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This one’s for you, kid.
You know who you are.

(With his glared off face glued back into position
A dead man’s eyes plugged back into his sockets
A dead man’s heart screwed in under his ribs
His tattered guts stitched back into podtion
His shattered brains covered with a steel cowl)
He comes forward a step,

and a step,
and a step—
—Ted Hughes
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We are afraid of truth, afraid of fortune,

dafraid of death, and afraid of each other.
—Ralph Waldo Emerson

To understand a cat, you must realize that he has
his own gifts, his own viewpoint, even his own morality.

—Lilian Jackson Braun
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PROLOGUE

N

Someone was after me. The feding, the knowing, was like the touch of ghost hands on my back al through
the long afternoon. | knew it, the way | ill did sometimes, picking things up like bits of song heard through
static. It had got hold of me first in the bazaar of the orbiting spaceport. |I'd been standing under the colored
sunscreen at the jeweler’s booth, letting a dark woman with long fingers puncture my earlobe with a ring.
“Duzzin hurt,” she was crooning, in some kind of accent as thick as the smoke from the charred meat in the
next stal. “Hold 4ill, duzzin hurt, duzzin hurt...” like she was taking to a child, or a tourist. It did hurt, but
not much. And | was a tourist, everybody here was a tourist, but that didn't make acting like one fed any
less strange to me.

| winced, and then the second of sharp pain was over. But in the second of empty whiteness that
followed it, while | was waiting for more pain, | got something else: the touch, the whisper of something's
interest brushing against my mind. Not someone, something—neutral, patient, mindless. | looked up and
away, jerking free of the jeweler’s hand as she wiped blood from my ear. But there was nothing to see, no
one | knew, or who seemed to know me. Just the shifting crowd of colors that were too bright, faces that
were too soft, like the crowds in an Oldcity night...

I shook my head as the past did across the present like a membrane. It gill happened to me too
often—that suddenly | felt like | was dreaming, like | didn't know who or where | was. The green agate
beads on the wire bumped the side of my jaw.

“Anuzzer—?’ the woman was asking, reaching out. | pushed away into the crowds, and let them carry
me on down the street under the light of the artificial sun.

Once | knew the thing was onto me, | couldn’'t stop fedling it—that whispering, toneless song like a
hook caught in my brain. | tried to tdl mysdlf it was my imagination; my crippled mind feeling something the
same way an amputee felt phantom pain. But it didn’'t work. | knew what | knew. It went with me aong
the twisting, gaudy streets that tried to hide the fact they were only going in circles; into the quiet, shadowed
sprawl of the museum complex and out again; into a food bar; into the silver-fixtured hotel men’s room. It
watched me, only me, tuned to the electrical fingerprint of my brain, locked in. | thought about going back
on board the Darwin, but even a ship’s walls wouldn’t keep it away from me. There was no reason in hell
why anybody at dl would put an ID trace on me. Maybe it was a mistake, a trace meant for someone else,
an echo-reading... If somebody wanted me, where were they? Why didn’t they just ask? Why shadow me
through this crowd of vacant-faced marks in their showday clothes—

“Cat—oh, Cat!”

| turned, my fists knotting up, even as | recognized the voice. My hands were dippery with sweat. |
opened them, working my fingers.

It was Kissindre Perrymeade, her haf-dozen brown braids dancing down over her khaki shirt, her
amiling face like scrubbed ivory.

| stopped, letting the crowd flow on around me until it brought her to my side. “Hi, Kiss.” Her nickname
always made me smile. | pushed my hands into the pockets of my jeans. “I'm glad to see you,” | said,
meaning it for once.

You are? her face asked, with that mix of aching shyness and trying-not-to-stare that usudly left us
both acting stupid whenever we met. We'd walked the surfaces of half a dozen worlds together, dong with
five hundred other students in the Foating University, but I'd never really gotten friendly with her, any more
than | was friends with any of the rest of them. She was a teaching intern, which made me haf-afraid to
say anything to her to begin with. And the fact that she was rich and pretty and stared at me only made it
worse. Because the same things that made most of the others keep their distance from me pulled at her. |
didn't talk like they did, | didn’t dress like they did.
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| hadn't come out of the same places. | had eyes with long dits for pupils, in a face that wasn't put
together right by human standards: a halfbreed’'s face. | never talked about any of it, but that didn't make it

go away.

And yet the things that made most of the others snap shut like traps made Kissindre stare. | knew she
sketched my face with her stylus on the edges of her glowing noteboard, as if | was something she thought
was beautiful, like the artifacts and scenic views she made paingtaking drawings of—things everybody else
holoed once and would never look at again. | didn't know what | was to her, and if she knew she wouldn’t
admit it; and that made me feel even more awkward whenever we were together.

But now, with something inhuman locked on my brain, | was glad of any face that wasn't a stranger’s,
more glad that it happened to be hers, even amiling that painful smile. | noticed she was wearing jeans.
Nobody else on the ship wore jeans, except me. Jeans were cheap, common, worker’s clothing. It hit me
suddenly that she'd only started wearing them after | met her.

“Is something wrong?’ she asked, glancing up at me again.

| shook my head, only partly for an answer. “Why? Because | said I'm glad to see you?' My eyes kept
wandering away, searching the street. | took her arm, felt her start but not pull back. “Come on, let’s take a
jump, let’s get out of here. Let's go see something.” Thinking that if | could get away from the spaceport
for a few hours, maybe | could lose the mistake that was dogging me.

“Sure,” she said, brightening now. “Anywhere. It's incredible—" She broke off, as if she knew she
was garting to talk too much. At least she meant it. Most of the students on the Darwin were too rich and
too bored and only looking for a long vacation. But a few of them were redly here for what they could
learn. Like her. Like me. “Your ear’s bloody,” she said.

| touched it with my fingers, remembering, fedling the earring. “Just got this. Supposed to be arelic.”
She stiffened.

“Don’t worry,” | said. “It's not.” | didn't like the way humans helped themselves to pieces of the
scenery without asking any more than she did. Maybe less. Concentrating, | tightened the fingers of my
mind into a fist; something | could 4ill do, even if | couldn’t reach out. The scratching dien hum stopped.
With luck, I'd just stopped existing for whoever was on the other end. But it was like holding my breath.

We made our way back to the museum, went down ten levels to the wide shadowy cavern where the
shuttles sguatted in patient rows like opalescent bestles, waiting on the smooth ceramic pavement to carry
people like us down to the planet’s surface. There was no permanent human structure of any kind on the
world that lay a thousand klicks below our feet, the world humans called the Monument. The whole planet
was a Federation preserve ... an artificia world, constructed millennia ago and dropped into an orbit around
a bleary orange star out here in the middle of nowhere.

The spaceport station orbited high above it, as big as a smal town, which it was. The museum complex
occupied about haf of its core; it was a center for the study of the vanished race that had created the
Monument: rooms and rooms full of artifacts and questions without answers. It was supported by the flesh
and flash of the tourist resort that made up the rest of the port.

As we came out of the dark hallway under the heavy dloy pillars, three shuttles rose up together with a
hum like invisble wings and circled away into the dark mouth of the airlocks. On the far side of the field the
polarized hull of the station let in the sky: midnight blackness shot with stars. The orangey streetlight of the
Monument’s nameless sun shone in one corner; the world itself rolled silently past down below our feet. It
had been left here by a civilization humans had named the Creators, because they couldn’t think of anything
better. The Creators had vanished long before humans ever crawled up out of their own gravity well and
spread like roaches across the stars. Nobody knew where the Creators had gone to, but everyone agreed
they were gone, leaving behind almost nothing except this monument to their mystery. Even the Federation
respected it.

“What do you want to see?’ | asked Kissindre, as we drifted up to join the usud long line of tourists



and students putting in their requests at the gateway. | didn't care where we went, as long as it got me out
of range. You could take tours that took only hours, or as much as a couple of days, to any part of the
world. It wasn't that big a planet; its diameter was only about thirty-five hundred klicks, even though its
gravity was amost Earth-normal. It was one of the things the xeno experts couldn’'t explain: why a world
put together by aliens seemed to fit humans so well. If they hadn’'t been like us, then maybe they’d wanted
to tell us something. But then, there were the Hydrans, who were so close to human that the differences
didn’'t even matter on a genetic level. | was living proof of that. And what was left of the Hydran race was
living proof that humans didn't listen very well.

“Wdll...” Kissindre bit her lip, staring up at the shifting images on the screen over our heads, the deep
views changing, the overlying digitsin bright yellow flashing the transit times and the fees. “The Moonpool
Caverns are supposed to contain some of the best examples of synaesthetics ... and if you want to dive...”
She glanced back at me. It was an overnight trip.

“Great,” | said. “Anything you want.” The effort of holding my mind shut was making me sweat again.
| focused on her face, concentrating on that. She was staring at me, her eyes as transparently blue as deep
water, her lips parted. It made me realize suddenly that | was horny as hell. That | wanted to kiss her.

She looked up at the screen, away at the view of space, back at me again. She blushed. “Except...”
she mumbled, “I promised Ezra I'd meet him for supper.”

“No problem,” | lied, glancing away this time. “ Another time. Something short...” | stared at her back,
feding even worse than usua, and pinned my restless hands against my sides with my elbows. We were
amost to the gateway.

“Y es, maybe we—"
“Kissindre!”

She jerked around as the voice—Ezra's voice—suddenly caught us from behind. | turned with her, saw
her boyfriend come galoping out into the square toward us. He aways moved like he was about to fdll
over. He spent most of his time with trodes taped to his head. His face was red as he cut into the line
beside us; so was hers. Different reasons ... or maybe not. Once | would have known for sure.

“What are you doing here?’ he said, trying not to sound like he sounded.
“Studying,” she said, alittle too loudly.

“Studying what?’ He looked at me.

“The Monument! | thought you were gill working on your compilation—"
“I was in the resource center when | saw you out the window—"

“S5p7"

“So when were you planning to meet me for dinner, Kiss?' His voice rose over the muttered
conversations around us. “In your next incarnation?’ The black frizz of his half-grown beard quivered when
he stuck out his jaw.

“Ezra...” Kissindre hissed, hugging her sketchboard againgt her with white-knuckled fingers. “You're
S0 archaic.”

“Three,” | said to the gate. “Student.” | let its sensors scan my databand. “Goldengate.” The station
was passing right over the Goldengate window. A short jump, one we might dl survive. | went on through
the gate, hearing my boots click on the ceramic.

After afew seconds | heard two sets of expensive magnetics follow, and more muttering. | ducked into
the next waiting shuttle, and sat down. Kissindre climbed in and sat down right beside me. After a minute
Ezra joined us, dtting on the other side of me. The door sealed; destination co-ords rippled across it. The
shuttle lifted, so smoothly | hardly felt the motion, and spun toward the locks. | settled back as we passed



through and out, beginning our drop down the Monument’s gravity well. | stretched out my legs; loosened
the fist I’d made of my mind, finger by finger.

Nothing. Out of range. | sighed, shutting my eyes. Now it was easy to believe it was a mistake. Or
even my imagination. Paranoia was an old habit, a hard one to break, when | fet like a freak and a fraud.
When every time | shut my eyes | dill saw the darkness ... | opened them again, blinked, stared; watched
the world below swelling outward like a baloon across the viewscreens as we dropped toward it. If |
thought about that too much, it made my stomach climb into my throat. | glanced at Kissindre and Ezra,
remembering again that | wasn’'t alone. | might as well have been. They were dill arguing, across my chest,
in angry whispers.

“...Wdl, | can't helpiit, | have to access, | don't have an eidetic memory like the Waking Data Bank
here—" His hand in my face, gone again.

‘Ezra—"

| looked at the screens again. We were amost down now, entering the atmosphere, our trajectory
atering toward our find degtination. The deceleration buffering wasn't very good. Kissindre and Ezra got
quiet as it got harder to speak. The discomfort made me fed better instead of worse; at least we had
brakes. Too much of the galaxy was run by things | couldn’t even see. It ill made me nervous.

The surface of the Monument was spreading out below us, like a painting coming into clearer and
clearer focus. | stared at the view, letting the images seep in through my eyes, feding a dow smile stretch
my mouth. It was so beautiful . Sometimes when it was like this | felt asif I'd had a brain transplant, as if |
was living in someone else's body. The fact that | couldn't prove anybody else was rea by their place
indde my thoughts any more didn't help the feding.

| tugged on my earring, feeling the pain; rolling the cool, hard surface of the beads between my fingers.
I'd never had any jewery before. Never wanted any, when it only attracted the wrong kind of
attention—the kind that would get your throat dit. One morning-after back in Oldcity I'd woken up with a
tattoo, but even that didn't show with my clothes on. Getting the earring today |I'd been trying to prove to
mysdf again that | didn’t have to be invisble any more. | tried not to remember what | had to remember
every time | glanced at my credit readout: that by the time the University finished its studies here I'd be
zeroed, out of money. | took a deep breath, easing the tightness in my chest, watching the view.

Anywhere you set down on this world, you'd find a scene that filled up your eyes with wonder. The air
was like satin, the winds like musicians. It was as if an artigt, or a thousand artists working together, had
been given a whole world as clay, as lightbox, as a musical instrument. Nothing but beauty anywhere, as
perfect as diamonds. Nothing. Nothing dive to disturb its stasis. Not a leaf, abird, an insect. Not until now.

The changing view of beyond-the-walls had stopped changing. The hatch sighed and yawned. We
climbed out, stretching, silenced by the sudden silence of the ydlow windswept plateau that was the
designated viewpoint. Two other shuttles were aready there, and a bunch of gaudy tourists stood a few
meters away. | could hear their voices, but the sound was thin and high, as if they were somehow farther
away than they looked. It was nearly sunset. The reddening light burnished the sandstone cliffs, making the
hills ook like they’d been cast from brass. If you didn't know, you would have sworn that only time and
wind had eaten them down into those forms. But if you looked at anything too closely—anything at dl, a
pebble—you might find a hidden sign, an undecipherable signature, tdling you that some sentient mind had
lad everything out just so, and l€ft it that way for eternity.

| turned, stepping away from the shuttle. As | looked around me the hugeness, the sheer size of world
and sky, hit me so hard | couldn’t breathe. It made me fedl like there was no place to hide ... the way |
always felt when | took on too much open space too fast. | made myself keep looking, feding the wind
ruffle my hair with an easy hand. | took a breath—forgot to finish it. Beside me Kissindre and Ezra sighed
and sad, “Oh...” and broke off their argument.

This ship-in-a-bottle world’s foster sun lay framed inside the arch of stone they called Goldengate, as if
time itsalf was trapped there, frozen in the moment. The black silhouette of the bridge was shot through
with a pattern of bright rays, riddlied with the precision of lace. And as the wind rose, lifting a pale curtain of



dust, | could hear it: the thin, high piping far up in the air, the song the wind made in the hollow flute of
stone. The sound reached into my chest like an invisble hand to break my heart. | started away from the
others, forgetting them, forgetting everything, sunblind, stone-deaf ...

Loud bleeping cut across my senses, jerking me back. | stopped at the edge of a sheer drop, the
boundary of the access area. | stepped back onto safe ground and waited for my ringing ears to clear. Then
| stood on the edge between worlds, ligening to something else... After a minute | crouched down, making
handprints in the burnished dirt. | picked up a smooth, striped stone no bigger than my hand. | put it down
again, in a different spot; it dill looked perfect. The voice of the wind turned cold insde me.

“Whatever made them do it?’ Kissindre murmured, not to me but to the wind, and | realized she was
standing beside me now. “Was it just for its own sake, dl this beauty ...?”

“A ritua object,” Ezra said, “part of their structure of worship.” That was the answer we usudly heard
while images of strange artifacts poured into our heads. It meant the experts didn't know what the hdl it
was either, and probably never would.

“No.” | straightened up, brushing my hands on my jeans. “It redlly is a monument.”
“To what?’ Kissindre asked, her eyebrows risng. Beside her Ezra frowned.

“Death,” | said, feding the word fal out of my mouth, cold and hard. “Bits and pieces, the bones of
planets, that's what it's made of. That’s why there’s nothing dive here.” The sun was disappearing beyond
the cliffs. The wind was beginning to feel as cold as | did.

Kissindre caught at my arm. “Who told you that?”’

“Huh?’ | looked back at her, seeing sunspots where her eyes should have been.

“Who—7’

| shook my head. My thoughts felt heavy and dow, like molten glass. “Dunno. Heard it, | guess...”

“I’ve never heard that one.” She shook her own head, but it wasn't denial. She squinted out across the
sea of stone, her body tightening with excitement.

“He’'s making it up,” Ezra mumbled, without the guts to say it to my face. Kissindre began to murmur
notes into the recorder on her necklace, her eyes back on me.

Sl fedling like I'd been hit on the head, | bent down, trying to hide what was happening inside me. |
pulled the knife out of the sheath inside my boot, straightened up. Leaning against an outcrop of rock, |
reached into the pouch pocket of my tunic and found the eggfruit I'd bought this afternoon. | began to ped
it, steadying my hands, before | looked up at them again.

Their faces were like two six-year-olds, the naked fear dowly draining away, leaving them
sack-jawed. Like they'd never seen anybody pull a knife before.

“I don't make things up,” | said findly, and then wished | hadn’t, while they nodded, too eagerly. |
didn't know how | knew what 1’d just told them about this place, couldn’'t remember ever knowing it before
that moment. All | was certain of suddenly was that | was an aien. Had always been, would always be.

| put my knife away. “See you.” | looked back at Kissindre and Ezra for as long as it took to say the
words. | started toward the waiting shuttles, and they didn’t follow.

“Cat—7?" Kissindre caled suddenly, her voice pale.
| turned back, waiting.
She licked her lips. “Can you ... can you redly read my mind?’

So that was it. She knew | was a psion, knew it was Hydran blood that made me half a stranger. But
she didn’'t know the rest of it... Probably she wouldn't want to. “No,” | said, “I can't.” | went on aone.



On board the shuttle | ate my dinner, and stuffed the pit into the ashtray, next to some skagweed user’s
stale cud. The smell of the cud was overwhelming the air scrubbers. There was the butt end of a camph in
the ashtray too. | amogt took it ... let it fal back. Still too much memory. Maybe there aways would be.
Maybe the monument to death wasn't faling away below me now, maybe it was insde my head...

That was easier than believing that somehow | could just know things about a place. Or maybe | was
just better than the rest at reading the subliminds embedded everywhere in the Monument. That made a
kind of sense. Maybe the Creators had been more like Hydrans than like humans, after al. But it didn't
ease the fedling of being out-of-focus that had only been getting thicker al day. | tugged on the earring
again. Firg the tracer, then Kissindre, now this... | remembered | was fdling back into the tracer's
electronic net right now. Humans were always making my life lousy, ill hounding me, like they’d done to
the whole Hydran race... Screw it. Stop acting like a shadow walker. | unclenched my fingers, pulling
them out of the holes they’d dug into the formfoam armrests.

| hedd my mind shut, holding my breath, the rest of the way back to the station. When we landed |
stepped out again into the perfectly antiseptic, climate-controlled womb below the museum. The port’s
massive ceramic/composite hull was dl around me, like the walls of a fortress. There were haf a hundred
people within reach of my voice, and none of them looked too interested in me. | let go, setting the crippled
receptors of my brain as free as | could, listening: nothing. The toneless static of the trace wasn't there ...
if it had ever been there in the first place. My telepathy had gone dead three years ago, but sometimes my
brain Hill played practica jokes.

| shrugged the shadows off my back and went on across the tiles, out through the gate with the rest of
the sightseers. They flowed on into the echoing mouth of the walkway that led back through the museum’s
labyrinthine guts, and eventually to the lifts that would carry them on up to the port levels. | went with them,
letting my shoulder hug the reassuring closeness of the wal dong the edge of the crowd.

