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“Hey Earthgirl! | got someonefor you to meet!”

Stoney was excited. He was dmost dways excited. He was one of Lamey's lieutenants, aboy who
hijacked cargo that came over the seato Maranic Port and sold it through Lamey's outlets in the Fabs.
Stoney wore soft felt boots and a puffy padded jacket with rows of tiny little metal chimesthat rang when
he moved, and a hard round plastic hat without a brim, the clothesthat al Lamey's linkboys wore when
they wanted to be noticed.

Gredd came into the room on Lamey's arm. He had dressed her in agown of short-haired kantaran
leather set off with collar and cuffs of white satin, big clunky white ceramic jewdry inlaid with gold, shiny
little plastic boots with nubbly surfaces and tall heds. The height of fashion, at least asfar asthe Fabs
were concerned.

Lamey liked shopping for Gredd. He took her to the stores and bought her anew ouitfit two or three
times each week.

Lamey had earned his name because he once had adefect that made him walk with alimp. It was
something held had fixed as soon as he had the money, and when Gredel first met him, he glided along
like aprince, putting each foot down with deliberate, exaggerated care, asif he werewalking on rice
paper and didn't want to tear it. Lamey was only twenty-five years old in Shaameasure, but aready he
ran aset of linkboys, and had linkages of his own that eventualy ran up to some of the Peersresponsible
for running places like the Fabs. He had millions, al in cash stashed in various places, and three
gpartments, and haf adozen smal stores through which he moved the materia acquired by his crews.

He aso had a seventeen-year-old girlfriend called Earthgirl.

Lamey had offered to set her up in an gpartment, but Gredd till lived with Nelda, the woman who had
mostly raised her since Gredel's mother had been sentenced to serve on the agrarian communes. Gredel
wasn't sure why she stayed. Maybe it was because Gredel hoped she could protect Nelda against
Antony, her husband—Gredd's earliest memories were of cowering in the dark while Antony raged
outside the door, bellowing and smashing furniture. Or maybe Gredd stayed because once she moved
into aplacethat Lamey bought her, shed have to spend al her time there waiting for him to come see
her. She wouldn't be able to leave for fear that he'd come by and find her gone and get angry; and she
couldn't have her friends visit because they might be there when Lamey turned up and that would
probably make him mad, too.

That wasthe kind of life Gredd's mother Avahad dwaysled, waiting in some gpartment somewhere for
some man to turn up. That's why Avahad never been able to see her daughter when she wanted to.
Gredd'sfather had apparently been caught at something, but it had been Avawho had paid for it, and
Gredd's father who had skipped town. Gredel had seen him maybe twice since then.

Gredd wanted adifferent life for hersaf. She had no idea how to get it, but she was paying attention, and
maybe some day she'd learn.

Gredd till attended school. Every afternoon, when Gredd |eft her school, shed find Lamey in hiscar



waiting for her, Lamey or one of his boyswho would take Gredd to wherever Lamey was waiting.

Gredd's attending school was something Lamey found amusing. “1'm going around with aschoolgirl,”
he'd laugh, and sometimes held remind her to do her schoolwork when he had to leave with his boys on
some errand or other. Not that he left her much time for schoolwork. Her grades had plunged to the
point where she would probably get kicked out of school before she graduated.

Tonight, the eve of the Festival of Spring, Lamey had taken Gredd to a party at Pandas place. Panda
was another of Lamey's linkboys, and he worked on the distribution end. He'd pointed Stoney and his
crew a awarehouse full of wine imported from Cavado and pharmaceuticals awaiting shipment to a
Heet hospita on Spannan'sring. The imported wine was proving difficult to sal, there not being much of
amarket in the Fabs for something so select; but the pharmaceutical s were moving fast through Pandas
outlets and everyone was in the mood to celebrate.

“Come on, Earthgirl!” Stoney urged. “Y ou've got to meet her!”

A warning hummed through Gredd's nerves as she saw everyone a the party looking at her with eyes
that glittered from more than whatever they'd been consuming earlier in the evening. Therewasan
anticipation there in those eyes Gredel didn't like. So she dropped Lamey'sarm and
straightened—because she didn't want these people to see her afraid—and she walked to where Stoney
waited.

“Earthgirl!” Stoney said. “Thisis Carol” Hewas practically jumping up and down with excitement, and
instead of looking where Stoney was pointing, Gredd just gave Stoney along, cool glance, because he
was just so outrageous thisway.

When sheturned her head, her first thought was, She's beautiful. And then the full impact of the other
girl'sface struck her.

“Ah. Ha” shesad.

Caro looked at her with aragged grin. She had long golden hair and green eyes and skin smooth as
butter-cream, flawless....

“It'syour twin!” Stoney almost shouted. “Y our secret twin Sster!”

Gredd gaped while everyone laughed, but Caro just looked at her and said, “Areyou redly from
Eath?

“No,” Gredd sad. “I'm from here.”
“Help mebuild this pyramid.”
Gredd shrugged. “Why not?’ she said.

Caro wore ashort dress and a battered jacket with black meta buckles and boots that came up past her
knees—expengve suff. She stood by the dining table carefully building a pyramid of crystal wine glasses.
“I saw thisdone once,” she said. “Y ou pour the wineinto the one glass on the top, and when it overflows
itfillsal the others. If you doit right, you fill al the glasses and you don't spill adrop.”

Caro spoke with akind of drawl, like Peers or rich people did when they made speeches or
announcements on video.

“We're going to make amess,” Gredd predicted.



“That'sdl right, too,” Caro shrugged.

When the pyramid was completed, Caro got Stoney to start opening bottles. It was the wine his crew
had stolen from the warehouse in Maranic Port, and it was akind of bright slver in color, and filled the
glasssslikeliquid mercury.

Caro tried to pour carefully, but, as Gredd predicted, she made aterrible mess, the precious wine
bubbling across the tabletop and over onto the carpet. Caro seemed to find thisfunny. At length, all the
glasses were brimming full, and she put down the bottle and called everyone over to drink. They took
glasses and cheered and drank. Laughter and clinking glassesrang inthe air. The glasses were so full that
the carpet got another bath.

Caro took one glassfor herself and pushed another into Gredel's hand, then took a second glassfor
hersdf and led Gredd to the sofa. Gredel sipped cautioudy at the wine—there was something subtle and
indefinable about the taste, something that made her think of the park in spring, the way the trees and
flowers had a delicate freshness to them. Sheld never tasted any winelike it before.

The taste was more seductive than she wanted anything with acohol to be. She didn't take a second sip.
“So,” Caro said, “are werelated?’
“| don't think s0,” Gredd said.

Caro swallowed hdf the contents of aglassin one go. “Y our dad was never on Zanshaa? | can dmost
guarantee my dad was never here.”

“I get my looks from my Ma, and she's never been anywhere,” Gredel said. Then, surprised, “You're
from Zanshaa?’

Caro gavealittle twitch of her lips, followed by ashrug. Interpreting thisas ayes, Gredel asked,
“What do your parents do?’
“They got executed,” Caro said.

Gredd heditated. “I'm sorry,” she said. Caro's parents were linked, obviously. No wonder she was
hanging with this crowd.

“Me, too.” Caro said it with abravelittle laugh, but she gulped down the remains of the winein her first
glass, then took asip from the second. She looked up at Greddl.

“Y ou heard of them maybe? The Sulafamily?’
Gredd tried to think of any of the linkages with that name, but couldn't. “Sorry, no,” she said.

“That'sdl right,” Caro said. “ The Sulas were big on Zanshaa, but out here in the provinces they wouldn't
mean much.” Her eyes narrowed. “Why do they call you Earthgirl?’

Gredd put on her Earth accent. “Because | can talk like I'm from Earth, darling. | do the voice.”

Caro laughed. She finished her second glass of wine, then got two more from the pyramid and drank
them, then reached for Gredd's. 'Y ou going to drink that?”

“| don't drink much.”



“Why not?’
Gredd hesitated. “I don't like being drunk.”

Caro shrugged. “That'sfair.” She drank Gredd's glass, then put it with the others on the sde table. “I
don't like being drunk,” she said, asif she were making up her mind right then. “But | don't didikeit
ether. What | don'tlike,” she said carefully, “is standing still. Not moving. Not changing. | get bored fadt,
and | don't like quiet.”

“In that case, you've cometo theright place,” Gredd said.

Her noseis more pointed, Greddl thought. And her chin isdifferent. She doesn't look like me, not redlly.
| bet I'd look good in that jacket, though.

“So do you live around here someplace?’ Gredel asked.

Caro shook her head. “Maranic Town.”

“l wish| livedin Maranic.”

Caro looked at her in surprise. “Why?’

“Becauseit's... not here.”

“Maranicisahole. It'snot something to wish for. If you're going to wish, wish for Zanshaa. Or
Sandamar. Or Edey.”

“Have you been to those places?’ Grededl asked. She dmost hoped the answer was no, because she
knew she'd never get anywhere like that, that maybe she'd get to Maranic Town, if she waslucky.

“I wastherewhen | waslittle,” Caro said.

“I' wish| lived in Byzantium,” Gredd said.

Caro gave her alook again. “Where's that?’

“Earth. Terra”

“Terrasahole,” Caro said.

“I'd il like to go there.”

“It's probably better than Maranic Town,” Caro decided.

Someone programmed some dance music, and Lamey cameto dance with Gredel. A few years ago, he
hadn't been able to walk right, but now he was agood dancer, and Gredd enjoyed dancing with him,
responding to his changing moods in the fast dances, molding her body to his when the beat dowed
down.

Caro aso danced with one boy or another, but Greddl saw that she couldn't dance at all, just bounced
up and down while her partner maneuvered her around.

After awhile, Lamey went to talk businesswith Ibrahim, one of his boys who thought he knew someone
in Maranic who could digtribute the stolen wine, and Gredel found herself on the couch with Caro again.



“Your noseisdifferent,” Caro said.
“I know.”
“But you'e prettier than | am.”

Thiswasthe opposite of what Gredel had been thinking. People were dwaysteling her shewas
beautiful, and she had to believe they saw her that way, but when shelooked in the mirror she saw
nothing but avast collection of flaws.

A girl shrieked in another room, and there was a crash of glass. Suddenly Caro's mood changed
completely: she glared toward the other room asiif she hated everyone there.

“Timeto changethe music,” she said. She dug in her pocket and pulled out a med injector. She looked at
the display, dialed anumber, and put the injector to her throat, over the carotid. Little flashes of darm
pulsed through Gredd!.

“What'sin there?’ she asked.
“What do you care?’ Caro snarled. Her eyes snapped green sparks.

She pressed the trigger, and, an instant later, the fury faded, and adrowsy smile cameto Caro'slips.
“Now that's better,” she said. “Panda's got thereal goods, all right.”

“Tell meabout Zanshaa,” Gredd said.

Caro lazily shook her head. “No. Nothing but bad memories there.”
“Thentell meabout Edey.”

“Sure. What | can remember.”

Caro talked about Edey's black granite peaks, with awhite spindrift of snow continualy blowing off them
in the high perpetua wind, and the shaggy Y ormak who lived there, tending their equally shaggy cattle.
She described glaciers pouring in agel ess dow motion down mountain valeys, high meadows covered
with fragrant star flowers, chill lakes so clear that you could see dl the way to the bottom.

“Of course, | wasonly at that mountain resort for afew weeks,” Caro added. “ The rest of the planet
might be burning desert for dl | know.”

Lamey came back for more dancing, and when Grede returned to the sofa Caro was unconscious, the
med injector in her hand. She seemed to be breathing al right, though, lying adeep with asmile on her
face. After awhile, Panda came over and tried to grope her, but Gredd dapped his hands away.

