Dreamfall

Cat, Book 3
Joan D. Vinge
1996

ISBN 0-765-30342-6

Soell-checked up to 5. Cleaned up page breaks, most line breaks, and many typos. Many
errors remain.

Praise for Joan D. Vinge's Cat Novels
Dreamfall

“Vinge digolays her potent imagination in the creation of a world that remains fascinaing. She dso
displays virtuoso qudity in her deving into the emationa torments of her characters, so that one emerges
a the end feding very stisfied.”

—Analog

“A powerful book ... Cat (of Catspaw and Psion) is back, and he's as tough and streetwise as
ever.
—VOYA

“Ancther well-written SF novel from the Hugo Award-winning author of The Show Queen

Enjoyable and engaging.”
—The Washington Post Book World

“A tense, lyricd human drama in a complex future setting. Vinge has created a world that is exotic
and, more important, believable. Her characters come dive through masterly writing.”

—Ontario Whig-Sandard

Catspaw

“A rich tde of paace intrigue that is both crigp and captivating. Catspaw aso comes with enough
plot twigs to keep you on edge.”

—Providence Journal

Psion

“Ambitious, effective science fiction adventure.”
—Booklist

Books by Joan D. Vinge
The Snow Queen Cycle

The Show Queen
World's End



The SUmmer Queen
Tangled Up in Blue

The Cat Novels
Psion
Catspaw
Dreamfall

Heaven Chronicles

Phoenix in the Ashes (story collection)
Eyes of Amber (story collection)

The Random House Book of Greek Myths

To
Dr. Frederick Brodda
Dr. Anna Marie Windsor
Dr. Richard Reindollar

“We arive a truth, not by reason only, but aso by the heart.”
—Pascal

Acknowledgements

| would like to acknowledge the invauable input and support of the falowing people, without whom
neither this book nor my life in genera would be in such good shape right now—Jm Frenkel, Barbara
Luedtke, Carroll Martin, Betsy Mitchdl, the Peach-Poznik clan, Mary and Nick Pendergrass, and
Vernor Vinge. Thanks, guys—you're the best.

“What'sth’ god of th' game, Mr. Toad? A monster dain? A maiden saved? A wrong righted?’
“A gtandoff achieved.”
—Bill Griffin

| have spread my dreams under your fest;
Tread s0oftly, for you tread on my dreams.
—W. B. Yedas

Theroad to Hel is paved with good intentions.
—Karl Marx

One

Fve or 9x centuries ago, the Prespace philosopher Karl Marx said the road to Hel is paved with
good intentions. Marx understood what it meant to be human ... to be flawed.

Marx thought he dso understood how to end an eternity of humen suffering and injugtice Share
whatever you could, keep only what you needed. He never understood why the rest of humanity
couldn't see the answer, when it was so obvious to him.

The truth was that they couldn’t even see the problem.

Marx a0 said that the only antidote to menta auffering is physica pain.

But he never said that time flies when you' re having fun.

| glanced a my databand, checking for the hundredth time to see whether an hour had passed yet. It



hadn’t. This was the fifth time in less than an hour that I'd found mysdf sanding at the Aeri€’s high
parabolic windows, looking out a a world caled Refuge escaping from the noise and pressure of the
Tau reception going on behind me. Refuge from what? For who? The background data the team had
been given access to didn’t say.

Not from Tau's bureaucracy. Not for us. The research team | was a part of had arrived a Frdfdl
less than a day ago. We hadn’'t even been onworld long enough to adjust to locd planetary time But
amaog before we' d dropped our bags herein Riverton, Tau Biotech’s liaison had arrived at our hotel and
forced usto attend this reception, which seemed to be teking placein Sasis.

| dug another camph out of the silk-smooth pocket of my bought-on-the-fly formd shirt, and stuck it
into my mouth. It began to dissolve, numbing my tongue as | looked out again through the Aerie's
heartstopping arc of window toward the distant cloud-reefs. The sun was setting now behind the reefs,
limning their karst topography of ragged peaks and steep-walled valeys. A strand of river cut afiery path
through the maze of canyons, the way it must have done for centuries, transforming the landscape into
something as surred as a dream.

Bdow me, the same river that had turned the digant reefs into fantagtic sculpture fdl slently,
endledy over adiff. Protz, Tau's liaison, had called this the Great Fdls. Watching the duggish, Slt-heavy
waterflow, | wondered whether that was a joke.

«Cal”

Someone caled my name. | turned, glancing down as | did because some part of me was dways
afrad that the next time | looked down a mysdf I'd be naked.

| wasn't naked. | was ill wearing the neat, consarvatively cut clothes I'd overpad for in a hotd
shop, o that | could pass for Human this evening. Human with a capitd H. That was how they sad it
around here, not to confuse it with Hydran: Alien.

An entire aty ful of Hydrans lived just across the river. There were three of them here a this
reception tonight. 1'd watched them come in only minutes ago. They hadn’t teleported, maeridizing
unnevingly in the middle of the crowd. They’d waked into the room, like any other guest. | wondered if
they’ d had any choice about that.

Ther arivd had crashed every coherent thought in my mind. I'd been watching them without
seeming to ever since, making sure they weren't watching me or moving toward me. I'd watched them
until | had to turn away to the windows just so that | could breathe.

Passing for human. That was what they were trying to do a this party, even though they’d dways
be diens, ther psonic Gift marking them as fresks. This had been their world, once, until humans had
come and taken it away from them. Now they were the strangers, the outsiders, hated by the people
who'd destroyed them, because it was human to hate the ones you' d injured.

The butt end of the camph 1’d been sucking on dissolved into bitter pulp in my mouth without doing
anything to ease my nerves. | swalowed it and took another one out of my pocket. | was adready
wearing trank patches; I'd dready drunk too many of the drinks that seemed to appear every time |
turned around. | couldn’t afford to keep doing that. Not while | was trying to pass for humen, when my
face would never redly pass, any more than those dien faces across the room would.

“Cd!” Protz cdled my name again, gving it the querulous twig it dways seemed to get from
someone who didn’t believe they’d heard dl there was to it.

| could tdl by the look on his face that he was coming to herd me back into the action. | could see by
the way he moved that he was beginning to resent how | kept diding out of it. | took the camph out of my
mouth and dropped it on the floor.

As he forced me back into the crowd's eye | looked for somebody | knew, aty member of the
research team I'd arrived with. | thought | saw Pedrotty, our bitmapper, on the far sde of the room;
didn't see anyone dse | recognized. | moved on, muttering polite Supidities to one stranger after another.

Protz, my keeper, was amidlevd bureaucrat of Tau Biotech. His name could have been anything, he
could have been any of the other combine vips I'd met. They came in both sexes and any color you
wanted, but they dl seemed to be the same person. Protz wore his regulation night-blue suit and slver
drape, Tau's colors, like he' d been born to them.



Probably he had. fn this universe you didn’t just work for a combine, you lived for it. Keiretsu, they
cdled it: the corporate family. It was a Prespace term that had followed the multinationds as they became
multiplanetary and findly interstdllar. 1t would survive as long as the combines did, because it so perfectly
described how they stole your soul.

The combine that employed you wasn't just your career, it was your heritage, your motherland,
exiding through both space and time. When you were born into a combine you became a cdl in the
nervous system of a megabeing. If you were lucky and kept your nose clean, you stayed a part of it until
you died. Maybe longer.

| looked down. The fingers of my right hand were covering the databand | wore on my left
wrisg—jproving my redity, again.

Without a databand you didn't exist, in this universe. Until afew years &go, | hadn’'t had one.

For seventeen years the only ID I'd worn had been scars. Scars from beatings, scars from blades.
I’d had a crooked, haf-usdess thumb for years, because it had heded untreated after I'd picked the
wrong mark’s pocket one night. The databand | wore now covered the scar on my wris where a
contract laborer’s bond tag had been fused to my flesh. | had alot of scars. The worst ones didn’t show.

After alifetime on the streets of a human refuse dump caled Oldcity, my luck had findly changed.
And one of the hard truths I'd learned since then was that not being invisble anymore meant that
everybody got to see you naked.

“You've met Gentleman Kensoe, who heads our Board ...." Protz nodded a Kensoe, the ultimate
boss of Tau, the top of itsfood chain. He looked like he' d never missed a med, or a chance to spit into
an outstretched hand. *And this is Lady Gyotis Binta, representing the Ruling Board of Draco.” Protz
pushed me into someone else's persond space. “ She's interested in your work—"

| felt my mind go blank again. Draco existed on awhole separate leve of influence and power. They
owned Tau. They controlled the resource rights to this entire planet and parts of a hundred others. They
were the ultimate keiretsu: Tau Biotech was just one more dient date of the Draco cartel, one of a
hundred explaiting fingers Draco had stuck into a hundred separate profit pies. The Draco Family, they
liked to cdl it. Cartd members traded goods and services with each other, provided support aganst
hodiile takeover atempts, looked out for each other's interests—like family. Keretsu dso meant
“trug”.... And right now Draco didn’t trust Tau.

Tau's Ruling Board had drawn the unwanted attention of the Federation Trade Authority. Cartels
were autonomous entities, but mogt of them used indentured workers from the 1i11\'s Contract Labor
poal to do the scut work their own ditizens wouldn't touch.

Technicdly, the Feds only interceded when they had evidence that the universd rights of their
laborers were being violated. The FTA controlled interstdlar shipping, and no combine redly wanted to
face FTA sanctions. But | knew from persona experience that the way bondies were treated wasn't the
red issue for the Feds. The red issue was power.

The FTA was dways looking for new leverage in its endless baance-game with the combines.
Politics was war; the weapons were just better concealed.

| didn't know who had reported Tau to the Feds, maybe some corporate rivd. | did know the
xenoarchaeology research team tha 1I'd joined was one of Tau's reform showpieces, intended to
demongtrate Tau's enlightened governmentd process. We' d come here a Tau's expense to sudy aliving
atifact cdled the cloud-whaes and the reefs of bizarre detritus they had deposited planetwide. The Tau
Board was sparing no expense to show the Feds they weren't dirty, or at least were deaning up their act.
Which was a joke, from what | knew about combine politics, but not afunny one.

It was just as obvious that Protz wanted—expected—everyone on the team to hdp Tau prove its
point. Say something, his eyes begged me, the way | knew his mind would have been begging me if |
could have read his thoughts.

| looked away, searching the crowd for Hydrans. | didn't find any. | looked back. “Good to mest
you,” | muttered, and forced mysdf to remember that I'd met Board members before. 1I'd been
bodyguard to a Lady; knew, if | knew anything, that the only red difference between a combine vip and
an Oldcity street punk was what kind of people believed the lies they told.



Lady Gyotis was amdl and dark, with hair that had gone slver-white. I wondered how old she redly
was. Most vips on her levd had the money to get their genetic clocks set back more than once. She
wore along, flower-brocaded robe that covered her from neck to foot. Nothing about her said combine
vip except the subtle, expensve desgn of her necklace. Its scrolls were the logos of corporations; |
recognized Tau's somewhere midway up her shoulder.

| dso recognized the pendant at the center, a Sylized dragon wearing a collar of holographic fire. |
had the same design tattooed on my butt. | must have been gorked when 1’d done it, because | couldn’t
even remember how it got there. | didn't tdll her that wearing Draco’s logo as body art was something
we had in common.

Lady Gyatis amiled a me, meeting my stare as if she didn’t notice anything strange about my face,
not even the cat-green eyes with their long dit pupils Hydran eyes, in a face that was too human, and not
human enough. ‘A pleasure,” she said. “We are s0 pleased to have you as a part of the udy team. I'm
sure your unique perceptions will add greetly to whatever discoveries are made.”

“Thank you,” | said, and swalowed the obedient “maam” that dmaost followed it out of my mouth,
reminding mysdif that | didn’'t work for her, any more than | belonged to Tau. Thistime | was part of an
independent research group.

“Wefed hisbeing a part of the team will demonstrate our goodwill toward the’—Kensoe glanced at
us—"“locd Hydran community.” He smiled.

| didn’t.

“Let us hope So,” Lady Gyotis murmured. “You know, the ingpection team from the FTA is here
tonight.” I’d met the Feds; | didn't envy Kensoe. But then, | didn’t fed sorry for him ether.

“Yes, maam,” Kensoe said, glandng away like he expected assassins. “WE | be ready for them. |
think they’ll find the, uh, problems here have been grosdy misrepresented.”

“Let us hope s0,” Lady Gyotis said again. “Toshiro!” she caled suddenly, lifting her hand.

Someone came through the crowd toward us. Kensoe diffened; so did |I. The stranger coming
toward us wore the uniform of a combine' s Chief of Security. | checked the logo on the hdmet he hadn’t
taken off, even here. It was Draco’s. His business-cut uniform was deep green and copper, Draco's
combine colors. A lot of meaningless flash paraded across the drape he wore over it. HisID read Sand.

There was no way in hdl a Corporate Security Chief would cross hdf the gdaxy from the home
office just to attend this party. | wondered exactly how much trouble Tau was in.

“Lady Gyotis” Sand bowed dightly in her direction, amiling. He was ill amiling as he followed her
glance toward me.

| couldn’t tdl what the amile meant. Couldn’t read him .... Sop it—I couldn’t force my own face
into an expression that even resembled a amile. I'd met a lot of Corpsesinmy life I'd never met one |
liked.

Sand’s skin was smooth and golden; his cybered eyes, under epicanthic folds, were opague and
glver, like ball bearings. One glance from eyes like that could scan you right down to your entrails. The
last CorpSec Chief I'd known had had eyes like that; they came with the job. The more power a
combine vip had, the more augmentation came with it. Usudly the most elaborate wire jobs didn’'t show;
maost humans were too xenophobic to want the truth vishle, about themselves, about each other. There
was nothing | could see about Lady Gyatis that looked abnormal, even though she had to be hiding a lot
of bioware. Draco’'s subsdiaries made some of the best.

But in some occupations, looking strange was power. Sand’s was one of them.

“Mez cat,” Lady Gyotis was saying, “may | introduce you to Toshiro Sand, Draco’s Chief of
Security”—as if the evidence wasn't obvious enough by itsdf. She didn't introduce him to Protz or
Kensoe. Protz and Kensoe looked like they wished they were anywhere else; maybe they’d aready met
him. “He was a'so most impressed by your interpretive work on the Monument.”

| grimaced and hoped he took it for a smile. He held out hishand. | looked &t it for a few heartbeats
before | redized what it meant. Findly | put out my own hand and let him shake it.

“Where are you from, Mez Cat?’ Lady Gyotis asked me.

| glanced back. “Ardattee,” | said. “Quarro.”



She looked surprised. “The Hub?' she said. Quarro was the man dty on Ardattee, and Ardattee
had taken Earth's place as the center of everything important. “But wherever did you get that charming
accent? I’ ve spent much time there, but yours is unfamiliar to me”

“Oldaity,” Sand murmured. “It’'s an Oldcity accent.”

| looked up to see her glance a him, surprised again. She'd probably never even seen Quarro’'s
Oldcity—the dums, the Contract Labor feeder tank. I’d tried to get the sound of it out of my voice, but |
couldn’t, any more than | could get the place itsdf out of my memories.

Sand looked back a me. “Then I’'m even more impressed by your accomplishments” he said, to my
frown.

| didn’t say anything.

“l expected you to be older, frankly. The concepts in your monograph suggested a red maturity of
thought.”

“l don’'t think | was ever young,” | said, and Lady Gyotis laughed, alittle oddly.

“Mez Perrymeade told me the origind interpretation was yours,” Sand went on, as if he hadn’t heard
me. “That remarkable image about ‘the death of Death. What was it that gave you the key to your
approach?’

| opened my mouth, shut it, swalowing words that tasted like bile. | didn't believe that he meant
anything he was saying, that they were redly looking a me as if | was tharr equd. | wished | knew wha
they redly wanted—

“Ca,” avoice sad, benind me one | recognized, this time. Kissndre Perrymeade was there a my
back like the Rescue Service, ready to pick up the conversationa bal I'd dropped. She'd been deaning
up my socia messes ever since we arrived; her sense of timing was so good that she could have been the
mind reader | wasn't.

| nodded &t her, grateful, not for the firs time. And went on looking & her. I'd never seen her
dressed like this, for a combine showplace ingead of fidldwork. She'd never seen me dressed like this,
ather. | wondered how she liked it; if it made her fed the way | fdt when | looked at her.

We'd been friends for mogt of the time I’d been getting through my universty studies. Friends and
nothing more. Aslong as I'd known her she'd had a habit named Ezra Ditreksen. He was a sysems
andyd, and from what everyone said, he was damn good at it. He was dso a red prick. They argued
more than most people talked; | never understood why she didn't jettison him. But then, | was hardly an
expert on long-term relationships.

Kissndre was the one who'd badgered me until | put into coherent form the ideas I'd had about an
atifact caled the Monument. Its vanished creators had left ther disinctive bio-engineering sgnature
scattered throughout thisarm of the gdactic spird, encrypted in the DNA of a handful of other uncanny
constructs, induding Refuge's cloud-whales.

Kissndre was with her uncle, Janos Perrymeade. He was a vip for Tau, like mogt of the warm
bodies a this party. It had been his idea to bring a research team here; he'd gotten the permission and
the funding for us to study the cloud-whales and the reefs. | looked a Kissindre and her uncle sanding
Sde by sde, seaing the same clearwater blue eyes, the same shining brown hair. It made me want to like
him, want to trust him, because they looked so much dike. So far he hadn’t done anything to make me
change my mind.

Ezra Ditreksen materidized on the other sde of her, 3t ease indde his formd clothes, the way
everyone here seemed to be except me. His specidty wasn't xenoarch; but the team needed a systems
andyd, and the fact that he was degping with the crew leader made him the logica choice. When he saw
me he frowned, something he did like breething. Not seeing him frown would have worried me.

| let im daim my place in the conversation, not minding, for once. It didn't maiter to me that he'd
never liked me, didn't bother me that | didn't know why. For a rich processing-patent heir from
Ardattee, there must be more reasons than he had brain cdls. Maybe it was enough that he/'d seen
Kissndre sketch my face once in the corner of her lightbox instead of making her usua paingtaking hand
drawing of some artifact. | took another drink off a passng tray. Thistime Protz frowned at me.

| looked away from him, reorienting on the conversation. Ditreksen was standing next to me, asking



Perrymeade how he'd come to be Tau's Alien Affars Commissoner. It seemed to be an innocent
question, but there was something in the way he asked it that made me look twice at him. | wasn't certain
until | saw a muscle twitch in Perrymeade’ s cheek. Not my imagination.

Perrymeade amiled an empty socid amile, one that stopped at his eyes, and said, “I fdl into it, redly
... Aninterest in xenology runsin the family.” He glanced at Kissndre; his amile was red as he looked at
her. “1 had some background in the field. The time came when Tau needed to fill the Alien Affairs
position, and so they tapped me”

“You're the only agent?’ | asked, wondering if there could actudly be that fev Hydrans Ieft on
Refuge.

He looked surprised. “No, catanly not. | am the one who has direct contact with the Hydran
Council, however. The Council communicates with our agency on behdf of their people.”

| looked away, made restless by a feding | couldn’'t name. | searched the crowd for the three
Hydrans, spotted them across the room, barely vishble ingde a forest of human bodies.

“l suppose the job must pay awfully well,” Ezra murmured, drawing out the words as if they were
supposed to mean something more. “To make the ... chdlenges of the work worthwhile”

| turned back.

Perrymeade’ s amile strained. “Well, yes, the job has its chalenges—and its compensations. Although
my family gill won't let me admit what | do for aliving.” His mouth quirked, and Ditreksen laughed.

Perrymeade caught me looking a him; caught Kissindre looking a him too. His face flushed, the pae
skin reddening the way I'd seen hers redden. “Of course, money isn't the only compensation | get from
my work—" He gave Ditreksen the kind of ook you'd give to someone who'd intentionaly tripped you
in public. “The conflicts that arise when the needs of the Hydran population and Tau's interests don’'t
intersect make my work ... chdlenging, as you say. But gdting to know more about the Hydran
community has taught me a great ded ... the unique differences between our two cultures, and the griking
gmilaities .... They are aremarkable, reslient people.” He looked back a me, asif he wanted to see the
expression on my face change. Or maybe he didn’'t want to see it change on Ezrd's. His gaze glanced off
my stare like water off hot metd; he was looking at Kissindre again.

Her expression hung between emations for along second, before her lips formed something that only
looked like a amile. She turned back to Sand, her slence saying it all.

| listened to her finish tdling Sand how we' d reached the conclusions we had about the artifact/world
cdled the Monument and about the ones who'd Ieft it for us to find—the vanished race humans had
named the Creators, because they couldn’t come up with something more cregtive.

The Creators had visited Refuge too, millennia ago, before they’d abandoned our universe entirdy
for some other plane of exigence. The cloud-whdes and ther by-product, the reefs, were one more
cogmic riddle the Creators had left for us to solve, or Smply to wonder a. The reefs were dso, not
coincidentaly, the main reason for Tau's existence and Draco’s contralling interest in this world.

“But how did you come to such an ingght about the Monument’s symbolism? Sand asked—asking
meagain, | redized, because Kissndre had given medl the credit.

“| ... it just came to me” | looked down, seeing the Monument in My memory: an entire atificid
world, created by a technology so far beyond ours that it dill seemed like magic, a work of art
constructed out of bits and pieces, the bones of dead planets.

At firg I'd thought of it as amonument to deeth, to the falure of logt cvilizations—a reminder to the
ones who came after that the Creators had gone where we never could. But then I'd seen it again, and
seen it differently—not as a cemetery marker, but as a road sgn pointing the way toward the
unimagineble future; a memorid to the death of Degth ...

“.. because he has an unusud sengtivity to the subliminds embedded in the matrix of the
Monument.” Kissindre was finishing my explanation again when | looked up.

“Yes, wdl, that is what he's best at, that sort of indinctive, intuitive thing,” Ezra said, shrugging.
“Congdering his background ... Kissindre and | put in long hours of search work and datisica andyss
to come up with the data that supports his hypothesis. We constructed the actud study—"

| frowned, and Kissindre sad, “Ezra....”



“I'm not saying he doesn’'t deserve the credit—" Ditreksen said, catching her look. “Without him, we
wouldn't have had a garting point. It's dmos enough to make me wish | were hdf Hydran ....” He
glanced a me, with a amdl twist of his mouth. He looked back a Sand, a the others, messuring their
reactions.

There was along slence. Stilt looking at Ditreksen, | said, “ Sometimes | wish you were hdf human.”

“Le me introduce you to our Hydran guests,” Perrymeade said, catching me by the arm, trying to
pul me away without seeming to. | remembered that he was responsible for overseeing Tau's uncertain
race relaions. “They want to meet you.”

| redlized suddenly that | was more then just another interchangeable team member, a node in an
atifidd congtruct created to impress the FTA. | was some kind of token, living proof that they weren't
genocidd exploiters—at least, not anymore.

Everyone and everything around me dipped out of focus, except for the three Hydrans looking a us
expectantly from across the room. Suddenly | fdt as if the drinks and the tranks and the camphs had dl
kicked in a once.

The Hydrans stood together, looking toward us. They'd stood that way the entire time, close to each
other, asif there was strength in numbers. But | was done; there was no one like me in this crowd, or in
any other crowd I'd ever been a part of. Perrymeade led me to them, stopped mein front of them, asiif |
was a drone circulating with a platter of mind-benders.

The Hydrans wore dothing that would have looked perfectly appropriate on anyone dse in the
room—just as wel cut, just as expensve, dthough they didn’t show any combine colors. But my eyes
registered something missing, the thing | dways checked for on another human; Databands. None of
them had a databand. They were nonpersons. Hydrans didn’t exigt to the Federation Net that affected
every detall of ahuman dtizen's existence from birth to death.

Perrymeade made introductions. The part of my bran that I'd trained to remember any input
recorded their names, but | didn’t hear aword he said.

There were two men and one woman. One of the men was older than the others, his face weathered
by exposure, like he' d spent alot of time outdoors. The younger man looked soft, as if he'd never made
much of an effort a anything, or ever had to. The woman had a sharpness about her; | couldn’t tdl if it
was inteligence or hodility.

| stood sudying them, the angles and planes of ther faces. Everything was where it should be in a
humen face. The differences were subtle, more subtle than the differences between random faces plucked
out of the human genepool. But they weren’t humen differences.

These faces were 4ill dien—the colors, the forms, the dmog fragile bone structure. The eyes were
entirdy green, the color of emerdds, of grass ... of mine The Hydrans looked into my eyes—seeing only
theirises as green as grass, but pupils that were long and ditted like a cat’s, like theirs. My face was too
humen to belong to one of them, but Hill subtly dien ...

| fdt mysdf sarting to sweat, knowing that they were passng judgment on me with more than just
their eyes. There was a 9xth sense they’d dl been born with—that I'd been born with too. Only I'd lost
it. It was gone, and any second now their eyes would turn cold; any second they’d turn away—

| was actudly garting to tremble, sanding there in my formd clothes; sheking like | was back on
some Oldcity street corner, needing a fix. Perrymeade went on spesking as if he hadn't noticed. |
watched the Hydrans' faces turn quizzicd. They traded hdf frowns and curious looks, dong with a glent
mind-to-mind exchange that once | could have shared in. | thought | fdt a whisper of menta contact
touch my thoughts as softly as akiss ... fdt the psonic Gift I’ d been born with cower down in a darkness
S0 complete that | couldn’t be sure I’d felt anything,

“Areyou—?" the woman broke off, asif she was searching for a word. She touched her head with a
nutmeg-colored hand. Disbdief filled her face, and 1 could guess what word she was looking for. |
watched the expressions on the faces of the two men change, the younger one's to what looked like
disgud, the older on€e's to something | didn’t even recognize.

Perrymeade broke off, went on spesking again, like someone refusng to acknowledge that we were
dl anking into quicksand. He droned on about how my presence on the research team meant there



would be someone “more sengtive to Hydran culturd interests—’

“And ae you?’ The older man looked directly a me. My edetic memory coughed up his name
Hanjen. A member of the Hydran Council. Perrymeade had cdled him an *“ombudsman’, which seemed
to mean some kind of negotiator. Hanjen cocked his head== as if he was ligening for the answer |
couldn’'t give—or for something ese that | hadn’t given, could never give him.

“Then | suggest,” he murmured, as if 1I'd shaken my head—or maybe | had, “that you come and ...
tak to us about it.”

| turned away before anyone could say anything more or do anything to stop me. | pushed my way
through the crowd and headed for the door.

Two

| stood in the cold wind and the degpening twilight on the riversde promenade, wondering again why
they'd called thisworld Refuge. The aty lay behind rile, its distant sounds of life reminding me that sooner
or later I'd have to turn back and acknowledge its presence: Tau Riverton, the orderly, soulless grid of a
combine ‘clave, a glorified barracks for Tau's citizen/shareholders, whose leaders were dill eating and
drinking and lying to each other &t the party I'd just bolted from.

Ahead of me asingle bridge arced across the sheer-walled canyon that separated Tau Riverton from
the city on the other side. The canyon was deep and wide, carved out by wha mugt once have been a
multikiloton waterflow. Now there was only one thin strand of brass-colored river snaking dong the
canyon floor, a hundred meters below.

| looked up again a the bridge span, its length brightening with unnaturd light as the dusk deepened.
At its far end lay not juss—Hydran. Another town but another world, or what was left of it. Hydran.
Alien. This was as close as the preprogrammed systems of the aircab I'd hired would take me—or
anyone—to whét lay across theriver: Freaktown.

From here | couldn’t tdl anything about the town on the other side, hdf a kilometer away through the
violet dusk. | stole glances at it as | drifted dong the light-echoed, nearly empty concourse toward the
end of the plateau. Ghost voices murmured in my ears as my databand triggered every tight-beam
broadcast | passed through. They whispered to me that there was a fifty-credit fine for gpitting on the
gdewadk, & hundred-credit fine for littering, fines up to a thousand credits and induding a jal term if |
defaced any property. There were sublimind visuds to go with the message, flickering across my vison
like heet lightning.

I’d never spent timein a combine ‘ clave before. | wondered how its citizens kept from going insane,
when everywhere they turned they got feedback like this. Maybe they Smply learned to stop seeing, stop
ligening. | was pretty damn sure they learned to stop spitting on the sdewalk.

What was |eft of the river poured like dregs from a spilled bottle over the barely visble precipice up
ahead. Up on the heights, poised like some bird of prey, was the Aerie. | could see its streamlined
gargoyle form, the fluid composite and transparent cerdloy of its body sraning out over the edge of the
world like a death wish, silhouetted againg the bruised mauves and golds of the sunset sky.

| remembered how I'd I€ft it; thought about the drinks I’d had up there tonight, that maybe I’d had
too many, too close together. | thought about the trank patches I'd put on even before | got to the party.

| reached up and pedled the used, usdess patches off my neck. | dug in my pockets for a camph;
suck the lagt one | had into my mouth and bit down, because it didn't matter now if having another one
was a bad idea. As the camph numbed my tongue | Sghed, waiting for it to take out dl my nerve endings
the same way, one by one. Waiting ... It didn’t help. Tonight nathing did. Nothing could.

There was only one thing that could give me what | needed tonight, and | was't going to find that in
Tau Riverton. And with every heartbeat | spent not looking across the river, my need grew stronger.

Damn you!. | shook my head, not even certain who | meant. | leaned againg an advertisng kiosk,
letting the shifting colors of its display holos bleed on me. The voices murmuring in my ears changed as |
changed position, urging me to go here, buy this, reminding me that there was a fine for loitering, a fine
for defacing a digolay unit. The colors turned the dothing I’d bought this afternoon into something as



surred as my memories of tonight’s reception.

| looked back across the river again, pushing my hands into my pockets. The season was supposed
to be soring, but Riverton was located far south, near Refuge' s forty-fifth pardld, in the middle of what
seemed to be high desert. The night air was cold, and getting colder. The cold made my hands ache.
They'd been frogthitten more than once, back in Oldcity. Quarro’s spring had been cold too. | watched
my bregth steam as | exhaed; condensation touched my face with dank cloud-fingers.

| began to walk again, back the way I'd come, tdling mysdf | was only moving to keep warm. Bt |
was moving toward the bridge, the only point of intersection that existed for two peoples living on the
same planet but in separate worlds.

This time | got close enough to see the access dealy: The arched gateway, the detals of the
sructure. The guards. Two armed men, wearing corporate Security uniforms, Tau's colors showing dl
over them.

| stopped as thar heads turned toward me. Suddenly | was angry, not even sure why ... whether it
was what those uniformed bodies said about the access between their world and the one on the other
sde, or jud the fact that they were corpses, and it would be a long time before the Sght of a CorpSec
uniform didn’t make my guts knot up.

| made mysdf move toward them with my empty hands a my sdes, wearing nesat, respectable
clothes and a databand.

They watched me come, their faces expressionless, until | was only a few steps from them under the
gateway arch. It was warm under the arch.

My databand triggered the pillars on either sde of me; they came dive with mindnumbing displays of
data maps, diagrams, warnings, ligs of regulations. | saw my own image centered in one of the displays,
ascan of my entire body showing that | was unarmed, solvent ... and not quite sober.

| stared at the double image of my face, the filematch side by side with the redtime image, looking a
them the way | knew the guards would look at them. Seeing my hair, so pae in the atificd light thet it
was dmogt blue. I'd let it grow until it reached my shoulders, pinned it back with a dip at the base of my
neck, the way most students of the Hoating Univerdty had worn theirs. The gold stud through the hole in
my ear tonight was about as consarvative as | could make it, like my clothes. The light turned my skin an
odd shadow-color, but it was no odder than the colors the guards' skins had turned in the light. | glanced
down, away, hoping they wouldn’t look a my eyes.

One of the corpses studied the diplay while the other one studied me. The firg one nodded to the
second and shrugged. “In order,” he said.

“Evening, Sr,” the second Corpse said to me with a tight, polite nod. Their faces looked hard and
disnterested; thair faces didn't match their manners. | wondered what sublimind messages ther hdmet
monitors were feading them, reminding them aways to be courteous, to say “pleasg’ and “thank you”
when they rousted a citizen, or they’d see another black mark on their record, a debit from ther pay.
“Y ou have business over on the Hydran Sde?’

“No,” | muttered. “Judt ... Sghtseaing.”

He frowned, as though I’d said something embarrassing or something that didn't make sense. The
other guard laughed, a soft snort, as if he was trying not to. “Not from around here” the firs one
muttered. It wasn't redly a question.

The second one dghed. “It's my duty, S, to point out to you that your blood dcohal levd is high,
indicating possible impaired judgment. No offense, Sr.” His voice was as fla as a recording. Flatter.
“Also, gr, I'm required to show you this information.” He pointed a the dislays. “Please read the
disclamer. It states that you accept full responghility for anything that happens to you on the other Sde of
the river. That's the Homdand over there. It's not Tau's jurisdiction; it's not Tau's responshility. We
don't guarantee your safety.” He looked hard & me, to seeif | was tracking what he'd said ... looked
harder a me as he suddenly got a good look a my eyes. the grass-green irises, with the long dit pupils
likeacat's.

He looked at my whole face, then, and started to frown. He glanced at the information display from
my databand on the wal behind him—undenigble proof, to both of us that | was a full dtizen of the



Humen Federation. He looked back at my face again; his frown didn't go away. But he only said,
“Curfew is at ten. Crossing closes for the night ... if you want to come back.” He was dready turning his
back on me as he finished it. He muttered something to the other guard as | went on my way. | didn't
hear whet it was.

There were only a few people moving across the bridge on foot. | tried not to look at the ones |
passed, the ones who passed me. They kept ther eyes to themsdlves. one or two amdl private ground
vehides went by, so unexpected that | had to dodge out of their way. The canyon below the bridge's
gpan was full of shadows;, far below, light danced on the hidden water surface.

By the time I'd reached the far end of the bridge | only had eyes for what lay ahead. All 1 could
make out were vague shapes and random patterns of light, but every step seemed harder to take than the
last.

| let my concentration fdl inward, trying to force something to happen in my mind; trying to focus, to
ligen, to reach out and speak in the secret language that a thousand other minds mugt be spesking, mugt
be hearing, just beyond the bridge' s end.

But it was no use. They were psions, tdepaths—and | wasn't. Trying only proved agan what |
dready knew: That what was gone was gone. That what was past help should have been past grief by
now; long past this sick hunger—

| was trembling, the way I'd trembled at the reception under the stares of the three Hydrans. | told
mysdf that | was cold, sanding here with the night coming on, at the end of winter on an dien world
where | was atotal stranger. That my body’s reaction wasn't because | fdt so terrified that | wanted to
puke, wanted to do anything but go on.

Because | couldn’t do anything but go on. | started forward again—knowing | wouldn't deep nights,
wouldn't eat, would never be able to concentrate on the work I’d come here to do, unless| let mysdf do
this

| stepped off the far end of the bridge, on Hydran ground at last. once this entire planet had been
Hydran ground; until we'd come and taken it away from them. This was ther homeworld, their Earth;
they’d made this world the center of a avilization that had spanned light-years the way the Human
Federation did now.

Thar avilization had dready passed its peak and been in decline when the Federation made firg
contact. We' d been glad enough then to findly have proof that we weren’t donein the galaxy, more than
gad that the firg “diens’ we encountered looked more like humans than some humans looked like to
esch other.