And then suddenly | stopped, staring. Spraypainted on the wall, ingde a clumsy heart, was my name.
CAT. CAT & JULE. People swore as they bumped into me, but | didn’t care. | didn’t even notice as al
the rest of them passed me by; didn’'t notice that | was standing there al aone now, with only the sound of
my breathing and the sign on the wall. | felt a kind of panic begin to rise insde me. The day had just gone
from out-of-focus to completely insane. | looked back over my shoulder. Light and darkness shifted around
me, flowing across the pillars and walls like water, as if they had a life of then-own.

| turned, feeling a sudden bright stab of warning a split second before my eye caught real motion. Two
shadows peeled off from the darkness of a passageway, and closed in on me. | caught a flicker of orange,
the flaming badge of some combine's colors on somebody’s sleeve. And then the cold bite of nothingness
hit my neck, chemical teeth sinking toward a vein, finding it. And that was dl.

ONE

<N »
| came to on board a ship, but it was no ship I'd ever seen before. | was lying on a foam-padded, fold-down
bunk, in a room that | couldn't mistake for my cabin or any other place on the Darwin if I'd been
blindfolded. The last thing | remembered was a flash of combine colors on a Corporate Security uniform
jacket; the gray-green garbage-can walls around me now, the stripped imitation asceticism of the single
desk and chair, the storage nets, the bed, dl screamed military.

I’d been body snatched by some combineg’'s Security arm ... which made no sense at dl, except that
here | was. | tried to St up, and was more surprised than not when | found out | could. No binders on me,
no straps. My knife was missing. | felt along my neck and stripped off the patch | found there. 1’d been
drugged, dl right, but my head seemed clear enough now.

The door of the cabin was shut. Just then it did open, as if they’d been waiting for me to wake up. Two
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men entered, probably the ones who'd done it to me. One dark-skinned, one pae. They wore
interchangeable faces and interchangeable silver-on-gray duty fatigues. They stopped insde the doorway,
waiting, tense. | wondered if the combines made their Corpses get face jobs so they’d match. Then my
eyes found the inggnia on a jacket front, and | froze. Data flowed across the ID patch below the sunblaze
logo of Centauri Transport. A giddy flash of double-sight hit me. | didn’t know what this was about, but |
knew now it wasn't a mistake. And it wasn't good. Cold anger, or maybe cold fear, dammed though my
brain. | stood up, and said, “Wha's goin’ on—7?"

And sat down again with my stomach up in the back of my throat. “Shid.” Now | knew why there
were no binders. No need. Whatever they’d drugged me with left a hell of a hangover.

The twins looked at each other and grinned, but it was more like reief than like they thought it was
funny. They came across the room, as if they’d been afraid to get too close to me before. “Okay, freak,”
one of them said, “the Chief wants to see you.” They hauled me up again, and haf-dragged me out the
door. | wished I’d eaten more dinner, because | wanted to see it dl over them when | puked.

We were on board some kind of small scoutship; at least they didn't have to drag me far. They pushed
me through the doorway into another cabin, and down onto a wall couch.

| was wrong; | wasn’t on some scoutship. This was some combine vip's private cruiser. It might have
been on a different world from the room I'd come to in.

“Here he is, dr. He's safe,” one of the guards said beside me. | redlized they didn't mean safe and
sound. They meant crippled.

I’d been wrong ... and right. “The Chief” was Centauri’s Chief of Corporate Security. He was sitting
in a tapestry-covered recliner behind a perfect black semisphere of desk, staring a me from across the
room. He had a face like the blade of a knife, thin, sharp, and cold ... no beard, except high up on his
cheekbones in a feathery line, as if his eyebrows grew around to circle his eyes. His eyes were so dark
they looked black. He was wearing a full-dress uniform—a gunmetal-gray helmet with Centauri’s logo and
his indgnia dancing on it, a conservative business auit in silver tweed, a drape crawling with shining crap
that made my eyes swim. I’d never seen so much flash on one body before. The fact that he was wearing
it said either he wasn't worried, or he wanted to impress me. | didn’'t know what that meant, either way.

| looked away from him, because he was staring at me without blinking. We seemed to be insde a
bubble, hanging out over the black heart of space. The Monalith's sun hung just above his left shoulder, like
afloating lamp. | couldn’t see the world itself. | looked down at my feet, glad that at least there was a rug.
Sapphire blue, it had the Centauri logo shot through it in gold. Subtle. | pressed deeper against the back of
the couch, waiting until my stomach caught up with the rest of my body again. Then, as carefully as | could,
| sad, “Wha'. Do. You. Wan'?’

“Your name is Cat. My name is Braedee.” The black eyes were Hill fixed on me like cameras. “I'm
Chief of Security Systems for Centauri Transport. Do you understand what that means?’

It meant there was probably nobody higher in the combing's power structure except the controlling
board members. It meant that he was probably the most trusted man in that entire structure. Also the worst
enemy anybody who crossed them would ever have. The ruling board itself must have sent him after me.
Did they redly know who | was? My paranoia started doing the multiplication tables. 1 shook my head to
answer him. It was cold in his office; the sweat crawling down my ribs made me shiver.

“It means that | don't see just anybody. It means,” a muscle in his face jumped, “that we need...”
twitch, “a telepath.” Twitch. “Now I’'m going to explain why.”

Surprise caught in my chest, then relief, and confusion, and anger. | sucked in a breath. “No.” | touched
my head, meeting the telephoto eyes. “Nan. Till. Fix. Dis.”

“The drug blunts your psionic gbility. The speech is an unfortunate side effect. Your comprehension is
completely unaffected. There's no reason for you to say anything until I’ ve finished.”

“Fu you.” | stood up, turning toward the doorway. The two matching Corpses filled it up. | turned back



again to face Braedee. “Fix. It!” If they knew what | was, they should know | was no more danger to them
than any deadhead they picked off the street. Less—I wouldn't kill them. But from the way his face
worked, | knew he was as piss-assed scared as anybody else. Maybe more, considering what he did for a
living. The more someone had to hide, the more they usualy hated psions.

Braedee shook his head. He said, “Gentleman Charon taMing heads the Centauri board. He ordered
me to keep you drugged.”

TaMing. | jerked as | heard the name. “Fu’ him too,” | said, trying to cover my surprise.

Braedee glared at me for along minute, considering the alternatives, probably fedling the invisble fist of
Centauri ready to come down on us both. There was something wrong with his eyes, more than just the
way he looked at me; but | didn't know what it was. At last he said, “I'll give you the antidote if you'll
submit to a scan.” Caling my bluff.

My hands tightened, went loose again. | nodded findly and sat back down. One of the Corpses came
and dropped the veil of silvery mesh over my head. | flinched and shut my eyes as it molded to my flesh,
tingling like a thousand insects crawling on my face. The urge to rip it off was amost more than | could
stand; the first time one had been used on me they’d had to use binders, too. At least by now | knew what
was coming. |I'd been through so much testing, so much therapy since the killing that I'd learned to live with
it. | clenched my jaw, trying not to resiss—resisting anyway, not able to stop blind ingtinct as the sensation
began. Worms ate my brains for dinner, while somewhere the scan sequence vomited a useless data
smulation of my mangled ps.

It was over in less than a minute—subjective time of about fifty years. The mesh dropped into my lap. |
brushed it off and kicked it away, wanting to spit.

Braedee was staring into the air, at me, but through me. | looked over my shoulder but there was only
the single wall that backed me up. “She was right,” he murmured. “The shape of your profileis ... well, see
for yoursdlf.” He really was looking at me now.

| didn’'t see him move, but suddenly the sun disappeared behind him, and instead my scan profile flashed
across space in pure light lines of red, blue, and green. Data into symbol—making it comprehensible for
humans, who had to input everything the hard way. | stared at the dead end that had turned me into a
deadhead, the wall I'd built mysdlf and couldn’t tear down again. “Seen. It.”

The image disappeared. | blinked at the sudden reappearance of the sun. “All right. Give him the
patch,” Braedee said.

One of the guards stepped forward again, and stuck another patch over the vein in my neck. “Leave it
there for twelve hours, or you'll regress,” he said.

| nodded, and waited a minute longer before | tried to speak again. “Okay, deadhead.” My voice was
raw and shaky, but | heard what | expected to. “I'm ready for the reason. It better be good.”

His mouth lifted, just a little, like | amused him. Then the thin, pale lips stretched over his teeth again; he
pressed his fingertips into a steeple on the lifeless surface of his desk. “You were once briefly ... involved
... with Lady Jule taMing, who is a member of the founding family of Centauri Transport.”

“A friend,” | said. “I was her friend. I'm ill her friend.”

He frowned, at the interruption, or the implication. My own face appeared suddenly in the air behind
him: a little younger, a lot thinner, hair curly and white-blond, skin brown, eyes green and dit-pupiled. The
story of my life was summed up in about half a dozen depressing lines underneath it. No living relatives ...
crimind record ... psonic dysfunction ...

“We know dl about your ... relationship with the Lady and Dr. Siebding, her husband,” he went on,
dill frowning. “About their Center for Psionic Research, about the ... service you performed for the
Federation Transport Authority.” He seemed to be having a hard time getting the words out, coughing
dightly every time the taste got too acid for him.



“I'll bet. Il bet the FT A would be amazed at how much you know about that.” | leaned back, putting
one boot up on the couch. One of the guards moved forward and dapped it down.

“That patch on your neck comes off just as eadily as it went on.” Braedee stared at me, not blinking. |
redized he never seemed to blink. | wondered if he was redlly alive. | couldn’t tell.

| swore under my breath, suddenly fedling stupid for saying anything. Stupid and scared again. Nobody
sane crossed a combine the size of Centauri and opened their mouth about it. Just seeing a uniform was il
enough to make my stomach knot. I'd had a lot of run-ins with Corpses in my life, enough to know that if
they had you they always made you pay. The only people who knew where | was right now were al
Centauri Corpses, and dl in this room with me. And there were worse things than a speech impediment.

“All right,” 1 mumbled, not meeting his eyes. “What do you want?’

“We need a telepath. As| said before.” He leaned back in his seat, easing off. His drape flashed and
shimmered as he took a deep breath. “Lady Jule recommended you. She said that even though you were
young, you were ... extremely inteligent, and ... loya.” He shifted again. He looked like he trusted her
judgment about as much as he trusted me right now. But | was here, and that meant either he did believe
her, or he was desperate. Maybe both.

I thought about Jule, let her face form in my mind, the details getting a little hazy when | tried to focus
on them now. The surprise was back in place, hot as cods: that Jule would tdl her family anything about
me; that they’d ever want anything to do with a psion. Jule was a psion, like | was. Her freak-hating family
had made her life a living hel because of it, until she’d findly tried to cut al her ties with them. But blood
was dill thicker than water, and the taMings were a family with a long reach. They didn't like to lose
something that belonged to them, even if it was flawed. They kept in touch.

“Why'd you snatch me, then?”’

“Would you have come, if we'd smply asked you?’

| thought about it. “No.”

He raised his eyebrows, as if that was dl the explanation it needed.

“That heart sign on the museum wall ... you think of that?”’

He shook his head. “Lady Jule suggested we do something ... unusua to attract your attention.”

My mouth twitched. | jerked my head at the image in the air behind him. “You don't want me. I'm
brain-damaged.” The way they’d brought me here told me enough about what | could expect if | hired on
as a corporate telepath. And | couldn’'t imagine anything they’d want that I'd ever want to do for them.

“That blockage is sef-inflicted.” He haf frowned, as if he couldn’'t imagine why having somebody die
ingde your mind might make some part of you want to dig a hole and never come out of it again. He was
right. He couldn’t imagine. “It isn't irreversible. Lady Jule suggested that you might even find working for
usto be a therapeutic experience.”

| shook my head. “I don't believe that.”

His face hardened. He was alowed to believe that 1'd lie to him, but | didn’'t have the same right. “I
have a communication from the Lady,” he said. “ She redlized that you might be skeptical.”

| leaned forward on the couch. “Let me see it.”

“When I’'m ready.” My picture on the invisible screen behind him ate itself. The sun was back over his
shoulder again. “First you hear me out. This is no ordinary security position we're offering. I’'m not stupid
enough to think that would interest someone like you. And you hardly fit our profile” | smiled; he didn’t.
“Thisis a matter that concerns the taMing family personally. One of them, Lady Elnear, has had attempts
made on her life. So far we have successfully blocked the attacks. But we have been unable to discover
why the attempts are being made.”



“You mean she's such a wonderful human being she doesn’t have any enemies?’ | said sourly.

The frown came back. “On the contrary. There are any number of competing interests that could be
considered Centauri's enemies ... her enemies. Lady Elnear's holdings have united Centauri and
ChemEnGen,” as if that was supposed to mean something to me. “She is the widow of Gentleman Kewin,
and fills his seat on our board, as wdl as being the lynchpin stockholder of our merger lease with
ChemEnGen. She aso votes for our interests in the Federation Assembly.”

“Oh.” She was either one hel of a woman, or a complete pawn. | thought | could guess which. “And
you want me to find out which one wants her dead?’ If dl their best snoopware couldn’t track it, | could
hardly believe they thought I’d have better luck.

But he nodded. “You would function as her aide, accompanying her at al times. Lady Jule suggested
that using your ... abilities to protect another person might help your condition.”

| sat up straight. “The person would have to matter. Lady Elnear doesn’t mean shit to me, and neither
do the interests of Centauri Transport.” | shook my head, starting to get my nerve back. “Anyway, I've
been through enough therapy to change the lives of everyone on a planet, but | Hill can’'t keep control of my
ps. | used to be good enough—maybe—to do what you want me to do, but not any more. If you redly
want Lady Elnear safe, find somebody else.”

He didn't answer me at first. But then he said, “ There are drugs that can make it possible. That can
block the kind of pain that’s crippling you. We can get them for you.”

| looked down. “I know,” | said, findly. | looked up at him again. “There are drugs that will let you walk
around for days on a couple of broken legs, too.”

His fingers began to move one by one, tapping a silent code on his black desktop; spdling out his
impatience. He looked at me, his mouth thinning. “ Centauri will make it worth your while.”

| shook my head again. “Sorry. |I've aready got something to do. You interrupted it. Take me back to
the Darwin.” | got to my feet.

“If you wish.” Braedee leaned back in his seat and cracked his knuckles. “But your credit is down to
three meaningful digits, and your tuition will be due again at the end of this term. What are you going to do
then?’ It wasn't just curiosity; the words were a knife blade pricking my ribs. “Yes,” he said, amiling, “we
redly do know dl about you.”

| felt the helpless anger try to choke me again. | hadn’t even had a rating or a databand until three
years ago; hadn’t even existed to the galactic Net that monitored the lives and fortunes of everybody worth
naticing, from the day they were born to the day they died. Then I'd been paid off for my “service” to the
Federation with a rating that made me dizzy, and the freedom of a galaxy to spend itin. | hadn’'t been stupid
enough to think it would last forever. But I'd lived my entire life in the bottom of a sewer. | had a lot to
learn, and alot to forget, and I'd wanted to see what 1I'd been missing dl my life. So I'd signed up for the
Floating University, which cost alot.

“No smart answer?’ Braedee asked, pressing a little harder. “Did you redly think that repository for
the spoiled offspring of privilege was going to prepare you to live in a high-level technologicd society?’ |
felt my mouth tighten; so did he. The smile started to come out on his face again. “1 understand that until
about three years ago you were completely illiterate... Of course, given enough time and training, you'd be
marginadly employable, athough your lack of socia skills would probably keep you in a low-level position.
But you aren’t just ignorant—you're also a psion. You look very Hydran. | don’'t have to tdl you what that
means.”

| felt my face flush. “1 don’'t have to work for a combine.” | was fighting the fear insde me—the fear
that it was dl true. It was bad enough just being a psion. All human psions had Hydran genes in them
somewhere. But most of them didn’t have to wear it on their faces; their mixed blood was ancient history.

“Of course not. There are other jobs. Contract Labor is always looking for bodies... But you know
that.”



My hand went to my wrigt, covering it, like somebody caught naked; covering the scar that ill marked
the place where the bond tag had been fused to my flesh. But it was already covered. My fingers fet the
warmth of the databand, solid and real. Mine. “Forget it, scumbutt. You just lost me.” | stood up for the last
time.

Suddenly Jule's face was in the air behind him, larger than life, so real | could dmost touch her. Her
gray, updanting eyes were looking straight into mine. Her face was tired, pale, uncertain ... beautiful.
“Cat,” she said, and a trace of real smile pulled at her lips, as if she could really see me. | felt my mouth
gmilein answer, even though | knew she couldn’t. | hadn’t seen her face in over two years. Seeing it again
made me ache, the way sometimes a song would, triggering memories. | wondered if it would always make
me fedl that way.

“I'm not sure this is the right thing,” she went on, glancing away at someone, and back. “It has to be
your choice—I told them that—or it's no good.” She brushed a long strand of midnight-colored hair out of
her eyes as the breeze lifted it. There was the shifting green of leaves behind her, the wink of sunlight on
spray. | felt the breeze touch my face, smelled the fresh smells of damp earth and flowers. Whoever had
made this tape hadn’t spared anything to make it feel real. | wondered if Jule was in the Hanging Gardens,
upside in Quarro.

| felt a twinge of homesickness for the first timein my life. They hadn’t taped her at the Center for
Psionic Research, in the stink and the noise and the darkness of Oldcity. Maybe they couldn’t take it.
Maybe they hadn’'t wanted me to think about that. Except that it made me think about that anyway.

“They told me about Elnear.” Jule's eyes darkened. “I don't understand it ... but if you can help her,
Cat, if you'rewilling to, do it. Please. She's the only one...” she glanced away again, “the only one in my
family who ever loved me.” Shadows moved across her face—Ileaf-patterns, and the darkness of past lives.
Her eyes were both hard and longing when they met mine again. “She's a good woman. She needs
someone she can trust. She can trust you. | trust you. I...” she did smile, now, “we miss you.” She lifted a
hand in farewell, and she was gone.

The room seemed colder without her; emptier than if I'd been there alone. But | wasn’'t aone. | looked
up. Braedee's eyes were fixed on my face, sucking in everything that showed. | amost asked to see the
tape again. | thought about him watching me watch her. | didn't ask. Remembering it would have to be
enough. All right, | thought. For you. All right. And it was dl right this time that she couldn't hear me
think it.

“She told me not to tdl you this” Braedee said, “but the Center that she and her husband run is amost
out of funds too.”

| felt my mouth twist. “You aways go one step too far, you know that?’
“Then | have you.” It wasn't a question.

| glanced out at the sun, where Jule’'s image had been. “You don’'t know how close you just came to
losing me again. One day you're going to walk right off the edge.”

He smiled.

“I'll doit for Jule. But | want the money. For me. For the Center too. Set up the contracts. I'll tell you
if it's enough.”

“Of course. Some now—more later, if you do your job. We'll settle the details as soon as we reach
Earth.”

“Earth?’ | said, sounding alittle like I’d been hit in the stomach.
“That's home to the taMings.” | was amusing him again. “They are a rather conservative family.”

