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Fifteen different ways to fasten a shoe and she was sitting on the
porch steps of a refurbi shed brownstone, watching a boy barely old enough to
shave tie knots in an ancient pair of Air Jordans. Steffie pushed her hair out
of her face, opened her palntop and used the tiny lens in the corner to shoot
the boy's hands. They were |ong, slender, unlined, with w de knuckl es and
trimmed nails. A person couldn't do what he was doing with short stubby
fingers or InstaGow(tm nails that curved |like talons.

He took all six nulti-colored | aces, wapped them around three fingers,
and created bows of differing sizes. Then he tied themat the tongue, and
created a flower that bl ossoned fromthe ancient shoe like a rose in the
m ddl e of rubble.

VWhen he was done, she flipped hima plastic. He caught it between his
thunb and forefinger, glanced at it, and raised his eyebrows.

"Mega," he said.

She was gl ad he thought so. She only paid himhalf the going rate for a
style that would be all over the streets in the next two hours, then all over
the stores in the next two weeks.

"Thanks," she said, and slipped her pal ntop back in her pocket.

Then she grabbed one of his extra | aces, tied her brown hair back, and
headed down the gum covered sidewal k toward the park

Shoel aces. Wio' d have thought? When shoes could zip, velcro, and sea
t hensel ves, who'd've thought the arbiters of cool would go back to the | ace?

Hers was not to ask why. Hers was to record, market, and change.

Cool hunting was still a strange profession, but thirty years after the
first coolhunters hit the streets, it had worked its way into a mni science.

A science only a person with an eye for beauty and a sense of people
coul d spot.

She resisted the urge to open her pal ntop and check her own credit
account. She'd sent the vid to seven | aces conpani es, two shoe nmanufacturers,
and one hundred resale outlets. Each of them should have sent a fee into her
current account. It should have doubled with the laces bit. If she hit her
guot a today, she'd have enough for a two-week flop

Lord knew she needed it. Her own boots were worn thin fromall the
wal ki ng. Twenty-one successful hunts in seven days, not to nention eight
busts, and one ill egal

She still held the record for the nost shifts in one day. Steffie
St orm WArni ng, they called her, because in her wake was turmoil and
destruction. Entire conpanies fol ded on the basis of her vids. Entire



conpani es replaced them And credits flowed back and forth like a river
covered in Mediterranean sl udge.

No one knew who she was. She had forty different |legal identities, and
nore than enough credits stashed in various accounts to |ive expensively for
the rest of her life. But she liked cool hunting. It was purposely anonynous --
i f people knew who she was, they would chase her, try to convince her they
were cool -- and it carried no responsibility. She didn't answer to a boss,
she didn't answer to a conpany, she didn't even answer to the people she sold
her vids to. She was as independent as independent got, a loner in every sense
of the word

And she liked it |ike that.

On the corner a hot dog vender floated his cart over a hot air grate.
The dogs weren't |like the ones she'd had as a kid. These were all neat,
regi stered and certified lean cuts fromprinme portions of pig. The taste was
simlar but not the sane.

A taste gone fromher life

Everyt hi ng changed.

Not hi ng remrai ned t he sane.

Life on the street had taught her that.

Cool hunting had reinforced it.

She took an unmarked plastic from her pocket, checked the credit |evel,
and decided to launder it through the vendor. She stopped, ordered two dogs
slathered in nustard, sweet catsup, and pickle relish, and handed the man the
pl astic.

He was skinny, unshaven, with an apron that had grine on it as old as
she was. Vendors had al ways | ooked like that. Even in the ancient black ‘n
white vids available for free downl oad on any TV set, the vendors | ooked I|ike
t hat .

A hundred years hadn't changed them Just their carts and their
pr oduct .

He took her plastic, ran it through his nachine, then frowned. "That's
a lot of change," he said.

"Just run it through the machine." She took one dogs off his
countertop, and took a bite. Alittle too juicy, alittle too hamfl avored,
but enough to still an appetite that had been building for the good part of a
day.

"Don't do that any nore," he said. Anyone caught recharging too nuch
plastic, running too many credits, was brought in.

"Sure you do, for an extra five," she said around the dog.

He grunted, then slamed the plastic into his machine. No one said no
to an extra five, and she could afford it. She could afford anything if she
were willing to spend credits instead of accumrul ate them

Sonehow, knowi ng how fast tastes changed, nade her unwilling to conmt
to her own.

She ate the rest of the dog, nearly swallowi ng the | ast piece whole.
Maybe it had been two days since she'd eaten. Maybe only a few hours. She
couldn't remenber. She'd been hunting.

It always took all of her energy.

As she picked up the second dog, he handed the plastic back to her

"I won't do it again," he said.

"Your |loss." She sprayed a bit of bun at him and automatically covered
her mouth with her left hand. "Sorry."

He shrugged, turned away. A |lot of basically honest people did that
when she asked themto violate their own rules. Made her ashanmed soneti nes.
Made her realize how different her world was fromtheirs.

She had the |luxury of eating the second dog nore slowy, then cleaning
her mustard-covered hands and face in the stand's | aser wi pe. She grabbed a
napki n and w ped for good neasure: public cleaners always left her feeling a
bit gritty.

"Good dogs?"



She hadn't seen the guy approach. She gl anced up as he spoke,
regi stered himas soneone she'd seen before, and a shudder ran down her back
He wasn't young |ike nost of her subjects, but then her early subjects weren't
young any nore either. Still, his clear gray eyes slanting in a coffee-col ored
Sl avic-feature face | ooked famliar

The wrong kind of faniliar

She shrugged, kept it light. "Dogs are as good as any these days."

"You ever had the old ones?" He brushed a hand over his silver suit.
Three weeks old, worn Detroit style, with a red cumrerbund instead of a tie
and pierce chain. "The ones they made of sawdust and pig's feet?"

"That's not how they nmade 'em" she said and stepped away from him

For a minute, she thought he'd keep up, but he didn't. He stayed at the
stand, bought hinself a dog, and watched her wal k away.

Maybe that was how her subjects felt when she watched them As if they
were suddenly on public display, as if their entire selves were being exposed
to the world.

Wat chers shoul dn't be wat ched.

She rounded a corner, then slipped into the park

The air was fresher here, the trees budding. Tulips bloomed in special
garden circles maintained by a crew of city enployees who were determ ned to
make Central Park | ook as cultivated as possible. She liked to spend spring
here. It made her feel alive.

It also allowed her to watch the cools bl oom

She went to her bench. It was newy painted -- green this tinme -- to
give the illusion of newness despite its great age. Around her, couples threw
balls for their dogs, and kids went by in groups, deep in conversation

She wat ched:

Cl ot hes.

Shoes.

Jewel ry.

Al ways alert for a new conbination, a new |look. But it wasn't as easy
as all that. The look was a sense, a third eye, a way of seeing that nost
peopl e didn't have.

She wasn't | ooking so much for the new trend as she was for the person
who woul d set that trend.

Back when cool hunting started in hype-filled '90s, the cool hunter's
goal was to find the cool kid, the one who would be the innovator, the one al
the other kids wanted to copy. But what the early cool hunters never realized
was that cool itself was a transient state: a cool kid one week would be passe
t he next.

Cool was easy to spot.

Pre-cool was hard

And she had the hardest job of all. She was in New York, not Phoenix or
Dall as or Santa Fe, those hotbeds of the newest trends. Here she had to work
har der because everyone knew that fashion noved north and east. It started in
t he sout hwest and traveled, slowy through the south, up the mddle, then over
to the eastern seaboard.

Cool hunting in New York was |ike deep-sea diving in Arctic: Not
reconmended.

VWhich nade it all the nore chall engi ng.

Whi ch neant it was for her.

She settled onto the iron bench. It was still a bit cold to be sitting
still, but she had two dogs to settle and that encounter to put in place.
Strangers rarely spoke to her. She put up an invisible barrier: if she was
noticed it was in passing. If she wasn't, even better

Casual people didn't speak to her on the street.

Thi s guy knew her.

And if he knew her, he'd be here, sometine soon.

In the neantinme, she'd hunt.
* * * %



The nice thing about New York in the spring was that everyone cane to her
After the winter cooped up in high heat flats, Thernmal Tenp Al -Wat her
Cear(tm, and Footsnugger Boots(tm, the city's residents wanted to strut
their stuff. Cool happened fast here in the spring: trends anobng the setters
ran hourly. The early adapters spent only days in the new styles before noving
onto sonething else. Even the herd, the followers, only spent a few weeks in
the style before changing, and the | aggers never caught the spring rush.

Last spring, she'd cleared 30 nmillion credits in one nonth.
This spring, she hoped to do better
She | eaned back on the bench, feeling its chill permeate her '01

vi ntage sweater. Her stomach churned restlessly, disturbed by too nmuch food
and that stranger's face.

Teenagers wal ked in front of her, laughing, the girls with their hair
short and spi ky, the boys with theirs down to their knees. Two-year-old
fashi ons: these were |laggers who really didn't care about their position. They
were not the architects of cool that she wanted

Soneti mes, though, sonetimes she envied themtheir easy walk, their
uncaring laughter. Her |life had become so focused on trends and styles, on the
way that clothing -- appearance -- reflected thought that she wondered if she
ever made decisions all on her own any nore. She wouldn't think of wearing
spi ky hair, nor would she walk in a crowd, |aughing.

She m ssed the | aughter

Cool hunti ng made cl ose conpani onshi p i npossible. Friendships difficult.
More and nmore lately she'd been thinking of retiring, of finding a flat in the
city and actually having contact with people.

Maki ng friends.

Establishing ties.

A boy, no nore than ten, air-shoed past, running six inches off the
ground. H's shoes, early nodels, forned a cushion of air that was as dangerous
as it was once thought safe: the air cushion acted |like a super high platform
One false step and the wearer would fall

To run in air-shoes required guts and a certain anount of |-don't-care.

She al nost got up and followed him Al nost.

His spirit was uni que, but she saw nothing that could be duplicated.
Not hi ng that she could vid and sell. Air-shoes had been on the market since
the teens, and had had their noment six nonths ago when the nets declared them
unsaf e.

Still, she had never seen anyone run in them before.

"I"d ve thought you'd have followed him" The man fromthe hot-dog
stand sat next to her. He snelled faintly of spicy cologne, and he had a touch
of nustard on the corner of his nouth. It nmade him seem nore real, sonehow

"Way woul d | foll ow hin?" she asked, then wi shed she hadn't. She knew
better than to engage.

"I"d ve picked him" the man said, "if | were cool-hunting."

"Which you're not," she said.

"Who says?" He touched the shoelace in her hair.

She stood. "I do."

Her hands were shaki ng. She shoved themin the pocket of her tweed
pants, then headed down the asphalt wal k. He hurried behind her, his feet
scuffling. She could snell himbefore he reached her

That col ogne was begi nning to annoy.

"You know," he said softly, his torso brushing hers, his |egs keep

pacing with her legs, "there's a ten mllion credit reward for anyone who
identifies you."

"Ten mllion?" she asked, a bit startled at the anmount. Last she had
heard it was two mllion. "That |ow?"

He | aughed, not fooled. "You' re hot, girl, and some cools want to find
you. "
He spoke softly as he wal ked with her, his words |like a caress in her

ear. She didn't know how he found her, didn't know who he worked for, didn't



know what he want ed.

The not knowi ng terrified her

But she didn't showit. She didn't allow anything to show on her face.

"Such a strange creature you nake ne out to be," she said.

"They don't call you Steffie Storm Warning for nothing."

He had her nane. Ot her corporate headhunters had found her before -- a
cool hunter al ways reveal ed herself in the noment of paynent -- but none of
t hem had known who she was.

They had been dunb and obvi ous and she'd been able to give themthe
slip.

She couldn't slip him He was still pressed against her, as if they
were | overs on a nidday stroll

She kept wal ki ng, but her breath was com ng shallowly now She hoped he
didn't notice

"You know, " she snapped, "there are about eighteen |aws you're breaking
touching nme like that."

"You want to go to the cops?" he asked and she could hear the snmile in
hi s voi ce.

"No," she said. "I want you to back off."

She st opped suddenly and he slamred into her, nearly losing his
bal ance. She shoved with her el bow, and he fell hard enough on the grass to
et out a small grunt.

A girl stopped beside her and peered down. "He all right?" the girl
asked. She was wired. Small chips dotted her face like jewelry. In the quick
gl ance that Steffie got, she recogni zed audi o, video, and net chi ps.

"He doesn't need to be," Steffie said.

"Qoo," the girl said. "Want nme to get soneone?" She tapped a chip on
her chin. Security systemtoo. The girl had noney.

"Naw, " Steffie said. "I think he got the idea."

The girl |aughed and continued, but not before Steffie caught a glinpse
of her shoes. Scuffed Air Jordans with six laces tied in a flower bow.

An early adapter

The vid had already hit the street.

The man was sitting up, a hand to his head. Steffie pushed hi m back
down and put a foot on his chest. She got the distinct sense he was hunoring
her, that he could shove her aside with a flick of the wist.

She didn't care. It was the | ook that counted. And right now it | ooked
as if she were in control

"I don't know who you are or what you want,'
al one. "

"Can't do that." He put a hand on her boot. "lItalian |eather. N ce.
They don't make stuff this soft anynore.™

She yanked her foot away. "Wat do you want?" she asked.

"Well, | don't want to broadcast your id," he said. "If | wanted that,
| could have done it by now "

He was right. He had obviously seen her |ong before she saw him The
t hought rmade her even nore uneasy.

"You're one of those stalkers, aren't you?" she asked, yanking her foot
away. "Interested in the hunt, in toying with your prey, in killing slowy."

He smiled as he sat up, and rubbed the grass stains out of his sleeve.
"You have a vivid imagination."

"I want to know why you're bothering ne," she said. _And how you know
who | am. But she didn't say that. She had already said too much.

"I't's not enough to say that |I'man admrer?"

"No, " she said.

"Well, | am"

"Then admre froma distance."”

"And |l et you dive away |like you did before, only to come back with a
new | ook, a new style."

"Maybe 1'Il retire," she said.

she said. "But | eave ne



"Maybe, " he said. "But you haven't yet. And you have nore than enough
to live on. You don't need to be on the streets, but they're in your blood."

She was so thoroughly chilled now that gooseflesh had risen on her
arnms. No one knew this nuch about her. No one. She had nmade certain there
wasn't much i nformati on about her anywhere. Sonetinmes she wasn't sure she had
that much informati on about herself.

