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Beth touched the warm glass window. Inside, the baby Minaran swam, its small head rounded and deek,
its eyes open and friendly. When she had first passed the cubicle, the baby rested on its back on arock,
basking in fake sunlight. Itsfur was white, itsfins dender but strong.

Odd that it would have acubicle dl to itsdlf just inside the human wing. Odder il that the cubicle had
been a banquet room afew days before.

She leaned her face againgt the glass, wishing she could go inside. The poor little thing had to be londly. If
she could hold it and fed itswarm, wet fur againgt her skin, she might be able to easethe
loneliness—both of their londiness—for just ashort time.

“Beth!”

Roddy’ s voice. She jumped away from the window and stood, hands clasped behind her back. She kept
her gaze trained downward, away from the Minaran in the cubicle. Roddy hated it when she ogled the
guests.

“What are you doing in the main lobby?’ He stood beside her. She could smell peppermint on his bresth.
He had just had acup of hisfavorite—expensve—tea. “ Did someone cal for you?’

She shook her head. How many demerits this time? Or maybe he would take aweek’ sworth of tips.
The diamond sguare pattern on the carpet ran together. She blinked, making sure her eyes were tearless.

“You know | don't like having the persond staff in thelobby. It creates a deazy atmosphere. Some of
our patrons would prefer to ignore people like you.”

Asyou would, she thought. She finally raised her head, saw Candice at the lobby entrance, watching the
entire exchange. Roddy wore ablack suit, very twentieth-century retro, fitting in perfectly with the decor
inthishaf of the human wing. Except for the Minaran.

“I waswaking through,” Beth said, “and | saw the Minaran. What' sit doing here?’

“That’ snone of your business,” Roddy said. “When you were hired on, you were told not to ask
questions—"

“Beth was not hired,” Candice said. She started down the incline into the lobby. Roddy didn’'t move. He
froze, just like Beth had, when faced with hisboss. “Let’ s not have this discussion in the lobby, hmm?
My office, please.”

Except for the Minaran the lobby was empty. The next ship was twenty minutes behind schedule. The
dtaff was having its break, preparing for the mid-afternoon rush.

Beth and Roddy followed Candice around the registration desk. Her office was a spacious room with a
view of the docking ships and the stars beyond. She had to have been at Hotel Andromeda for most of
her life—and had to have been avaued employee—to attain aview like that.

“Sit down,” Candice said as she dipped in the wide leather chair behind her desk. Her office, too, was
doneretro. Beth didn't want to St in the leather chair on the other Side of the desk—she hated the fed of



the material againgt her skin; it brought back too many unpleasant memories—but she did anyway.
Roddy sat beside her, perched at the edge of the chair asif he were going to spring up any minute.

“Thelobby isnot aplace for dressing down an employee,” Candice said, folding her jeweled hands
together and leaning forward on the desk. “We are gtriving to make our guests as comfortable as
possible, and they don’t need to see dissention among the staff. Isthat clear?’

Roddy nodded.
“Good. You may go.”

Roddy legped out of the chair asif it had an gector seat. He was gone from Candice' s office in the time
it took her to turn to Beth. “Y ou know better than to stand in the lobby when you' re not working.”

“Yes.” Beth looked at her hands. They weren't aswell groomed as Candice’s. The years of hard labor
would alwaysremain in the form of yellowed caluses, bent nails, and scarred skin.

“The Minaran fascinates you.”

Beth didn’'t answer. When she stared at the creature, memories crossed within her. Memories of the
investigator—what was his name? Shafer?—who had killed so many Minarans and destroyed her world,
too. Memories of being trapped, naked, in a cubicle the same sizefor her first real journey into space, the
other prisoners passing her, jeering, and tapping on the clear plastic. She had hated it, hated it, and not
even the memory of John got her through.

All that combined in londliness so degp that sometimes she thought nothing would fill it.
“Beth?’

Beth looked up. Candice’ s voice was harsh, but her eyes weren't. Candice was the only nice person
Beth had met on the staff. Therest treated her like dirt, like she was worse than dirt, like she had no
vauea dl.

“Y ou have more demerits than any other staff member. Y our ten-year service contract has grown to
sxteen. If you don't watch yoursdlf, you could be indentured to the hotd for life.”

Beth shrugged. She had nowhere elseto go. Meager asit was, the hotel was more home to her than any
other place she had lived. Any other place except Bountiful, among the Dancer’s.