“Home.” It was a strange thought. | looked down at mysdlf, back at him. “You know, Braedee, you're
in the wrong kind of work. Y ou should have been a blackmailer.”



He shook his head. “You have alot to learn about palitics, boy.”

TWO

<N >»
Once Braedee had finished convincing me that nothing was ever free, incduding me, he signaled the
doorway like a magician cdling up tricks. When | turned around to look, | wasn't redly surprised to find
someone standing there: a tiny dark-haired woman who looked like an antique dall, like her body might be
made of soft cloth under the cover of her dark business suit. She wore a combine logo like a brooch at her
throat. It wasn’t Centauri’s.

| clapped my hands, once, twice, three times. “That's pretty good,” | said, looking back at Braedee.
“Can you do animals too?’

One of the guards made a sniggering noise. Braedee looked at him with those eyes. He stopped.

“Thisis Mez Jardan, Lady Elnear’'s Executive Assistant,” Braedee said, the words dry as sand. “Go
with her. She'll brief you as much as possible on what your duties will be as Lady Elnear’s aide. Afterward
I'll see you again.” The last part was more a threat than a promise.

| nodded and stood up, meeting the woman’s eyes for the first time. | had to look way down; she barely
came up to my shoulder, and she was wearing platform shoes. “I'm dl yours,” | said. Her expression didn’t
change; she Hill looked like she smelled something rotten.

| followed her to the ship’s commons. There were long bone-colored couches hugging the wall, a round
meta table with magnetic chairs locked to the floor. Private—but not too private. She sat down at the table,
looking back at me.

“| aready know how to eat,” | said from the doorway.

“I doubt that.” She folded her hands. Her voice was high-pitched, aimost like a child's. “We don't have
alot of time, and you know almost nothing of the world you will be entering—"

“Earth?’ | came into the room and sat down.
“No,” she said. “I meant politics.”

| leaned back in my seat, twisting the chair on its single leg with the motion of my foot. “There's that
word again.”

Her doll's face reddened. “Now listen to me, Mez ... Cat,” sumbling over it, as if there should have
been more to my name. “1 watched your performance back there with Braedee. It didn't impress me. You
have a smart mouth, but | see no proof that you have a mind to match it. I am going to give you a lot of
information, and | am forced by circumstance to deliver it verbdly. | will repeat it as often as necessary
until you understand everything. You may interrupt to ask me questions, but they had better be short and to
the point.”

| shrugged, smarting alittle. “Y ou won't have to repeat yourself. I'll get it right the first time.”
Her small mouth twisted down.
“Try me.” | leaned forward.

She took a deep breath. “All right, then. Some background, to begin with...” She told me what Braedee
had aready told me about Lady Elnear and how she’'d married into the taMings. “A premarita
noninterference agreement was signed, but since the Gentleman's death the taMings have ... taken a
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greater interest in ChemEnGen's policymaking...” Her voice soured; she wanted to say more. But she
knew whose ship we were on, just as much as | did. Combines had long memories. “The Lady is under
constant Centauri Security protection at al times since the ... the incidents.” Her hands, which had been
lying quietly on the table, curled around each other, protecting, strangling. Suddenly | was sure of one thing:
Mez Jardan’s loydty to her boss was as tota as her hatred of Centauri. With an effort that cost her, she
controlled her hands and laid them quietly one on top of the other on the table surface again. She glanced up
a me. “Wdl?

| began to repeat everything she'd told me, word for word.
Her eyes widened, for a heartbeat, before the tight, furrowed frown came back. “Are you hotwired?’

| touched my head. “It comes with the wetware. Package deal.” She looked blank. “I was born that
way. Mogt telepaths can do it, if they want to bother.” I'd bothered because it helped me learn. |
remembered things perfectly. It was forgetting that was hard to do.

| felt more than saw her withdraw, as if every separate cell of her body wanted to crawl away from
me.

“Psion,” | said, and she flinched. “ Telepath. Better get used to it.”

“We didn’t ask for you,” she snapped. “You were Centauri’s idea. The last thing that Elnear needs is a
taMing mindreader to spy on her.”

She'd said “Elnear.” Not “the Lady.” She must be more than atop aide; maybe a persond friend. “She
send you to check me out?’ | asked.

“In part.” She glanced away. “We're forced to accept you, in any case. The least | can do is try to
make you presentable.” Emphasis on try. “Not even dl of the taMing family will know that you are a psion,
when you arrive. They think that | am away smply to find her a new personal aide. Her previous aide was
poisoned.” The frown looked amost like pain now.

“How?" | asked.

“A piece of dllaby, intended for Elnear, which Elnear had given away because she doesn't like sillaby.
Clara nearly died. Her health is il not good...”

“Poison candy? Pretty crude,” | said. Maybe they’d counted on surprise. “Who do you think would
want to kill her?’

“I don't know.” She shook her head, looked down again. “I just don't know. Braedee comes up with
new possibilities every day, and dl of them are possible...I’ve been with her for twenty-five years, and
nothing like this has ever happened before.”

“You sound like it's a big surprise. | thought the combines spent half their budgets trying to screw each
other.” I'd done a lot of reading, after Jule had taught me how, and a lot of accessing once I'd joined the
university ... trying to figure out how the Federation worked, and how I’'d come to be who | was, and
where | was init. Facts and figures can tell you alot, but they can’t tell you that.

Her face eased. “It is a fact of life in her pogtion, yes...” Her gaze left me again. “But Elnear is not
like that. She believesin the perfectability of humanity. She works only for the greater good—"

“That’ s enough to make some people want to kill you, right there.”

Her eyes snapped back to my face. “Listen to me, you deviant. If you ever say anything like that in
front of her, I'll have you—"

“Hey,” | said, cutting her off before she could finish it. “Okay, Mez Jardan, you're one tough bitch, and
your boss is a goddamn saint. Just tell me what | have to do, and get it over with.”

She smoothed her hands again. “As | was about to say ... Lady Elnear considers her true work to be



her involvement with the Federation Transport Authority’s independent Drug Enforcement Arm—"

A nark. A combinevip, asaint, and anark ... everything | heard about Lady Elnear made me fedl less
like | ever wanted to meet her, let alone save her from death... | didn't say anything.

“She has been so dedicated in her work for the Arm, and such an effective media representative, that
the FTA is considering her for the current opening on the Security Council.”

| whistled softly. Braedee hadn’t mentioned that. That was something like going from being a saint to
being a god. There were only twelve human beings on the Security Council, and they made dl the FTA’s
policy. And the FTA regulated al interstellar commerce.

“Asyou can see, you will be exposed to levels of society and government about whose rules you know
amost nothing. Y ou may alow people to believe that you are acting as a kind of physical bodyguard as well
asin the capacity of an aide, to hep explain your lack of the—usua requirements for the postion. But
under no circumstances will you tell anyone that you are a psion.”

“Why?,

“That should be obvious. If you're to be of any use at dl in helping discover who is trying to kill the
Lady, then your ability has to be kept secret.”

“That’s not going to be so easy.” | pointed at my eyes, the long dit pupils. A lot of people knew what
that meant.

“Braedee will take care of that,” she said.

| amiled, more like a nervous tic. “He's going to give me his?’ They were even stranger looking than
mine. | wondered if he left them on the table at night when he dept. “He's cybered, right?’

“Of course heis. Do you think he could be Security Chief for a combine without augmentation?’
“He looks pretty normal. I’ ve seen some grotesques—"

“Only afool would advertise exactly what he can do.”

| thought about that. “Depends on what you're into, | guess.”

“We're not dedling with street gang pathology,” she said. | wasn't so sure, but | didn't say anything. |
knew the combines didn’t alow most of their employees more than an occasiona memory plug-in, besides
what they needed to do their specific jobs. The higher you were in the network, the more augmentation you
were alowed. If it was redly good, it didn’t have to show; but if you had that kind of power, why not flaunt
it? She said, “Most combines discourage flamboyant displays of personal engineering. Most of humanity ill
finds aberrance threatening.”

“Yeah.” That made perfect sense. “I’ve noticed.” | touched my head.

Asif she hadn’t heard that, she reached into the soft leather bag she carried and pulled out a handful of
holos. She tossed them out onto the tabletop in front of me. “These are some of the people you will have to
recognize and ded with.” | couldn't believe she didn't have some better way of giving me information.
Maybe Braedee was making it hard for her. | had the feeling she hadn’t been exactly welcome on this trip.

| picked up a holo, stared at it. “Family portraits” Not even a question. It was a picture of a
middle-aged man, but the resemblance to Jule was so gtriking that a cold finger ran up my spine. | shuffled
through the rest of them, holding the membranes up to the light, looking at profiles and full faces as they
stared, yawned, smiled or frowned through a moment of their existence, over and over, trapped in a kink of
time. Too many of them could amost have been Jule's twin.

Jardan named them, one by one, as | picked up the pictures. She didn't redly have to tdl me which
were the outsiders who'd married in.

For the firgt time | saw Jule's father, a grandfather, a great-grandmother, a cousin ... a brother. | didn't



even know she had a brother. He looked just like her too. Holding images of her face over and over again,
barely changing, began to make my fingers tingle as if mice were crawling over my hands. “Why do they dl
look like that? They dl look just like her—"

“Like who?”
“Jule.”

She looked at me blankly for a minute, before she remembered. “Oh. Yes,” she sad, as if she was
disposing of an unpleasant reminder. “As you may have gathered, Centauri Transport is something of an
anomaly: they are 4ill controlled by the heirs of their founder. After more than three hundred years, that is
a rare accomplishment.”

“So why do they look like clones? They’re not marrying each other—" | tossed the holo back onto the
pile

“They control the transfer of their genetic material very srictly. Only a minima amount of outside
materid is introduced into each new generation. They select for the psychological traits that have given

them success in the past—and, obvioudy, for physical resemblance. It’s part of the control factor ... part of
their mystique, if you will.”

Genetic incest. | thought about Jule—a psion, an empath and teleport born into that family of perfect
mirror images reflecting back through centuries. A mistake. A mistake that had almost driven her insane. |
wondered how it could have happened. | glanced at the pile of pictures again. “You have one of Jule's
mother?” Jule looked like her father. | didn't know much about her family life, but nothing I'd heard about
her father was good. | couldn’t help wondering what her mother was like.

“Lady Sansu is dead.”

| let the holo | was holding drop. | looked down at the pile again, redizing suddenly who else was
missing. “Where's Elnear?”’

“'The Lady’,” Jardan said. “You will refer to her as ‘Lady Elnear.” Or ‘ma’am.” ”
| grimaced. “So where's ‘The Lady’s picture?”’

“You've never seen her?’

I shook my head, wondering if she was supposed to be a threedy star too.

She took one more holo out—out of her jacket, this time—and handed it to me, with al the careful
respect that had been missing from the way she'd given me the rest.

| took it between my thumb and finger, holding it up. “That’s her?’ | said, surprised into asking it.
“What do you mean by that?’

“Nothing. Except...” Lady Elnear didn't look at dl like a taMing, which was a relief. But she was ...
ordinary. A woman who looked like she was past fifty, with a long face and too many teeth, colorless hair,
a body that was doughy and soft. Her clothes fit like they didn't belong to her. | looked up at Jardan, saw
the resentment in her eyes, and amost couldn’t say it. “She’s not—beautiful. | mean ... hdl, they can
afford it, right? They can get it fixed if they don't likeit, they can get dl the systems running right, they can
get their body clocks set back? They never have to get too fat or skinny or old...”

“Lady Elnear believes that there are better uses for her time and money than indulging in persond
vanity.”

“Hnh.” | glanced at the picture one last time. Lady Elnear looked tired and sad and horse-faced as she
turned away from me, again and again. | handed the holo back.

She put it away carefully in her jacket; piled the other holos up neatly and left them between us on the
tabletop, like a smal wall. Then she began to tel me How to Act: the officid duties, the endless lies and



phony rituals of people pretending to be decent to each other while al the time they were trying to get
behind each others' unprotected backs with knives. | set my brain on record and thought about other things
... about getting jerked around like a puppet by fate and the combines. About seeing Earth ... About
Kissindre Perrymeade and whether she'd think my being gone was because of her. If she even noticed |
was missng ... | forgot where | was, and laughed.

“Are you ligening to me?’ Jardan’s voice was as hard as a dap.

I looked up, blinking. | fed the last few sentences she’d spoken back to her. “Don’'t worry. Eveniif | fdl
adeep, I'll remember it.”

Her mouth thinned. “Do you actualy understand any of this? Y ou haven't asked me a single question.”

| frowned, because | hated what | was hearing, and hated being forced to listen to it... and hated to
admit that maybe she was right. “It’s like getting the instructions for a machine you've never seen. It's not
going to make any sensetill | get there. If | have questions, I'll ask The Lady.”

“Braedee!” She got up from her seat. Braedee appeared in the doorway before she'd finished the
moation.

“You're pretty good at that, t0o,” | said sourly.

“I'm through with him,” she said, meaning me. It sounded as find as if my next stop was the incinerator
chute.

“On the contrary.” Braedee shook his head.
Her frown deepened. “HE Il never pass.”

“For human?’ Braedee's eyes flicked over me, probably scanning me dl up and down the spectrum,
straight to my bones. “He will when I’m finished with him.”

“That’s not what | mean.”
“He Il have to. You—" He pointed at me. “Come with me.” | did.

He led me to what looked like his persona lab. It wasn’t impressive, cool green and antiseptic tile, a lot
of strange-surfaced aloys, but nothing that would make you want to get the hell out of there. But knowing
who he was, and suspecting what he could do, | knew those walls probably hid as many secrets as his skin
did. “Sit down,” he said. “I'm going to fix your eyes.” He nodded at a stoadl in front of what looked like
some kind of scanner.

“There's nothing wrong with my eyes,” | said.
“Don't act stupid.” He shoved me toward the seat. “Y ou look like a freak.”
“All' I need is some eyeskins—" | hugged my elbows, looking toward the doorway.

“I just want to look at your eye structure.” He sat down, waiting for me. | sat down too, dowly, and put
my face against the headpiece. “Look at the rings.” Nothing insde but darkness, and a set of concentric
rings floating in space like a target. | watched it for a long minute, squinting my eyes. Nothing. | began to
relax.

There was a sudden blow against my eyes, that wasn't light or heat or pain, but somehow dal three at
once. | jerked back, swearing, rubbing my face. “You shit. What did you do to me?”’

“See for yoursdf,” he said. A mirrored plate did down over the window in front of me. | stared at
mysdlf. The long dits of my pupils were changing while | watched, shrinking into pinpoints, the green of my
irises filling in like crystal growth. “A smple molecular graft. Eyefilms would leave you haf-blind in dim
light. Not useful. Also detectable. Thisisn't permanent, but you can have it made permanent.”

| looked up at him, away from the perfectly ordinary human eyes staring back at me from the mirror;



away from the expression on my face. “What makes you think | want to look like a human?’ My voice
sounded shaky again.

He ignored that. “A little cosmetic facial surgery would be better...” He hesitated, watching me. “But
to do it safely takes more time than we've got. You can pass, | suppose; there are enough exotics around to
make you look normal.”

| took a deep breath, glancing at the locked storage units dong the walls. He could turn my whole face
into bonel ess mush with some of the viras he probably had in there.

He smiled; he enjoyed keeping people off-balance. “Mez Jardan has told you everything she considers
important—" Heavy on the sarcasm. No wonder she hated him. “Now I’'m going to give you what you
redly need. You can use a standard access—7?”

“Sure” | said, asif I'd been doing it dl my life.

He passed a programmed headset across the table. He had everything ready and waiting, every step
planned. | took the headset, carefully. They aways looked like a twitch would crush them, even though you
could wad one up and keep it in your pocket for days. | dropped the net over my hair, waited a second
while | cleared my thoughts out. Then | pressed the trodes to my forehead, and waited for the hard rush of
image to hit me. I'd had some trouble learning to use one, because my mind wanted to treat the information
feed like an invasion. But once I'd learned to access it was like being a sponge. I'd spent most of a
standard year submerged, doing nothing but sucking up facts.

This time there was a megadose of data about the rise of the combines and the Federation Transport
Authority. Most of it repeated what | already knew about the bad blood between them, stretching back over
centuries to Old Earth days. The FTA’s control of telhassium, and with it, of shipping and communications,
meant that they butted heads with the transport networks every time they put an embargo on some
government they wanted to toe their line better. It cost Centauri Transport every time the FTA wanted to
make some other combine pay. Centauri hated their guts. They were the Big Enemy, to Centauri.

But Centauri Transport had other problems, and the flow began to change color, getting more personal.
Now it was intercombine warfare, shifting loyalties and alliances. Focus on Triple Gee, Centauri’s prime
compstitor, always looking for a way to give them grief. Anything it could get away with: goods delayed
until the trangport contract was invaid; an explosion in afitting yard; a trade ambassador who never arrived
to negotiate a deal, who never arrived anywhere again. Images of derdlict vessels with breached hulls,
bloated bodies drifting; of what a vid of biotoxins did to a shipment of transplant organs—and the ship’s
crew. The usua kind of thing.

Focus on Lady Elnear, her work for the FTA, work that Centauri didn't like much, that a lot of
combines didn’t like even more. She had a rival for the opening on the Security Council, one with heavy
combine support. A lot of networks would do anything to plug him into that dot in her place. Anything they
could get away with. One murder was nothing...

The whole transfer took less than a minute: Centauri’ s self-serving picture puzzle of who would want to
kill Lady Elnear, in about a hundred tiny bits. It was going to take my brain a day or so to put them together
s0 that | understood the details completely ... but already | had the feding there were pieces missng. |
didn't ask about them—not yet.

| took off the headset, and started to lay it down.
“Keep it,” Braedee said. “Replay it as often as you need to, until you know everything on it.”

“I aready do,” | said. Most people couldn’t retain that much data that fast; they’d need to replay it over
and over asit settled in.

“You really remember everything?’ he asked. There was curiosity as much as chalenge in it. “That
easily?’

It was my turn to smile, for once.



He took the headset, and didn’t ask again. “You'll find more acceptable clothing in your cabin. Put it on
when you get back there. And use this on your hair—" He tossed a tube of something at me. “Give it some
shape. Nobody wears their hair like that.”

| glanced at my reflection again, and back at him. If he had any hair at al, | couldn't tell. | raised my
eyebrows.

“It's my business to know what’s expected. You'll have enough trouble not violating sensibilities every
time you open your mouth. Try to keep it shut.”

| picked up the tube and pushed to my feet.

“Not yet,” he said, waiting just long enough to make me fed awkward. He held up a thin dtrip of
transparent plastic, covered with maybe a dozen colored dots. “We aren't finished yet. About these...” The
drugs.

| sat back down, suddenly fedling lightheaded. One hand caught hold of the other, squeezed it too tight,
like logt children under the table's edge. Those very expensive little skin patches would give me back the
Gift ... make me whole again. Let me touch another mind, warm myself at its fire without the cost, the
sickening echoes of somebody else’s deathpain that blinded me every time | tried to make contact—that
made me stay out in the cold and the darkness, always remembering... Except the pain would dill be there.
Just numbed. Nothing was redlly free.

| was hdf Hydran, and I'd killed a man. If I’d been dl Hydran it would have killed me too; the
psychological feedback mechanism was built into Hydran brain circuitry along with the psionic abilities that
made it necessary. If you could kill with a thought, there had to be something to stop you. Humans didn’t
have the psionic ability, or the safeguards either. That was why the Hydrans hadn’t stood a chance against
them. | was haf human, with half the ability of a real Hydran, and hdf the safeguards. The feedback
hadn't killed me, but it had crippled me real bad. Time was the only thing that could heal me fresh
bandages of clean memory, safe experiences grafted on like layers of new skin. There hadn’'t been enough
of either yet.