"What do you want ?" she asked for the third and final tine.

He spread out his hands. They were enpty. "Let me up?" he asked.

She took her foot off his chest. He stood, brushed hinself off, and
adjusted the silver jacket. H s cunmerbund had twi sted so that the
sel f-seal i ng seam showed

This time he kept his distance, and eyed her warily.

"Fashi ons have come and gone in the tinme it's taking you to answer this
guestion," she said.

He wi ped the nustard stain fromthe side of his nouth, glanced at his
fingertips, winced and rubbed themtogether as if he could make the nustard go
away.

"Your famly sent ne," he said.

She went hot, then cold, then hot again. She hadn't thought of her
famly in years.

Not true

She t hought of them every day.

She hadn't spoken to themin years.

"Real | y?" she asked, with the right anpbunt of sarcasm

Hs smle was patient. "I didn't expect you to believe me," he said.
"And neither did they. They set up a hone site accessible only to you, with
nanes and numbers you'd know, they said. And the only way you can locate it is
with this chip.”

He held out his palm In it was a red chip case the size of a sequin.

She stared at it. "For all | know that could scranble my system or bl ow
me away."

He didn't nove. "They told ne to tell you that KD is dying."

Those hot/cold flashes ran through her again. "KD?" she said before she
could stop herself. "That's not possible."

"That's what they said."

She squinted, unsure whether to trust, unsure whether to try. "And you
are?" she asked.

"Uninportant,” he said and flipped the chip case toward her

She caught it in her left hand as he di sappeared into the park

* * * %

She put the chip in the special nip pouch she'd had carved bel ow her belly
button. Ni p pouches were expensive, because they were for the crimnal or
paranoi d. Hers was big enough to hold a wist-top and the surgeon had been
good enough so that the pouch's opening | ooked |ike part of her belly button
itself.

Then she went back to work.

-- Caught a m ddl e-aged wonan topl ess, showi ng off surgically enhanced
breasts. M cropoodl es -- dyed pink and gold -- were | eashed to her nipple
chains. Steffie hated it, but knew it would catch on with the fifty and ol der
crowmd, the aging Gen Xers who loved to torture their already burdened fl esh.

(The chip lay cold against her skin, irritating, like a grain of sand
in her eye.)

-- Found a young man playing guitar beside a fountain, who | ooked as
if he'd been dipped in gold. Gold hair, gold skin, gold eyes. As the |ight
shifted, his colors deepened. She filmed a while, catching his transition from
gold to bronze, bronze to brown. She didn't know what he used, and didn't ask
when she flipped himhis plastic. Someone woul d know, and someone woul d pay,
several someones, depending on how she put it across the nets.

(The chip tingled, as if it were a live thing. Rem nding her...)

-- Had the palntop out, already filmng an androgen's roped



fingernails when she saw the identical twins, captured in mniature, holding
their keeper's hand. They strolled through the park wearing frilly white,
their eyes old and bored and --

She shut the vid off, slid her hand across her belly, and pressed the
chi p.

_KD s dying_.

She shoved the palntop in her pocket, and headed out of the park

To Leo's.

* * * %
Leo worked out of his apartnent in a rundown condom ni um conpl ex at the cross
of Riverside and West 94th. The building dated fromthe 1980s when it was
posh. A lot of the original owners still lived in the buildings, but children
and grandchildren who inherited had no respect for history. Leo was one of
those. He liked the space and the old charm but he hated the snobbi shness
that went with it.

Hence the little dive shop he ran out of his first floor apartnment's
ki t chen.

She used the code he'd given her five years before to subvert the
security system It too was once state-of-the-art, in the post-doorman, high
tech days, but even with updates, a street kid could get in with a few
security chips and a beeper. Mst of the residents wore their own security
these days and didn't care, but a handful of the elderly ones had no idea how
people like Leo conprom sed their safety.

Peopl e like Leo, and people like Steffie.

She knew a few electronic tricks of her own, and had used them often
enough to gain a flop in a high security building. She never took anything
except a little space and a little privacy, and she was sure the residents
never noti ced.

They al ways had space and privacy to spare.

Leo kept his door unlocked. After her fifth visit to him she realized
he didn't live in the apartnent, only worked there, and didn't really care
about the credits he made. Someone could -- and often did -- rip himoff, and
he continued, as if nothing had changed. She finally realized he was |ike her
The credits didn't matter; the challenge did.

She slid through the oak door and ran a hand over the notion detector
that controlled the lights.

"Leo?"

"Kitchen, babe," he said, voice floating past the vintage md-twentieth
century furniture. H s tastes ran to chrome and plastic, stuff once considered
cheap by the very people who initially lived in this building. Not cheap any
longer. His couch, with its chrone | egs that swooped into unconfortabl e arns,
and orange plastic seat, ran in the range of several thousand credits.

She slipped through the renodel ed arch doorway into his dark and dingy
kitchen. It snelled of oranges. Peels littered the floor. Her boots nmade small
sucki ng sounds as she wal ked.

Leo hunched over the oak table he'd inherited with the apartnment, using
a welding tool as old as his couch to sauter some netal together. She watched
hi m work, seeing the small shield before his face shinmrer in the old fashi oned
l'ight.

Then he shut off the torch, turned and the shield faded to nothing.

He grinned. "Been a while, babe."

She knew his nane, but he didn't know hers. She liked it that way; he
didn't mnd. She suspected he wasn't naned Leo at all, suspected it was as
much an affectation as the rest of the place.

She shrugged. "Been busy."

Wth a wave of a hand, he raised the lights. They didn't cut the gl oom
but they illum nated his face and hers. Hs was md-forties, careworn, no
enhancenents or lines. Hs eyes were a faded blue, his lips painted a pale
mar oon.

"What cha got ?"



She was clutching the chip in her hand, and had been since she left the
park. He didn't need to know about the nip pouch

She cane cl oser and opened her fist. The chip case gleaned in the odd
light. "A man gave this to ne. Said it was inportant."

"And you took it?" Leo raised a scarred eyebrow. He | eaned over her
pal m stared at the case, then reached behind hinself and grabbed a tweezers.
He picked the case up using the tweezers and set it on a clear sheet of
gl ass.

"You shoul d know better than to touch something |like this, babe," Leo
sai d.

"l do," she said.

"But he gotcha, right? Wat'd he do, tell you it's full of credits?"

"No," she said, unwilling to say anynore.

Leo shook his head. "I'Il check it out for you. Want ne to siphon the
information off it?"

"Tell me what's there first," she said, "and if it's booby-trapped."

He grinned. "You give ne all the fun jobs."

She shrugged. She'd never given hima job like this before.

"Head into the main room wouldja? And can you wait? This m ght take
sone tine."

"I can wait," she said, and left the kitchen

The main room of his apartment overl ooked Riverside, but the w ndows
were so streaked with grinme, she could barely see through them His vid
equi prent was ol d and obviously for client use.

She sat on the couch, put her hand in her hair, and found the shoel ace.
She yanked it out, let her hair fall into her face, and wapped the | ace
around her fingers. It was worn and old, fraying on the sides. Like the |aces
of the first pair of tennis shoes she'd had when she was a child.

KD had | oved those shoes.

_Big peopl e shoes, _ she had said, wistfully.

"Bi g peopl e shoes," Steffie nurnured. She didn't want to think about
KD. She | eaned back, put an arm over her eyes, and let herself drift. This was

as good a place to flop as any. Besides, she needed the rest.
* * * %

It was dark when Leo woke her. He was wearing a personal |ight on each

shoul der. They illumnated his face and a small circular area around him The
couch, the stained wood floor, and part of a ripped rug stood out in sharp
relief.

He was hol ding the chip case between his thunb and forefinger -- a good
si gn.

"It perforns an instant downl oad froma prearranged site," he said. "It
forces the conputer it's into go to that site, and remain there until the
downl oad's compl ete. Theoretically, the site is rigged so that only the people
who can answer certain questions can get it, but | circunvented it. The site's
conputer is in Nebraska. It links to a systemin Kansas City, then links to
anot her systemin Austin. All checked out clean. No traps. And no real traps
built into this thing except the instant downl oad."

"VWhi ch soneone could trace to ny system™

"I n a nanosecond," he said. His grin increased. "But not to mne."

She took the chip fromhim "You got sonething |like that for ne?"

"I thought you'd never ask," he said. Then his sml|e di sappeared.

"Al though | don't know why you'd want to. The site is your basic famly crap
CGeneal ogi es, ol d photographs, histories, loss of forner holdings, that sort of
t hi ng. "

She rubbed the sleep off her face, hoping to keep any fleeting
expression fromhim "That's okay," she said.

"Your famly?" he asked.

"I doubt it," she said. "Just sonme weirdness with ny work."

"You sure, babe?" and this time his voice held concern. "I wouldn't
want to give you sonething that'll get you in trouble. O any kind."



"You found nore trouble on there?"

He shook his head. "But folks don't normally bring this kinda stuff to
me, you know? They bring nme -- " he paused, as if considering his words " --
wel I, you know, stuff | would expect. Illegals, traps, listings no one should
see. Not sonething this tane."

"And that scares you?" she asked.

"Different. Anything different. It's not good, you know. "

She smled. "Actually," she said. "I thrive on different."

* * * %
The equi pnent wei ghed her down. She was used to a pal mtop, some plastic and
not hi ng nore. Leo gave her a laptop the size of a purse and told her to dunp
it when she was done.

She took an aircab to Chinatown, found a basenent restaurant where no
one seened to speak English, and took a booth in the back. The decor was as
old as the stuff in Leo's apartnent. If it weren't for the singletops for sale
at the front desk, the tiny access ports built into the centers of the tables,
and the programit-yourself wall displays beside each booth she'd have thought
she'd entered sonme old flat black-and-white.

The lighting was dim the booth ripped, and the soy sauce bottle so old
that the red words were scraped off the glass. She ordered by pointing to
three nunmbers on the wall display instead of talking to a waitress as she
usual Iy woul d have done. She |iked having the opportunity to practice her
Mandarin. It wasn't one of the reconmended | anguages. She was fluent in eight
non-reconmended, and all seven recommended. It nmade the hunt easier, being
abl e to speak the | anguage of the people she cane across.

There wasn't much hunting here. She checked it out the nmonent she sat
down. An elderly woman wore a red silk dress that |ooked like it belonged at a
pre-turn luau. Two busi ness women canme in sporting cats-eye gl asses that had
been in fashion on Wednesday three weeks before. A middl e-aged man had st aked
out a table, and was eating slowy fromsix different plates. He wore the big
jeans and oversized shirt that had been in style when he was a boy. She called
peopl e like that the fashion carel ess.

She didn't need to work. She'd had a profitable day despite the
interruptions. She could continue to hunt, or she could see what this chip was
al | about.

She set the laptop on the table, and plugged the chip into the slot Leo
had showed her. Instantly the 'top booted up, | ogged on, and started a
downl oad. She took a sip of tea and watched as her fanmily history scrolled
across the screen. A waitress set down a plate of egg rolls, and Steffie
grabbed one, even though her stomach was churning.

Fifteen generations of history, then her own face flashed across the
screen, aged ten, the last known formal full famly portrait. Steffie didn't
need to | ook. She already knew the image: Parents in the back, her father's
crewcut | ooking dated even now, her nother's nose ring catching the light.
Grandparents behind them [|ooking staid, her paternal grandfather's long hair
a mass of gray curls. Five children, various ages, Steffie the apparent
ol dest, with the baby Lana cuddled in her nother's arms. Her twi n brothers
flanking Steffie, and of course, KD

KD.

She sat on Steffie's lap, wearing a ruffled white dress and patent
| eat her shoes that had bel onged to their great-grandnother Svetlana. Her
unnatural ly bl onde hair was combed in ringlets, and her rosy cheeks bl ended
into skin that past generations had once described as porcel ain.

But her eyes. Her eyes belied it all

Hooded and rebel Iious, they caught and reflected all the anger that no
one else in the shot expressed. Steffie renenbered holding the tiny body,
renenbered its tension, renenbered how t he anger nol ded each underdevel oped
nuscl e.

_KD is dying_.

_That's not possible_.



But it was. Only not yet. Not for another three, maybe four decades.

| rpossi bl e.

A ploy to get her to contact the fanmly?

Maybe.

But there were better ones.

Only her parents had never thought of them

* * * %
It took her a while to find the nessage enbedded in the coding. They used the
standard questions, the ones everyone answered easily -- birthdate, along with
city, state, and county code. Taxpayer identification nunber, resident
identification nunber, and working resident identification nunber. Foll ow ng
that was a retinal scan (she wondered how Leo had gotten around that one) and
a left thunbprint match.

Most of the questions she subverted as well. She hadn't typed her
personal numbers in nearly fifteen years. She couldn't remenber her resident
nunber, and she didn't have a working resident nunber. Even if she did, she
woul dn't have given it up. She liked her privacy, and required it for the nost
part so that she could do her job. Her on-line identities were multiple and
clear to her: her real one was |lost in the haze of menory.

When she found the hi dden nmessage, the machi ne gave her an instant
hardcopy. She wondered if it had done that for Leo, as well. Only he woul dn't
have understood the message.

_KD dying. Wnts to see you. conme back. You don't have to talk to us. But see
her this one last tine._

We hired several detectives and a bounty hunter. The detectives
couldn't locate you. The hunter did but would not give your |ocation. He did,
however, volunteer to deliver this chip.

We woul d have included a pre-paid ticket on a same hour shuttle, but we
don't know your city of origin. W are still willing to pay your way hone.

Not hi ng has changed here. You know where to find us.

There was no signature. There didn't need to be. She recognized her
father's abrupt tones in the words. Amazi ng how deep those menories went, how
deep the effect of the lives that first touched hers. She hadn't spoken to her
father in years, and yet she could still hear his voice in her nmnd, feel his
presence as clearly as if she had |l eft himyesterday.

She | ogged of f, closed the laptop and ripped up the hardcopy, stuffing
the pieces into her nip pouch for |later disposal. Then she closed her eyes and
| eaned her head back, w shing her life could be as sinple as it had been only
ten hours ago.

"Are you all right?" the waitress asked in Mandarin.

"Fine," Steffie replied in the same | anguage. Then she sipped the rest
of her tea, paid with unmarked plastic, grabbed the |aptop, and left.