Candice stood up, and shoved her handsin the pocket of her suit She was abig woman, and powerful.
“I would like to make you a project, Beth. | think you' re smarter than any other person on the staff. | can
send you to an aien no one knows anything about, and you can discover its sexudity and pleaseit within
amatter of hours. If this system ran on meritsinstead of demerits, | suspect you would have been out of
herein five years, ingtead of accumulating enough trouble to keep you here indefinitely. But | need to
know if you rewilling.”

“What do you want from me?’ Beth’svoicefdt rusty, asif she hadn’'t used it for days.

“I want to train you to become my assistant. Y ou would act as liaison between all branches of the hotdl,
and you would mostly work in New Species Contact. Y ou would discover what a species needsto fedl
most a home, and work with the design and personal staff to accomplish that.”

Beth clasped her hands together. She had never done anything like that. She could barely speak to other
people. Imagineif she had to spesak to other species. Normally she went into their rooms and became



like a Dancer, absorbing the emotions of the other being and flowing with them until she found what they
wanted. Then she would leave, and Dancer-like, forget everything that had happened. “1 don’'t know
design or diplomecy.”

“I would trainyou.”
Beth shook her head once and stood. “If you knew about me, you wouldn’t offer this.”
“I know you cameto us from apend ship. | know you werein for murder.”

“No.” Beth reached out and touched the edge of Candice' s desk. The wood was smooth and warm, like
the glass around the Minaran’ s cubicle. “1 was convicted under the Alien Influences Act. Some friends of
mine and | saw Dancer puberty rites and tried them on each other, not redlizing that when you cut off a
human’ s hands, heart and lungs, they die. Because of us, the Intergalactic Alliance closed its second
planet—Bountiful—and ordered that humans never have contact with Dancers again. And we were
scattered into isolation, away from aiens. That’ swhy the hotel had to get specid dispensation to buy my
indentured servitude contract.”

“But no diens have influenced you since,” Candice said.
“That’'sbecause,” Beth said, keeping her voice soft, “that’ s because | haven't let them.”

Beth went back up to her room by the back way, so that she wouldn’t see the Minaran, and be tempted
to stop again in the lobby.

The hallway outside her room was quiet. She pressed her finger againgt her door and it did open,
revealing her haven. Her room was not doneretro. A deep couch floated in the middle, mimicking the
weightlessness of space. Nothing decorated the walls, not even aholojector, vid screen, or sound unit. It
had taken her nearly two years to accept the room as a haven instead of a punishment—Uby that time, she
was used to its spareness. It gave her eyes arest from the businessin the remainder of the hotel.

Shetook off her shoes and waved at the bed. The motion made it float down to her, and she climbed on
it, letting the softness take her. When she had no assignments, she usualy dept. Seep protected her from
her memories, protected her from her life. She closed her eyes and felt the bed rise to its place in the
center of the room.

The Minaran swam behind her closed eydlids, itslittle white body begging for her attention. Minarans
were not space-faring creatures, o they had no place in the hotel. So of course the hotel would haveto
build something specid.

But someone would have had to bring the creature here. Someone would have had to travel withiit,
provide it with accommodations, ater avesse in order to carry it in space. Someone had alot of money
invested in that onelittle creature.

Odd. Too odd.

Beth opened her eyes and stared at the blank celling. Still the sense of the Minaran did not leave her.
Minar, the creature’ s home planet, had been closed, like Bountiful. The Minarans were an endangered
species, like the Dancers.

She sat up so fast the bed rocked and nearly tossed her out. Like the Dancers, Minarans were protected
species—no one was alowed to remove them from the planet. And this one was ababy, sinceit wasthe



gzeof asmall cat. Adult Minarans grew to the size of adult malelions, like the kind kept in the Earth zoo
on thefifteenth levd.

Her knowledge of the Minarans came from the holos that the hotel had shown her when she arrived. The
Minaran sequence was the most graphic, hordes of colonists sweeping down on the defenseless animals
because the colonists believed that the Minarans had killed afew humans. The colonists had poisoned the
Minarans environment, and the creatures had died in agony asthe chemica baance of their watery
home shifted. Eighty percent of the crestures died before someone figured out that the colonists were
killed by environmenta factors that had nothing to do with the Minarans at all.