Genemapping studies had proved tha the resemblance wasn't just a coincidence of cosmic
proportions. humans and Hydrans seemed to be the two haves of a long-divided whole, who might both
owe our very exigence to an incomprehensible bioengineering experiment. That we might be just one
more of the Creators enigmatic cdling cards. Hydrans and humans ... the haves and the have-nots,
Separated by one thing: psonic ability.

Hydrans were born able to access the quantum field, the bizarre subatomic universe of quarks and
neutrinos hidden at the heart of the deceptive order we cdled Redity. The quantum-mechanica spectrum
could have been turtles dl the way down, for al the sense it made to ordinary humean beings, even though
humen brains only seemed to make senseif they functioned by quantum rules. The average person could
bardy take quantum e ectrodynamics serioudy, let done imagine away of collapang the probability wave
to manipulate the QM fidd.

But a pson could tap the QM fidd indinctively, manipulate improbabilities to the point where usng
the Gift directly affected the tangible, visble world that they shared with “normd” ps-blind humans. The
macrocosmic entranment of quantum effects alowed a psion to do things humans had believed were
impossible before we met the Hydrans. That one crucid difference had been the Hydrans strength. And
it had been their fatd weakness when they findly encountered us.

In the beginning, the Human Federation and the Hydrans had coexisted in peace. It had seemed only
naturd, when two “dien” races medting in the depths of space discovered they were smilar down to the
levd of ther DNA. It had seemed only naurd that there would be cooperation, friendship ...



intermarriage. Mixed-race marriages began to produce mixed-blood children, spilling Hydran ps genes
into the sterile waters of the human genepooal like droplets of dye, Saining it anew color.

But the peaceful coexistence of firg contact hadn’t lasted. The more often the Human Federation
encountered Hydrans living on exactly the kind of worlds that interstdllar combines wanted for
exploitation, the less they wanted to acknowledge that Hydrans had a prior daim to them.

Rdations went downhill from there, went downhill faster as the combines discovered that when they
tried to push the Hydrans off their worlds, the Hydrans wouldn't push back.

Because of what they were, the things they could have done with unchecked ps powers, the
Hydrans had evolved in ways that made them virtudly nonvidlent. If you could kill with a thought—reach
into a chest and stop a heart, cause an embolismin the brain, break bones without touching them—there
hed to be some way to prevent it.

There was. If a Hydran killed someone, the backlash took out dl the defenses in the killer’s own
mind. Any murder became a murder-suicide. Natura sdection had done them a favor ... until they met
the Federation.

Because humans had virtudly no ps ability, they’d never had any red problem with killing. They
swept the Hydrans up like birds in a net, killing them fast in hodtile takeovers; killing them dowly by
pushing the survivors onto “homeands’ that made them outcasts on their own world, or “relocating” them
to places like Oldcity, where I d been born. There were sill humans born with mixed blood, but most of
the blood had been mixed long ago, before humans and Hydrans had begun to hate the sght of each
other.

Those humans who dill carried a few Hydran genes in ther DNA pool were treated as less than
humean, epecidly if they showed any ps ability, which mogt of them did. Without support, without
training in how to use their Gift, psions were “freeks’ to pureblood humans, who made sure they sank to
the bottom of the labor pool and stayed there, ignored when they weren't actively persecuted.

If you looked very Hydran, if your mother happened to have been Hydran—if you were a halfbreed,
aproduct of miscegenation so fresh that most people you met had been dive when it happened—it was
worse. | knew, because | was one.

I’d spent mogt of my life in Oldcity, Quarro’s buried dum, doing things that never got into most
peopl€e' s nightmares just to stay dive. And | couldn’t even use the Gift I'd been born with, the telepathy
that would have let me know who to trust, how to protect mysdf, maybe even let me understand why the
things that dways seemed to be happening to me kept happening.

Intime, with alot of luck and alot of pain, I'd gotten out of Oldcity. I'd learned to read, and then to
access, I'd learned about the heritage I'd logt with my mother’s death, so long ago thet | couldn’'t even
remember her face.

And now, after too many years, too many light-years, | was findly standing on Hydran ground.

There was nothing, no one guarding this end of the bridge. | looked back over my shoulder at the
lighted span. It seemed impossbly long and fragile, surredly bright. | saw the guard-post at the other end.
And | wondered suddenly what the hdl made them think they could keep a people who could
teleport—send themsdves through a spacetime blip to somewhere ese in the blink of an eye—from
going anywhere they wanted to. But then | remembered that you couldn’t teleport to a place you'd never
been.

Or maybe the guards were intended to keep the humans where they belonged.

A pair of humans passed me, wearing Tau business dress. fire way they moved said that they were in
a hurry to get onto the bridge and away. Ahead of me the Street was darker than the bridge had been,
there was no atifidd lighting. It was probably getting hard for Tau dtizens, with their human eyes, to find
thar way.

It surprised me that the Hydrans hadn’t made things easier for night-blind humans. But then, maybe
that was what the guard had been trying to tdl me—maybe no human in his right mind visted Freaktown
after dark.

| started down the nearest street. Evenin the darkness | could make out every detall of the buildings
thet fronted on it. None were more than three or four stories tdl, but they merged like segments of a hive,



with no clear sgn of where one ended and the next began. The architecture was dl organic curves, the
wadls were made of a maerid | couldn't identify, that fdt like cerdloy. Almost everywhere the smooth,
impervious surfaces had been covered with murds of colored tile, which must have been st into the
matrix before it had hardened.

| couldn’t have pictured anything less like the isolated geometry of the human dty across the river if
I"d tried. | wondered whether the Hydrans had built ther city intentiondly to answer Tau Riverton. But
then | remembered that the Hydran city, like the Hydrans, had been here fird. It was the humen city that
was the inqult, the act of defiance.

| went on, following the winding course of the streets deeper into Freaktown, trying to lose my sense
of dienation in the growing darkness. A few more ground vehicles passed me. Ther passage through the
ancient streets echoed from every exposed surface; their windows were dways dark. There didn't seem
to be any mods at dl in the air above this Sde of theriver.

The more my eyes adjusted to the night and the strangeness of everything | saw, the more | began to
natice places where the patterns on the walls were damaged or crumbling. | saw the fdlen tiles thet lay in
tdus dopes of dust and rubbish; barricades of abandoned junk; bodies dumped againg wadls or
gretched out in the shadows, deeping it off.

The dirt, the derdlicts, the way the buildings fronted on the street, began to make me think of Oldcity,
Quarro’s hidden underbdly, where the roof of the world was only ten meters high, and walls closed you
inwherever you turned. | wondered why the resemblance hadn’t hit me right away. Maybe because I'd
lived too long in Oldcity; because it was what | was used to. Maybe that was all.

Or maybe | hadn't wanted to see Hydrans as anything less than perfect, to discover anything that
forced me to admit they were flawed, embarrassing, too human ... too much like | was.

| tried to stop looking at the broken wals. The people passing me were dl Hydran now. Almog dl
of them wore human-style clothes that must have come from across the river. Most of the dothing looked
likeit had been worn for years before it had ever touched Hydran skin.

It surprised me that there were so few people on the streets, so few buildings showing lights or 9gns
of life | didn't see any children. | wondered if they dl went to bed with the sun, or whether there was
something | was missing. Most of the adults had hair as pae as ming mogt of them had skin that was the
color of spice: ginger-gold, nutmeg-brown== cinnamon. The colors were as varied as the colors of
humen skin, but not redly any color 1'd ever seen on human flesh, even mine. They dl seemed to move
with a kind of uncanny grace that | dmaost never saw in humans.

Refuge was supposed to be thar homeworld: their Earth, the place their avilization had started out
from. According to Tau's data, the Hydrans living in Freaktown and on the surrounding reservation were
Refuge' s entire surviving population. The remnants of cultures and races from dl parts of the planet had
been swept up and dumped, like so much dust, here on this *Home and”—the one piece of ground left to
them by Taw/Draco ... the piece that must have had the least exploitable resources.

It made me uneasy even to think that the handful of people I'd seen on the street tonight might
actudly be a representative sample of their numbers.

People looked back a me, hdf curiousif they noticed | was looking at them. Some of them went on
daing after I'd passed. | could fed their eyes on me, but | couldn’t fed their minds. | couldn’t tdl why
they were staring, whether it was the way | moved or my face or the fact that when they touched my
mind they met awadl.

No one spoke to me, asked me the obvious questions, muttered behind my back. They didn't make
any sound at dl. You waked down a street in a human city and you heard conversation, arguments,
laughter. Here | fdt like a deaf-mute; here there was only sllence, broken by an occasiond shapeless
far-off sound that seemed to echo forever, like there was no distance.

I’d heard once that when Hydrans were with ther own kind they didn’t tak much; they didn’t need
to. They had their telepathy: They could reach out to each other with their minds, prove each other’s
redity, know each other’s moods, know that dl around them were living, breething people just like them.
They knew dl that without speaking, without needing to look at each other congtantly.

Humeans didn’t. Humans had to bridge that unbridgesble gap with speech, and so they were dways



taking, proving that they weren't as donein the universe as they were indde their own minds.

Mogt of the buildings dong the street had doors or windows at street leve. Most of those were
shuttered, private; a few were wide open, like they were inviting everybody insde. Occasondly | saw
the phantom outline of an opening that had been waled up. In other places the access was only a rough
hole knocked in the wall, shattering a perfect line, the wholeness of a mosaic pattern. | wondered why
anyone would do that.

| thought about the humans coming across the river, who couldn’'t mind their own business or wak
through walls. | wondered whether the sedled-up walls the crude doorways, were a kind of subtle
message to ther vigtors or whether they were just another Sgn of socia disintegration.

Mog of the doorways looked like they opened on shops of one sort or another. There were
occasond sgns, some in Standard, some in a language | didn’'t know, some of them lit up. | even saw
one that was holographic, shimmering in the vidlet gloom like a hdlucingtion. | began to think that the
ggns were like the holesin the wdl: Freaktown spdling it out for the humans, the psonic have-nots== the
deadheads ....

| wandered the streets for nearly an hour, without anyone chalenging me or even acknowledging me.
At last, numb with cold but more or less sober, | stopped in front of what looked like an egtery. No one
hed harassed me so far. | told mysdf that it would be dl right to go inside, to St down with them and eat
what they ate, to pretend for an hour that | actudly belonged somewhere.

| stepped ingde, ducking my head because the ragged doorway was low by human standards. | was
only medium height, but not many of the Hydrans I’d passed in the Street were astdl as | was. | fdt a
breath of forced ar kiss my face as | moved through it, keeping the warmth and the cooking smdls
ingde, the cold evening out. | wondered whether it was human tech from across the river or a telekinetic
fidd generated by someone indde.

| stopped just insde the doorway, glad to fed warm again as | inhded the samells. They were strange
and strong, making me redlize how hungry | was. A dozen people were scattered around the room at low
tables;, angly, in couples, even a family with a child. The parents and child looked up together, suddenly
wary. | stood there a little longer, my eyes moving from face to face, not able to stop looking a the
drange beauty of their features. Findly | crossed the room and sat down at an empty table, as far from
anyone dse as possible.

| searched for a menu, suddenly wondering whether you couldn’t even get something to eat here if
you couldn’t read minds.

“Can | hdp you?

| jJumped. Someone was ganding a my elbow, looking down a me. | wasn't sure whether he'd
come up behind me without my knowing it or whether he’ d teleported here to my sde. My Gift wouldn't
tdl me, any more than it would tel me who he was or what he wanted from me. | took along look a him
and decided he must be the owner.

“Can | hdp you?" he asked agan, in Standard, and the soft, lilting way he formed the words
hardened jugt alittle.

| redized that everyone in the room was looking a& mg now. The looks weren't friendly. “Some
food—?" The words sounded flat and foreign as they came out of my mouth.

His face closed asif I'd insulted him, as if he was contralling himsdf with an effort. “I don’t know
who you are,” he said very quidly. “I don’t care what you are. But I'm tdling you now, either stop what
you're doing or get out.”

“I'm not doing anything—" | said.

Something caught me by the back of my jacket and hauled me up. “Get out,” he said, “you damned
pervert.” Something shoved me from behind. It didn’t fed like his hand.

He didn't have to use his ps on me agan. My own panic drove me out the door and into the
darkness. God, they knew .... They knew what | was.

Out in the street someone caught my arm. | turned, my hand fisting. My eyes registered the dack
face, the vacant stare of a burnout. The Hydran mouthed words so durred | couldn’t tdl whether they
were evenin alanguage | knew.



Swearing, | jerked free and moved or, not caring where | went, as long asit was away from there.

By the time my head had cleared enough so | redized what I'd done, | was lost. There had been
ggns, some way of backtracking, when I'd left the eatery. There were no dgns of any kind thet |
recognized, now. There was no street lighting either, and Refuge s Sngle moon hadn't risen yet. If there
were any shops they were closed and unmarked. The only lights | could see were high up, unreachable,
probably the lights of private homes. The building here were just tdl enough to keep me from usng the
bridge to guide me back where I’d come from.

No one ese seemed to be on the street now. | fdt more rdief than frudration as | redized how aone
| was, because | couldn’t have asked for hdp now if I'd been bleeding to desth.

| swore under my breath. I'd lived most of my life in a place where knowing the streets meant
aurvivd; and now | was logt. There weren't even any maps of Freaktown in Tau's public access; even
my databand couldn’t tl me where | was, or how to get out of here. Why the hdl had | even come to
this place, just to prove wha I'd aways known ... that no one had ever wanted me, that there was
nowhere I'd ever belonged?

| started back the way I’d come, head down and shoulders hunched, shivering with cold and praying
I’d make the right combination of turns to get my miserable ass out of there before curfew.

At lagt | saw the bridge lights, somewhere in the distance up ahead; heard the sound of human voices
moving toward me. | turned another corner, bresking into a jog—dammed into someone running, So
hard that we amost went down together.

A woman's voice cried out as my hands caught her faling body. | fdt something drive into my brain
like a knife of thought. My mind blocked her indinctivdly at the same moment that | redized she was
holding a child in her arms.

She cried out again—shock, fury—as my mind turned back her attack She gasped out words in a
language | didn’'t know, and dl the while | kept shouting, “It's dl right, I won't hurt you, it's dl right!”
trying to make her ligen and understand. “What’' s wrong? Do you need hdp—7’

She stopped druggling, as if my words had findly penetrated. Suddenly her body went limp in my
grasp. The child trapped between us didn't make a sound as the woman collapsed againg me, panting. |
fdt her body’ s fever heat even through my dlothing.

She looked up a me then, and | findly saw her face A fey, green-eyed Hydran face,
golden-skinned, framed by awild tangle of pae har .... A face out of a dream, every dien, haunted line
of it; and yet every curve and plane was somehow as familiar as the face of alogt lover.

“I ... I know you?’ | whispered, frozen in the glare of impossible prescience. “How—7?" A trapdoor
opened under my thoughts, and | fdl through—

The woman made asmdl sound, dmost a whimper, of disodief. One hand rose, tentatively, to touch
my face. (Nasheirtah ... ?) she bresthed. (You. You—) Her expression became equa parts wonder and
terror, mirroring my own, as | dowly raised my hands to touch her face.

(Anything ...) I murmured as my entire life telescoped into that angle moment's contact. (Anything at
dl)

(Always. Forever ...) Her eyesfilled with tears, her hand dropped away. (Nasheirtah—)

“What—?" | whispered, uncomprehending.

She looked down suddenly, as if my eyes were a searchlight. “Help me” she sad, in perfect
Standard, but with her voice just barely under control. “Please hdp me—they want to take my child!”
She looked over her shoulder. Light-echoes danced across building fronts in the distance down the
dreet.

“Who does?’ | asked.

“They do!” she cried, sheking her head & me, with a look that was hdf desperation and hdf
incomprehension. “The Humans—"

And in the depths of her green eyes, their black dit pupils wide open to the faintest hope of light, |
saw another midnight: Another Hydran woman and her child ... light-years away, a lifetime ago—
with no one they could turn to, no one to save them from that Oldcity alley where their world was
ending in blood and pain ....



“Pease—" she said, and pressed something into my open hand.

My fingers spasmed shut. | nodded, not looking at it, and let her go. She disappeared down a Sde
Street | hadn't even noticed.

| stood frozen afew heartbeats longer, with my stupefied mind trying to follow her into the night and
my body begging me to get it out of there. And then suddenly the ones who' d been after her were in front
of me, shouting; | saw lights, | saw weapons—I ran like hdl.

Behind me | heard someone bellow, “Corporate Security!”

Shit—I ran fadter.

Lights appeared ahead of me, dropping out of the sky, as a CorpSec cruiser landed in the street.

Before | could even dow down something invisble dammed into me like atidd wave, and | drowned

Three

| opened my eyes again to the blinding glare of an interrogation room. | squinted them shut. “Shit,” |
sad. But that wasn't what came out of my mouth. The sound that came out of my mouth was completdly
unintdligible

My face hurt, because | mugt have fdlen on it. My har had come loose from its dip; it was full of dirt
and getting into my eyes. Every nerve ending in my body was sparking like a live wire as the stunshock
wore off.

But that wasn't what was wrong with my mouth: They’d drugged me with nephase—flypaper for
freaks. | knew without feding for one that there was a drugderm on my neck, put there by the Corpses
to short-circuit my ps, if I'd gill had any ps ability that | could use. | remembered the nausea, the durred
gpeech: the smulated brain damage. | tried to reach up, to make sure there redly was a patch on my
throat—

| couldn’t move my arms. Either one. | looked down, saw my body held prisoner in a hard meta
sedt, my arms strapped to the chair arms. | stared at my hands, feding panic abscess ingde me.

Don't lose control .... Don't. | took along, dow bresth and made mysdf ook up.

Hdf a dozen Corpses were waiting there, asif they had dl the time, and patience, in the world.

“Whereishe?’

| looked a the one who'd spoken. Borosage, his data-paiches read. He was a Didrict
Adminigrator, from the flash that showed on his hdmet and uniform deeve. He looked like a red
bottom-feeder. These were the Corpses | knew, not the kind who wore dress uniforms to corporate
receptions. These Corpses were wearing riot gear: dressed for business, their red business== which had
aways been making the existence of street rats like me even more impossble than it aready was.

Borosage was massive and heavy; his body was sarting to go to fat, asif he'd been promoted to a
levd where he didn't have to give a damn anymore. But there was nothing soft in his eyes. They were
blegk and treacherous, like rotten ice. A geaming atificd dome covered the left hdf of his skull; blunt
fingers of dloy circled his eye socket and disappeared into his skull, as if some dien parasite had sunk
neurd taps into his brain.

| couldn’t imagine what kind of injury would leave him dive and leave him looking like that. Maybe
he'd had it done on purpose, to scare the living shit out of his prisoners. | looked down as he caught me
daing; looked at his hands. His knuckles had more scar tissue on them than mine did. | knew how
they’ d gotten that way. They scared me alot more than his face did.

| looked away from his hands with an effort, down a the data-band on my wrig, the undeniable
proof that | was a ditizen of the Human Federation, and not some nameless piece of mest. “1 want a legd
advisory link,” | said.

What came out of my mouth was more unintdligible dudge. The Corpses laughed. | took another
dow breath, my hands denching. “Want. A. Legd.”

The laughter got louder. Borosage closed the space between us in one step. He hdd his fig in front
of my face. “You want advice, you Hydran fuck? My advice to you is, answer the questions, because it's



going to get harder to tak every time you don’'t.”

“Not Hydran! Regishurred ... c’zen,” | said; spit splattered hisfig. “1. Got. Rights”

“You can inscribe your rights on the head of apin this Side of the river, freek.”)

“Databan’—!” My arm jerked againg the restraint. Cold sweat was soaking through my shirt.

He took a step back; his hand dropped to his Sde. | let out the breath | was holding as he looked
down. His face twisted. He poked my databand, and it beeped; pulled on it until 1 swore. “This is
yours—?’ he said findly, looking hard at my face, at my eyes. ‘ Are you trying to tdl me you' re human?’

| nodded, my jaw muscles aching as | waited for his expression to change.

He looked at the others. His grin split open. “What do you think, Fahd?’ He jerked his head at the
lieutenant leening againg the door. “This prisoner dams he's a registered dtizen Got the databand to
proveit.”

Fahd peered a me. “You know, in this light he dmost looks human.” He moved closer. “The eyes
could be a cosmo job, if he's one of those perverts.” He smirked. “Except I’ ve never seen anyone but a
fresk talk that way after we put the patch on him.”

“Exactly my point.” Borosage looked back a me again, and hisgrin soured. “ So what is it, boy? Are
you mixed blood? A ‘breed?’ He ran athick finger dong my jaw. “You do look likea ‘breed ....

| tried not to ligen to what they said after that, about my mother, my father, about whores and gang
rapes and how no decent person would let athing like melive .... | sat motionless, breathing the stagnant
overheated air, urtil they ran out of idess.

And then Borosage freed my wris—the one that wore the databand. Disbdief legped like a fish
ingde me.

He didn't free the other hand. “Look a you,” he said, picking a my deeve. “Dressed up like a
Gentleman of the Board. Wearing a databand. Trying to pass. Who did you think would believe it? Did
you think we would? ... You know whet | think, freek?" he said to me, holding my hand. “I think you
dole that databand.” He jerked my am forward, and one of the other Corpses handed him a
descrambler.

| swore slently. ['d had one of those, once. A descrambler could access the persona code of a
databand in less time than it took the owner to remember it. It was about as illegd as everything ese that
was happening to me right now. | watched a run of data flow across the digitd display, and then suddenly
the datafeed stopped. It flashed no access, the symbols so clear that even | could see them.

Borosage swore, this time. | started to breathe again; glad, not for the firg time, that | wore a
thumb-lock on my deebee. Unless | thumbed it in the right spot, the only way it would come off my wrist
was if somebody cut off my hand. I’d bought mysdf some extra security, because | knew how easy the
regular locks were to descramble.

“What did you do to jam this?’ Borosage shoved my hand into my face.

“Mine—!" | said, and then, looking down, “Phone fun’'shun!” The function light didn't go on—the
processors didn’t recognize my voice. Borosage made a disgusted noise, asif 1I'd just proved tha the
band was gtolen. | tried to see what time it was. | didn’t get the chance, &s he strapped my hand down
agan.

| told mysdf that someone had to be wondering where | was. They could trace me as long as | ill
hed the databand on. Someone would come after me. | just had to hold everything together long enough
S0 that these bastards didn’'t mam me before it happened.

Borosage' s scarred hand caught me by the jaw. “You know you're in red trouble no\w, freak. The
sooner you tdl us everything you know, the sooner I'll think about Ietting you make a cdl, or even take a
piss” Helet go of me, with a twigt of his hand that made me grunt as it hurt my bruised face. “Where's
the boy?”

“What. Boy?' | mumbled. | braced mysdf as his open pdm came a me, but that didn't make it hurt
less when it hit my face. My head dammed againg the seatback. | tasted blood; fdt it lesk from the
corner of my mouth.

“Kidnapping,” he said, through the ringing in my ears, “is a serious offense. | am taking about the
humen boy whose data-band we found in your possession. Joby Natasa, age three standard years, son



of Ling and Burndl Natasa. He was kidnapped by the Hydran woman employed to care for him. We
amog caught her tonight—but we caught you ingtead.” He leaned into my face agan. “Now, you know
whet | think? | think this whole thing was politically motivated. | think you might be some kind of
terrorist.” He took a step back, peding off his uniform jacket. “Do you dill want to tdl me you don't
know what | mean—t”

Jeezu—I shut my eyes, remembering the look in the eyes of the woman carrying the child. Her child;
I’d thought it was her own child. She hadn’t looked like a terroris—she’d looked terrified. Looked
like my mother, on the night she was butchered by strangers because no one had been there to save her

But she was't my mother. It was't even her child. I'd been nothing but a fucking mark, letting her
dip me that databand. | wondered suddenly why she'd done it to me why she hadn’t just teleported
hersdf and the boy away, and left the Corpses behind.

But | couldn’t answer that any more than | could answer Borosage' s questions. | was under arrest on
aworld where | didn't know anyone, didn't have any rights; 1 was in shit up to my neck and | didn't
know how the hdl | was going to get out of it.

Borosage dapped me again when | didn't answer him.

“l. Didn’. Know!” | shook my head. “Proveit! Use ... truth-tester!”

“They aren't reidble with psions. There' s only one thing that dways gets the truth out of a Hydran.”
Borosage held out his hand; one of his men put something into it. This time it was a prod. Borosage
flicked it on.

| sucked in a bregth. | didn’t need him to show me what one of those could do. | had scars to remind
me

“That’s right—squirm, you little mindraper,” Borosage murmured. “You know whet | can do to you
with one of these. The Tau Board is up my ass over this kidngpping. They make me report to them every
hour on the hour. They want that stolen child back yesterday, you know what | mean? They put ther
trust in me. They told me, ‘Do whatever’s necessary.’ | intend to do thet ....”

The prod kissed the pam of my right hand. | cursed, jerking at the restraints as it ate its way into my
flesh.

Borosage gestured. Fahd moved in on me, pulled open my expensve jacket and shirt. | heard
something rip. “You understand us—?’

| nodded, feding the musdesinmy chest and stomach tighten with anticipation. Wanting to kick him
inthe balls, except that | knew what he'd do to meif | did.

“I'm going to hear everything you know, boy,” Borosage said. “Or I'm going to hear you scream.”
His eyes begged me to give him an excuse.

| swore under my bresth, wondering whet in the nine billion names of God | was going to tdl him;
worse, how | was even going to get words anyone could understand out of my mouth.

A beeper sounded on someone' s databand, loud in the agonizing silence. | looked down a my own
band with my heart suddenly in my mouth. The cdl function was il dead.

Borosage clapped his hand over his databand, hdd it up to his face, muttering, “What—7’

Somewhere in the world outsde of this room a voice said, ... making inquiries about the prisoner,
ar”

“God damn it!” Borosage shouted. “Tdl them he' s not here. | said nobody’s to disturb us during the
interrogation!”

“Adminigtrator—"

Borosage canceled the link with a word; swore, & s his band-phone began to beep again.

“Draco’s Chief of Security is here, Adminidrator,” the voice said, overriding his shutoff.

“What?" Borosage's face went dack with disbelief. “Why the hdl didn’'t you say s0? Send himin.”
He looked back a me and brought the prod up close. “You hear that, freek? Maybe you thought you
were in trouble before. You've got the mother company down your throat now, you haf-breed
mindfucker.”

| watched the room’ s Sngle door, denching and undenching my burned hand.



The security fidd at the door blinked off. Sand was waiting beyond it. Kissndre Perrymeade and her
unde were with him, and Protz. | looked back a Borosage, wanting to laugh, but afraid to.

Borosage made a sdute, hdf frowned as he saw that Sand was't done. “Sir,” he said, “thisis one of
the kidnappers. We' ve just begun to interrogate him.” He jabbed the live end of the prod a me |
cringed.

Someone gasped in the doorway behind Sand. Sand stood daring at Borosage, at the prod in his
hand, a me. The disbelief on his face was dmogt as complete as Kissndre' s or her uncle's.

Sand entered the room firdt, done. The others stayed where they were, asif they’d been put in stasis.
Sand stopped in front of Borosage. He held out his hand with the unthinking arrogance of a man who
was used to getting his way. Borosage looked surprised again, but he handed Sand the prod. | stared
like everyone se as Sand took it.

Sand deactivated the prod and dropped it on the floor. “Get those regtraints off him.” He pointed at
me. His hand jerked with impatience as no one moved.

Fahd came forward dowly to turn me loose while Borosage watched me with blood in his eyes. |
dumped in the seat as the restraints retracted, wiping blood from the corner of my mouth.

“Areyou dl right?” Sand asked me, frowning.

“Guesh. So,” | said, and watched them dl frown as they heard the words come out. | fdt for the
patch on my throat, found it under my chin, and peded it off. “Drugged. Me.”

“standard procedure with Hydran prisoners,” Borosage said, gaing a me, a Sand. “Without the
drug blocking their psi, we couldn’'t keep them in detention.”

Sand’ s frown deepened, but he didn't question it. “ Get him the antidote,” was dl he said.

“Wait aminute” Borosage sarting to get his nerve back. “Thisismy Prison!—"

“And is this how you treat your prisoners?” Sand snapped. “Drugging them and then beating a
confesson out of them?’ He shot alook at Kissndre's unde and Protz this time, while some part of me
wondered how often he'd done the same thing himsdlf, or something too much likeit.

Borosage's face reddened. “No, dr” he sad sourly. “Jugt the fresks” Resentment and
incomprehension filled his face as he redized that Sand wasn't here for the reason he'd expected; that he
hed no idea what the hdl Sand redlly wanted from him. “This ‘breed was involved in the kidngpping of a
humen child by Hydran radicdls—" Bardy controlled anger stretched his voice to the bresking point.
“We caught him red-handed! The Board ordered me to do whatever was necessary to get the child
back. | was just falowing orders.”

Sand glanced a me again. Behind him | saw Kissindre and the others 4ill ggping like virgins & the
door of awhorehouse. “Y ou have arrested the wrong man, Borosage,” Sand said, his voice as empty of
emoation as his mirrored eyes. ‘And you were just about to put himin the hospitd for no reason at dl.”

“No, sr!” Borosage swelled up like he'd sucked poison. “We caught him holding the missng child's
ID, over in Freaktown. And he's wearing a databand, which is stolen property, because, as you know,
gr, mixed bloods are indigible for full Tau dtizen status.”

Sand glanced a mein sudden surprise; his eyes searched out my databand. He studied me a minute
longer, running God only knew what kinds of anayses on my responses with the cyberware behind his
eyes. But he only said, “Until about three hours ago, your prisoner and | were dtending a formd
reception with these people here” He gestured. “The reception being hed up a the Aerie for the
xenoarchaeology team that your government has brought here to study the cloud-reefs. Your prisoner is
amember of that team. He has been on-planet for less than a day. I’'m sure he has some explanation for
this” He glanced a me again, back at the sullen knot of Corpses. “Give him the antidote.”

Borosage nodded, barely. Fahd came and stuck another patch on my neck.

| waited, dlent, until enough time had passed for my speech to come around. | said, dowly and
caefuly, “I went for a wak. | wanted to see the Hydran town ...” | glanced away from their
expressons. ‘A woman with a child ran into me. She said someone was chasng her. She seemed
frightened. | thought | could help her.” 1 wondered again why she hadn’t just teleported hersdf and the
child to somewhere safe. “1 didn’t know it wasn't her child. | didn’t know it was the Corps—Corporate
Security—who wanted her, until it was too late.” | shrugged, keeping my face empty the way 1'd learned



to do in Oldcity interrogation rooms.

“You didn’'t wonder about the databand?’ Sand asked, his face as expressonless asmine.

“l didn't have time to think about it,” | said. That was true enough. No time to wonder if | was being
st up, or why. Just because | was a stranger? Or because she ‘d known what | was? | remembered
her fingers touching my face, the look in her eyes .... A sourceless pan filled me that was more like loss
then betrayal.

“You dways come to the aid of complete strangers, in a—" Sand broke off, looking at but not into
my eyes for a second too long, “when you know nothing about the Stuation?”

“Yes” | said, looking back at him. “If it looks like they need my help.”

“I wouldn't have thought Oldcity taught that kind of lesson.” He raised his eyebrows.

“It didn’t,” | said, dill medting his stare.

Sand made a mation that might have been a shrug, whatever that meant. “The Stuation here tonight
was not what you thought it was,” he said.

| sat waiting, but no one said anything more. Sowly | pulled my shirt together and refastened it,
pulled my jacket back onto my shoulders. My hands kept fumbling the job. | glanced up, megting
Kissndre Perrymeade’ s pale, tense stare. | looked away again, wiped half-dried blood off my chin. As |
got to my feet, every muscle in my body tightened againgt the blow that would knock me back down into
the seat.

It didn't come. ‘Am | free to go now?’ | looked a Sand, ignoring Borosage. | took a step toward
the door.

“Is his patron here?’ Borosage said, looking draight at me but spesking as though | wasn't in the
room. “The prisoner is a mixed-blood. | can't release him until 1 have his work permit on file, and get
assurance from his humen patron that hell be kept out of trouble in the future”

| swore under my breath, saw Borosage' s goons go on dert as | swung around.

“He's a dtizen of a Federal Didrict, Quarro—" Kissindre's unde said, too sharply. “He's not
subject to Tau' s resdent dien laws”

“l determine Tau palicy in this sector.” Borosage's jaw tightened, as if Perrymeade's tone had
pushed him one centimeter too far. “I'm responsible for enforcing the laws here, and until I'm told
different by the Board, anybody who sets foot here is subject to my interpretation of those laws. All
individuds of Hydran heritage” he spat the words like phlegm, “are required to have a human patron
who will assume responghility for them. Otherwise they are not permitted free access to areas under
Tau'sdominion.”

“I'm his patron,” Kissndre said, pushing forward. Her lips were awhiteline. “I’ll certify any data you
want.”

“Open record,” Borosage muttered, to some dataport on him or somewhere in the room. An ugly
gmile pulled at his mouth. *And just what sort of usewill you be making of this individud of mixed blood,
Mez Perrymeade? Would that be professond, or recreationa 7’

Kissndre blushed blood-red. Janos Perrymeade muttered a curse and stepped forward.

Sand caught Perrymeade’'s am in a hard grip, for as long as it took Perrymeade to control his
temper. Sand’s expression didn't change, but | saw Borosage mottle with anger and redlized they must
be communicating—arguing, probably—subvocaly, wearing some kind of boneboxes. Humans had to
rip open and rewire their bodies with artificid circuitry to give themsdaves even a pae copy of the psonic
abilities a Hydran was born with. Even Borosage must need some kind of augmentation to let him do his
job. | sudied hisdloy skullplate, wondering just how atered he was.

At last Sand looked @ me agan. “You're free to go,” he sad tondesdy. “This regrettable
misundersanding has been cleared up. Draco offers you its sncere apology for any discomfort or
embarrassment this incident has caused you. I'm sure that sSince your interference in a Security action
resulted in the escape of a kidnapper, you will have no complaints to file about your trestment here” He
stared a me, deadpan, with unblinking eyes. Findly he looked at Borosage again.

“Our regrets,” Borosage said, cold-eyed, flexing his hands, and | wondered what it was he was

regretting.



| didn’t say anything, knowing enough to keep my mouth shut. | saw the anxiety that filled Kissindre's
face and her uncle€'s as they watched me. | nodded findly, swalowing my anger like the taste of blood.

| moved across the room, not quite steady on my feet, until 1 was sanding in the doorway, with the
barrier of Sand’s body separating me from Borosage and the Corpses behind him. Kissndre's unde
offered me a hand. | shook my head. | turned my back on the chair and the restraints and the prod, and
the ones who'd used them on me, and |eft the Station.

We were out in the street again—the perfectly clean, quiet, wel-lit street. | looked back at the station
entrance, its dark mouth open in a perpetua oh of surprise. It was no different from the entrances to helf
a dozen other buildings dong the street. Somehow that was more frightening than if it had had prison
written dl over it. “Fucking bastar6fs—" | said, and reaction squeezed my throat shut.