* * * %
She took the first shuttle she could grab. It departed fromthe rooftop pad at
63rd and Lex an hour after she left the restaurant. It had taken her nearly as
long to get to the pad as it would take her to get to Ann Arbor

It had been ten years since she'd been outside of Manhattan. Ten years
since she'd arrived, fresh fromAustin, then the cool -hunting capital of the
country. She'd arrived with a few credentials and a lot of balls, ready to
take the plunge that nmost hunters fail

St aki ng out her own hunting grounds, making her place the secret center
of cool

Austin lost its spot because everyone knew that cool ness origi nated
there. So early adapters arrived, followed by the trend-followers, and the
cool -wanna-bes. | nundated by copycats, hunters, and wanna-bes, the truly coo
left, and it took hunters alnost a year to find the next center

Phoeni x.

Only no one advertised it.

Steffie didn't want to follow the cool ones. She wanted to find them
So she had come here, figuring that many of the cool were anong the poor and



unable to afford same-hour shuttles or even day transport. Every city in
America, she figured, maybe even every city in the world had cool. She only
had to find it.

And she knew none of the other hunters would conme here, the heartland
of Anerican m sery, the decaying edge of the known universe, where trends had
not been set, really set, since the early part of the last century.

No one could come here.

Except her.

The shuttle was sleek and small. It sat on the rooftop like a black
bird, wings permanently outstretched. A pilot sat up front and three ot her
passengers were stepping into the back

She punched her ticket code into the nonitor, and watched as the
el ectronic security shield shimered i nto nothi ngness. She stepped across and
heard a humas it started up again.

As she clinbed into the shuttle, she saw only ten passenger seats, and
only five were full. Not nuch cause to go to Mchigan in the | ate evening. She
sank into the | eather chair, fastened her belt and cl osed her eyes.

It would take five mnutes fromtake-off to | anding. Barely enough tine
to rest her eyes. Certainly not enough tine to rethink the trip.

The shuttle | anded on a concrete quad behind brick dornms on the
Uni versity of M chigan canpus. Steffie was the first to exit. She crossed the
guad and entered the security gate, using one of her alias's codes to get
t hrough the scanni ng equi pnent.

She st opped when she nmade it outside. Snow still covered the ground
al t hough the sidewal ks were bare. The air was cool and dry, and had a familiar
snell, one she couldn't identify as anything nore than chil dhood, than Ann
Ar bor.

Than hone.

At the last word, she wi nced. She hadn't had a hone for fifteen years,
and she had liked it like that. Cool hunting suited her, with its insistence on
anonymty, the constant need to keep trolling, the lack of attachments.

But here, here she was Stephanie Wton-Brew, the second daughter of
Andrew Wton and Jenni fer Brew, granddaughter of Elner and Elise Wton and
Ant hony and Josephi ne Brew.

And sister of KD

She squared her shoul ders, hoping they were strong enough to handl e al
that wei ght of the past, of an identity long |lost. The house was just past the
university, up on a hilly avenue whose nane was lost in the fogs of her
menory, near trees so old their canopied tops shrouded streets that had been
built w de enough for carriages.

She had forgotten the name, but she hadn't forgotten how to get there.
The way to the house she had grown up in was enbedded as deeply into her
menory as her father's voice

Her stomach churned. She had nothing to say to these people. Nothing to
say to anyone, really, even KD

KD.

The reason for it all.

Steffie trudged al ong the sidewal k, wi shing she had stopped | ong enough
to get real boots instead of these dated Italian things. The thin | eather did
not protect her feet. And she wasn't wearing a coat. She | ooked like a
honel ess person in the pre-dawn darkness, and she knew if any of the residents
of the A d Wstside nei ghborhood peered out of their w ndows, they would
wonder who was breaki ng curfew and why.

The wal k to the house took three times |onger than the shuttle ride.
She st opped outside, astonished at how sonething that had | oomed so large in
her memory could | ook so small now.

The house had been built in 1910. It had two stories, a wi de front
porch, and a garage that had once been a barn tucked around the back. The
| arge oak tree that covered the front | awn was half dead now She and her
brothers used to play around it.



KD had wat ched fromthe porch

Lana hadn't even been born yet.

Steffie sighed, ran a hand through her nessy hair, and wal ked up the
path. It was cracked and snaller than she renmenbered. Her feet barely fit on
the stones that her father had so carefully laid during the sumrer of her
thirteenth year.

The nmenories were com ng back

She hated that.

She had t hought she was beyond them

She paused in front of the glassed in front door and rai sed a hand. But
she didn't knock. No one should have to knock on the door to their chil dhood
hone. She brought her hand down, bypassed the primtive security system and
let herself in.

The house snell ed of banana bread, |enon furniture polish and her
father's cigars. The cigar scent was faint -- alnost a nenory -- , as if he
hadn't lit upin along tine. A small shudder ran down her back. How many
ti mes had she come honme from school to these snells? Sonetimes the baked goods
overl aying the polish were cookies, sonetines it was cake, but the house
al ways smnell ed of baking. Her nother worked at home, and she al ways took a
break by maki ng sonet hi ng sweet.

It was a wonder she wasn't fat. She didn't know about her brothers. She
hadn't seen them since she left home, and of course, hadn't heard fromthem

KD coul dn't get fat.

The grandfather clock that had sat in Wton househol ds since the
m d-19th century bonged the half hour. The sound was famliar and unfamliar.

Steffie junped.

The househol d was asl eep. She could feel it in the stillness, alnost as
if a part of her could hear the uneven breathing froma floor away.

The main staircase with its newel posts and its wooden banisters (now
worth such a fortune that her parents actually should update their security
system) wound toward the upstairs bedroons. She wondered if hers was still as
she renenbered it, or if her parents had turned it into a guest room

She gazed up the steps into the darkness. KD was up there. If Steffie
had any courage, she would wake KD, have a short visit, and then | eave.

If she had any courage.

But she had none. She wanted to put off seeing KD as |ong as possible.

She avoi ded the staircase, and crossed beside the built-in bookshel ves.
The living room s layout hadn't changed in fifteen years. She sank onto the
couch, fluffed a pillow and | eaned back

Let them be surprised in the norning.

* * * %
She woke to her nmother's face centinmeters fromhers. Her nother had aged
naturally, with Iines and age spots and skin bl otchy from uneven sun exposure.
Her hair had gone conpletely gray, and she wore gl asses instead of having her
eyes enhanced.

Enhancenents had lost their charm after KD

The nose ring renai ned, though, and the tiny dianmond stud Steffies
father had given her in lieu of an engagenent ring.

" St ephani e?" Her nother asked, voice rising. "Sweetheart?"

Steffie blinked as if she were waking out of a sound sleep when in fact
she had awakened the instant her nother sat down. Once of the benefits of
fl oppi ng, an instant wakef ul ness.

"Mbdt her." She kept her voice cool, as if she had awakened to her
nmot her's touch ever day for the last fifteen years.

"He found you then."

The answer was obvious, so Steffie did not grace the remark with a
reply.

"Why didn't you contact us? W'd have booked your ticket."

"No need," Steffie said. She yawned and stretched. The couch was the
best bed she'd had in weeks. "Can | use the shower?"



"Sure," her nmother said. "Towels are -- "

"Where they always are, | know," Steffie said. And so were the extra
cl othes, and the special |inens, and KD.

KD.

"How i s she?" Steffie asked.

"Dying," her nother said. The response was curt, as if it held both
anger and embarrassnent.

O maybe Steffie was just reading that in.

"I didn't think that was possible," Steffie said, although she had
suspected it was. She had suspected fromthe begi nning.

"It was -- you know -- a long time ago. The technol ogy was new. "

Early adapters. She had never thought of her parents that way, but
that's what they were.

Early adapters.

She wondered who set the trend.

She wondered who had cool hunted it.

She shivered.

"So what's happeni ng?"

"Not hi ng you'd notice," her nother said. "It's all internal organ
decay. On the cellular level, which makes sense, of course. CQutside nothing
has changed. She's still quite pretty. It's all so very Victorian -- "

"The skin is an organ," Steffie said.

"But it's the nost real of all of her parts," her nother said. "It

didn't need nuch..."

She et her voice trail off.

"Tanpering," Steffie said, and stood up. She was, for the first tine,
consci ous of how filthy she was. How | ong had it been since she bathed? How
| ong since she changed clothes? It didn't matter in New York. People were
peopl e were people there. But here, a single stain on the couch was an
i nternational incident.

"She wants to see you," her nother said. "You're all she's been asking
for."

Steffie didn't want to hear that. She ran a hand through her hair,
noticing this time not just the ness, but the grease as well. "After | clean
up," she said. "She can wait one nore hour."

"l guess," her nother said, although she sounded doubt ful

Steffie froze. "How | ong does she have?"

Her nother was still kneeling beside the couch. She |ooked Iike a
supplicant in St. Patrick's. Her nother |eaned her head on the couch's arm

"I don't know," she said. "A nonth. Maybe nore. We've been | ooking for
you for a long tine, Stef."

"It's amazing you found me at all," Steffie said, _and even nore
amazing that | showed up_, she thought, but the words didn't |eave her nouth.
There were sonme things, no matter how old she got, that she could never ever
say.

* * * %
The shower was a tinme warp. The same rusted showerhead, the same hard water,
t he sane gl ass doubl e doors. The soap was different, nodern, softer and better
for her skin.

She wondered if they had bought it for KD

She found sone of her old clothes in the extra clothes closet and put
them on. They were too big, but the fabric was still good. The | ook wasn't
even dated -- not that it neant anything, since dated happened within an
i nstant these days.

VWhen she | ooked in the steaned mirror, she saw a face that she thought
had di sappeared when she left Ann Arbor the first time. Freshly scrubbed,

i nnocent, eyes wi de and blue and younger, it seened, than KD s had been in
that ancient famly portrait.

She | eaned her head against the silvered glass. She couldn't put it off
any | onger.



KD.

She had to see KD.

It was harder than it sounded. She hadn't been able to | ook at KD for
years. Not since she understood what her parents had done to her ol der sister

Steffie wal ked down the w de hallway, the thinning carpet hard and
rough beneath her feet. She paused outside KD s door. How often she used to go
into this room first for confort and then sinply to be with her sister. As a
child, Steffie had never understood KD s unchangi ng face. Only that KD was
al ways as she expected, always as she had known she woul d be.

Until the anger started.

Maybe it had al ways been there. Maybe it becane, in Steffie's tenth
year, too much for KD to close in. But suddenly the beautiful perfect little
girl had become every parent's nightmare: the tantrumthrow ng scream ng
nonster child. The child that was an enbarrassnent; the child that made the
parents | ook |ike nmonsters thensel ves.

It was, Steffie realized nuch later, KD s only revenge.

Steffie pushed the door open. The roomwas filled with norning |ight.
The white ruffled curtains were open to the backyard, the w ndow cl osed

because of the last of winter's chill. The canopied bed still sat against the
north wall, but the ruffles were white now i nstead of pink. A conforter
covered the bed, nearly hiding the small formin it

KD.

Her ringlets were fanned across the pillow, her long | ashes gracing her
chubby cheeks. Her skin was, as her nother had said, still the col or of
porcel ain, her small nouth still formed a perfect bow. KD had the face of a

perfect child: the features that had been used by white portrait painters to
portray angels and cherubs and saintly children for over a hundred and fifty
years.

KD had been dammed by fashion, by advertising, by perfection. Their
parents had gotten caught up in the enhancenent craze in the early teens, and
had thought it would be wonderful to have a child forever. Not a child that
woul d grow to becone a rebellious teenager and then an angry adult. But a
child, a real human child, forever

The doctors hadn't even tried to talk themout of it. They had pushed
for it, in fact, probably seeing all the credits nmultiplying in their
accounts, not realizing that |awsuits, years later, would pull those credits
ri ght back out again.

Steffie grabbed the white straight-backed chair with a little heart
carved in its back, and pulled it beside the bed. Then she touched her
sister's hand for the first time in years.

KD s skin was soft, a child' s skin. Steffie half expected it to snell
of talcum Instead, the room had a vague sweet odor, the odor of decay.

"KD," she said softly.

KD did not open her eyes. Steffie felt pain slice through her heart.
Had she come too | ate then? She hadn't even known 12 hours ago that her sister
was dying. It wouldn't be fair.

"KD," she said again, this tine raising her voice slightly.

KD s eyelids flickered, then opened, revealing those round eyes of
startling blue. Steffie had forgotten how rich the col or was, a color that
could not be duplicated by human beings, no matter how hard they tried.

Those eyes filled with tears. "Stef?"

Steffi e nodded.

"They said they couldn't find you," KD said.

Steffie smled, shrugged. "They were wong." She left off the as usual
She felt the familiar -- and old -- incongruity she had always felt with her
sister, the desire to protect a child, and the know edge that KD was savvier
t han nost peopl e gave her credit for

KD s hand slipped out fromunder hers, and grabbed Steffie's first and
m ddl e fingers. "lI'mglad you cane," she said.

"Me, too," Steffie lied.



"No you're not," KD said. "You have a life. |'ve been trying to foll ow
it, on the net, seeing which style change is yours. They never make it here,
you know. "

"I know," Steffie said.

"I think I found your trademark. You |ike flanboyance, don't you? No
el egance for you. Soneone taking risks. Soneone willing to take that extra
step that mght be a success or a m stake."

Steffie smled. That was her trademark. She had never thought of it in
those terns before.

"I saw a worman tal ki ng about cool -hunting on the TV," KD said. "She
said you couldn't pick a cool person without talking to themfirst, w thout

knowi ng their attitudes, but | bet you can. | bet -- "
"KD," Steffie said, not wanting to tal k about herself. "1've got over
four hundred million credits stashed in various accounts. | can get you

treatments, things Mother and Dad can't afford. Maybe we can find a way to
reverse this, or change it. Gowth hornones, neuro-triggers, enhancemnent
renoval therapy, they're all expanding industries. There m ght be sone
solutions you don't know about -- "

"So that | can grow big and strong |ike you?" KD s voice was dry.
Steffie hadn't forgotten the anger, but she had forgotten the manifestation of
it. The soft tones, the deceptively cal mway KD had of speaking.

"So that you don't die." The words cane out easier than Steffie had
expected, given the pain that was slicing through her heart had nmoved into her
t hr oat .