The holo was a cautionary piece about the power of erroneous beliefs. If hotd staff suffered from the
samekind of prejudices the colonists had, guests would die on dl levels, from ignoranceto lack of care,
to well-intentioned “ security” measures.

That' swhat had been gtriking her as odd, more than the cubicle in the lobby. The entire staff knew about
the Minarans, knew about theillegality of transporting them, and still gave this one a place of honor inthe

lobby.

She had seen alot of strange thingsin the hotel, and she had ignored most of them. She couldn’t ignore
thisone,

TheMinaran’ swide, round eyes haunted her in away that no one had since she left Bountiful, almost two
decades before.

She didn’t want to see Candice, because Candice would ask her to change her decision. Beth wasn't
qudified to work in such a sophisticated position. She didn’t want anyone harping on her, forcing her into
aplace shedidn’t want to be.

A place shewasn't able to be. Working with the diens required thought. And Beth worked hard at losing
thought and memory while shedid her job.

Before she could do anything about the Minaran, though, asummons came from Roddy. The summons
was merely abeep insgde her neura net. She had screamed so when they attached the Smple system that
the doctors were afraid to try anything more complex. Roddy hated the fact that he had to direct her in
person, but she refused to let anyone ever again messinside her mind.

His office was two levels down from her room. She hated it. She hadn’t recognized the design when she
first saw it, dmost a decade before, but then she had done some research.

Roddy had chosen nineteenth-century retro, Victorian period, England. His office smelled of tobacco and
liquor, both substances now banned in large- intergalactic areas like the hotel (unless some guest
requested them for his pleasure). Rich reds and dark woods covered the walls and carpet. The furniture
was heavy, s0 heavy that Beth wondered how it met regulation. Roddy’ s fiff suits and muttonchop
whiskers|ooked natural here, asdid hisdistaste for her and the otherslike her.

“We had arequest from Amphib,” he said, hisback to her. Steam rose from a cup on his desk, and she
recognized black tea, as difficult to get asthe peppermint stuff he usudly drank. “I’ ve forgotten. Do you
svim?’

He hadn't forgotten at dl. Hejust liked to toy with her. She wouldn't give him the satisfaction of emotion
in her answer.



“Yes, ar.”

“Good.” He turned. Between hisfingers, he held apipe, unlit, of course. His gaze was cold. “We
wouldn’t want you to drown, like Tinadid last year. We can't afford more scandaslike that.”

“Good swimmers can drown in only afew inches of water if they get knocked unconscious,” Beth said.
Keeping her tone flat had become more difficult. Tina had taught her how to swim when shefirst cameto
the hotel ddmost a decade before. Cardless sex, violence, or some kind of accident had caused Tinato
die

“I suppose.” Roddy leaned against a shelf filled with antique books. “We had arequest from aRatoid. It
seemsit heard about our interspecies service from a satisfied friend. | have avid in the next room if you
want to see how it’s done among consenting Ratoids—"

She shook her head. She had discovered that information vids often interfered with her flow, her
opportunity to do her work. “What room?’

He handed her a card with afloor plan and aduplicate of the print which would open the Ratoid’ s lock.
“Indl farness” hesad, “I should let you know that Ratoids achieve orgasm underwater. | trust you can
hold your breath for long periods of time?’

Beth bit back aresponse—she usualy held her breath the entire time she wasin his office—and snatched
the card from his hand. She worked her way through the maze of levels. At least the Amphibs were close
to the human quarters. The atmosphere, oxygen levels, and room design weren't dl that different. The
various amphibs from anumber of worlds required a pool instead of abathroom. They had adjusted to
beds and sofas and other human comforts.

Findly, she climbed up aflight of rough-hewn stairs and pushed open adoor. The air that greeted her
was thick with humidity and smelled faintly of stagnant water. The Amphib section had severd kinds of
water pools—stagnant, spring-fed, saltwater, acidic, and freshwater. Some Amphibs did well with
chemical water trestments. Othersdied.

She pushed back her hair with one hand and paused in front of the door. Stagnant water. Y uck. Then
shetook a deep breath and reached to the part of her mind where the Dancerslived.