“What's your problem?’ he asked.

“Don't messwith my sister when she's passed out,” Gredel told him. He laughed, not exactly in anice
way, but he withdrew.

Caro was till adegp when the party ended. Gredel made Lamey help her carry Caro to his car, and then
got him to drive to Maranic Town to her gpartment. “What if she doesn't wake up long enough to tell us
whereitis?’ Lamey complained.

“Whatever she took will wear off sooner or later.”



“What if it's next week?’ But he drove off anyway, heading for Maranic, while Gredd sat with Caroin

the back seat and tried to wake her up. Caro woke long enough to murmur the fact that shelived in the
Volta Apartments. Lamey got lost on the way there, and wandered into a Tormind neighborhood. The
nocturna Torminel were in the middle of their active cycle, and Lamey got angry at the way they stared
a him with their huge eyes as he wandered their streets.

Lamey was furious by the time he found the apartment building. He opened the passenger door and
practically dragged Caro out of the car onto the sdewalk. Gredel scrambled out of the car and tried to
get one of Caro'sarms over her shoulders so she could help Caro get to her feet.

A doorman came scrambling out of the building. “Has something happened to Lady Sula?’ he
demanded.

Lamey looked at him in surprise. The doorman stared at Greddl, then at Caro, astonished by the
resemblance. But Gredel |ooked at Caro.

Lady Sula? Gredel thought.
Her twin was a Pesr.

Ah, shethought. Ha

Lady Sula?

She wasn't even Lady Caro, shewas Lady Sula. She wasn't just any Peer, she was head of thewhole
Sulaclan.

Lamey'sfury faded away quickly—it did that, came and went with lightning speed—and he picked Caro
up in hisarmsand carried her to the eevator while the doorman fussed around him. When they arrived
on the top floor, the doorman opened Caro's gpartment, and Lamey walked in asif he paid the rent
himself and carried Caro to her bedroom. There he put Caro down on her bed, and had Gredd draw off
thetall boots while Lamey covered her with acomforter.

Gredd had never admired Lamey so much as a that moment. He behaved with a strange ddlicacy, asif
he were a Peer himsalf, some lord commander of the Fleet cleaning up after aconfidential mission.

The doorman wouldn't let them stay. On the way out, Gredel saw that Caro's apartment was aterrible
mess, with clothesin piles and the tables covered with glasses, bottles, and dirty dishes.

“I want you to come back here tomorrow,” Lamey said as he sarted the car. “1 want you to become
Caro Sulas best friend.”

Gredd fully intended this, but she wondered why Lamey's thoughts echoed her own. “Why?’

“Peersarerich,” Lamey said smply. “Maybe we can get some of that and maybe we can't. But even
more than the money, Peers are a so the keys to things, and maybe Caro can open some doorsfor us.
Evenif it'sjust the door to her bank account, it'sworth atry.”

* * %

It was very, very late, dmost dawn, but Lamey wanted to take Gredd to one of his apartments. There
they had abrisk five minutes' sex, hardly worth taking off her clothesfor asfar as Gredel was concerned,



and then Lamey took Gredel home.

As soon as she walked in the door, she knew Antony was back—he'd been gone for four months,
working in another town, and Gredel had got used to walking in the door without fear. Now the
gpartment smelled different, ablend of beer and tobacco and human male and fear. Gredel took off her
boots at the door so she wouldn't wake him, and crept in silence to her bed. Despite the hour, she lay
awake for sometime, thinking of keys and doors opening.

Lamey didn't know what he wanted from Caro, not quite. He was operating on an instinct that told him
Caro could be useful, give him connections, links that would move him upward in the Fabs. Greddl had
much the same intuition where Caro was concerned, but she wanted Caro for other things. Gredd didn't
want to stay in the Fabs. Caro might show her how to do that, how to behave, perhaps, or how to dress,
how to move up, and maybe not just out of the Fabs but off Spannan atogether, loft out of thering
gation on atail of fireto Edey or Zanshaaor Earth, to aglittering life that she felt hovering around her, a
kind of potential waiting to be born, but that she couldn't quite imagine.

She woke just before noon and put on her robe to shower and use the toilet. The sounds of the Spring
Festiva zephyrball game blared from the front room, where Antony was watching the video. Grede
finished her businessin the bathroom and went back into her room to dress. When she finished putting on
her clothes and her makeup, she brushed her hair for along time, delaying the moment when she would
leave her sanctum to face Antony, but when she redlized what she was doing, she got angry at herself and
put the brush down, then put her money in the pocket of her jacket and walked through the door.

Antony sat on the sagging old sofawatching the game on the video wall. The remains of a sandwich sat
on aplate next to him. Hewas aman of average height but built powerfully, with broad shouldersand a
barrel chest and long arms with big hands. He looked like adab on legs. Iron-grey hair fringed hisbald
head, and his eyeswere tiny and set in a permanent suspicious glare.

Hewasn't drinking, Gredel saw, and felt some of her tension ease.

“Hi, Antony,” she said as she walked for the apartment door.

Helooked at her with hisglaring black eyes. “Where you going dressed like that?”’

“Toseeafriend”

“The friend who bought you those clothes?’

“No. Someonedse.” She made hersdf stop walking and face him.

Hislipstwitched in asneer. “Nelda says you're whoring now for some linkboy. Just like your mother.”

Anger flamed along Grede's veins, but she clamped it down and said, “I've never whored. Never. Not
once.”

“Not for money, maybe,” Antony said. “But look at those clothes on you. And that jewelry.” Gredd felt
hersdf flush. Antony returned his attention to the game. “Better you sdll that tail of yoursfor money,” he
muttered. “Then you could contribute to your upkeep around here.”

So you could stedl it, Gredd thought, but didn't say it. She headed for the door, and just before it swung
shut behind her, she heard Antony's parting shot. “Y ou better not take out that implant! Y ou get
pregnant, you're out of thisplace! I'm not looking after another kid that isn't my own!”

Like he'd ever looked after any kid.



Gredd |eft the building with her fists clenched and ablaze of fury kindled in her eyes. Kidsplaying inthe
front hall took one look at her and got out of her way.

It wasn't until the train was hafway to Maranic Town that the anger finally ebbed to anorma background
buzz, and Gredel began to wonder if Caro would be at home, if she would even remember mesting her
the previous night.

Gredd found the Volta Apartments quickly now that she knew where it was. The doorman—it wasa
different doorman this time—opened the door for her and showed her right to the elevator. Clearly he
thought she was Caro. “ Thank you,” Gredel smiled, trying to drawl out the words the way a Peer would.

She had to knock loudly, severd times, before Caro came to the door. Caro was till in her short dress
from the previous night, and tights, and bare feet. Her hair was disordered, and there was a smear of
mascara on one cheek. Her ditted eyes opened wide as she saw Gredd at the door.

“Earthgirl,” shesaid. “Hi.”
“The doorman thought | wasyou. | came over to seeif you weredl right.”

Caro opened the door and flapped her arms, asif to say, | am asyou see me. “Comein,” she said, and
turned to walk toward the kitchen.

The gpartment was till amess, and the air smelled stale. Caro went to the sink in the little kitchen and
poured hersdlf aglass of water.

“My mouth tasteslike cheese,” she said. “Thekind with theveinsinit. | hate that kind of cheese.”

She drank her water while Gredel waked around the apartment. She felt strangely reluctant to touch
anything, asif it was afantasy that might dissolveif she put afinger oniit.

“So,” shesadfindly. “You want to go and do something?’

Caro finished her water and put down her glass on acounter already covered with dirty glasses. “1 need
some coffeefirgt,” she said. “Would you mind going to the café on the corner and getting some for me
while | change?’

“What about the coffee maker?’ Gredd asked.

Caro blinked at the machine asif shewere seeing it for thefirgt time. “I don't know how to work it,” she
sad.

“I'll show you.”

“I never learned how to do kitchen stuff,” Caro said, as she made way for Gredel in the kitchen. “Till |
came here, we always had servants. | had servants here, but | called the last one acow and threw her
ajt_”

“What'sacow?’ Grede asked.
“They're ugly and fat and stupid. Like Berthewhen | fired her.”

Gredd found coffee in acupboard and began preparing the coffee maker. “ Do you eat cows, or what?’
she asked.

“Y egh, they give meat. And milk, too.”



“We have vashes for that. And zieges. And swine and bison, but they only give meat.”

Gredd made coffee for them both. Caro took her cup into the bathroom with her, and after awhile,
Gredd heard the shower start to run. She Sipped her coffee as she wandered around the apartment—the
roomswere nice, but not that nice, Lamey had placesjust as good, though not in such an exclusive
building asthis. There was aview of the lola River two streets away, but it wasn't that nice aview, there
were buildingsin the way, and the window glasswas dirty.

Then, because she couldn't stand the mess any longer, Gredd began to pick up the scattered clothes and
fold them. She finished that and was putting the dirty dishes in the washer when Caro appeared, dressed
casudly in soft wool pantaloons, a high-necked blouse, and alittle vest with gold buttons and lots of
pockets dashed one on top of the other. Caro looked around in surprise.

“Y ou cleaned up!”
“A little”
“Y ou didn't haveto do that.”

“| didn't have anything elseto do.” Gredel came into the front room. She looked down &t one of the piles
of clothing, put her hand down on the soft pile of asweater she had just folded and placed neatly on the
back of asofa Y ou have some nicethings,” she said.

“That'sfrom Y ormak cattle. They have wonderful wool.” She eyed Gredd's clothing. “What you're
wearing, that's—that'sdl right.”

“Lamey bought it for me.”
Caro laughed. “Might have known aman picked that.”

What's wrong with it? Gredel wanted to ask. It was what everyone was wearing, only top quaity. These
weren't clothes hijacked at Maranic Port, they were bought in a store.

Caro took Gredd'sarm. “Let's get some breakfast,” she said, “and then I'll take you shopping.”

The doorman stared comically as Caro and Gredd stepped out of the elevator. Caro introduced Grede
as her twin sister Margaux from Earth, and Gredd greeted the doorman in her Earth accent. The
doorman bowed deeply asthey swept out.

An hour later, in the restaurant, Gredd was surprised when Caro asked her to pay for their med. “My
alowance comesfirgt of themonth,” she said. “ And this month's money supply isgone. This caféwon't
run atab for me.”

“Weren't we going shopping?’
Caro grinned. “Clothes | can buy on credit.”

They went to one of the arcades where exclusive shops sheltered under along series of graceful arches
of polymerousresin, the arches tranducent but grown in different colors, so that the vaulted ceiling of
each glowed with subtle tones that merged and flowed and blended. Caro introduced Gredel as her
sster, and laughed when Gredd used her Earth accent. Gredel was called Lady Margaux and
surrounded by swarms of clerks and floorwal kers, and she was both surprised and flattered by the
atention. Thisiswhat it waslike to be a Peer.



If sheld been merely Gredd, the staff would have been there dl right, but following her around to make
sureshedidn't stedl.

The arcades didn't serve just Terrans, so there were Tormine there, and Naxids, and some
pleasure-loving Cree who wandered through the shops burbling in their musical voices. It was unusud for
Gredd to see so many non-humansin one place, since she rardly had any reason to leave the Terran
parts of the Fabs. But the Peers, Gredel concluded, were dmost a species of their own. They had more
in common with each other than they had with other folk.

Caro bought an outfit for hersalf and two for Gredd, first aluxurious gown with acape so long it dragged
on thefloor, and next a pgamarlike lounging outfit. Gredel had no idea where she would ever wear such
things. Caro nodded at the lounging suit. “Made of worm spit,” she said.