With the right drugs acting on exactly the right areas in my brain, | could use my telepathy and not hear
warning bells. But it was like I'd told Braedee: sooner or later I'd start to pay for it, doing more damage,
until maybe it crippled me for good. But what kind of choice did | have? | needed the money.

And | needed to fed that fire. | felt a flush start to crawl up my face, sdiva filling my mouth, my pams
swesting.

“You have dl the physiologica responses of an addict,” Braedee said. “Does it really mean that much
to you?’

“Deadhead,” | whispered, “you can't imagine.” | reached out for the sheet of patches.
He held it back. “What about the side effects you mentioned—'like walking on broken legs,’ you said.”

“That doesn’'t matter. I'll worry about it later... I'll do whatever you want. Just give me the drugs.” |
stretched out my hand.

“When we arrive,” he said, beginning to frown.
“Now. | need some time to work on it, get my control back... Come on.” My hand fisted.

He hesitated, staring at me, reading responses. Doubt, calculation, mockery—all of them could have
been on his face, or none. | couldn’t read him. Finaly he put the sheet of patches down where | could
reach it. | snatched it up, staring at it.

“Keep them out of sight—especially when you're using. They last for one standard Earth day. I'll have
more, when you need them.”

| nodded, not really listening.



“If you need targets, use Jardan and my aides. Don't tel them.” He hesitated. “If you ever try to read
me, I'll know it. And I'll kill you.”

| looked up, then. | got to my feet again without saying anything, and left the lab. Before I'd gotten
halfway back dong the hdl, there was a patch behind my ear.

THREE
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There was something about coming to Earth ... it was coming home. It didn't matter that Earth had stopped
being the center of the Federation centuries ago, that it was a backwater stagnant world, a living museum;
that the only reason the Federation Assembly ill met here was tradition. It didn't make any difference that
Ardattee, where I'd spent my whole life, was the Hub and the Heart now, where everything that redly
mattered happened first... Or that | was too Hydran to fedl really human, and too human to ever redly be
Hydran. It went deeper than that, below the scars and the memories and time itsdf, catching me by
surprise right in the gut.

It kept me silent and wide-eyed as we left the Centauri Transport fidd complex. The entire planet had
been a Federal Trade Didtrict for a couple of centuries, under the direct control of the FTA; it was
peppered with starports because of the tourists. But most of the heavy shipping and distribution activity ill
centered on a place caled N'yuk, and so the mgor transport combines had been granted footholds there.
The Federation Assembly met in N’yuk, on neutral ground, inside a sprawling plex that also held the FTA’s
Security Council and headquartered dl its activities. I'd spent five carefully monitored minutes of access
time on Braedee' s ship studying up on it.

N’yuk was on the coast of a mgjor continent, just like Quarro, where I’'d grown up, but it was centered
on a handful of idands instead of a peninsula. The prime starport, and the Centauri complex, took up the
largest idand, Longeye. Triple Gee was based on another idand called Stat. Combine embassies sprouted
on the mainland like crystal growths, fantasy fortresses, for kilometers along what had once been one of the
most polluted stretches on the face of the planet. Like everything else, the pollution was dill there, just
different. It was data pollution, now.

Braedee put me into a mod with Jardan and sent us on to the family estates, somewhere inland. “I'll be
in touch,” was dl he said before he let me go and dipped like a fish back into his own world. And then |
was aone with Jardan, and my thoughts. She didn't say anything for a long time, gazing out a the
red/gold/green world flowing by below us. Somehow 1'd expected it to be blue, because blue was what it
was on the Federation Sedl, the logo dl the FTA’'s Corpses had worn back in Quarro’s Oldcity. In the
distance behind us the ocean reflected the sky, as blue as I’'d always imagined, but below us the land |ooked
likeit was on fire.

Jardan wasn't impressed. Her mind was far ahead of us, aready trying to dea with the hundred
different scenarios of disaster and humiliation she was sure she was bringing back with her. Earth was just
something you stood on, to her...

I made mysdlf stop reading her with an effort. While one part of my mind was staring slack-jawed out
the window at the scenery, another separate part was always tracking her, gathering in the random images
that floated on the surface of her thoughts ... feeding on her reality. The world around me was dive again;
the solid human flesh, hers and everyone else's, that had been invisble to my mind for the last three years
was suddenly there again—Dbresathing, thinking, feeling.

It was hard to remember now that for most of my life | hadn't used my Gift, hadn’t even known | was
a telepath. My mother was Hydran. When | was barely old enough to know what was happening,
somebody had murdered her in an Oldcity aley. I'd felt her die, and survived it, but it had burned out my
ps. After that I'd been aone for years, living like a deadhead, without even the memory that once I'd had
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someone who cared about me. I'd spent most of my time drugged into oblivion, hiding from the life I'd logt,
and the living death I'd ended up with instead. Then the FTA had come aong looking for psions and jerked
me out of the gutter. Dr. Ardan Siebeling had put my mind back together and taught me how to use it. And
Jule taMing had taught me why it mattered. And then the FTA had used us for pawns in a power game,
and I'd killed a man, and died dl over again. Only thistime | remembered what 1'd lost.

Now | had it back again. And knowing | couldn’t keep it only made having it that much sweeter. |
wanted to touch Jardan with my mind: Share, give ... let her know the mystery she was blind to. Make her
fed what | felt when | looked out the window at this world—the emotion too deep to put into words that
didn't sound stupid. All words turned stupid and clumsy when you could share someone else’s mind, and
smply know...

She looked up at me suddenly, her dark eyes sharp with guilt/anger/suspicion. “Are you reading my
mind?’

“What? No—" | lied, picking up the red heat of her resentment without even trying. Wondering if I'd
redly dipped that much. But | redized then that | hadn’t let her fed it, hadn’t let my control dip—it was
only her own deadhead’ s fear suddenly catching fire, afraid | was hearing what she thought of me.

“Braedee said he gave you drugs, so you could—"

“I'm not using them yet,” | said, as camly as | could. If | told her the truth | knew she’d panic, and we
were aone way the hel up here in the air. God only knew what she'd try.

She glared at me, but | saw/felt her easing up, relaxing a little.

“Don’t worry. | won't read everything you think anyway. | have to redly concentrate on it. And I'm
not that good.” It was true. | wasn’t much good. Not like | used to be ... and it wasn’t just that | was out of
practice: the stuff Braedee had given me wasn't much good either. There were drugs on one of those
customized dreamdots to block the chemical reactions | caled pain and terror and grief that my memory
triggered every time | used my Gift; and there were drugs to deaden the traumatized response centers that
short-circuited my ps every time | even tried to get that far. But | already knew that if 1 pushed too hard, |
dill hit a wall. Even with two patches. They weren’t strong enough. Braedee didn’t want me as good as |
could be; that made me too dangerous. If that was how it was going to be, | didn't see why he wanted me
at al. Maybe fear just made him stupid, like most people.

I"d tried his mind, in spite of his warning—but carefully. He was burglarproofed, al right, for al kinds of
electromagnetic snooping. Even ps energy might trip something. Maybe not; but | wasn't curious enough
about him to get mysdlf killed finding out. | looked out the window again. “I never thought I'd see Earth. |
didn’t think it would be like this.”

“What were you expecting?’ she asked, after along minute. Her voice was amost pleasant with relief.

“Blue...” | stared at the lavender-blue mountains rising up ahead, looked down again at the trees. “Not
dl these colors.”

“A world isn't dl one kind of thing, you know.”

| looked back at her. “I guess not,” | said, thinking of Ardattee—of Oldcity, and Quarro. Mine had
been.

Her face hardened over again as she met my eyes. She broke my gaze. Her glance flicked over the
new me, dressed in a high-collared shirt, a loose, belted green jacket and pants. They were plan but
expensive, and they fit like they’d been made just for me. Maybe they had. There was a Centauri logo on
my seeve: branded. “Why is your hair like that?' she said.

| amost reached up. “Braedee told me to fix it.” 1I’d used the tube of g he’'d given me on it, making
the curls stand up in spikes. It was something | remembered was going around Oldcity just before | 1eft.

She sighed, more like a hiss, and murmured, “Scum.” | settled deeper into my seat and didn’t try to find



out which of us she meant. She didn’t say anything more, and neither did |.

It wasn't much more than half an hour from the time we left the Centauri fields until the mod began to
lose dtitude again. That meant we'd probably come three hundred klicks or so. I'd been surprised at how
much open space there was, this close to the urban corridor that hugged the eastern coastline. 1'd seen a
handful of lone houses, and towns that didn't look anything like the few combine claves I'd seen other
places. But then, Earth wasn't like other places, and the combines didn’t run it. It was hard to believe that
nobody wanted to live here. But most people went where the money was. Only people who already had
money could survive on aworld like this.

The mod drifted down into the arms of a steep-walled valey. If it was autumn up on the mountainsides,
it was dill summer in the valley’'s bottom; it looked like it was carpeted in green velvet. | could see estate
houses lying along the slver road of the river that ran the length of it, each one larger and more expensive
than the last. “Which one is the taMings 7’ | asked, findly breaking the silence.

“All of them,” she said. “The entire valey is their private estate.”
| shook my head. “Isit big enough?’

“They have many others—here on Earth, on Ardattee, dl through their network.” She didn't even
bother to glance up. Her voice was dull; her hand rose to touch the logo at her throat that wasn't
Centauri’s.

| grunted.

The mod landed softly in the courtyard that had been widening below us. The yard lay behind a building
that looked like it had grown up out of the soil, part of the overgrown mass of trees and shrubs that
surrounded it. It was dl stone and wood. Smal windows, their glass crosshatched into haf a dozen tiny
panes, watched us slently as we got out and stood together on the cracked, ancient flagstones. The long
shadows of late afternoon lay across the yard, but the air was sweet and warm, without the chill 1'd been
expecting. Here the trees were 4ill a fresh green; flowering vines climbed trellises and spilled over a high
stone wall. A stooped old man in a baggy coat was patiently and almost soundlesdy trimming a hedge with
a hand-guided lightdtick. He glanced up at us haf-curioudy, and went back to his work as Jardan nodded at
him. For a moment the clenched-fist way she'd held herself ever since I'd first seen her eased. She'd come
home, at lagt, standing in this yard.

“This place looks like it's been here forever,” | said.

“For five hundred and eighteen years.” She answered without thinking about it. Then she looked at me,
and the fist clenched again. “Thisis Lady Elnear’s private residence when she is on Earth, which is most of
the time these days. Each family member maintains his or her own estate house, as they choose. | live here
too; so will you.”

With a click and a hum the mod lifted again behind us, going off obediently to some outbuilding, where it
wouldn't spoil anybody’s illusons. You could aimost believe it was five hundred years ago, pre-space,
another age. There was no trace of any security anywhere, athough | knew that on the way in the mod
must have cleared hdf a hundred snoopscans that were backed by measures which would have taken us
out if we'd failed any of them. The more money and privacy you wanted, the harder a shell you needed.
Some things probably hadn’'t changed in a lot longer than five hundred years.

Jardan started toward the house entrance, up the wide stone steps that led onto a vine-walled porch. |
shouldered the bag with the few things Braedee had forced me to take, and followed her.

It was dark insde. The pupils of my eyes didn't work as well as they used to. But they worked well
enough; after a minute my panic eased. | followed her down a halway that smelled like oiled wood, up
more cresking stairs, long another hal. The house was larger than I'd thought. We stopped in front of a
closed door, and she glanced at me. | stood there, waiting, but the door didn’'t open. She pushed me aside
and opened it by hand, looking a me as if | was stupid for expecting it to open itsdf, like every other door
I’d ever seen that wasn't in a dum. “Thiswill be your room.”



| looked past her through the doorway. A bedroom ... | could see the bed. The bed, insde its forest of
carven wood, was large enough to sleep four, easy. The room itself seemed to go on forever, filled with
bureaus, tables, chairs, and things | couldn’t name. Only the desk/terminal in the window alcove didn’t look
like it had been there as long as the house had. The rug was dark and dense under my boots as | moved
across it, and patterned like a kaleidoscope with jewe-bright flowers. The ceiling was at least three meters
high. I put my bag down on the bed; the bed jiggled, full of jdly. | sat down beside my bag on the smooth,
coal surface of the covers, suddenly feeling more than alittle lost. Jardan was 4ill in the doorway. | forced
asmile. “Wdl ... it's cramped, but | can stand it.”

She didn't react; no sense of humor at al. She touched an inset in the wall beside the door. “If you
need anything, this gives access to the housekeeping programs. There is aso a smal human service staff.”

| nodded.

“Any questions?’

| shook my head.

“Perhaps you'd like to rest—"

“No.” | stood up. “Let’s get it over with.”

Her face pinched. “All right then ... You may come with me to meet the Lady.”

Her doubts were screaming slently at me. They weren't any louder than my own as | followed her out
of the room; but anything was better than staying behind aone.

Lady Elnear was gtting by herself on a sun porch. The light streamed in through the tal windows
around her, golden and green. She was painting a picture on a lightbox: the view from the window,
half-hidden in vines. It wasn’t very good. And it wasn't what 1'd expected... | wondered what | had been
expecting.

She turned as she heard us enter. | saw the sad, sagging face I'd seen in the holo, the awkward body,
the plain clothes. And then she smiled, as she saw Jardan—and suddenly she was another person. She had
the most beautiful smile I'd ever seen. Like the sun, it made you blind to everything else. “Philipa, you're
back.” And then she saw me. The smile disappeared. “And this is ... the young man. The one Braedee
sent to watch me. Jule's friend.” Even her voice had an odd qudity: almost quavering, musicad and
uncertain dl at once. It warmed just a little as she said Jule's name. She was staring at me, trying not to.
“The telepath.”

Because she was looking at me, | nodded. Jardan gave me a sharp poke in the side. “Yes, maam,” |
sad. “Lady. I'm Cat.”

“Cat—7?" She raised her eyebrows, waiting for the rest of it.
“Just ‘Cat.’ ” | shrugged, glancing at Jardan. “Ma am.”

“Oh.” She gamiled, but it was false this time. She knew she should offer me her hand, a peace gesture;
but she couldn’t quite make herself do it. Like maybe I'd give off sparks when she touched me; like being a
psion might be contagious.

| put out my hand: not a peace offering. More like a dare.

She took it. Her hand was strong and warm. “I’ve never met a ... Hydran before.” But she had to say
that.

“Half-Hydran,” | said, letting go. “Haf human...” Most people had never met a halfbreed either;
because most humans would rather have a brainwipe than a cat-eyed freak for a son. Once humans had
been glad to know that they weren’t alone in the universe. That time was long past, now.

Her colorless cheeks reddened a little. “ Please forgive meif | seem ... awkward, and self-conscious. It



isn't personal. It's just that being in the presence of a telepath is not something that I'm used to. It will take
alittletime...” She stepped back, her hands helpless at her sides.

A lifetime probably wouldn't be enough. | only shrugged again, trying to shake loose the invisble weight
that pressed down harder and harder on my shoulders.

Jardan moved away from me to Elnear’s side. She whispered something | couldn’t hear: she was tdling
Elnear that | was a cripple without drugs; that | couldn’t read them at dl right now.

“Yes| can,” | said. “I lied to you.”
Her head snapped up, her eyes cold with fury.

Elnear put a hand on her arm, gently but firmly. “ Temper, Philipa,” she murmured. She looked at me as
if she expected an explanation.

“Centauri hired me to help protect you. Jardan’s right—I can’t do you any good unless | use the drugs.
| figured the sooner | started doing my job, the better. If you can’t handle that, it's your problem,” | said,
looking at both of them. “But if somebody was trying to kill me, I'd damn sure be glad of anything that
made it harder to do. Ma am.” Might as well be the tough guy. It was better than being the freak.

Elnear nodded, but their faces didn’t change much. Elnear led Jardan past me. Her hand was dill on
Jardan’s arm, as if she didn’t trust us that close to each other. “Come, Philipa, it's nearly dinner time. |
have to dress. They've asked me to join the family at the Crystal Palace, and | can hardly refuse again.
Will you keep me company?’ They went on out of the room together, talking softly, as if | wasn't even
there.

| stood where they’'d left me. | watched them get smaller and smaller as they went down the halway,
leaving me there without a word, not even looking back. Only | was the one getting smaller and smaller,
being swallowed up in the suffocating emptiness of the silent house; so that by the time they came back
again, | would have disappeared...

(I didn’'t ask for this either!)

They spun around together as my sending caught them from behind; gaped at me, with their hands
pressed to their heads. For a minute, neither of them moved. Then Lady Elnear started back down the hal
toward me. Jardan caught at her hand, but Elnear shook her off and kept coming. When she reached the
doorway she stopped again. Her baggy sleeve did down her arm as she caught at the white-painted wood
for support. She stood there, ill staring, her free hand gill pressed to her head. “Come with us,” she said,
findly. “Of course you should come with us to dinner. You should meet the family. You are my new
ade...”

It took me a second to believe I'd heard it; another to make myself move. When | reached her side, she
was as surprised as | was. We began to walk together. Up ahead of us the hal was empty.

“What are the terms under which Braedee hired you?’ she asked, as if she hadn’'t even noticed that
Jardan was gone. | told her. “I’d have the contracts run through a lega advisory program, before you agree
to anything, if | were you,” she said, her face expressionless. “One can’t be too careful.”

“I will.” I nodded. “I know.” And smiled.
She smiled too, just alittle, looking straight ahead.
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There redly was a Crystal Palace. It looked like something carved from ice, lit up from the inside, and it
stretched out adong the darkening riverbank, admiring its reflection. Earth’s sun had dipped down behind the
western mountain, and the valey was blue with evening by the time we stood on the palace steps. It
reminded me a little of the combine centers in Quarro, but it was built of glass and iron, had to be at least as
old as the house where Elnear lived. She'd told me it had been transported to this valey from somewhere
else on Earth, like most of the buildings here ... anything that caught a taMing’'s fancy down through the
centuries, and had a price. Some people collected antiques; the taMings lived in them. Looking up as we
went in through layers of splintered light, | felt my senses go into overload. This was a private home... This
was a dream; nobody lived like this.

| followed a few steps behind Lady Elnear, not because Jardan had told me those were the rules but
because | didn't know what the hell else to do except follow somebody. | felt like | was walking through a
minefield. Elnear was dressed in a long, loose sack of a tunic over leggings, wearing ropes and ropes of
jeweled necklaces. She didn't look elegant, but at least she looked rich. Jardan walked beside her; | knew it
had taken a good half hour for Elnear to get her to come out of her room after I'd mindspoken them. Elnear
hadn’'t mentioned what 1’d done, or even warned me not to do it again. She treated me exactly like a new
assistant, explaining, suggesting, pointing things out as we rode up the valley. She didn't do it because she
liked me; she did it because she didiked unpleasantness. She was good at keeping the things she fdt off of
her face. It was dl part of the games they played in her world. She had no choice, and so she pretended |
was normal. Conddering dl the choice | had, | was grateful she was a good player.

The interior of the Crysta Palace had been one huge open space, once; | wondered what it had been
used for then. The taMings had broken it up into rooms and levels, like a glass beehive. The walls, the
calings, the floors were transparent, but polarized, so they could be made opague in changing patterns.