Kissndre touched my arm. | jerked away, startled. She pulled her hand back.

| lifted my hand, because | hadn't meant it that way, hadn't wanted her to stop touching me.
Suddenly | wanted to fed her arms around me, her lips on my bruised mouth; not caring that it would
hurt, not caring what anyone thought. Just wanting to fed her againgt me, wanting her—

| took a deep breath, pulling mysdf together, and wiped my mouth again with the back of my hand. |
redized findly that Ezra hadn’t come with the rest of them. And | redlized that | was dmost as glad not to
seehim here as | was glad to be free. Redizing it pissed me off, but that didn't makeit a lie. “No wonder
the FTA isinvestigaing Tau for rights violaions,” | muttered, looking hard a Kissindre' s uncle.

He looked away, grimacing, but Sand said, “There was nothing illegd about what happened to you
here”
| stared a him. “What do you mean?’

“Under the Internd Security Act, anyone suspected of behavior which thregtens the corporate State
can be detained, without any charges being brought againgt them, for indefinite two-year periods.”

| dmost asked if he was serious; didn't. It didn't take a mind reader to see that he didn't have that
kind of sense of humor.

“It's been a part of virtudly every combine charter,” Perrymeade said, asif he had to explain it, or
excuse it, “snce colonid days, on worlds with ... an indigenous population.”

“That doesn't makeit right,” | said. | glanced at Kissindre.

She tried to meet my eyes; ended up looking away like her unde had. She didn't say anything.
Nobody said anything.

“I think I'll go back to the hotd now,” | said as they stood there, Saring at me like they’d been put
on hold. “You coming?’ | asked Kissndre, findly.

“l—Uncle Janos invited me to stay with his family tonight.” She glanced a him, back a me. “Why
don’'t you come home with us?’

“Yes, why don't you? You'd be Very welcome” Perrymeade said. He looked directly & me for the
fird time since we' d come out of the station, & Siif he' d findly thought of away to save face.
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“l don't think s0.” | shook my head. | didn't have the ssomach for spending what was left of the night
discussing race relations with people who'd be fined a hundred fifty credits for faling to recycle. |
wondered what the fine was for falling to keep your guests out of trouble ... or faling to treat them like
humaen beings. “ Thanks anyway,” | mumbled, redizing that what had come out of my swollen mouth said
more than I’d meant it to.

“| redlly fed we need to discuss the ... Stugion here, the circumstances—" Perrymeade broke off,
gestured toward the mod that had come drifting down at some slent command of his Tau's logo showed
onits deek, curving Sde.

| shook my head. “Nothing to say.” | wasn't sure whether | meant them or me. The words sounded
numb, the way my entire body fdt now, except for the indde of my mouth. | probed a torn cheek with
my bitten tongue, hurting mysdif.

“I'll see you back to the hotd, fllsn—" Protz said, coming dive for the firs time since I’d seen im in
the doorway of the interrogation room. He put his hand on me like he expected me to disappear again.

| broke his hold, too roughly; saw Sand give me a look.



“l probably don’'t need to tdl you,” Sand sad to me, “that we did not make any friends in there
tonight.” He nodded at the Corporate Security station behind us. | was surprised to find mysdf included
inhiswe. “It was regrettable. But | would be ... conservative, if | were you, about your future activities
while you remain in Riverton.”

| nodded, frowning.

“Then let me get you ataxi—" Protz ingsted, treading water.

“l don't need your help,” | said. | input the cab cdl on my data-band, forcing them dl to
acknowledge that | had one, and the right to use it.

“It's after curfew,” Protz said. “Be certain you go directly to the hotd—"

“Fuck off,” | muttered, and he diffened.

“Tomorrow we go out to the reefs” Kissndre moved in between us, forcing me to look at her. |
waan't sureif that was a promise, or just areminder because she thought | wasn't tracking.

| nodded again, looked up into the night, searching the light-washed darkness for my transportation.
They dl waited around me until the taxi arrived. | got in, not able to stop Protz from giving it ingtructions
before the door sedled. | dumped down in the seat and put my feet up as the mod lifted, findly able to
drop my guard, findly leaving it dl behind.

| looked out and down as the taxi carried me over the slent city. | thought about the good citizens of
Riverton, dl in their beds and degping because they’ d been told to be, or pretending they were. | thought
about Oldcity, where I'd spent mogt of my life ... how it only redlly came dive & night. How 1’d lived for
the night, lived off it, survived because of it. Night was when the tourists and the rich marks from upside
in Quarro came dumming, looking for things they couldn't get in a place like Tau Riverton. Oldcity
exised because Quarro was a Federa Trade Didtrict, neutra ground. No single combine ran anything, or
evaything. You' d dways find an Oldcity somewhere indde a place like Quarro.

There was no Oldcity here; no room for deviance in acombine ‘clave. Everything was safe and sane;
clean, polite, hedthy, and prosperous. Under control. There was no unpunished crime down there in
those dreets, no illegd drugs. No thieves or whores or refugees, no orphans raped in dleys, no one
coughing their guts up in public from a disease most people had forgotten the name of. No fresks.

The cab told me to get my feet off the upholstery. | put my feet down, feding the memory of Oldcity
like the pain of a festered wound. They wanted everyone to bdieve thet life in this place was better than
in a place like Quarro. That people were. But the rot was just better concealed. | rubbed my raw
weeping face with my blistered hand, looking out at the bright darkness of the night.

Themod let me off at the hotedl entrance and reminded me not to forget anything. “Not a chance,” |
sad. | went in through the vaulted lobby filled with trees and flowering shrubs that looked a ot hedthier
than | did, let the lift carry me up ingde the tower, walked the last few meters to my own door, dl
without having to look a sngle overly solicitous member of the humen g&ff in the face,

The door read my databand and let mein. It closed again behind me, seding mein, so that | was safe
a lagt in a room that looked exactly like every other room in this hotd. | wondered whether the rest of
the team had gotten back from the reception. It didn't redly matter, because | barely knew any of them
except Ezra, and | didn't like Ezra.

| collapsed on the bed, asked the housekeegping system for ice and a firgt-aid kit. A flow-murd was
seeping across the far wal: hypnotic formsin oozing black, the kind of art that could make you wake up
in the morning wanting to dash your wrists without knowing why. | caled on the threedy, blotting it out.

| asked for the Independent News. They didn't carry it here. | watched the replay of the Tau Late
News flicker on instead, hdf listened through a rogue's gdlery of people who'd been caught smuggling
Poffi, littering, or leaving a public toilet without washing their hands.

There should have been something about the kidnapping. There wasn't. There was a short, empty
piece on the arrivd of the research team, though, with scenes of the party at the Aerie. It closed with a
view of the cloud-reefs and along shot of the cloud-whales themsdves.

| reached for a headset and requested every visud the sysem had on file of the reefs and the
cloud-whaes. The room disappeared around me as the mask fitted itsdf againgt my face. | canceled the
sound, because | dready knew anything a Tau voicefeed would have told me. For a few minutes at least



| could be somewhere | wanted to be: feding the touch of the wind, looking out across view dfter view as
each one carried me deeper into the mystery my senses cdled beauty ...

Until at last the feed of images—the reef formations laid out on the green earth like offerings for the
eye of God, the cloud-whales blown like sunlit smoke across an azure sky—bled away into neurd datic.
| lay ill until the find phantom image had burned itsdf out of my nerve endings.

When the visons were gone, the memories of tonight were ill waiting.

| told mysdf fiercdy to remember why | was here; remember that Kissindre Perrymeade had wanted
meon her crew because | could do thiskind of interpretive work better than anyone ese. | hadn't come
to Refuge to get mysdf arrested over in Freaktown, to humiliate mysdf or her, to make Tau regret they
had asked us here to perform a task that for once wouldn't be grictly for thar profit ...

| blew through the menu of other programming, trying to find something that would keep me from
thinking, something that would stop the fist of my anger from bruising the walls of my chest—anger that |
couldn’t forget and couldn’t share and couldn’t make go away. Something to relieve my tenson o that |
could deep, s0 that | could face dl those human faces tomorrow—all those eyes with ther round,
perfectly normd pupils—and not tdl them to go to hell.

There was nothing on the vid menu now but public service programming, production documentaries,
and a random sdlection of the mindrot interactives | could have spent hours logt in, and been perfectly
happy, not so long ago .... Except that here the interactives began with a red censor logo, tdling me
they’ d had the good parts cut out of them.

| jerked off the headset and threw it on the floor. The headset retracted into its dot at the bedside,
drawvn up by some invisble hand. It clicked into place in the smooth line of the console, as if it was
meaking some kind of point about my persond habits. | ordered the wallscreen to blank and called on the
music menu. It was jus as dde. | lay back agan on the bed that was exactly warm and exactly
comfortable enough, sucked onice as| stared at the white, featurdess caling.

| lay on the bed without moving for along time. After awhile the room thought I’d gone to deep, and
turned off the lights. | barely noticed, lost in the dark streets of memory, calliding again and again with the
image of awoman's anguished face, her voice begging me to hep her. They want to take my child ....
But it hadn’'t been her child. Palitical, they'd said. Radicals, dissidents. She'd been teking care of the
child—a boy, they said it was a boy, couldn’t have been more than three or four. Why had she said
that—why that, why to me ... ? She didn't know me==couldn’t know what those words would do,
couldn’'t know what had happened once, long &go, far away, to a woman like her, with a child like me
... the darkness, the screams, and then the blinding end of everything. The darkness ... fdling and fdling
into the darkness.

Four

| woke up again sprawled across the same perfect bed in the same perfect hotd room, just the way
I"d left consciousness last night. My new clothes looked like I’d been mugged in them. | fdt like I'd been
mugged in them.

Sunrise was pouring through the window, which had been awadl last night, and the room was tdling
me courteously and endlesdy to get my butt out of bed. | shook my hair out of my eyes and checked the
time “Jeezu!” | muttered. In another five minutes the team was due to leave for the research base Tau
had set up on the Hydran Homeand.

| rolled out of bed, redizing as | tried to stand up how hung-over | was. | stripped off my reception
clothes, swearing at every bruise | uncovered. Even naked, there was no escape from the bitter memory
of last night. | hurled the wad of dothing across the room. Then | pulled on the worn tunic and denim
pants, the heavy jacket and boots that were the only kind of dothing I’d owned, or needed, until
yesterday. There was nothing | could do about the scabs on my face or the dirt in my hair. | knotted a
kerchief around my head and hoped no one looked a me,

| started out of the room, dill feding queasy, stepped back ingde long enough to stick on a detox
patch and empty a handful of crushed crackers out of the pocket of my formd jacket. | duffed the



crackers into my mouth and took the lift down.

| got out into the greenbelt square in front of the hotel on the heds of Mapes, the team’s multisense
spectroscopist. The rest of the team members were dready there, eager to get thar fird view of the
reefs. | pulled on my gloves and nodded good morning, not too obvioudy out of breath. A couple of the
others looked at me twice, at the skid marks of last night dl over my face. But they didn't ask.

“Morning,” | said as Kissndre came up to me, dressed like | was now.

| saw her fdter as she stopped by me. ‘Areyou dl right?’” she asked, keeping it between the two of
us, like the look she gave me as she touched my arm.

| didn’t flinch away. “Sure” | said. “ Corporate Security used to beat me up dl thetime”

Her breath caught, and | redlized, too late, that she thought | meant something by it.

“Judt kidding,” | murmured, but she didn't believe me. “I'm fine. Did they get the kidnapper?’

Her gaze flickered. “No. Cat ... that Hydran woman—was there more to what happened than you
told Sand lagt night?’

| wondered who'd told her to ask me that. “No.”

“Why did you leave the reception, then? Was it Ezra?’

“Giveme more credit,” | said. | looked away, frowning, because her eyes wouldn't leave me aone,
“The Hydrans”

She stood a moment without saying anything. Findly, carefully, she asked, “You mean, because
you're hdf Hydran .7

| shook my head.

“Then’

“Leaveit done, Kissndre”

She glanced down, with the look on her face that only | seemed to cause.

“It'snot important,” | said, feding like a bastard. “I1t's over. | just want to forget about it.”

She nodded, but | saw her doubt, the unanswered questions.

“How was your vidgt with your uncle?’ Only asking because | had to say something, anything else.

She shrugged, pushing the corners of her mouth up. “Fine” For a minute | amogt believed it,
because she dmogt believed it. But then her face fdl, as if the weight of the lie was too much. “Their
neighbors redly don't know he's the Alien Affars Commissioner.” She stared up into the sky, asif she'd
discovered something incredible in the empty heights. “They redly don’t know.” Her fids clenched ingde
her coat pockets, sraining at the heavy cloth. “They don't.”

| let my breath out; it sounded like alaugh, instead of the anger that was hdf choking me.

“Kiss—" Ezra Ditreksen came up beside her, putting his am around her. “Missed you ....” He
leaned over and kissed her on the mouth.

| looked away, figuring he was making a point. | searched my pockets for a camph, remembering
that he hadn’t been with her at the Corporate Security sation last night. Maybe after the way he'd made
Perrymeade look at the reception, he hadn’t been invited.

“What happened to you?’ he said, to methistime ... Did you get in afight, for God' s sake?’

| stuck the camph inmy mouth, Ietting him have a good look at the bruises and the split lip. That he
hed to ask meant that he didn’t actudly know what had happened to me last night, that none of the others
did. Suddenly | fdt alot better. “I fdl down,” | sad.

He grimaced, disgusted, while dl the expresson disappeared from Kissndre's face. “1 told you he
was drunk,” he muttered.

“Ezra” she said, frowning. It seemed to be the only thing she ever sad to him, at least in my
presence.

“You're lucky you didn’'t get into trouble with Corporate Security, going off like that,” Ezra said to
me. ‘Asde from the fact that you insulted our hosts.”

| moved away, before | did something he' d regret for longer than | would.

A vibraion that was both more and less than noise filled the ar above me. | glanced up with the
others, to see atransport dropping down out of the early morning sky. It settled onto the smooth surface
of the landing terrace; its metdlic skin flooded with logos in Tau's combine colors, endless safety



warnings, and a diarrhea of ingtructions.

The hatch opened and Protz stepped out, wearing thermd dothing. | saw other figures waiting behind
himin the shadowed interior. | wondered whether any of them were Hydran, since the whole reason for
our team’s existence was to study the cloud-reefs the Hydrans considered sacred ground. | wondered
whether anyone had asked the Hydrans what they thought of our mucking around in ther religious
traditions. probably not.

| watched as the others exited one by one. They were dl human. | wasn't sure whether | was
disappointed or relieved. The two FTA inspectors I'd seen a the party were here—a woman named
Osuna and a man named Givechy. Neither of them looked like they expected to enjoy this much. Protz
looked nervous. | wondered if he was afraid I’d spill my guts about last night. He didn’'t meet my eyes.

The last person out of the trangport didn’t look like he belonged with the rest. He could have been a
hitchhiker, except for the Tau logos on his coat. He was tdl and lean, probably in his late twenties, with
black har and dark eyes. His face was long and skeptica-looking, weathered to a kind of nutmeg color
thet reminded me of faces I'd seen in Freaktown, dthough | was sure he was dl human.

Protz began to make introductions. That seemed to be his entire reason for exiging. He introduced
the stranger as Luc Wauno, a cloud-spotter for Tau. | looked a Wauno again with more interest: what
he did was observe and record the movements of the cloud-whaes ... except for today, when his job
seemed to be playing guide for us.

Wauno nodded, if he made any response & dl, to each person he met. He looked like he'd rather be
inthe middle of nowhere garing a the sky. The only time he opened his mouth or even cracked a amile
was when Protz introduced him to Kissindre. | saw him say a couple of words to her; noticed his teeth
were crooked. You didn't see that much.

When Protz got to me, Wauno met my stare, and | could see hisinterest. “Hydran?’ he asked me.

And because there was nothing behind the words, no inault, | nodded. “Haf.”

His deepset eyes flicked over the people around us. “Then | guess you're not a Refugee.”

“Not lady,” | sad.

He studied my face again, checking out the damage. His hand rose to the amdl beaded pouch that
hung from a cord around his neck ... Don't let them make you into one” he murmured. He shook his
head and turned away as Protz closed in on us, frowning.

Wauno started back toward the transport. | followed with the others. Kissindre got the seat beside
his up front where the view was the best. Ezra took the seat next to mine, looking resentful and sullen,
even though as usud | didn't see any reason for it.

Wauno leaned back in his seat and plugged his fingers into the control pand. | hadn't noticed
anything unusud about his hands, only his teeth; even his augmentation had been sanitized by Tau. The
trangport took us up, leaving the plaza and the city behind like an afterthought.

| took a deep breath, looking ahead as we dropped off the edge of Tau's world, following the river
over thefdls and on dong its snake-dancing course into the eroded landscape of the reefs, the heart of
the Hydran reservation. The “Homeland,” Tau cdled it, asif one part of this world could belong more to
the Hydrans, by right, than another.

| forced mysdf to stop thinking about Tau, forced mysdf to stop replaying memories of last night and
focus on the new day. | was about to experience something incredible, something that ought to put dl our
livesinto some kind of perspective.

The cloud-whales, the diens respongble for the existence of the reefs, had been a part of this world
longer than ether humans or Hydrans. They were colony-creatures, each individud—made up of
countless separate motes functioning together like the cells of a brain. They absorbed energy directly
from sunlight, substance from the molecules of the air.

They spent ther entire existence in the sky, condensing the atmospheric water vapor until they were
shrouded in fog. To someone looking up with only human eyes, they were impossble to tel from the red
thing. And looking down, if they did, nothing that humans or Hydrans had ever done here on this world
seemed to concern them.

Nothing about their own existence was permanent; ther forms mutated endlesdy with the restless



moation of the atmosphere ... their thoughts flowed and changed, each one unique, shimmering, and
random. But like the hidden order ingde the chaos of a fracta pattern, there were moments of genius
hidden in their whimsies

And their thoughts were unigue in another way—they had physica substance. As solid and tangible
as humean thoughts were insubgtantid, the cloud-whaes cast-off musngsfdl from the sky, a literd fdl of
dreams. The dreamfdl accreted in areas where the cloud-whaes gathered, drawvn by something about
the landscape, the weather conditions, fluctuations in the planet’s magnetosphere. over time the
excrement of their thoughts, their cast-off mental doodlings, formed strange landscapes like the one that
was passing below us now. After centuries, or millennia, the reefs had become drata hundreds of
kilometers long and hundreds of meters thick, rich with potentia knowledge.

A ‘wild library” was what Tau's researchers caled it, in the background data I'd accessed. The
research team cdled it “cloud shit” when they thought no one was ligening. The untouched reef formation
we d come to sudy—Ilike the ones Tau was dready exploiting—was an amino acid stew of recombinant
products just waiting to be plucked out of the matrix and sent to labs hungry for progress, dl for the
greater profit of Draco.

Draco, through its subsdiary holdings, was a mgor player in nanotechnology research, but the
nanotech field had been stagnant for years. Billions had been spent on research and resources by some of
the most powerful combinesin the Federation, but ther successes had been limited at best, and the few
usful tools and products they had devel oped were equdly limited, no more than mindless, semifunctiond
indugtrid “helpers”

proteins, epecidly enzymes, were nature' s own nanotech, and the reefs were riddied with protoid
maiter so complex and bizarre that for the most part nobody had ever seen anything like it. Tau sent their
most promisng discoveries to specidized labs throughout Draco's interselar hegemony, where
researchers andyzed the structures and tried to reproduce the folding. Draco found a way to synthesze
the ones that had potentid; or if no technology existed that was sophisticated enough to reproduce a find,
they demanded more of the raw product from Tau’'s mining operations.

But the same matrix that had produced bio-based “machines’ stronger than diamond, and the hybrid
enzymatic nanodrones that made cerdloy production possible, was booby-trapped with unpredictable
dangers.

There were fragments of thought that did nothing but good; far more that were totdity
incomprehensible. And then there were the ones you could only describe as insane. The reef matrix kept
them inert, Potential, harmless.

But complex proteins degraded rapidly when they were removed from their sabilizing matrix; and
there were “oft spots,” vacuoles indde the reef itsdf where the matrix had begun to decay. The decaying
materid could cause anything from a bad amd| to a kiloton explosion. There were a thousand different
bio-hazard disasters just waiting for careless excavators ...

The databox my brain had been marinaing in folded shut and shunted back into long-term memory,
suddenly leaving my thoughts empty.

| let them dtay that way. My mind sidestepped into a slence where no one se exised, where
nothing existed for me but the reef dong the river course bdow us, layer on layer of monadlithic
dreamscape. In the deepest part of my mind something stirred, and | knew why the Hydrans caled these
places sacred ground ... | knew it. | knew it ....

Something jolted me, and suddenly it was dl gone.

| started upright in my seat, crowded between bodiesin the transport’s humming womb.

Ditreksen jabbed me again with his elbow. ‘Answer her, for God's sake,” he sad. “Or were you
taking in your deep?”

| leaned away from him, frowning.

“Yes” Kissndre murmured, but she wasn't looking at ether of us. “That's exactly what it's like ...
how did you describe i1—J’ | redized she was taking to me. Except that | hadn’t said anything.

Something I’d been thinking had dipped out. Just for a second, lost in awe, my mind had dropped its
guard long enough for one stray image to escape. | swore under my breath, because it had happened



without me even redizing it—the only way it ever happened anymore. The harder | tried to control my
telepathy, the less control | had. As soon as | believed iniit, it would be gone.

“l forget,” | muttered. Wauno glanced back over his shoulder a us, avay agan. | risked a look at
the rest of the passengers. Protz, the Feds. None of them were looking a me. At least the image hadn’t
srayed far.

| douched down and closed my eyes, dosing everyone out. Ther curiogty, ther arrogance, their
resentment, and their pity couldn’t touch me, aslong as | didn't let themin ...

| heard Kissindre shift in her sest, her atention drifting away again. She began talking to Protz, asking
him questions about how to access Tau's data on the reefs. where to find it, why there wasn't more of it.
He muttered something that sounded gpologetic and bureaucrétic.

“If you redly want to know more about the reefs, Y ou should tak to the Hydrans,” Wauno said.

| opened one eye.

Protz made a snort that could have been a laugh. “There s no point to that. Anyway, it's out of the
question.”

Kissndre leaned toward Wauno. “1s there someone you know that we could talk with?’

Wauno nodded. “There s an oyasin. She knows more about the reefs than—"

“Now, just aminute” Protz hissed. “You're taking about that old witch—that shaman, or whatever
she cdls hersdlf? We suspect her of supporting HARM! you aren’t serioudy suggesting that members of
this research team go into the Homeland and look her up?’ He glanced & the two Feds gtting in the rear
of the transport, asif he didn’'t want this conversation going any further.

“Nobody’s ever proved anything againgt her,” Wauno said.

“At best she' s nathing but a con artist. Shéll tdl you anything you want to hear.” Protz glared a the
back of Wauno's head. ‘And since she can read your mind, she knows what you want to hear.” He
looked back at Kissndre, pointing hisfinger. ‘And then shéll want you to pay for it, just like the rest of
them. For God's sake—" he muittered, lowering his voice even more as he looked a Wauno again, “how
can you even mention her with a draght face? And why are you encouraging outsiders to involve
themselves with Hydrans, given the current ... Stuation?’

Wauno looked out at the sky and didn’t answer.

| shut my eyes and kept them shut.

| stayed like that for the rest of the flight, Ietting the conversations drone on around me until findly |
did doze off.

| wasn't sure how long I’d dept by the time we reached the initid survey ste. The transport let us out
on a spit of beach caught in the river's meander below the reef-face. Everything we'd need to begin
preliminary data collection was dready there, in dome tents laid out with dl the precison of Tau Riverton,
as panless as anesthesia

Workers were dill moving around the Ste doing the setup. They dl wore the same heavy maroon
covedls, they looked up a us as we entered the camp, with nothing much in their eyes but dull
resentment. | wondered what they had to fed resentful about.

And there were more Tau vips waiting for us. That didn't seem to bother anyone except me, until
Kissndre' s uncle stepped out of the cluster of bodies. Sand was with him.

Perrymeade gestured at me. | glanced a Kissndre, saw the surprise on her face, and then the
confuson as he shook his head, sgnding her to stay where she was.

“What now—7?" Ezra muttered behind me.

| started across the open ground toward Perrymeade and Sand, not looking back, not looking
ahead, ether. | had no idea what they wanted; | only knew that if they were here in person it had to be
something | didn’t want to know about.

“wha?’ r said to Perrymeade, barely able to keep my voice even, with nothing left to make the word
avil.

“ft's about last night. The kidngpping,” he said, looking like a man with a gun to his head.

| stopped breathing. Shit. | met his eyes, saw the blank incomprehenson as he registered what
showed inmine. “Let’s get it over with,” | muttered, feding a dozen sets of eyes holding mein a crossfire.



“| thought you couldn’t do that,” he said.

“What?' | sad agan, probably looking as confused as he did thistime.

“Read minds. | thought you were dysfunctiond.”

| felt the blood come back to my facein arush. “I am. What about it?’

“Then how do you know why we' re here?’

| shrugged. “Because it only makes sense that you' d want to get rid of me.”

Thelook on hisface got odder. “That'snot it a dl,” he said, and suddenly he looked relieved. “We
want your hep in dedling with the kidnapper you encountered last night.”

“Jeezu—" | turned away, not sure whether it was rdief or anger that made my brain sng. | looked
back a him. “Why?" | said. “Why me?’

“The Hydran Coundil is being ... uncooperative,” Sand answered. ‘We think maybe they’d tak to
you, as 4n"—{s glanced a my eyes—"outsider.”

“A freek,” | said.

He shrugged.

“They dl know that you were willing to hdp a Hydran woman you thought was in trouble”
Perrymeade said, looking self-conscious.

“,She set me up. She used me. She thinks I'm stupid.” She knows what | am. | shook my head. “I
can't do that. The Hydrans aren’t going to trust me.”

“ I don’'t have many options here,” Perrymeade said. ‘ And unfortunately, neither do You.”

Kissndre came up beside me. “Is there a problem?’ she said, matching the look on Perrymeade’ s
face asit turned to annoyance. she folded her arms, standing on her own ground, the team leader and not
the dutiful niece

“No problem,” | said, medting Perrymeade’ s eyes. “1've got work to do.” | started to turn away.

“.Borosage has issued a deportation order on you,” Sand said behind my back ... If you don't
cooperate, the Tau government will revoke your work permit. You'll be off this project and off the planet
ingde of aday.”

| turned back, dowly, and looked a them: sand with his inhuman eyes, Perrymeade hanging on
invishble puppet grings beside him.

“you miserable bastard,” Kissndre whispered, so far under her breeth that even | bardy heard it. |
wondered which one she meant; hoped for her sake it was Sand. “What is this?’ she asked. “Unde
Janos—7’

“It's about the kidnapping.” | jerked my head at Sand. “They want me to be ther cat’ s-Paw.”

Kissndre started, the only one of them who got the reference.

“.Go-between,” Perrymeade said. “Our go-between with the Hydrans, Kissndre. We're not getting
the cooperation we need from the Hydran community to ... to rescue the kidnapped child. Under the
circumgtances, it seems that Cat is the logicd person to hep us—the only person who might have a
chance of gaining the Hydrans' trust or cooperation.” He turned back to me. “We redly need your help,
son.”

“Right” | said.

“Dam it! Thisis aanine—" Kissndre's fids settled on her hips as she looked from Perrymeade to
Sand. “You brought us here to do work for you. | thought that was important for Tau's ‘rehabilitation.’
How in the nine billion names of God are we supposed to do this work if you're dready interfering with
it?’

“Kissndre ...” Perrymeade said. He glanced a Sand too, as if he wasn't sure about what he was
going to say next. “The kidnapped child is your cousin.”

“What?' she said. “*Who?’

“My nephew Joby. My wifé s sster’s son.”

“Joby? The baby, the one who was—" She broke off.

He nodded. “He was taken by the Hydran woman who worked as his thergpist. | st up the
exchange program tha gave her the training and put her in that position.”

Redization filled her eyes. “My God,” she murmured. “Why didn’t you tdl me last night?”



He glanced a Sand again. “1 didn’'t even find out mysdf until this morning.” His voice was even, but
there was resentment init. “This whole gtuation is one that the Tau government wants played down, for
... anumber of reasons.” He glanced away again, not looking at any of us thistime. | followed his line of
sght to the spot where the two Feds were standing, out of earshot, ligening to Ezra lecture them about
the equipment. “But especidly because they believe the boy was taken by a radicd group. His safety
depends on our keeping this quiet. If it becomes public knowledge, there could be—incidents that would
endanger Joby’s safety and hurt people on both sdes of theriver.”

“And make the Feds ask questions you don’t want to answer,” | said.

He frowned. “Thet is not the point.”

“Yes, itis It'skaretsu.”

“Don’'t make judgments about Stuetions you don't understand,” Sand said irritably. He turned back
to Kissndre. “I am extremdy sorry for this intruson. You will have no further interference from us, |
promise you. But your team will have to function without one of its members for now. Whether thet is a
temporary or a permanent Stuation isup to him.” He bent hishead at me.

| scratched my face, winced. “Soif | go, and | talk to the Hydran Council, that's it?” | glanced a
Perrymeade, back at Sand. “If they won't ded with me, then you'll leave me done?’

Sand nodded.

| nodded, findly. ‘All right,” | said. | glanced a Kissndre. “I’'m sorrlr.”

She shook her head. “No. I'm sorry.” She looked at her uncle; he looked down. | wondered what
she was thinking as she walked away and Ieft us sanding there.

Wauno raised his eyebrows as Perrymeade ordered him to take us back to Tau Riverton. But he did
it, not asking any questions. Maybe he was more of a company man than 1I'd thought, or maybe he just
didn’t give a damn.

When we were over Riverton again, Perrymeade gave Wauno an address and told him to take us
down.

“Wha are we doing?’ | said. “I thought we were going to meet with the Hydrans.”

“We' re meking a stop here” Perrymeade said, acknowledging my existence for the firg time since
we' d gotten into the transport. “1 want you to meet the parents of the missng child.”

| tiffened. “You didn't say anything about that.”

“l want you to meet my sster-in-law,” Perrymeade said. 1 want you to have some sense of who she
isand what she's been through.”

| felt my face flush. “No.” Wauno glanced back at us and away.

“If you redly understand what she's going through, then it will be easier for you to make the Hydrans
understand it.”

“Or would you rather have us drop you at the Corporate Security dation for your escort off the
planet?” Sand murmured. Wauno glanced back over his shoulder again.

| folded my arms across my chest, my hands cdenching on the heavy folds of my jacket.

“| redly hope we don't have to do that,” Sand said.

| looked out the window and didn’t say anything.

Wauno landed us on a public access, and we got out. He touched his forehead with his fingersin a
kind of salute, nodding at me, before he sealed the hatch again. | watched the transport rise out of reach
and disappear into the cold morning sky.

Perrymeade led the way across a perfectly landscaped parkspace to a high-rise plex. Sand stayed a
little behind me without seeming to, ready to step on my hedsif | lagged. | didn't see a Sngle piece of
litter or dog shit anywhere as we walked.

The residence complex reminded me of my hotel and every other building I'd been ingde of since |
got here. Maybe it looked more expensive. Before long we were sanding in front of a door on an upper
floor. The security system took Perrymeade’ s ID and let usin.

A amdl, nest, dark-haired woman met us indde. Her updanting brown eyes searched our faces,
looking for something—a sgn, hope. She didn't find it. Her own face was colorless where it wasn't red
and swollen, asif she'd cried for along time, recently. But she wasn't crying now, and her face settled



into resgnation. “Janos,” she said. “Thereé's no news.” It could have been a question, an answer, or just
something to say.

Perrymeade shook his head. “I'm sorry/, Ling.”

The woman seemed to recognize Sand. Her glance skittered off his face, landed on me as Sand gave
me an unobtrusive shove forward.

“So far the Hydrans have been ... rdluctant to give usinformation,” Perrymeade said, “if they actudly
have any to give. But we ve brought someone with us who may be able to help.” He nodded a me as
another man came into our line of sght. The man was tdl and dark; he had on a Corporate Security
uniform. | froze, not sure whether he was supposed to be the father or one of Borosage's goons. But his
uniform had different datapatches—he was in plant security. The father. He put his ams around the
womean. The grief on his face maiched hers.

They looked me over slently for some due about what | was doing here, until their combined gaze
reached my face, registered my eyes. Then they knew. The man shook his head. The woman's mouth
mede a slent oh.

In the space behind them | noticed five or dx other people watching, waiting—friends, or family,
maybe. One of the women came forward, touched Perrymeade’'s am, spoke to him. He nodded,
distracted, and she moved away again. She was amdl and dark-haired, with the same updanting eyes as
the mother. | wondered if she was the woman’s sster, Perrymeade’ s wife.

“Thisis Cat,” Perrymeade said. “He s with the xenoarchaeology team. He was the last person to see
the kidnappers last night.” | redlized that what he meant was the last human “I thought | should bring
you together to ... share what you know about what happened.”

Sand gave me another hidden elbow; | had to move or fdl down. | took one panful step and then
another into the home of the people whose child I'd helped kidnap. | groped through my memories of
last night in Borosage's interrogation room urtil 1 found their names. | seemed to remember Ling and
Bumndl Natasa. Ther son was Joby. | wondered whether Perrymeade had forgotten to introduce them to
me because he redly was as worried about ther child as they were, or whether he was just being an
incondderate shit. | supposed it didn’'t matter either way.

“Ca—7?" the woman said dubioudy, the way people usudly did.

| nodded, dill not looking directly at either of them.

They led us into a large open room that looked out on sky and parkland. Ther other vigtors didn't
folow. Everything in the room was expensive, spotless, and pefectly matched to everything dse. |
Seitled into a modular seat with its back to the view. The 9ght of so much open space made me dizzy.

The parents sat down across from me, under a threedy screen tuned to the endless drone of the Tau
newscast. | wondered whether they actudly believed it would tdl them something. The men ordered it
off, and suddenly the wal was a blank date, white, empty. Sand and Perrymeade were ill standing a
the limits of my vison, dmost out of sght, but not out of mind. | hugged my chest and waited.

“You saw Joby and ... and Miyalagt night?’ the father asked.

| made mysalf look into his eyes and nod.

“Where?’ he asked when that was dl | did.

“In Fre—in the Hydran town,” | said, not sure why just saying that made my face burn.

“You have rdaives there?’ the mother asked me, as if she thought that was why | could help them,
or maybe because that was the only reason she could imagine for anyone going to Freaktown.

“No,” | sad, glancing away.

“Yes” Perrymeade said. “Inasense ...” as| looked up a him, frowning.

| looked down again, knowing thet it was dready obvious to everyone here that | had Hydran blood.

“Did you try to stop her?’ the father asked. “Did you see our son? Was he dl right—?’

Looking back a my memories, | redized the boy in her arms could have been dead, for dl | knew.
But somehow | didn’t think so. “It was dark. | saw them for less than a minute. It al happened so fast.”
My hands knotted together between my knees.

“He helped them get away from Corporate Security,” Sand said.

“For God' s sske—" The father hdf rose from his sest.



| glared at Sand. “ She said it was her child! She said they were trying to take her child.”

“Soyou ... you believed you were hdping her, then?” the mother asked, her voice thready, her eyes
intent.

| nodded, hiting the insdes of my mouth.

