don't mean yet. But later on when they use it. Whatever it's coding for could be
dangerousto usthe same way it could be dangerous to anybody."

"I think you're being silly. They always start Serile, till they're sure about the product.”

An atificia stupid pushed through the hatch in the bottom of the door, rolled inside, did their food
onto the table, and backtracked. The hatch latched with a soft snick.

Jannine siwung off the exercise bike and wiped her face again. She took the lids off the plates and
pushed Neko's dinner, or breakfast, toward her.

"Do you mind if | have another drink?'

"Go ahead." It was polite of Neko to ask, since Jannine's1.D. wasin the dot. But she shouldve
known she could have whatever she wanted.

Jannine broke open the top of the chicken pie sheld ordered. Steam puffed out, fragrant with sage.
When she had anight job, she liked to eat breakfast before her shift, in the evening, and dinner after, in
the morning.

"How can you work out and then eat?"

Jannine shrugged. "I don't have a problem with it. I'm going to eat and then work out, too."

Neko preferred dinner at night and breakfast in the morning. She had a couple of croissants and an
omelet spotted with dark bits of sautéed garlic.

"No hot date today?" Jannine said.

Neko drank half her second beer and pushed her food around on her plate.



"I'm not redlly hungry,” shesaid. "'l guess1'll go on home."

"I thought you wanted to talk. That'swhy | got the room."

"| wanted to talk about the helix, and al you want to say about it is'No big deal.' So, OK. So maybe
we're building them anerve toxin or some new bug.”

"What do they need with anew bug? There's plenty of old bugs.”

"Right. Soit'sno big dedl. Soforget it."

"Maybe were building some new medicine.”

"| said forget it." Neko pushed the plate away and stood up.

"If it was anything bad they'd classify it, and we'd never work onit. | don't even have a security
clearance, do you?'

Neko didn't reply.

"Do you?'

"No. Of course not. | mean..." Neko looked embarrassed. "I guess| used to but I'm sureit's expired
by now."

"Why did you have a security clearance?"

"If | could tell you that | wouldn't've had to haveit!" Neko said. "I've got to go." She downed the last
of her second beer and hurried out of the room, damming the door behind her.

Jannine watched her through the room's transparent wallstill she disappeared. She was surprised by
Neko'sweird reaction.

"Sorry," she said to thewalls. "Didn't mean to be nosy."

She ate her dinner, more because sheld aready paid for it than because she il felt hungry. For the
same reason, she lifted weights for awhile and pedaed on the biketill her hour ran out. She got down,
retrieved her |.D. before she got charged for more time, and |eft the private room for the ASesto clean.

The tavern was till crowded, but quieter. She made her way through it without bumping into anyone.

Outside, the sky had clouded up. It looked like more rain. Jannine trudged toward home. At her last
job, her coworkers had created a complicated system of intramura sports. There was dways ateam to
join, or ateam that needed a substitute. Any warm body would help. They welcomed awarm body who
was a hadfway decent player. At thisjob, though, her coworkers went straight to the tavern or straight
home, or did something with some group that didn't include Jannine.

Maybe it's getting time to move on, she thought. But she didn't want to move on.

Morning rush was over; the streets were quiet for daytime. In the middle of the night, when she came
to work, ddivery trucks created athird rush hour.

The mist grew heavier. The droplets drifted downward. Therain began. It collected in her hair. Damp
tendrils curled around her face.

Her apartment was nothing specia: a one-bedroom, the bedroom tiny and dark and cold. It dways
smelled musty. Not quite mold. Not quite mildew. But amost. Jannine looked at her unmade bed. She
imagined crawling between the cold, wrinkled sheets.

"Shit," she muttered, and returned to the living room. She turned on the entertainment console and
flipped through ahundred channdson the TV, fifty channels per minute, leaving them al two-d. Nothing
interesting. She should've rented amovie. She could call something out of the cable, but it took too long
to work through the preview catalogue, even on fast forward. All those clips of pretty scenery or car
chases or people making love never told her what the movies were about. Usudly the clips were the best
part anyway. She left the remote on scan and tossed it onto the couch. The TV flipped past one channd,
another.

Jannine went to take a shower. As she went through the pockets of her sweat-damp clothing, she
closed her fingers around the note.

"Shit," shesaid again.