Dancers—long flowing bodies that looked asif they danced instead of waked. Wide eyes, afaint tang,
and achirp. No memories, none at al, just ingtinct and free-flowing emotion. Affection, warmth,

curiosity, and touch. She gill remembered their touch, rubbery and soft at the same time. She had wanted
to be a Dancer when she was young. Now she became one each time she walked through aguest’s

door. Insde, large creature, beautiful cresture with jeweled skin. Not jeweled. Water dappled. Air smells
fetid. Stagnant water. Her skin tingles, wondering how it will fed pressed up againgt the creature’s. It
gpeasks—a rumble she does not understand. She steps forward, rubs her hand on its jeweled skin, feding
water, feeling coolness, feding dime. Her entire body heats. The creature pulls away her clothes, and
together they dive into the green agae, floating on the surface of the poal. ..

vV

And when she came to hersdlf, she was standing on the rough-hewn steps, her clothing cardlesdy
wrapped around her. She smelled rank—decayed water and something else, something even morefoul.
Her body felt heavy, tired, used, like it dways did when these things ended. She lifted ahand, and found
it coated with black dime. A shudder ran through her, and she ran the remaining distance to her

apartment.



A beep echoed inside her net. Roddy. He wanted to see her humiliation. Odd he could think after all
these years she could till be humiliated. Odd that she could. So many of the others shut off their kinsas
if their brains had been devel oped with an on-off switch. Hers must have malfunctioned. She aways
cameto hersdlf frightened and disgusted.

Her gpartment door opened and shelet hersdlf inside, discarding her clothing, climbing into thetiny
bathing cubicle, and setting the water temperature near scalding. Washing didn’t make thefegling go
away, but it did give her some of her dignity back. She never could remember what happened, but that
never changed her feding that what did happen waswrong.

The beep echoed again. She put on adifferent outfit and checked hersdf in thetiny mirror. No trace of
the Ratoid remained.

On the surface,

She was about to let hersalf out when the door swung open. Roddy stood there, hands on hiships. “I've
been summoning you,” he said.

“I'just finished. | was coming.”
“Y ou finished dmost an hour ago.”

He was watching, then. She wondered how many times he watched, and how it made him fed. It made
her fed even more used.

“I don't know what couldn’t wait until | got cleaned up.”
“The Ratoid wants you back, later. It isbringing in anumber of guests, and wants you for entertainment.”

She couldn’t suppress the shudder. Thelast time she had participated in an interspecies orgy, she had
nearly died. Roddy knew that. He knew how she feared another encounter. Maybe he was il punishing
her for glancing at the Minaran. Or maybe he wanted her to know how much he resented the inter-action
with Candice, earlier.

“It' sagaing regulations to perform with an alien twicein oneday.” She put one hand on the undecorated
wall to anchor hersdif.

“Y ou arein too much trouble to quote regulationsto me.” Hisjaw was s&t, hismouth in asidewaysline.
Shedidn’t like the way hiseyesglittered.

“The regulations protect the hotel.” She kept her voice soft, but the musclesin her arm tensed. “Too
many humans died from repeat contact. Sometimes the alien touch islike adow-acting poison. |
remember when Steve died—"

“I had the autodoc check out the Ratoids,” Roddy said. “You'll befine”

“No.” Beth felt dizzy. She had never stood up to Roddy before—to anyone before. She wondered if the
Minaran swvimming initslittle tank felt the same trapped anger that she felt so dangeroudy closeto the
surface. “No,” shesaid again.

“Thiskind of action will dlow meto hold your contract forever.”

“That givesmealot of incentive to work harder,” she said, and pushed her way into the hal. Theair felt
cooler there. She strode toward the lobby, not looking back. She had no plan, no ideain mind. She just



had to walk.

It wasn't until she stopped in front of the Minaran that she redized she had had a plan after dl. It swam
up to her, examined her for amoment, then swam away and climbed up on the rocks, its back to her.
She wanted to tell it she knew how it felt, trapped in there, on display, with no oneto loveit, no oneto
hold it, no one to understand its dreams—and its nightmares.

“Pretty, isn't it?”

The voice was soft, degp and human. Beth turned and looked up into the face of an older woman. Her
hair had been painted in small geometric squares of black and silver, and her skin in complementary
shades of brown and cream. She wore arich purple dress that accented the bizarre geometry that some
thought fashion.

“Y ou brought it here.” Beth made hersdf ook away. The Minaran had hunched into itsdlf, asif it were
frightened of the woman.

Assumptions. Human assumptions. Something the hotel warned them never to make.