“Isthat what Corporate Security thinks?’ the father asked, glancing from Perrymeade to Sand.

“They questioned him thoroughly.” Sand's unblinking siver eyes glanced off the scabs and bruises
that had made hdf my face look like some kind of bizarre cosmo job. Everyon€e' s eyes were back on me
then. Suddenly my face hurt.

“Joby doesn't look Hydran.” Burndl Natasa gave me a look as he sat back down again. Not like
you do. | saw itinhis eyes.

“ft was dark,” | sad again. “I couldn’'t tdll.”

“And if you hadn't interfered, they might have caught her?” hiswife asked. There was more grief than
anger in her voice.

| shrugged, dumping back inmy sest.

“He feds respongible, Ling. That's why he volunteered to hdp us negotiate with the Hydrans”
Perrymeade said, as dick as glass. “To make up for his mistake.”

“What do you think you can do that the Tau authorities can't?’ the father asked me. “Can you read
their minds? Find out what they’ ve done with our sen—7"

| glanced a Perrymeade, because | didn't have an answer for thet one either. He didn't give me any
hep. So ingtead | asked the question that had been gnawing at my thoughts since lagt night: “Why did you
hire a Hydran to take care of your son?’ Conddering how most people reacted to Hydrans on this
world, | couldn’t believe it was something they would have done just because Hydrans were cheap
labor.

The father diffened, barely controlling his reaction. He looked a Perrymeade and then Sand. His
mouth thinned, and he didn’t say anything.

The mother got up and moved across the room to alow table. She picked up a picture and brought it
to me. “Thisis Joby, with Miya” she said. “Is this the woman you saw last night?’

As she put the frame into my hands it activated, showing me a Hydran woman—the one I'd seen last
night—crouched down, holding a human child in her arms.

“That’s her,” | whispered findly, 8S | redized that my slence had gone on for too long. A rush of
sourceless heat made me giddy, asif her face was the face of alogt lover. | forced mysdf to focus on the
childin her arms. He was maybe one or two, with dark curls and a round, sweset baby face. | watched
hmwave, saw him anmile.....

There was something wrong with him. | couldn’t put a name to it as the redization did down my
back like cold lips | glanced at Ling Natasa; saw her catch my expresson. This time she was the one
who looked away.

She took the picture back. “Our son suffered neurological damage,” she said, bardy audible. “Before
he was born. I'm a biochemidt. There was a ... an accident in the lab while | was pregnant. Joby was
affected.”

| wondered what kind of accident would cause a defect so severe that they couldn't fix it. |
wondered why she'd gone ahead and had the baby, if she knew ... but maybe that was a question no one
could answer. | wondered what had gone on in her mind then; wondered what was going on in it now.

“Joby has no way of interacting with the world around him,” she said, the words dreary and ful of
pan. “He can't speak, he can't hear, he can’'t control his body. His mind is whole, indde that ... that
precious prison. But he's completely helpless”

Her eyes turned digant; she wasn't seeing any of us anymore. | wondered whether she was
wondering where he was now, whether he was crying and afraid, whether someone was hurting him ... |
glanced at his picture, and my stomach knotted.

She looked a me again, and she didn’t react at the Sght of my strange eyes. “We hired Miya to care
for him because she' s the only one who can reach him.”

| blinked as | redized what she meant: what made a Hydran perfect for the job of caring for their



son. Her pg. A therapist with the Gift could penetrate that shel of flesh, make contact with the mind
locked inddeit, in away that no human ever could ... not even his parents.

“She did things for him that ... \rye couldn’t do,” Ling Natasa said, as if she'd read my mind. This
time | heard longing and pain—her own pain—in the words.

“Do you have any other children?’ | asked.

She looked up a me, suddenly, sharply. | wasn't sure what the look meant. “No,” she said, and that
wasdl.

| didn’'t ask why not. Maybe one like this was enough.

“Miya... Miyawas devoted to Joby. She was dways there for him ... she was his lifdine. And ours,
tohim.”

“She was trained at our medicd fadilities to do rehabilitation therapy,” Burndl Natasa said. “She was
able to hdp Joby so much because—" He broke off, glanced uncomfortably at Sand.

“Because of her Gift,” Ling Natasa said, glandng at me. It surprised me to hear someone who wasn't
apson cdl it that, speak about it the right way.

“Then she wasn't wearing a detector?” Sand demanded.

“A detector?’ | said. “What's that?’

“It ddivers a shock when it detects ps activity.” He looked a me with his usud pitiless indifference.
“Like the sun collars Corporate Security uses to monitor petty criminds. | assume you're familiar with
those”

| flushed and looked away.

“She was afuly licensed thergpist,” Perrymeade said, sounding defensive now. “She was the fird to
complete the program ... a cooperative program that | set up with the support of Riverton's medica
center and the Hydran Council. They were training Hydrans as thergpists to hdp peatients like my
nephew, who can't be helped by conventiond trestment. Joby’ s condition gave me the idea for it.”

Sand hdf frowned, but he didn't say anything more.

“Miyawas like a part of our family,” Ling Natasa said. “Why would she do something like this—?’
She looked a Perrymeade thistime, her eyes begging him to make sense of something that was beyond
her comprehension. He shook his head.

“We ve heard rumors—" Burndl Natasa glanced over his shoulder at the vigtors waiting in the next
room. “Everyone' s heard about—ituds the Hydrans have,” he said bitterly. “That they sted our children
and use them—"

“Jeezul” | pushed up out of my seet. | caught Sand's warning gesture; sat down again. His gaze
pinned me there. “It'snot true,” | said, gaing a him, 2 dl of them, even though it could have been, for
dl | knew about how Hydrans lived. But my gut told me only a human could do a thing like that, or even
imegineit.

“How do you know?’ Burndl Natasa said. “If you're not one of them.”

| stared & him, at his uniform.

“Ca is axenologid,” Perrymeade answered. “He works with Kissndre .... You know how much
time I’ ve spent with the Hydrans, Burndl. I'm sure he'sright.”

Natasa shook his head. “Borosage said he has cases on record—"

“Didrict Administrator Borosage has many years of experience deding with Hydrans, but | think we
dl know tha he aso has certain ... limitations” Perrymeade mouthed the words as if they were hat,
gancing at Sand. “But Corporate Security’s concern about the involvement of Hydran dissdents in your
son's kidnapping isn't unjudtified, congdering the Stuation within the Tau keiretsu ....”

“Did this Miya ever mention anything about the ingpectors or the FTA?' | asked. “Were you
involved in anything that the Hydrans might not have liked—something she might have picked out of your
thoughts?’

“No.” They both said it so quickly that it seemed to echo. Their eyes met, and then they both looked
a me. “Ishe atdepath?’ the husband asked Perrymeade. Perrymeade shook his head with no hesitation;
Kissndre mus have told hm that I'd lost my ps. Maybe that was why he'd brought me here: Because |
was safe. There was a reason why most humans didn't want a mind reader anywhere near them.



Everyone had things they wanted to hide, and a telepath didn’t just eavesdrop on conversations—he
could ligen in on your most intimate secrets.

The Natasas mugt be a matched pair of santsif they were willing to share their home with a Hydran.
Or dse they loved tha crippled child more than the keiretsu ... more then ther work, ther privacy,
themsdves

But then | saw the look they exchanged as my question registered, the looks that went on changing
the other faces in the room, dways turning them grimmer. And | knew that whatever these people were,
they weren't innocent. | could dmogt fed their hidden panic. There had to be secrets—big ones, bad
ones, filling the silence around me. Right then | would have given a year of my life to have one bloodred
drug patch riding behind my ear, the kind that could lay open the scar tissue blinding my Gift and let me
see, for an hour, for even ten minutes—for however long it took.

But | didn't, and | couldn’t. And maybe it didn't matter anyway. It wasn't my problem, any of it,
except the mising child—and that was only because my quilt said I'd been to blame. I'd do whatever
Perrymeade and Sand told me to do, knowing it wouldn't help anything; do it because then they’d leave
me done and my conscience would leave me aone, and | could get back to doing things that were
important to me.

| looked up again, directly into Ling Natasa' s gaze. Memory stabbed me behind. the eyes, the way it
had last night. But this time the pain was genuine. Redlity had reached into this expendve, perfect room,
into two comfortable, protected lives, and destroyed dl therr illusons in one irreversble moment. There
was no escape for anyone from grief and pain, from fear that wore the face of a log child, helpless,
crippled, afrad, in the hands of strangers, diens .... Her husband put his arms around her again. This time
when he looked a me, | dill saw it, the grief and the fear.

“I'll do what | can,” | murmured, heting how it sounded; wanting, needing to have something better to
say. “I know how you fed,” | said findly. | looked away as the dishdief in their eyes turned the empty
words back on me,

Perrymeade and Sand were dready on ther feet, looking eager to be gone now that they’d gotten
what they’d come for. | followed them through the empty good-byes and out of the building, more eager
to leave than they were.

When we were out in the open plaza again, | raised my head for long enough to see what expressons
Perrymeade and Sand were wearing. “What do you want me to do?’ | asked, hoping they had more of
anideathan | did.

Perrymeade glanced a me, asif he wondered why | wasn't angry anymore. “Some of the leaders of
the Hydran community have agreed to see me, to discuss the Stuaion and wha might be done about it.”
He sounded as if he didn't want to say tha much. “I want you to come with me to meet them.” |
wondered what was wrong with everyone here, whether they were dl that paranoid about keeping an
appearance of control, or whether Tau's ax was dways that ready to fal on someone's neck.

| sat down on a bench. “Maybe you ought to tdl me more about it,” | said. “I’'m not a mind reader.”
| took out a camph and stuck it between my teeth.

Thar mouths quirked. | sat watching them stand, uncomfortable, againg the backdrop of Tau
Riverton's deceptive order.

“You don't want the Feds to know thisis happening, do you?’ | asked.

“No.” Sand looked back at me with his unblinking eyes. “*What we're doing is damage control, at
this point. We want this matter settled deanly and quietly—immediady.”

That explained why there hadn’t been anything on the news about the kidnapping. “Why did the
Hydran woman take the boy? Y ou said she was working with terrorists?’

“The Hydran Aborigind Resistance Movement,” he said. ‘A radica group. They've sent us a lig of
demands for the boy’ s release.”

“HARM’'?" | said, redizing what the letters spdlled. “They cdl themsdves ‘HARM'—7’

“We do,” Perrymeade murmured, rubbing his neck. “They don't use the term ‘Hydran.” The
Hydrans prefer to cdl themsaves smply ‘the Community.”

The Human Federation had cdled them “Hydrans’ because we'd firs encountered them in the Beta



Hydrae system. But the real meaning of the name cut far deeper: in human mythology, the Hydra had
been a mongter with a hundred heads. “What kind of demands are they making?’

“The usud,” Perrymeade said, sounding tired. “More autonomy ... but dso more integration, more
job opportunities, more of Tau’'s money; reparations for the entire planet, which they dam we stole from
them. They want the Federation’s atention turned on them while the pf[‘s ingpection team is here.”

“That sounds far to me” | said. | rolled the camph between my fingers, focusng on the bitter
cold/heat indgde my mouth.

Perrymeade raised his eyebrows and sighed. “I’'m sure it does to them too. It even does to me, when
| try to see it ther way. But it isn't that Smple. It wasn't Tau that took control of this world away from
them—or Draco, for that matter.” He glanced at Sand as he sad it. “If they had more autonomy at this
point, what good would it do them? They’ ve come to rely on Tau as their support system just as much as
Tau'shumen ditizens ... possbly more. The Hydrans have no red technologica or economic base; they
log their interstellar network long before we got here. Where would they be without us?’

| put the camph back between my lips so that | didn’'t have to answer.

“If they think the FTA will seeit differently, they’re wrong.” He shook his head. “They don’t want to
bdieve that—I don't even want to believe that—but that’s how it is The red problem isn't Smply that
their eyes look ab—" he broke off as | looked up at him, “strange ... that thelr eyes seem drange to us,”
he muttered, “or the color of their skin, or that they don’'t eat meat. None of that matters anymore.” His
hand tightened. “Hydrans are different They have the ability to intrude profoundly on another person’s
life to violate a person’s privacy & any given moment—" His eyes, which had been looking a me
without seeing me, suddenly registered my face, my eyes again. “It's not that easy,” he sad, looking
away. “ft snot easy a dl. Maybe it'simpossble”

“Tdl me about it,” | said, and swalowed the butt end of the camph. “So if the Feds won't do
anything to force Tau to change its policies, why is Tau afraid to let them find out what happened?’

“It wouldn't look good,” Sand said. “Obvioudy we don’'t want it to appear that some group of
radicas is functioning, unchecked, as the mgor influencein the Hydran Homeland. It isn't good for Tau's
image—or for the Hydrans ether—if the FTA sees socid chaos over there” He jerked his head in the
direction of the river. “The kind of attention that it will attract from the FTA will not be the sort that
HARM intends, believe me”

| lisened, squinting at him in the reflected glare of too many windows in too many towers, grimacing
asmy mind cut through the sdlf-serving bullshit to the truth: They were right. Humans would never fed
safe enough to share red power with Hydrans. And the FTA was just as human as Tau, when it came to
that.

“l see what you mean,” | said, getting up again. | looked toward the plex where the missng child's
parents were going through a kind of hdll that cut across dl the atifidd barriers of race and money, that
proved the only universd truth was pain. “But what do you think | can do to change that?’

Perrymeade' s body language eased, asif he findly understood what he saw inmy face, or thought he
did. But dill he hedtated before he said, “We ve told the Hydran Council everything that Sand has
explained to you. But they dill daim to know nothing. | can’t believe that. You share a ... heritage with
them, but you've lived among humans. You have a better chance of meking them understand what
they're risking by harboring these dissdents ....”

What they were risking. | touched my head. | could tdl the Hydrans what they had to lose ... but
who knew if they’ d even give me a chance. All they had to do was look a me; dl they had to do was try
to touch my mind. | glanced at Perrymeade and Sand. There was no point in trying to explain anything to
them; they wouldn’t give a damn anyway.

“l have a question, before you go,” Sand said, turning to me. “Why aren’t you a functiond telepath?
Perrymeade said you used to be a telepath, but now you're not. How do you get rid of athing like that?’

| looked draight in through hisdim, dead eyes. “Y ou have to kill someone.”

He gtarted. | wondered how long it had been since someone had surprised him. | wondered exactly
what it was about what I’ d said that had.

“You killed someone?’ Perrymeade echoed.



“That'swhat | said, ign't it? | glanced a him. “*When | was seventeen. | blew him away with a
tightbeam handgun. It was self-defense. But it doesn’'t matter if you're a pson and someon€e's brain goes
novaingde you. If | was redly Hydran, it would' ve killed me. But | wasn't Hydran enough. Al it did was
fuck up my head. So now I’'m only human.”

Perrymeade’ s face went allittle dacker. | watched him pull it together again with a negotiator’s reflex.

Nether of them said anything more, until findly a mod came spirding down out of the heights and
Sand sad, “ Good-bye.”

Five

A pruvLre corporate mod took us over to Freaktown. No wandering through its streets on foot for a
Tau vip, even one whose job was to pretend that he understood its people as well as he did his own. As
we passed over the river | looked down, seeing the lone bridge, one tenuous filament connecting two
peoples and the different ways they looked at the same universe. | thought about Miya: how she'd been
chosen, trained, to help a human child the way no humean could. How she had helped him ...

And then she'd betrayed him. | wondered whether | was seeing too incomplete an image to make
sense of the truth, or whether Hydrans redly were that dien, so dien I'd never understand how their
minds worked.

The mod came down again somewhere deep in the heart of Freaktown. We stepped out into the
enclosed courtyard of a sprawling structure Perrymeade told me was the Community Hall. Community
meant Hydran, to Hydrans. Community ... communing, communication, to live in a commune ... to
have a common destiny, history, mind .... My own mind played with the word like a dog gnawing a
bone, finding meanings layered ingde meanirgs, wondering whether any of them were ones the Hydrans
hed intended.

Here in the courtyard, sealed off from the decaying Streets, there were actudly a few shrubs and
trees; afew of the colors of life, only alittle dusty and overgrown. | looked down. A garden of brightly
tiled mosaic spread outward from where | stood. Dim with age and dugt, it ill made my eyes strobe.

Off to my left a stream barely the width of my open hand wove a slver thread through the dry
shrubbery. Half hidden in the bushes | could see avelvet patch of mossgrass, so green and perfect that |
started toward it without thinking.

| stepped across the stream onto the waiting patch of green ... and found the knee-high sculpture of a
Hydran womean stting cross-legged on amandda of tile. Her insat eyes of green sone met mine, as if she
hed been expecting me to be expectittg this

No onein the courtyard could see what | was seeing now. No one who didn’t step across the stream
would ever seeit. | amiled.

| looked up as someone emerged from the shadows & the far 9de of the courtyard: a Hydran,
griding toward the others as if he was only human, & S though he didn’'t have a better way to get from
one place to another. He was one of the guests from the reception last night. My memory offered up his
name Hanjen.

He stopped dmogt in middtride as he saw me. The look on his face was the same look my own face
dill wore: pure astonishment.

| stepped back across the stream into the courtyard. He stood perfectly ill, watching as | rejoined
Perrymeade by the mod.

At last he made asmdl bow and said something in a language that must have been Hydran.

“What did he say?’ | murmured to Perrymeade.

“l don't know,” Perrymeade said. “ Some sort of greeting. | don’t know what it means.”

“You don't speak their language?’ It wasn't that difficult to learn a language by accessng. And
someone a hislevd in a corporate government had enough bioware to let him run atrandator program, if
accessng was too much trouble for him. “Why not?’

He shrugged and |ooked away from me. “They dl understand ours.’t

| didn't say anything; | just went on looking a him.



“Besdes” he murmured, asif I'd said what | was thinking, or maybe because | hadr't, “the Hydrans
damadl languageis only second best. So there' s redly no difference”
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“Yes, thereis” | said. | looked away again, ligening for something dse: trying to tdl whether Hanjen
reached out to me with his mind, trying to be open. Waiting for a whisper, a touch, anything at dl;
desperate for any contact, for proof that | wasn't awaking dead man, or the last one dive in a world of
ghodts.

But there was nothing. | watched the Hydran's face. Emation moved across it like ripples over a
pond surface. | didn’'t know what the emotions were because | couldn’t fed them, couldn’t prove that he
was red, any more than | could prove that | wasn't utterly done here.

“Mez Perrymeade,” he said, glancing away from me as if | didn't exist. “We have been expecting
you. But why have you brought this one,” meaning me, “with you?” The words were sngsong but dmost
uninflected, not giving anything away.

“Mez Hanjen,” Peffymeade said, trying to hold himsdf as dill as the Hydran did. He looked like he
was trying to hold back water. “I asked him to come.”

“No,” | sad, fordng mysdf to meet Hanjen's stare. “You asked me to come. Last night, at the
party.” We were dl spesking Standard, now. | wondered whether anyone from Tau had ever bothered
to learn the Hydrans language. | wondered suddenly why Hydrans even had one, needed one, when
they could communicate mind-to-mind. The data on Hydran culture that was fredy accessible on the Net
was S0 spotty | hadn’t been able to learn even that much about them.

Hanjen made asmdl bow to me. “That istrue. However, | hardly expected, under the circumstances
..." He broke off, looking toward the spot where I’d discovered the hidden statue. He shook his head,
glancing at me again as he began to turn away.

He stopped suddenly and turned back, making eye contact with us. “Excuse me” he murmured. “I
meant to say, ‘ Please follow me, the members of the Council are waiting.”

“Arethey dl likethat?’ | muttered as we started after him.

Perrymeade shrugged and grimaced as Hanjen disappeared into patterns of light and shadow.

For a second | thought Hanjen had disappeared entirely, tele-ported himsdf, making some point by
leaving us behind. My chest hurt as | wondered whether I”d been the reason. But when | stepped into the
shadows beyond the courtyard | saw him moving ahead of me through a lightplay of organic
forms—trees and shrubs, columns and arches built on the same fluid lines There wasn't a right angle
anywhere; wherever | looked, my eyes had trouble tdling life from art.

Hanjen led us without a word, not looking back, dong a sheltered walkway. The pbth wandered like
adream through a maze of vine-hung arbors; the arbors became a series of chambers, thar calings and
wadls as random as the walls of caves. In some of the chambers every inch of wal was covered with
patterned tiles some had cdlings inlad with geometries of age-darkened wood. There were
flower-forms and leaf-forrns spreading like vines up any pillar or wall that wasn't decorated with
mosaics. My mind could barely take it in as we passed through one room and then another. Perrymeade
hed cdled this the Community Hal, but the words didn’'t begin to describe it. | wondered what it redly
was, how old, what meaning it must have held for the ones who had origindly constructed it.

Other Hydrans passed us as we made our way deeper into the maze of chambers and passages. The
unconscious grace of ther movements seemed to match the snuous beauty of the spaces we were
passng through. | kept my gaze fixed on the celing, the wals, the floor; afrad to meet anyone dse's
eyes, drad I'd catch them looking in through mine.

At lagt we entered an echoing vault of a room where a dozen other Hydrans waited. They sat or
knedled at alow free-form table, looking toward us as if they’d been expecting us. | looked away from
them—Ilooked up, and thought | was looking at the sky. Above us there was a blue tranducent dome
painted with clouds. Birds, or something like them, were soaring toward the brightness of the sunlit zenith,
3sif they'd been startled into flight by our arriva.

| stopped dead, looking up; stood garing a moment longer, until my mind findly convinced my eyes
that what they were seeing wasn't red—that the birdlike things were only images, frozen inflight againg a



painted sky. No wings fluttered; there was no movement toward that burning glaze of light.

| looked down; the room and its faces rushed back into place around me.

“Remarkable, isn't it?” Perrymeade murmured as he passed me. “It dways stops people cold the
fird timethey seeit”

| followed him, kegping my eyes on his back until | reached the low table. Around it were seats,
more than enough, dthough some of the Hydrans knedled on mats on the floor. The seats were made of
wood like the table; like the table, they’ d been carved into nonlinear, organic forms. Their wood smdled
of ol and age. | hoped they were more comfortable than they looked.

There was no 9gn of a high-tech insert on the table or anywhere ese in the room, even though this
was gpparently the meeting space for the only forma government the Hydrans had. | wondered whether
they redly didn’'t need human-gtyle data storage or whether Tau had Smply refused to give them access
toit.

Hanjen bowed to the waiting Council members. They nodded in return. Perrymeade was dready
gtting down. | faced the dlent circle a last, hesitating as | chose a seat. | recognized two of the Hydrans
as Moket and Serdi, the ones who'd been a the party last night with Hanjen. There were more older
members than younger ones on the Council, but it was divided about equaly between the sexes.

All of them looked well fed. They wore new, well-cut dothing that must have come from across the
river; the clothes they’ d chosen looked expensive, even stylish. It didn’t match what I'd seen on people
in Freaktown's streets. Neither did the jewdry they wore—and there was a lot of it—athough some of
the pieces were odd and old enough to have been heirlooms. Severd of them wore nose rings, which
were definitdy not the look over in Riverton.

A creature that matched the ceiling's painted birds perched on one man's shoulder. | studied it, trying
to get a better idea of what it actudly was. It was gray-furred, not feathered, more like a bat than a bird,
with a long pointed face and enoffnous ears folded like origami. It raised its head, looking back a me
with bright darting eyes.

And then suddenly it launched into the ar, oreading leathery wings a handbreadth wide. It flew
draight at me, right into my face.

| flung my hands up as claws raked my flesh insgde a dapping, flgoping confusion of wings. | fdl into a
char as the bat-thing lifted off of me again.

| lowered my hands. Figures loomed over me one of them was Perrymeade. He was spesking to
me, but | couldn’t seem to make out the words.

| struggled upright in my seat, smarting with scratches and humiliaion; saw someone pass the
chittering bat-thing back to its owner.

The Hydran who gathered it into his hands glared a me as if the attack had been my fault, but |
couldn't tel what he was thinking, whet any of them thought, what the hell had happened ... Except for
the ghrill, dmogt inaudible squeaks of the bat-thing, the room was totdly Slent.

And then the bat-thing's owner disappeared.

“What the hel—?’ | mumbled, rubbing my face. The words sounded like a shout. The Hydrans were
looking back and forth a each other, some of them gesturing in the slence that went on and otl. The
room was filled with conversation, if only | could have heard it.

My hands tightened over the table edge. Perrymeade sat down beside me, trying not to look as
shaken as | did. If he waan't fodling me, he wasn't fooling anyone ese. The slence stretched; everyone
looked at us, somehow without acknowledging us.

Fndly Perrymeade took a deep breath and said, “We ve come, as you know, to ask your help in
finding a kidnapped human child—’

“Excuse me” Hanjen said, dmog impatiently, as if Perrymeade had interrupted some private
discusson. Maybe he had. “We mug ask if you would please leave us for atime, Mez Perrymeade. We
need to speak with this s11s’—he raised his hand to point a me, a beeat late, as if he'd forgotten it was
necesSary—"aone.” And then, seeing the surprise on Perrymeade’s face, he said, “Forgive me, Janos,
we mean no offense. | know we have serious matters to discuss. | promise we will come to that. But—"
He shrugged, asif he was saying, Yor,t brought him here.



Perrymeade got to his feet, looking down a me where | sat dumbly in my seat. He gave me a
drained amile as if this had been what he'd hoped for dl dong, as if he counted on me to use this
opportunity to make his case with the Hydrans.

| watched him leave the room. | looked down at the tabletop, a my hands 4ill clamped over its
edge, the scars standing out on my knuckles. waiting ... Trying to fed something.

Just like they were. They were waiting for me to reach out, to do something. Something impossible.

“Who are you?" Hanjen asked findly, aoud.

“Cd,” | said, glandng up at him, down again.

“Thet is your Human name?’ someone else asked. She spoke dowly, as if having to speak my
langueage was hard for her. “Is that dl the name you have?’

It wasn't the same question that humans dways asked me, or a least wanted to. Hydrans had
spoken names, and they had red names, the names they carried in the heart of their mind. Names that
could only be shared mind-to-mind. I’d had a name like that, once—a name given in love, mind-to-mind,
heart-to-heart. A namethat | wouldn't have given to this roomful of strangers passing ungpoken judgment
onmeevenif | could have. | shook my head and shrugged. The slencein the room got heavier, waghing
on my mind until it crushed every coherent thought.

“We were told lagt night that you are hdf Hydran,” Hanjen said. His voice was empty as he used the
human’'s name for his own people. His face was as empty of clues as my head was empty of thoughts.
“We would like to know which of your parentsis Hydran?’

“My mothef,” | muttered. “Was”

“Was she from this world?’

“l don’'t know.” 1 shook my head.

“Then why have you come here?’

“You know.” | looked up a him, findly.

“Why have you come here?’ he asked again, asif | hadn’t answered his question.

Or maybe | hadn't answered the one he was redly asking. | tried agan. “I’'m with the xenoarch
research team Tau hired to study the reefs here on the Homeland.”

He shook his head dightly, and his mouth pinched. He rubbed the bridge of his nose. | sat feding
every musclein my body tighten as | tried again to imagine what he wanted to hear. “Why did you come
to this world?”

| sat and looked from face to face around the table, seeing a dozen faces, smooth, lined, mde, femde
... dl of them fine-boned Hydran faces, their green cat-pupiled eyes fixed on me. And suddenly | knew
the answer to his question: Because there wos a hole in my Irft. For years I'd wanted to know how it
would fed to be surrounded by my mother’'s people; needed to know what I'd find in ther eyes ...
whether it could ever be forgiveness.

| looked down. “I don’t know.” My hands made quiet figs “But | came here today because of the
kidnapped child.” | raised my head again. “The boy is helpless; he has severe neurologica damage. You
have to tdl us how to find him. Because it’s the right thing to do ... drd because if you don't, if HARM
useshim to create trouble for Tau with the FTA, Tau will make you dl pay—"

“You saw it happer,” Hanjen intemrpted, asif he hadn't been ligening. “More than that—you caused
it to happen.”

| grimaced. Of course they knew that—they had to know more about what had happened lagt night
then the Corpses did, or | wouldn't be here. “It was an accident.” They didn't know everything, or
they’ d know that.

“Then please tdl uswhy Tau sent you to ddiver this message to us?’ Hanjen said.

| glanced around the slent circle of Council members, searching for a recogntzable response in even
one face. “Because [ p—Hydran.” It was hard enough just saying it; suddenly I'd never fdt less Hydran
inmy life, a pgonic deaf-mute Stting here in the middle of a debate about life and death. *And because |
know what happens to psons who cross Tau.” | put my hand up to my face, feding scabs and bruises. |
lowered tt again, lad both hands on the tabletop, where one could touch the other. “They thought you
might believe me. That you'd be willing to talk to me ... or trust me enough to ligen.”



| sucked in a breath as something formless struck a blow behind my eyes, as someone tried to break
down my defens—to discover what was hidden there; why my mind had stopped them dl cold.

“Don't,” | whispered. “Don’'t.” Someone made a disgusted noise. There was another sourceless
collison indde my head. “Stop it!” | shouted, pushing to my feet.
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| stood there, barely breething, while the slence hedled again seamlesdy. No one ese moved; they
were dl garing a me. | dropped back into my seat.

“Why are you closed, then?” Moket, the woman I'd seen at the reception, demanded, her voice
sngsongy and sharp. She gestured a my head.

| frowned. “I'm not.” My fingers twisted the gold stud inmy ear.

“Perhaps you are not aware,” Hanjen said dowly, as if he was groping for words, “because you are
not redly Hydran—" He broke off. “I mean, because you have lived so long anong Humarls ... you are
not aware that what you are doing is consdered offensve”

“What am | doing—It” | leaned forward, wanting him to tdl me it was only that | was taking too
much, or too loudly, wearing stupid clothes, forgetting to say “thank you’—

“Your mind iscompletely ... closed.” He glanced away, as if even mentioning it embarassed him, as
if I should have known.

| shook my head.

“Areyou a seddik?” someone said. “Have they sent a seddik to us?

“Awhat?" | asked.

“No,” Hanjen said tondesdy. “Heisnot a seddik. A user of nephase” he looked back a me. “The
Humans'—! heard the capitd H—6' give nephase to our people in their prisons, because otherwise they
cannot hold us. Some prisoners become ... addicted to the drug, because it blocks their ps. They choose
to withdraw from their lives their Gift ... their *humanity, as you would say. It is a sickness they bring
back home and spread among the hopeless.”

| put my hand up to touch the spot behind my ear where nothing was, knowing that a angle drugderm
of topalase-AC would let me use my pg, anytime, anywhere. With enough drugs to numb the pain |
could be a telepath again ... just like | could have gotten up and walked on broken legs. But there was
nothing behind my ear.

“why are you closed, then?’ the woman repeated.

H4njen silenced her with a single shake of his head. He faced me without looking directly at me, as if
looking a me hurt his eyes. * Among the Community, one tries dways to keep one's mind a little ... open,
50 that others can read one's mood, see that one's actions are sincere and wel meaning. The more open
oneis, themore ... respected one is Within limits, of course. Just as to keep a complete Slence, to close
your mind like afig, isan inqult.”

He met my stare, findly. “To assault your privacy was adso an offenss—" He glanced a some of the
others, who were frowning now around the table. “For which | gpologrze. | hope you will understand
and help usto understand you.” He bent his head, asif he were inviting me to explain ... expecting me to
open my mind to them, now that he’ d shown me what the problem was.

| shook my head.

“Youwon't?” Moket snapped. “Then how can we trust you, a stranger ... a mixed-blood?” Her tone
sad half Hydran meant freak on this Sde of the river too.

“You came into the Community and caused thistrouble!” Ser-di said.

“What ate we to think,” someone e'se muttered, spesking to Hanjen, “when the Humans send such a
one to us, asking for our help? Except to think they want trouble for us with the FTA too: maybe an
excuse to take over the last of our sacred grounds?’

“Why should we bedieve anything you say when dl you give usis words?’

“l can't,” | said, my guts knotting, my mind clenched. “I can't ... do it.” Knowing they had every right
to ask didn’t change anything. | couldn’t do rt. Couldn’t. Couldn’t.

“You don't know how?’ another woman, younger, asked me. “You can’'t control your Gift?” She
glanced at the man Stting next to her. “He is like a—" The words just stopped, asif I'd suddenly gone



deaf. She'd dipped into telepathic speech. | wondered if she didn’t want to say it out loud in front of me
or whether she didn’t know how to. | watched her make an odd gesture, jerking her hands up.

“No,” | murmured. “I could do it once. | can't now.” The urge to confess rose in my throat; |
swallowed it down.

Hanjen pressed his lips together. “I am what the Humans cdl an ‘ombudsman,” you know. | am
trusted by the Community to ... look into troubled minds. To search out the blockage ... to try to hed or
resolveit.”

“You can't hdpme” | said, dmaost angrily. “No one can. A lot of others have tried.”

“A lot of Humans” he said softly. “will you dlow me—?" He seemed as rductant to ask it as | was
to let it happen, But | redized that if | refused, it would be the last | saw of any of them.

| nodded, my hands white-knuckled. | tried to relax, but the filaments of lambent energy deep in my
brain only became more tangled, more impenetrable, the harder | tried to open mysdf. | fdt Hanjen run
up on my defenses, his concentration snagging on razor wire as he searched for some unguarded point of
entry some chink inmy arrnor that would give him away insde.

My hirthright had given me just one facet of the Gift, asngle ps talent—telepathy. But I’ d been good
a it, damn good. | was dill good at protecting mysdf. Too good. Nothing got in; nothing got out. The
psiothergpists I'd seen had dl told me the same thing: Someday | would be in control again; they just
couldn’t tdl me when. Only | would know when | was ready to become a telepath again.

But | was never going to be ready, not for this—letting a stranger loot the wreckage of my life, letting
hm put a name to every one of my dns ... witness the moment I’'d made a bloody ruin of another
telepath’'s mind and body, usng my mind and a gun. | could never let them see what I'd told to
Perrymeade and Sand, who' d never understand. | could never let them see the truth—

“Death!” Hanjen spat out the word, pressing his eyes. Sowly he lowered his hands. “You are filled
with death ....” He shook his head, saring a me. “You have killed?’ he demanded. “How could they
send you to us knowing you have done such athing? Did they think we would not see it? Did they redly
think we are as blind as they are?’

| shut my eyes. The other Council members stood up one by one around the table, spitting on me
with words. spoken words, somein alanguage that | couldn’t understand ... some that | could, and none
of them were forgiving, or kind. Then they began to disappear, blinking out of existence as | watched. |
fdt the soft inrush of ar againgt my kin.

“Stop!” Hanjen said out loud.

There were more angry murmurs from the Hydrans ill standing around the table; more slence with
hands gesturing, pointing a& me. Not one of them looked a me or offered me a chance to explan
something that was beyond thaerr comprehengiorl ...

All at once spacetime parted around me; the world went black as | was torn out of redity by a kind
of energy transference | recognized indinctively, even though I'd never control it—

And then | was in the courtyard; everything was brightness and confusion. | sat down hard on the
ancient tiles, because suddenly there wasn't a char under me,

| sat stunned, blinking up at the shadow play of dusty leaves, a Perrymeade hurrying toward me
from where he' d been wating beside the mod. | started to pick mysdf up.