KD renoved her grip from Steffie's hand. "You know, " KD said, "Mbther
and Dad never thought this through. They had the nost perfect little girl, you
know, but once their friends' children were grown, they stopped show ng ne

off. | became a burden. It was like a failure on their part, that they had
enough noney to stop ne here. W never |eft the house.™
That was after Steffie had run away. "No," she said. "I didn't know "
"It didn't matter,"” KD said. "I didn't like playing any nore which

confused children, and adults didn't want to hold a conversation with nme. They
woul d turn away like | was a doll conme to life."

Wi ch was what she | ooked |ike. Permanent child enhancenents were stil
done, but rarely now, and al nost always by peopl e whose kids would only make
them a fortune when they were young. Child-nmodels, child-actors, child-singers
all had their bodies frozen in form but not permanently any nore. Even
‘permanent' child enhancenments |asted only as long as the child was worth
somet hing. Once the tastes changed -- and they did, even in film netvid, and
advertising -- then the child hyphens were able to grow up.

No one did child-child enhancenents.

The conmon consensus now was that it was cruel

"So |I've been living on the nets. | thought I'd find you."

Steffie's throat was dry. She didn't know KD had been | ooking for her

"I did find you, you know," KD said. "Only a ghost. Only a flicker. But
| did find you. And you helped nme. | wanted to tell you that."

Steffie shook her head. "I didn't do anything."

"Sure you did. Fashion betting. | kept wagering on you. It took sone
time, some net watching, but | had the tine. | saw the style introduced and
bet on the adaptation tine. | was good at it, Stef. Al npbst as good as you."

Steffie swall owed. She'd heard of fashion betting, but never practiced
it. It seened to her like a pastime of the rich, the idle, the people who
could never do anything with their |ives.

Li ke KD.

KD | owered her voice. "I have five nillion credits in an account in
your name, Stef. It'd been nore but for the doctors.™

"The doctors?" Steffie asked.

KD nodded. Then she snmiled. "Enhancenents like mne don't reverse. It's
too old."

It took a noment for Steffie to understand what KD had said. "Then you



were trying --

"To grow up,"” KD said. She closed her eyes, and for a noment it seened
as if she had gotten her wi sh. Her cheekbones were nore prom nent than they
had ever been, her skin sallow She |looked Iike a tiny old Iady on her
deat hbed.

Steffie ran a hand through her danp hair. She didn't want to wal k
t hrough this enotional thicket. She had | eft because dealing with KD had torn
her up. Because her family had focused only on KD the child, not KD the
unhappy chil d- worran.

"You made this happen?" Steffie asked.

KD opened her eyes. Her smile was tiny, girlish, like a child who'd
been caught playing with the wong toys. "Growth hornones."

"How di d you buy thenf? Don't you need Mom s perm ssion?" Permanent
children were al ways considered children in the eyes of the law. The
assunption was that these beings were designed not to grow up, SO nho natter
how much experi ence they accunul ated, no matter how many years they had |ived,
they woul d never achieve adult status in the eyes of the world.

KD scrunched her pillow back. The nmovenent |ooked difficult. The bones
of her arns stuck out of what once had been plunp cherubic flesh. "That's why
| had to see you," she said, her voice at a whisper. "I used your nane."

"What ?" All the muscles in Steffie's back went rigid.

"I used your nane." KD s eyes were wide. Her lower lip was trenbling.
"You weren't using it. And | needed a legal adult to fill out the forns, to
gi ve perm ssions and send in the e-papers. That's why the noney's in your
name. "

"You used nmy nane to what?" Steffie asked.

"To get me the appointnments. To get me the treatnents.”

Steffie swall owed. If she had been here, she nmight have hel ped. But she
hadn't been here. She had left long ago. "All right. Wy is that a probl en?"

"Because | lied," KD said. Atear trenbled at the tip of one of her
| ashes. "I said | got the enhancenments |ess than twenty years ago."

"And that's inportant because -- "

"The growt h hornones don't work on enhancenents |ike mne." Her voice
rose into a wail. She did sound young. She acted young. But Steffie didn't
know i f that was because KD had been in this roomfor the past thirty years or
because t he enhancenents did i ndeed keep her young.

"But you tried anyway."

"I read on-line that they just said that the hornones didn't work to
keep us older ones in line. So | thought | could try it. But -- " she rubbed
the tear away with one small fist " -- what no one said was that the hornones
wor ked on people like ne. They just worked wong."

"Wong?" Steffie asked. Her stomach was queasy. Fromthe kitchen bel ow
rose the scents of coffee mixed with waffles.

"Wong," KD said. "I'maging, inside. Steffie, | have the heart of a 95
year-old wonan, and it gets ol der every day. Al the other organs are changi ng
i ke that too."

"Except your skin."

"Even ny skin, but not as fast. The enhancenents didn't have to touch
it much because it would stay young if the rest of ne did."

"Isn't there sonething they can do to reverse this?" Steffie asked
"More enhancenents, maybe? Sonething to bl ock the hornobnes?"

"No," KD said. "Not with this kind of destruction. The thing is, three
weeks ago, | got legal notification for you that as my sister, you should have
known the year | got enhanced. If | die, they'll go after you."

"After ne? How?"

KD shrugged. "M suse of information. Lying on governnment fornms. Enough
to hound you. To take your nmoney. To freeze your identity."

Steffie kept her expression neutral. It didn't natter. She had enough
identities. Al it nmeant was that she would formally | ose Stephanie
Wt on- Brew. Whom she had al ready | ost.



KD t ook her response for anger. She | ooked away.

"I wanted to grow up, Steffie." KD s voice was soft, plaintive. "You
got to go out and see the world, all by yourself. |'ve never gone farther than
Ann Arbor. 1'mnot even supposed to cross the street alone.”

The conpl aint nmade the skin on Steffie's back crawl. She'd heard it all
her life.

She was wrong about everything changi ng.

Here, nothing did.

She couldn't pay attention to that. She couldn't or she would go mad.

"Ckay," Steffie said. "First things first. W see if we can find you

some solutions. | know folks in companies with experinmental treatnents. Since
we' ve already broken a few |l aws, we may break a few nmore and see if they'l
send us some stuff that'll reverse this aging process. Then we'll find a
doctor who'll work with you. W'll take it one step at a tine."

"Wl that work?" KD asked. Her voice was curious, but her eyes
weren't. There was sonething in them sonething Steffie didn't recognize.

She shook it off. She hadn't seen KD in a long time. How could she
pretend to understand her?

"There's only one way to find out if it'll work," Steffie said.

"Are you willing to try?" KD asked

Steffie felt it, that famliar sensation that she had just been
out manuever ed, outthought by a girl who couldn't get out of bed. But she
didn't see how

"I don't know," Steffie said.

"I won't beg," KD said.

"“I'"'mnot asking you to,
KD woul d.

* * * %

Steffie said. But deep down, she al nost w shed

Steffie needed tinme to think. She let her nother serve her waffles with fresh
strawberries and real butter, coffee and fresh-squeezed orange juice, just as
if this were a Sunday norning and Steffie had never |left home. The kitchen was
still the center of the house, and on this norning, it had on electric lights
agai nst the winter gloom The cabinets were white, done in 1990s kitsch, the
stove a flat top with a conventional interior. Only the refrigerator was new
a conpact nodel that miniaturized food and expanded it upon renoval .

Steffie said nothing about her famly's penchant for keeping things
smal | .

Her father sat at the head of the table, an e-paper open but unread
beside him Her nmother was still making waffles in the stove's waffl e-maker
attachment. Dozens of waffles for only four people.

Steffi e wondered how much food her nother discarded every day.

Her father was staring at her

Fifteen years had dimnished her father. H's shoul ders had hunched
forward, his face had gone flabby, and his crew cut was an inch |ong, making
himlook as if he wore a brush on the top of his head. The hair had gone gray,
just as his skin had gone a pale white. He | ooked |like an old man, even though
he wasn't.

She found herself staring back at him chewi ng as she did so. She had
forgotten that cooking was one of her nother's best skills. The waffles were
wonderful ; it was a shame nost of them would be discarded. She knew half a
dozen people in the park al one who could have lived on these waffles for a
week.

"You shouldn'ta left," her father said finally, his voice grating on
his throat, as if he didn't want the words to conme out.

She shrugged, chewed a bit nore, and swallowed. "I didn't want to stay
here.”

"KD needed you. She |oved you. You were the only one she talked to."

"Maybe she'd have nore friends if you let her out of the house,"”
Steffie snapped.

"She's too ill," her nother said.



"She wasn't fifteen years ago," Steffie said.

Her father | ooked down at his e-paper. Her nother poured nore batter
into the waffle maker. Steffie took a sip of her orange juice, her heart
poundi ng.

She set the glass down. "Look," she said, unable to stand the silence.
She had grown up in this silence. It was a powerful thing, a wall she couldn't
breach. Every time she brought up a topic that was forbidden, her parents
woul d greet that topic with silence, pretending as if she hadn't even spoken
yet making her feel guilty for opening her nouth.

"Look," she said again. "You know what KD did."

"Some of it," her nother said.

"And you knew she inplicated ne to do it."

"Yes." That was her nother again, in a whisper. She shot a furtive
gl ance at her husband, but he didn't | ook up. He was going to ignore this
conversation if he could.

"And you still sent for me?" Steffie clenched a fist. "Wiy don't you
take care of her? O did you want her to die?"

"She won't die," her father said.

"Ch, just like she won't grow up?" Steffie asked. "Did you arrange that
t 0o0?"

"No." Her nother put her hand on her father's shoulder. He covered it
with his own. Steffie had forgotten that gesture, the gesture of unity from
her chi |l dhood.

"W were hoping," her nother said, and her voice broke. She swal |l owed
to cover the enotion, and then took a deep breath. "W were hoping you could
hel p her."

"Me?" Steffie asked. "Way ne?"

"Because she won't take our help."

Steffie | ooked at both of them "Wy not?"

Steffie's nother bit her lower |lip. "She wants to take too many risks."

Qoviously, Steffie thought. But said nothing. "So you want nme to take
the risks with her?"

"No," her nother said. "W thought you could talk her out of them"

"Me? Wy me?"

"Because you |l oved her," her father said. "At |east you did once."

"I felt sorry for her," Steffie said.

"You adored her," her nother said. "You foll owed her everywhere. And
t hen when you got bigger, you carried her with you. She was your advisor, your
best friend, your sister. Surely you remenber."

Steffie renenbered. And she renenbered the | ate night conversations,

t he pounding of tiny fists against her chest, the way KD s cruel small fingers
pi nched Steffie's devel opi ng body, the synbol of the difference between them
She remenbered it all, and the pain of it, the confusion she felt when her

bel oved sister had turned all her rage on Steffie because Steffie would grow

up.

"I was a child," Steffie said.

"KD still is," her father said.

Steffie shook her head. "That's the thing you two never got, did you?
The treatnent you gave her did not |eave her a child. She's an adult, but the
| aw doesn't recognize it. Her appearance doesn't allowit. But her nmind has
grown, and changed, and | earned. Just |ike yours has."

"You haven't spent these years with her," her nother said. "You don't
know -- "
"OfF course | know " Steffie said. "It was happening even as | was
growing up. It's hard when your sister, who is supposed to be a perpetua
three year-old has a better vocabul ary and nore know edge of human nature than
you do."

"The doctors said that would happen,” her father said. "There'd be sone
| earning, of course, but other things would al ways be beyond her."

"Li ke making a living? Like thinking for hersel f?"



Her not her nodded.

"How do you think she paid for the treatnments?" Steffie said. "She
didn't just inmplicate me. She broke into nmy systems, used ny nane and ID."

"There' ve been novies about that," her nother said. "I could do that."

"Coul d you fashion ganbl e?" Steffie asked.

"What ?" her nother said.

"Fashion ganble," Steffie said. "KD made 5 million credits fashion
ganbl i ng. That's how she planned to pay for everything. She has her own noney.
She wants out of here. And the only way she can get out is to grow up."

"It's too late for that now " her nother said.

Steffie sighed. Fifteen years, fifteen years of independence, of no
contact with these people, and the instant she wal ked in the door, the old
irritations returned. Her parents' refusal to acknow edge what they had done
to their own daughter and the consequences of it. The effect it had on the
famly

The effect it had on KD

"No," Steffie said. "It mght not be too late. W have five million
credits to work with and that buys a lot of treatments."

Steffie didn't tell them about her credits. She woul d probably need
those, if she did sonething wong, if she nmade a wong nove.

"The problemis," she continued, "that KD won't try any treatnent, not
as long as she stays small."

"She wouldn't be KD if she grew, " her father said.

Steffie turned toward him H s head was still bent. There were dandruff
flakes in his bristly hair. The food Steffie had eaten sat like a lunp in her
st onmach.

"You woul d rather have KD die?" Steffie asked

"Seens to ne," her father said, "that KDw Il die either way."

"Chi | dhood was never neant to be permanent,"” Steffie said. "_Nothing_
inthis world is meant to be permanent.”

Her father did not answer. He drew his silence around himlike a
bl anket, a shield against Steffie's words.

"You can help her, then," her nother said, ignoring the interchange.
"You know what to do."

"I can try," Steffie said, regretting the words the instant that she
spoke them "But you'll have to help ne in return.”

"Anyt hi ng," her nother said.

"I won't even do anything until you agree to | et KD grow up."

"No," her father said.

Her not her squeezed her father's shoulder. Steffie saw himw nce in
pain. "Whatever it takes," her nother said. "Watever it takes."

* * * %
Her parents' conputer was in the den. Her nother hovered behind her as she
went inside, and faced a machine the size of a mirror, an antique she
remenbered from her chil dhood. She wondered if this was the machi ne KD had
used to track her cool hunting, to nake her five nmillion credits, to ganble on
fashi on. She hadn't seen anything in KD s room but that neant nothing.
Conputers could be snall as a fingernail these days. Steffie had even
cool hunted a couple of full body interfaces and tiny tattoos that were ful
performance machi nes. The craze had | asted ten days, one of her |ongest and
best .

"Codes and passwords?" Steffie asked as she put her hand on the | eather
chair. It felt the same, cool to the touch, the | eather softened with age.

"They're programed in."

Steffie wanted to warn her, to say that such things were irresponsible.
But when had her parents been sensible or responsible? They had only appeared
so. And appearances were so inmportant to themall

"Scans?" Steffie asked.