“I figured thiswould be agood placeto find it ahome.” Her voice had the warmth of an Amphib sauna,
but her slvery eyes glistened with chill. Beth saw, over the woman' s shoulder, Roddy gesturing at her
franticaly. Sheignored him.

“Waan't it at home on Minar?’

The woman laughed. “ So sweet and amusing.” She tucked astrand of hair behind Beth’ s ear. Beth
shuddered. “I thought you were the one that liked touch.”

Beth stiffened. Thiswas aguest. She couldn’t contradict aguest. “1’m off duty,” she said.

Thewoman's eyestwinkled for thefirst time. “I thought staff never went off duty.” Her smile grew wider.
“Would you liketo please my little Minaran there? It looks quite londly.”

Inside the cage? Trapped behind invisible walls? Beth pushed away, trying not to be rude, but her entire
body had started to shake. She bobbed her head once, and walked away, turning her back on Roddy,
whose face had turned purple with anger.

\Y

In her dream, she dived into the Minaran’ stank. The water was cool against her skin. The creature
rubbed its furry face againgt her breasts, seeking comfort, seeking milk. She pushed it away. She wanted
friendship, but not touch.

She hated touch.

She swam underwater to the rock in the center of the pool. Then her fingers gripped the hard surface and
she pulled herself up. Artificid sunlight caressed her body, warmed her, comforted her as she hadn't
been comforted since she left Bountiful.

Except for John. Hands tentative, gaze soft. They hadn’t known what they were doing. But the Lunar
Base psychologica staff had. They burst into the room, pulled two londly teenagers apart and kept them
separate forever. Since then, she had never touched another human being in love.

The Minaran pushed itsface againgt her arm. Its muzzle was wet, brown eyesliquid. It chirped at her,



then dived back under the water. When it rose again, it was on the other side of the rock. Itsloneliness
radiated from it. The round eyes |ooked sad.

Sherolled over on her ssomach, covering hersdlf asbest she could. The Minaran used itsfinsto pull itself
on the rock and cuddle next to her. Shetried to push it away—it was too human, too cute. She didn’t
want touch, didn’t want touch, didn’t want—

Beth woke up, heart pounding, skin crawling. She put her head between her knees, made hersdlf take
deep bresths. Ever since she saw the Minaran, the nightmares were coming thick and fast. Opening a
little door that would best remain closed.

Trapped. The little creature was trapped. No being deserved to be imprisoned, bartered, and sold. No
being. No one. Not even her.

She eased the bed toward the ground so that she could climb off. Then she stood barefoot on the cold
floor, hugging hersdlf as she stared at the four bare wals surrounding her.

Vi

The next morning, she made her way into the docks. Williswasthere, working inasmall cubicle, head
bent over asmall screen. When he saw her, he grinned and waved. She made herself wave back.

“Going to take me up onit?" he asked, voicejaunty, eyesfilled with too much hope.

Beth made the smile stay on her face. “ Someday,” she said. Usudly she felt nothing when she spoke to
him. Thismorning shefdt abit sad.

Thelarge docking bay was over cool. Goose bumps rose on her arms. Marks from hundreds of shuttles
covered the floor, and the bay doors had dents in them from accidents missing the path. Through the
double protection windows, she could see adozen ships orbiting around the hotel.

“Knew it wasn't my charm,” he said, careful not to touch her. Willis had tried to touch her once years
ago, and she had screamed so loudly that Security arrived. They both got demerits for that incident.
“What can | do for you?’

“Your office,” she said, and made hersdlf put her hand on the small of his back. Hisface flushed, but he
gtill didn’t touch her back. He had offered to buy her contract from the hotdl, indenture her to him, and
then throw the contract away once they werein space—no strings. Only they both knew that he wanted
her loveforever, and she had no loveto give.

A soft femade voice echoed in the bay. “Next arrivd in thirty-six minutes. Next arrivad...”

Willis closed the door on the sound. Beth reached up and shut off the interhotel com. Willis sflush left his
skin and he tamped back something, probably willing his net to stop monitoring the conversation.

She hoped it worked. His net was twenty times more sophisticated than hers.
“Can you get amessage off the hotel for me?” she asked.
He started, then sat down. “1 didn’t know you knew anyone away from here.”

She shrugged, unwilling to implicate him more than she had to. She handed him asmall chip encased in
plagtic. It had taken her more than two hoursto put the package together and to hide her steps.
“Ingructions are on here,” she said. “Could you do it once you' re out of hotel range?’