Suddenly Hanjen was sanding there between us. Perrymeade recoiled in surprise; | fdl back onto
my hands.

“What—?" Perrymeade broke off, tried again. “What does this mean?’ The sound of his voice was
pathetic, like the look on his face.

Hanjen shook his head. “We cannot have him here,” he said. “You should not have brought him. He
isnot one of us”

Perrymeade looked a me, back a Hanjen. “What do you mean?’ he said. “Of course heis—"

“Heisdive” Hanjen's glance touched me, flicked away again. He searched Perrymeade’ s face; his
eyes shifted, douding. “I see that you do not understand this, Janos.” His mouth thinned with what could
have been frudration, or amply disgust. “If you wish to discuss the kidngoping further, join us ingde. But
not with this one” He turned his back on us both as he sad it. He walked awit), moving with inhuman



grace, but ill moving 1ik9 a human, so that Perrymeade could follow.

Perrymeade stopped beside me. He put out a hand to hdp me up. “Wha happened—?" he
murmured.

| sruggled to my feet, ignoring his outstretched hand. “You did. Fuck you. Get away from me” |
turned my back on him and the Sght of everything behind him, everything he stood for.

| reached the mod and let mysdlf in, sedling the doors behind me. “Take me back,” | told it.

“I'm sorry,” its voice came back at me like the voices of the Hydrans, fla and impassive. “I am il
waiting for Mez Perrymeade.”

“Send him another mod. Take me back now!”

“I'm soffy. | am dill waiting—"

| swore and dammed my booted foot againg the control pand.

A disdlay came dive suddenly, with Sand’s head flodting in it. 0 What isit?’

“Get meout of here” | said.

“Why?" he asked. “Didn't it go wel?’

“No,” | said, my voice raw. “It was a fucking disaster.”

“whet did you 6fs’—fue frowned—"to offend them?’

“l didn't die” | pushed back in the seat, hugging mysdf. “1 listened to you, /ou son of a bitch, but you
didn’'t ligen to me. Get me out of here” | looked away from hisimagein the display.

“l don’'t understand this” he said.

“You never will.” | kicked the pand again, and Sand's face disappeared. The mod came dive
around me and carried me out of the courtyard.

Six

Ir was midafternoon by the time Wauno picked me up at the hotd and brought me back to the
aurvey Ste beside theriver. | didn’t say anything on the way there. He returned the favor.

| walked into camp, my head anging with the sound of the river, the solid crunch of gravel under my
boots. Everything looked the way | remembered it, except tha the shifting boundaries of shadow had
changed. Everything sounded the same, smdled and fdt the same. My mind tried to tdl me that | should
fed some kind of reief that the ordeal was over. | was back on safe ground, back where | belonged,
with people | knew and trusted. | wanted to believe that, as much as I'd wanted to beieve it last night
when those same people had come to save me from Tau's Corporate Security. Safe ...

But | knew as| crossed the grave into the shadow of the reef that I'd never redly bdieve that. I'm
safe was only aliethat everyone told to themsdaves in order to stay sane. | belong was only a lie that |
told to mysdf. Since I'd left Oldcity, years ago now, | hadn’t stayed anywhere long enough to fed like |
belonged there. It wasn't any different here. Everywhere | looked | saw strangers faces, walked streets
| didn’'t know the names of, dept in unfamiliar rooms done in empty beds.

And | knew that as much as I'd hated my life back in Oldcity, sometimes, in the middle of the night,
some sick part of me missed it. I'd remember its wals dosng mein like a mother’s ams, how smple it
was to know that the sky was only a roof over my head, thirty meters high, and not infinite. And those
were the times when | ached to be nothing but an ignorant, fucked-up fresk again, back in a place where
| understood the rules.

“Ca—" Kisdndre s voice reached me over the noise and motion of the camp like a lifdine dragging
meout of quicksand. She came griding toward me, her coat flapping.

She stopped as | stopped in front of her, &S we suddenly collided with the inevitable, invisble
barrier between us. | watched her swalow words—probably Are you all right? because she hadn't
wanted to have to ask me that again before even a day had passed.

“I'm back,” wasdl | said.

“Good,” she murmured, but | saw concern in her eyes. Concern for her family and the kidnapped
boy; concern that she didn’t know how to ask me the questions she needed to ask but couldn't.

“l wasn't any help,” | muttered, looking down. “Y our uncl€ s dill with the Hydrans.”



“Oh,” she said. The word was empty and noncommitta. She started to turn aw&], looked back,
hestating long enough to make it an invitation. We moved on through the ste, waking together.

When we' d gone a short way she pointed out some kind of tech equipment being set up. “They’ve
brought in the fidd-suit sysem. Ezr's hdping them get it online You got back jug in time for a
demondtration.”

| let my gaze follow her pointing hand, glad to let my thoughts go with it. It was a rdief to focus on
something that had nothing to do with me persondly. The maroon-coveradled workers were sanding
around the displacement-field equipment now. | remembered the looks I’ d seen on their faces before, the
aull resentment. | looked at them again as we got closer. A few of them had their deeves pushed up, as if
they’ d been swesting in spite of the cold.

| stopped as | spotted the red band ringing a worker’s wrigt, and then another one, and another.
Bond tags: what you wore ingtead of a databand if you were contract labor. My hand went to my wrigt,
to the databand that covered the scar a bond tag had left on me, proving to me again that | was redly
who | thought | was.

Protz and the other Tau vips were 4ill there, dong with the two Feds. A handful of techs stood
wating to demondtrate the sounding equipment. On the way here to Refuge I'd accessed files on the
equipment they used to prospect indde the reefs, dong with everything ese Tau had forwarded to us. I'd
drained the advance feed trying to get ared sense of what the reefs were like, to learn about Refuge and
the Hydrans, about how they dl fit together.

The best way to get a detailed picture of what lay insgde a cloud-reef was to send in a human
prospector wearing an upgraded versgon of a common displacement-fidd unit. The fidd suits let a diver
move through solid matter like it was fluid, sending back readings until a technician on the outsde
registered ro-thing Tau wanted to explore further. The upgraded suits they used for exploring an
environment this complex weren't ordinary mining equipment: each suit was a spiderweb of monafilament
woven with sensors and phase generators, a microtech verson of the skin of a starship—and had
probably cost Tau nearly as much.

No one from Tau had ever explored the few thousand hectares of matrix here on the Homeand. This
was the lagt unexploited reef formation on the planet, which could only mean this formation had been the
leadt interesting, from Tau's standpoint. That made it the most interesting to us, and the most impoitant to
the Hydrans. Tau daimed that this lagt formation would dways be inviolate. But always meant something
different to a combine government then it did to the rest of the universe.

Ydina Prohas, the team’s microbiologist, and Ezra Ditreksen were sanding with the Tau consultants
and their equipment. | watched them nod and gesture, not able to hear what they were discussng over
the noise of the camp. Another moment of supefying numbness broke over me—the sense tha nothing
was red, that no one redly existed, because | couldn’'t hear them, fed them, touch them with mY mind.

| forced mysdf to keep moving, concentrating on the pressure of the ground againg my feet, the air |
pulled into my lungs and pushed out again.

“we're actudly going into the reefs today?’ | asked as | caught up with Kissindre. | hadn’t expected
abureaucracy like Tau to move that fast, even with the Feds looking over their shoulder.

Ezraglanced up a me as | stopped beside him, and shook hishead ... They're juit here to famthanze
us with the data retrievadl system. one of the Tau workers will be gaing in. If we want to do any diving
oursaves, well have to certify on afidd-suit smulator.”

“Saban!” the Tau tech in charge shouted over her shoulder & the knot of [aborers I'd passed through
to get here.

One of them dropped a crate of supplies. It hit the ground with a crunch and split open. He didn't
even seem to notice. He was garing at the tech, ut the equipment, a us, and | watched panic glaze his
face.

| grimaced, thinking this was dl the team needed right now, dl | needed to make my day ... for some
contract laborer to have a nervous breakdown in front of the Feds, in the middle of dl our insandy
exPengve equiPment.

The tectr shouted the bondi€' s name again like a curse. This time Saban came toward us, moving as



if the tech had control of his brain. | watched him shuffle closer ... coming to use a field suit because he
had no control over his ttfe: he was a dave, he was nothing but meat. But if he put on that gear
he'd be dead meat just like Goya, who ‘d, been his friend until one of those suits had kiued him,
barely a month ago. The field generators would dip out of phase. That was what had kilted Goya.
And when Goya died he knew they’'d call him next, and now they had—

And everything he knew, everything he fdt, was screaming through my brain, “leezu, shit—!" |
gasped, blinking. | dammed my mind shut, squeezing him out like water through a dosing figt.

Ezra glanced a me; the others were watching the tech explain procedures. Ezra made a face, asif the
look on my face just proved to him that | was crazy.

| turned away, dill dazed, as Saban reached the place where we stood. Saban wasn't looking a me,
didn't know what had just happened, couldn’t, any more than | could have found my way back ingde his
head. There was nathing left of my ps to—proul that he was 4ill terrified or even 4ill dive.

| swore under my breath and forced my attention back to the others.

“Suit up,” the tech said to Saban. Saban looked down at the field-generating skinsuit and the sensor
gear waiting in a container at his feet. He picked up the suit. He was probably no more than thirty, but he
looked older, sucked dry. | wondered how long he'd been a bondie, what he'd looked like before thaf.
As h; began to pull the suit on, he looked up at the team where we stood in a hdf circle, watching. |
didn’'t have to be amind reader to know what he thought of us, a bunch of Tau-kissng imported techies
sending him to do our dirty work in arig that he thought would kill him.

He looked a me.

And | was looking into the eyes of a roomful of strangers, att staring back at me: hdf a dozen
humen psions gtting on a bench like targets in a shooting gdlety, & bunch of losers hoping for one last
chance. | remembered how they’d watched my .u’ry move as | crossed the room to join them, filthy,
exhausted, beaten. | remembered how the look in their eyes had told me | was nothing, not even humen
... hot even to them.

Except for one woman, her hair like amidnight river, her eyes as gtay as solrow. Jule taMing. She'd
looked into my eyes, the eyes of a wild anima, and seen a humanity thet even | had believed was dead.
And she'd said—

“I'll go. Let mego.’

Everyone sanding around me in the reef’s shadow turned to stare at me, their expressions caught
somewhere between confuson and disbdlief.

“What?' Ezra sad.

| licked my lips, swallowed. “r want to do it.”

The Tau tech in charge of the equipment, whose datapatch read hawkins, shook her head. “Your
team hasn't qudified on afidd suit. Can't do it. It's againg safety regs”

“I'm qudified,” | said.

Kissndre looked over her shoulder a me.

“No, he'snot,” Ezra said. “None of us has done the traning sm.”

“I have” | said, Pushing Past him.

“When—" He caught my arm, jerking me around.

“On the way here” | said, contralling the urge to sprain his wridt. “There was a virtud sm in the
background databank we brought with us”

“No one had the time”

“l did.” | shrugged and amiled, twiding the knife as he redized what | was saying. | could memorrze
anything | accessed, or even read, perfectli, t[e fird time. Bang a pson wired your brain in a way tha
gave you an eidetic memory if you wanted one. when I'd sgned up for ttre university, | hadn’t known
how to access; for mogt of my life, | hadn’t even known how to read. And the lav said psions weren't
alowed to have augmentetion hardwired into their brains.

I’d needed a kind of miracle to make up for the years I'd logt on the streets. when | rearized I'd
been born with one, | learned to useit to surviveinmy new life. Getting this far hadn’t been easy for me,
but some people thought it had.



Ezralet go of my arm, his mouth pinching. “Freak,” he muttered.

| diffened. I’'d smdled the word on his breath every time he spoke, but he'd never had the guts to
sy it to my face before. | sraightened my deeve and moved past him. “I’'m qudified,” | said again, to the
tech. “Check me out,”

Hawkins shot a 100k at Kissndre, rasng her eyebrows. Kissndre looked once & me. | nodded.
She nodded, then.

“It' sill not agood idea.” Hawkins glanced a the ring of onlookers, the Tau vips and the Feds, as if
she was looking for someone who'd back her up and stop me. But no one gave her a Sgn. Either they
didn’t know it was dangerous, or they couldn’t admit they did.

| took the fidd suit from Saban’ s Srengthless hands. The suit
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fluttered in my grip; it was like holding a shadow. Saban shook his head, his eyes dark and
uncomprehending. He began to back aw&!, dowly, like amen afraid of stepping on cracks.

| turned to Hawkins. “Has this equipment been completely checked out?” A displacement suit like
this was cutting-edgl technology, which meant that its potentia rate of falure was about as high as its
COost.

“what do you mean?’ Hawkins said, resenting it, and me.

“fsit safe?’

“Why wouldn't it be?” she snapped. “If you know what you're doing.”

| couldn’t tell from the look on her face whether she was just nervous or actudly worried that | might
be right. | tried not to think about it. | stripped off my outer clothing and put on the helmet, fastened the
sensor belt around my waist. Thin | pulled the skinsuit or, fdt it wrap itsdf around me like cobwebs,
molding itsdf to the contours of my body. The fed of it made my flesh crawl, but I'd been expecting that.
| stretched, fdlt it move with me.

Thefidd suit had been programmed to dlow a human prospector to wak through walls, or anyway
move through the variable matrix of the reef as though it was made of water. There was hidden space
ingde the molecular structure of dl but the densest materias, and the phase shift opened, a passageway,
shoehorning the molecules apart, creating a vacuole that a human being could exist insde of—as long as
he kept moving. “Okdy,” | sad & lagt. “Let’sdo it

Hawkins glanced up a me, back at her displays. ‘All right,” she said, resigned. “But make it short.
This in't virtud, it's real. Nobody’s charted this reef. You never know what you're going to find in
there”

| nodded, glancing toward the foot of the hill. The steep, eroded dope was furred with mossy
growths in green-black like tarnished metd, browns the color of dried blood, here or there a sudden
flare-up of bright green-gold. | started toward it, checking out systems with a word as | moved, getting
the fed of moving ingde the suit's cage of spun slk. Data readouts flickered in front of my eyes like
moths, | had to fight the urge to brush them away,

Everything seemed to function the way my memory sad it would, but SaUan’s fear lay across my
vigon like an extra lens. | told mysdf the death of the other bondie had been a freek accident; even
though Saban believed things like it happened to them too often. Tau wouldn't dare let a man go
reef-diving in faulty equipment in front of so many witnesses, in front of the Feds ....

At ladt, after what seemed like time spent in suspended animation, | was standing in front of the
reef-face. |1 stopped, tumning back for one find look & the others. They stood in three groups the
research team and the technicians in one, the observers in another, the bondies bunched in a third. |
heard the tech speaking to me through my headset, verifying data. | let my mind shift into autopilot, let the
training I’d force-fed it take over, giving her the right answers as the reefs loomed up and over me like a
creging wave. | hdd my breath as | sensed my body meking contact, experiencing the firg soft
compression of the dien growth thet layered the interface of reef and ar. | murmured the words that
activated the phase shifters and pushed my body through it.

| flowed into the reef-face with a sensation like snking sanding up as the reef and the motion and my
physca boundaries became onefluid whole. | gasped, fdt cool sweet air enter my lungs fredy and easly



until they were full again. | took another breath, and another, turned, maneuvering like a svimmer to look
behind me. The world outsde was gone, and | was looking into a haze of shifting Slver-grays, luminous
gray-greens. I'd known there would b; hght—from the eectromagnetic fluctuations around me, trandated
into the visble by my hdmet sensors—but | hadn’t known exactly what 1'd see.

There was no sound at dl except the cautious rasp of my breath. Displays ill flickered across my
vigon; | ordered them off. Let the technicd data of the reef’s makeup read out on the tech’s displays for
everyone e to see. Suddenly they weren't the way | wanted to experience this, the way | wanted to
remember it.

“Holl are you doing?’ Hawkins s voice blared suddenly from some other dimension.

“Okay,” | murmured, hating to sPeak at dl. ‘About what | expected.” But it wasn't. No smulaion
could be like the red thing, because the red thing, | suddenly redized, was never the same thing twice.
“Don't talk to me. | want to ... concentrate.”

“G0 dow, then,” she said.

“Yeah,” | whispered, the Sngle word bardy loud enough for my own ears, because anything more
seemed like a shout. Even my heartbeat was too loud, fading in and out of my consciousness as | pushed
deeper into the shimmering mystery that had swalowed me whole.

And dowly | began to redize that the slence around me wasn't complete. The reefs whispered:
hidden meanings and murmured secrets lay just beyond the boundaries of my perception. | watched light
and color and dendity shift with my mation, as if I'd merged with it, nothing separate, the displacement
fidd dissolving my sense of sdf until | became amorphous.

| began to move again, phasing forward into the unknown, ffiy passage lit by the coruscating energy
of the fidds. The only sensation | fdt now was a kind of pressure change, the difficulty of movement
changing with my every move. The matrix | was phasing through caressed me, now gently like a mother,
now with the urgent hunger of alover. | passed through surfaces thet were rough, rust-red, as dratified as
awadl of brick but peppered with seeds of darkness, like the night Sky turned ingde out; | broke through
suddenly into an empty whiteness and was left snow-blind in the formless heart of a blizzard. | swam
upward through whiteness, burst out of it into a hollow vacuole filled with glowing fog, tumbled, suddenly
weightless, until the fidd suit restabtlized.

“You dl right in there?” Hawkins' s voice demanded, making me spasm.

“Hne I'mfine” | muttered as | swept upward through eddies of luminous gas.

“You want to come out now?’ It didn’t redly sound like a question.

“No.” | reached the far Sde of the vacuole, ft my motion turn into dow-motion as | sank into an
area of concentrated matter. | forced my way deeper. “You getting good readings?” Managing to say
something coherent, to remember that the hard data was supposed to matter to me.

“Good,” Hawkins said. “Red good. Good and clear.”

I’d dready stopped ligening, balanced precarioudy on what my mind inssted was a Sairway. |
cdled on the displays, made mysdf study them, proving to mysdf that it was only a dengty differentid
between bands of layered protoid ceramic and sapphire foam. | shut off the displays again and let mysdf
dimb, until suddenly | swept through another wall that rippled like flames.

“Aah—!" My own shout of surprise exploded inmy ears.

“What isit?’ The tech’s voice hit my senses dmogt as hard.

“A head. God, there' s hdf a head in herel”

“It' sdl right,” Hawkins said, her voice easing. “It'snothing ... it'snot real. You find things like thet in
the reefs ... they're just aberrations. Y ou’ ve been in there long enough; come on out.”

“No ...” | whispered, holding my glowing hands up, cupping the haf-finished thought of a Hydran
face—I| could even see that it was Hydran, dthough the eyes were closed. It might have been deeping,
but there was something about it, as if it was caught in a moment of rapture. It shimmered and
disappeared like a reflection in water as my hands closed on it. | let my hands fdl away and watched it
regppear. | shut my eyes as | pushed through it, moving deeper into the millennia of ancient dreams.

The touch of the matrix surrounding me began to seem like more than just smple undifferentiated
pressure; | could sense the reef changing, as dudve as rainwater and rippling slk, as viscous as all,



honey, tar, as empty as vacuum, os random as my life.

The Hydrans believed the reefs were holy, miraculous, places of power. | wondered wha they'd
found here to make them beieve that, when they could never experience the reefs the way | was doing
now. And | wondered why experiencing them this way hadn’t had an effect on how human beings saw
them.

| reached out, shifting mysdf around a pulsating sphere of light, fdt something shiver through me like
a plucked string—heard it, indde my head, asif | was an ingrument and the reef was playing its song
through every neuron in my body. | spiraled to a stop, ligeniog, redizing that now every mation, every
shift of phase, seemed to resonate ingde me—not just colors and lights anymore, but dl across the
gpectrum of my senses. | heard music when | breathed, | smelled fog and tasted the lightning-sharp tang
of ozone. My senses were burding open like shuttered doors, one by one, letting in the pure radiance of
sensation .... My mind was an outstretched hand as the reef filled its emptiness ...

Somewhere a voice was cdling me. The words sung like pebbles againg the naked skin of my
thoughts. | brushed them off with a muttered curse; fdt them sting me again, hardel”—r\nswer me!”

| didn’'t answer, because there were no words that could describe what was pouring in through dl my
senses now. My rhind was a prism, diffracting input into a synesthesa of pleadrre ...

There were no boundaries: no ingde, no outsde, only a rapture as sweet as the oxygen | was
breathing. There was no need even to breathe; no room for breath ingde me, only a pure hot flame of
pleasure, consuming meurtil ... | ... | ...

/ couldn’t breathe. | dragged air as thick as fluid down into my lungs. All at once my chest fdt as if
something was crushing the life out of me.

Sound made my ears bleed light: a human voice was screaming a me, but | couldn’t remember
whose it was, couldn’t make out the words—

“Can't ... breathe” | heaved the words out like fis-gzed stones, not knowing if anyone could
understand them, if anyone else was even there to hear them.

“... bringing you back ....” The words were written in liquid fire across my vison. “... release your
controlsl”

| looked down, watched my hands fumble a my belt indde a golden aura, not sure whether anything
was actudly touching anything else, whether | even could, or even should. | felt my body shifted, moved,
not able to tdl if | was the one doing it. 0’ Get me out ...” | mumbled.

“... get you out ..." the voice said, or maybe it was only an echo in my head. The blinding flavor of
the sound was so hitter that it made my eyes tear.

| didn’'t say anything ese; didn't hear anything ese, taste or fed anything ese except the pain every
time | dragged in a breath of molten ar. My whole body fdt wet, asif deasth was oozing in through the
bandages of the protective fidlds. Pressure, dendty, weight, the sudden wrenching shifts between solid
mass and emptiness were dl intensfying as a force beyond my control dragged my helpless body through
the gauntlet. | fdt the reef’s enfolding womb of sensation begin to metamorphose me into the uff of its
own mass, meking us one forever ...

But the irresgtible drag il kept me moving forward, caroming off dendties of matter like a molecule
escgping a bailing pot. 1t wrenched me around and shoved once more, flung me abruptly through the
tranducent agate of a solid wall into the absence of everything but light.

| crashed down onto solid ground as the glow of the displacement fidds flickered out around me.
Suddenly there was fresh an, free for the taking. | sucked it into my lungs between fits of coughing,
sprawled back on the grave, grateful for every agonized musde twitching inmy body.

“Cgtl”

“What happened?’

“—he breathtng?’

Familiar shadows blocked the sky, and then | was logt indde a surred forest of legs. Ezra Ditreksen
pressed something over my face, forcing oxygen laced with gims down my throat. | struggled upright,
coughing, shoving it away.

“Told you—!"



Someone was screaming, someone hyserica. Surprised that it wasn't ne, | caught the net of
extended hands and hauled mysdf up, pushed through the barrier of bodies, hdf supported by them, as |
tried to see who it was.

It was Saban, the worker whose place I'd taken ... whose life I'd dmog traded for my own. | saw
him sruggling againgt the barrier of workers who were trying to hold him back. One of the bondies hit
him, hard, doubling him up. Shutting him up—they’d done it to shut him up. | watched the workers close
ranks around him, the looks they gave the Tau vips, the Feds, me and the team members standing around
me. | wondered who they’ d been trying to protect—him, or themselves.

| looked away from them, searching for the tech who'd let me go into the reefs in a suit that hadn’t
been properly maintained ... who'd gotten me out again jus in time. Hawkins shoved past Ezra and
Chang just as Kissndre reached my side.

“Cat, for God's seks—" Kissndre gasped, just as Hawkins pushed in front of me and said, “For
God' s sake, what happened? Why the hdl didn’'t you come out when | told you to? Y ou’ re not—"

“You saying thiswas my fault?’ | asked, looking Sraight into her eyes.

| saw her react as my long pupils registered on her. But then she looked away, a the Tau vips and
the Feds cdlosng in on us, and muttered, “No. I’'m not saying that.”

She hed some kind of instrument up in front of me; made me stand 4ill while she took a reading. Her
face eased. “You're clean. You weren't exposed to any toxins”

| took a deep breath, remembering things Tau had encountered ingde the reefs. enzymes that turned
human lungs and gutts to putrescent dudge; virds that triggered spontaneous, uncontrollable cel mutation.
My shirt and pants were wet, stained with something dien, something that smelled like nothing I'd ever
andled before. | fdt my flesh crawl. “Then | want to say two things. One is—thanks.”

She looked back a me, sharp-eyed but not angry anymore.

“The other is, how often do you lose adiver?’

“Mdfunctions are rare,” she said. She raised her voice as she sad it, glancing again at the tight-lipped
faces of the Tau offidds, the frowns on the faces of the Feds. “We ve never had afadity.”

“That's not what | heard.” | glanced away a Saban, slent and barely visble now ingde the group of
other workers. “If it's so safe, why do you use contract laborers and not your own people?’

Her mouth thinned. Protz said, “We wouldn’'t send anybody into the reefs if the risk factor didn’t
meet our safety standards.”

“I'm sure they're red dringelt,” | said, and Protz frowned. | looked back at the Feds. “Why don't
you ask those workers about fatdities?” | pointed toward the knot of bondies.

| fet a hand on my arm, and someone behind me said, “He didn’t mean that. He' s just shaken up. He
shouldn’t have inasted on using the equipment. He doesn’t have enough experience, and he amog killed
himsdf—" Ezra

| turned around, breaking his grip. “The damn equipment failed! It wasn't me”

“Grow up,” he hissed. “Everything you've done since we got here has been the wrong thing. Thke
respongbility for your actions, for once.”

“Ezra” Kissndre s voice cut between us. “You ate not in charge of this teeam.” She pushed in close
to hisface, lowering her voice, “It's not your responghility, or your right, to reprip4n6f—’

“Wel, if you won't do it, someone hasto,” he snapped.

Her face went red.

“Why do you dways take his Sde?’ Ezra gestured a me before she could open her mouth and
answer him. * Are you going to let him ruin everything we have here—.. t” He waved his hand to include
evarything around us, but something in his face said that what he meant was only the distance between
hmand her.

“Ezra” she said. Her face softened. “You don't understand.”

“I think | do.” He turned and walked away, asif everyone around him—all the other team members,
the techs and vips and inspectors watching us like voyeurs—had disappeared.

| turned back from watching him go, to see whether the Feds were making any move to tak with the
bondies. They weren't. “Why don’'t you ask the workers who use this equipment dl the time how safe it



is? And how much choice they have about usng rt?’

“They're contract laborers” Protz said sharply. “They don’'t understand the technology, and they
don’'t know anything about Tau's safety procedures. We protect them in ways they don’t even tedize”

“Do they have the right to refuse to use those quits?’ | asked. “What happensif they won't?’

No one answered me.

“They haven't got any rights” | turned back to the two Feds. “The FTA runs Contract Labor. It's
your job to protect the6—i1’' g your job to make sure Tau isn't killing them. Do your job—"

“Cat.” Kissndre cut me off before the Feds could give me whatever answer they thought | had
coming. “Don’'t get paliticd,” she said, and the casud tone didn’'t match the look in her eyes. “It's not
what we're here for.”

| looked at her; looked away again. “It's what you're here for!” | shouted past her.

The man, Givechy, nodded findly, grudgingly. “Well check it out,” he said, glancing at the woman,
who nodded.

“Our workers are not being midtreated,” Protz said impatiently.

“Your daves” | muttered.

“They are not daved” Kissndre said, and her anger startled me. “Contract Labor builds worlds. It's
gving those men a chanss—"

“What the hdl do you know about rt?’ | said.

“My grandfather was a contract |aborer.”

| looked back at her, caught naked by surprise.

“It gave him his start. He went on to make a good life for himsdf and his family.”

| looked down a my wridt, a my databand. “Yesah,” | whispered. “Wéll, dl it got me was scars.”

Her mouth opened, closed again. A musdle twitched in her cheek.

“We re making severd of our research and production fadlities avalable for your ingpection,” Protz
sad. For amoment | thought he was taking to me. He was taking to the Feds. But then he met my Stare,
and added, “You're welcome to accompany us, if that will prove to you that we're not some sort of
mongers” There was more indignation than smugness in it, as if he was so blindly keiretsu that he
couldn’'t begin to comprehend why anyone would question how they did their business or ran their
ctizens lives.

“I've had ared shitty duy,” | said. “I don’'t need this” | started to turn away.

“Tomorrow,” he said. “It's tomorro’'w.”

| kept walking, head down, letting the beach disappear under my feet until 1 was beyond the humen
cirde The reefs rose up ahead of me | walked toward them, remembering the fed of moving toward
theminthe st ... passng indde ... the merging ...

And | wasn't afraid. It surprised me to redlize that Something filled me that was amog disbdlief ...
almost longing. It didn't seem to mean anything that what I'd done had dmog killed me. It only
meattered that 1’ d experienced the rapture, become part of something indescribable, and yet so familier ...
Like a joining: the deepest, mog intimete form of communion between psions; a thing that was dmost
impossibleif the psions were human. But somehow the reefs had triggered my ps, made me respond ...
made me whole.

| was ganding a the reef-face again, like | had before; but this time there was no suit performing the
technomagic that let me wak through walls. | put out my hands, pressed them againgt the mossy, fibrous
growth that defined the interface where the reef met the outsde air, feding it crumble, soft and yidding,
even as the surface resisted me, turning me back. | pressed harder, putting my weight againg it until my
hands sank into the loamy surface. | stood that way, drainiflg, ligening ...

“You redly want to get back ingde that much?’ a voice asked, behind me.

| jerked around, startled.

Luc Wauno stood behind me, his head bent, his gaze moving from my face to the reef-face to my
hands, no longer sunk wrist-deep inits surface.

| pinned my hands againg my sdes with the pressure of my ams, beginning to redize that | was
getting numb with cold, standing there like I’ d been hypnotized in my dammy, dinking shirtdeeves.



“| thought you left,” | said.

He shook his head. “I’ve got my orders too.”

| looked at him, and away.

“The Hydrans cdl these holy places” He glanced up the steep, shadowed rise of the dope, his
fingers touching the pouch that hung againgt his chest.

“I know,” | said.

He looked down again. “They say it's a kind of ecstasy they fed, a kind of reveation about the
vigons of the cloud-whales. There's akind of mental resdus—"

“I know.”

“Do you?’ He hdf frowned, with what looked like curiogity. “I thought you couldn’t use your ps.”

| remembered the conversation I'd had with Sand and Per-rymeade that he'd overheard. “1 can’t
contral it. But | fdt something, in thers—"

“The tech sad it was anoxia. Reef-rapture. It happens if a suit fals. You know your lips were blue
when you came out of there?’

“l wasn't hdlucinating.”

He shrugged and didn’'t say anything else. | figured he didn’t believe me.

“Ho\M often do the suitsfail?’

He shook his head. “I don’t know. Not my department. | cloud-watch. That'sdl.”

“Rignt,” | said. “You just follow orders.” | started to walk away.

“Hey,” he cdlled.

| stopped, looking back at him. But he only shrugged, asif he didn't redlly have anything to say.

| turned away again and kept moving, putting the carnp behind
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me, until | reached the river's shore. | stood on the stones, watching the river rull. And |
remenrbered another shore, on another world, remembered feding the same sense of inexplicable loss as
| watched the river disappear into time and the hidden distance.

Seven

Tun next day began like the one before should have. We'd been herded back to Riverton to spend
the night, asif Tau was afraid to leave us unattended in the Homeand. But a sunrise Wauno was waiting
to take us out again. This time Ezra stayed behind, accessng Tau's databanks from the roorn he and
Kissndre shared. That made everything easier, at least for me. Kissindre didn't say much, except to ask
Wauno afew questions about the reef Ste. | couldn't tdl whether she was brooding, worried about her
family probleffis, or just exhausted. | was tired enough, but knowing that her family’stroubles, and Tau's,
weren't my problem anymore made me fed better than | had since I'd come to Refuge.

The team spent its time a the research Ste doing experimental runs on the equipment, learning to
interpret the data Tau technicians pulled out of the reefs and what the limits of their readings were. We
only did externd soundings. No one asked to go reef-diving after what had nearly happened to me
Kissndre had agreed to let the Tau workers handleit.

As we were edting our midday med, Wauno's transport landed again on the shore. He wasn't due
back until evening. Everyone looked up, looking surprised and then concerned. And then, one by one,
they looked a me.

6'\tr/[4f—7" | said, frowning.

“Nothing,” Chang muttered, and they looked away again & the transport.

It wasn't Peffymeade or Sand getting out of the transport this time. 1t was only Protz. For a minute |
thought everything might actudly be dl right.

He stopped in front of us where we dl sat in stasis with food il hdfway to our mouths. “I’m soffy to
intrude.” He nodded to Kissindre, but his glance stayed on her about as long as a fly. “Cat?’ He looked
a me aga\n, and Chang groaned under his breath.

“What?' | sad again, making the last time I’d said it sound friendly.



Protz bent his head at the trangport behind him. “Y esterday | told you that Tau was opening one of
its mining and research fadlities for the FTA’s ingpection. | thought you might want to see for yoursdf
that our contract laborers work under completely safe conditions.”

| hestated, glandng a Kissindre. She didn't look happy. Sowly | got to my feet. “I need this” |
murmured. “I’ll get caught up. Thisisthe lagt time—"

She grimaced and nodded. Then she looked down, so that | couldn’t see her expression. | glanced a
the rest of the team, a dozen faces wearing a dozen different expressions. No understanding showed on
any of them.

| thought about gpologizing; didn’t. | tried not to ligen to the sound of their voices taking behind my
back as | waked away.

As| got on board the transport Protz was dready explaning what we were going out to see an
actud interface, where they mined the reef matrix and processed the anomdies they discovered there. |
tried to ligen to what he was saying, tried not to fed as quilty taking my seet in the transport as | had
turning my back on the team.

Wauno was at the controls, as usud. He looked about as glad to be there as | probably did. He
raised his eyebrows as he saw me come aboard. | wondered what he meant by that.

| sat down beside Osuna and Givechy, the two Feds, trying to remember which of them was which
as | engaged my safety restraints. The only obvious difference between them was ther sex. Maybe they
hed persondities, but so far | hadn’t seen any proof of that.

They were wearing duty uniforms today: heavy, pragmatic boots, gray pants, bright orange jackets
with one gray deeve and one gold. At least the uniforms, with the FTA’s winged Earth logo on the
breast, guaranteed they’d never be mistaken for combine lackeys. | stole glances at ther datapatches
until | was certain Osuna was the woman and Givechy was the man. Osuna would have been
good-looking if she ever amiled. They stared back a me as if they had no idea what | was doing on
board.

| nodded.

“l don’'t understand,” Osuna said, sounding hodile. “I thought you were a technician or a student.
Why are you here?’ | remembered yesterduy; probably she did too.

| glanced a Protz, who seemed to be obsessed with the view out the window beside him. | looked
back and shrugged. “The same reason you are.”

“Thisign't your job. Your job is back there” Givechy gestured at the reef disappearing behind us.

“Then | guessit's person&1,” | sad.

“He saformer contract laborer,” Protz muttered to the wall.

The two Feds looked at mewith the kind of disbdief normdly saved for somebody who'd had mgor
cosmetic surgery—like adding a second head.

“Well, then,” Givechy munnured. “You mug be an outstanding example of how wel the Contract
Labor sysem works. Where were you assigned?’