“Sorry?’ Gredel said, Startled.
“Worm spit. They call it ‘silk.”

Gredd had heard of silk, and she touched the fabric with anew respect. “Do you think it came from
Earth?’ she asked.

“I doubt it.” Dismissively. “Earth'sahole. My mother was there on government service, and shetold
m”

Caro bought everything on credit. Gredd noticed that she signed only Sula, leaving out her first name and
the honorific Lady. She seemed to carry atab on every store in the arcade. When Gredel thanked her for
the presents, Caro said, “Y ou can pay me back by buying dinner.”

“I don't think | can afford that,” Gredd said doubtfully.
Caro laughed. “ Guess we better learn to eat worm spit,” she said.

Gredd wasintrigued by the way everyone lined up to give Caro credit. “ They know I'm good for it,”
Caro explained. “They know I'll have the money eventually.”

“When?

“When I'm twenty-two. That's when the funds mature.” Shelaughed again. “But those people still won't
get paid. I'll be off the planet by then, in the Flegt, and they can chase me through spaceif they like.”

Gredd wasintrigued by this, too. There tended to be serious consequencesin the Fabs for people who
didn't pay their debts. Maybe this, too, was different for Peers.

“So thisismoney your parents left you?” Gredd asked.

Caro looked dubious. “1'm not sure. My parents were caught in some kind of schemeto swindle
government suppliers out of alot of money, and they lost everything—estates, money—" She tapped her
neck sgnificantly. “Everything. | got sent to live with Jacob Biswvasin Blue Lakes” Thiswas an exclusive
areaoutside of Maranic Town. “ The Biswas clan were clients of the Sulas, and Dad got Biswas the job
of Assgtant Port Administrator here. I'm not sureif the money is something Dad got to him, or whether it
camefrom my dad's clients or friends, but it'sin abank on Spannan's Ring, and the interest comesto me
here every month.”

“Y ou don't live with Biswas anymore, though. Did he leave Spannan?’



“No, he'still here. But he got divorced and remarried, and the new wifeand | didn't get long—we
were fighting every day, and poor old Jacob couldn't take it any more, so he got me the placein the
Voltauntil it wastimefor metojoin the Feet.”

Caro went on to explain that her family was forbidden to be in the civil servicefor three generations, both
as punishment for what her parents had done and to minimize the chance to stedl. But as a Peer, she had
an automatic ticket to one of the Fleet academies, and so it had been planned for her to go there.

“I don't know,” Caro said, shaking her head. “I can't see mysdlf in the Fleet. Taking orders, wearing
uniforms... under al that discipline. | think I'd go crazy in ten days.”

The Heet, Gredd thought. The Fleet could carry you away from Spannan, through the wormhole gatesto
the brilliant worlds beyond. Zanshaa, Edey, Earth ... the vison was dazzling. For that, she could put up
with uniforms.

“I'ddoitinasecond,” Gredd said.
Caro gave her alook. “Why?’

Gredd thought she may aswell emphasize the practical advantages. “Y ou get food and a place to deep.
Medica and dental care. And they pay you for it.”

Caro gave adisdainful snort. “You doiit, then.”

“I'would if | could.”

Caro made adisgusted noise. “So why don't you? Y ou could enligt.”
“They wouldn't let me. My mother hasacrimina record.”

The FHeet had their pick of recruits: there were plenty of people who wanted those three free meals per
day. They checked the background of everyone who applied.

Unless, Grede thought, someone she knew could pull strings. A Peer, say.

They took ataxi back to Caro's gpartment, but when the driver started to pull up to the curb, Caro
ducked into the back seat, pulled a bewildered Gredel down atop her, and shouted at the driver to keep

gong.
“What'sthe matter?’ Grede asked.

“A collector. Someone come to get money from me. The doorman usudly chasesthem off, but thisone's
redly persstent.”

Apparently, living on credit wasn't as convenient as Caro let on.

Thedriver let them off in the dley behind the gpartment building. There was aloading dock there, and
Caro's codes opened the door. There were little motorized cartsin the entryway, for use when people
moved in furniture or other heavy belongings.

They took the freight elevator to Caro's floor and looked for something to eat. There wasn't much, just
biscuits and an old piece of cheese. “Have you got food at your place?’ Caro asked.

Gredd hesitated. Her reluctance was profound. “Food,” she said, “but we've got Antony, too.”



“And who'sthat?’

Gredd told her. Caro's disgusted look returned. “ He comes near me,” shesaid, “I'll kick himin the
bdls”

“That wouldn't stop him for long,” Gredel said, and shivered. “He'd still dap your face off.”
“Well see” Caro'slip curled again, defiant.

“I'm serious. Y ou don't want to get Antony mad. | bet even Lamey's boys would have a hard time with
him.”

Caro shook her head. “Thisiscrazy,” she laughed. “Y ou know anyone who could buy us some food?’
“Wel. TherésLamey.”

“He'syour boyfriend, right? Thetal one?’

“He carried you up here last night.”

“So | dready owe him,” Caro laughed. “Will hemind if I mooch dinner off him?1'll pay him back, first of
the month.”

Gredd called Lamey on her phone, and he was amused by their dilemmaand said he'd be there soon.
“So tell me about Lamey,” Caro said while they waited.

So Gredd told Caro about Lamey's business. “He's linked, you know? He knows people, and he moves
stuff around. From the Port, from other places. Makesit available to people at good prices. When
people can't get loans, he loans them money.”

“Aren't the clans patrons supposed to do that?’

“Sometimesthey will. But, you know, those mid-leve clans, they'rein alot of businessesthemsdves, or
their friendsand dlies are. So they're not going to loan money for someone to go into competition with
them. And once the new businesses start, they have to be protected, you know, against the people who
are already in that business, so Lamey and his people do that, too.”

“It's the Peers who are supposed to protect people,” Caro said.

“Caro,” Gredd said, “you'rethefirst Peer I've ever seen outside of avideo. Peers don't come to places
like the Fabs.”

Caro gaveacynicd grin. “So Lamey just does good things, right? He's never hurt anybody, he just helps
people”

Gredd hesitated. They were entering the area of things she tried not to think about. She thought about the
boy Mosd ey, the dreadful dull squelching thud as Lamey's boot went into him. The way her own head
rang after Lamey dapped her that time.

“Sure” shesad findly, “he's hurt people. People who stole from him, mostly. But he'sredlly not bad,”
she added quickly, “he's not one of the violent ones, he's smart. He uses hisintelligence.”

“Uh-huh,” Caro said. “So has he used his... intelligence ... on you?’



Gredd fdt hersdf flush. “ A few times,” she said quickly. “He's got atemper. But he's aways sweet when
he cools down, and buys me things.”

“Uh-huh,” Caro said.

Gredd tried not to bristle at Caro's attitude. Hitting was what boyfriends did, it was normd; the point
was whether they felt sorry afterward.

“Doyou lovehim?’ Caro asked.
Gredd hegtated again. “Maybe,” she said.
“I hope at least he'sgood in bed.”

Gredd shrugged. “He'sdl right.” Sex seemed to be expected of her, because she was thought to be
beautiful and because she went with older boys who had money. For dl that it had never been as
pleasurable as she'd been led to expect, it was neverthel ess pleasurable enough so that she never really
wanted to quit.

“Lamey'stoo young to be good in bed,” Caro declared. “Y ou need an older man to show you what sex
isredly about.” Her eyes sparkled, and she gave adiabolica giggle. “Like my Sergel. Hewasredly the
best! He showed me everything about sex.”

Gredd blinked. “Who was Sergei ?’

“Remember | told you that Jake Biswas remarried? Well, hiswife's sster was married to Sergel. Heand
| met a the wedding and fell for each other—we were always sneaking away to be together. That's what
al thefighting in the family was about. That'swhy | had to moveto Maranic Town.”

“How much older was he?’
“In hisforties somewhere.”

Black, ingtant hatred descended on Gredel. She could have torn Sergel to ribbonswith her nails, with her
teeth.

“That'ssick,” shesad. “ That manisdisgusting!”

Caro gaveacynicd laugh. “1 wouldn't talk if | wereyou,” shesaid. “How old is Lamey? What kind of
scenes does he get you into?”

Gredel felt asif Caro'swords had dapped her across the face. Caro gave her asmirk.
“Right,” shesaid. “We're mode s of stability and mentd hedth, we are.”
Gredel decided to change the subject.

Caro's mood had sweetened by the time Lamey turned up. She thanked him for taking her home the
previous night, and took them both to a restaurant so exclusive that Caro had to give athumbprint in
order to enter. Therewere no red dinners on the menu, just avariety of small platesthat everyone at the
table shared. Gredd had never heard of some of the ingredients. Some of the dishes were wonderful,
some weren't. Some were Smply incomprehensible.

Caro and Lamey got dong well, to Gredd'srdlief. Caro filled the air with vivacioustalk, and Lamey
joked and deferred to her. Toward the end of the meal he remembered something, and reached into his



pocket. Gredel's nervestingled as she recognized a med injector.

“Panda asked meif you wanted any more of the endorphin,” Lamey said.
“I don't have any money, remember?’ Caro said.

Lamey gave an daborate shrug. “I'll put it on your tab.”

Don't, Gredel wanted to shout.

But Caro gave apleased, catlike smile, and reached for theinjector in Lamey's hand.

* * %

Gredel and Caro spent alot of time together after that. Partly because Lamey wanted it, but also because
Gredd found that sheliked Caro, and she liked learning from her. She studied how Caro dressed, how
shetaked, how she moved. And Caro enjoyed dressing Gredd up like one of her dolls, and teaching her
towak and talk asif she were Lady Margaux, the sSster of a Peer. Gredd worked on her accent till her
gpeech was aletter-perfect imitation of Caro's. Caro couldn't do voices the way Gredel could, and
Gredd's Earthgirl voice aways made her laugh.

Gredel waslearning the things that might get her out of the Fabs.

Caro enjoyed teaching her. Maybe, Gredd thought, this was because Caro really didn't have much to
do. Shed left school, because she was a Peer and would get into the academy whether she had good
marks or not, and she didn't seem to have any friendsin Maranic Town. Sometimes friends from Blue
Lakes cameto vist her—usualy apack of girlsal a once—but al their talk was about people and
eventsin their school, and Gredd could tell that Caro got bored with that fast.

“I wish Sergei would call,” Caro said. But Sergel never did. And Caro refused to cdl Sergel. “It'shis
move, hot mine,” she said, her eyesturning hard.

Caro got bored easily. And that was dangerous, because when Caro got bored, she wanted to change
the music. Sometimes that meant shopping or going to aclub, but it could aso mean drinking a couple of
bottles of wine or abottle of brandy, or firing endorphin or Benzedrine into her carotid from the med
injector, or sometimes dl of the above. It was the endorphins she liked best, though.

The drugs werent illegd, but the supply was controlled in various ways, and they were expensive. The
black market provided pharmaceuticals at more reasonable prices, and without a paper or money trail.
The drugsthe linkboys sold weren't just for fun, either: Neldagot Gredd black market antiviralswhen
shewas sick, and fast-hed ers once when she broke her leg, and saved hersdf the expense of supporting
adoctor and a pharmacy.

When Caro changed the music, she became aspiky, haf-fera creature, atangled ligature of taut-strung
nerves and overpowering impulse. She would careen from one scene to the next, from party to club to
bar, having afrenzied good time one minute, spitting out vicious insults at perfect strangers the next.

At thefirst of the month, Gredel urged Caro to pay Lamey what she owed him. Caro just shrugged, but
Gredd insgted. “ Thisian't like the debts you run up at the boutique.”

Caro gave Gredd anarrow-eyed look that made her nervous, because she recognized it asthe prelude
to fury. “What do you mean?’