“Not leaving with me?’ he asked, alittle too serioudy.
“After this” shesaid, “I’'m probably not leaving a all.”
VI

Every morning after that, she stood at the edge of the lobby, watching the Minaran swim. Itsfur had
grown coarser, and its eyesless bright. Its energy was flagging, and she began to wonder if she had taken
actionintime,

Sometimes, as she stood there, Candice came up beside her and stood, too. They never spoke, but Beth
felt asif Candice wanted her to say something, to reconsider her decison. Roddy would catch Beth

standing there and afew minuteslater her net would beep, summoning her to darker and smdlier parts of
the hotel. She went, but came to hersdf with unusua bruises and once, alimp on her left Side.

And she didn’t see the woman again, not until the day the Interga actic Police showed up at the hotdl.
They had used the Security entrance, and tripped no darms, used no buzzers. One minute the lobby was
empty, the next it svarmed with uniformed crestures—most investigating the cubicle holding the Minaran.

Beth inched her way into the lobby and stood off to one side, knowing that she looked shoddy and hurt.
Roddy was nowhere around, but Candice buzzed into the room, dl efficiency and smiles. Only her
shaking hands betrayed her fears.

“Officers?” Candice said, her voice carrying, warning the staff to keep the guests away.

A burly man grabbed a computer clip from afour-armed humanoid and approached Candice. “Maam. |
need to see the manager on duty or the highest person in charge of the hotdl.”

“Right now, that'sme,” she said. “ The others are deeping or attending a conference off surface. Would
you like me to contact—"

“No.” Hisvoice boomed in the smal area. The Minaran had stopped swimming, and had retreated to its
rock. Beth wished she could do the same. “I came to inform you that you and your hotel arein violation
of Gaactic Code 1.675: kidnapping, imprisonment, and trafficking of an endangered species.”

“The Minaran?’ Candice asked. She turned toward the cubicle. Beth could see her struggle for control.
“WEe re dso looking for ahuman, Candice Arrowsmith.”
Candice graightened. “1’m Candice Arrowsmith.”

“Then you shouldn’t look so shocked, Ms. Arrowsmith. Y ou will receive acommendation from Galactic
Servicesfor risking your job and contacting us. The Minaran will be returned to itsrightful home, and the
guilty partieswill gand trid for this”

Candice s gaze caught Beth's. She opened her mouth asif to speak to Beth. but then another officer
cdled her away.

Beth watched for another moment, saluting thelittle Minaran mentaly. “ At least,” she whispered, “one of
usisfree”

VIl

The Intergdactic Police took only three hours to remove the Minaran and clear the lobby. Hotel workers
dismantled the cubicle, and by afternoon, the space housed a banquet room again. Beth watched through



adouble-paned window as a shuttle took the woman who had kidnapped the Minaran away.

Maybe the little creature would go back to itsfamily. Maybe it would find someoneto loveit, to hald i,
to giveit the comfort it needed. ..

A hand touched her shoulder. Beth jumped. She turned and saw Candice standing behind her, face ashen
and worn with the stress of the day.

“My office,” Candice said quietly.

Beth followed her in there. The normally nesat office had papers strewn about Screenson al four walls
bunked with waiting messages. In addition to the strain of talking with the officers, Candice’ s neurd net
was probably going crazy—she had al her superiorsto answer to.

She closed the office door and dumped in her chair. Beth remained standing. She didn’t know what
Candice could do, but she would do something. Still, out there, the little Minaran was going home.

“I saw your face when they camein,” Candice sad. “What were you thinking?’

Beth knew better than to play dumb. She knew about the other thingsthey had ingtalled in her net, in the
pain centers, things they promised to remove when her contract was up. “1 knew they wouldn't believe
me, even with dl the evidencein front of them. That woman was rich, wasn't she? Rich enough to have
the entire hotd at her feet.”

“So you used my name.”

Beth shrugged. “1 figured you' d get in trouble otherwise, if someone el se reported the violation. Thisis
thefirst time |’ ve ever seen the hotel party to such abig crime.”

“And you have theright to place amora judgment on the rest of us? Did this come from your experience
on the penal ship?’ Candice didn’'t move, but her words had the force of blows. Beth resisted the urge to
duck.

“I know what it’ s like to be trapped, with no escape,” Beth said. “Like that Minaran. There sno worse
thing in theworld.”