“The Federation Mines, or Cinder.” | let the words regider: the Federation was ther boss. “If
someone hadn’t paid off my contract, I'd be dead of radiation poisoning now.”

“That's not amusing,” Osuna snapped. Protz looked at us, findly.

“I know,” | said.

Both Feds looked a Protz, asif they wondered whether | was Tau's way of paying them back for
being here.

Thelook on Protz' s face was ail and water, unease and bardly disguised pleasure dl a once. It was
the most complex emotion I'd seen him register Snce we'd met. It didn’t last long. He redranged his face
untl it was as smooth as the surface of hisbrain.

“l hope you don't think your experience somehow qudlifies you to do our job or to interfere with 1t,”
Givechy sad to mefindly.

“I'm not here to get inyour wa],” | said. “But I'll be watching.”

The seatback ahead of me came dive as Protz diplayed an information program on the transport’s
interactive consoles. The two Feds put on headsets. They lost themsdves in the virtud feed like they



actudly thought they’ d learn something meaningful about what we were going to see.

| watched the program on flatscreen with haf my attention, wondering whether the Feds were redly
as interested in this hype as they seemed to be or whether they were just avoiding further conversation.
And | wondered what qudified the two of them to pass judgment on Tau and hdf a hundred other
combines dl across the Federation’s piece of the gdaxy, each one with different economic concerns and
technologica bases, each one trying to cover up its particular lies.

| watched my own feed long enough to catch a repest of the cloud-whde visuds I'd seen in my hotel
room afew nights ago. After that it bled into pure hype. | tuned out. Below us the distance between sky
and ground had filled with clouds without my noticing it. | wondered whether they were redly clouds or
something more. | wanted to ask Wauno about it, about how he knew what the differences were when
he watched the cloud-whales. But | didn't.

Thetrip took close to an hour, which at the speed the transport was moving meant we' d gone nearly
athousand klicks. Clouds hid mogt of the terrain we were passng over. We began to drop down through
them findly, into a landscape that left my eyes sruggling, familiar and dien dl at once.

The world was greener here, with so much more color that | had to do aredity check on the sky to
convince mysHf it wasn't atificid. The contours of the land showed me where the reefs had been lad
down—were 4ill being laid down, if what I'd heard was true. We mug have traveled north, because |
didn’'t think anything about Riverton had ever looked as lush and soft as this land did. My indincts told
me this was where the Hydran people should be living; where probably they had lived, by choice, before
they’ d been driven to the ends of ther earth by Tau.

There was no 9gn of a settlement anywhere, Hydran or human—nathing to keep the cloud-whales
from thelr purpose, or Tau's planners from theirs.

| saw the Tau interface now, in the middle of the green, ralling sea of the reefs. The man complex
wasn't even vishle from the surface: none of the laboratories and processing plants, no wonn-holes
riddling the matrix of thought-droppings, leading to whatever discoveries Tau's high-tech prospectors
hed identified as most likdly to fit the parameters of thar highly spectdized interests. There had never
been a sysematic, purdy scientific sSudy done on one of these reefs, one that wasn't designed to
produce the mogt prafit in the fastest way possible.

| wondered how far our research team would get in conducting its study, between the redrictions
Tau had dready lad on us and whatever objections the Hydrans had to our intruding on their last piece
of sacred ground. We' d been told the Hydran Council had given our project their approval, but after
what I'd learned about the kidnapping, | wasn't so sure that they actudly spoke for the Hydran
Community. | wondered how much we d redly accomplish before the Feds finished their investigation
and |eft the planet, and Tau didn't need us as a showpiece anymore.

We set down on an open landing fidd in the middle of the complex. On the way in I'd heard Wauno
interacting with a security net; we' d passed through amidar no-man’s-land of invisble defenses as we'd
dropped out of what seemed to be open sky into the deceptively open heart of the compound. Tau might
be lax on safety measures for ther workers, but they weren't lax about protecting the operation from
sabotage by corporate competitors.

Aswe got out of the transport, there was nothing vishle except the inddlation and the sky. | shieded
my eyes with my hands, squinting up at the blue, glaring dome over our heads. Clouds patterned the
brightness, rippling and tranducent, like water flowing over unseen stones. They reminded me of the
images I’d seen on the threedy, but they were too amorphous, too formless againg the glare, for me to
be certain. * Are those clouds—7?’ | asked Waullo.

Wauno glanced down at the piece of equipment hanging around his neck. He passed it wordlesdy to
me

| held it up to my eyeslike I’d seen him do once, discovering a set of lenses that fitted themsdves to
my face and adjusted to my vison as | moved my head. | focused on the displays superimposed over my
view of the world, a view that had transformed as suddenly as my mood. | lifted my head to the
sky—and saw them.

Evaything ese fdl awil!, stopped, ceased to exist. The cloud-whaes drifted overhead, therr



camouflage of water vapor stripped away by the lenses filters. | counted three, four, five individuds,
each one a community of countless mite-sized creatures. They moved through the ocean of ar like gods,
their vast forms dowly shepeshifting through one fluid transformation after another, moving to the hidden
music of their meditations, the counterpoint of the wind. Here and there a fragtle val of thought made
visble drifted down like rain, or glinted like a brief, impossble star in the clear air.

Thinking of music, | remembered the Monument: remembered standing on a plateau at sunset, or the
atifiaa world that was another incomprenengible gift of the Creators. | remembered the eroded arch of
gone that humans called Goldengate, the haunting music the wind played through its fractured spao .... |
thought about music as the universa language, spesking truths that nothing could dtet and | wondered
what the Creators had been trying to tdl us, by making ther musc visble,

Someone jolted my arm—~Protz. | looked down, pushing the lenses back on my forehead. The
expression on his face was hdf impatient and hdf inspired. | redized that he was tdling me to hand them
over. | passed them to him, watched him pass them to one of the Feds. | glanced a Wauno. He was
ganding like | had, his hands shadowing his eyes as he stared up into the sky. His body was drawn like a
bow with longing.

| wondered if the shidds surrounding this complex existed partly to protect it from the myseries
fdling out of the air, how dangerous Wauno's work redly was, and whether he' d ever been caught ingde
aran of cloud-whade inspiration that might have killed him.

The Feds passed the glasses back and forth, and then back to Protz,, nodding without comment. |
wondered if they’ d been left speechless or just unimpressed. | looked at their faces. Unimpressed.

Protz handed the lenses back to Wauno, ignoring my outstretched hand.

Wauno handed them to me again as Protz turned away. “Keep them,” he murmured. “1 have another
par. They promised me | could take your team out to a watchpost when thisis finifusd—" He jerked his
head at the Feds. | redized he didn't mean this vist, but the whole investigation. His look said he didn't
know what either of us was doing here, like this, when we could be out there somewhere, watching the
cloud-whales drift by without intemrption. | only nodded, and didn't ask him what he thought the odds
were that we' d get that opportunity. He headed back to the transport, maybe to get himsdf some more
lenses.

A welcoming committee had emerged from the shining carupace of the research fadlity, dwarfed by
it. | hadn’t redlized how big it actudly was until their arrival gave it perspective.

“Did they give you a choice about what interface you got to see?’ | asked Osuna. This mugt be the
closest resf-mining operation to Riverton. If Tau controlled what the Feds got to see, then it would be
smple to show them a perfectly run ingdlation.

“We were offered a choice of three,” she said, dipping off the words like paper. “They sad this was
the most convenient.”

“Did you ever wonder if it was too convenient?’ | asked.

She looked away without answering.

The haf-dozen people coming toward us wore the uniforms of Tau's CorpSec, but as they got closer
| could see from their data-patches that they were plant security guards.

Aswe started forward to meet them, | redlized that | knew one of them: the one whose datapatches
read chief of securitv. It was Burndl Natasa, the father of the kidnapped boy.

He was't looking a me, at fird, couldn’'t have been expecting me, any more than | was expecting
him. | watched him acknowledge Protz with brief resgnation, watched him measure the two Feds with a
longer stare that bardly passed for noncommittal. And then he looked a me. His dark face froze. | saw
hm mutter under his breath; wondered whether he was cdling up verification data on me or just
swearing.

| looked at Protz, who didn't seem to get it. He had to know about the kidnapping—he'd been a
the Corporate Security station with the others when they’d come to get me. Maybe he'd never been told
the identity of the victim. | looked at Natasa again, at the desperate questionsin his eyes.

| shook my head, letting him know that whatever dse happened, ro one was going to hear more
about it from me today. | understood my own stuation wel enough, evenif | wasn't sure about his



Natasa and his security team went through the motions, mouthing speeches designed to reassure the
Feds that everything about this ingdlation was as meticulous as its security and was typicd of dl thar
operations. They led usin through a cathedral-vaulted causeway of geodesic arches, to awating tram.

Natasa dropped back, waking adongside me, as soon as he dared. “What are you doing here?” he
muttered.

“Research,” | said. He was a full head tdler than | was. | looked up a him, suddenly even more
uncomfortable. “What are you doing here?’ | was sure there hadn’t been any change in the kidngpping
gtuation.

“My wifeishere” he said, asif that explained everything.

We got on board the tram that would carry us deeper into the inddlation. Like players in a virtud
fantasy world, we shot down along tunnd walled with mirrors that reflected our passage toward infinity.
It was more than the showplace it seemed to be—I recognized the wals of a decontamination chamber. |
wondered whether they were more concerned about decontaminating the ones who came in or the ones
who went out of here. The lagt time I'd gone down a hdl of mirrors like this one, they had lined the
entrance to a black lab, and I’ d been looking for illegd drugs, the kind that would give me back my Gift.

| stared out through the trangparent hull, searching for my reflection; saw the festurdess surface of a
slver bullet reflecting back. | thought about what my lagt trip down a hdl of mirrors had cost me. The
debit reading on my databand had only been the beginning of what I'd paid to free my mind, even for a
few days, from the prison I’d built for it mysdf.

We went on for what could have been another kilometer through deek cerdloy-waled passages and
chambers hdf a hundred meters high, skeletoned with beams of composite and fleshed by panes of
trangparent duminum. | had to admit, if only to mysdf, that it impressed the hdl out of me. | listened to
Protz drone on about form and function with more interest, wondering whether any of this redly had any
bearing at dl on the question of worker safety, let done the kind of trestment Tau was dedling out to the
Hydrans. | glanced over at Natasa more than once. He was never looking a me when | did.

Hndly the tram whispered to a stop, Ietting us out into another security area. We passed through the
lightshow of verifications and warnings, and an EM fidd so strong | fdt it crackle like Static through my
thoughts, running its mindless fingers over my brain and triggering areflex inmy ps. | was ill sheking out
my head as we went on into the research area.

Ancther reception committee was waiting there for us, researchers and technicians this time, in pastel
coverdls. | wasn't surprised to see a face | recognized at the front of the crowd: Ling Natasa, the
kidnapped child’'s mother. | saw her freeze as she spotted me. Her eyes darted to her husband's face for
an explanation, or a least reassurance. She mugt have found something there that she needed: | saw her
pul hersdf together in time to show the Feds an expresson as secure as the research complex was
supposed to be.

She moved through the introductions like she was on autopilot, clenched and pae. To my eyes she
looked worse than her husband did. The only time she reacted vishbly was when Protz pointed me ouit.
“He was curious about our processing of the reef materitl,” he said. Nothing about how curious | was to
see the way they treated their workers. And nathing about the kidnapping.

The same confuson was in her eyes as she looked a me again. | shrugged, not able to think of a
sngle word that would fit into this moment== wishing that | could reassure her, mind-to-mind—that
somehow | could find away to wipe that stricken look off her face and answer the questions she wasn't
free to ask me. But there was nothing | could do, except meich her atifiad amile

She seemed to be in charge of the subcomplex of laboratories we were ingpecting now and whatever
projects were going on in them. Tau mugt have indsted that she put in an appearance; that keiretsu meant
putting Tau's interests fird, ro matter how she felt.

The series of labs seemed to go on forever. So did our tour of it. Everything looked right—it was a
fucking temple of technology, and everything the Feds asked to see displayed or demonstrated seemed
to show up or function for themin the ways they expected. They muttered congtantly to each other, and
to themsalves, until | redized they mug be usng implanted memory systems to feed them the endless
variations of specraltzed knowledge their jobs required.



But as | went on watching and ligening, went on observing the same things they did, getting the same
answers, something began to bother me. The Feds were cool, professona, andyticd: perfect machines.
Nothing more. No more than a mobile extenson of their augmentation. I'd interacted with Al’'s that had
more persondity than these two Feds did. I’d seen dead bodies with more persondity.

They were anull set, without the concern or even the curiogty to ask the kinds of questions | was
darting to need answers to in a bad way: Who were dl the technicians | noticed who moved tike they
were on strange ground? Did they redly work here, or had they been brought in to expand the regular
gaff during the inspection? Wasiit just coincidence that the matrix dispersal syslem had had a total safety
upgrade so recently? Was Lab Plex 103 only inaccessible because they were decontaminating it after a
high-risk experiment, or had something happened in there that Tau didn’t want the Feds to see?

None of those things seemed to bother Givechy or Osuna. Nothing much even seemed to occur
independently to them. They went where they were led and they didn't push any limits | wondered
whether they’d ever even noticed what species they were.

We d been viewing what seemed to be endless repetitions of the same fadlity for a long time now,
and no one seemed to be getting restless except me. “What about your bondies?’ | asked Ling Natasa
findly, because no one ese had asked it. “Y ou use contract labor. | saw some workers yesterday, at the
reefs. Do you use them here?’

She turned back, with a look that sad shed dmost managed to forget about me “Yes” she
murmured. She looked wary, like she kept expecting me to ask something else. “We use afar amount of
contract labor in our excavation and extraction operations.”

“Are we going to see that next?’ | asked. | glanced at the Feds. “| expect the FTA wants to see how
you treet their property.” If I'd been amind reader then, | might have regretted it. But | wasn't, and she
only nodded. She was the only one looking a me whose stare wouldn't have registered fatd on a rad
meter, and only because her red concerns were somewhere ese entirdly.

We left the experimentd labs and took a tube to another part of the complex. On the way | listened
to her voice, more expressionless than any tape, describing the steps in the process of turning the “wild
library” of the cloud-reefs into something useful and reproducible for Tau to license out.

Every standard day the operation excavated severa thousand metric tons of reef matrix. That raw
materid was analyzed, separated, and processed down to a few cubic centimeters of materid that Tau
hoped would give them something unique to humean experience.

“How do you make any profit?’ | asked Protz. “With inddlations like this, and dl these workers, for
9 little 1ssd1—"

Protz sent me another radioactive glance. “On the contrary. One discovery like the hybrid enzyme
that gave us cerdloy technology makes everything we do here worth the effort. Our research is not
merdy profitable—it benefits dl of humanity.” He amiled, looking avay from me a the Feds. Ther
expressions didn’'t change. He went on amiling anyway.

| glanced a Ling Natasa, thinking that whenever 1I'd heard a combine tak about the good of
humanity, humanity didn’'t seem to extend beyond their own keiretsu. And thinking about it, | began to
wonder again about the questions that no one had asked here today ... not even me. Protz had said to
ask him anything. | wasn't naive enough to think he meant it,, but maybe I’d been naive to think anyone
esewould ligenif | did.

Another tram ride emptied us out into an underground chamber, the largest space I'd seen yet. This
place made my whole head Sng; | redlized we must be somewherein the heart of the reef. Another group
of what appeared to be technicians were waiting, ready to put us into protective gear. | recognized the
fidd generator someone strapped around my was, a standard form of the upgraded suit I’'d worn to go
reef-diving. Everyone | saw anywhere in the chamber was wearing one. “They dl move like they're
underwater,” | said to Ling Natasa. “Why do they look like that?’

“It's a force fidd,” she sad, rasng her voice s0 tha the two Feds could hear her. “This is a
particularly fragile areain the matrix.”

| redized that the white noise anging in my head wasn't just the presence of the regfs the entire area
was contained insde a force bubble; accident insurance, so that if the workers hit something unexpected,



they wouldn't blow up the entire complex. “How many of the workers here ate contract labor?’

“Mog of them, | think,” she said. “The rest ate supervisors—our technicians and engineers”

“Why So many contract laborers?’ | asked. “Why not more Tau crtizens? Is it too dangerous? And
why no Hyd13n5—7?’

“Why don’t you let us ask the questions?” Givechy moved between us, forcing me to back off.

Ling Natasa looked at him, at me, back a him. “Our own ditizens ate generdly too wel educated to
do menid work,” she said evenly, and went on looking at him, but answering me. ‘And Tau policy does
not permit Hydran workersin our research and development facilities, because there arls—" she fdtered,
and glanced a me, “—sssurity concerns wherever psions are employed.”

Protz cleared his throat. She glanced at him, and | saw a spark of panic show in her eyes. But the
Feds only nodded and didn't ask anything more. Osuna looked back at me for too long. | kept my
mouth shut, thistime.

We went on through the mining operations zone on foot. | wondered whether somebody was
deliberately trying to wear out the FTA’s ingpectors, take the edge off their atentior, make them give up
and turn back sooner. If they were it wasn't hgppening. The Feds went on like drones—as tirdless and
as lacking in curiogty. | told mysdf that they could be querying ther augmentation, recording data,
andyzing it, usng bioware | couldn’t sense or see. But maybe they weren't. | wondered why the
guardrals of the catwaks we dimbed looked newer than the metd under my feet. | wondered whether
they d redly hold my weight if | sumbled and fdl againgt them. | wondered whether everyonein
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this place would be wearing a protective field, or even have one, if our backs were turned.

| remembered the Federation Mines, out in the Crab Colonies. The Mines provided the Human
Federation with dl the tehassum it needed for its starships and starport hubs. They’d used contract |abor
there to dig the ore, because it was a dangerous, dirty job, forty-five hundred light-years from anywhere,
or the core of a burned-out gtar. It was Smple economics. out there human lives were worth a lot less
than cutting-edge technology.

The FTA ran the Federation Mines, and the FTA policed it, and when I’d worked there the bondies
didn't wear protective fidds or even so much as a breathing mask to protect them from the radioactive
dust that turned their lungs to shit. Forty-five percent of the laborers who were sent to the Mines didn't
survive their work contract.

| dropped back as the group moved on, drifting toward one of the laborers who'd been herded aside
to let us pass. “Do you aways wear the fidd belts?’ | asked. “Or isthis equipment just for show?’

He looked a me at fird asif he didn't believe | was actudly spesking to him, and then he looked
harder & me. | redized he was looking a my eyes. Hydran eyes. “Get away from me, fresk,” he
muttered.

Someone caught my arfil, pulling me around: one of the security guards assigned to keep us together
and moving. “Stay away from the workers,” he said, “unless maybe you'd like to join them.”

“What did you ssy—7?" | whispered, feding the bottom drop out of my thoughts.

“He said, ‘Excuse me, g, but for security reasons we ask that you stay with the rest of the group.”**
Bumnd| Natasa stepped up beside us, giving hisman a look. He led me away, tight-lipped, and made sure
| rgoined the others. He stayed close to my sde after that, not giving me a chance to lag behind. For a
space of heartbeats | was grateful, like I'd just been dragged back from the edge of a hundred-meter
drop.

My gratitude didn’'t lagt long. “Thisisafarce” | said. “Thisian't how things actudly are here.”

“What the hdl do you want?’ he asked, bardy audible.

“Thetruth,” | said.
He glared a me. “NobodY wants the truth.”
“l do.”

“Then maybe you'd better get over fi.:== he said sourly, and looked away again. “Before you hurt
awyonedse”
| looked down. “I'm sorry | couldn’'t help your son,” | murmured. “The Hydrans wouldn't talk to



US—"

“Why not?’ he asked, with the sharpness of surprise thistime, or pan.

“Because I'm afreak,” | said.

He frowned, and | wasn't sure whether it was frugtration or Smply incomprehension.

“I'm sorry—" | muttered again, my memory opening doors | didn't want to step through.

He didn't say anything, looking ahead to where his wife was usng a multiple-display wal to
demonstrate some biochemica process. “She shouldn't be here,” he said, not to me but to himsdif.

“What about you—7?" | asked.

He looked a me. “No,” he said.

“Did Tau make you do this?’

He didn't answer.

The rest of the tour was white noise. Artifidad monomole sky, desolate ranges of machinery for
decongtructing the matrix of the reefs, the entire human-made subterranean world of the interface ...
Nothing | saw or heard could stop the cancerous fear that & a word from Tau | could be made
invisble—that | could disappear into that faceless mass of bondies. And this time there would be no dule
taMing to find me and save me. My paranoia grew until there was no coherent emotion Ieft ingde me
except the need for thisto be over.

| didn’t ask any more questions. No one asked me why.

Eight

Bv rhe time Wauno dropped me off a the location where the team was collecting prdiminary data,
the workday was nearly over. | waded through the random mation of bodies and started doing my job.
Whispers and stares followed me. | wondered whether the others had been taking behind my back dl
day.

As we finished securing equipment for the night, Wauno's transport came down out of the violet air
agan, limned in gold asiit landed on the river shore.

| finished sedling a container and straightened up, inhding the transport’s faint reek of ozone. The
hatch opened. | headed toward it with the others.

The team members made desultory talk on the way back to Riverton. | didn't join in, too drained by
another day | didn't want to think about. Kissindre sat near Wauno, as usud, deep in conversation about
the reefs and the cloud-whales. What | overheard him tdling her made more sense than dl the Tau data
I’d downloaded into my brain. | wondered again how he'd learned dl thet; just tracking clouds wasn't
enough. As we |eft the transport for the hotdl | dmost asked, but | didn’t have the energy.

But as | was heading out he cdled my name. | looked back, and he said, “Y ou free tonight?’

| hesitated, wondering why he wanted to know. “yeah,” | said findly. He gestured me back. | pushed
past Kdly, and past Ezra Ditreksen, who'd come aboard looking for Kissindre.

“You're invited to dinner,” Wauno sad as | leaned againg the control panel next to him. “There's
somebody who wants to meet you ... somebody you should mest, if you redly want to know more about
the reefs”

| barely kept the surprise off of my face. “Where?” | asked. I'd thought | was going to ask who?

“Freaktown.”

Something squeezed my lungs shut. | shook my head, turning away.

“It won't be like that.” His voice pulled me back.

“Likewha?’ | said, looking a him.

“Like what Tau did to you.”

| went on garing a him. “Why—" | asked findly.

He looked blank. Then he nodded, like he findly understood what I’ d asked him. “Because | thought
someone owed you an gpology.”

“Why do you fed that’s your respongbility?’

He touched the frayed pouch that hung on a thong around his neck. He shrugged. “I guess ... this”



He lifted the bag up, looked at it. | redized that he dways wore it, the way he aways wore his lenses
like they’ d become a part of his body.

The pouch was made from animd hide. It was old, so old that what mugt have been fur once was
worn away completdy in places. Ragged fringe decorated it, and broken patterns of tiny colored beads.

“What isthat?’ | asked softly.

“A rdic. An ... harloom. My ancestors cdled it a medicine pouch. Not like for drug patches” he
sad. “soirit medicine. Tdismans. Supposed to keep you safe” He hdf amiled, his mouth pinched with
irony. “That'sdl | know. Everyone who could tdl me moreis dead.”

“Wheré sit from?’

“Earth,” he said, fingering the broken fringe. “Nordamerica. A long time ago.”

“You born there?”

He shook his head. “My ancestors have been gone for along time”

He hadn't said “gone from there.” He'd said “gone.” | looked down at the pouch as he let it drop
agang his chest.

“Wha' S happened to the Hydrans ...” He shrugged. “Same thing. | guess that’s why | keep needing
to see what’ s across the river. The same reason you do, maybe.”

| rubbed my face, rubbing away scabs and expression. “I can't,” | said. “The Hydrans threw me ouit.
They think I'm the living dead,”

“Not thisone.” He shook his head. “This one' s different.”

| redized that | believe him, maybe because | needed to so much.

“Wha do you say?’ he asked.

| didn’'t say anything for along moment. Then | asked, asif it didn’'t matter, “Just you and me?’

He hesitated. ‘And her.” He nodded toward Kissindre, sanding with Ezra in the back of the
trangport, inventorying equipment. “Will she go?" There was something not quite casud in the way he
looked at her, like he was trying not to think about her.

My mouth twitched. “Yeah. | expect s0.” | cdled her name, and she came forward, her look il
regisering inventories as she shut down her cyberlinks and brought her full atention back to us. “Wauno
knows a Hydran who wants to talk about the reefs. He says we're invited to dinner. You ready to cross
theriver?’

“Tonight?” she said, looking at Wauno.

He nodded.

Her face came dive. 1 was born ready.” She grinned. “Isthis your informaf—J’

He shrugged. “I guess you could cal her that. | usudly cdl her Grandmother.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“It saterm of respect and affection,” he said, straight-faced. “For an elder.”

Her mouth relaxed until she was amiling again. “1 absolutely want to go. | think | speak for both of
us—" Sheglanced a me.

“Of course you do,” Ezra said, materidizing behind her. His expression did as he caught her taking
to Wauno and me. “But what are we speaking about?’

Kissndre turned to look at him and missed the annoyance that was suddenly on Wauno's face. | saw
her hesitate, weighing the fact that Ezra hadn’t been invited againgt his reaction if she didn’t tdl him. “We
have a chance to ... to meet with an informant who knows about the reefs.” She glanced a Wauno, back
a Ezra ‘Acrosstheriver.” One word she never used was “ Fresktown.”

Ezra diffened, not hiding his reaction fast enough. “Is this something your unde arranged?’ he asked.

“No.” She folded her artns, asif she didn't see the point of the question. “This is someone Wauno
knows.”

He looked a Wauno. ‘Are you sure this is ssfe—what with the unrest and dl? After dl, that
kidnapping—"

“It' s safe” Wauno said.

“Wdl, we should let your uncle know—" Ezra turned back.

“And it's a private party,” Wauno said. “He' s not invited. If you don't like that, staY here”



Ditreksen frowned. If Wauno had been trying to lose him, hed guessed wrong ..If you're
determined to go,” he said to Kissindre, “then I'm certainly going with you™

She forced aamile, and he took it at face vaue.

wauno's jaw tightened. But then he shrugged and settled behind the controls again. He took us back
across the river as the evening deepened into night. Kissindre sat up front beside him==They spent the
time discussing the cloud-whales, the reefs, and how ther existence had influenced Hydran culture.

| sat back, ligening. Ezra sat across from me; | fdt him glancing at me like a thief would, steding my
concentration, until findly | hed to look a him.

“Isit true you used to be a contract laboret?” he said.

| glanced forward a Kissndre, redtzing she was the only person who could have told him that. |
looked back at him. “What about rt?’ | said.

“l dways wondered how you and | ended up in the same place.”

“I had to kill Someone,” | said. “How about you—7?"

He grunted in disgust and |ooked away.

“Did Kissndre tdl you that her grandfather was a bondie?’

Hisface mottled. “You liar.”

“It strue” Kissindre looked back over her shoulder at us. “He was, Ezra”

.. YOU nevef tOId me—’

“why?" she asked .. oDoes it make a difference to you?’

He didn't answer.

Wauno glanced back once, and away. There was dead slencein the transport’s cabin for the rest of
the flight.

| looked down at Freaktown, its random streets, its patterns of light only a dim echo of the bright
geometrics of Tau Riverton. Looking down on the two sides of the river from up here, cloud-high, |
thought about the differences between them and about how, in spite of the differences, from up here
those patterns of light laid out on the darkness were only echoes of the same need.

Wauno didn’'t circle down to land in the maze of Freaktown streets the way I’ d expected him to. We
flew on over it, not losng dtitude until we were dmost beyond sght of both sides of the river. Ditreksen
kept moving restlessly in his seat. He murmured something to Kissindre as we began our descent over a
candle flame of light in the utter blackness. She ran her finger across her lips and didn't answer him.

Aswe descended | redized that the light was coming from a structure the Sze of alow urban stack, a
Slitary idand in the night sea.

Wauno set us down in the shadowland beyond its bright entrance. | could see someone Slhouetted
agand the light, but | couldn’t tdl anything about whoever waited there.

The hatch opened. Wauno sgnded us out of our seats. He picked up a box that he'd stowed behind
hisown seat and started out with it.

“Aren't those our suppliss—?’ Kissindre asked. She gave him a look that didn't want to accuse him
but wouldn't let it pass.

He shrugged. “ft’s traditiond to bring a gift of food when you vist. You can dways get more” he
sad, lowering his voice, emphasis on the you. ‘All you have to do is ask.”

Her mouth thinned. She looked past him out the hatchway, looked back, and nodded.

“wat aminute” Ezra said, coming forward.

“ft'straditiondl.” Kissndre put a hand on hisarm until he eased up. “We can get more.”

He shrugged, and his own mouth quirked. “Were invited to dinner, but we have to bring our own
food.”

Wauno just looked a him and smiled. Carrying the box, he went down the ramp and ouit.

| followed the others down the ramp and toward the light. Just for a moment | thought the figure
waiting for us looked familiar; amaost thought | could make the sihouette into the form of the womean 1I'd
seen in the Streets of Freaktown, awoman canying achild ...

| blinked as we entered the corona of glare, and | saw a Hydran woman holding a child. | wavered,
dowing—saw an old woman, her back bent by the weght of time, and the child in her ams a Hydran



child, not a humean one.

The child's eyes went wide a the 9ght of us gppearing suddenly in the light, like angdls. Or devils.
She turned into a wriggling ed in the old woman's grip. The old woman let her dide down. she
disappeared from the patch of light as suddenly as we'd come into it. Everything happened without a
word.

| took a deep bresth. The ar filled me with coldness. | tried to make mysdf bdieve that she'd run
away from the sght of dl of us, not just from me. | listened to the noises in the outer darkness, sounds
meade by things | didn't know the names or even the shapes of, the murmuring voices of an dien night.
The gtrange perfume of another world's foliage was in the wind. | took a step deeper into the band of
light.

Wauno moved past me, carrying the box of supplies. “Grandmother.” He stoppld in front of the old
woman and made a amdl bow, murmuring something | couldn't make out. She bobbed her head in
return and said the same thing. It sounded like “Namaste.” Her face was a netmap of time its lines
deepened as she amiled. A vell covered her eyes. It was transparent enough that | could look into them,
but it gave her gaze an unnerving shadow of doubt.

Wauno stepped back, pointing us out to her; | heard our names legpfrog out of a stream of
unintdligible Hydran speech.

She bent her head at me, ill amiling, asmile so open | was sure it had to be hiding something. | just
couldn't tel what. She spoke to me, dill in Hydran, with a ook in her eyes that said she expected me to
know what she was saying.

| looked & Wauno. “ She only speaks Hydran?’

He shrugged. “ She says she knew you were coming,”

| wondered whether she meant to the planet or just to dinner. “Namaste,” | murmured, and bobbed
my head.

Grandmother nodded, as if she was stisfied. She looked past me a Kissandre, who looked
uncertain, and a Ezra, who frowned, back at Wauno and a me, as if she was trying to read something
into the way we stood together. She was probably reading more than that, but if she was, | couldn't tell.
At lagt she made a mation that induded dl of us. She led the way insde, moving dowly.

“What does namaste mean?’ | asked Wauno as we followed her in.

“It means ‘We are one’” He hdf amiled.

| watched Grandmother’s dow progress ahead of me, the heavy knot of white harr at the back of her
neck bobbing with her motion. She wore a long tunic over loose pants, a dyle that | hadn't seen on the
other sde of the river. Without the burden of the child weighing her down, her back was sraight and
srong. But ill she moved dowly, dmost stubbornly, asif it took an effort of will. | wondered how old
sewas.

| looked back at Wauno. “How did you learn to speak Hydran? There aren’t any files in Tau's
access—"

“Yes, there are” He glanced & me.

| felt my hands tighten. “Can you get me into one?’

He nodded.

“What isthis place?” We were falowing along halway lined with closed doors. The building had the
sgnuous, nonlinear fed of the Community Hal, but without the eye-popping decoration. “What was it?
Itsold ..” | could fed its age weghing on my thoughts the way the child had weighed down the old
woman.

“Yes, it'sold,” Ezramuttered, behind my back ... your percep-tiveness continues to amaze me.”

“l guess you'd cdl it amonastery,” Wauno said, ignoring Ezra and the look | gave him. ‘A retrest. |
can't find a better word for it in our language. Nobody seems to remember how old it is. The data could
be in the records somewhere, but alot of the historical materia has been lost. The rdigious tradition that
it belonged to has dmost died out. The building was abandoned for years.”

| wondered what sort of bdliefs the origind inhabitants of this place had held; what had made them
lose fath and abandon it. ‘And now?’ | asked as Grandmother stopped in front of a closed door. The



door opened, dthough she didn't touch it. | didn’t see an automatic sensor.

“Mog of the time Grandmother stays here done. She's an oyasin It means something like
‘memoty,,’ or sometimes ‘lamp’: a keeper of the traditions.”

Grandmother disappeared through the doorway, and light suddenly filled the space beyond.

“What about the child we saw?’ Kissndre asked softly.

| turned back in the doorway. Wauno gave one of his shrugs and said, * Sometimes people come out
here from town, stay for awhile, when theY need to get away.”

From the conditions I'd seen there, ? lot of people must need to get away from something in
Freaktown. “How many people are here right now?’

He shook his head. “Don’'t know. I'm not amind reader.” He amiled, and went on in.

Grandmother sat waiting for us at a low table, its edges as free-form as everything dse in this place.
There were no seats, only kneding mats. The light came from a bowl in the center of the table where a
burning wick drifted in a quiet pool of lamp ail. The illumination it gave off made the room as bright as
day to my eyes ... Hydran eyes. The room probably seemed dark to the others. The lamp gave off a thin,
spirding tendril of smoke.

| fet mysalf rdax findly, redizing thet I'd gotten this far without anyone atacking me, without
Grandmother driving me out—without being struck dead by some force | couldn’t even fed, the potentid
endgy of millennia stored up in the wdls of this place like heat lightning, waiting for something like me to
st it off.

| took u d“p breath, inhding the warm, heavy odors that filled the room. The ar was thick with
gpices like none I'd ever amdled before, except maybe a couple of nights ago, in a hole-in-the-wal
Freaktown eatery. The amdl of food made me remember how hungry | was. | settled onto a mét, looking
across the table at the old woman. Her green eyes studied me, hardly blinking, as the others settled
around me. | swallowed sdiva, kegping my hands off the table surface until | learned what the rules were.

When we were dl gtting, Grandmother began to speak again, gesturing toward the center of the
dark, featurdess wooden dab, where hdf a dozen amdl ceramic cups were lad out in a circle around a
squat, amber-glass container of liquid. From the Sze of the cups, | guessed that the drink wasn't water.
Probably liquor==because acohal affected humans and Hydrans pretty much the same way. ProbablY
grong liquor.

“She wants each of us to take a cup,” Wauno said. Grandmother pointed a me.

| reached out, dmogt picked up the closest cup. But then | noticed that each cup was different. Each
one had been formed and painted individudly, given its own subtle charactet. | looked at them dl, feding
everyone' s gaze settle on my hand while it hesitated in the air, and the seconds stretched. Ezra shifted his
legs under him and sighed.

| reached for a cup on the far Sde of the circle, the one that | liked best. This was a test. |
wondered what the choice told Grandmother about me, or whether the answer lay in the act of choosing
itsdf, or whether it was redly no test at dl.