“Thisis the origind family residence that Estevan taMing had brought here after he returned to Earth.
He started Centauri Transport and made his fortune out in the Centauri system.” Elnear was dill giving me
the guided tour, reading the questions in my eyes. “My brother-in-law ... Jul€’s father lives here now. After
S0 many generations in one home, sometimes you get tired of seeing the same four walls.” She glanced
away; you could see the river, through half a dozen perfectly clear panels.

“Why not just move?’ | asked, and felt like a fool as soon as I'd said it.
“Tradition,” she said softly. “They are a very stubborn family. They don't like to let things go.”

| didn't say anything, thinking about Jule. We were closing now with the hot cluster of minds that 1'd
picked up as we entered. Elnear had told me there'd be more taMings than usua tonight, because Centauri
was having its quarterly board meeting right now. The floating butler that had led us through this maze of
mirrors disappeared suddenly through the doorway in a wall opagued to a pearl-gray.

The butler chimed as we entered the room, and then began to drift away. “Thank you,” Elnear said,
even though it was nothing but a machine. There were twenty or thirty people there already. Heads began
to turn as the three of us stopped in the doorway. | felt Elnear clench up insde, like someone about to dive
into cold water.

“Auntie! Auntie!” A shrill child's voice cut like a drill through the polite mumble of adult voices talking
treaties and voting and forced merger. A little girl with long black hair pushed through the legs of the crowd
and came bolting across the room. She collided with Elnear like a heat-seeking projectile, and hung on her
tunic skirt, squealing with delight.

“Talitha” Elnear amiled, the amile that could change everything, stroking the dark hair as the little girl
beamed up at her. “How’s my favorite girl?’

“I have new shoes,” Tdlitha said. “See?’ She stuck out her foot, which was covered with something
that looked like a large, hairy bug wearing a red hat.

“Lovely,” Elnear said. “Just the thing! Show them to Philipa.” Talitha hopped around her, one foot ill
up in the air, until she saw me. She froze, staring, then buried her face in Elnear’s tunic. One clear gray eye
showed again after a minute, and then the other. “Talitha. Thisis my new aide.” Elnear patted her shoulder.
“His name is Cat.”



She looked up at me from under her shining black bangs. “I have two cats,” she said. “Their names are
Blunder and Caamity. I'm four.” She held up the right number of fingers.

“Nice names,” | said. Suddenly | was remembering Jule again, seeing her face in Talithd' s, just the way
she must have looked when she was smadl. She'd probably never even seen Talitha. “You remind me of
your cousin Jule.”

A frown wrinkled up her nose. “We don't tak about Jule,” she whispered, and pressed her finger
againgt her mouth. “She’s bad.” | looked at Elnear.

“No, treasure, sheisn’t bad,” Elnear said gently, not looking at me. “She was just ... unhappy. But how
she’s better.” “Daric says she's bad—"

“Tdithal” This time it was a boy’s voice caling. | glanced up and saw him coming toward us. He
looked about eleven, with the same shining black hair and gray, updanting eyes. “Oh, hi, Auntie.” He
stopped next to her, kissed her cheek as she hugged him with her free arm. “Mother said you weren’t
coming tonight. | was so bored | thought | was faling into a black hole. Can we deep at your house? | hate
it here.” His voice turned sullen as he looked over his shoulder at someone.

“Well see,” Elnear said. “I'll ask your mother.” He grinned again, abruptly. She turned him to face me.
“Thisis Cat. Say hdlo.” “Redly?’ He stared me up and down, his eyes wide. “That’s your name? Wow,
your hair is terminal!”

“My thought exactly,” Jardan murmured.
“Will you show me how to do mine? How old are you? Are you Auntie’s lover?”’

“Jiro—!" Elnear’s hand flew up like it wanted to clamp over his mouth; fluttered in the air, dropped to
her side again. “Cat ismy new aide.”

“Oh well.” He shrugged. “You have to fix my hair,” he said, looking at me, “you promised. Come on,
Tadlitha Let's find Mother. You want to stay at Aunti€'s, don't you—?" He hauled his sister away,
squawking.

“You should have boxed his ears,” Jardan said, when he was safely out of range.

Elnear smoothed her skirts. “Well. 1t's not easy to be young here. Or old...” She glanced at me, findly,
amost sheepishly. “You've just met the new generation of taMing empire-builders. You may as well meet
the rest.”

| followed her on into the shifting dance of the crowd, into the bodies in orbit around the long table
covered with food and drinks. Too many of them, too much aike. Parents and children, aunts and uncles,
nephews and nieces, at least Six generations of them—but none of them, even the oldest, looked any older
than Elnear. Even the ones who didn’t look like taMings were dl too beautiful, and they dl wore perfect
clothes and jewels that made my head swim, and murmured things | didn't understand and thought things |
didn't want to hear.

And dl of them were alive, too red, thinking, feding ... not just around me any more but insde me,
angry mocking tense bored smug afraid. I'd forgotten what it was like to be open dl the time; forgotten
how to redly contral it. It was like being thrown headfirst into a mob after three years in solitary. My
nerves were closing in on burnout fast.

| reached up when no one was watching and picked off the patch behind my ear, dropping it on the
floor. Then dl | could do was hang on until the drugged nerve centers half aseep in my mind woke up
again: until the black ache that was pain without a name came crawling back; until my crippled ps response
went fetal, smothering the fire of too many other minds insde me... | went on, trailling Elnear through more
meaningless head-on collisons like a dazed deafmute. No one seemed to notice, or care, not even her. She
was only using me as a crutch; | was something to say, to people she had nothing to say to.

Until we came face to face with dill another taMing, a handsome man in a silver-threaded evening



coat, wearing a ruby button as big as an eye. He looked like he was in his mid-thirties, but he couldn’'t be:
he was Jule's father.

“Gentleman Charon taMing, Cat,” she said. “Thisismy new aide—"

“Yes,” Jule's father said. | looked back at him, surprised. “I aready know about him.” He did know: he
knew what | redlly was. Jule's freak. He was the head of Centauri’s board; the one who'd had me hired.

“Just do as you're told, and don’t do anything else, and you'll get dong fine, boy,” he said, with a amile
that never touched the words.

| looked away, my hands clenching over the loose cuffs of my jacket. Somehow, somewhere, there had
to be away out of this place...

“You understand me—?" When | didn't answer something brushed my shoulder, just hard enough to
seem casual. His hand. But it wasn’t a hand; it only looked like one, wrapped in a skin glove. It was amost
pure augmentation, and he didn’t just use it to direct-access. | jerked as the pressure of his grip hurt me
without seeming to.

“Yes. Sir.” | had a hard time getting it out. | rubbed my shoulder. “You're just like she described you.
Sir”
“Who?" His glance darted at Elnear.

“Jule”

Eyes on me again. This time | didn’'t look down. His face darkened. But then he turned and walked
away without saying anything more.

“Don’t try those games with him,” Jardan said to me. “You'll lose.”
“What games?’ | asked, because | hadn’t been playing one.

“Don’t try them on me, either,” she snapped. Elnear only looked at me, her mind telling me something |
didn’t want to hear.

| turned around, bumping into the table heaped with strange food, spilling a crystal glass full of wine on
my pants. | swore, and somebody frowned, and somebody else laughed. | tried to pretend it hadn’t
happened, wasn't happening, that | redly wanted something to eat. I'd never seen so much food in my life,
and none of it was anything | recognized.

| reached out for something, blindly. Behind me | heard Jardan muitter, “Pig.” And the table might as
well have been piled with garbage; suddenly the sight and smell of everything on it made me sick. | backed
away again. At least the other guests looked like they were losng interest in eating. | told mysdf it would
be over soon—

A butler chimed again, somewhere across the room. “At last!” Elnear murmured, as if it meant
something she'd actually been looking forward to. “Dinner.”

| opened my mouth; closed it again, as the crowd sucked us away.

Elnear looked at me, curious. “You look like you expect to be the main course,” she whispered. “ Cheer
up! The food is actually quite good.”

| grimaced, hoping it looked like a smile. “Auntie—!" Jro and Tditha were back, dragging a tall
black-haired woman after them.

Jule. | amost said it out loud; stopped mysdlf. It wasn't Jule’s mind when | found it; not even her face,
when | saw it clearly. This woman was more beautiful; only hers was a soft, spoiled kind of beauty, not the
strong clean lines of Jule’s face and body. She looked like she'd never even thought about the kind of pain
Jule had always known. But Hill the resemblance was so strong it made my throat tighten.



“Mother says we can stay with you!” Jiro was shouting triumphantly. “It's dl set!”

Charon taMing came drifting up behind them, his eyes on the woman's back, a half frown pulling his
lips down.

The woman made a quick hidden gesture with her hands, asking Elnear a question. Oldcity had its
handcodes too, but this wasn’t one of them, and | couldn’t read it.

Elnear smiled at the children, haf doting, haf amused. “Of course,” she murmured to the woman. “You
know you're always welcome, Lazuli.”

“Thisis my mother,” Talitha said, looking at me suddenly, hanging on Lazuli’s arm.
Sill staring a her mother, | managed to nod.
“We're going to have a baby brother!” Talitha sang. “He's going to look just like me.”

| glanced at Lazuli’s body without even thinking. She was wearing a dlinging body wrap that glowed
like moonstones, and she sure as hdl didn’t look like she was expecting a baby any time soon.

Her glance followed mine downward. She smiled. “It’sin vitro. No one bothers with that any more...”

| looked away again, in a hurry. Charon taMing's eyes were on me, his frown deepening. | glanced
away from him, too, not knowing whether it was even safe to look at anybody.

“I mean pregnancy, of course.” Lazuli laughed, like music, and | couldn’t help turning back to her.
“Not sex,” Jiro said helpfully. “Mother likes sex. Do you?”’

“Jrol” she murmured, going pale when | expected to see her blush. “What am | going to do with
you—7?"

“Get him a girlfriend,” | muttered, and Jardan jerked me away from them like | had a disease.

As | turned, | saw Charon catch hold of the boy’s arm with that hand, and sgqueeze it hard. Jro hit his
lip, but he didn’t make any sound. | looked away again.

Someone was watching us, his mouth curved up in a half-smile. Jule's brother, Daric. He'd just come
in. In a crowd of rich-colored party clothes, he was the only one sill wearing basic business drab. There
was somebody with him, a woman—his woman, from the way he held onto her. My eyes stopped dead in
their tracks when they got to her. If the way he was dressed made everyone else in the room look like
tomorrow, she made them look like yesterday.

She was an exatic: she’'d had things done to her body that were meant to make people look at her and
see something new. Her skin was slver, gleaming in the light. Her hair was a silver-white Shockwave
cresting over her copper-colored eyes, spilling down her back. Even her fingernails were silver. She was
wearing a holo, the abstract forms and colors flowing around her, always amost letting you see too much
flesh but never doing it... She moved with a kind of easy laughter playing around her like the colors, as if
upstaging everyone in the room, making them murmur about her, blush, swear, gossip in hand-sign, was
exactly what she wanted out of life. | wondered what she was doing here, with somebody who looked like
him.

“Jeezu, ain't that a piece and a half...” | said, and then redlized I'd said it out loud as Lady Elnear
turned back and gave me a look. | felt the tenson-cail inside me wind one twist tighter; redizing suddenly
that | couldn't afford to stop thinking about anything | did or even said around these people, not for one
second.

“Her name is Argentyne,” Elnear murmured, not having to ask what | meant. “Daric’s ... companion.
She's an entertainer—a symb-player, | believe” Even in her voice there was more fascination than
disapproval.

| pulled my eyes away from Argentyne, looked at Daric again. He was ill watching us back,



measuring our reactions with that smile on his face. He raised his eyebrows as he looked at me. | looked
down, and away.

Before | had the chance to ask any dumb questions they were gone, and the table was in front of me. |
sat down. Jardan flanked me on my left, EInear on my right. There was aready food steaming under a
clear dome on the plate, and what looked like bread and fruit and tofu on smaller plates, like planets circling
asun. | reached out, toward something familiar.

“Don't touch that!” Jardan hissed.

| pulled my hand back. No one else was eating. They were dl looking toward the head of the table,
where Gentleman Teodor, the oldest active board member, was stting. He didn’t look more than fifty; he
was four times that old. Watching the way he moved, the slowness, you could tell. They could set back the
body’s cdlular clocks, but they couldn’t fool time forever. Not yet, anyway. He went through some hand
ritud, and everyone around me responded. Then, findly, he reached for the food, and so did everyone else.

| flipped the steam-clouded lid off my dish. | jerked back; the chair | was gtting in skreeked on the
floor. There was something dead on my plate. Its glazed slver eye stared up a me from a bed of
different-colored lumps glistening with sauce. The sauce looked likeit had rat turdsin it.

“What is the matter with you?’ Jardan murmured.
“It's dead.” | looked at her plate. There was another dead thing on that one.

“I assume you'd prefer to eat it dlive,” she said, dripping venom. She picked up one of the dozen silver
utendisin front of her and dug a piece of flesh out of it. She put it into her mouth and began to chew.

“You've never eaten fresh fish?’ Elnear’s voice made me turn back.
“Sure,” | said, half frowning. This wasn't it.
“I mean freshly raised fish.” She nodded at her own plate. “It tastes much better than cloned. Try it.”

| looked at the fish, and the utensils laid out between my own dishes like dissecting tools. There weren’t
any chopsticks, so | picked up a fork.

“No,” Jardan whispered. “ Start from the outside.” She pointed at a different fork.

| dropped the one | was holding. It clattered across my plate. | picked up ancther one, and dug into the
fish near the tail. | ate a bite, trying not to gag.

Elnear had it right; the food was incredible. | looked up at her, wanting to tell her so, but she was
aready taking to someone else. | went back to my eating. When | picked up the fishhead Jardan knocked it
out of my hand. | realized then that alot of people were staring at me ... redlized that my mind had quietly
gone dead while | was eating, and | hadn’t noticed. Jul€'s brother was sitting almost across from me, ill
wearing that same half-smile. He was younger than Jule, which meant he couldn’t be a whole lot older than
| was; but somehow he looked twice his own age—or haf of it. He had the same night-black hair, the same
eyes ... but if | hadn't known he was her brother, there was nothing about him that would have made me
believeit.

| looked away from him, feding my face flush again. Argentyne was next to him, and she laughed as
he kissed her throat and whispered something in her ear, probably about me. She winked at me as she saw
me daring at her. | looked away from her too, wishing | was dead. Trying to ignore their eyes and
everyone else's, | reached out for a pitcher to refill my glass.

And then it happened. As | picked up the pitcher, something invisble took hold of it, trying to pry it out
of my hands. My brain countered ingtinctively; my fist tightened again before a drop spilled. | pulled the
pitcher toward me dowly, watching my hand every millimeter of the way. | kept my free hand tight around
my glass as | refilled it, and set the pitcher back where it belonged. | raised the crystal glass to my
mouth—and it happened again. The glass jerked; my hand spasmed. | amost snapped the fragile stem in
haf as | choked, and drops of clear red splattered onto my jacket. | gulped the wine down in three



swallows, and set the glass on the table. And then | sat with my hands knotted into fists below the table
edge.

Someone had used ps on me ... someone in this room. My eyes tracked face after face dong the
table, but every face was the same, a mask | couldn’t read. | swore under my breath. |I'd thrown away that
patch, figuring it was safe, that there was no one here Elnear had to worry about ... when | should have
been worrying about my own skin. These people might seem like nothing more than a bizarre family of
clone-faced eccentrics, but some of the most powerful and ruthless vips in the Federation were dtting right
at this table with me. They were Centauri Transport—and now | belonged to them. This was the pesk of
the pyramid that had crushed me dl my life ... and if | ever forgot it again, it could be the last mistake |
ever made. Because one of them was a psion, too.

It didn't seem possible. How could a psion pass, and no one ever suspect it? Jule had been driven out of
her home, driven half out of her mind, by the untrained ps she’'d been born with. She'd even told me there
were no others ... that no one in the family knew why it had happened to her. But what had just happened
to me wasn’'t my imagination, and it wasn't an accident. I’d been doing a good job of looking like a jerk
without even trying. But for somebody here, that wasn’t enough. They wanted the new boy completely
humiliated. | wouldn’t even have known it wasn't my own stupid fault ... except that | wasn't just another
deadhead. Someone with a sick sense of humor must be wondering right now why the trick hadn’'t worked
thistime. | looked at Elnear.

She glanced at me, her faded blue eyes intent. “Did you want to ask me something?’
My eyes scanned the table, flicked back to her. “Ah ... can | have your roll? Ma am.”
She passed it to me without comment, and looked away again.

She didn’t tell me there were Hill three courses of dinner to go.

| kept picking at my food to keep from seeming stranger than | did already. Nothing more happened.
After what seemed like hours, and was, people began to leave their seats around me. As | got up from the
table Jul€’ s brother Daric was suddenly there in front of me, so close that | nearly stepped on him. | didn't,
but it took an effort not to look like | was trying. Argentyne came up beside him, shimmering like a mirage.

“So thisis your new aide, Elnear.” He wasn't impressed. “Where did you find this one?’
“I know your sigter,” | said.

“Many men have known my sister. That hardly seems like the sort of experience that you'd be looking
for, Elnear?’ He had such a toneless voice that it took a second to redlize what he'd actualy said.

Before | could do anything, or Elnear had to, Jardan said, “Your father chose him. For security
reasons.”

“Redly?’ He looked at me again, ill deadpan. “And what special equipment or skill quaifies you for
that important duty?’

For just a second | was dill thinking about kicking him in the bals. Instead, | reached out and found the
nerve indde his elbow. | pressed hard. “I fight dirty,” | said.

He gasped and went white. His mouth opened, but nothing came out. Argentyne looked at us with an
expression | couldn’t put a name to. Everybody else stopped breathing, including me, as | suddenly redlized
what I'd just done. I'd just hurt a taMing.

But then the color came back into Daric’'s face in a red rush. “Good...” he whispered, shaking out his
hand. “That was jugt perfect.” The look in his eyes was so strange | amost thought he meant it. He began
to turn away; turned back. “Y ou're the first interesting person Elnear has ever brought into this house.” He
flipped me a salute. And then he was gone again, leading Argentyne after him, with a jerky swagger that
made no sense at dl indde the clothes he was wearing.

| looked back at Elnear and Jardan, with my guts full of jely.



“What in the Nine Billion Names of God do you think you're doing—" Jardan started.
Lady Elnear held up her hand. “His job,” she said, sounding surprised.

And then Jiro was a her side. Lazuli trailed behind him, looking exhausted, carrying Talitha, who'd
fdlen adeep somewhere after the second course. We moved away through the crowd, taMings scattering
and regrouping like fragments of a stellar explosion. As we walked Elnear suddenly stumbled. She would
have falen if | hadn’t been following closer than | was supposed to, and reached out to catch her. She
thanked me, more embarrassed than grateful; nothing important. Except that | couldn’t see any reason at al
for her to have stumbled like that.

When we findly reached the manor house, | went straight to my room and put on another patch. By the
time it had taken, | knew that | was the only one dill awake in the entire house ... and that | probably
wasn't going to deep at dl that night. My body felt like it didn't know where it was, what time it was, what
year. My brain was going around like a caged rat, going back and back over everything it had seen the last
day and a hadlf, dl the data Braedee had fed me, every random flicker of dream it could suck up from the
surrounding rooms. And gill none of it could make me forget that | was lying in the hollow silence of a
room as big as a house, alone in a bed that could have dept four, staring at the darkness with a stranger’s
eyes ... that | was utterly logt here, afraid to touch anything, eat anything, even say anything, because
everything | knew was wrong...

| pulled my knees up againgt my chest, pulled the covers over my head against the darkness of a world
that was nothing like the darkness or the world I'd always known, and lay there trembling.