“When you don't pay Lamey, things happen.”



“Likewhat.” Contemptuoudly.
“Like—" Gredel hedtated. “Like what happened to Mosdley.”

Her ssomach turned over a the memory. “Maoseley ran a couple of Lamey's stores, you know, where he
sdlsthe suff he gets. And Lamey found out that M osdley was skimming the profits. So—" She
remembered theway Lamey screamed at Mosdey, the way his boys held Mosdley while Lamey
smashed him in the face and body. The way that Lamey kept kicking him even after Mosdley fdll
unconscious to the floor, the thuds of the boots going home.

“So what happened to Moseley?” Caro asked.

“I think he died.” Gredd spoke the words past the knot in her throat. “ The boys won't talk to me about
it. No one ever saw him again. Panda runs those stores now.”

“And Lamey would do that to me?’ Caro asked. It clearly took effort to wrap her mind around the idea
of being vulnerable to someone like Lamey.

Gredd hesitated again. “Maybe you just shouldn't give him the chance. He's unpredictable.”
“Fine” Caro sad. “ Give him the money then.”

Caro went to her computer and gave Gredd a credit chit for the money, which Grede then carried to
Lamey. He gave the plastic tab a bemused look—he was in a cash-only business—and then asked
Gredel to take it back to Caro and have it cashed. When Gredd returned to Caro's apartment the next
day, Caro was hung over and didn't want to be bothered, so she gave Gredel the codesto her cash
account.

It was as easy asthat.

Gredel looked at the deposit made the previous day and took a breath. Eight hundred forty zeniths,
enough to keep Nelda and her assortment of children for ayear, with enough left over for Antony to get
drunk every night. And Caro got this every month.

Gredd started looking after Caro's money, seeing that at least some of the creditors were appeased, that
there was food in the kitchen. She cleaned the place, too, tidied the clothes Caro scattered everywhere,
saw that the laundry was sent out, and, when it returned, was put away. Caro was amused by it al.
“When I'min the Fleet, you can join, too,” she said. “I'll make you aservant or something.”

Hope burned in Gredd's heart. “I hope s0,” she said. “But you'll have to pull some stringsto get mein—I
mean, with my mother's record and everything.”

“I'll get you in,” Caro assured.

Lamey was disappointed when Gredd told him about Caro's finances. “ Eight hundred forty,” he
muttered, “it's hardly worth stealing.” He rolled onto his back in the bed—they werein one of his
gpartments—and frowned at the calling.

“People have been killed for alot less than that,” Gredel said. “For the price of abottle of cheap wine.”

Lamey's blue eyes gave her asharp look. “I'm not talking about killing anybody,” he said. “I'm just saying
it'snot worth getting killed over, because that's what's likely to happen if you steal from a Peer. It won't
be worth trying until she's twenty-two, when she gets the whole inheritance, and by then shelll bein the
Fleet.” He sighed. “I wish she were in the Fleet now, assigned to the Port. We might be able to make use



of her, get some Feet supplies.”
“| don't want to stedl from her,” Gredd said.

Lamey fingered his chin thoughtfully and went on asif he hadn't heard. “What you do, see, is get abank
account in her name, but with your thumbprint. Then you transfer Caro's money over to your account,
and from there you turn it into cash and walk off into the night.” He smiled. “ Should be essy.”

“I thought you said it wasn't worth it,” Gredel said.

“Not for eight hundred it isn't,” Lamey said. He gave alaugh. “I'm just trying to work out away of getting
my investment back.”

Gredd wasrdieved that Lamey wasn't redly intending to stedl Caro's money. She didn't want to bea
thief, and she especidly didn't want to stedl from afriend like Caro.

“ She doesn't seem to have any useful contacts here” Lamey continued thinking aoud. “Find out about
these Biswas people. They might be good for something.”

Gredd agreed. The request seemed harmless enough.

Gredd spent most of her nights away from Nelda's now, either with Lamey or deeping at Caro's place.
That was good, because things at Neldas were grim. Antony looked asif he were settling in for along
stay. He was sick, something about hisliver, and he couldn't get work. Sometimes Nelda had fresh
bruises or cuts on her face. Sometimes the other kids did. And sometimes when Gredd came home at
night Antony was there, passed out on the sofa, abottle of ginin his hand. She took off her shoesand
walked past him quietly, glaring her hatred as she passed him, and she would think how easy it would be
to hurt Antony then, to pick up the bottle and smash Antony in the face with it, smash him until he
couldn't hurt anyone ever again.

Once Gredd came home and found Neldain tears. Antony had dapped her around and taken the rent
money, for the second timein arow. “We're going to be evicted,” Neldawhispered hoarsdly. “They're
going to throw usadl out.”

“Nothey'renot,” Gredd said firmly. Shewent to Lamey and explained the Stuation and begged him for
the money. “I'll never ask you for anything ever again,” she promised.

Lamey listened thoughtfully, then reached into hiswallet and handed her ahundred-zenith note. “This
take care of it?’" he asked.

Grede reached for the note, hesitated. “More than enough,” she said. “1 don't want to take that much.”

Lamey took her hand and put the note into it. His blue eyeslooked into hers. “ Take it and welcome,” he
sad. “Buy yourself something nice with therest.”

Gratitude flooded Grede's eyes. Tearsfell down her cheeks. “Thank you,” she said. “I know | don't
deserveit.”

“Of courseyou do,” Lamey said. “Y ou deserve the best, Earthgirl.” He kissed her, hislips coming away
sdty. “Now you take thisto the building agent, right? Y ou don't giveit to Nelda, because she might give

it away again.”
“I'll do that right away,” Gredel said.



“And—" Hiseyesturned solemn. “Does Antony need taking care of ? Or need encouragement to leave?
Y ou know what | mean.”

Gredd shrank fromtheidea. “No,” she said. “No—hewon't stay long.”
“Y ou remember it'san option, right?’ She made hersdf nod in answer.

Gredd took the money to the agent, a scowling little woman who had an office in the building and who
smelled of cabbage and onions. Sheinsisted on areceipt for thetwo months’ rent, which the woman
gave grudgingly, and as Gredel waked away she thought about Lamey and how this meant Lamey loved
her.

Too bad hesgoing to die. The thought formed in her mind unbidden.
The worst part wasthat she knew it wastrue.

People like Lamey didn't survive for long. There weren't many old linkboys—that's why they weren't
caled linkmen. Sooner or later they were caught and killed. And the people they loved—their wives,
their lovers, their children—paid aswell, with aterm on the [abor farmslike Ava, or with their own
execution.

The point wasreinforced afew days later, when Stoney was caught hijacking acargo of fuel cdlsin
Maranic Port. Histrial was over two weeks later, and he was executed the next week. Because stealing
private property was a crime against common law, not againgt the Praxis that governed the empire, he
wasn't subjected to the tortures reserved for those who transgressed againgt the ultimate law, but smply
strapped into a chair and garroted.

The execution was broadcast on the video channel reserved for punishments, and Lamey made his boys
watch it. “To make them more careful,” he said smply.

Gredd didn't watch. She went to Caro'sinstead and surprised hersalf by helping Caro drink a bottle of
wine. Caro was ddighted at thislapse on Gredd's part, and was her most charming al night, thanking
Gredd effusvely for everything Gredd had done for her. Gredd Ieft with thewine singing in her veins,
She had rarely felt so good.

The euphorialasted until she entered Neldas gpartment. Antony wasin full cry. A chair lay in pieceson
the floor and Nelda had a cut above her eye that wept red tears across her face. Gredd froze in the door
as shecamein, and then tried to dip toward her room without attracting Antony's attention.

No such luck. Antony lunged toward her, grabbed her blouse by its shoulder. She felt the fabric tear.
“Where'sthe money?’ Antony shouted. “Where's the money you get by sdlling your tail ?’

Gredd held out her pocketbook in trembling hands. “Herel” she said. “ Takeit!”

It was clear enough what was going on, it was Antony Scenario Number One. He needed cash for a
drink, and he'd already taken everything Nelda had.

Antony grabbed the pocketbook, poured coinsinto his hand. Gredd could smell the juniper scent of the
gin reeking off his pores. Helooked at the coins dumbly, then threw the pocketbook to the floor and put
the money in his pocket.

“I'm going to put you on the street mysdlf, right now,” he said, and seized her wrist in one huge hand. “I
can get more money for you than this.”



“No!” Gredd filled with terror, tried to pull away.
Anger blazed in Antony's eyes. He drew back his other hand.

Gredd felt the impact not on her flesh but in her bones. Her teeth snapped together and her heels went
out from under her and she sat on thefloor.

Then Neldawas there, screaming, her hands clutching Antony's forearm as she tried to keep him from
hitting Gredel again. “Dont hit the child!” shewailed.

“Stupid bitch!” Antony growled, and turned to punch Neldain the face. “Don't ever step between me
and her again!”

Turning his back was Antony's big mistake. Anger blazed in Gredd, an dl-consuming blowtorch
annihilating fury that sent her lunging for the nearest wegpon, afurniture leg that had been broken of f
when Antony had smashed a chair in order to underscore one of hisrhetorica points. Gredel kicked off
her heels and rose to her feet and siwung the chair leg two-handed for Antony's head.

Neldagaped at her, her mouth an O, and wailed again. Antony took this asawarning and started to turn,
but it wastoo late. The wooden chair leg caught him in the temple, and he fell to one knee. The chair leg,
which was made of compressed dedger fiber, had broken raggedly, and the splintery end gouged his
flesh.

Gredd gave ashriek powered by seventeen years of pure, suppressed hatred, and swung again. There
was asolid crack asthe chair leg connected with Antony's bald skull, and the big man dropped to the
floor like abag of rocks. Gredel dropped her knees onto hisbarrel chest and swung again and again. She
remembered the sound that Lamey's boots made going into Moseley and wanted badly to make those
sounds come from Antony. The ragged end of the chair leg torelong ribbons out of Antony'sflesh. Blood
gplashed the floor and walls.

She only stopped when Neldawrapped Gredd's arms with her own and hauled her off Antony. Gredel
turned to swing at Nelda, and only stopped when she saw the older woman's tears.

Antony was making a bubbling sound as he breathed. A dow river of blood poured out of his mouth
onto the floor. “What do we do?’ Neldawailed as she turned little hel pless circles on the floor. “What do
we do?’

Gredd knew the answer to the question perfectly well. She got her phone out of her pocketbook and
went to her room and called Lamey. He was there in twenty minutes with Panda and three other boys.
Helooked at the wrecked room, a Antony lying on the floor, at Gredd standing over the man with the
bloody chair leg in her hand.

“What do you want done?’ he asked Gredd. “We could put him on atrain, | suppose. Or intheriver.”

“No!” Neldajumped between Antony and Lamey. Tears brimmed from her eyes as she turned to
Gredd. “Put him on thetrain. Please, honey, please.”

“Onthetrain,” Gredd repeated to Lamey.

“WEell wake him up long enough to tell him not to come back,” Lamey said. He and his boys picked up
Antony's heavy body and dragged it toward the door.

“Wheresthe freight devator?’ Lamey asked.



“I'll show you.” Gredd went with them to the elevator. The tenants were working people who went to
bed at areasonable hour, and the building was silent at night and the hals empty. Lamey's boys panted
for breath asthey hauled the heavy, inert carcass with its heavy bones and solid muscle. They reached
the freight evator doors, and the boys dumped Antony on the floor while they caught their bregth.

“Lamey,” Gredd said.

Lamey looked at her. “Y es?’

Shelooked up a him, into his accepting blue eyes.

“Put himintheriver,” shesaid. “ Just make sure he doesn't come up.”