Kissndre' s hand hung in the ar above the table. She glanced a me, then a Wauoo, who nodded.
She chose a cup, reaching past me to pick it up. Wauno took one next, dowly, thoughtfully. Ezra took
the cup stting in front of him, pulled it toward him, his impatience skreeking it dong the tabletop.

Deep golden liquid appeared in my cup, in dl our cups a once. Ezra jerked back. | heard
Kissndre'sindrawn breath. Wauno looked into his cup like he didn't see anything unusud. | wondered
what it took to get a reaction out of him. | swalowed my surprise, hoping that at least it hadn’t been
obvious to the humansin the room.

Grandmother chose a cup, usng her hand, like everyone else. But | watched the cup change: empty
one second, full the next. She lifted her cup. Wauno lifted his, and the rest of us followed him as she
spoke words to the air. The words began to take on a Sngsong tone, shifting into what could have been a
prayer. The tendril of pale smoke from the flame at the center of the table began to unrave like a Slken
rope into finer and finer strands. | sat breathing in the scent of the liquor in my cup, hypnotized, as the
separate strands of smoke began to cirdein the air.

The smoke images vanished, suddenly cut off, like the old woman's song. The flame wavered and



came back. The smoke rose straight up, undisturbed. Grandmother looked at me across the table; 1 hed
my breath. But her eyes released me again without accusng me of anything. She looked a Ezra for a
long minute; 1 watched him ignore her. The smoke from the lamp suddenly looped sideways, as if there
was a draft, and blew into his eyes. He coughed and waved his hands.

There was no draft. | smiled. Grandmother lifted her cup to us and said, “ Namaste.”

| echoed it, dong with Wauno and Kissndre. Grandmother took a sp; we followed one by one. |
kept my firg sp amdl, urtil

| knew more about what | was drinking. It was strong, like I'd expected. | saw Kissndre's eyes
water; she raised her eyebrows and took another SiP.

Ezra drank, findly, and started to cough again. | emptied my cup in one swalow; thistime | did amile.
My cup refilled itsdf. | didn't drink it down thistime, remembering | hadn't egten; remembering the amell
of food and wondering again where it was, wishing it was on the table. There' d been a time when not
eding dl day was just how | lived, but | hadn’t lived like thet for a while now.

The bottle and extra cups gtting in front of me on the table disappeared. For a heartbeat the table
was empty, and then a torus-shaped bowl replaced them, with the lamp centered in its negdive ,pu-..
The lamp flame wavered, the smoke corkscrewed. | fdt the gentle bresth of ar disturbed by an exchange
of matter and .n"rgy. Grandmother smiled, nodding at me, and began to speak again.

| glanced at Wauno.

“Grandmother saysit'stimeto eat.” He pointed at the trencher filled with something that looked like
stew. “She says you go fird, because you' ve been hungry for along time” He gave me an odd look as
hesad it, asif he wasn't any surer of what the words meant than | was.

| looked dorvn at the table. There was no bowt in front of me, no utensl; only what 1I'd taken for
sarving spoons waiting in the trencher.

“Wedl egt out of the same bowl,” Wauno said. “It's custom. Go ahead.”

| reached out, dug the pronged spoon into, the dish. Everyone watched me like | was disaming a
bomb as | brought it up to my mouth. I wondered whether Hydrans even used spoons. | ate a mouthful.
The pungent mix of flavors, spicy and sweet-sour==filled my head until my memory overflowed.

/ remember this. | remember—A room, but not this one ... eyes, green like the old woman's, green
like mine, but in someone dse's face ... d warm room shdtering t[e, and the warmth of my mother’s
ams, her mind whispering my name with love ... my one true name, which could only be spoken
mind-to-mind ....

| swalowed, gasping, cleared my head with a burning mouthful of the nameess liquor. | sat blinking
as the burn spread to my eyes.

My vison cleared, and | looked at Grandmother. She didn't move or speak; she just kept watching
mewith veled eyes, with her head cocked alittle to one sde.

“So how isit?” Wauno asked.

“Spicy,” | whispered. | dug another mouthful of stew out of the trencher. Thistime | kept my eyes
fixed on the table, not ligening for logt voices haunting the circuits of my brain. 1 swalowed the food and
went on eating. Wauno joined me. Out of the corner of my eye, | saw Kissindre down her second drink
like a dose of medicine and reach for a spoon. She glanced at Ezra, who was dill Stting beside her,
looking like aman with a gtick up his ass. He didn't like freaks. | wondered how strong his reaction to
dl the visble use of pd redly was. He wasn't meking any move to try the food. | wasn't sure he' d taken
more than a Sp of the liquar.

“What's in this?’ he asked suddenly. “I know hell eat anything—" He jerked his head a me. “But
most people have more sense” He looked at Kissindre as though he expected her to agree with him,

Instead she brought the spoonful of food to her mouth and ate it. | watched her expresson; dowly
she amiled. “It's good,” she said, ill holding his gaze.

“I wouldn't be in such a hurry to eat something | don’t know anything about,” he muttered.

“It'sjust vegetables and spices,” Wauno said. “ Some ate traditiond with the Hydrans, some they got
from us. Nothing in their food ever bothered me. They're vegetarians” he repeated.

Ezra grimaced. “Manioc root is a vegetable, but if you don't cook it right it's a poison. Besides, this



is unsanitary, everyone eating out of the same dish.” He waved a hand at the bowl. * And everything here
is ... dien.” | wondered what bothered him the most—the food, the way it was lad out, or how it had
arived on the table.

A new, smdler bowl appeared on the tabletop in front of him. It was full of stew. He jerked back as
if it was dive.

Grandmother said something, poking her finger in Ezral s direction while he sat glaring at the bowl, his
look getting darker as he thought abot it.

“Grandmother says you shouldn't eat with us” Wauno said, expressionless. “She says you're Sck.”

Ezralooked up at them, his mouth thinning.

“She says you should drink udo tea. You'll fed alot better.” Wauno amiled. So did Grandmother.

“Mud be alaxative” | muttered.

“That'sit,” Ezra said, pushing up from the table. “I’'m not taking any more of this. We did not come
here to be made the butt of a joke by you, Wauno, of by s—" He broke off, glancdng at Grandmothe4
dding & me.

“By awhat?’ | put my spoon down.

“Stop it, for God's sake.” Kissndre stopped me with alook. Ezra caught her arm, tried to pull her to
her feet. She jerked free. “Ezra, St down! I'm sol Ty ....” She twisted where she sat, looking from Wauno
to Grandmother.

“Wauno, whether this was your idea or the freak’s, it stinks,” Ezra said, dill standing. “1 want you to
take us back to Rivertor, no\ry.”

“Wat aminute” Kissndre said, Sarting to get up.

“What did you cdl me?’ | pushed to my feet beside her.

“You heard me”

“Hey.” Wauno got up in one fluid moation, halding up his hand. “I'll take anybody back who wants to
go. You don't have to go with trip"—tre looked at Kissinflle—6'if you don’'t want to.”

She looked from me to Ezra, and | watched her face harden. “Yes== | do,” she said, and the words
were like stones. She looked back at Grandmother, and murmured, “I hope .... Namaste.” She made a
grdl boW dill remembering the ritud form, even now. She started after Ezra, who'd dready I€ft the
room.

| ducked my heed, Hill looking at Grandmother, and followed them out. | fought my anger, trying not
to let it make me stupid, trying not to leave it hanging like apdl in the rooms behind me, where everyone
would fed it choking therr ...

When | got outside Ezra and Kissindre were shouting at each other. His face was red in the reflected
light; hers was hdf in darkness.

| caught Bzra by the shoulder, pulling im around. “Cut it out,” | said. “Everyone can fed /os—"

He pulled away from me, his face full of disgust or something uglier. “Keep your hands off me, you
pervert, yes—’

“Freak?’ | said.

“Freak!” he shouted, and his hands bdled into figs. “You goddamn fresk!”

“At least I'm not a goddamn asshole” | said.

Helunged a me. | saw it coming, asif he was moving in dow mation; | could have been reading his
mind, the move was s0 obvious. | giff-armed him: he ran himsdf up on the hed of my hand and went
down like I'd hit him with a rock.

| watched him writhe on the ground, bleeding and curang; watched Kissndre drop down on her
knees beside him, putting her hands on him, covering him with solicitude. “Oh, my God,” she was saying,;
while he held his face, groaning, “My node, he broke my nsds—"

Wauno came up beside me. He stood there, not saying anything, with his hands behind his back and
his mouth pulled alittle to one side.

Kissndre gave us alook I'd never seen her give to a sentient life-form before. “Help me, damn you!”
sesad.

Wauno moved forward and helped her get Ezra on his feet. He started them toward the transport;



glanced back over his shoulder & me. “I'll come back for you.”

“What?' | sad. “\try’4i1—"

“Grandmother wants you to stay,” he said. “She wants to talk to you. I'll be back.”

Shit. | started after them. Kissindre looked back a me== and | stopped moving. | watched them get
into the trangport, watched it rise into the night, leaving me stranded.

“Now time can move forward again,” someone said behind me,

| swung around.

Grandmother. For just a moment, | thought she’d mindspoken me. But she hadn’t. “You speak
Standard?’ | blurted out the only question that seemed to be left in my head. | remembered that Wauno
had trandated her speech to us but not the other way around. I’ d thought she was reading our minds, but
she hadn’t needed to.

“Of course.” She gmiled the same open contented amile, but suddenly it didn't seem smple a dl.
“Now we can egt in peace.” She bent her head & me, inviting me back insde.

| followed her back through the weffen of hdls to the room where the food was waiting. As | crossed
the threshold, the scent of it triggered more memories, for amoment | was crossing into a different room,
somewhere e in spacetime—

| stopped just ingde the doorway while Grandmother went on to the table and settled into her place.
She looked up a me, expectant, with the thread of smoke tendriling past her face. Her face was a
mydery in the shifting light. | focused on it, went toward it, kneeled down where I’d been dtting before.
Shedidn’t do or say anything, asif she didn't register anything | fet or thought.

| had thefeding that if | didn't start esting, she wouldn't either. So | ate, filling the empty place in my
thoughts with physical sensation, exiding in the present, the way 1'd learned to do on the streets, holding
off the past and the future for aslong as | could.

Grandmother ate with me, not saying anything. She didn't use a spoon. But she chewed and
swdlowed, just like | did, savoring the taste and the texture of the food. | wondered whether the slence
between us was her choice or whether she was Smply respecting mine. | wondered whether for her this
was like egting in an empty room.

| glanced away at the walls There were no windows, not even any pictures to relieve the blank
monotony of the place. | wondered whether she was too poor even to buy hersdf some cheap holodills,
or whether the audterity was intentiond. Maybe Hydrans never fdt claustrophobic, the way humeans did,
because they knew they aways had away ouit.

| thought about the woman with the kidnapped child. | thought about Freaktown, and what I'd seen
of it; | tfrought about Oldcity, as the flavors of the food and the memories worked on me. | thought about
traps, how they were everywhere, wating for everyone—different traps that were dl redly the same trap
inthe end. Life was a trap, and human or Hydran, you only got out of it ong way ....

| went on edting; tried to make my restless body as dill as the old woman weatching me, tried to make
my thoughts as empty as the wals.

But the longer | stared at the wal across from me, the more | began to notice the subtle tracery of
cracksinits surface; how those cracks formed patterns, images that your mind could get logt in, that led
you somehow into the dlent calm of your own mind's eye ...

| sat back findly and wiped my mouth, with one kind of hunger satisfied, at least.

Grandmother sat back too, and stopped edting. | wondered whether she'd stopped because I'd
stopped, or whether she'd only kept eating because I'd dill been hungry. Or whether we'd redly both
wanted to stop at the sametime. | looked up & her. Her eyes were watching melikeacat’'s.

Two Hydran children, a gl and a boy, came into the room. They moved so dlently | didn’'t hear
them coming, but somehow their arriva didn’'t startle me. They bowed to us as they gathered up utensls
and carried away the trencher. They didn't say anything, but | caught them looking at me as they went
out. | heard them whispering in the hall.

| wondered why Grandmother hadn’t just sent the food away hersdlf, the same way she'd put it on
the table. | thought about that, about how the whole eting ritud had reeked of ps. If Grandmother hed
wanted to rub our facesin the fact that she had the Gift and we didn't, that we were on Hydran ground



now—outsders, diens—she couldn’'t have made it any more obvious. | wondered whether that was
exactly what she’ d been doing.

“You have many questions” she said, just as | decided to ask one.

| fdt mysdf amile as | nodded. She could have read that right out of my thoughts, or just from the
expression on my face. “Did you arrange this med just to make the others leave?’

“Why do you say that?’ She leaned forward, .her head cocked a little to the side, like she was hard
of hearing. It wasn't the firg time I’d seen her do that. | redized suddenly that it wasn't my words she
hed trouble understanding.

“Just wondered,” | muttered.

Her face twitched, asif something | couldn’t see had brushed her cheek. Findly she said, “I follow
the Way of Things. If one follows the Way, one discovers whatever one was meant to find.”

“Oh.” | sttled back, hooking my arms around my knees. It sounded like the same pseudo-mydticiam
too many human rdligions preached dong with loving thar felow sentient beings. As far as | could seg, it
was dl hype and more than hdf hypocrisy. But a bdief like that might mean something genuine to the
Hydrans. They had precognition: sometimes they actualy did get a glimpse of the future.

| thought about my last Sght of Kissindre and Ezra; about what kind of scene there was going to be
when | saw them again. “Does Wauno know you speak our language?’

“He speaks our language,” she said, like that explained everything. “Why don’t you ask me a red
question?’

| laughed, and grimaced. “Why don’t you hate me?’

The cdm waters of her expression rippled. She pressed her hand to her eyes, looked up a me agan.
“Why should | hate you?’

| shook my head. “I can’'t use my ps. Hanjen ... the Council threw me out, when they redized—"’

“You don't use your Gift because you choose not to,” she said.

“YOu dOn't Under§ gnl—"

“The Councdil has logt dght of the Way,” she went 0o, as if my speech was as opague as my
thoughts. “That happened long ogo, before you were even born. They can no longer see anything dearly
... You suffered a terrible wound. Y ou mugt hold the wound closed,” she said gently, “until it heals. You
are agood person.”

| felt my face redden again. “'You don't understand! | killed SOmgOng—"

“S0 .. shesad, asif shefindly understood.

“I'll go now.” | started to get up.

“You are amiracle” she said, and bowed her head to me. “I am humbled in your presence.”

“I'm not a fucking mirade,” | said, choking on anger. “I'm just a fucking ‘breed.” | started for the
door; stopped short as someone came through it. Hanjen.

He stopped too, garing at me the way | mus have been saring & him. ““W’ hat arc you doing here?’
he asked.

“Leaving,” | said. | tried to move past him but he blocked my way. He glanced toward Grandmother
and said something sharp and querulous in Hydran. And then there was dead slence in the room. |
watched ther faces, the only thing that told me they were siill communicating.

At lagt Hanjen turned back to me and made a deeper bow than I'd ever seen a Hydran give to a
human, “Namaste,” he murmured. The change in his expresson was so complete that | didn't know
whet the hdll to make of it. “Please forgive me” he munnured. “1 have behaved in a way that causes me
shame”

| frowned, not certain what he meant; shrugged, because it seemed to be an gpology. And then |
pushed on past him.

He caught my arm; let it go again as | looked a him. “Please, say,” he said. “*We need to finish what
we came here to do.”

“What'sthat?’ | said, hearing the sullennessin my voice.

“{Inderstand each other.” He faced me without expresson.

“St down,” Grandmother said. “St down, Bian.”



| glanced behind me, wondering who she meant. She was looking a me. She gestured, like | was a
stubborn child.

“My name's Cat,” | said.

She shook her head, made patient sit down mations again.

| stayed where | was, frowning.

“Cat is your name among the Humalls” Hanjen said. “This is a Hydran name, for when you are with
your mother’s people.”

| looked at him, speechless. | looked back at Grandmother findly, wondering why she hadn't Smply
told me hersdf .... But it wasn't her business to talk with humans; it was his And she couldn’'t Smply let
meinto her mind. Maybe she was tired of taking. “What does Bian mean?’ | asked.

“It means *hidden.”” Hanjen smiled.

“Isthat ajoke?’ | asked, because | couldn’t tel what he was amiling about, and he wasn't a friend of
mine

He looked blank. “No,” he said.

| moved past him, drawn back toward the table as if Grandmother had a magnetic fidd.

Hanjen followed, stood looking down at the empty tabletop. “1’ve missed dinner,” he said.

Grandmother smiled and shook her head. The children who'd taken the trencher away appeared in
the doorway behind us, coming a her dlent cdl like they’d been conjured out of the ar. They brought a
dish to the table and st it down so carefully that the flame barely wavered.

Hanjen amiled too, and made one of those bows to the children, to her, before he sat down
cross-legged. He started to eat, not usng a spoon. He looked up a me—stopped, swdlowing, os if he
redlized he couldn’t eat and communicate with a human at the same time. “Forgive me,” he mumbled. “It
was along walk. | am very hungry.”

“You walked here from Fre—from town?’ | asked. He nodded. “Why?’

He took another mouthful of food. “Out of respect,” he said, like it was obvious.

“For what?’ | pushed, annoyed.

“For mysdf,” he murmured, dill egting. “For my body, my Gift—my beliefs”

| shook my head.

“Itisthe Way.” He was beginning to sound impatient; | saw him glance at Grandmother, as if she'd
sad something, and swallow hisirritation like amouthful of stew. “The body and the mind deserve equa
reverence; otherwise a person is not truly whole. The oyasin has been giving me ingruction.”

“Oyasin?’ | asked. Wauno had cdled her that before.

“It means ‘guide —she is a guide to the Way and a holder of our bdliefs and traditions.”

| looked at Grandmother. That fit what Wauno had said, but it didn't fit the reverence in his voice as
he said it. 'Y ou mean, ardigious leader?’ | looked back at him.

“Not a ‘leader,’ in the sense that Humans use it. ‘Guide is closer. Ke is everywhere it is the life
force of the Allsoul, something you might call the *god-within-us’ But there is only one Way that each of
usfinds ....” He glanced at Grandmother like he needed guidance right here, right now. “It is difficult to
explain, inwords.”

“The Way which can be told is not the eternd Way,” Grandmother said. | thought of how names
were shared among the Community: the spoken names, the true ones.

Hanjen dghed. “Most of our people no longer bdieve tha ke even exists. That is one reason |
decided to seek the Way for mysdf, with the oyasin’s guidance.”

| sat down cross-legged midway between them. | watched him eat. “I’ ve eaten this food before. A
long time ago.”

He glanced up, firg at Grandmother and then & me. “Isthat 07’ he said. “Where?’

“| think my mother made it.”

He stopped eating. “You lived here as a child?’

| shook my head. “On Ardattee. In Oldcity ... a place the Federation uses to dump its garbage.”

He went on garing a me, asif he'd lost my meaning, falen off my train of thought because there was
nothing for him to hold onto.



“It'sardocation dump. A few Hydrans ended up there after they’d been driven off of their own
worlds. But there were more humans ... the kind who don’t fit into a keiretsu like Tau.”

He blinked. “Where is your mother now?’

“Dead. For along time” | shook my head. “That'sdl | know.”

“Your father? He was ... Human?' He looked like a man being led blindfolded through a strange
room.

He was findly getting an idea of how | fdt. | shrugged. “I don’t know anything about him.” Whenever
| thought about it, dl thet | came up with was the sort of thing I'd heard from the Corpses two nights ago:
my mother was a whore, my father was a rapist. That was the only way my existence made any sense. |
tried not to think about it any more than | had to. “It's not a coincidence, your being here tonight, isit?’

He looked disoriented, like trying to follow my conversation was difficult enough without my changing
the subject. Findly he said, “When | last saw the oyasin, | showed her our ... medting. And she showed
methat | had not seen clearly. It was her feding that if you and | met again, without the Council, we might
understand each other better.”

“That wouldn't be hard,” | said.

He looked down. “The Council once had the best interests of our people in mind. But now there are
too many of us with—limitations. Sometimes the Council members show too much sdf-interest; they
adways show a lack of perspective. We dl want our society to become more open to the Humans,
because we bdieve that is the only way we will ever prosper, under the circumstances.”

“By kissng Tau's ass”

His pupils narrowed, dowly widened again.

“Isthat how you fed?’

“I think we mugt learn to live with the ones who have come to share our world—accept life on ther
terms—because that is how things are now. Denying what is obvious goes againg the Way and is only
wasted effort. We have to turn the energy of our anger to useful ends. Otherwise it will destroy us. It has
destroyed too many of us dready.” He glanced down.

| helf amiled. “The Way tells you that when life gives you lemons, you make lemonade.”

“Excuseme ... 7 He shook his head. “‘Lemons 7’ he said. “Y ou mean, ‘Humans 7’

“It sakind of fruit. Sour. Y ou have to fix it up.”

He hdf amiled, thistime.

“So the Council wants thingsto Stay the way they are,” | said, ill trying to get everything clear in my
mind. “They believe that' s the only way to get something more from Tau?’

He nodded. “Or, a least, to not lose more. They are very consarvative in their attitudes.”

“Isthat what you bdieve too?’” Asking it again.

He didn't say anything for a few heartbests, but he wasn't mindspesking Grandmother. | glanced a
her: She was looking a him, but her face was unreadable. Findly he said, “I fed that working within the
law is the only way to achieve red progress. Even to change the rules—one mugt do it carefully. So yes,
| guess | am a consarvative. HARM cdls me an enemy of our people—a collaborator. And yet ...
sometimes | think | am alittle Sick of ‘lemonade.”” The shadow of a amile came back, but it didn’t touch
his eyes.

“So you do think things ought to change; that they could be better?’

“Have you spent any time on this Sde of the river?’ he asked.

| nodded.

“So havel,” he said. There was no trace of amile anywhere on his face now. “But few Humans have,
The only ones who come here regularly come for what they can bleed out of us—which is little enough,
anymore. We need so many things—we need access to the kinds of things Tau keeps to itsdf.
Knowledge and resources that we no longer possess independently. That is not entirdy the fault of the
Humans—I am the first to admit our society wasin decline before they ever reached this world. But now
we don't even have the opportunities—"

“That woman, Miya, the one who kidnapped the little boy. She was trained by Tau, wasn't she? To
do the kind of therapy she did for him. They let her work over there without monitoring her ps.”



His pupils narowed again. | had the feding that he was angry, or maybe he was just suspicious. |
wished | knew which it was. “Yes” he sad. “There are many things the Gift could do for Humans, if only
they had the ... courage to trust us. Opportunity can flow both ways. It should; or anything we gain would
only be charity. That would not solve our problem. Our problem is a lack of hope, more than a lack of
things.”

The Council mistakes one for the other,” Grandmother said. “Their need is like an infection. But they
are usng the wrong cure. Too many things make everything worse.”

Hanjen nodded, looking resigned. “What we need is the chance to do as much as get.”

| remembered life on the streets of Oldcity, one empty amless day/night flowing into another. I'd
done alot of drugs then, anytime | could hudle the credit, or even when | couldn’t, trying to fill the
emptiness of my existence, the empty hole in my mind where something had been taken from me thet |
didn't even know the name of. Trying to forget that there was nothing better to do, no hope for me of
ever having anything better to do.

| sat garing at the trencher of food in front of me. “I know,” | munnured, findly. | watched Hanjen
consder egting more; watched him look at me and stop.

“What about HARM?' | asked. “Where do they fit in?’

“They don't,” he said flatly. “They have turned their backs on our traditions and abandoned the Way.
They are wandering in the wilderness. By trying to ‘save' us, they will end up destroying us”

| glanced at Grandmother, remembering that Protz had clamed she had ties to the radicals. If that
was true, it didn't seem likdy they’d turned ther back on the traditions she bdieved in. “I expect they
don't see it that way,” | sad to Hanjen, dill watching Grandmother out of the corner of my eye. |
wondered what she knew, wished | knew how to find out. She amiled & me, and | didn't have any idea
why.

| looked a Hanjen again. “Why can't you ... communicate with the radicals? If you bdieve that
they’ re doing more harm than good, can't you show them why—open your mind up, and show them?
Have you ever let them try to show you how they see the Stuaion?’

He was perfectly 4ill for a moment, traveling through the words in dow mation to get to my point.
“Tdl me something firg,” he said findly. “Is it true you were forced to kill someone, and survived? And
that iswhy you don’t use your Gift?’

Don't. Not can't .... Don't, “Yegh,” | whispered.

“Thenit istrue that your part in the kidnapping was completely by chance? An accident?’

| nodded. “How did you find out?’ He hadn’t known it a the Council mesting; none of them had.

He bent his head at Grandmother. “But she said | must ask you mysdf.”

Shel d never seen me before tonight. | glanced at her, wondering how long she’ d known about it.

“The Councdil was afraid, when they discovered what you were—" Hanjen broke off, looking like
he'd just stepped in shit. He shook his head. “We were afrad that Tau had sent you to ... cause trouble
for us. To somehow tie the Council into the kidnapping. To tie us to the radicals. The fact that you were
an—outsider, daming to understand us, and yet you kept your mind completely closed .... When | fdt
everyone else's sugpicion, it became my own. It was very hard to undersand dl this, you see—" His
hands fluttered; he probably didn't look that helpless very often. Satisfaction took some of the ging out
of my memory of the Council meeting, but not much.

“Why should you be any better than the rest of them?’ | asked, since he seemed to fed that he was.

“l an a daesin,” he said. “The closest word you have for it is ‘ombudsman.’ | am trained to avoid
the contagious emotion that overtook the Council. But | dlowed my—suspicions to control me.”

“| thought only humans did thet,” | said.

He frowned. “No.”

“It was't my choice to attend that mesting,” | said. “Just so you know.”

“l did not think s0.” He shook his head. “You asked why we don't just show the radicals what is
wrong with their way of seeing. We would, but they will not let us. They are klin; they are ... of one
mind. A closed set to anyone who does not share ther beliefs. They have shut us out as completely as
you have—but sdfishly.”



| frowned this time. “I thought Hydrans didn't do that to each other. | thought they were adways
sharing thar thoughts, their emotions, with each other, so tha there were never any misunderstandings”

He laughed, but not as if he thought it was funny. “That's what we have dways wanted to believe
oursglves. Maybe it was even true, once, when our dvilization was whole. Or perhaps not even then. But
anyway our past is gone. Now we live in the time of the Humans== and no one redly knows what the
truth is anymore.”

| studied my hands, not knowing which frayed end of the conversation to pick up, or whether |
should even try.

He shook his head. ‘ There isredly nothing se that | can tdl you, or Tau, about the kidnapping, that
Tau does not dready know. It was done by HARM, and Tau knows that. But we do not know where
they disappear to, any more than Tau does. There are thousands of hectares of emptiness in the
Homdand. HARM can be anywhere they choose, from moment to moment .... But we do want to hep
you find the boy. Please assure Agent Perrymeade that if we discover anything, we will send word—"

| rubbed my neck, feding asif I'd suddenly stopped existing, even as a hdfbreed with brain damage;
that he was only seeing the Humans pawn again. | wondered whether everything he' d said to me had
been judt as calculated. | didn't want to believe that, but | couldn’t prove anything either way. His mood
seemed to settle on me like a weight. | remembered what he'd said about catching an emation like a
disease. | ought to be immune, if anyone was. The mood was my own, and it wasn't going to improve
when | |ft this place.

| glanced a Grandmother. She was meking the smoke spird and braid like Hanjen and | were
dready gone from the room. | wondered if thet was a kind of prayer. | wondered what she was praying
for and where she thought the answers were going to come from.

Hanjen looked a Grandmother too, suddenly, as if shed sad something. She had—something |
couldn't hear. The thread of smoke drifted up, undisturbed, as she et it go.

Hanjen got to hisfeet. He bowed to Grandmother and then to me. “1 mugt go. It's a long walk back
to town. | hope the rest of your vigt to our world is ... productive.”

| watched him go out, wondering why he was leaving. | suddenly fdt asleft out of whet went on here
as 1’d been at the Council mesting.

| looked back at Grandmother, wondering what she'd told him. Maybe his leaving hadn’t meant
anything at al—maybe | just didn't understand the way anything happened on this Sde of theriver.

Somebody entered the room. | turned, haf expecting to see Hanjen again. But it was Wauno.

Wauno made his bow to Grandmother, murmured “ Namaste,” and looked at me. “Y ou rcady?’

| got up, wondering suddenly if Wauno's arrival had had anything to do with Hanjen's leaving. |
looked toward Grandmother, but she only bowed her head and murmured, “ Namaste, Bian.”

“Namaste, oyasin,” | said, feding unanchored as | sad it, los somewhere between gratitude and
frugtration. As | followed Wauno out, | looked back to see the faces of hdf a dozen children peering at
usfrom doorways. | wondered again how many Hydrans lived in this place; how many of them had been
mentdly ligening in on what was sad in tha room. Haf a hundred of them could have been
eavesdropping, and | never would have known. Redizing that made my skin prickle; made me fed
Humen.

Maybe Wauno fdt the same way. We were in the transport, risng up into the night, before he sad
anything. And then it was only, “You want to go back to the hotd?” Nothing about what I'd thought of
Grandmother, or what 1'd thought of dinner ... whether I'd learned anything. | wondered if the ook on
my face as we walked out was what had kept him from asking. | wondered if he was sorry he'd thought
of this

| couldn’t give him any reassurances, because | wasn't certain how | felt about it mysdf. | forced my
thoughts back across the river, remembering where | redly belonged. My mouth pulled down as |
remembered Ezra,, the blood on his face, the look on
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Kissndre's face and what it was probably going to mean when | reached the other side. “Do | have
achoice?’



Wauno shook his head. “Not redly. Not thistime of night.”

| checked my databand, surprised as | saw how much time had passed. “What would you do?’
“Go to deep,” he sad. “I like to get up about five hours from now.”

| Sghed. “How's Ezra?’

He shrugged. “You broke his nose. | took them to adinic.”

“Shit ....” | leaned back into the seat, resting my head.

“He had it coming.”

“She'snot going to ... it that way.” | remembered the look on Kissindre' s face.
Wauno didn’t say anything.

“How did she seem?’ | asked, findly.

“Pretty grim.”

| looked out at the night, at Tau Riverton filling the darkness below us, sucking me down toward light
and order and retribution.

Nine

Whnuno lefr me a the hotd. | watched the transport rise until | lost dght of it in the wash of atificid
light. The lamppost I'd leaned againgt asked meif | needed anything. | went insde.

Kissndre was stting in the lobby. She was Hill wearing her coat and hat. | stopped when | saw her.

“You broke hisnose” she said.

“I know.” | looked away as her expression registered. “I'm sorry.” But | wasn't. And she knew it. |
stood there grimacing asif | was afrad of being hit.

She jerked her head toward the hotdl’ s bar-and-eatery. “Let’ stak. In there” | didn’t figure she was
hungry. She wanted neutral ground.

The room was dmost empty; there wasn't abig tourigt trade in Rivertor, and the locals were used to
curfews. We sdtled into a dark corner, in the fase privecy of a booth. Musc oozed out of the walls,
gentle and plangent; the kind of mugc that made you ache indde and hate yoursdf for it. | stared a the
wal on my right, trying to decide without touching it whether it was actudly wood or just high-quaity Sm.
Maybe it didn’t matter. Maybe nothing did. | stuck a camph into my mouth and ordered a drink from the
touchboard. A minute later the drink did out of the wall, answering my question.

“You use alot of drugs,” Kissndre said.

| looked up at her, wondering what she meant by that. “I can handle it,” | said. “It doesn’t affect my
work.”

“Why do you need them?’

“Who says | need them?’ | took the camph out of my mouth, looked &t it. | picked up the drink and
drank it. It tasted weak. | stuck the camph back into my mouth. There was only one drug that could give
mewhat | redly wanted—give me back my ps. But to let mysdf use it would be like waking on broken
legs Her eyes were gill on me. | frowned, looking away. “I likeit. So do you.”

She pulled her hat off, rumpling her hair, and opened her coat. She ordered hersdf a drink. When it
came, she sat looking at it. Findly she drank it down in one swalow, grimacing. “No, | don't. But I'm
angry—!I'm very angry.” She didn't sound angry; she sounded tired. She didn't meet my eyes. “You
could have killed Ezra, hitting him like that.”

“No, | couldn’t,” | said. “I knew what | was doing. Evenif he didn’t.”

She looked up. “You meant to break his nose?’

“l didn’'t bresk hisnose” | said. “He broke his nose”

| expected her to tdl me | was full of shit. Instead she leaned on her elbows, covering her eyes with
her hands. | wondered why she wouldn’'t go on looking a me, whether she was afraid to or just fed up.
“Damn it, nothing has gone the way | wanted it to .... Ever snce we got here, it's been one damn thing
after another, until 1 can't think straight.” She looked up a me, findly. “1 hate this”

| shifted in my seat, not needing her to tdl me I’ d been the cause of it. | tried to order another drink;
asynthetic voice told me I'd had enough. “Fuck you too,” | muttered. Kissndre looked up a me again. |



fumbled in my pockets for another camph, found the pack, and pulled it out. It was empty. | wadded it
up and threw it on the table. An invisble hand swept it, and our empty glasses, into some secret
compartment in theimaginary wood surface. | leaned back, removing my hands from the perfectly cean
tabletop.

Kissndre said, “This can’'t go on. The whole project will end up terminated.”

“I know,” | said.

“l know you and Ezra never liked each other. | thought a least you were intdligent enough to work
together on something important without letting your testosterone poisoning get out of hand. Obvioudy |
was wrong.” Her hands closed over the table's edge. “God, | didn't want this to happen, but you're
mekingme do it ... | told Ezra he' s off the project.”

Damn—I shut my eyes. “What?’ | opened them again.

“| told Ezra he s off the project. He' s leaving tomorrow.”

“Ezra?’ | said.

She looked a metheway I'd just looked at her.

“Why him? Why not me? He's your habit. I’m the one who caused the trouble with Tau.”

She hdf frowned. “Y ou weren't to blame for that,” she said. “For God's sake, you were the victim,
remember?’ She shook her head. ‘ And tonight—Ezrainsulted our host, our informant. He couldn’t keep
his bigoted mouth shut for one evening. He—" She looked into my eyes, with ther long dit pupils. HEd
called me a freak. She pushed loose strands of hair back from her face, “I fed like I've been adeep for
years. Like | never redly saw this world, in dl my vidts here .... And | never redly saw him. The truth
was dways there; | just didn’t see it.” She looked away, making a pain noise that tried to pass for a
laugh. “I can’t go on pretending | don't seeit.” Her hands released the tabletop suddenly.

“Ligen,” | said, “it makes more sense for me to go, ingtead of him. The Tau government hates psions,
not—" | broke off, before | said assholes.

“*Assholes 7’ Her mouth formed something that wasn't exactly a amile. | shrugged, looking away.
“You were right. That's what he was. God damn him—" Her mouth quivered, suddenly.

“Areyou doing thisfor me?’ | said. “Don’t. | can take care of mysdf.”

“Give me more credit,” she said, handing me back my own line “I'm doing it for the project.
Because my research needs you more than it needs a stats quantifier. | can get one of those anywhere. |
only picked Ezra because | thought we wanted to be together—" She broke off again.