After along time | let go of mysdlf again; stretched out my knotted muscles, pushed back the covers. |
got up and took a leak, ate some of the leftover fruit I'd stuffed into my pockets, went to the glass doors
that opened onto a narrow balcony. The stars were out, their millions crowding the night sky—that dead
black nothingness that was so much greater, and stronger, and more permanent than any of them.

| recognized a pattern suddenly, the congtellation called Orion—recognized it in a stolen memory of
Jule's. This sky looked totally unfamiliar when | matched it against my own memoaries. So did any night sky
| ever saw, even Quarro’s. Growing up in buried Oldcity, I’d never seen the stars.

As| stood there, | realized suddenly that | wasn't the only one awake in the house any more. | caught
the candleflame of someone else's thoughts wandering the same night sky, invisible to my eyes but not to
my mind, watching the same stars, the same black emptiness between them ... thinking like | had that no
one else ever saw them that way. | let mysdaf weave a little deeper into the strands of unguarded thought:
Doubts and longings, unnamed fears, memories of death, loss, emptiness ... a sadness so deep that when |
reached it | broke contact, because it was too painful. It was a mind I'd seen once before. One I'd never
expected to hald the kind of things I'd just found there. It was Lady Elnear.

| looked down at my hands, clenched over the railing of the balcony. The fight scars on my knuckles
showed silver-white in the moonlight. | remembered how even before I'd met her, I'd figured the Lady had
everything anybody could want; everything | didn't have—money, power, family. But she felt logt, helpless,
trapped indde the motion of things she couldn’t control—surrounded by enemies and strangers. I'd never
imagined that someone like her, living in a place like this, could feel that kind of helplessness ... a
helplessness as total as my own. | let go of the raling, let my hands fdl back to my sides ... touched her
mind again, just enough to keep contact, not enough to intrude.

| waited until she left her window at last, drifting slently back to her bed, Hill thinking that she was
alone. The aching awareness of her life had been made smal again, bearable again, by her awareness of
the night, so that she could try to sleep.

I went back to my own bed and lay down again, findly, and dept.



FIVE

&K N >»

About three seconds after dawn somebody came crashing into my deep like a balt of lightning. “Are you
dill sleeping—?" It was Jro taMing. His voice took a sudden broken leap of about an octave in the middle
of the sentence.

“Not any more.” | pushed my face up out of my pillow, feding like shit. “What do you want?”’

“I want you to fix my hair like that. And that thing you did to Daric, that was redly a fanged move, |
want that too. Why don’t you have any pajamas?”’

“Jeezu.” | let my head drop back into the pillow. “I’m too tired.”
He jerked my arm. “You work for Centauri, you take orders from me.”

| sat up, so fast that he didn't have time to move. My hand clamped around his arm, just over the
ebow: “You want to know what | did to Daric—?"

His mouth fell open, and he aimost fell over himsdf trying to pull away. | shoved him, letting him go.
“Get the hdl out of my room.”

He scrambled backwards toward the open door, his mind a tangle of asinine awe and terror. The door
dammed shut.

| lay down again, and tried to go back to sleep. But adrenaline was dumping into my veins now as |
remembered where | was, and why. Findly | pushed mysaf up again and ssumbled into the bathroom. |
stood in the fresher for along time, letting it needle my skin numb and loosen up my muscles, my brain.

| stopped to look at myself in the mirror when | stepped out. My eyes ill looked like somebody else’s.
My hair dill looked the same, standing up in soft fingers, even after I'd dept oniit. | touched it; good stuff. |
wondered if I'd have to shave my head to get rid of it.

I went back out into my room, dill fedling alittle dazed. | picked through the clothes I'd brought, hating
the sight of them, the company logos and what they stood for.

“Where' d you get dl those scars on your back? ... Are you a merse? Were you in a war?’

| looked up. Jiro was in the doorway again, staring at me. “No. Yeah ... sort of.” | caught up the first
shirt | could get my hands on, and jerked it over my head.

“I wish | was you,” he said, dreamy eyed.

“No you don't.” Stupid little bastard.

“Is that a tattoo—?"

“Yeah.”

“Why do you have Draco’s logo tattooed on your butt?’

| looked down at the blue lizard dithering up my hip, the holoed collar of feathers or flames shimmering
around its head. | could never see the thing well enough to tell which it was, feathers or flames. “It's not
Draco’s logo.”

“Yesitis, the dragon and the sunburst—"

“It'sjugt alizard.” | saw the tube of gl Braedee had given me lying in a tangle of clothes. | picked it
up and threw it a him. “Here. Put this on your hair and let it set.” Hoping that would get rid of him. But
instead he came on into the room. He planted himsdlf in front of my bathroom mirror like it was his own. |
finished dressing, as quickly as | could.
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“Hey, this doesn't work—!" Jiro stuck his head out of the bathroom as | was starting for the door.

| stopped, looking back at him. His shoulder-length hair stood up and then flopped down again over his
face, like black curtains. | bit my lip to keep from laughing. “Y our hair’s too long.”

He pushed it up and back again, squinting. “Well, what am | supposed to do?’
| shrugged, “Cut it off,” and |eft the room.

Everyone else was dill aseep, even the servants. | went downstairs, moving as softly as | could,
relieved to be alone. | wandered until | found the kitchen, which was as big as a warehouse. At least it was
cleaner. | went from counter to counter, nervous but hungry, querying systems until I'd gotten what |
needed from the hot and cold units. On the far side of the room there were doors opening into a smdl
courtyard. | went outside and sat down on a wooden bench, gulping black coffee and ligening to birdsong,
waiting for the sun, or whatever happened next.

“I'm hungry.” | felt the bright, tangled web of a child’'s mind behind the words; looked up as Talitha
came shuffling out into the courtyard, dragging a blanket and wearing bugs on her feet.

“Ask your mother,” | said, damned if | was going to be a servant for every taMing who looked at me.
“She's asleep.” She stopped in front of me, pressing the blanket against her face.

“Ask your brother, he's not.”

“Jro woke me up.”

| sighed. “Me too.”

“He said | didn't get any dessert yesterday...” Her gray eyes filled with sudden tears. “He said | didn't
get any dessert because | was a bad girl, | fell asleep at the table. He ate dl my desserts.”

| stood up as the damp wave of her misery rolled into my brain. “Your brother's a croach. Here.”
Reaching into my pockets, | emptied out the candy and nuts I'd brought back from dinner lagt night. “I
saved dessert for you last night. Eat this first,” | pointed at what was left of my food.

Her eyes went wide. She scrambled up onto the bench and began to eat, dill looking at me. “You're
my specia friend, right?’

“Right.” | amiled, and touched her hair. Maybe she said that to everybody, but what the hell. | needed
to hear it; it felt good. | went back into the kitchen and began to get myself some more breakfast.

Someone's surprise caught me from behind—surprise so sharp it was amost anger. | turned around
and Lady Elnear was standing across the room. She wasn’t expecting to see anyone, especially not me.

| felt my expression turn guilty as | saw her face, as if she'd caught me stealing food, instead of just
preparing it. | forced myself to meet her eyes, to remember that | had aright to eat, at least.

“You're up very early, Mez Cat,” she said. Not happy about the fact.
“So are you,” | said, because | couldn’t think of anything else. “Ma am.”

“I’ve aways gotten up very early.” She came dowly into the kitchen, and began to cal up some tea. “I
vaue this time alone before the day begins, before anyone else is about, to disturb me.” She had her back to
me, but | could feel the sharp edge of every word. “Do you aways get up so early?’

“No, maam,” | said. “I like the night. It's what I'm used to.” My second breakfast did up onto the
counter in front of me. | picked it up, before | let myself look at her again. | could feel her eyes on me,
guestioning. “1 didn’t plan on getting up so early. Couldn’t deep. Guess I'm ill alittle time warped. | didn’t
figure you'd be up this early either.”

“Oh? Why not?’



Without redlly thinking about it, | said, “Last night, when | couldn’t sleep, and you were...” | broke off,
too late, as she suddenly knew what | meant. All the expression disappeared from her face, but her mind
recoiled as if I'd seen her naked.

| set my food down again. “Maybe I'll go back to bed.” Redizing with akind of sick frustration that 1'd
just completely destroyed any trust that might have been starting between us yesterday. Not looking at her
now, | headed for the door.

“Please be ready to go into the city with me in three hours. I'm going to the Arm today,” she said, her
voice resigned and cold. “I’m told you will accompany me.”

“Yes, maam.” | nodded, Hill without looking at her, just wanting to get out of there. As | went back
dong the hdl | heard Talitha's voice, “Auntie look! Dessert!”

When it was time, | went back down. The Lady and Jardan were waiting together at the entrance, side
by side. They looked like they were waiting for the enemy. Or for me. | felt my face settle into a frown.

A mod that was larger and more plush—and a lot more secure—than any I'd ever been in carried us
back toward the coast. After awhile N’'yuk began to take on redlity in the distance, risng above the sprawl
of the surrounding urbs, a manmade mountain range of peaks and valleys, one solid block fused from the
skeletons of the countless ancient corporate towers that had squatted there on the bedrock of an idand
between two rivers. The rivers were bridged by arcing buttresses of more structure.

The dully-gleaming mass of it swallowed us at last, down through a crevice and into its hidden nervous
system. We took some kind of shuttle from the garage. It sucked us through transparent tubes toward the
degtination that Elnear gave it—gliding, dowing down, shifting our track; guided by some invisble master
plan that shuffled the moving vehicles like someone juggling at the speed of light. | caught glimpses of
storefronts, offices, restaurants. People did everything here, spent their entire lives here, dl of them pulled
into the gravity well of a government center alot of people wanted to believe was as obsolete as a human's
appendix. Somewhere in the middle of dl this the Federation Assembly and the FTA Security Council both
met, and tried to outmaneuver each other.

And somewhere else, in the real, hidden heart of city, was the brain that made it dl work: the
communications and data core that was one of the brightest stars in the invisble universe called the
Federation Net. One perfect telhassum crystal no bigger than my thumb was able to store dl the
information, contain al the mind-boggling manipulations of it that kept this city’s systems from collgpsing of
their own data density. They only needed a few thousand more in order to calculate hyperspace jumps for
most of the ships leaving this mainline port. Telhassum made the kind of computing power the Federation
had to have cheap and easy to use ... and as long as the FTA kept contral of it, the Council would never
lose its influence over how the Federation ran.

Findly we entered the government complex. The blue logo of a dowly turning Earth, which the
Federation Trade Authority had decorated with wings and claimed for its own, watched me like a shining
eye from datascreens and wallways as the shuttle car dowed for its find stop. We exited into the
velvet-covered fist of a security station. Lady Elnear and Jardan waited patiently while my databand was
doublechecked, while | was bodyscanned, retina- and finger-printed, holoed, filesearched, and registered.

The FTA didn't take any chances here; they couldn’t afford to. The vulnerability of the Council, and
the massive concentration of city around it, was enough to make a stone paranocid—and the FTA had at
least that much imagination. It was hard for me to imagine how even a flea ever got this far without
someone noticing it, somewhere in the overlapping layers of security they must have crusting this place. |
was real glad the commendation I'd been given after the FTA had finished with me had gone on record for
the data check to spit up ... and that because of it my crimind record had been sealed. Now that | had a
databand | wasn't a nonperson; | was rea to the Federation Net. The only problem with not being invisble
any more was that too many people got to see you naked.

When | was clean enough to suit the security registers, and imprinted on their system forever, they let



us go back into the flow of human traffic heading deeper into the maze. By now | was completely logt, al
over again. | didn't like the feding. People passed us on dl sides—riding bicycles, some of them pulling
buggies, in floating carts; even on skates. We walked, because Elnear believed in exercise. | thought about
the only FTA plexes I'd ever seen the indde of: their Corporate Security station in Oldcity, and the Contract
Labor processing center where I'd started a one-way trip to hell. They both looked like prisons. This place
didn’t bring back any memories; the only thing that looked the same was the Federation Sedl plastered on
everything and everyone in sight. The imitation reality around me was as full of reflecting surfaces that
turned your eyes away from the truth as the walls of any combine's HQ.

We were passing through the fringes of the actual Assembly nucleus. | began to notice more and more
different combine colors around us, more than 1'd ever seen in one place before. But then, I'd never been
here before. Lady Elnear wore no logo at al. Jardan was wearing the logo that wasn’t Centauri’s a her
throat again. Findly | asked what it was, just to break up the monotony. She glanced at me with a kind of
blesk annoyance, and said, “Why do you bother to ask?”

| stopped where | was. “You redly think al | want to do is get into your mind, or hers?’ | gestured at
Lady Elnear, who was walking ahead of us, taking with someone wearing an FTA indgnia | picked his
name out of his thoughts, and some random bits of what he was thinking about, like Braedee had ordered
me to. He'd told me to memorize everyone she talked to, and why, in case there was some clue in what
happened that | wouldn’t recognize. In the back of Elnear’s own mind a strand of her attention was always
turned toward me, making every word she said painfully self-conscious. “Don't flatter yourself.”

Jardan’ s mouth tightened.

“I'm working for you—"

“You're working for Centauri.”

I looked down at the logo on my jacket. “Then who the hell are you working for?”’

“Thisis the ChemEnGen logo.” | felt the heat of the defiance behind it, and remembered: Lady Elnear
was a controlling stockholder, with a place on ChemEnGen’s ruling board. But now Centauri controlled
ChemEnGen, and Jardan’s boss. And now | understood what that badge really was—a finger raised in the
face of every taMing who saw her.

“That takes alot of guts,” | said, but she didn't smile. | looked away from the wdl of her eyes.

Elnear stood waiting up ahead, looking back at us—listening. | wondered how much freedom she really
thought she had, just because she didn't wear a logo here. This was her real work, Jardan had said. |
rubbed the patch on my jacket as we went on.

A part of my mind was always reaching out ahead of us and behind while we walked, scanning the
other minds around us. | told mysdlf | was looking for something wrong; but | knew | was like an
ex-blindman, redly looking just because | could. Almost everyone | scanned was interested in seeing
someone else dead, but none of them had Elnear in mind. And none of them were crazy enough even to
think about trying anything here. It was hard to imagine anywhere that Elnear could be safer. But Braedee
claimed that his own security had picked up someone tracking her here with a dartgun.

Eventudly we reached the Drug Enforcement Arm nucleus and Elnear’s office in it, deep in the FTA’s
sector of the plex. | looked up at the Arm’s logo riding beside the FTA’s above her door—the black wings
of a shadow-thing reaching out and down to circle a galaxy. | wondered if that was supposed to reassure
anybody. After my walk through the minds of the Federation Assembly, | felt like I'd been cleaning toilets
with my brain. | let the thought tracers shrivel up and die, relieved. Two days ago I'd been ready to do
anything to get back my Gift... Somehow it was too easy to forget that everything had two sides.

“You're unusualy subdued,” Jardan said to me, as we went insde. The translucent office door began
to dip shut behind us.

“I'm doing my job.” | said. | followed her past a couple of curious office technicians toward Elnear’s
private inner office.



“Elnear!” someone called, from out in the hallway. | turned, looking back as the outer door flashed open
again to let in Daric taMing. | caught a whiff of his thoughts as my mind crossed his track. | broke contact;
he stank. He was part of the family. That was one mind nobody was going to force me into headfirst. |
hadn’'t been able to scan him last night, but what | caught today matched what 1I'd seen then better than |
would have liked. It was 4ill hard for me to believe he was actualy Jule's brother. But then, she was the
one the family thought was crazy.

He pushed between me and Jardan as if we didn’t exist, and went on across the room to Elnear’s inner
office. She stood behind the antique metal desk looking like she hoped he wasn’t going to climb over it. He
was violating her sanctuary, she couldn’t stop him; she didn’t like it. “What, Daric?’

“Vote today, Elnear. Just wanted to remind you. You will be there, of course—Centauri is counting on
ChemEnGen'’s support, as always.” He knew she wouldn't forget, knew that she'd vote their way. He just
enjoyed rubbing in the salt.

“Of course,” she said, and sat down, doing her best to pretend he’' d already gone. “ Goodbye, Daric.”

“Goodbye, Elnear.” He turned on his hed, dl his motions 4ill full of too much energy, the way they’d
been lagt night. He started back through us toward the door. | moved out of his way. It was the wrong thing
to do. He stopped, cocking his head at me. “Hey, new aide,” he said, as if he'd just noticed me. “How’s
your first day on the job? Just fascinating, I'll bet.”

| didn't say anything.
“Oh, come on.” He folded his arms. “You can speak frankly. We're dl friends.”
| shrugged. “It'sdl right.” | forgot to say “sir.”

He didn't cal me onit. “Only ‘dl right'?’ he repeated, enjoying himself a lot more than | was. “Where
are you from, anyway?’

“Ardattee. Quarro,” | said, not meeting his eyes.

He was actudly surprised. “The Hub? ... No wonder we don’'t impress you. You'll have to tdl me al
about it—are table manners redly passé there?’ He was watching to see if he drew blood. It took dl the
control | had left, but | didn't bleed. “Wdll, be sure to enjoy your stay on Earth. All of human history is here
for you to enjoy, stuffed and mounted ... if my aunt ever alows you any time off for good behavior.” He
looked away from me, back at Elnear. “Loan him to me some evening, Elnear. My friends would kill one
another to meet him...Oh. Sorry. Pardon the expression.” He was already moving toward the door; he was
gone before anyone could ruin his fun, or his face.

| followed Jardan into the inner office. A security screen blinked on across its door. Jardan went to
Elnear's sde, murmuring something | didn’'t bother trying to hear. 1 sat down on the window ledge. It
wasn't actually a window, but a holo that did a decent job of looking like a view of the ocean. | looked at it,
sunlight winking on blue water far away. | could see why she needed one.

| looked back again at the Lady and Jardan. The air was so thick with bad fedling that it was hard to
breathe. | felt like a lightning rod. | thought about dl the things | wanted to say about Gentleman Daric, and
tried to forget them again. Instead, | said, “What would happen if you didn't vote the way the taMings want
youto ... maam?’ as Jardan glared at me.

Elnear sighed, looking around her for something that didn’'t seem to be there. “Well...” she said, her
gaze 4ill wandering, as if she were discussing a missing stylus, “I leave that to your imagination, Mez Cat.”
She meant that | could find out if | redly wanted to, but she didn’t feel like spdling it out just to satisfy my
curiogity. She was thinking that they would sdl off ChemEnGen's patents and chop its network into smdl
separate bits, and feed the pieces one by one into the open jaws of the biosci Lack Market... At least, that
was how Charon had put it to her. He was the head of Centauri’s ruling board, and she didn't have any
reason to doubt what he said. She pushed away from the desk, her formfoam chair resettling around her as
she looked up at me; there was something in her eyes that | hadn’t seen there before. Suddenly | was
remembering what |'d said to Braedee about blackmailers—and what he'd said to me about politics.



“Doesit redly matter that much to you?’ | asked. “Enough to let them blackmail you?’
“Yes,” she nodded, “it does.” She didn't tell me why.

| glanced at Jardan. “1 thought Jardan said you set up some kind of noninterference contract when you
married in, Lady.”