Lamey looked at her, astrange slent sympathy in his eyes, and he put hisarm around her and kissed her
cheek. “I'll makeit dl right for you,” he said.

No you won't, she thought, but you'll make it better.

The next morning, Neldathrew her out. Shelooked at Gredel from beneath the dab of grey heding
plaster she'd pasted over the cut in her forehead, and she said, “1 just can't have you here anymore. | just
cant.”

For amoment of blank terror, Gredel wondered if Antony's body had come bobbing up under Old lola
Bridge, but soon Gredd redlized that wasn't the problem. The previous evening had put Neldain a
position of having to decide who she loved more, Antony or Gredd. She'd picked Antony, unaware that
he was no longer an option.

Gredel went to her mother's, and Ava's objections died the moment she saw the bruise on Gredd's
cheek. Greddl told her the story of what had happened—not being stupid, she left out what she'd asked
Lamey to do—and Ava hugged her and told her she was proud of her. She worked with cosmeticsfor a
long time to hide the damage.

And then shetook Gredd to Maranic Town, to Bonifacio's, for ice cream.

* * %

Avaand Lamey and Panda hel ped carry Gredel's belongingsto Avas place, arms and boxes full of the
clothing Lamey and Caro had bought her, the blouses and pants and frocks and coats and capes and
hats and shoes and jewdry, dl the stuff that had long ago overflowed the closetsin her room at Nelda's,
that was for the most part lying in neat piles on the old, worn carpet.

Pandawas highly impressed by thetidiness of it. “Y ou've got asystem here,” he said.

Avawasin abetter Situation than usua. Her man was married and visited only at regularly scheduled
intervals, and he didn't mind if she spent her freetime with family or friends. But Avadidn't have many
friends—her previous men hadn't redlly let her have any—and so she was delighted to spend timewith
her daughter.

Lamey was disgppointed that Greddl didn't want to move into one of his gpartments. “1 need my Maright
now,” Gredd told him, and that seemed to satisfy him.

| don't want to live with someone who's going to be killed soon. That was what she thought to herself.
But shewondered if she was obliged to live with the boy who had killed for her.



Caro was disappointed aswell. “ Y ou could have moved in with me!” she said.
Shimmering delight sang in Gredd'smind. “Y ou wouldn't mind?’
“No!” Caro was enthusiagtic. “We could be sisters! We could shop and go out—have fun.”

For days, Gredel basked in the warm attentions of Caro and her mother. She spent dmost al her time
with one or the other, enough so that Lamey began to get jealous, or at least to pretend that he was
jealous—L amey was sometimes hard to read that way. “ Caro's kidnapped you,” he half-joked over the
phone. “I'm going to have to send the boys to fetch you back.”

Grede began to spend nights with Caro, the nights when Avawas with her man. Therewasalot of room
inthe big bed. She found that Caro didn't so much go to deep as put herself into a coma: she loaded
endorphinsinto the med injector and gave herself one dose after another until unconsciousness claimed
her. Gredel was horrified.

“Why do you doit?" she asked one night, as Caro reached for the injector.
Caro gave her aglare. “Because | likeit,” she snarled. “1 can't deep without it.”

Gredd shrank away from Caro'slook. She didn't want Caro to rip into her the way she ripped into other
people.

One night, Lamey took them both to a party. “I've got to take Caro out, too,” he told Gredd “ Otherwise
I'd never seeyou.”

The reason for the party wasthat Lamey had put up aloan for arestaurant and club, and the people
hadn't made a go of it, so he'd foreclosed and taken the place over. Hed inherited a stockroom of liquor
and awalk-in refrigerator full of food, decided it might aswell not go to waste, and invited nearly
everyone he knew. He paid the staff on for one more night and let al his guests know the food and drinks
werefree.

“Well havefuntonight,” he said, “and tomorrow I'll start looking for somebody to manage the place.”

It wasthelast grest party Gredel had with Lamey and his crew. The big room wasfilled with food and
music and people having agood time. Laughter rang from the club's rusted, reinforced iron ceiling, which
was not an attempt at decor but areminder of the fact that the floor above had once been braced to
support heavy machinery. Though Gredd didn't have anything to drink she till got high smply from being
around so many people who were soaking up the good times dong with the free liquor. Greddl's mind
whirled as she danced, whirled like her body spinning aong the dance floor in responseto Lamey's
smooth, perfect, elegant motion. He leaned close and spoke into her ear.

“Comeand live with me, Earthgirl.”
She shook her head, amiled. “Not yet.”
“I want to marry you. Have babies with you.”

A shiver of pleasure sang up Grede's spine. She had no reply, only put her arms around Lamey's neck
and rested her head on his shoulder.

Gredd didn't know quite how she deserved to be so loved. Lamey, Caro, her mother, each of them
filling adreadful hollownessinsde her, ahollowness she hadn't redlized was there until it wasfilled with
warmth and tenderness.



Lamey danced with Caro aswell, or rather guided her around the dance floor while she did the
jumping-up-and-down thing she did ingtead of dancing. Caro was having agood time. She drank only a
couple of bottles of wine over the course of the night, which for her was modest, and the rest of thetime
danced with Lamey or members of his crew. Asthey left the club, she kissed Lamey extravagantly to
thank him for inviting her. Lamey put an arm around both Caro and Gredd.

“I just like to show my beautiful Sstersagood time,” he said.

He and Gredel took Caro to the Volta Apartments, after which they intended to drive back to the Fabs
to spend the dawn in one of Lamey's gpartments. But Caro lingered in the car, leaning forward out of the
back seat to prop her head and shoulders between Lamey and Gredel. They all talked and laughed, and
the doorman hovered in the V olta vestibule, waiting for the moment to let Lady Sula past the doors.
Finaly, Lamey said it wastimeto go.

“Save yoursdlf that drive back to the Fabs,” Caro said. “Y ou two can use my bed. | can deep on the
sofa”

Lamey gave her alook. “1 hate to put a beautiful woman out of her bed.”

Caro gave asharp, sudden laugh, then turned to kiss Gredel on the cheek. “That depends on Gredd.”
Ah. Ha, Gredel thought, surprised and not surprised.

Lamey, it seems, was|ooking for areturn on hisinvestment. Gredd thought a moment, then shrugged.
“I don't mind,” she said.

So Lamey took Gredel and Caro up to the gpartment and made love to them both. Gredel watched her
boyfriend's pale buitt jigging up and down over Caro and wondered why this scene didn't bother her.

Because | don't love him, shedecided. If | loved him, thiswould matter.

And then she thought, Maybe Caro loves him. Maybe Caro would want to stay with Lamey in the Fabs,
and Gredd could take Caro's place in the academy and go to Earth.

Maybe that would be the solution that would |leave everyone happy.

* * %

Caro gpologized the next day, after Lamey left. “1 was awful last night,” she said. “I don't know what you
mugt think of me.”

“Itwasdl right,” Gredd said. She wasfolding Caro's clothes and putting them away. Cleaning up after
the orgy, she thought.

“I'm such adut sometimes,” Caro said. “Y ou must think I'm trying to steal Lamey away from you.”
“I'm not thinking that.”

Caro trotted up behind Gredd and put her arms around her. She leaned her head againgt Greddl's
shoulder, and put on the lisping voice of apenitent little girl. “ Do you forgive me?’

“Yes"” Gredd said. “ Of course.”

Suddenly, Caro was all energy. She skipped around the room, bounding around Gredd as Gredel folded



her clothes. “I'll makeit up to you!” Caro proclaimed. “I'll take you anywhere you want today! What
would you like? Shopping?’

Gredel consdered the offer. It wasn't asif she needed new things—she was beginning to fed alittle
oppressed by al her possessions—but, on the other hand, she enjoyed Caro's pleasure in purchasing
them. But then another idea struck her.

“Godfrey's” shesaid.
Caro'seyesglittered. “Oh yes.”

It was a glorious day—summer was coming on, and warm breezes flowed through the louvered windows
on the private rooms at Godfrey's, breezes that wafted floral perfume over Gredel's skin. She and Caro
started with a steam bath, then afacial, alotion wrap, a massage that stretched al the way from the scalp
to the toes. Afterward they lay on couches, talking and giggling, caressed by the breezes and drinking
fruit juice as smiling young women gave them manicures and pedicures.

Every squareinch of Gredd's skin seemed flushed with summer, with life. Back at the Volta, Caro
dressed Gredd in one of her own outfits, the expengve fabrics gliding over nerve-tingling, butter-smooth
flesh. When Lamey cameto pick them up, Caro put Gredd's hand in Lamey's, and guided them both
toward the door.

“Havealovely night,” shesad.
“Aren't you coming with us?’ Lamey asked.

Caro only shook her head and laughed. Her green eyes|ooked into Gredd's—Gredel saw amusement
there, and secretsthat Lamey would never share.

Caro steered them into the hall and closed the door behind them. Lamey paused a moment, looking
back.

“IsCaro dl right?’ he asked.
“Ohyes” Gredd said. “Now let'sgo find aplace to dance.”

Shefdt asif shewere floating, moving acrossthefloor so lightly that she dmost danced on her way to
the elevator. It occurred to her that she was happy, that happiness had never been hers before but now
shehad it.

All it took was getting Antony out of the picture.

* * %

Thefirgt crack in Gredd's happiness occurred two afternoons later, when Gredel arrived at the Voltalate
due to ablockage on the train tracks from the Fabs. Gredd |et hersdlf in, and found Caro snoring on her
bed. Caro was dressed to go out, but she must have gotten bored waiting for Gredel to turn up, because
there was an empty wine bottle on the floor and the med injector near her right hand.

Gredel cdled Caro, then shook her. There was no response at al. Caro was pale, her flesh cool and
fantly bluish.

Another long, grating snore shredded the air. Gredd felt her heart turn over at the pure ingstence of the
sound. She seized the med injector and checked the contents: endorphin analogue, something called



Phenyldorphin-Zed.

Caro began another snore, and then the sound smply rattled to a hdt. Her breathing had smply stopped.
Terror roared through Gredd's veins.

She had never dedlt with an overdose, but there was a certain amount of oral legend on the subject that
circulated through the Fabs. One of thefixesinvolved filling the victim's pants with ice, she remembered.
Ice on the genital s was supposed to wake you right up. Or wasthat just for men?

Gredd straddled Caro and dapped her hard across the face. Her own nerves legped at the sound, but
Caro gave adtart, her eyelids coming partway open, and she gasped in air.

Gredd dapped her again. Caro gasped again and coughed, and her lids opened all the way. Her eyes
were eerie, blank convexities of green jasper, the pupils so shrunk they could barely be seen.

“What—" Caro said. “What are you—7?"’

“You'vegot to get up.” Gredd did off the bed and pulled Caro by the arm. “Y ou've got to get up and
walk around with me, right?’

Caro gave alazy laugh. “What is—what—"
“Stand up now!”

Gredd managed to haul Caro upright. Caro found her feet with difficulty, and Gredd got Caro'sarm
around her shoulders and began to drag Caro over thefloor. Caro laughed again. “Music!” she snorted.
“We need music if we're going to dance!”

Thisstruck her as so amusing that she dmost doubled over with laughter, but Gredd pulled her upright
and began moving her again. She got Caro into the front room and began marching in circles around the
sofa

“You'refunny, Earthgirl,” Caro said. “Funny, funny.” Laughter kept bubbling out of her throat. Gredd's
shoulders ached with Caro'sweight.

“Help me, Caro,” she ordered.
“Funny funny. Funny Earthgirl.”

When she couldn't hold Caro up any more, Gredel dumped her on the sofa and went to the kitchen to
get the coffee maker started. Then she returned to the front room and found Caro adeep again. She
dapped Caro twice, and Caro opened her eyes.