She smoothed the crumpled paper, staring at it, afraid to find out what the black marks said. Maybe it
was too damaged to be read.

She dug the reader out of the closet, shoved the noteinto it, and listened.

"This evening, please report to room fifteen twenty-sx instead of your usua position. Regular hourly



wage will apply-- "

Jannine shut off the reader, pulled the note out, and flung it into the sorter.

Sheld avoided thistest twice aready, once by pretending she never received the note and once by
cdling in sick. She couldn't afford another sick day. Maybe tomorrow she could pretend she'd forgotten
about the ingtructions. Once she hooked into her helmet, maybe they wouldn't bother her. Shewasa
good worker, always above average. Not too far above average.

Jannine wondered what she had done, why she had to take a test.

She should've started looking for anew job as soon as she got the first note. But she liked working on
the subgtrate. It was fun. Shewas good &t it. It paid well. And despite Neko's worries, the company
mostly produced crop fortifiers and medicines.

If she got away with forgetting the message-- she didn't believe she would, but if she did-- sheld have
aweek or o to look for new work before her employers redlized they were put out with her. Maybe
then at least they'd fire her without making her take the damn test.

Leaving her clothes strewn on the floor, Jannine climbed into bed, pulled the cold covers around her,
and lay shivering, waiting for deep.

*

At midnight, Jannine arrived at work and pretended it was an ordinary day. She checked in and
played through the dert without paying any attention to it. When she passed, it congratulated her for a
persond high score. Seeing how far up the ladder sheld run the testing game, she cursed under her
breath. She hated to stand out. It always caused more trouble than it was worth. If she'd been lesstired,
less digtracted, she would've paid attention and kept her results in the safe and easy and unremarkable
middle ranges.

That'swhat | get for lying awake dl night, she thought.

She reached out to cancel the game and use her second try. She'd never canceled agame before.
That, too, drew the attention of the higher-ups.

"Good score.”

Jannine started. "What-- 7'

An exec, in asuit, tood at her shoulder. She couldn't remember ever seeing an exec on the
production level. Sometimes they watched from the bal cony that looked out over the work floor, but
hardly ever during the graveyard shift.

"Good score," he said again. "1 knew you could go higher than you usudly do. Y ou got my note?!

He smiled, and Jannine's spirits sank.

"Yeah, well, thanks" she said, not really answering his question. | better get to work.”

"You did get my note?"

She saw that thistime she wasn't going to get away with pretending she didn't know what he was
talking about. He could probably whip out security videos that showed her taking the note, glancing at it,
shoving it in her pocket. From three angles.

"I completely forgot,” she said. "Isit important? My teammate's dready waiting for me."

"We brought in atemp. Come aong; we musin't put this off again.”

Jannine was scared. A temp was serious business, expensve.

Reuctantly, she followed the exec out of the aert room. They passed through sound effects and bright
electronic lights. Jannine's coworkers played the games, proving they werefit to do their jobsfor one
more day.

Nearly late, Neko hurried toward her favorite dert console. She saw Jannine and the exec. She
stopped, sartled, looking as scared as Jannine felt. Behind the exec, out of his sight, Jannine shrugged
elaborately and rolled her eyestoward the celling. Shetried to communicate: No big dedl, seeyou later.
She wished she could make herself believeit. Her hands felt cold and her ssomach was upset.

The exec's1.D. opened adoor that Jannine had never been through, that she/d never seen anyone use.
The exec entered the elevator.



"Comeon," hesaid, smiling again. "Everything OK?'

"Where are we going?'

He pointed upward. That was no help. The building was twenty stories high. Jannine had never been
above the production level.

She entered the elevator. The doors closed behind her. She stood there, waiting, looking at the exec.
She didn't know what else to do. The upward motion made her fed even queasier. Her ears popped.
The elevator stopped. The doors opened behind her.

"Herewe are." The exec gestured for her to turn and precede him ouit.

Hetook her down a carpeted hall. She hardly noticed her surroundings. Photos hung on the wall.
Fields and forests, she guessed, but out of focus, weird pastel colors. Some upper-class fad.

The exec opened another door.

A dozen people sat at blank computer termina's, waiting. One machine remained free.

"Right there," the exec said. "Get settled, and we can Sart.”

Jannine didn't recognize anyone in the room.