“| thought so, too.” A sadness filled her that had nothing to do with any betrayals of trust. It was gone
again before | could see more. “While my husband was dive, everything went well. Then after his death ...
well, you remember that | advised you to have your contracts with the taMings reviewed ... 7’

“You mean you didn't?’ | said, surprised. | got up from my seat.

“Not carefully enough, it seems. They have some of the most powerful legal advisories operating in the
Federation.”

| looked down. “You don't think ... is there anybody at ChemEnGen who'd be angry enough to want
you dead over that?’

Jardan stiffened. Elnear shook her head. “I'm dl that stands between them and a complete loss of
autonomy. | don't think so.”

| nodded. “1 guess everything works like that around here.” | didn’'t expect an answer; figured | already
knew it.

But she smiled faintly. “Not in this office,” she said, as if somehow the FTA’s symbol over her door
had some kind of power to protect what she did.

“What makes you think the Arm is any better than anything else?’ | waved a hand at the door and
what lay outside it. “It's just what they call it—arm. Another way for the Security Council to use muscle on
the combine vips when the Council’s out to get it their way. The FTA’s no better than the combines. It
controls the telhassum market; it runs Contract Labor. It's dl the same, just power plays. More blackmail.”

“For someone who' s been here less than one day, you seem to have formed some strong opinions,” she
sad, mildly; but | felt her impatience and irritation stick me in the ribs. And as | watched her, suddenly she
changed again: suddenly she wasn't a vague, empty, aging woman, but someone who belonged behind that
desk. “If you are going to work for me, you had better understand how we look at thingsin this office.” She
motioned at me to st down again. | sat.

“To begin with,” she said, “let me tell you something about the society we live in. Most people believe
that human beings 4ill run it. But | think they’re wrong. All these centuries we have been waiting for our
machines to get too smart for us and turn us into dinosaurs. We never redlized we'd already created the
next step in our own evolution...” The interstellar combine. She went on, teling me her pet theories about
how the Federation redly operated. She claimed no single human, or even a ruling board, actually controlled
the largest combines now. Instead, humans had become the combines’ toals, just like the Al systems and
databanks they’ d developed to make the interstellar networks possible in the first place.

“You redly believe that?’ | said, trying not to let her hear how | really felt about the idea.

She nodded. “And I’'m not aone. There are many logic-studies that conclude the same thing. No one
has absolute proof—no one has ever directly communicated with a network core. But | redly believe that
the combines are the evolving beings of a new order; that they are the way the living universe is
accommodating itself to space travel.”

Human space travel. | thought about the Hydrans, the Net of ps energy they’d based their own
civilization on.

“The combines are the lions and tigers of a new age,” she said, “ruthless, and totdly amoral.” They had
evolved and changed to fill the niches of the super-ecology caled the Federation, and their individud styles

and levels of operation were the mutations that had fitted them to their functions. Some of them had
evolved toward such massive augmentation that one or two or a handful of what had been humans became



an entire network. Most of them had gone the other way, using millions of separate human beings as the
cdls of their supersystems. The combines took care of those individud cells as wel as it suited their
needs—some better, some worse. But most of them expected the kind of unquestioning loyalty in return
that a body would expect of its own flesh. If you betrayed them, you were dead, or as good as. And any
individuas or human services that fdl between the cracks of their needs were invishle, as far as they were
concerned.

I glanced down at my databand. I'd been invisble for along time; it hadn’'t been an easy life.

“We can't judge the combines by human standards,” she said, “any more than we can expect them to
treat individua human beings as if we were their equals. The FTA is the only independent system capable
of interacting on an equa basis with the combines.” Her eyes never left my face, even while | looked
down. “Over the centuries it's taken on the job of filling those empty spaces, protecting the rights of the
individua human being. The FTA maintains a safe balance—a kind of Humane Society, if you will, working
for the protection of our no-longer-dominant species. And that is what we do here, and that iswhy | choose
to work for them.”

| looked up at her again. It sounded so perfectly reasoned, like a speech... It was a speech, one she'd
given again and again. She was good, redly believable. And she redly believed every word of it. Maybe it
was even true, for her. But the FTA she thought she knew wasn't the one | knew. I’d survived living in the
cracks; but not because of anything the FTA had ever done for me. I’d gotten the FTA’s attention a few
times—but what they’d done to me then had only made my life worse. “I guess I've got a lot to learn,” |
sad, but the words were as sour as vomit in my throat.

She broke off, half-frowning. It wasn't the response she was used to getting. She looked away from
me, resenting the tone of my voice, my atitude, my presence, me. “The vote is at four,” she said to Jardan,
looking down at her desktop again as she turned toward her access unit. “1 won't review the report, since |
already know what my vote will be. But | have a lot of my own work to do by then. Philipa, will you cal up
the Sarumo file and find out what became of that data about Triple Gee? And then | guess the
usual—request, turn down, and put off. Get the correspondence processing ... when you get to that point,
come back and show Mez Cat how to do it. He might as well earn his keep.” She glanced up at me again
findly, lifting her eyebrows.

“Yes, maam,” | said, amogt relieved. Any kind of work at dl had to be better than stting around until
my butt got numb, waiting for Braedee to tell me | was free again.

Jardan nodded, and started for the door. She stopped again as the security screen blinked off. “Will you
be dl right dlone—like this?’ She amost looked at me.

Elnear’s glance followed the twitch of Jardan’s head. Every time her eyes registered me a smal shock
ran through her, as if my face kept dtartling her. “1 expect s0,” she said, a little dryly. “I'll keep him
occupied somehow.” She was thinking that if something sensitive came up, she'd send me out on an
errand...

“It won't help,” | said.
“What?’ She looked at me, blank-faced with surprise.

“Sending me out. You'd have to send me farther than that. If | want to know what happens here I'll
know it. Look, it really doesn’t matter—" | pushed on before the protest could form on her lips. “Like you
sad, Lady, what do | know about anything? | don’t care what you do.”

“Centauri does,” Jardan said.

| shook my head. “All | know is that they want you to stay dive to go on doing it. All | want is my
money.”

Elnear sighed, and waved Jardan gone. The screen came back on as she left, shutting us in together.

“Please never do that again,” Elnear said, when we were alone.



“What?’
“You know.”
Listen to her thoughts, and answer them out loud. | nodded. “Sorry, Lady.”

Something that was a cross between amusement and annoyance pulled at her mouth. “You know,
somehow when you address me as ‘Lady,’ it sounds entirely different ... rather like you were ydling at me
from a street corner.” She turned away again, as her phone chimed.

| waited while she talked with the shimmering face on the other end, doing something strange with her
left hand on the console part of the time ... some kind of direct neura transfer. Somehow it surprised me to
redize she was augmented—nbut | could feel her using, her brain transferring and caling up data, storing
new facts; communicating with her caler on some other, independent level even while they taked, ill
pretending to be only human. And these people hated psions, and called us unnatural—when they had to rip
apart their bodies, rewire half their brain with custom bio ware, just to get a pale imitation of what a psion
was born with.

| looked away again, studying the office, staring at the clutter on her desk—an uneasy mix, like she
was. A crystal vase filled with dried flowers, tape readers and strange little books, datadots inside a security
sedl, a handmade cup ... old holos of Tditha and Jiro and a man who was a taMing, but not one I'd met. |
redlized it must be a picture of her dead husband. The access unit she was using looked like a piece of
stretched black silk. Her console was totaly out of my league, from what | could see of how it
worked—which was nothing at dl.

Across the room under a dow-moving sculpture painting there was a more norma unit, with a
touchboard and trodes; probably meant for an aide, or someone like Jardan. | stood up as Elnear finished
her call. “Ma am, you mind if | use that port?’ | pointed.

“What do you want to do with it?’
“You have a map of N'yuk | can access?”

She nodded, figuring that would keep me out of trouble for a while. She did something with her hand
and light showed on the unit. “That one answers to ‘Twinkle€',” she said, and looked a little embarrassed, as
if she'd never redly listened to how the name sounded before.

““Twinkle'.” | kept my face expressionless as | went to Twinkle and sat down to ask it for what |
wanted. It pulled the map for me. | put on the trodes, let the data slowfeed into my memory so that | could
get a clearer idea of what | was learning. It was a good map, with a lot of overlays—of the underlying
substructures, of major landmarks, of where to find a place to eat, to pray, to get your teeth fixed... Once it
had settled in I'd be able to get around amost like a native. At least that was one kind of lost | wouldn't
have to be any more.

But there was one area on the map that was gill a blur when | was through ... an area at the southern
tip of the city, cdled the Deep End. There was a street grid, but it was incomplete, and what happened
there wasn't on any reference lists. The fact that it was missng was a warning; if you went there, you
were on your own. You didn't find spots like that on the map of a combine clave; but the Federal Trade
Didtricts always had them. Free zones, safety valves, escape hatches—feeder tanks. Oldcity had been one
of those. | knew what I'd find in the Deep End. | hoped | wouldn't need it.

Only about ten minutes had passed while | let my thoughts walk around inside the map grid. When |
came up for air Elnear was lost in her own business, even managing to forget for ten minutes that | was in
the room. | went back into the datafiles and chose a dozen other things that looked interesting or useful;
modtly things that would tell me more about how a vip's aide filled up a day. | tried to get them to transfer
continuoudly, but the best Twinkle would do was three at a time. Absorbing al the files I'd chosen took me
about another twenty minutes.

Then | asked for the threedy scan, looking for something to help pass the time while my mind cooled
off. Even watching threedy shows had been an education, once I'd gotten out of Oldcity. At first I'd



watched the most mindless shit on the Net, dl the time, the same way |'d eaten food—just because | could.
But it hadn’t taken me long to see that the threedy could teach me things I'd never get out of a datafile,
about how people who always had enough to eat and a decent job acted around each other. I'd already
learned, the hard way, how much | didn’'t know about that.

And coming here had given me a whole new leve of ignorance and inadequacy to sink to... As |
thought about that my stomach began to hurt. | tried not to think about it, tried to concentrate on what

| was seeing in the air in front of me as show after show winked by. | couldn’t believe the number of
channds Elnear had open—all the public accesses, and five times as many pay ones with full sensory feed.
Most of the subscription channels were only corporate propaganda, the combines way of sending
messages and warnings to each other without seeming to. But some of the channels were experimentals,
sending incredible visons, sounds, and sensations vibrating like drug dreams through my brain.

| dropped back into public access findly, too strung out to enjoy anything that intense. Ordinary light
and noise was enough... “Stop,” | said suddenly, freezing a taking head in the air in front of me. It was a
man giving a speech; not the kind of thing | liked to watch even now unless | wanted to catch up on my
deep. But there was something different about this face—something | couldn’'t look away from, once I'd
seen it. Something | had to see more of.

He had one of the most beautiful faces I'd ever seen. | leaned back in my seat, watching him speak,
somehow forced to listen to what he was saying: “...And | believe that we logt something more than smply
our identity as a people,” he was saying, “when we left our homeworld for the stars. We lost our
understanding of our uniqueness in the eyes of God. The combines have become our idea of heaven, where
dl our physical needs are provided for, our lives laid out for us in perfect comfort from birth until death. It
has become too easy to forget that there was once a higher purpose that drove us to succeed where other
beings failed—"

“Greed,” | muttered, disgusted. A religion hyper, shilling for some combine, probably. Holy war. |
thought | was about to change the channel, but somehow | went on listening instead; not because | liked
what he was saying, but because | couldn’t help liking him. It wasn't just the way he looked, but something
about the way he was—the openness, the earnestness, the sincerity as he told the people accessing him to
“see the humanity that bound them together, as they looked into a stranger’s face...”

Y ou could change the way your own face looked, and he probably had. But you couldn't buy that kind
of charisma. You had to be born with it. | stared at him, fascinated, even while | felt a kind of envy twist
ingde me.

“Mez Cat.” Jardan’s voice broke in on his, making me jump. “What are you doing?’ she asked, staring
at the image flickering in the air in front of me.

“Nothing.” | blanked the port, and shrugged.
“Sojourner Stryger,” she said. “Somehow | didn't expect that he would be to your tastes.”
| frowned. “Why? Is he a friend of yours?’

Her mouth pursed up. “He is the leader of the Reviva Movement, and an extremely active lobbyist for
humanitarian causes.”

“One of those,” | said. She ignored that, and told me to come with her. In the outer office she
introduced me to the rest of Elnear’s staff. They nodded and mumbled, looking at me with their disbelief
showing. | wondered what Elnear’s other aide had been like. Not like me, | guessed.

The work Jardan expected me to do was dull, but | did it. Findly Elnear left her office to go to the
Assembly. Jardan and | went with her as far as the transparent-walled viewing gdlery; that was as close
as nonmembers ever got to the Assembly floor. The Assembly Hall looked just like it did in dl the media
pieces. long and high, with the ancient logo of a flaming sun circled by nine worlds, the origind Federation.
A lot of combines hated that logo; hated even the name of the Federation, because it suggested too much
centralized control. But by now it was tradition, and they were stuck with it, just like they were stuck with



the Charter that alowed the FTA to initiate its own policies, independent of them.

Tier after U-shaped tier of seats faced the curve of the Security Council’s High Seat, enough to hold a
thousand combine representatives. The fact that my mind was working again only heightened the redlity of
the Assembly members moving restlessly in the seats down below. With a bug in your ear you could
actually hear what they said—the arguments, the charges and counter-charges, the options open in
whichever endless resource war they were trying to settle today. Most of the data I'd accessed in Elnear’'s
office this morning had to do with what happened here.

This vote was something strictly among the combines. The FTA’s Security Council was mediating, but
they weren't inputting anything ... at least not anything we could witness. They weren’t even here in the
flesh. At first | wasn't sure, through the murmur of so many other minds down below. But | narrowed my
focus until | was positive—they were only projections, holos, ghosts. “Why aren’t they up there?’ | asked
Jardan.

“What are you taking about?’ she said.
“The Security Council. They’re holos, not the real people.”

She looked at me, startled. She bit her tongue before she could ask me how | knew that; because she
aready knew how | knew. “For security reasons.”

“Isthat why they cdl it the Security Council?’ | knew the second | asked it that | should have kept my
mouth shut. No, it wasn't.

“No, it isn't. Spare me your sense of humor,” she said, and looked away.

| looked down at the Assembly floor again. The eerie thing about it—the thing that you only reslized
here—was that unless you were wired for sound nothing seemed to be happening. There was nothing but
silence on the chamber floor. All the debate or discussion was done sub vocaly, or in ways even stranger
and more private. | wondered what was happening down there that never even touched us, up here in the

gdlery.

Jardan pointed out Elnear, sitting motionless in the middle tier, waiting to cast her predetermined vote. |
wondered whether most of the ‘neutra’ parties down there had had their minds made up for them the way
she had, by pressure from merger partners with a lot of arm. | remembered what she'd told me about the
combines, and as | watched disembodied numbers begin to tdly on my chair arm, the feding insde me that
something important was happening down there died. Maybe she was right—those hundreds of humans
around her really were nothing but mouths, ports; the combines were talying the outcome for them. And
yet her dngle vote dill mattered, at least to Centauri. | found Daric taMing up in the first tier of
seats—each tier was a little more comfortable than the last, as they got closer to the High Seat. All the
combine reps had equa votes; but some were Hill more equa than others.

And then there was the Security Council, up there on the High Seat, independent of them dl and
flaunting it. The Security Council made the FTA’s rules, played out its own games that were usualy played
againgt the will of some part of the Assembly. The Assembly could vote down a Security Council ruling, but
it took a two-thirds mgority, and with the combines aways at each others' throats, it had to be a damned
unpopular law to get them dl united against it. The Council was the FTA’s brain, and Elnear was up for one
of itsdots. | wondered how much more satisfying that would be than what she had now. Maybe it would
just be different.

The voting was over. | stared at the numbers on the screen; blinked, redlized I'd been staring at them
without blinking for way too long, while my brain shuffled through the information I'd swallowed whole this
morning. “Who won?’ The numbers didn’'t mean anything, when | didn’'t know what they’d been voting for.

“It doesn’'t matter,” Jardan murmured, and |eft her seat.
“That’s cosmic,” | said, and she frowned.

Elnear met us down below, and we started back through the maze of hals. Her face was longer than



I’d seen it dl day.

“Lady Elnear...” Someone caled her name from behind us. | looked back, tracking through the crowd
with two sets of eyes and ears. No one | knew ... someone Elnear and Jardan did know. | watched a
smdl, slender man coming toward us, ill pushing people aside even though Elnear had stopped to wait for
him. And suddenly | realized | knew him, too; he was the one I’d been watching on the threedy. Nobody
else could have a face like that.

“Sojourner Stryger,” Elnear said, nodding uncertainly.

“Lady Elnear.” He stopped in front of us; about a dozen people materiaized around him in the seconds
that followed. His people. “It must be God's will that we should meet by chance this way...”

Chance, hell. Surprise pinched me hard. He was out of breath; he'd chased her through the crowds dl
the way from the Assembly Hall. | stared at him. Even in person he had the most flawless face I'd ever
seen. Skin, hair, eyes—every feature so perfect that my own eyes couldn’t find anything wrong with them
... except that they were too perfect. It had to be a cosmo job; but even redizing it, my eyes kept liking
him.

I made myself look at Elnear without listening to what he said. | felt the blow of her ordinariness hit me,
breaking the spdl of his face; felt the raw pain of her self-consciousness as she looked at him. She
struggled past it, trying to listen and not to look...

“...about the upcoming debate before the media,” he was saying. “I hope you will not take this in a
negative way, since we'll both be speaking in support of the same viewpoint ... but have you considered
whether your principles might not be compromised? After dl, if the Federation does in fact deregulate
pentryptine, ChemEnGen stands to make a great dead of profit ... they do hold the ancestral controlling
patent on the entire pentatryptophine family, | believe.”

Pentryptine. It was a drug he was talking about. Back in Oldcity they called it bliss.

Elnear blinked, moved her head. What Stryger had said wasn’t the thing she'd been expecting to hear.
“In fact, Sojourner, my stand is, and has aways been, against deregulaion. As you know, | will be
representing the Drug Enforcement Arm in this public forum...”

I wondered why she called him by his first name; until | realized it wasn't a name. It was a title, one
he'd taken for himself.

He raised his perfect eyebrows as if he was surprised. But he wasn't. | kept watching him, confused,
because nothing about him fit. “Well, | must have been misinformed...” He tapped his forehead with his
finger, looked at her amost quizzicaly. “But surely a person with your long dedication to individua rights
can't believe that there is something wrong in dlowing more widespread application of these drugs? | can
cite hundreds of crimina incidents that have occurred right here in N'Yuk in the past month... The
pentatryptophine drugs have proved safe and harmless in suppressing overt aggression, as well as in
contralling many other forms of antisocial behavior. These things should have been eradicated long ago. It
has seemed to me for some time that we have the way—but not the will—to completely control crimina
behavior.”

Elnear lifted a hand, shook her head dightly. “ Sojourner Stryger, it isn't that | disagree with you on that.
Not at dl. It's amply that if these drugs become widely and easily available there is such potentia for their
abuse. The pentryptine subfamily is also a perfectly safe and harmless way for a combine to control its
population illegdly, to drug them into believing their lives are wonderful, when in fact they are not. I'm
afraid many combines are far too willing to take the easy way out—to take away freedom of choice, and
replace it with mindless gratitude.”