“Yes, Sergd,” shesaid. “You do that. You do that al you want.”
“You've got to get up, Caro.”

“Why wouldn't you talk to me?” Caro asked. Thereweretearsin her eyes. Grede pulled her to her feet
and began walking with her again.

“I cdled you,” Caro said asthey walked. “I couldn't stand it anymore and | called you and you wouldn't
talk to me. Y our secretary said you were out but | knew he was lying from theway he said it.”

It was three or four hours before Greddl's fear began to ebb. Caro was able to walk on her own, and her
conversation was dmost normal, if alittle subdued. Gredd |eft her Stting on the sofawith acup of coffee



and went into the bedroom. She took the med injector, and two others she found in the bedroom and
another in the bathroom, plus the cartridges of Phenyldorphin-Zed and every other drug cartridge she
could find, and she hid them under some towelsin the bathroom so that she could carry them out | ater,
when Caro wasn't looking. She wanted to get rid of the liquor, too, but that would be too obvious.
Maybe she could pour most of it down the sink when she had the chance.

“Y ou stopped breathing,” Gredd told Caro later. “Y ou've got to stop using, Caro.”

Caro nodded over her cup of coffee. Her pupils had expanded a bit, and her eyes were amost
normal-looking. “1've been letting it get out of hand.”

“| was never S0 frightened in my life. Y ou've just got to stop.”
“I'll begood,” Caro said.

Gredel was deeping over three nights later, when Caro produced a med injector before bed and held it
to her neck. Grede reached out in sudden terror and yanked the injector away.

“Caro! You sad you'd stop!”

Caro amiled, gave an gpologetic laugh. “It'sal right,” she said. “| was depressed the other day, over
something that happened. | let it get out of hand. But I'm not depressed any more.” Shetugged the
injector againgt Gredd'sfingers. “Let go,” shesad. “I'll bedl right.”

“Don't,” Gredel begged.

Caro laughingly detached Gredd's fingers from the injector, then held it to her neck and pressed the
trigger. She laughed while Gredd fdt afist tightening on her inddes.

“See?’ Caro sad. “Nothing wrong here.”
Gredd talked to Lamey about it the next day. “ Just tell Pandato stop sdlling to her,” she said.

“What good would that do?” Lamey said. “ She had sources before she ever met any of us. And if she
wanted, she could just go into a pharmacy and pay full price.”

Anxiety sang dong Gredd's nerves. She would just have to be very careful, and watch Caro to make
sure there weren't any more accidents.

* * %

Gredd's happiness ended shortly after, on the first hot afternoon of summer. Gredd and Caro returned
from the arcades tired and sweating, and Caro flung her purchases down on the sofa and announced she
was going to take along, cool bath. On her way to the bathroom, Caro took a bottle of chilled wine from
the kitchen, opened it, offered some to Gredel, who declined, then carried the bottle and aglassinto the
bathroom with her.

The sound of running water came distantly to the front room. Gredel hel ped hersdlf to a papayafizz, and,
for lack of anything elseto do turned on the video wall.

There was adramaabout the FHeet, except that all the actors striving to put down the mutiny were
Naxids. All their acting was in the way their beaded scaes shifted color, and Gredd didn't understand
any of it. The Feet setting reminded her of Caro's academy gppointment, though, and Gredd shifted to
the data channel and looked up the requirements for the Cheng Ho academy, which the Sulas



traditionaly attended.

By the time Caro came padding out in her dressing gown, Gredd was full of information. “Y ou'd better
find atailor, Caro,” shesaid. “Look a the uniforms you've got to get made.” The video wall paged
through one picture after another. “Dress, undress,” Gredel itemized. “ Ship coverdls, planetary fatigues,
forma dinner dress, parade dress—just look at that hat! And Cheng Ho's in atemperate zone, so you've
got greatcoats and jackboots for winter, plus uniformsfor any sport you decide to do, and aton of other
gear. Dinner settings—in case you give aforma dinner, your clan crest optiond.”

Caro blinked and looked at the screen asif she were having trouble focusing oniit al. “What are you
talking about?’ shesaid.

“When you go to the Cheng Ho academy. Do you know who Cheng Ho was, by theway? | |ooked it
up. He—"

“Stop babbling.” Gredel looked a Caro in surprise. Caro'slipswere set in adisdainful twigt. “I'm not
going to any stupid academy,” shesad. “ So just forget about dl that, dl right?’

Gredd stared at her. “But you haveto,” shesad. “It's your career, the only one you're allowed to have.”
Caro gave alittle hiss of contempt. “What do | need a career for?I'm doing fineas| am.”

It was a hot day and Greddl wastired and had not had arest or abath or adrink, and she blundered
right through the warning signals Caro was flying, the sgnsthat sheld not only had her bottle of winein
the bath, but taken something else as well, something that kinked and spiked her nerves and brought her
temper 9zzling.

“Weplannedit,” Gredel inssted. “Y ou're going into the Fleet, and I'll be your orderly. And we can both
get off the planet and—"

“I don't want to hear thisuseless crap!" Caro screamed. Her shriek was so loud that it stunned Gredel
into silence and set her heart beating louder than Caro's angry words. Caro advanced on Gredel, green
fury flashing from her eyes. “Y ou think I'd go into the Fleet? The Fleet, just for you? Who do you think
you are?’

Caro stood over Greddl. Her arms windmilled asif they were throwing rocks at Gredd'sface. “Y ou drag
your assd|l over thisapartment!” sheraged. “Y ou—you wear my clothes! Y ou're in my bank accounts
al the time—where's my money, hey! My money!"

“I never took your money!” Gredd gasped. “Not acent! | never—"

“Liar!” Caro's hand lashed out, and the dap sounded louder than agunshot. Gredd stared &t her, too
overwhelmed by surpriseto raise ahand to her stinging cheek. Caro screamed on.

“| see you everywhere—everywherein my life! Y ou tell me what to do, how much to spend—I don't
even have any friends anymore! They'redl your friendsl” She reached for the shopping bagsthat held
their purchases and hurled them at Gredel. Gredel warded them off, but when they bounced to the floor,
Caro just picked them up and threw them again, so findly Gredd just snatched them out of the air and let
them pilein her lap, acrumpled heap of expensive tail ored fabrics and hand-worked |egther.

“Take your crap and get out of here!” Caro cried. She grabbed one of Gredd's arms and hauled her of
the sofa. Gredd clutched the packages to her with her other arm, but severa spilled as Caro shoved her
to the door. “I never want to see you again! Get out! Get out! Get out!"



The door dammed behind her. Gredel stood in the corridor with a package clutched to her bresst asif it
were achild. Insde the gpartment, she could hear Caro throwing things.

Shedidn't know what to do. Her impulse was to open the door—she knew the codes—to go into the
gpartment and try to cadm Caro and explain hersdlf.

| didn't take the money, she protested. | didn't ask for anything.
Something hit the door hard enough so that it jumped initsframe.

Not the Fleet. The thought seemed to stedl the strength from her limbs. Her head spun. | have to stay
here now. On Spannan, in the Fabs. | haveto....

What about tomorrow? a part of her cringed. She and Caro had made plansto go to anew boutiquein
the morning. Were they going or not?

The absurdity of the question struck home and sudden rage possessed her, rage a her own imbecility.
She should have known better than to press Caro on the question, not when she wasin this mood.

She went to her mother's apartment and put the packages away. Avawasn't home. Anger and despair
battled in her mind. She called Lamey and et him send someoneto pick her up, then let him divert her for
the rest of the evening.

In the morning, she went to the VVoltaat the time she had planned with Caro. Therewas atraffic jamin
the lobby—afamily was moving into the building, and their belongings were piled onto severa motorized
carts, each with the Voltas gilt blazon, that jammed the lobby waiting for elevators. Gredel greeted the
doorman in her Peer voice, and he called her “Lady Suld’ and put her doneinto the next eevator.

She hesitated at the door to Caro's apartment. She knew she was groveling, and knew aswell that she
didn't deserveto grove.

But thiswas her only hope. What choice did she have?

She knocked, and when there wasn't an answer she knocked again. She heard a shuffling step inside and
then Caro opened the door and blinked at her groggily through disordered strands of hair. She was
dressed as Gredel had last seen her, bare feet, naked under her dressing gown.

“Why didn't you just comein?’ Caro said. Sheleft the door open and withdrew into the apartment.
Gredd followed, her heart pulsng sickly in her chest.

Therewere severd bottleslying on tables, and Grede recognized the juniper reek that oozed from
Caro'spores. “I fed awful,” Caro said. “I had too much last night.”

Doesn't she remember? Gredel wondered. Or is she just pretending?

Caro reached for the gin bottle and the neck of the bottle clattered againgt atumbler as she poured
hersdf two fingers worth. “Let me get mysdlf together,” Caro said, and drank.

A thought struck Gredd with the force of revelation.
She'sjust adrunk, she thought. Just another damn drunk.

Caro put the tumbler down, wiped her mouth, gave a hoarse laugh. “Now we can have some fun,” she
sad.



“Yes” Grede said. “Let'sgo.”
She had begun to think it might never be fun again.

* % %

Perhaps it was then that Gredel began to hate Caro, or perhaps the incident only released hatred and
resentment that had Smmered, denied, for some time. But now Gredd could scarcely spend an hour with
Caro without finding new fuel for anger. Caro's carelessness made Gredel clench her teeth, and her
laughter grated on Gredd's nerves. The empty daysthat Caro shared with Gredd, the pointless drifting
from boutique to restaurant to club, now made Gredel want to shriek. Gredd deeply resented tidying up
after Caro even as shedid it. Caro's surging moods, the sudden shifts from laughter to fury to sullen
withdrawal, brought Gredd's own temper near the breaking point. Even Caro's affection and her
impulsive generosity began to seem trying. Why is she making dl thisfuss over me? Gredd thought.
What's she after?

But Gredd managed to keep her thoughtsto herself, and, at times, she caught hersdf enjoying Caro's
company, caught hersalf in amoment of pure enjoyment or unfeigned laughter. And then she wondered
how this could be genuine aswell asthe other, the delight and the hatred coexigting in her skull.

It was like her so-cdled beauty, she thought. Her alleged beauty was what most people reacted to; but it
wasn't her salf. She managed to have an inner existence, thoughts and hopes entirely her own, apart from
the shell that was her appearance. But it was the shell that people saw, it was the shell that most people
spoke to, hated, envied, or desired. The Grede that interacted with Caro was another kind of shell, a
kind of machine she'd built for the purpose, built without intending to. It wasn't any less genuine for being
amachine, but it wasn't her seif.

Her sdf hated Caro. She knew that now.

If Caro detected any of Gredd'sinner turmail, she gave no sign. In any case, shewasrarely ina
condition to be very observant. Her acohol consumption had increased as she shifted from wineto hard
liquor. When she wanted to get drunk, she wanted the drunk instantly, the way she wanted everything,
and hard liquor got her there quicker. The ups and downsincreased aswell, and the spikes and valleys
that were her behavior. She was banned from one of her expensive restaurants for talking loudly, and
singing, and hurling a plate at the waiter who asked her to be more quiet. She was thrown out of aclub
for attacking awoman in theladies room. Gredel never found out what the fight was about, but for days
afterward Caro proudly sported the black eye she'd got from the bouncer'sfist.

For the most part, Gredel managed to avoid Caro's anger. She learned the warning signs, and shed also
learned how to manipulate Caro's moods. She could change Caro'smusic, or at least shift the focus of
Caro's growing anger from hersdlf to someone else.