"Retinal, palm full face for sone things," her nother said.

Steffie sighed. She could go around the scans, but she didn't want to.



She didn't know who was nonitoring the house, if anyone, but she didn't want
to do anything too suspicious. Looking for a cure for KD was probably unusua
enough, but easily explainable. Going around security systems, well, that was
a felony, and one they would nost certainly blame on her

"Ckay," Steffie said, not sitting down. "Get ne on."

Her nother glanced at her, then went to the chair. It sagged under her
wei ght. She put her hands on the keyboard, typing in codes. "What systen?" her
not her asked.

"Excuse me?" Steffie said.

"What net do you want?" Her nother asked, clarifying the question

"Anything," Steffie said. She wasn't going to search for research --
her famly could do that -- she was going to hunt. Wat she did best. Only she
had never done it this way. "On second thought, go to one of the difficult
ones. Better to have too much security than not enough."

Her nother typed. The machi ne was ol d enough to have a clicking
keyboard, something that sounded grated on Steffie. She preferred silence,
required silence in fact when she typed anything. If she had to have sound,
she used a voice activated system

Then her not her eased out of the chair. The ancient nonitor blurred a
tunnel that should have been an automatic VR view Steffie sat down The chair
was warm from her nother.

"Thanks," Steffie said, and began to work

The nedi cal boards were encoded and filled with garbage: people
di scussing their synptons, asking for help with conmon probl ens, debating the
financial practicalities of curing old age. The fundamental argunents, the
ones she had heard all her life. Only she had known, as did anyone with a
brain, that if they could create children |like KD, they could stop people from
dyi ng. They could arrest themat any age -- 35, 50, it didn't matter -- but
t hey refused because of the burden it would place on society.

Funny how perpetual children were not a burden when ol der, nore
experi enced peopl e were.

Hunting in here was not |ike walking the streets. It was nore conpl ex.
But |ike streets, the attention to detail was the same. She wasn't | ooking for
a paper on KD s arrested devel opment or on growth hornones. Steffie was
searching chat areas, listening to live conversations while she was diggi ng
t hrough the research boards.

Li stening for that single comment, |ooking for the silence that inplied
nore know edge than the user was willing to adnmt to. Wenever she found a
nane, she cross-referenced it with the Copyright Ofice's annual publication
of the names of people who applied for patents.

By eveni ng she had a headache, and her eyes ached from | ooki ng at
mat eri al designed for systens that |asted hours instead of years. Her nother
who had apparently left the room sonetinme that norning, brought in three
sandwi ches, sone honenmade potato chi ps, and a nochachi no, sonething that no
one had made in so many years the taste actually invoked chil dhood -- a small
di nner party where Steffie at age 3, the only tinme she was KD s contenporary,
got to taste her first caffeinated beverage.

And hated it.

She smled at the nenory, took a sandwi ch, and felt her nmouth water at
t he prospect of eating choice-cut beef. Her parents had never skinped on food.
They had ski nped on other things, but never food.

Her nother returned some tinme later to take the plate.

"Steffie," she said softly.

Her voice sounded |ike an explosion in the tight room Steffie, who'd
been followi ng two chats and cross-readi ng patents, listening to on-1ine
medi cal radi o, and searching the drug listings, junped.

"KD?" she asked.

"No change," her nother said. "How are you doi ng?

"Fine," Steffie said, in a tone that brooked no nore interruption

Her nother watched her for a nonment. \Wen it becane clear that Steffie



wasn't going to say anything nore, her nother took the enpty nochachi no gl ass,
and | eft the sandw ches. Steffie grabbed another as she returned her attention
to her work.

Twel ve non-stop hours later, she had | earned a | ot of things, some she
didn't want to know. Not surprisingly, but something she had not thought of,
was that KD was not al one. Large groups of "children" haunted net space, sone
in groups, sone individually. Mdst were using their parents' systemns
illegally, using illegal identities, and playing the same tricks KD had.

Steffie wondered how much of this KD knew, and how nuch she had used
bef ore she got ill.

O even if some of these groups had hel ped her take Steffie's identity,
hel ped her find the doctor who had been willing to work on her without a
certified adult present.

But all of those were questions for later, questions Steffie m ght
never get answered. And al though they were irritating, they weren't really
rel evant.

Not consi deri ng what el se she found.

Ni nety-seven patents had been issued to help the "children" grow.

Anot her fifty-two had been issued to cope with di seases of the non-aging, and
twenty-five had been issued to deal with the effects of growth hornones on the
early adapters.

Twenty-five.

And of those twenty-five, twenty had received pernission to do
experinments on humans.

O those twenty, ten had conpleted the studies.

O those ten, only one had "children" who survived.

Only one.

At that point, Steffie had stopped and put her face in her hands. His
treatment had been effective, but it had done sonething the parents opposed,
and they had shut hi m down.

It had left the growth hornones intact.

The early adaptive child had arrived at his office, sickly on the edge
of death, just like KD, and had left a full adult, with years ahead of them
The | egal problenms had been startling. The new adults had no | egal standing
since they were registered as pernmanent children, and their parents, who had
uni formy not approved the treatnent (the "children" had gotten it as they had
gotten the growt h hormones, through theft of adult docunentation), had sued.

The doctor was no |onger practicing. H's bio said that he worked in the
CUNY system as a biol ogy teacher, and saw no one.

Especially not people |ike KD

It seened a bit too pat.

Steffie ate the | ast sandwi ch, and stared at the screen. Her eyes hurt,
her head ached, and her shoulders were so tight that she pulled a rnuscle.

The sandwi ch was stale, the bread hardened by its exposure to air.

Her father woul d never approve. He would rather have KD die. Steffie
cl osed her eyes.

KD, of course, would be excited about it.

Her nother would not take a stand, and Steffie would be in the nmddle,
as al ways.

And that was assuming the doctor would work with them that he woul d
give up his safe little job in the CUNY system and break the law to hel p KD

Why had Steffie come back here?

Why did she think she could save her sister's life?

She had never been able to before.

* * * %
The house was asl eep when she finally stood up. She stretched and her spine
cracked. It had been a long time since she spent a day in a chair, not noving.
Usual |y she was al ways on the move, always doing sonething different, always
finding a way to keep herself busy, to be creative

But not to think.



Never to think

O renenber.

She renmenbered so nuch about this house. She renenbered its rhythns,
the silent hush it got when all the occupants but her were sleeping. She
renenbered the way the ceiling groaned in a harsh wind, the soft spot in the
center of the fifth stair up, the wobbly spindle near the top of the
bani ster.

And nost of all, she renenbered KD

_ -- You gotta help me. You're bigger. You could take nme on the shuttle

_ -- I"mnot old enough. _

_ -- They won't have to know. And then when I'mon ny own, I'll find a
way to repay you. _

_ -- You can't be on your own, KD. _

_ -- Then you can live with me. You'll be ny adult. Only you won't have
to supervise me because | won't need it. You'll do that, won't you, Stef?
Think of all the times | hel ped you... _

And most of all, she remenbered the night she ran away. KD was still an

accepted oddity, then. A nenber of an elite group, a prized possession, a
status synbol not unlike expensive jewels or a house in the country. KD had
gi ven one of her best perfornmances at dinner: a conbination of precocious
intelligence, and nauseating cuteness. She had conversed with the visiting
German professor in his own | anguage about the upcoming celebration of thirty
years of his country's unity, and then, by request, she had |isped her way
through a lullaby. She had cuddl ed on command with their father's boss, a
chil dl ess woman who always treated KD like a stray animal, and then she had
graciously accepted the small gifts of toys some of her parents regul ar

vi sitors had brought.

The toys got tossed into the corner of her room and she had run to
Steffie's, sobbing in her arnms. Steffie had held her, understanding KD s
hum liation for the first time, and the futility of it all.

And she had confronted their parents |like she woul d have to confront
them now, and they had told her she woul d never understand.

Never .

They were right.

Oh, she knew the history, but it never nade sense to her. They had | ost
their first child, a girl, of some sudden onset disease that she shoul d have
been inocul ated for, but sonmehow wasn't. (They al ways ski pped over this part,
as if it were sonmeone else's fault, not their own.) By then, they had al ready
had KD. Shortly after their first child died, they decided to prevent KD s
| oss. They decided to have a child forever, so they not only inocul ated her
agai nst all childhood diseases, they al so inocul ated her agai nst adul t hood.

And the treatment had been so awful, they decided not to do it to the
rest of their children. But KD had given them courage to have other children
She had given themtheir life back

So they used to say, back when KD was their status synbol, their
per form ng nonkey.

Bef ore soci ety deci ded what they did was no | onger fashionable, and
just a little bit wong.

* * * %
By the time Steffie finished the sandwi ch, she knew what she had to do. She
couldn't run this time. She had chosen to cone back on her own. She had chosen
to face the heartache, to see KD this last time. And in seeing her sister, in
seei ng what she had beconme, what she had done to herself just to try to have a
normal life, Steffie could no | onger |eave.

KD deserved the chance to live her life, any life, on her own terns.
Not on her parents' terms. Not on Steffie's.

On her own.

In her searches, Steffie had found the exact costs of the doctor's
legal bills, and the extent of his garnishnent at CUNY. He had never nade nuch



nmoney. He had done this for a reason not covered in the gossip trades, a
reason known only to him But he was in deep and severe debt, and he could no
| onger practice his real trade. He had taken the job at CUNY out of
desperation, wasting his talents teaching children for less than one-fiftieth
of what he nade before

It bothered her that the information had been easy to find. It made her
| eery. But not |leery enough to ignore him

She offered to pay his legal bills, current and future, if he prom sed
to treat KD. She sent this to himin encrypted e-mail, routed through half a
dozen sources, and out of one of her dornmant nanes.

Traceabl e, she supposed, but she doubted it. The ampunt of work woul d
keep himbusy for the next two weeks.

And that was if he were an expert in computers, which he clearly was
not .

Hi s response was startlingly inmrediate.

He accepted.

* * * %
Sone things became clear. The doctor was not what he seened. The credits he
want ed were too high; the address he gave was far from CUNY, and he offered to
provide the adult KD with proper identification

Steffie accepted it all. She had worked the seam er sides of the street
too long to be shocked at the | engths people went to in order to get their
wor k done.

Maybe her parents woul d have been shocked.

Maybe KD woul d have.

But Steffie knew

Sonetinmes you had to do whatever it took

* * * %
Her parents no longer slept in the same room That was a change, and one
Steffie had not expected. Her nother had taken the twi ns' roomfor herself.
Only one bed renai ned, and a few of the twins' things, but her nother's
presence there did not | ook temporary. Her books were piled on the nightstand,
her clothing littered the floor. A small entertainnent unit with everything
fromcomputer renote to VR to good ol d fashioned tel evision was hooked to the
foot of the bed.

The faint nightlight, a glass ball that had a phosphorescent gl ow,
which Steffie had al ways associated with her parents' roomwas on the
dresser.

Steffie had stunbled into this roomby accident, |ooking for her old
penlight to carry into her parents' bedroom not expecting her nother to be
i nsi de.

Her nother slept on her back with one armflung above her head. She
| ooked younger than Steffie had ever seen her -- a conbination of the soft
light and the relaxation of sleep. Steffie saw herself in her nother's
features, the long narrow face, the small mouth. She saw KD too, the promni se
of what KD woul d be.

Wul d have been.

Steffie went to her nother's side, crouched, and touched her nother's
shoul der. Wen she didn't wake, Steffie's heart started to pound. She knew her
nmot her was all right; she could hear the rhythm c breathing. But she wondered
i f her nother had taken anything to help her sleep, and felt the old
frustration rise even though she didn't yet have proof.

The inpracticality of it. A sick child -- a sick person -- Steffie
still had to nmentally correct herself, and she hated it -- in the house, and
her nother took sone kind of chem cal to help her sleep

Steffie shook her nother's shoul der harder than she initially intended.
Her nmot her's eyes blinked, and her eyebrows cane together in a frown.

" St ephani e?" Her nmother's voice was slurred with sl eep

"Wake up, Mother, | need to talk to you," Steffie said.

"KD. Is she -- ?"



"I haven't been in her roomyet. |'ve cone to see you."

Her not her was waking up nore conpletely now. She slid back toward the
pill ows and pushed her hair out of her face. "You found sonething," she said
in a normal voice

"Yes," Steffie said. "A doctor who knows how to hel p KD."

"How rmuch will it cost?"

More than Dad wants to pay, Steffie nearly answered, but deci ded at
that nmoment not to say anything. "I'll worry about the cost."

"She's still our responsibility,” her nother said.

Steffie shook her head. "You involved ne."

"We'll take care of it," her nother said.

"No." Steffie was adamant. Her nother |ooked confused. Steffie wasn't
about to adnmit the real reason for her generosity.

She didn't want her parents to interfere.

Wen it became clear that her nother would not accept Steffie's
argunent, Steffie said sinmply, "I guess | owe her for running away."

Her nother said nothing to that. She adjusted the bl ankets, then
reached over and clicked on the bedside light. Steffie blinked at the sudden
bri ght ness.

"What do we do?" her nother asked.

"W get her out of here," Steffie said.

Her nother stared at her. "l1'd like to take her."

"And what will you tell Dad?"

Her not her | ooked away.

"What is it?" Steffie asked. "Why is he so unwilling to I et her grow
up?"

"I don't know, " her nother whispered. But Steffie could tell she lied.

* * * %
After she left her nother's room Steffie stood in the hallway for a noment.
If she was going to back out, this was her only chance. Her only chance to
escape the house, and never be seen again.

But KD s skeletal face would haunt her. KD s voice had, over the years,
benpaning Steffie's freedom Steffie's size, Steffie's life. Steffie didn't
sleep nuch as it was. She wouldn't be able to sleep at all if she abandoned KD
Now.

She opened the door to KD's room-- and thought for a noment that KD
had gi ven her a reprieve.

The silence was odd. And alnost terrifying. Then KD took a | oud
shuddery breath, and Steffie realized that her sister was still alive.

Steffie sat on the bed and touched KD s shoul der, much as she had
touched her nother's.

KD s eyes opened i mediately. "l thought you'd be gone," she said.

"I found sonmeone to help you," Steffie said, a bit nmore rigidly than
she had pl anned.

"Dr. Doon?" Then when Steffie frowned, KD added, "The guy who hol ds the
pat ent ?"