Everyone e seisnew, she thought. They're applying to work on the substrate, and theré's anew test to
get the job. What did | do to make them think | should have to take it? Somebody must have noticed
something. Now I'm screwed.

Thejob test sheld taken afew months ago was dl physicd. It was till hard to believe sheld found
such ajob, with such atest. She hadn't known how to figure out a safe middle score, so she'd come out
near the top of the group. She had always been athletic. Not enough to go pro. Sheld tried that, and
faled.

She approached the computer termina warily. She stared at it, disheartened. Itsonly interfacewas a
keyboard.

"l don't type," she said. She spoke louder than she meant to, startling severa of the others, startling
hersdf. A nervous laugh tittered through the room. Jannine turned toward the exec. "I told them, when |
applied, that | don't type!"”

"That'sdl right,” hesaid. "Y ou won't need to. Just tee or ff."

She sat down. She began to shiver, distress and dismay taking over her body with a deep, clenching
quiver.

The chair was hard, unyielding, uncomfortable. Jannine wished for her reclining couch, for the familiar
grip, the hdmet and collar and imaginary redlity.

The screen blinked on. Sheflinched. She ground her teeth, fighting tears of rage and frustration. Her
throat ached and her eyes stung.

"Any guestions about the ingtructions?" the exec asked.

No one spoke.

"Y ou may begin."

The screen dissolved and reformed.

I should have been looking for another job amonth ago, Jannine thought angrily, desperately. | knew
it, and | didn't do it. What afool.

She stared at the keyboard. It blurred before her. She blinked furioudly.

"Just tee or eff." One of those. She searched out the T, and the F. She pressed the T. On the screen,
the blinking cursor moved downward, leaving amark behind.

Shepressed the T twice more, then varied the pattern, tentatively, with the F. The blinking light
reached the bottom of the screen and stayed there. The patch of writing behind it jumped upward,
bringing anew blank box benegth the blinking square. She pressed the keys, faster and faster, playing a
two-note dirge. Her hands shook.

She touched the wrong key. Nothing happened. The system didn't warn her, didn't set her down asit
would on the substrate, made no noise, made no mark. Jannine put one forefinger on the T and the other
on the F, and played them back and forth. All she wanted to do was finish and go back to work. If
they'd let her.

The screen froze. Jannine tried to scroll farther down. Nothing happened.



She shot aquick glance at the exec, wondering how soon he would find out she'd crashed his system.

Hewas dready looking at her. Jannine turned away, pretending she'd never raised her head,
pretending their gazes had never met.

But she'd seen him stand up. Sheld seen his baffled expression.

Pardyzed at theterminal, she waited for him to find her out.

"Areyou dl right?"

"Yes" shesad.

"Y ou finished very quickly," he said.

She glanced up sharply. Finished?

The test ought to go on and on till thetimeran out, like agame, like the alert, games you couldn't win.
Y ou were supposed to rack up higher and higher scores, you were supposed to pretend it was fun, but
you were judged every time against the highest score you'd ever made.

The screen had stopped because she'd reached the end of the test.

The end.

Amazing.

The exec looked at the screen over her shoulder, reached down, pressed akey. The screen blinked
and reformed. Jannine recognized the pattern of the beginning of the test, and she thought, Oh, god, no,
not another one.

"Y ou're allowed to go through and check your answers" the exec said. "Plenty of time before the next
section. Don't you want to do that?!

One of the other test-takers, still working through the questions, made a sharp " Shh!" sound, but never
looked up.

"No," Jannine said. "I'm done. | don't want to go through it again. Can | leave now?"

"| redlly think you should work on this some more. It's for your own good.”

"l don't want to!" Jannine shouted. "Don't you understand me?"

"Hey." The test-taker who'd shhed her sat up, glared, saw the exec, shut up, and hunched down over
thetest.

The others continued to work, without a glance a Jannine or at the exec.

"l understand what you're saying," the exec said. "1 don't understand why. Y ou do fineon the dert, so
itisn't test anxiety, but your score on thisisterrible.”

Janninefelt spied on. Hed been watching her answers as she chose them.

Angrily, sherose. She wastaller than the exec, and bigger.

"I'll tell youwhy," she said. "Why is because | don't want to take your stupid test.” She knew he was
about to tell her shéld failed, she couldn't work here anymore, shewasfired. "I quit!"