Despite her fedings, she was now in Caro's company more than ever. Lamey wasin hiding. She had first
found out about it when he sent Pandato pick her up a Caro's gpartment instead of coming himself.
Panda drove her to the Fabs, but not to a human neighborhood: instead he took her into abuilding
inhabited by Lyones. A family of the giant flightless birds stared at her as she waited in the lobby for the
eevator. Therewas an acrid, anmoniasmél intheair.

Lamey wasin asmdl apartment on the top floor, with apair of his guards and aLyone. The avian shifted
from onefoot to the other as Gredel entered. Lamey seemed nervous. He didn't say anything to Gredd,
just gave aquick jerk of hischinto indicate that they should go into the back room.

The room was thick with the heat of summer. The ammoniasmel was very strong. Lamey steered Greddl



to the bed. She sat, but Lamey was unable to be still: he paced back and forth in the narrow range
permitted by the small room. His smooth, e egant walk had devel oped hitches and stutters, uncertainties
that marred hisnormal grace.

“I'm sorry about this” he said. “But something's happened.”
“Isthe Patrol looking for you?’

“I don't know.” His mouth gave alittle twitch. “Bourdelle was arrested yesterday. 1t was the Legion of
Diligence who arrested him, not the Patrol, so that means they've got him for something serious,
something he could be executed for. We've got word that he's bargaining with the prefect's office.” His
mouth twitched again. Linkboys did not bargain with the prefect, they were expected to go to their
punishment with their mouths shut.

“We don't know what he's going to offer them,” Lamey went on. “But he'sjust alink up from me, and he
could be sdlling me or any of the boys.” He paused in his pacing, rubbed his chin. Sweat shoneon his
forehead. “I'm going to make sureit'snot me,” he said.

“l understand,” Gredd said.

Lamey looked &t her. His blue eyeswere feverish. “ From now on, you can't cal me. | can't call you. We
can't be seenin public together. If | want you, I'll send someone for you at Caro's.”

Gredd looked up at him. “But—" she began, then, “When?’

"When | want you," he said insgtently. “1 don't know when. Y ou'll just have to be there when | need
you.”

“Yes,” Gredd said. Her mind whirled. “I'll be there.”

He sat next to her on the bed and took her by the shoulders. “1 missed you, Earthgirl,” he said. “I really
need you now.”

Shekissed him. His skin fdlt feverish. She could taste the fear on him. Lamey's unsteedy fingers began to
fumble with the buttons of her blouse. Y ou're going to die soon, she thought.

Unless, of course, it was Grede who paid the pendty instead, theway Avahad paid for the sins of her
man.

Gredel had to gtart looking out for hersdlf, beforeit wastoo late.

When Gredd |eft Lamey, he gave her two hundred zenithsin cash. “I can't buy you things right now,
Earthgirl,” he explained. “But buy yoursaf something nicefor me, al right?

Gredd remembered Antony's claim that she whored for money. It was no longer an accusation she could
deny.

One of Lamey's boys drove Gredel from the rendezvous to her mother's building. Gredd took the stairs
instead of the elevator becauseit gave her timeto think. By the time she got to her mother's door, she
had the beginnings of anidea

But first she had to tell her mother about Lamey, and why she had to move in with Caro. “ Of course,
honey,” Avasaid. Shetook Gredd's hands and pressed them. * Of course you've got to go.”



Loyalty to her man was what Avaknew, Gredd thought. She had been arrested and sentenced to years
in the country for aman sheldd hardly ever seen again. Sheld spent her life sitting one amid expensive
decor, waiting for one man or another to show up. She was beatiful, but in the bright summer light
Gredd could seethefirgt cracksin her mother's facade, the faint lines at the corners of her eyes and
mouth that the years would only broaden. When the beauty faded, the men would fade, too.

Avahad cast her lot with beauty and with men, neither of which would last. If Gredd remained with
Lamey, or with some other linkboy, she would be following Avas path.

The next morning, Gredel took a pair of bagsto Caro's place and let herself in. Caro was adeep, so far
gonein torpor that she didn't wake when Gredel padded into the bedroom and took her wallet with its
identification. Gredel dipped out again and went to abank, where she opened an account in the name of
Caroline, Lady Sula, and deposited three-quarters of what Lamey had given her.

When asked for athumbprint, she gave her own.

* % %

When Gredd returned from the bank, she found Caro groping with a shivering hand for her first cup of
coffee. After Caro took the coffee to the bathroom for the long bath that would soak away the stale
alcohol from her pores, Gredd replaced Caro's wallet, then opened the computer link and transferred
some of Caro's money, ten zeniths only, to her new account, just to make certain that it worked.

It worked fine.
| havejust done acrimina act, she thought. A crimina act that can be traced to me.
Whatever she may have done before, it hadn't been this.

After Caro's bath, she and Grede went to acafé for breakfast, and Gredel told her about Lamey being
on the run and she asked if she could move in with Caro so that he would be able to send for her. Caro
wasthrilled. She had never heard of anything so romantic in her life.

Romantic? Gredd thought. It was sordid beyond belief.

But Caro hadn't been in the sultry little room in the Lyone quarter, the smell of anmoniain her nogtrils
while Lamey's swest rained down on her. Let her keep her illusions.

“Thank you,” she said. But she knew that once she waswith Caro, it wouldn't be long before Caro
would grow bored with her, or impatient, or angry. Whatever Gredd was going to do, it would have to
be soon.

“I don't know how often Lamey's going to send for me,” she said. “But | hopeit's not on your birthday.
I'd likeyou and | to celebrate that together.”

The scowl on Caro'sface wasimmediate, and predictable. “Birthday? My birthday was last winter.” The
scowl degpened. “ That wasthe last time Sergel and | were together.”

“Birthday?’ Gredel said, in her Earth accent. “1 meant Earthday, darling.” And when Caro's scowl began
to look dangerous, she added quickly, “Y our birthday in Earth years. | do the math, see, it'sakind of
game. And your Earthday is next week—you'll befifteen.” Gredd smiled. “The same age asme, | turned
fifteen Earth yearsjust before | met you.”

It wasn't true, not exactly—Caro's Earthday wasin three months—but Gredel knew that Caro would



never do the math. Might not even know how to do it.

There was so much Caro didn't know. The knowledge brought akind of savage pleasure to Gredd's
mind. Caro didn't know anything, didn't even know that her best friend hated her. She didn't know that
Gredd had stolen her money and her identity only an hour ago, and could do it again whenever she
wanted.

The days went by and were even pleasurable in astrange, disconnected way. Gredd thought shefinaly
understood what it was like to be Caro, to have nothing that attached her to anything, to have long hours
tofill and nothing to fill them with but whatever impulse drifted into her mind. Gredd fet that way
hersdf—mentally, at least, she was cutting her own tiesfree, dl of them, floating free of everything shed
known.

To save herself trouble, Gredel exerted herself to please Caro, and Caro responded. Caro's mood was
sunny, and she laughed and joked and dressed Gredd like adoll, as she dways had. Behind her pleasing
mask, Gredel despised Caro for being so easily manipulated. Y ou're so stupid, she thought.

But pleasing Gredd brought trouble of its own, because when Lamey's boy called for her, Gredd was
ganding intherain, inaTormine neighborhood, trying to buy Caro a cartridge of endorphin
anadog—with Lamey's businessesin eclipse, she could no longer get the stuff from Panda.

When Gredd finally connected with her ride and got to the place where Lamey was hiding—he was
back in the Terran Fabs, at least—he had been waiting for hours, and his patience was gone. He got her
aonein the bedroom and dapped her around for awhile, tdling her it was her fault, that she had to know
that she had to be where he could find her when he needed her.

Gredd lay on her back on the bed, letting him do what he wanted, and she thought, Thisisgoing to be
my wholelifeif | don't get out of here. Shelooked at the pistol Lamey had waiting on the bedside table
for whoever he thought might kick down the door, and she thought about grabbing the pistol and blowing
Lamey'sbrainsout. Or her own brains. Or just walking into the street with the pistol and blowing out
brains at random.

No, she thought. Stick to the plan.
Lamey gave her five hundred zeniths afterward. Maybe that was an apol ogy.

Sitting in the car later, with her bruised cheek swelling and the money crumpled in her hand and Lamey's
dimedtill drooling down her thigh, she thought about caling the Legion of Diligence and letting them
know where Lamey was hiding. But, instead, she told the boy to take her to a pharmacy near Caro's
place.

She walked insde and found abox of plasters that would soak up the bruises, and she took it to the drug
counter in the back. The older woman behind the counter looked at her face with knowing sympathy.

“Anything e, honey?’
“Yes” Gredd said. “Two vids of Phenyldorphin-Zed.”

She was required to sign the Narcotics Book for the endorphin analog, and the name she scrawled was
Sula

* % %

Caro was outraged by Gredd's bruises. “Lamey comesround here again, I'll kick himinthebals!” she
sad. “I'll hit him with achair!”



“Forget about it,” Gredd said wesarily. She didn't want demongtrations of loyalty from Caro right now.
Her fedings were confused enough: she didn't want to start having to like Caro dl over again.

Caro pulled Gredd into the bedroom and cleaned her face, and then she cut the plastersto fit Gredd's
face and gpplied them. She did agood enough job at sopping up the bruises and swelling so that the next
day, when the plasters were removed, the bruises had mostly disappeared, leaving behind some faint
discoloration, easily covered with cosmetics. Her whole face hurt, though, and so did her ribsand her
solar plexuswhere Lamey had hit her.

Caro brought Gredel breakfast from the café and hovered around her until Gredel wanted to shriek.

If you want to help, she thought at Caro, take your appointment to the academy and get us both out of
here.

But Caro didn't answer the mental command. And her solicitude faded by afternoon, when she opened
the day'sfirst bottle. It was vodka flavored with bison grass, which explained the strange fusil-oil
overtones Gredel had scented on Caro's skin the last few days. By mid-afternoon, Caro had consumed
most of the bottle and fallen adeep on the couch.

Gredd fdt asmal, chill triumph at this. It was good to be reminded why she hated her friend.

Next day was Caro's phony Earthday. Last chance, Greddl thought at her. Last chance to mention the
academy. But the word never passed Caro'slips.

“I want to pay you back for everything you've done,” Gredel said. *Y our Earthday ison me.” She put
her arm around Caro.

“I've got everything planned,” she said.

* % %

They started a Godfrey'sfor the full treatment, massage, facid, hair, thelot. Then lunch at abrass-railed
bistro south of the arcades, bubbling grilled cheese on rare vashe roast and crusty bread, with asalad of
marinated dedger flowers. To Caro's surprise, Gredd called for abottle of wine, and poured some of it

into her own glass.

“Youredrinking,” Caro said, ddighted. “What's got into you?’
“I want to toast your Earthday,” Gredd said.
Being drunk might make it easer, she thought.

Gredd kept refilling Caro's glass while sipping at her own, and so thefirst bottle went. Gredd took Caro
to the arcades then, and bought her a summer dress of silk patterned with rhompé birds and jennifer
flowers, ajacket shimmering with gold and green sequins, matching Caro's hair and eyes, and two pairs
of shoes. She bought outfitsfor herself aswell.

After taking their treasuresto Caro's place, where Caro had afew shots of the bison vodka, they went to
dinner a one of Caro's exclusive dining clubs. Caro hadn't been thrown out of this club yet, but the
maitred’ was on guard enough to sit them well away from everyone else. Caro ordered cocktails and
two bottles of wine and after-dinner drinks. Gredel's head spun even after the careful sips sheld been
taking; she couldn't imagine what Caro must be feeling. Caro needed ajolt of benzedrine to get to the
dance club Gredd had put next on the agenda, though she had no trouble keeping her feet once she got
there.