"You knew about hi n®"

"Sure. | know ny way around the boards."

Steffie felt a trenbling deep inside. Nothing changed. KD was pl ayi ng
her agai n, touching her synpathies and then throwi ng them back in her face.

"I spent hours searching for him" Steffie said, wondering how she
managed to keep her voice so soft when all she wanted to do was scream at KD

"Took me three days," KD said. "You are better than ne."

"You coul d have saved ne the tine," Steffie said, "and just told ne
about him™"

"Whul dn'ta worked," KD said. "You never believe anything you don't find
on your own."

There was too nuch truth in that statenent.

"W have a date to nmeet him" Steffie said. "And a place. Are you
willing to go through with this?"



"I won't do it," KD said, "Unless it allows nme to grow. "

"It's one of the side effects,” Steffie said. "But you al ready knew
that."

KD smiled. "I already knew that."

"That's why you brought me here. Not to informne of anything, but to
take you to this man."

"Yes," KD said.

"Why? Mom woul d have taken you."

"No, she wouldn't," KD said. "I'mall she has left."

Steffie felt the world spin into place. She had left, run away. Her
brothers and Lana were gone, too. Steffie had noted, on that famly page, that
none of them had been hone in years either. Her parents' children grew up and
away, and didn't just |eave the nest.

They had abandoned it.

KD couldn't, not legally and not physically.

"I asked Momto help ne smuggle you out of here. WAs that w ong?"

KD shook her head. "Unlike Dad, Momstill has a sense of what's right.
She only acts on it when pushed, but she can be pushed."

Sonehow that didn't reassure Steffie. "How do | push her?"

KD smiled. "I think you already did."

* * * %
Steffie snuck around the house, preparing for the trip. The first shuttle
didn't leave until 6 a.m She couldn't sleep, so she went through her own
closet with an eye for cool. Mst of the clothes brought back menories: the
bl ue and white dress with the sailor collar that she had bought with her own
nmoney; the silk sweater that had been too hot for her first date; a pair of
Levi's, true Levi's, that dated fromthe m d-1950s and were worth their weight
in gold. She wondered how nmany ot her treasures she'd find in this house, old
once-fashi onabl e things that had been out of style so long that they had
becone val uabl e anti ques.

Probably nothing fromthe nodern era woul d become an anti que. Fashion
cane and went too quickly. It didn't have tine to linger; the word anti que was
slowl y begi nning to nean sonet hing over a nonth ol d.

She chose an outfit fromher closet to wear back to New York. The top
was a pal e peach tent shirt with a faux paisley pattern; the bottons were a
pair of brown gauze pants. She kept her boots -- she couldn't walk far w thout
them -- but she tossed a pair of sandals into her stuff for safe keeping. She
grabbed an ol d shoul der pouch, filled it, and slipped it over one arm Then
she pinned her hair on both sides of her head with matching ribbon barrettes.

For a day, at least, she wouldn't be Steffie Stormwarning. She'd be
KD s sister and the responsible adult for an inportant operation.

Al they had to do was get out of the house before her father woke up

Steffie had asked KD why their father didn't want her to change, didn't
want her to grow. Their father, nore than their nmother. And KD had | ooked at
her with those old, old eyes in that still-young face: _Don't you see what a
failure he is? | rem nd himof the days when the world still had
possibilities._

Steffie had been thinking about that statenent since she had conme to
her old room It rang sonething within her; it made an enotional kind of
sense. It was hard for her to think of her father as a failure: he had a job,
he had this wonderful hone, and he had a fanmly. But his job was inherited, a
tenured position he had taken fromhis father at the University of M chigan
The house was inherited too, and paid for. It had never cost their fanmly a
dinme to live inside. Her parents hadn't renodel ed. They hadn't even bought new
furniture, except for the children's roons.

The only thing they had spent noney on was KD and she had been a
victory for a tine. A fashionable statenment, a synbol of wealth and power --
| ook! we can stop time! -- and a |uxury.

But it got himnothing except a bitter woman in a child' s body, a woman
tied to himand his inadequate life forever. Hs family was in ruins; his wfe



no |l onger slept with him his second ol dest daughter had run away the night
bef ore she graduated from hi gh school, and the remaining children were gone,
never to return.

Wien he di ed what would he have to show for his life but KD? She was
the only stable thing in it.

KD, the house, and the job.

Only KD was his own.

H s very own.

Steffie stood. She didn't know what it felt |like to have sonet hing of
her own. She fl opped, bought clothes when she needed them and discarded hem
when she was done. The only things she owned were her names, her accounts, and
her contacts.

Her brains.

And her eye.

Not hi ng el se.

It was strange to return to this place of history and see cl othes so
old that she could remenber the first time she wore them renenber being
fourteen and full of hope.

Even then she had sensed her parents' bitterness. Both of them bitter
at growing older, at living their lives like their parents had, at not
steppi ng out of the confines of this sinple house.

Much Ii ke KD

Did their father want KD to be stuck here because he was?

She glanced at the roomwith its off-white walls and fam liar cracks.
She couldn't imagi ne what the last fifteen years would have been |ike here,
stayi ng through the harsh winter, seeing the sane people.

Wat chi ng KD remai n the sane.

Day after day after day.

Ti me passed and no one noti ced.

No one noticed at all

* * * %
Steffie made her way down the stairs |ike she had as a teenager on that | ast
ni ght, wal ki ng al ong the wooden sides, avoiding the creaks. Her nother sat at
t he base of the steps, cradling KD in a blanket. KD was too large for her
not her. Large and heavy, like any three year-old. Big enough to wal k on her
own.

But KD could no | onger do that.

For the first tine, Steffie saw fear in her nmother's eyes.

"She'd found this guy on her own," Steffie whispered.

"Stop," KD said.

"KD?" Her nother's voice held very real pain. "Is this true?"

Over the edge of her blanket, KD shot Steffie a killing | ook. "Yes," KD
sai d.

"Why didn't you tell ne? I'd have taken you. W wouldn't've had to
wait."

Steffie' s nouth opened slightly. She hadn't expected this, her nother
willing to do anything, even sonething vaguely illegal, to keep KD alive.

"Shh," KD said. "Dad will hear you."

But Steffie understood now. KD was using their father as a way not to
answer the question. "Wy did you wait?" Steffie asked.

KD cl osed her eyes. "You wouldn't have taken ne, Mom Dad woul d have
st opped you."

Her nother put her head against KD's. "I want you to live."

"I know," KD said, in a resigned voice. "You want ne to stay the sane."

"I's that so wong?" her nother asked.

KD didn't answer. Steffie couldn't. She cleared her throat.

"Do you want to call this off?" Steffie asked, her nmouth suddenly dry,
not knowi ng if she were addressing the question to her nother or her sister

KD s eyes opened, large circles on her tiny face. "This is ny only
chance, Steffie," she said.



Steffie knew that. Their nmother cradled KD closer. "W don't have nuch
time," she said. "Your father will be down shortly after sun-up, wanting his
cof fee."

Li ke he had ever since Steffie could remenber.

"Al'l right," Steffie said, the knot in her stomach growi ng. "Let's go."

* * * %

The fam |y had bought their car before Steffie had been born. It was an old

gas nodel, its conbustion systemredesigned in the mid-aughts to accommodat e
new fuel regulations. Steffie's parents had kept the car in pristine
condition; like KDits value cane in preserving its appearance.

Steffie's nother handed KD to Steffie, and clinbed in the driver's
seat. KD was heavier than Steffie expected, all dead wei ght and rubbery skin.
No natural skin felt that way, as if it were made of stuffed plastic, but then
not hi ng about KD was nat ur al

Steffie slipped into the passenger side, unwilling to put her sister in
the special seat in the back. KD was so weak she could no | onger sit on her
own. No sense in even trying.

The drive to the shuttle stop on the quad woul d be short. But not as
short as the shuttle ride itself. KD closed her eyes. Her face | ooked drawn.

It had that translucent quality that Steffie had only seen before in the
honel ess who slept in the park

The ones who were about to die.

Steffie shuddered. Wiat had she gotten herself into? She felt absurdly
guilty, found herself thinking if she had been nore accessible, then her
fam |y woul d have found her sooner and she woul d have arrived before KD got so
si ck.

But much of KD's illness, all of it in fact, had been caused by KD. KD
and her desire to be like everyone el se. When she coul d never ever be.

Steffie | ooked down to see KD staring at her. KD sniled weakly. Steffie
made herself smile back, even though she didn't want to. Even though she felt
trapped, al one, and conpletely out of her depth.

Her not her backed the car up and drove the few short blocks to the
university. The three of themtraveled in silence. Amrazing how, after being
famly, after not seeing each other, after facing such a crisis, they stil
had nothing to say to one another. Since she returned they had never once
asked Steffie about the particulars of her work, or even if she enjoyed her
job. They didn't ask where she lived, if she had a lover, if she had children

Everything was lost in the focus on KD.

As usual

Her nother pulled the car into the shuttle parking area. The shuttle
was al ready on the ground, perched like a black bird in the quad, barely
vi si bl e through the gap between the forty-year old dorns. When the designers
of the college residential area had designed the space, they hadn't thought
realized that all of the pleasant, green, parklike | and would eventually be
mul ti-purposed: shuttle [ anding spots, aircar maneuvers, and regularly
schedul ed vol |l eybal | ganes between the students.

KD pushed herself up on her thin arnms and stared at the shuttle. She
coughed once, and swal |l owed hard, but not before Steffie saw bl ood.

"Looks like it's ready," their nother said.

Steffie | ooked at the new reddish tint to KD's lips. "You know," she
said to her nother, "that there are no guarantees.”

"I know," her nother said. She ran a hand over KD s thinning hair.

"Il mss you, baby."

"She means | might die, Mom" KD said. "She doesn't want you to bl ane
her."

Their nother |ooked at Steffie over KD's head. It was too late: they
al ready bl amed her. They bl aned her for |eaving, for growing up, for being a
di fferent person fromthem Her parents had kept KD the way they wanted her
and they couldn't do that with their other children

Now Steffie was taking KD away.



Maybe forever.

"You could come with us, Mom" Steffie said. "You m ght get back before
Dad even knows you're gone."

Her not her shook her head.

"KD coul d use the support."”

"l don't need it," KD said. "This is an adventure."

"You go," her nother said. "Do what you can." Then she ki ssed KD on the
top of the head, and pushed Steffie's arm Away fromher. Get out of the car
t he novenent said. There was no affection, no attenpt at it.

Steffie got out, cradling KD

"KD," their nother said, and there was desperation in her voice. "I
| ove you."

KD sighed silently. Steffie felt her body nove. "I |ove you too, Mm"
KD sai d, her words sweet, her tone in conplete contradiction to the sudden
tension in her body. "Thanks for bringing us here."

"We're going to nmiss the shuttle,” Steffie said.

"Send us news," their nother said.

Steffi e nodded and headed for the shuttle. She nounted the small ranp,
punched her ticket code, and clinbed inside without turning to wave at their
mother. Steffie didn't want another | ook at her, or at the quad, or at Ann
Arbor itself.

This time, as in the tinme before, she hoped she woul d never have to go
back. If this treatnment worked, KD could come home on her own.

I f she chose to cone home at all

This shuttle had twenty-five seats and all but two were full. New York
was still a business hub, although not as inportant as it had once been, and
nore people were willing to take five mnutes out of their day to head there

first thing in the norning.

Steffie kept KD s head covered in the bl anket, not wanting people to
gawk at her ol der sister. Not wanting people to renenber them

O her.

She slipped into one of the enpty seats, only to have KD croak,

"W ndow. "

Steffie sighed and noved to the other seat. "You can't really see out
of these things," she said. "They're only for being on the ground."

"Don't tell ne any nore," KD said. She eased out of the blanket,
letting it fall aside, and peered out the wi ndow, |ooking, for the first tine
since Steffie returned, like the little girl she was nmeant to be. "You know
all this stuff. | want to discover it."

The words were strong, but the voice wasn't. Steffie wondered how nuch
the trip had already taken out of KD, and how nuch nore there was to take.

One nore passenger arrived and took their original seat. Then the
automatic straps buckled themall into place, including KD, holding her
against Steffie's chest. They took off.

Steffie closed her eyes, but she didn't really doze. Five mnutes
wasn't |ong enough for an effective nap. Besides, it was hard with KD
squirmng on her lap, trying to see everything, trying to menorize everything,
not afraid to show her conplete and total awe at her surroundi ngs.

Steffie had never shown such awe, not even on her first shuttle ride.
In those days, it had been too inportant for her to keep her own aura of cool
not to |l et anyone know that she was interested in something, frightened of
somet hi ng, enj oyi ng sormet hi ng.

KD had no sense of propriety, no sense of how she appeared in public.

Steffie guessed it didn't matter. People perceived KD as a child. She
could get away wi th anyt hi ng.

Except the things she wanted to get away with.

The shuttle anded on its own pad on top of Grand Central Station
Steffie cursed silently. She had forgotten to ask for a specific |anding
point, one closer to the address the doctor had given her. The restraints cane
off, and KD still |eaned agai nst her.



"Wow, " KD whi spered. "We're here?"

"Yes," Steffie said. She'd need another aircab, and she'd have to
deci de how cl ose she wanted to be let off. She couldn't subnmit KD to too nuch
of New York. It was difficult for those with strong constitutions.

KD didn't have rmuch strength left.

Steffie waited until the other passengers got off the shuttle, then she
carried KD out. KD s blanket trailed slightly, and KD had her arns around
Steffie' s neck. Her eyes were too bright, her cheeks had an unnatural fl ush,
and she was | ooking around as if she had been invited to heaven and was being
given a tour by God hinself.

The [ anding platformwas hot. Two nore shuttles, probably the LA and
Dal | as ones, were resting nearby, passengers disenbarking. A man, slender and
tan, glanced at Steffie and sniled.

She did not smile back

The crowd nade her nervous. She didn't know how to be around a crowd
when she wasn't cool hunting, when she wasn't working. She cradl ed KD cl ose,
and made her way to the aircab stand.

Five nen in business suits conplete with pocket watch/conputer/phone
attached to their anple waists waited at the stand. Three wonen in platforns
two feet high, and an elderly person whose gender Steffie couldn't identify
al so waited. A woman in an official green uniformused a soundl ess whistle to
sunmon the taxis.

If Steffie didn't gain her synpathy, they'd waste ten m nutes here.