She pushed past him, heading for the door. She was hafway down the hall before he recovered from
the shock and came after her. She'd hoped he'd just write her off, let her go and be done with her. She
hoped held spare her more humiliation.

"Wait!"

He was mad, now, too, and wanting to take it out on her. She could hear it in hisvoice.

"You'reavauable employee" he said. "Wethink you have alot of potentid.”

He baffled her. "Can | go back to work?"

"What's wrong with you?" Hisvoicerose. "What do you have against being promoted?"

So that was what thiswas al about. A management test. Not atest to keep working on the substrate.

"Who asked you?' she said, furious. "Who asked you to promote me?"

He stopped short, confused.

"Y ou can teke the test again.”

"Why can't you just leave me done?’

"Will you to talk to me about this?' The exec rocked back on his hedl's and folded his arms and looked
at her. "Do you... Do you need help with something?!

Jannine hated the pity in hisface, the pity that would turn to contempt.

"l quit! | said I quit and | mean | quit!" Shefled into the eevator. When the doors closed, she was



shaking.

The elevator hated at the production level. The doors opened. Instead of the quiet, cold workspace,
each person in a couch, no noise but the pumps and the high-pitched hum of the dectric fieds, Jannine
walked into midmorning break. Everybody milled around, drinking coffee and eeting junk food, Stretching
and moving.

She crossed the floor without stopping. She hoped no one would notice where sheld been, or notice
shewas leaving. The best she could hope for now wasto get away clean.

"Janning!"

Jannine's shoulders dumped. If she'd just disappeared, she never would've had to tell Neko what had
happened. But she couldn't keep walking, not when Neko called to her.

"Where have you been? Where are you going?' Neko hurried to her side. "Areyou OK?Wasit the
dert?You never fall thedert! How late did you stay out this morning, anyway?* She grinned. “I'm sorry |
was so grumpy. Are you done with counsaling? Can you come back to work?' Shelowered her voice,
whispering, confidentia. "Thetempisredly good. | think he wantsto work here. Permanently. He's even
got hisown equipment. Areyou in trouble?*

Jannine wanted to explain, but she had no idea how. She wanted desperately to get out of here.

"l quit,” shesaid.

"You-- what?' Neko stared at her, stricken, then awed. "Y ou quit! Because of what | said? Isthat
why you had to go to counsdling? How did they find out? Jannine... Oh, you're so bravel™

"Brave?' Jannine said, baffled.

"I ought to walk right out the door with you!"

"No," Jannine said. "No, you shouldnt, that'd be dumb." Neko thought she was |eaving because of the
company's products. That was OK, because Jannine couldn't explain why she'd quit. It wastoo
complicated and too embarrassing. But she couldn't let Neko quit, too. Not if shewas going to quit
because of what she thought they might be building. Not if she was going to quit to be in solidarity with
Jannine. That would make everything, even thar friendship, alie.

"Doyou mean it?' Neko said. "That's such arelief! Y ou won't be mad? Did they know I-- ?1 can't
quit, Jannine, I'm awfully sorry. | can't afford it, | need thisjob..."

Janninefelt betrayed. That made no sense. She didn't want Neko to quit. Hell, she didn't want to quit,
hersdf. She wouldve felt awful, she wouldve felt guilty, if Neko had tried to leave with her, and she
wouldvetried to talk her out of going. No: she would have talked her out of going, no matter what she
had to tell her. No matter how much she had to tell her.

Thelights blinked: end of break. Everyone had to get back to work. The temp would bein Jannine's
couch.

"It doesn't matter,” Jannine said. "'l haveto leave.”

"I'll walk you to the door."

"Why?' No one was supposed to leave the floor during work hours. "Y ou'll belate. You'll lose
points.”

"l don't carel"

At the checkout, the barrier gave Jannine her |.D. It refused to hand over Neko's. Neko hesitated.
She could come through the barrier. But sheld have a hard time getting back to the floor: security,
explanations, maybe even counsding. A lot of lost points.

"It doesn't matter,” Jannine said, disappointed despite hersdlf. "Stay here.”

"Wdll... OK, if youresure..."

Jannine went through the barrier. It closed again behind her.

"WEell get together,” Neko said. "For adrink. Sometime. OK?'

Without turning back, Jannine raised her hand in afind wave.

The exit opened. She walked out onto the rain-wet street, into the darkness.
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