After dancing awhile Gredd said she wastired, and they brushed off the male admirersthey'd collected
and took ataxi home.

Grede showered while Caro headed for the bison vodka again. The benzedrine had given her alot of
energy that she put into finishing the bottle. Gredd changed into the silk lounging suit Caro had bought her
on their first day together, and she put the two vias of endorphin anaog into a pocket.

Caro was on the couch where Gredd had |eft her. Her eyes were bright, but when she spoke to Gredel
her words were durred.

“I have one more present,” Gredd said. She reached into her pocket and held out the two vids. I think
thisisakind you like. | redly wasn't sure.”

Caro laughed. “Y ou take care of medl day, and now you help meto deep!” She reached across and
put her arms around Gredd. “Y ou're my best sster, Earthgirl.” In Caro's embrace, Gredd could smell
bison grass and swesat and perfume al mingled, and she tried to keep afirm grip on her hatred even as
her heart turned over in her chest.

Caro unloaded her med injector and put in one of the vias of Phenyldorphin-Zed and used it right away.
Her eydidsfluttered as the endorphin flooded her brain. “Oh nice,” she murmured. “ Such agood sster.”
She gave hersdlf another dose afew minutes later. She spoke afew soft words but her voice kept
floating away. She gave hersdlf athird dose and fell adeep, her golden hair fallen across her face as she
lay onthe pillow.

Gredd took the injector from Caro's limp fingers. She reached out and brushed the hair from Caro's
face.

“Want some more?’ she asked. “Want some more, sster Caro?”’

Caro gavealittleindistinct murmur. Her lips curled up in asmile. When Gredd fired another doseinto
her carotid the smile broadened, and she shrugged hersdlf into the sofa pillows like ahappy puppy.

Gredd turned from her and reached for Caro's portable computer console. She called up Caro's banking
files, and prepared aform closing Caro's bank account and transferring its contents to the account Gredel
had set up. Then she prepared another message to Caro's trust account on Spannan'sring, instructing any
further paymentsto be sent to the new account aswell.

“Caro,” Gredd said. “ Caro, | need your thumbprint here, dl right?’

She stroked Caro awake, and managed to get her to lean over the console long enough to press her
thumb, twice, to the reader. Then Gredd handed the injector to Caro and watched her give herself
another dose.

Now I'm redlly acrimina, she thought. She had |eft atrail of datathat pointed straight to hersdlf.

But even s0, she could not bring hersalf to completely commit to this course of action. She left hersdlf a
way out. Caro hasto warnt it, she thought. | won't give her any moreif she saysno.

Caro sghed, settled herself more deeply into the pillows. “Would you like some more?’ Gredd asked.
“Mmm,” Caro said, and smiled.

Gredd took the injector from her hand and gave her another dose.



After awhile, she exhausted the first via and started on the second. With each dose, she shook Caro a
little and asked if she wanted more. Caro would sigh, or laugh, or murmur, but never said no. Grede
triggered dose after dose.

After the second vid was exhausted, the snoring started, Caro's breath heaving itself past the paate, the
lungs pumping hard, sometimeswith akind of wrench. Gredd remembered the sound from when Caro
had given hersalf too much endorphin, and the memory caused her to legp from the sofaand walk very
fast around the apartment, rubbing her armsto fight her sudden chill.

The snoring went on. Gredel very much needed something to do, so she went into the kitchen and made
coffee. And then the snoring stopped.

|ce shuddered dong Gredd's nerves. She went to the kitchen door and stared out into the front room, at
the tumbled golden hair that hung off the end of the couch. It's over, she thought.

And then Caro's head rolled, and Gredel's heart froze as she saw Caro's hand come up and comb the
hair with her fingers. There was agurgling snort, and the snoring resumed.

Grede stood in the door as cold terror pulsed through her veins, But shetold hersdlf, No, it can't belong
NOW.

And then, suddenly, she couldn't stand still any longer, and she walked swiftly around the apartment,
sraightening and tidying. The new clothes went into the closet, the shoes on their racks, the empty bottle
in the trash. Wherever she went, the snores pursued her. Sometimes they stopped for afew paralyzing
seconds, but then resumed.

Abruptly, Gredd couldn't bear being in the gpartment, and she put on apair of shoes and went to the
freight elevator and took it to the basement, where she went in search of one of the motorized cartsthey
used to move luggage and furniture. There were agreat many objectsin the basement, things that had
been discarded or forgotten about, and Gredel found some strong dedger-fiber rope and an old
compressor, apiece of solid bronzework heavy enough to anchor afair-sized boat.

Gredel put thesein the cart and pushed it to the elevator. As she approached Sulas doors, she could
hear Caro's snores through the enameled stedl. Gredd's fingers trembled as she pressed codesinto the
lock.

Caro was gtill on the couch, her breath till fighting its way past her throat. Gredel cast an urgent glance at
the clock. There weren't many hours of darkness |eft, and darkness was required for what happened
next.

Gredel sat at Caro'sfeet and hugged a pillow to her chest and watched her breathe. Caro's skinwas pae
and looked clammy. “Please,” Gredel begged under her breath. “ Please die now. Please.” But Caro
wouldn't die. Her breaths grated on and on, until Gredd began to hate them with abitter resentment. This
was S0 typica, shethought. Caro couldn't even die without getting it al wrong.

Gredel looked at thewall clock, and it stared back at her like the barrdl of agun. Come dawn, she
thought, the gun goes off. Or she could sit in the apartment dl day with acorpse, and that was athought
she couldn't face.

Again Caro's bresth hung suspended, and Gredd felt her own breath cease for the long moment of
suspense. Then Caro dragged in another long rattling gasp, and Gredel felt her heart sink. She knew that
her tools had betrayed her. She would have to finish this herself.



All anger was gone by now, al hatred, all emotion except asick weariness, adesireto get it over. The
pillow was dready held to her chest, awarm comfort in the room filled only with Caro's racking,
tormented snores.

She cast onelast look at Caro, thought Please die a her one more time, but Caro didn't respond any
more than she had ever responded to any of Gredel's other wishes.

Gredd suddenly lunged across the sofa, her body moving without any conscious command, the
movement seeming to come from pure instinct. She pressed the pillow over Caro'sface and put her
weight onit.

Please die, she thought.

Caro hardly fought at al. Her body twisted on the couch, and both her hands came up, but the hands
didn't fight, they just fell across Gredd's back in akind of halfhearted embrace.

Gredel would have felt better if Caro had fought. It would have given her hatred something to fasten
onto.

Instead, she fdlt, through the closeness of their bodies, the urgent kick-kick-kick of Caro's digphragm as
ittried to draw in air, the kick repeated over and over again. Fast, then dow, then fast. Caro'sfeet
shivered. Gredd could fed Caro's hands trembling asthey lay on her back. Tears spilled from Gredd's

eyes.
The kicking stopped. The trembling stopped.

Grede |leaned on the pillow awhile longer just to make sure. The pillow was wet with tears. When she
finaly took the pillow away, the pae, cold thing beneath seemed to bear no resemblanceto Caro at all.

Caro was weight now, not a person. That made what followed alot easier.

Handling alimp body was much more difficult than Gredd had ever imagined. By thetime she got it onto
the cart, she was panting for breath and her eyes stung with sweat. She covered Caro with abed shest,
and she added some empty suitcasesto the cart aswell. She took the cart to the freight elevator, then left
by the loading dock at the back of the building.

“l am Caroline, Lady Sula,” she rehearsed her story. “1'm moving to a new place because my lover beat
me.” She would have the identification to prove her claim, and what remained of the bruises, and the
suitcases plain to see alongside the covered objects that weren't so plain.

Gredd didn't need to use her story. The streets were deserted as she wa ked downd ope dongside the
humming cart, down to thelolaRiver.

The roads ran high above the river on either side, with ramps that descended to the darkened riverside
quay below. Gredd rode the cart down the ramp to theriver's edge. Thiswas the good part of Maranic
Town and there were no houseboats here, no beggars, no homeless, and—at this hour—no fishermen.
The only encounters Gredel feared were lovers sheltering under the bridges, but by now it was so late
that even the lovers had gone home.

It was as hard getting Caro off the cart asit had been getting her on it, but once she went into theriver,
tied to the compressor, the dark waters closed over her with barely aripple. In avideo drama Caro
would have floated awhile, poignantly, saying goodbye to the world, but there was none of that here, just
the slent dark submersion and ripplesthat died swiftly in the current.



Caro had never been one for protracted goodbyes.
Gredel walked dongside the cart back to the Volta. A few cars dowed to look at her, but moved on.

In the apartment, shetried to deep, but Caro's scent filled the bed, and deep wasimpossible there. Caro
had died on the sofaand Gredd didn't want to go near it. She caught afew hours' fitful rest on achair,
and then the woman caled Caroline Sularose and began her day.

Thefirgt thing she did was send in the confirmation of her gppointment to the Chang Ho Academy.

* % %

Thefirgt day she packed two suitcases and took them to Maranic Port and the ground-effect ferry that
took her acrossthe Krassow Seato Vidalia From there, she took the expresstrain up the Hayakh
Escarpment to the Quaylah Plateau, where high atitude moderated the subtropical heet of the Equatorial
Continent. The planet's antimatter ring arced dmost directly overhead.

Paysec was awinter resort, and the snowfal wouldn't begin here until the monsoon shifted to the
northeast, so she found good rates for asmall gpartment in Lustrel, and took it for two months. She
bought some clothes, not the extravagant garments she would have found in Maranic Town's arcades,
but practical country clothes, and boots for walking. She found atailor and he began to assemble the
extensive wardrobe she would need for the academy.

She didn't want Lady Sula's disappearance from Maranic Town to cause any officia disturbance, so she
sent amessage to Caro's officid guardian, Jacob Biswas, telling him that she found Maranic too
distracting and had cometo Lustrel in order to concentrate on academic preparation for the Academy.
She told him she was giving up the Maranic apartment, and that he could collect anything shed Ieft there.

Because she didn't trust her impersonation of Caro with someone who knew her well, she didn't use
video, she typed the message and sent it print only.

Biswas called back amost immediately, but she didn't take hiscall or any of the other calls that followed.
She replied with print messages to the effect that she was sorry she'd been out when he cdlled, but she
was spending alot of timein thelibrary cramming.

That wasn't far from the truth. Requirements for the service academies were posted on the computer net,
and mogt of the courses were available in video files, and she knew she was deeply deficient in dmost
every subject. She worked hard.

She only answered one cal, when she happened to be home, was able to listen to the answerware, and
redlized that the caller was Sergel. She answered and caled him every filthy name she could think of,
and, once her initid anger was alittle spent, she began to choose words more carefully, flaying him dive
with one choice phrase after another. By the end, he was weeping, loud gulping honksthat grated over

the speakers.
Serve himright, she thought.

Lamey had her worried more than Sergel or Jacob Biswas. Every day she haf-expected Lamey to bust
down the door and demand that she produce Earthgirl. He never turned up.

On her find day on Spannan, Biswasinssted on meeting her, with other membersof hisfamily, at the
skyhook. She cut her hair severdly short, wore Cheng Ho undress uniform, and virtudly plated her face
with cosmetics. If shelooked to Biswaslike adifferent girl, no wonder.



Hewas kind and warm and asked no questions. He told her she looked very grown up, and he was
proud of her. She thanked him for hiskindness and for looking after her. She hugged him and the
daughters he'd brought with him.

Hiswife, Serga'ssister, had the senseto stay away.

Later, asthe skyhook carried her to Spannan's ring and its steady accel eration pressed her into her seet,
sheredized it was Caro's Earthday, the real one.

The anniversary that Caro would never see.