She approached cautiously, then pulled the bl anket down from KD s head.

"Mp'am" Steffie said, doing her best to sound |ike she still was from
M chi gan. "My daughter -- "
"CGet in linel™

"Who do ya think you are?"

"W were here first!"

The shouts canme from behind her. She knew then that she had a chance.
Those peopl e would not have yelled if they didn't already feel as if they had
lost a position in line.

"My daughter is ill,"” Steffie said. "I"'mtrying to get her to a
specialist.”
The woman | ooked at both of them KD was obviously ill. Steffie could

see that reflected in the woman's eyes. "Shoulda told the shuttle to set you
cl ose.”

"I didn't know you could," Steffie said.

The woman shook her head. Then she whistled for an aircab, held one of
the I arge men back, and let Steffie and KD slide in.

"Thanks," KD said, voice a rasp

"Cet better,” the woman said and signaled the taxi to nove with her
arm

Steffie | eaned back in the seat then gave the driver an address on the
Lower East Side. He circled Grand Central and then took off as if an entire
raft of police were after him

KD wat ched fromthe confort of Steffie's arns. "Is it always like
t hi s?" she asked.

"No," Steffie said. "Usually people aren't that friendly."

Then she realized that she didn't have to lie to KD. KD woul d never
return here. She would never be a tourist alone on these nean streets. KD
could know that New Yorkers generally were friendly. The problemwas that you
sonmetines couldn't tell the friendly ones fromthe unfriendly ones.

"There's no trees," KD said.

"W're going the wong way for trees." Steffie cradled her sister
cl ose. She had never expected KD here. Suddenly she felt as if KD were a
t hree-year-old child, subject to all the horrors the city could present.

"And it's old. Those buildings are older than the ones in Ann Arbor."

"Dirtier," Steffie said.

Her responses didn't dimnish KD s enthusiasm "I've never been in an



aircab before.”

O on a shuttle.

O in a state outside of M chigan

O inacity that was a world unto itself.

KD had never had sex, never held a job, never fallen in |ove. KD hadn't
lived a life at all.

And she was dyi ng.

"Why do they call him Doctor Doon?" Steffie asked, afraid of the
answer .

For the first tine, KD took her eyes off the city. She |ooked at
Steffie, and Steffie got a hint of what KD in an adult's body would | ook |ike.
Beautiful, nenacing, intinidating as hell.

"Because," KD said. "No one ever cones back."

Steffie' s stomach fl opped. She was taking her sister to nmeet death. KD
had known it all al ong.

"I can't do this," Steffie said.

"Sure you can," KD said. "He doesn't always kill people. A lot of them
never return to their parents because they're cured. And big. They can have
their own |ives."

"I"'mnot liking what | hear," Steffie said.

"I't's not your choice," KD said. But there was a bravado in her voice.
It was Steffie' s choice. She was the | egal adult even though she were the
younger of the two. It was a fiction between themthat KD had any control at
all.

"You don't care what he does to you?" Steffie asked.

KD | eaned agai nst her. She was tiring visibly, the pallor of her skin
growing. "l care," KD said. "I care very much."

* * * %
The address Doctor Doom had given her was on one of those narrow sidestreets
with so many rul es about aircabs that nost avoided the place. The driver |et
them off on a corner, and Steffie wal ked the rest of the way.

KD was too tired to nove. Once Steffie | ooked down at her, and KD had
sm | ed weakly, but she had said nothing. Wen they reached the address, a nan
cane out a steel doorway. He stopped in the mddle of the sidewal k, and his
gaze net Steffie's.

He seemed to know who they were, but then, how could he m ss? How many
ot her wormen wal ked through this part of the city with a three year-old child
-- or someone who | ooked like one -- in their arns?

"You're going to go through with this?" he asked, and he sounded al nost
di sappoi nt ed.

"Yes," Steffie said.

He sighed and went to the door. "I amno miracle worker," he said. He
was | ooki ng at KD.

"They call you Doctor Doom " she said hoarsely.

For the first tine, he smled. It made himl ook younger, in his
m d-forties, a cascade of laugh Iines formng on his careworn face. "They do,"
he said. "And they are right."

* * * %
The front part of his rented space served as a reception area. Fromthe
makeshi ft kitchen in the corner and the ratty | ook of the couch, Steffie
suspected it al so doubled as his home. He never did give themhis real nane,
al t hough Steffie knewit. Instead, he led her to the back room which | ooked
shi nier, newer, and cleaner than any hospital she had ever been in.

Now t he doubts she had felt when she discovered hi mmade sense. That
had only been his screen persona, designed to scare away those who were not
serious. This was not a man who taught at CUNY, who had exorbitant |ega
bills. This was a man who made a living off people |ike KD

"The authorities know about ne," he said. "They will have your e-mai
by now. "

"Then why don't they cone for you?"



He smiled again. "They tried. But there is no | aw yet agai nst saving
lives, nowis there? Only a lack of courage on the part of the governnent and
the normal facilities."”

"Do you save lives?" Steffie asked.

"Sonetines," he said. A nman canme out of a side roomthat Steffie hadn't
even realized was there. This man was sl ender and younger than Steffie. He
took KD from her, and placed her on a steel table in the center of the room

"There are no legal bills, are there?" Steffie asked.

Dr. Doomsniled at her. "There are always legal bills," he said.

She no | onger wanted to | eave KD there. She no longer trusted himwth
KD, if she ever had.

KD was scanning the room her small head turning.

"This is a mstake," Steffie said to her

KD eased up on her elbows. The whites of her eyes were a dull yell ow,
and the bl ood was back in the corner of her nouth. "It's a chance, Steffie,"
she said. And then, with a last burst of strength, she added, "It's ny
choi ce. "

Her choi ce

Steffie crossed her arms. KD was right, no matter what the law said. It
was her choice. And she had stated it over and over. If she had to remain the
way she was, she wanted to die. If there was no chance of change, there would
be no survival

"Can you help her?" Steffie asked.

Dr. Doom | ooked at her. His mouth was a thin line, his eyes wide. He
did not have the blustery confidence that nost doctors had.

"W can only try," he said.

* * * %
During the operation, she went outside. The day was sunny with a hint of
muggy; the city snmelled of garbage as it always did.

She was surprised to realize that she had mssed it

Spring was in full swing. Soon it would be sunmer.

Sunmer was her best time of year

She sat down on a stoop at a nearby building, and brought her knees up
to her chest. She wapped her arnms around them trying to seek confort from
hersel f. Wat would she do with KD? If KD died, then Steffie'd have to take
t he body back to Ann Arbor, and admit to her parents that she had fail ed. She
knew her nother woul d be upset, but she wasn't certain about her father. He
hadn't wanted an adult KD, and he had al ready resigned hinself to her death.
He mi ght sinply accept it as a matter of course.

No. That seened straightforward. It was what she would do if KD |ived
that bot hered her.

Steffie had no apartnent, and her job required her to nove around a
lot. To constantly be in a different place at a different time. She had enough
credits stored away that she could quit working altogether, but what was the
poi nt of that? Al though she m ght have to, if she were responsible for KD

At | east Doctor Doom had guaranteed identification along with the
successful surgery. That way, Steffie wouldn't have to brave the underground
bureaucracy for her sister. Al she had to concentrate on was teachi ng KD how
tolive in the real world.

It would fall to her. Her parents would never do the job. They m ght
even try to keep the adult KD as inprisoned in their hone as they had the
chi | d.

Steffie would have to warn KD of that.

Steffie brushed a strand of hair out of her face. She no longer felt
clean fromthat shower she'd had at her parents hone. That was one
di sadvant age of flopping. She allowed herself to look as if she had been
sl eeping on the street nore often than not.

And sonetines she did.

Maybe KD woul d hel p her settle down. Maybe KD woul d sl ow her down. It
woul dn't hurt. She was, she had to admit, lonelier than she had expected in



this life on the road.

Goi ng back hone had shown her that.

A man passed her wearing tight black |eather pants with their ankles
tucked inside cowboy boots, a nuscle t-shirt and a derby. She had her pal ntop
open before she knew it and was recording. It didn't hurt to work. Not while
she was waiting.

Not when Dr. Doomsaid it could take all day.

After she paid the dapper cowboy, she watched the street. It had been
weeks since she'd been this far east in Manhattan. Fresh pickings of a kind
she hadn't seen in a while. Fresh and bright. Sonething was changi ng here --
an influx from somewhere, bringing, as they always did, new trends, new
i nnovat ors, new ways to be original

Wth Steffie around, they wouldn't be original for |ong.

She saw and rejected a womman with long green hair and a yellow rain
slicker tied over her breasts, her tattooed stonmach bare, and her hips barely
covered in a matching yellow skirt. She hesitated over a man in the
traditional garb of Scotland, conplete with kilt. She had never seen such a
thing outside of history shots. But it was too by-the-book, and that nade it
retro but unoriginal. Real retro took the style and updated it to the nonent.

She had just finished catching her second big strike -- a woman in
white satin, a sinple flowing dress that flared at the hips and crossed over
her breasts. The back was cut all the way down to her buttocks, and in her
hair she wore a matching white ribbon. The I ook was cool, casual, and
conpl etely unsel f-conscious -- when Dr. Doom opened his door

Actually, Dr. Doomdidn't. H's assistant did. He saw her flip a plastic
at the satin wonan, and | ooked away as if he had witnessed a drug deal

"We're ready for you," he said.
* * * %
The lights were still bright in that sterile room but the snell was

different. The air was fresher as if each nol ecul e had been personally
scrubbed. A wonan lay on the makeshift bed, a sheet pulled up to her chin. She
was as tall as Steffie, and nearly as thin.

The assistant put his hand on her shoulder. "Don't be shocked," he
sai d.

How coul d Steffie be shocked? The operation was successful. Her ol der
sister | ooked older, for the first tinme since Steffie turned three.

Steffie wal ked up to KD and paused, her heart making a sudden |urch.
This was what he was tal king about. Not KD s size, but her face.

The skin was lunmpy and nottled, broken as if it had tried to go through
puberty in the space of a single afternoon. Wi ch, she supposed, it had. KD s
nose was truncated, her eyes suddenly small and piggy. Lines forned around her
nmout h, making it | ook sad and sour

She was asl eep

Mercifully.

She didn't have to see Steffie's reaction

"It's a side effect.” The voice belonged to Dr. Doom She hadn't seen
hi m when she had conme in, but he had been there, against the wall, gauging her
reaction. "The problemis all her organs |look like that. The damage is as
obvi ous and as hard to repair."

"This is why the governnent shut you down," Steffie whispered.

"Yes," he said. "I can keep themalive, | can make them grow up, but |
can't make thempretty. And people who do this to their kids expect pretty."

"How | ong does she have?" Steffie whispered.

"Years," he said. "And then, one day, sonmething will shut down. But it
was bound to happen. Her lifespan was truncated the nmonent she took those
hor nones. "

Steffie was shaki ng. She sat on the bed, and took KD s hand. It was
| ong and sl ender, the fingers curved inward, just like Steffie's. Only unlike
Steffie's the skin on KD s hands was red and cracked, angry-looking, as if
she'd kept themin hot water for days.



"She | ooks like this all over?" Steffie asked.

"Yes," he said.

Her mouth was dry. He was trying to extort nore noney from her

It was working.

"Plastic surgery --

"Isn't an option. The damage is cellular, and skin sloughs off,
regrowing itself, regrow ng the danmage."

"But you work on the cellular level," Steffie said.

"And this is the best |I've been able to do." H's eyes were intense in
hi s hangdog face. "I wouldn't |leave her like this if | had a choice. Believe
ne."

"She's not going to be happy," Steffie said softly.

"She's alive," Dr. Doomsaid. "She's an adult. She'll be happy."

Steffie clutched her sister's hand tightly in her owm. "I hope you're
right," she said.

* * * %

The assistant gave her a blanket and a pillow, and rolled out a small cot for
her. Steffie spent the night on it, her sleep shallow, any little noise waking
her up. She kept expecting KD to return to consciousness, but she didn't. She
had a lot to recover from Doctor Doom expl ai ned, and she needed the rest.

He coul d have awakened KD at any point that night or the follow ng day,
but he did not. He let her sleep. He let her heal. Steffie had no choice but
to sleep, and to brood.

She didn't want to | eave KD's side, didn't want her sister -- her frai
ol der sister -- to awaken alone and frightened. Steffie kept telling herself
she woul d do this for anyone, but she knew the very thought was a lie.

She woul dn't do this for anyone.

She was surprising herself by doing it for KD. She didn't knowif it
was residual guilt, or if there was actually affection buried beneath all the
anger, all the hurt, all the past.

When she did sleep, though, she dreamed of KD the little girl, when KD
had truly been a little girl, and renmenbered all the times they |aughed, al
t he days they huddled in each other's roons, playing and enjoying each other's
conpany.

Before Steffie got bigger. And KD didn't.

Now KD was big, but still flawed, and perhaps that was the other reason
Steffie stayed. KD had hoped for a normal life.

And she woul d never have one.

On the norning of the second day, KD stirred. Steffie clinbed off her
cot and went to KD s side, suddenly conscious of the fact that she hadn't
showered or changed cl ot hes since she brought KD in.

KD s eyes fluttered, and a door opened beside her. Dr. Doom entered. He
had probably been nonitoring her fromhis private room

KD s eyes opened. She | ooked at Dr. Doom then at Steffie. "It worked?"
she whi spered. Her voice was a raspy croak but it was a deep raspy croak, the
ki nd of wonman's voice that nmade an alto sound as if she were singing first
soprano. Wen KD realized it had cone out of her, she giggled, a typical KD
gi ggle, only deeper.

"I guess it did," she said, sitting up

Dr. Doom was standing near Steffie. He put his hand on KD s shoul der
"There's a few things you shoul d know, " he said.

KD s gaze went fromhimto Steffie. Steffie did not smle, on purpose
KD frowned slightly.

"Look at your hands," Steffie said.

KD did. The frown grew deeper. She stroked the back of the left with
the long fingers of the right, then turned her left hand over as if it
bel onged to a stranger.

"The skin condition is permanent," Dr. Doom said. "And disfiguring. W
can't do anything about it."

"How tall am1?" KD asked.



Dr. Doomtook a deep breath, then sniled a little. The question shocked

Steffie. "I don't know wi thout you standing,"” he said. "I would guess about
5 7"."