Stryger nodded. The agreement shining in his eyes was real this time. “Of course, precisely. That was
never my intention, and of course | will emphasize that the deregulation should never be alowed to further
misuse—"

Elnear shook her head again, regret showing on her face. “I'm afraid our individud warnings or



precautions won't be enough to stop a flood, once someone removes the dam. | smply don’'t have enough
faith in the power of individud will. | wish | did.” Her eyes clung to his face.

| was staring at him again, too. There was a kind of golden transparency to his skin, his hair, that his
smple street clothes only made brighter. He looked about thirty-five, old enough to look responsible but ill
look young. He was probably older than that. He carried a long wooden pole in his hand, half as thick
around as my wrist, and with haf its length covered with carving; the designs looked like words, but |
couldn’t read them.

“If everyone had your own strength of will, you would not say that, Lady Elnear.” He smiled with
honest respect. His eyes were wide and clear; his voice was like water flowing. | touched his mind again,
just to be sure he was real.

He turned toward me. | redlized suddenly that he'd been looking at me, too, from the corner of his eye
the whole time he was taking to her. “Excuse me...” he said to Elnear, breaking off like he'd only just
noticed me. “Who is this?’

“My new aide.” She sounded relieved, at the sudden change of subject, and that he’' d stopped looking at
her.

“Redly.” He turned those searchlight eyes on me, looking everywhere but into my own eyes. “You
have a rather unusua facia type ... do you have Hydran blood, young man?’ He met my stare at ladt,
found what he’d expected to when he saw green eyes.

And when | saw what was in his eyes then, suddenly | hated his guts. “No.” | started to turn away.

“Forgive me—" His hand caught my arm, pulling me back. “I don't mean to offend you. It's just that
the Hydran people have been a particular interest of mine for along time. I'm not often wrong.” Cdling me
aliar. Thetip of histongue dipped out, wetting his lips just alittle.

“Get your hand off me,” | said, very softly. “Or I'll break your fingers.”
“Cat—" It was Jardan’s hard, high voice. The warning sounded far away and aimost frightened.

Stryger’s hand let me go, but | couldn’t shake his stare. Even as he turned back to Elnear, he was il
looking at me. Someone had set him on me. He'd come dl this way, forced this meeting, just to have a
look at me. Hydran blood.

When he looked at Elnear again, findly, | was 4ill what he was seeing, making him see her in a new
and unexpected way. “Of course,” he murmured, like an apology but not one, “someone in your position
would hardly have a psion on her staff.”

| stared at the back of his head, through it; saw into the nest of maggots squeezed into the space where
his mind ought to be. He was human, dl right.

He went on speaking to Elnear about meaningless details of whatever the thing was they’d been
discussing. | didn't redly listen; the buzzing of his brain was too loud indde my head. He cdled himsdf a
religious man. He was absolutely certain that he knew what God was, and exactly how God wanted it dl to
be... Those people standing around him, waiting with inhuman patience and goodwill for him to finish,
thought he knew, too. He kept glancing at me, as if he couldn’'t keep his eyes off me. My own eyes kept
turning traitor, ill wanting to like his face, even when | could see what lay behind it. | wondered if he had
that effect on everybody; the thought scared the hell out of me.

Findly he finished his business. He took one last look at me and went away down the hdl, his disciples
trailing him on an invisible string. | stood watching him go for too long, until | had to run a few steps to catch
up with Jardan and Elnear.

“What does that scumbag really want—?" | said.
They both glanced back at me, surprised, amost outraged.



“That was Sojourner Stryger,” Elnear said, “of the Revival Movement. It's an extremely popular
prespace-fundamentalist religion; his media appearances draw huge numbers. | would not refer to him as a
... asyoudid, if I were you.” She looked back at me again, letting me see her disapproval, as if | couldn’t
fed it. “He has done more for the dispossessed and exploited in our society than anyone | know of. He has
an impressive record of speaking out in defense of human rights.”

“I know that ... maam. | saw him on the threedy. But what’s he doing here?”’

“Lobbying, probably,” Jardan said bluntly. “He has also amost single-handedly made the deregulation of
pentryptine a real possibility. As a result of his influence, he's under consideration for the same position on
the Security Council as the Lady.”

| amost stopped walking. | forced mysalf to keep moving, to keep up with them.

“We have our differences of opinion on some of matters,” Elnear said, glancing down as if it were her
fault, “but | have no doubt about his effectiveness as a reformer, or the sincerity of his beliefs. He is a
deeply religious man.”

“He hates psions,” | said, looking at her. “How rdligious are you—?"
She looked away. Neither one of them said anything; they began to walk again.

| followed them. “I had afriend,” | said to their backs, “who told me once, ‘In the land of the blind the
one-eyed man is stoned to death.” ” They kept walking. “He was a psion. He's dead now.”

Elnear stopped, turning back. “Mez Cat,” she said findly. “Is there some point to al this?’
| shrugged. “No,” | said, feding my mouth twist down. “No point at al.”

SIX

<N »
| didn’t realy need anything more than the meeting with Stryger to make my day perfect. But when we got

back to the taMing estates, there was a welcoming committee waiting in the yard as the mod settled. Jiro
and his mother, both of them looking grim. One look, and | knew why. He'd cut his hair.

“Elnear, a word with you—" Lazuli said, tight-lipped. Her hands were on Jiro's shoulder’s like clamps.
“About your aide.”

| stood staring at the walls while they talked it over. Jro looked like something with bad teeth had tried
to chew his head off; he'd done it to himsdlf. He liked it that way. His mother didn't. So he’d blamed me.
“Perhaps we had better return to the Crystal Palace...” Lazuli was saying, the anger in her voice gone
dreary now.

“Not at dl,” Elnear said, her own anger gill honed by her embarrassment: She had a freak for an
aide; but worse than that, he was a moron. She couldn’'t fire me, she couldn’t excuse me, she
couldn’t even explain why—"*Mez Cat, you will stay away from my grand-nephew and -niece from now
on. You are not even to speak to them, do you understand?’

| glanced at Jiro, staring up at me with sullen guilt from his mother’s shadow. | looked back at Elnear.
“Yes, maam.” | turned away and started up the steps to the house.

“Mez Cat—" Elnear’s voice.

| stopped.
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“| think that you owe Lady Lazuli an apology.”

| turned back, my jaw clenched so tight | thought I'd never get it open. But then | looked at Lazuli. In
the blue evening light, it could have been Jule standing there, angry and unhappy and confused... “I'm
sorry,” | said. I'm sorry, Jule. | went into the house.

| stayed in my room &l evening, not even bothering to eat.
“HW, Cat.”

| turned back from the windows, reeled my thoughts in; saw Jiro standing in my suddenly open door.
“Jeezu. Stay away from me.”

“You like my hair now?" He grinned self-consciously as he edged into the room, not even sure himsalf
whether he'd come to make fun of me or to gpologize.

| leaned against the glass-paned door, staring out at the night, ignoring him to keep from strangling him.
“Everybody’s real mad at you.”

| looked back at him again. “Get out of here, you little croach.”

“What's a croach?’

“A lying little cheat who makes other people pay for his mistakes.”

“You can't talk to me like that!”

| laughed, past caring what anybody did to me now. “Tel your mother. Fire me.”

“You shouldn’t have told me to cut my hair. That's why | got in trouble.”

| looked at him. “If you're too stupid to understand sarcasm when you hear it, that’s not my fault.”
He looked down. “I knew you were making fun of me...” He pushed at his hair. “I don't care.”
“Then get out.” | started toward him, ready to help him aong.

His other hand was hidden behind him. Suddenly he brought it up. There was aguninit.

| stopped short, and stopped breathing.

“Here,” he said. “1 brought you this.”

“Why?" | asked, my voice dmost strangling.

Sill looking down, he said, “I want you to like me.”

“Or what? Y ou’re going to kill me?’

“Nol! It'sjust atarget laser. Maybe you could use it to practice. Maybe you could show me how...” He
moved closer, holding it out.

| took it out of his hand and threw it across the room. “What the hell do you think | am?’
He stared at me, totaly confused. “You said you were a merse—"
“A merse is somebody who eats shit for money. It isn’t fun.”

“Philipa said you're supposed to guard Auntie. Have you killed a lot of people?” He kept indgting,
blindly, not listening.

Deep in my brain, a black empty hole opened up. | looked into it, needing to feel afraid, but not feding
anything... “One,” | said. “That was one too many.” It sounded meaningless. | looked down at him, seeing



his face again. | shoved him out the doorway into the hall. | dammed the door after him, and locked it. Then
| lay down on my bed and watched my hands tremble for a while. And waited.

When the house was dark and quiet, when dl its minds had their shutters closed, | used the household
system to call for a mod. | dipped outside; stood in the flagstone yard with my fingers crossed. About the
time | was ready to give up and start walking, | saw it come drifting silently down to me.

| wasn't sure it would take my orders, but it did. | got in and it lifted, heading for N'yuk. “I quit,” | said,
watching the taMings fal away behind me. | lifted my finger.

This whole thing had been an insane mistake from the start. They didn't need me, and | didn't need
them. 1’d go into the city; find some kind of work, it didn't matter what. Anything was better than this. |
settled back in my seat. Even from here, | could see the nightglow of the distant shore.

Before long | was dropping down again, somewhere over the urbs. | didn't know where | was going to
land, didn't really care. There was alot of light below me now, arrays of changing colors—too much light.
It looked like ... Grids clicked into place in my mind, artificial memories locking on. | sat up suddenly in my
seat, my hand white-knuckled on the armrest. “Shit.” It was the Centauri Fiedld Complex.

Braedee was waiting on the platform as the mod’'s door sprung open, his arms folded, a amile on his
face. The light coming up from under him made him look inhuman. A dozen Security drones ringed the mod
aready, bristling with weapons. | wondered if he was planning a murder-suicide.

| climbed out, dowly, and stood in front of him.
“*I quit’,” he quoted, and gave me the finger back, unblinking.

| felt my face get hot again. “You heard it right.” Trying not to feel as helpless as he wanted me to.
“What do you want with me? You know everything that goes on anyway.” | jerked my head at the mod,
disgusted.

“Not about what happens insgde the FTA.”
“You mean Lady Elnear redly does get clear of you when she goes to the Arm?’ | asked, surprised.
No comment.

“Wadl, that’s your problem.” | shook my head. “Y ou should have listened to Jardan. She was right. I'm
dl wrong for this, and I’'m out of it—"

“I need you. You're staying until I'm through using you.”

“You can't stop me.” But | couldn’'t help glancing at the mod when | said it. “I'm a free citizen—" |
held up my wrist with the databand.

The databand went dead.

My heart made afist in my chest. | lowered my hand, touched dl the right spots on the band; shook it,
whacked my wrist with my free hand. Nothing woke it up. My hand knotted. “Turn it back on!”

He shook his head, ill smiling.

“You can’t do thisto me.” | couldn’t even imagine how he'd done it. “It’s illegal.”
“You are a Centauri employee. In return for that privilege, you give up some rights.”
“I haven't even signed anything—"

“But your verbal agreement is on record. The rest is a formality.”

“Goddamn it—" | looked away, across the endless Centauri grids crawling with light and activity even
in the middle of the night. The wind brought me a thousand different noises—machinery, motion, voices



caling—the smél of hot metal and ozone. | stood there, lost somewhere in the middle of it, remembering
what it felt like to be invisible.

“Now, tell me about what you saw today. Who you saw; everyone, everything.”

I told him, when | found my voice again. And as | talked, the fedling that | was doing something wrong
grew stronger with every word. Braedee looked bored, impatient, or indifferent at everything | said, but that
didn't mean that | wasn’t violating a trust. Even if it meant Lady Elnear was safer that way, she was losing
something. But | didn’'t see what | could do about it. Or why | should care.

“So you've already met Sojourner Stryger?’ Braedee interrupted suddenly. “What was your impression
of him?’

| told him.

He laughed. “That’ s refreshing. Why are you the only person I've met who didn’t find him likeable?’
“He's a freakhater.”

“Ah.” He nodded. “And you're a freak.”

“Why don't you like him?’ | asked, because he didn't.

“I think he's dangerous. He's a fanatic; he's crawling with a kind of charisma that even people with
real minds seem to find irresigtible ... and he’s got too many supporters.”

“You mean converts?’ | thought of the glazed-looking mob he'd had trailing him.

He amiled, like a death’s head. “1 mean combines. No individud gets the kind of attention, controls the
media base he does, without help. | know what his backers want from him. But I'm not sure he ill
remembers... What | realy want to know is what they’re going to get that they don't expect.”

“How about the FTA? They might give him that Council slot—7"

He shrugged. “The FTA isno more interested in nonexistent purity than anyone else. Everyone on the
Security Council was once someone else’s pawn. Do you play chess?’

“No,” | said, not even sure what it was.

“I didn't think so.” He bent his head at the mod waiting behind me. “Go back to the estate. Seep it off.
Do your job.”

“What about my contract?’
“You actually want to look at it?" he asked.
“You bet your ass, Corpse.”

“It will be accessible on your unit in the morning. | think you'll find it in order.” He sounded amused; |
wondered what was so funny.

“What about my deebee?’ | held my databand out again.
“You'll be dive again when | think you've earned it.”

| turned away, eating my frustration; trying not to give him any more satisfaction than he'd gotten off
me aready. | stopped, suddenly remembering something. “Who's the other psion?’

“What?' he said.
“Besides Jule. There's another one. You didn't tdl me there was a—"

“Where?’ He crossed the space between usin one stride.



“The taMings...” | amost backed up, but there was nowhere to go. “Last night, at dinner. Somebody
tried to use ps on me.”

His hand closed on the front of my shirt. “Don’t ever lielike that to me again. | know everything about
that family. | know what's not possible.”

| held his stare, until dowly his hand loosened.

“You actualy believe that,” he murmured. He looked down at his own hand, moved the fingers, as if he
didn't believe he'd been ready to snap my neck a second ago. “Another telepath?’

| shook my head. “A teek ... telekinetic.”
“What happened?’

“It was little things—trying to make me look stupid. Nothing obvious. Nothing anybody else would even
recognize.”

He frowned at the suggestion that somebody could realy know things he couldn’'t. And then his face
went expressionless; his brain had gone somewhere else. After a second he was seeing me again, and he
sad, “You can't tdl me who it was?’

| shook my head again. “I ... | wasn't wearing the drugs. You think this has anything to do with the
Lady—7?’

“No.” He cut me off before | could even finish the sentence. His face changed. “You must have been
mistaken.”

“l wasn't.”

“Forget about it. Your problem is Lady Elnear, focus on her.” He'd been edging me further backward,
until 1 didn’t have any choice except to get into the mod again.

| put my hand on the mod’s wing door, ducking under it. “1 don't think—"
“Exactly right,” he said. “Don’'t.”

| got in, the door sealed and the mod went up, taking me back to the taMings. | was nearly there before
| looked down, and realized that my databand was dive again. Not until 1'd earned it ...

| went back across the flagstones and into Lady Elnear’s house, as quietly as | could. Right back where
I'd started from; likein a nightmare. | crawled into my bed and lay there, wondering where 1’d be when |
woke up.

“Mez Cat ... may | speak with you?’

The next morning it was Lazuli taMing who caught me with my pants down. | looked up, startled by her
voice, because | hadn't felt anyone coming. | redized too late that I'd forgotten to put on another drug
patch last night. She'd opened the door without knocking before | could even move.

Now she stood staring at me, about as surprised as | was, but with her eyes ill wide open, and no
trace of embarrassment on her face.

Because she didn't look away, | didn't move, staring back at her, my hands at my sides. She was
wearing a long loose gown that drifted against her skin like snow, as if it was defying gravity. After a
handful of heartbeats | findly reached out and caught up my shorts, pulled them on. “Maam?’ | said, my
voice a little hoarse. Now | knew where Jiro got his manners. But then, | was only an employee here.
Maybe | was just another piece of furniture to her; a chair, or a bed... | looked at the bed, back at her.

She blinked; suddenly she looked as awkward as | felt. “Perhaps | should come back later.”



“That'sdl right.” | shrugged, pulling on my pants. Not saying the obvious.
“l just wanted to apologize...” She took a tentative step into the room.
I smiled. “I'll just remember to keep my door locked, ma am.”

She did blush now; haf turned away, turned back. “No—I mean, yes, of course ... | fed like a fool.”
She laughed, that same chiming laughter | remembered from last night. “1 only wanted to say...” she met
my eyes again, “Jro told me this morning that it wasn’t your fault. About his hair.” She smiled helplesdy,
gesturing at her own hair, piled up like black slk on top of her head. “I’'m sorry. | redlly don't know what to
say. You must think we're ... well.” She shrugged. “I’m sure you' ve thought of alot of names yourself.”

| fdt my amile ease. “Yes ma am; afew... | seem to have forgotten them, though.”

| thought she' d leave then, but she stood where she was, her hands hugging her elbows, looking toward
the windows. “It's very difficult. | don't know what to do with him, haf the time. Especidly when he's
around his stepfather. He misses our home, he misses his father...”

“Where did you come from?” | asked, to fill up the silence.
“Eldorado ... it'sin the Centauri system. We came to Earth because I'm on the Centauri board now.”

I wondered why she was tdling this to a total stranger. Maybe because in this family, that was your
only choice. “What happened to his father?”

She looked back at me, clear-eyed. “I don't know. He left me three years ago. Charon and | have been
married a little over a year. He said that it would be in the best interest of the company if I married him.
That way | could take my cousin Jule's place ... on the board.” Her chin lifted as she saw the look that
must have been on my face. “And Jiro and Tdithawould be in the direct line to inherit a seat.”

| closed my mouth, swallowed. She was married to Charon taMing—Jule's father. She was Jule's
cousin and her stepmother. “You look alot like her...” Saying the obvious didn't make either of us feel any
more comfortable. | saw Charon in my mind, the head of Centauri Transport’s ruling board; saw the way
he' d looked at me when I'd been looking at Lazuli. “I mean, | know Jule. She's a friend. What happened to
his first wife?’

Lazuli looked away again. For a moment her eyes were as empty as |I'd once seen Jule’s. “She was ...
she had some ties to Triple Gee. It was supposed to be a unifying marriage. She died some years ago ... an
accident.” She was trying not to think about it. There were no accidents in her world.

I remembered the baby growing in vitro in a lab somewhere, wearing designer genes. | thought about
Gentleman Charon’s hand; wondered what it felt like to have that touch your body. | didn't say anything.

“Jrois away at study center most of the time. But every time he comes home, and we're dl together
he seems more ... more It's very ... difficult. I'm sorry.” She was seeing me again. Her hands twisted.
“Now I’'m boring you, after insulting you—"

“No, ma am. At least it takes my mind off my own problems.” My mouth twitched up.

She amiled too, uncertainly. “You’'ve been very kind. Perhaps sometime you'll tdl your problems to me,
and give me a chance to think of someone else besides mysdf for a while.”

| couldn’t tell whether she meant that, until she reached across the space that dill separated us, and
touched my arm, very gently. Then she turned away, in a whisper of cloud-white, and was gone. | touched
the spot where she'd touched me.

It hadn’t happened while she was watching me. It hadn’t happened while she was talking to me. One
touch, and it had findly happened... | groaned, and went on dressing. | had a hdll of a time fastening my
pants.

Trying not to think about Jule's stepmother touching my arm, | stuck on a fresh drug patch, and asked



the desk terminal for my contract with Centauri. Braedee was as good as his word; it was waiting for me.
Like a bucket of cold water. Now | knew what was funny. | stared at the docum