Candice remained quiet for along time, refusing to meet Beth’ s gaze. Beth continued to stand, unmoving,
until Candice Sgnaed that it wasdl right.

“You know | can never offer you a podition of authority here again,” Candice said.

Beth nodded. “I could never exercise authority,” she said. She wouldn’t punish or she would be too
harsh. She would run in fear of some creatures and worship others. And shewould never, ever, alow a
cregture to imprison another, no matter how much money wasinvolved.

Candice sighed. “Leave menow,” shesaid. “| have amessto clean up.”
IX

Beth spent the next three days in her room, leaving only to est. She received no summons from Roddy,
no word from Candice. The other staff would not speak to her, and even the robotic units kept their
distance. If Candice had wanted away to punish Beth, thiswasit.

Finally, someone knocked on her door. Beth grabbed arobe, and sent her bed up to the center of the
room. Then shelet the door dide open. Willis was there, bouncing from foot to foot, dapping papers



agang hishand.
“Ordersfrom above,” he said. “You' re supposed to come with me.”

Beth stared at him for amoment, heart hammering. Thelast time, they had dragged her away from John,
gtill naked, kicking and screaming. The time before that, they had taken her off the planet with the other
children, promising them that they would be taken care of. They were taken care of, dl right. Analyzed,
tried, viewed gdaxy-wide, then sent on separate penal shipsto parts unknown.

She hadn’'t done anything illegd. The hotd had no right to send her away.
“Get dressed,” he said, “and pack up. It'sokay. I'll turn my back.”
His smile faded as she till refused to move. “It'sokay,” he repested. “They’ re setting you free.”

He handed her the papers, and she saw her name al over them, with “completed” stamped acrossthe
pages. She separated them out, ran her fingers across them, wondering, wishing, it was al true.

“Y ou need a proper net,” he said. “1f you had a proper net, you wouldn’t have to look through the
documentation. We' |l see what we can do once we' re away from the hotel. We got to remove those pain
receptors, anyway. Now get dressed.”

He stepped outside and | et the door close, true to hisword. She packed numbly, touching the papers
from timeto time, feding her hands shake.

When they had let her out of solitary—Ilate one night when the other prisoners were adegp—she had
refused to crawl out of her corner. She believed that once she put afoot on the redl floor, the guards
would besat her for trying to escape. She believed she wasn't worthy of emerging. She believed she could
live nowhere else than that clear plagtic hole.

She glanced at the bed, at the empty walls, at the room that had been her prison since she arrived at the
hotdl. “I didn’t do it for me,” she whispered, knowing Candice couldn’t hear her.

But Candice didn’'t have to hear. She knew. She spent her life in the job she had offered to Beth, reading
diens, understanding their needs, pleasing guests and making sure that even unspoken wishes were
granted. The one time she had made a mistake—allowing that woman in with her Minaran prisoner to
broker a sale—she had received an out. Beth had saved her. Beth had freed the Minaran.

Shetook one small case, and kept her papers clutched in her hand. Then she did the door open.
Williswas il there, back to the door, shifting from foot to foot.

“Where' rewe going?’ Beth asked, the words dmost sticking in her throat. She remembered the fedling
of near-surface panic, and had to prevent hersdf from searching for guards.

He smiled and took the bag from her. “Wherever the lady wants.”

Wherever she wanted. The concept was beyond her. Once she had had dreams of seeing other places,
other lives. But she had |eft those dreams on Bountiful, with the Dancers. Since den she had wanted
nothing but to be left aone.

“Don't worry,” Willissad quietly. “You'll think of someplace you want to be.”

Andfor thefirgt time since she arrived at the hotd, she favored someone with ared, heartfdt smile. Willis
flushed, and started down the hdl, keeping his physica distance, saying nothing, but walking beside her in



companionable silence.

Anyplace she wanted. Thank you, Candice, she thought, and wished that she had afunctioning net so
that she could send a true message. But Candice wouldn’t want to hear. She wanted Beth to disappear in
the chaos following the arrival of the Intergaactic Police. She wanted Beth gone so the incident would
blow over and go away.

Beth gave alittle skip. Anyplace she wanted. She gazed out of one of the hall portals at the darkness of
space, aview she used to ignore. Anyplace she wanted. Or no place at all.

“I'mjoining you, little guy,” she whispered to the Minaran.

“We refree”