"Five-seven," KD said. She raised her strange small eyes to Steffie.
The eyes, even though they were snmall, still had KDin them "I'mtaller than
you. "

"Yes," Steffie said.
"I'"ve never been taller than you."
"KD," Steffie said. "The skin -- "

"I's disfiguring, yes, | know," KD said. "But it won't interfere with ny
life, wll it?"

That |ast she addressed to Dr. Doom

"People will stare at you. They will notice. They will not be kind."

KD shrugged. "That's ny whole life," she said. "Wat else?"

"Your other organs are as damaged. You nmay not live a normal |ifespan.”

KD grinned. "I come back fromthe jaws of death an adult and you're
worried about whether 1'll live to ninety? I'"mjust glad | have tonorrow. "

Steffie felt a strange tension in her shoul ders. She had expected
anger, scream ng, tears, but she had never expected this cal macceptance,
never figured that KD would take it all in stride.

"You knew," Steffie said. "You knew this was going to happen.”

KD | ooked at her blankly, as if she couldn't understand the enotion
that threaded through Steffie's voice. "I told you | read everything. And
had a long tine to think about it. Wat would you rather have? Your freedom
your adul thood, or a pretty face? | had a pretty face for a long, long tine.
It didn't get ne anywhere.™

Al that worry. Al that agonizing. And KD was nore prepared than
Steffie gave her credit for. Steffie never really had trusted KD, never really
had believed that there was an adult mnd inside that child s body. KD played
to everyone's prejudices so well.

"So, when can | go free?" KD asked Dr. Doom

"As soon as we do a few tests," he said.

* * * %
The tests took four hours. Steffie had to wait in a roomshe had not seen
before while they were underway. Wen they were over, she went back into the
room where she had slept and worried and stayed | onger than any other place in
New Yor k

The assistant had KD s new identification a tray. Steffie |ooked it
over, and realized that it not only | ooked authentic; it was authentic. The
assistant had used KD s real birth records and put the factual information
along with her vital statistics -- height, weight, scars and di stinguishing
mar ks, and a hol ogram of her actual appearance. Adult identification, for a
worman who had been on the Earth |longer than Steffie had.

KD was sitting on the bed when Steffie entered, a series of chip
nonitors still attached to her left arm

"We're nearly done," Dr. Doom said, and he sounded cheerf ul

"Can we tal k while you work?"

"Certainly," he said. "You should be happy to know she's turned out
well. 1 expect great things of her."
KD smiled at him-- the KD snmile on that ravaged face.

"KD," Steffie said. "When we | eave here, we need to deal with Mom and
Dad. | could book you -- "

"No," KD said. The smile left her face. It was suddenly blank. "I don't
want to see them™
"But they'll want to know -- "

"You tell them"

"All right," Steffie said, feeling out of her depth. KD was speaking
with an anger foreign to Steffie. KD had al ways had anger, but not force
behind it.

Not the force of a grown wonan.



"We can decide that after we find a place," Steffie said. "I know a few
apartments not far fromhere. They're large and not too expensive, and we'll
each have our own entrances -- "

"No," KD said again. Her small eyes narrowed. "You don't get it,
Steffie. I"'mdone with all of you. I'man adult now. | can do this on nmy own."

"I know," Steffie said. "But | thought -- "

"You thought 1'd need some protection in the big city. You thought 1'd
need to learn howto live. Well, | don't," KD said. She |ooked up at Dr. Doom
"W don't need her any nore, do we?"

He gl anced at Steffie. Hi s expression was apologetic. "No," he said to
KD. "You're an adult now. Legally. You can sign everything."

"Then that's it," KD said. "I'msorry, Steffie. I know this was an
i nconveni ence. "

Steffie froze. What was KD doi ng? "Yeah," she said. "Yeah it was."

"Wl l, thanks," KD said. "I do appreciate it."

"That's obvious," Steffie snapped. Her initial feeling had been right.
She had been nani pul at ed.

Agai n.

KD had not been able to get anyone else to bring her to Dr. Doom

She made Steffie.

She mani pul ated Steffie.

Masterful ly.

KD pursed her lips. "There's no need to get upset. You've been novi ng
on with your life a long time now Just nobve past this one."

Steffie stared at her. It was an apt description. She had been noving,
constantly noving, and nostly because of KD. And when she finally stopped, KD
didn't want her. Didn't need her any nore.

If she actually had needed Steffie, in the first place. O if any adult
woul d have done just as well.

"What do | tell Mm and Dad?" Steffie asked.

"Tell them|'m dead." KD was watching her out of that nockery of a
face, the cracked and damaged skin twisting as she rai sed her eyebrows in
typi cal KD you' d-better-believe-nme fashion.

"I can't do that," Steffie said.

KD shrugged. "Then they'll always wonder."

"KD, you should go back there. O call them O sonething. You owe them
that rmuch." Steffie couldn't believe she was arguing for her parents. She
couldn't believe that KD had put her in that position. She couldn't believe
t hat anyone could put her in that position.

"One then?" KD s voice was unusually soft. Dr. Doom had stepped away
fromher slightly. The assistant was standi ng beside the door, holding
Steffie's pouch. "I _owe_ then? For what? Hol ding ne prisoner all these years?
Do you know what it's |like, having an adult brain and not being allowed to use
it? Do you know how many tinmes | ran away, only to be returned to themlike a
| ost puppy? Do you know how many times | begged to be let out of that house?
No, Steffie. | don't owe them anything."

Steffie swall owed. She saw the hints around her, the signals fromDr.
Doom and his assistant that she should | eave.

She chose to ignhore them

"They | oved you, in their own way."

"They |l oved a beautiful three-year-old doll they called KD because the
nane they had originally given her -- before they decided to alter her --
didn't suit a child.” KD | ooked at her identification, then grinned at Dr.
Doom

"At |east you got the name right," she said to him

Steffie didn't have to | ook. She knew.

Kal i anna Danita.

KD was right. The name was pretentious for a child, but it was suited
to a woman, particularly a woman whose face had character and whose spirit
mat ched.



"KD," Steffie said. "I've been on ny owmn for a long tinme. At least |et
me hel p you start out."

"So that you can take the first opportunity to contact Mom and Dad?" KD
shook her head. "Sorry, Steffie.”

"KD," Steffie said, knowi ng she was losing this, but having to try. "
won't contact them It's just not easy out there. No matter what you think. No
matter what you know. "

KD s face went blank. "And you're an expert on this?"

"Actually, I am"

"Then maybe | will be too." She crossed her arnms, and frowned. KD s
frowns had been inposing as a child. They were twice as inposing on her adult
face.

"You don't get it, Steffie," she said. "I don't want you around any
nmore than | want Mom and Dad. |'mdone with the famly. 1've done ny tinme. I'm
fini shed now "

"KD," Steffie said. "You' re never done."

"You were," KD sai d.

"Until you brought me back."

"You thought | was dying."

Steffie shrugged. "You were. | hel ped."

"W're even." KD tilted her head back slightly. "Now get out."

"KD - "

"Cet out."

Steffie stood there for a nonent, unable to think. Unable to nove. Then
t he assistant put his hand on her arm

"Sorry," he said.

She gl anced at KD, sonmehow thi nking KD woul d change her m nd, would be
different.

But she wasn't even | ooking at Steffie.

It was as if Steffie were already gone.

Then the assistant tugged on Steffie's arm She |let himshow her out.

At the main door, he stopped. "lI'msorry," he said softly. "I've seen
them do that before. | think it's part of the process. They've been objects so
long, they don't realize when they're treating sonmeone el se the sanme way."

Steffie smled at him not really feeling any enotion behind the facial
noverrent . Maybe he was right for other grown-up "children." Maybe. But for KD
it was nerely her chance to act as the rest of the famly had. To cut al
ties, to nmake her own way.

Only her method had to be nore drastic because her life had been so
different.

"Do you contact the parents?" Steffie asked, knowing it was a cowardly
guesti on.

"No, " he said.

She sighed. "I didn't think so," she said, and wal ked away.

* * * %

She wal ked to Central Park. It was, after all, the closest thing she had to a
hone in the city. She didn't cool hunt on the way; she didn't even | ook at her
surroundi ngs. She could have been foll owed, she coul d have been rmugged, but
she didn't care

She didn't quite understand what had happened to her, how she had
suddenly lost her identity, had become KD s big little sister all over again.

O maybe that identity never went away. Maybe she had buried it under
years of running, years of hunting, years of flopping wherever tinme and the
need t ook her.

She didn't like the way it had popped back up, the way it had opened
her up to feelings |ike those she hadn't experienced since she was a girl

Bet rayal .

How coul d she feel betrayed by KD, when all KD had been trying to do
was survive?

To have a life like Steffie did.



After all, KD was right.

Steffie had run out on her first.

And it had taken KD a long time to find her

Was it revenge, then? Was that what KD had done? Or was it sonething
| ess conscious, a sinple action that had spiraled into sonething el se?

O maybe it was a conbination of both, a sinple action that becane
revenge. Because KD knew, perhaps better than Steffie did, that only a menber
of the family could have gotten her out of that house.

Steffie managed.

And now KD had her wi sh.

Steffie wal ked to her favorite bench and sat down. She had slept nore
in the last two days than she had slept in a long time, and yet she felt
exhaust ed. Bone deep weary. So tired, she didn't want to hunt. So tired, she
couldn't even decide what to do next.

A woman wal ked by wearing a pale peach tent shirt in a faux paisley
pattern, brown gauze pants, and ribbon barrettes pulling her hair from her
face. In her arms, she carried a small child wapped in a bl anket.

Steffie froze

The woman wore boots just like the ones Steffie had on

Only newer.

Steffie' s ribbon barrettes were I ong gone, and her tent shirt was
wri nkl ed beyond recognition. The brown pants were stained and ripped slightly
fromtheir odyssey the past two days.

Only Steffie knew the woman wore the sanme outfit Steffie did.

She sat still, holding her breath, scanning the park

She saw a | ot of people all going about their own business. None of
t hem were | ooki ng at her

Slowmy she let her breath out, and as she did, she saw another young
not her carrying a bl anket w apped child. Her ribbon barrettes did not match
nor did she have on the right boots.

Steffie resisted the urge to stand on her bench. She | ooked, nore
carefully this time, at the people on the paths, wal king through the grass,
sitting on the grass. Young couples, babies in carriers, bicyclists --

-- and two nore young wonen wearing her outfit, conplete with child.

A mal e version wal ked past only nonments |ater, the same except that he
wore no ribbons in his short hair.

Not early adapters then. The style had been on the market |ong enough
to be mass produced, |ong enough to be nodified.

Soneone had seen her the nmoment she got off the shuttle with KD, and
had cool hunted her. And had shown no class, by not identifying hinmself, and by
not payi ng her.

She was shaking. It wasn't the | ack of noney that bothered her. She had
enough noney. Nor was it even being cool hunted. It was bound to happen
eventual ly. She had the right attitude, a focus on sonething else, with the
cl ot hes bei ng secondary, but interesting.

No. None of those things disturbed her at all.

It was the | ack of understandi ng.

She had been cool hunted at the nost inportant nmoment of her life, and
the marketing had gotten it all wong, selling it to parents as a way of
| ooki ng cool while carrying their child.

For her it had been a matter of |life and death.

It had been the central noment of her adul thood. Everything crossed
there -- her childhood, her feelings about KD, and her future.

More than anything, her future.

She'd been willing to change it all for KD.

Steffie et out a small noan.

VWhat was she going to do? Ignore it all and return to cool hunting, only
to get it wong like the person who had hunted her? How many peopl e had she
i nsul ted, how many precious nmonments had she mi sunderstood? How rmuch cool had
simply been one of life's disasters proceeding in front of her, the



trend-setter sinply soneone who had put on anything fromhis closet that day
because he hadn't had tinme to think?

How many nonents had she touched, and gotten wong?

She stood, hand to her face. She couldn't go back to cool hunting.

Cool hunting was the very thing that led to KD -- to KD s inprisonnent, to her
life, to her rejection of everything she had known. What kind of person woul d
KD have been if she had been allowed to devel op normally?

Li ke Steffie.

"You all right, ma'an?" a woman asked. She was standi ng sone di stance
away, as if she might catch something from Steffie if she got too close. But
t he woman had an expression on her face that inplied that she had to ask, that
she woul dn't have been able to live with herself if she hadn't.

No one had | ooked at her like that in a long, long tine.

"I'mfine," Steffie said, doing her best to | ook normal, given her
filthy clothing, her agitated state. "Really. Thank you."

The woman nodded, obviously not convinced, but not willing to argue.
She continued down the path.

Steffie watched her go. What had the wonan seen? A di shevel ed woman who
lived on the streets? A woman who had just given her privacy to her sister
only to have the gift rejected?

O a wonan who | ooked lost, like Steffie felt?

For the first tine in her life, she had nothing to run away from
Everyt hi ng had run away from her

Not even her nother pretended politeness any nore. Wen they parted,
her nother spoke words of love only to KD

Steffie groaned again. Her nother expected news of KD, and KD certainly
wasn't going to tell her.

Steffie couldn't just e-mmil her. She couldn't just say that KD was
dead.

And she couldn't ignore it and | eave those two peopl e al one together in
that house. No matter what they'd done.

O what she thought they'd done.

Maybe she had been wrong about them too.

Maybe she hadn't understood their notives any better than she'd
under st ood her own.

She put her hand back to her mouth, knowi ng her decision was nmade. She
wasn't going to stay in Ann Arbor. She would take an afternoon shuttle there,
and an evening shuttle back. And then she would get an apartment on Fifth
Avenue with a view of the park

And invest, maybe, or fashion ganble. She'd be good at that. Better
t han KD was.

And maybe pl aying on line, she might even find KD

Maybe.

But she doubted it.

To find sonmeone, she had to be | ooking.

Her hunting days were over.

It was tine to | ook beneath the surfaces to see what lurked in the
dept hs.

And the first place she'd | ook was the | ast place anyone woul d expect
her to | ook. Hone.

To see what she had nissed.

To see what the place was |ike w thout KD

To take responsibility, for the first time, for her own actions.

She had rescued KD. She had brought change to that house.

Now she had to take it the last step

Now she had to let her parents know that they could nove forward,
whet her they wanted to or not.

She cl osed her eyes. Funny how she was al ways the one bringi ng change.

And she had finally brought it, to herself.
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