“You've had fights before. Y ou dways get over it. Maybe you ought to wait, before you—"

She was dlent for a moment. “Tdl me” she said, “when the universe eventudly ends, will you fed
quilty about that?”

It startled alaugh out of me. “Maybe.”

She hdf amiled. “*Wdl, don't fed guilty about this. | dways thought Ezra didn’t like you because he
was jedlous of how eedily you learned things. Of how you looked a me, sometimes—or he said you did,
anyway—" She glanced down, tugging a the end of her angle thick braid. I thought at least it meant he
loved me”

“You don't think that’s true?’

“Yes” she sad, and her voice broke. “But | don't want to spend the rest of my life lying to mysdf,
so that | can go on loving him.” She took a deep breath.

We sat looking at each other for along time, not speaking, not moving. Fndly the voice that had told
me| was drunk told us that the bar was dosing for the night.

Kissndre lurched like a startled deepwaker and got up from her seat. | followed her out of the bar,
neither of us saying anything. We were the only ones in the lift, going up.

We walked together down the hdl, gill slent, until 1 reached my room. | stopped; she stopped too,
glancing on down the hdlway. She looked back at the lift.

“What isit?’ | asked.

“l need to get a separate room.” She shook her head, looking again & the door to the room she'd
shared with Ezra, seeing nothing where the future had been until tonight. Findly she looked a me.

| touched my door; it opened. “You want to come in?’



She looked uncertain, but she nodded. She went ahead of me into the room. My eyes tracked her
moation, even though | tried not to.

| closed the door. She turned back, looking at me as the door slently shut. | felt the pale room close
usin, like ajall cdl. The far wal had long since opaqued for the night. | ordered it to polarize again.

The star-patterned grid of the dty filled my eyes. | took a deep breath, feding the fig of my tenson
ease. Kissndre sat down on my bed, looking out at the view but not reacting. | sat in a chair, feding the
soft formless seat reshape itsdf around me. The sensation made me want to get up again. | made mysdf
go on ditting, remembering the tillness of the Hydrans. “How long were you and Ezra together?” | asked,
when she il didn’t say anything or do anything.

“l can't even remember,” she mufinured. She looked back a me, findly. “We met at the study center
in Quarro.”

“You're from Ardattee?’ | said. ‘or thought you were from Mysena.”

“My family sent me to school in Quarro. They thought it would give me the best education.” Her
amilefilled with irony. “Ezrawas ss—" She glanced away. “He was everything Quarro was supposed to
be about. Everything my family admired ... everything | thought | ought to want. And he wanted me ...
I’d never been wanted like that.” Her gaze turned distant.

| thought about them together in Quarro, moving through a world of light and privilege how they’d
met, shared, learned, dept together. | thought about my life, moving on a pardld track with thers, buried
divein Quarro’s Oldcity.

“Aren't you from Quarro?’ she asked. “Ezrasad—"

“No.” | got up from my seat, moved to the windodwall and stood looking ouit.

When | looked back at her she was crying, the tears seeping out through the fingers of the hand
she'd pressed againg her eyes to stop them. “Damn fuip—"

| wondered what she was thinking now—what he'd said to her when she told him to get out of her
life how ugly the words had been. | wondered what she was feding—Ilost? angry? | couldn’t tdl. It
made mefed helpless, because | didn’'t know what to do if | couldn’t tell.

She got up and gtarted for the door.

| crossed the room before she got there. “I know how it feds” | sad. | caught her gently by the
shoulders and made her look a me.

“You do?’ she sad thickly, looking back at me like she actudly believed it might be true. And dl the
while | couldn’t even imagine what she'd seeninhim.

“No.” | let my hands drop. “How could | even imagine what you fed?’ | remembered holding
someone else, far away, long ago: Jule taMing, her long dark har dipping down across her face as |
hdd her ... how I'd known what she'd suffered, known what she needed ... jud like she'd known
everything about me. | turned away, sheking my head.

“It mugt be terrible” Kissndre said softly.

“What?’ | turned back, startled.

“To lose that. To lose something like the Gift.”

| stood gtaring a her, supidly.

“My uncle told me”

“God,” | muttered.

“Ca—" she sad, and broke off.

| looked away, down, out a the night, anywhere but a her. I'd known her for years now, worked
beside her, sudied with her, been her friend—and nothing more. I'd dways stopped short of crossng
thet line, never tried to make our rdaionship anything more, because I'd thought she loved Ezra I'd
thought the way she looked at me sometimes was nathing more than curiosty.

I’d never had the courage to ask outright ... I’d never had any way to know for sure. But dl the time
thet I'd believed she wanted someone ese, I'd wanted to be in a place like this with her, aone with her,
wanted it so much some nightsthat | couldn’t deep.

And now | only wanted her to leave.

“Tdk to me” she munnured. “In dl the time we ve worked together, you've never talked about



you.”
| turned back, findly. “You never asked,” | said.

This time she looked down. “Maybe | was dfrad ....” | thought about the way she'd dways
acted—reacted—around me. She wasn't acting that way now. “lronic, in't it?’

“Why?' | asked. But | dready knew the answer: Because she was a xenologist .... Because | was
strange.

“Because | want you so much it makes my teeth hurt,” she whispered, and her face turned scarlet. “I
never wanted Ezrathe way | want you.”

| pulled her into my arms and kissed her, kissed her for along time, because I'd wanted to kiss her
for such along time, to hold her, to know what it was like to be her lover.

We drifted back across the room to the bed. | followed her down onto it, not letting her go as we
went on kissing, tagting the strange spices that breathed from our skin, feding my hands dide over the
warm contours of her body as her shirt came undone. Her hands were on me, loosening my shirt, my
pants, touching my chest, touching medl over.

| kissed her throat, touched her breast, waiting for the feedback of her senses, waiting for every
sensation to double for us both as my mind reached deep indde her to give her akind of pleasure that
Ezra never could. Waiting. Reeching—

It wasn't happening. | couldn’t reach into her thoughts, to answer her every dedire ... | couldn’t
even find her.

| remembered suddenly thet the last time I’ d been with awoman I'd dill been usng the drugs that let
me use my ps. But they’d been gone for along time. Now | didn’'t know what to do next, didn’t know
whether it was the right thing, whether it would satisy her, whether she wanted more, or wanted me to
stop—

| broke away from her, sivearing under my breath as the truth put out the fire of my need, turned my
burning flesh to the cold, dack flesh of a corpse. | pulled my shirt together to hide the gooseflesh cravling
up my naked body; to hide the Sgns of death from her, from mysdf.

66\tr/fu4l—?" Kissndre sat up, blinking. “What isit?’

| didn’'t answer, and she touched my face gently with her hand.

“l can't,” | whispered.

Her hand fdl away. She sat on the Sde of the bed, looking down, her fingers picking at the edges of
her open shirt. | heard her try to ask and lose her nerve.

“l can't—fed you,” | sad findly. “I don’t know what to do.”

She took one of my handsin hers.

| looked up, seeing confusion in her clear blue eyes that just stopped, the way dl eyes stopped,
because | couldn’t reach through them into anyone's mind. “I want you,” | said thickly, “but | can't find
you.” | took a deep breath. “I can’t feel you.” | touched my head. “I can't fed anyone.” | should have
died. Maybe | had.

She moved her hands dowly, teking my hand with them urtil it rested on the warm skin of her
shoulder. “I'm right here,” she said gently. “I know whét to do. Just falow me ....” She bent her head,
her lips burned againg the cold flesh of my pam. “That’sdl you need, to be a human being.”

“l don't know how.” | pulled my hand free. | pushed to my feet; not human enough, not Hydran
enough. | looked back at her, stretched out on my bed: her shining hair, the curve of her breast. Trying
to want her the way I'd wanted her five minutes ago, trying to let my body answer her, mindesdy, as if
there was nothing between us but sex. Once I'd believed that was dl there was, sex between Strangers.
But not now. Now it was too late. | looked away findly, because nothing a dl was happening. “Maybe
you'd better go.”

| listened, keeping My eyes averted, as she got up dowly from the bed. | heard her unsteady
breathing as she pulled her clothes together; | heard her start toward the door.

“Kissindre” | forced mysdf to turn back, made rnysdf cross the room again before she could go out.
“It only happened because you matter too much to me—" | pulled her agang me and kissed her agatn,
let her go as her body began to soften and yidd. “It's not your fault.” | touched her har. *And it's not



your problem. Please—just tdl me you understand that ....”

She nodded, dowly. “Will ... will you be dl right?’

Some sck part of me wanted to laugh, wanted to ask her, Tonight, or ever—? | drangled it.
“Yeah. I'll befine”

She opened her mouth, shut her eyes, shook her head. She went out of the room. The door closed
behind her.

| stood for along time wondering where she'd gone: whether she was going back to Ezra,, or going
to tdl her uncle we were both miserable little shits, or going to an empty room exactly likethisofle ....

| stopped staring at the empty surface of the door and turned back to the bed. Its surface was just as
smooth and featureless. Like nothing had happened.

| went to the bed and lay down on it. | ordered the window to opague and called on the threedy,
jerked the headset out of its cradle and pushed it onto my face. With my clothes hanging open and my
mind fused shut | blew through the menu, searching for what | needed right then: something hot and raw
and meaningless; avirtud fuck.

Something that didn’t exig, here.

By thetime | was absolutdly sure of that, there was no emotion at dl left ingde me. | reached up to
pull off the headset, ready to shut the access down.

But there was a message light blinking now a the corner of my vison. The message was from
Wauno: access to a Hydran language tutorid. | pulled the program and dumped it into my brain in one
long, masochigtic feed.

| lay there awhile longer while the brain-smog of data-strings stupefied my concentration until | could
amodg forget; dmost let the mnemonic buzz sng my mind to deep. It was dmost enough ...

But it wasn't. | got up from the bed, fastened my pants, fastened my shirt. | put on my coat and went
out of the room.

| Ieft the hotel, making sure | didn't cross the path of anybody | knew. | took an arcab down to the
river's edge, where the bridge arced across the canyon to the Hydran town.

The bridge was dark, sealed off, closed for the night. | pressed againg the yidding, invisble barrier
of the force fidd until a dissmbodied voice activated, warning me that | was out past curfew, that my
identity was regigering at Corporate Security headquarters.

| swore, backing off, turned, and strode away, following the canyon’s rim, triggering the ghodis in
every fucking lamppost and hype-kiosk dong the promenade. There was no one else vishle for as far as
| could see. | sat down on a bench, findly, letting my head rest againg itsiron brocade, my hands hanging
grengthless in the space between my knees, as | waited for the cab I'd cdled to come back and get me.

| dill breathed the taste of strange spices with every exhdation, ill fdt the rhythms and structure of a
grange tongue highlighting dien road maps in the dircuits of my brain. | tried to remember if I'd ever
walked those roads before, in along-ago time and place.

Eventudly everything fdl dlent. All 1 could hear now was the sound of the river, so fant and far
below that | amost thought | was hearing the echo of Hydran voices. Faces I'd seen across the river
accreted inmy mind like dreamfdl in the reefs ... dl of the eyes, the hair, the spice-colored skin morphing
into one face: Her face. A Hydran woman with a human child, one in the night maze of Freaktown.

The cold wind touched my face dmost gently, like an unexpected lover. | sat up, opening My eyes,
ganang around, because there had been something dmost familiar about the touch of the wind.

Someone was Stting with me on the bench. Miya
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Miya. r reached out, my hands dosing over her ams. | fdt her muscles harden under my grip; felt my
own surprise as they proved her body’ s solidness.

She looked into my eyes, unafraid, and didn’t try to pull free. | knew as wel as she did tha there
was no way | could hold her if she didn’'t want to be there.

| let my hands drop. “Miya?’ | whispered, and heard my voice catch on the sound of her name.



The pupils of her eyes widened, narrowed again. Surprise. Surprise that | knew her name.

But not the kind of surprise | fdt as | redized that she could only have come here looking for me.
“It's not safe here” The words dropped off my tongue, surprisng me agan, because the lagt thing |
expected my gut response would be on seeing her was to want her safe.

| saw her pupils dilate again, as if it was the last thing she'd expected too. Her gaze hovered on my
face like a moth hypnotrzed by a light. But she only shook her head and lifted her hands, leting the
deeves of her hooded parka dide down: No databand.

Invisible. | glanced a my wrist. The databand was 4ill there, forcding me to remember what the
Corpses had done to me because | wore one ... because of her. “I'm not invisble” | said, looking away
as anger gave me the drength to break her gaze. “Tau's Security didn't have any trouble finding me” |
gestured a my bruises. “What the hdl do you want?’

“l ...” Her hand rose again, hesitated in the art, fdl away. “I wanted to thank you.”

“For what?’ | said sourly, totaly logt to her logic.

She gazed a me without answering, urtil 1 began to think she had no more idea of why then | did. Or
maybe she was trying to decide what to make of me, when the one thing that could have told her was
missng. “I couldn’t see any other way,” she murmured findly, and it ill wasn't an answer. “I fdt thet |
hed to come,” she said, asif she could tdl from my face that | dill wasn't getting it. She spoke Standard,
with no red accent. She was dressed in pragmatic, sexless human clothes, if we hadn't been
face-to-face, she could have passed for a human.

“Like you fdt you had to dip me that databand, back in Freaktown?’

She looked away, across the river. “Yes” she sad fantly. She looked a me again, and | saw
something in her eyes that was closer to anguish, or even longing, than to guilt. | didn’t know what the hell
to make of it. “I needed to be certain ...” She broke off, her hands worrying the sed of her jacket. “They
sad that you were dl right. | had to seeit for mysdf.”

| figured they must be HARM. “Did they tdl you that it took Draco’s Chief of Security to get me out
of Borosage's lockup—7?’

“No,” she said, and frowned.

“Tau's CorpSec thought | was one of the kidnappers. They were going to torture me to get answers
| didn’t know. Jeeze, they could have killed mel”

She grimaced like I'd hit her and murmured something thet sounded like a curse. “I didn’t know ...
That night, when | saw you—"

“You saw a freak.” | watched her confuson form like the fog of my breath. “You know what |
mean.” | jerked my head. “A hafbreed. You think | don't get the same reaction on this Sde of the river?’

Thistime her restless hand actudly touched my deeve ... “That’s not what | meant. | meant that |
redlized how much our safety mattered to you.” She searched my face for something that wasn't there.

| shrugged off her touch, frowning. Fumbling my gloves out of my pocket, | pushed them on. “You
don’'t know me”

“| fdt it when you touched me—"

| grunted, not remembering anything but the pain and surprise as our bodies collided.

“—ttsle.” She touched her head.

Jugt for a second my breath caught. “Nice try,” | muttered, and touched my own head. “But this
doesn’'t work.”

She made the same odd ligening gesture I’ d seen Grandmother make: Trying to figure me ouf. She
might sound perfectly human, but she wasn't.

“You're not reading my mind now,” | said, disgusted. You couldn’t then. Lie to meif you want to,
but not about that.”

“You'rewrong,” she said, forcing me to look up again. “In the firsd moment, there was nothing—not
even aHuman mind. You terrified me. And then you looked at me, and Joby, and you opened to us ...
Y ou wanted to hep us. It was why you were there. Y ou were the WaY.”

The Way. | thought about Grandmother, thought about fate and predestination. Even Hydrans
couldn’t see the future clearly. Pre-cognition was the wild card power; it could give you an edge, but that



was dl. Humans followed their hunches, so did Hydrans. But those with the Gift had a lot more reason
to. Sometimes it was enough ... sometimesit was too much. | remembered a friend, the look on his face
as he'd foreseen his own death. And | wondered again what I’d been doing on that Fresktown street, a
just the wrong moment ... or just the right one.

“Why didn't you teleport to get away?’ Findly | was able to
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ask the question that had been gnawing at me ever since that night.

“l didn’'t have time”

“Time—.1" | said. “It doesn't take that much.”

“No== not for mysdf. But for Joby.” She shook her head. “If you know who | am, then you must
know what's wrong with him.”

“Neurologica damage,” | said. And then | understood.

“You believe me” It wasn't a question.

| glanced a her again. “But you' re not reading my mind now.”

“No.” She shook her head, without anything in her eyes, not doubt, not pity. “You're not letting me”
Shedidn’'t ask what was wrong with me. | wondered why not. From the way she'd been saring at me, |
didn’t think the reason was indifference.

“whereis Joby?’ | muttered, glanaing away.

“Safe” She hdf frowned, asif she thought I'd changed the subject because | didn't trust her, but it
was mysdf that | suddenly didn’t trust. “1 love Joby more than you can imagine” she said, as if she had
evey right to expect I'd believe that. “I'd never do anything to hurt him, or put him in danger.”

“I know ...."” | whispered, tdling mysdf that she couldn’t know the red reason for my change of
subject; any more than | knew why I'd wanted to trust her with my life the moment I'd laid eyes on her.
“So why did you kidnagp him?’ | asked hoarsdly, looking back a her again. | knew she'd told me the
truth about not reading my mind; she couldn’t influence how | felt without my knowing it-.

She took a deep breath, &sif thistime she' d been ready for lhe question. “How much do you know
about dl this?’

“l know his parents are sick with wony. That they can’t understand why you did it.”

“You've talked to them?’

| nodded. “Tau made certain | met them. | guess they fdt being arrested, drugged, and besaten up
waan't enough to teach me alesson. | had to eat some shit too.”

She glanced down. When she looked up again, she looked uncertain for the firg time. She took
another breath, let it out dowly, in a whisper of fog. “I can take you to Joby, if you trust me. Then you
can tdl Ling and Burndll that he's safe”

| sat up Sraight with disbelief. “where is he?’

She pointed over her shoulder. * Across theriver.”

| followed her gesture with my eyes. “The bridge is closed.”

“We don't need a bridge” She said. “If you trust me” | dmost laughed. Why should 17 | looked
into her eyes. Wiry do | ... z The question died on my lips. why should you? | didn't ask that one either,
even though street logic screamed that thiswas atrap. | thought about everything I'd gone through these
past two days. And then | said, ‘A1l right.”

She took hold of my hand. My grip loosened as | dmost lost my nerve. But her hold on me didn’t
fdter. Her eyes weren't regisering me now. | fdt something indescribable charging the synapses of my
brain, firing every nerve down through my body, as she manipulated the quantum fidd in a way I'd never
be able to. | fet my body transforming, and indgde the space of a breath, redity swalowed itsdf—

| was stting on a bench, but the bench and everything ese had changed.

| was in a room, in dim lamplight. It couldn’'t be anywhere but Freaktown: the shadows and the
forms, the sndlsin the ait, the background noises, overloaded my senses with d6ja vu until it fdt like
we d traveled through time, not space. Miya was Stting beside me on the bench, breething hard. She got
to her feet as awkwardly as if she'd carried me here on her back, looking toward the far 9de of the
room.



There were two other Hydrans in the room: two men== dtting cross-legged on the floor. One of the
bat-things flitted between them, dodging a fis-Szed bubble that seemed to have a life of its own. The
of.u-ing bubble whacked the bat-thing and knocked it to the floor, and | redlized the bubble was solid.
The bat-thing floundered on the threadbare rug== trying to right itsdlf; its skree-ing cries hurt mY ears.

In an eyeblink Miya was across the room, kneding down, taking the stunned bat-thing gently in her
hands. There was nothing gentle in her face as she looked up at the two balplayers.

The bubble, ill suspended between the two Hydrans, dropped to the floor forgotten. The bdl rolled
toward file, bumped to a stop againgt my foot. The two men were saring at us. They stood up, and one
of them gestured at me with a gutturd noise of anger.

Aninvighle hand forced the momentum of histurn, carrying him on around and damming him into the
wadl. Before the other Hydran could take three steps, he tripped over hisfeet and fdl flat.

“Miya” the firs one said, his face red with fury and the impact of the wall.

She answered imin aflood of unintdligible speech, gésturing in disgust as the bat-thing launched off
from her hands. | redlized suddenly that she had taken them both down with her telekinesis in less than a
minute.

The two men began to shout, pointing a me now. Her own voice rose until they were dl shouting a
each other in Hydran.

| sat ligening, stunned by the motion and noise, wondering why the hdll they even needed to speak
out loud.

Suddenly Miya broke off. She looked toward the arched doorway that opened on another room.
The two men stopped, then; | heard a thin, high cry from somewhere in the darkness beyond. For a
moment longer the three of them were glent, dthough their argument went on mind-to-mind, emotions
playing across their faces like sun and shadow. Then Miya ordered the two men dill with a motion of her
hend and turned away like they'd disappeared. She went through the doorway into the darkened room
beyond.

The two men stood where her slent order had planted them; ther eyes never left me. They were
both young, not much older than | was. Each of them wore his pale hair long, held on top of his head by
an ornate dip. The har dips were made of metul, in intricate, vison-knotting designs. | figured the style
must be traditiond, because I'd never seen it on a human. | wondered whether the dips had been shaped
by hand or by thought.

The two Hydrans wore heavy, human-made jacketr ihut dmost disguised layers of faded traditiond
tunics and worn-looking pants; but no one would have mistaken them for keretsu. In another life,
someone might have mistaken them for my brothers.

| stood up, watched them shift uncertainly from foot to foot. They weren't carrying any weapons that
| could see. | sat down again and let them stare a me. “My name is Cat,” | said. My breath frosted.
There was asmdl radiant heater in the corner of the room, but it wasn't enough. The room was dmogt as
cold as the outside air.

The two Hydrans went on staring, thelr faces expressionless.

Maybe they didn't speak Standard. The bat-thing fluttered around them like fear made visble. | kept
waiting for it to attack Ire, the way the one at the Council mesting had. This one kept its distance.

Fndly | looked away from them, down a the smal globe resting againg my foot. | leaned over to
pick it up, and a different tino of d6jd vu fired every nerve-ending from my fingertips to my brain: It was
warm, not cold like glass, with an imageinddeit that could be changed a a whim, by a thought ... JLtst
the way I’d known it would be. Thistime the image was a bat-thing. | sat back, cupping it in my hands,
concentrating. Trying to make the image transform into something else, anything else—

Norhing happened insde the globe or indde my head. | looked up and saw the two Hydrans
watching me.

They glanced a each other then, touching their heads and grimacing. The one on the left said, “Why
did she bring that fresk here?”

“Maybe so we can see for oursaves wha happens if we get too friendly with the Humans” The
second one smirked; his elbow dug the first onein the side. They laughed.



It took me a couple of breaths to rcal_tze that they were spesking Hydrarl ... and that | understood it.
They were communicating out loud on purpose, because they thought | didn’'t understand their language,
laughing a me to prove they weren't afraid of me.

| thought about tt a little longer, ligened to them make a few more remarks, sorted through the
datafeed dill downloading the Hydran language into my brain. And then, very carefully, | sad, “Cdl me
anything you want to. Just don’t think | won't know it.” In Hydran.

They froze, their surprise fis naked asif I’d sent the thought sraight into their minds.

Miya reappeared in the doorway. “Who sad filal—'1" She looked a me “You—?" She was
holding a child. A human child. Joby. “Y ou know our language?’ she demanded, in Hydran.

“For about an hour now,” | answered in Hydran, surprised to find that spesking it was easier than
undergtanding someone e<e ... I'll be better &t it tomorrow.” | forced a smile, waiching her expression
turn unreadabre. Hearing mysdf speak Hydran was like dreaming wide awake.

“This is Joby—?" | asked. Miyas eyes warned me off as | started toward her. | dowed,
approaching her and the boy as carefully as | could.

Joby lifted his head from her shoulder to look a me. His eyes were wide and dark, human eyes. He
was wrapped in layers of heavy sweaters; a knitted cap was pulled down over his ears to protect him
from the cold. His face was soft with uncertainty, but he could have been any little boy just wakened out
of deep. | couldn’t see anything wrong with him.

“Hey, Joby.” | amiled at him, and after a moment the ghost of a smile touched his mouth too. He
rubbed his face. Miya moved forward this time, bringing him closer to me. He put out a hand, touched
my ear, theearring | woreinit.

He pulled his hand back again. The bat-thing appeared over his head, fluttering around him, ill
meking sounds so high that | could barely hear them. He watched it fly, gravely.

| glanced at Miya, expecting to find her dill watching me, judging me, not expecting the look of
drained concentration that shut me out entirely. She kissed Joby gently on the top of his head and turned
away, carrying him back into the darkened room.

| followed her this time. The others didn’t try to stop me. | stood in the doorway as she settled him
on adegping ma and pulled a blanket over him. She sat beside him on the floor, with her hand stroking
hishair.

“| thought he had neurologicd damage,” | said. “He doesn’t look damaged.”

She glanced up, artled. Her face closed as her attention left him for me. She took her hand away
from his head, ddliberatdly; her look forced me to keep watching him.

| watched him shift under the blanket, his arms and legs drawing up and in until he was curled like a
fetus. He began to make a sound, the high, thin keening I'd heard before. It was worse, seeing it happen
infront of my eyes. | forced mysdf to go on watching, but | didn't want to.

“You see?’ she said, dmogt angrily. And then, dmogt wearily, she said, “You see”

| nodded, looking away findly, looking down.

The keening stopped as she turned back to him; | imagined her reaching out to him with her mind as
she reached out with her hand, soothing and reassuring him.

At lagt she took her hand away. He lay quietly, breathing softly, amost adeep. She got to her feet
and came toward me; | stepped back into the man room as she unhooked a blanket and dropped it
across the doorway behind us.

“He Seemed ... SO nOrmd,” | mUttered, and had a hard time medting her eyes.

She leaned againg the wall, asif suddenly everything had gotten to be too much effort.

“you have to do everything for im?’ | asked, but it wasn't redly a question. “Without !os—"

She stared into space, holding on to hersdf asif she were Hill holding Joby. “Without me he has no
control over his autonomic nervous system ... he'S trapped ingde himsdf.”

“Is he aware of what’s going on around him, without you? Does he get any inPut?’

“Some.” She moved away from the wadl, glancing back at the doorway as she crossed the room.
“He has great difficulty making sense of what he does get, unless | help him to pattern it. When he's with
his parents—" She broke off sdf-conscioudy, moved to St down on the bench by the wadll, drawing her



feet up.

| let my breath out as | redized that she'd just answered one of the doubts that had been on my mind
across theriver: She redly hadn’t been lying to me. She hadn’t kidnapped Joby to make some point by
hurting or killing him.

Her whole body folded in on itsdf for a long moment before she raised her head again. ‘At least he
knows them, (Iow, when they’ rewithhim ....”

| watched her blink too much as she glanced at the two other Hydrans. They were stting on the floor
no\ry, cross-legged and ill, watching us. She was spesking Standard again, and | suspected that it
waan't just for my sake. She was a part of HARM, | didn’t have to be a mind reader to see that; she'd
taken Joby because she believed it would hdp her people, even though right then | couldn’t imagine how.

But it was judt as obvious that she wasn't happy about betraying the people whaose child she'd taken,
even if they were human.
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| didn't press her about the questions that were dill on my mind. Somehow just knowing this much
made the rest of the answers easier to wait for. | glanced toward the room where Joby was deeping
agan. “Is he ever going to be any better?”’

She looked surprised, like she'd been expecting the obvious questions. “He is better—Dbetter than
when | began doing therapy for him. Whenever | work with him, | hep him pattern what input his brain
receives, each time hismind retains some of the patterning. Eventudly he should be &ble to interact on his
own. He's so grong, and he wants it so musfu—" She broke off again, biting her lips, as if she'd
suddenly remembered how things had changed for both of them.

| remembered the holo I’d seen of Joby. She was right; he was better now, if what I’d seen tonight
was any proof. | looked at her face, seeing the fatigue and strain that were just as clear, now that | knew
how much it had cost her to work with him ... what it had cost her to bring him here. | tried again to
make the two things fit together: why a human-haing Hydran radical would work so hard to hed a
humen child if she'd only intended to use him like this. | couldn’t make them fit, any more than | could
read her mind ... aly more then | could stop looking at her face, or bdieving everything | saw in her eyes

| looked awr!, at the two men dill Stting together near the room’s other entrance—probably the one
that led to the outside, from the way they were watching it. There was nothing else in the room except the
heavy fiber rug they were stting on. Its surface was littered with food containers and bits of unidentifiable
trash. The rug was so worn that | couldn’t tdl what color its patterned surface had origindly been, or
whether the faded blotches had ever been a pattern and not random stains. We were somewhere in
Freaktown, but it could have been aroom in Oldcity.

| looked back a Miya. “They'll never let you see Joby again, once he's returned to his parents ...." |
forced mysdf to finish it. “What’s going to happen to him then? Or isn't he going home—?"’

“Of course he is” she snapped, but she shook her head, as if she was shaking off doubt. “The
Coundil does nothing except get rich a the expense of the Community. Someone has to fight for our
future, before we don’t have one left—" She broke off. “Our demands are not unreasonable. The FTA
observers are here because Tau broke promises, not just to Contract Labor but to its own citrzens. We
want the FTA to see that Tau has never kept a promise to us. A11 we want is judtice ... and there can
never be any judtice until someone knows the truth.” Her hands tightened over the edge of the bench.
“WEe 11 return Joby to the FTA’s observers, when they come. And one of our demands will be that I'm
dlowed to go on caring for Joby, to prove what our Gift has to offer Humans. To prove we can be
trusfsd—"

“Wdl, you're off to a greet sart,” | said.

Her eyes glanced off my face, and she frowned. She folded her arms and crossed her legs, asif her
whole body was shutting me out.

“Miya ....” | looked up a the smdl, high window above our heads. Its surface was fogged with
moisture; | couldn’t see out. The bat-thing crouched on the window ledge, watching us, cadm but dert. “I
can see how much you care about Joby. And | beieve HARM only wants to make things better for



Hydrans. But this—kidnapping—doesn’'t make sense. You've spent a lat of time across the river. You
know Tau's Board will never see the stuation HARM’ s way—"

“If they try to lieto us, well know,” she sad flaily.

“They can lieto each other!” | said. ‘And you'd never know that urtil it was too late” She went on
looking at me, but suddenly | fdt like | was talking to a persondity Im; the lights were ail, but she wasn't
home anymore. “What made you—made HARM—Dbelieve a combine Board would count the life of one
child equa to their own sdf-interest?’

“YOU dOon'1—"

“Miya” A woman's voice, hard with anger, called her name behind me. | fdt a sudden draft.

Something pulled me around where | stood, dmogt pulling me off my feet. | caught my baance,
suddenly face-to-face with another Hydran stranger. Invisble hands of thought held me in front of her as
she looked me over. | fdt her try my mind's defenses; fdt them turn her back. Three more Hydrans, a
woman and two men, had materiaized behind her. They were dressed like the two men dready standing
across the room; the woman

DKEAMFALL | 165

holding me prisoner looked like the rest of them. But there was no question in my mind that she was
thar leader.

She made a noise that was hdf querulous, hdf relieved, as if shed searched me mentdly and
discovered | was unarred. Her teekinetic snare let me go, damming me back againg the wall.

As she turned toward Miyaagain, | redized that something about her was familiar. The Hydrans I'd
met on this world Hill looked more dike than different to me the differences between Hydrans and
humans dill stood out more than their individud festures. But thistime | was sure of the resemblance—in
their faces, in the way they moved; in the way something about them held my eyes even when | was free
to look away: She was Miya's sister.

Thar expressions and gestures were dl | needed to tdl me they were arguing. | didn't have to guess
why. The two HARM members who'd been dtting sullenly across the room got up and joined in;
probably they’d cdled for the reinforcements. None of them looked & me now, like I'd become as
invishle physcaly as | was mentdly.

Fndly | sad, in Hydran, “I'm here. Why don’t you ask me about it?”

Miya s sster turned back to me. “Because you have nothing to do with it,” she snapped in Hydran.
But her eyes stayed on me too long. | fdt her probe my defenses again, trying to be certain that my mind
was redly as waled in asit seemed.

“If it wasn't for me, you wouldn't have Joby,” | sad. “If it wasn't for ffi€, your sster would be
drugged in a cdl on the other side of the river, with the Corpses trying to beat everything she knows
about you out of her.”

She frowned. “How do you know that?’

“Persond experience.” | touched my face.

She shook her head. “1 mean, how do you know our language? How do you know sheis my sister?’
She jerked her head a Miya

| shrugged. “I accessed a datafeed. And | used my eyes”

“Or maybe Tau gave you the information, aong with the beeting, to make us believe you,” she said.
“How can we know for sure, when your mind is closed to us?’

| laughed as | thought about what she'd see if she could read my mind. She glared a me. | stopped
laughing as | redized there was nothing funny about my Stuation here. Suddenly nothing was funny, or
ample not for me, not for Joby or his parents, not for anyone on this Sde of the river. | glanced toward
Miya

Sheredized it too. “Naoh,” she said. “You know | wouldn’'t have brought him here if | wasn't sure
about him.”

“How can you be sure? He's closed!” Naoh touched her head. “I'm not sure about you, since that
night—" She broke off. | looked at Miya, su{ prised.

Emoation darted like a dlver fish deep in Miya's eyes, was gone again, even as | redtzed that same



emotion had been there every time she looked & me.

“l don’'t know why you brought him at dl,” Naoh said, pulling her sgter’s attention back. “Why are
you obsessed with this—hafbreed?’

Miya flushed. “He saved my lifel And without him, where would our future be?’

Naoh only shook her head, frowning. She turned back to me. “If anyone tries to find this place,
because of you”—g s made what | took for an obscene hand gesture—5'filey’ 11 find it empty.”

| didn’t try to answer. | was having enough difficulty just following the flood of spoken Hydran, the
ungpoken subtexts.

“What were you doing a a Council medting,” Naoh demanded, “with Hanjen and those other da
kah traitors, and Tau's Hydran Affars Agent?’

| wondered what da kah meant. Probably the human verson of it had four letters. There was no
profanity at dl in my Hydran heedfile; Tau even censored its trandator programs. “Tau made me go to
the Council meeting,” | said. “Can you speak more dowly—I'm not very good &t this yet. The other night
| was jus ... in the wrong place,” wondering suddenly if there redly was such a thing as an innocent
bystander. “I came to Refuge to do ressnlsfi—"

“Totry to ‘explan’ thereefs and ‘understand’ the cloud-whales?” Naoh said, her voice knife-edged.
“Only Humans would think of that.”

“Spareme” | said. “I'm stuck in the middle of this because of you people, and | don't like that. But |
am hdf Hydran; | wouldn't do anything that would hurt the Community. A11 | want is for the boy to get
sady home. All Tau redly wants is to get the boy back. It's not too Ivfs—"

“No. Thisiswhat Tau wants—!” Naoh said fiercdy. A jug stting on the floor flew up into the a, just
missng my head, and smashed down. Shards pelted my feet. “They want that, for usd Until nothing is
left”

“Naoh!” Miyasaid; she jerked her head toward the room where Joby dept.

| toed the smashed pottery on the floor around my feet. “If you think that’s what Tau wants, then
what do you expect to get out of committing acts of terrorism, except more trouble?’

Naoh shook her head, like | was some brainwipe who'd exhausted the last of her patience. She
glanced at Miya and pointed her hand at me.

Miya hunched forward on the bench, looking resgned. In Standard, she said, “Naoh wants me to
explain, because she finds spesking—" She broke off, like she'd been about to say to yor, “She finds it
.. tiring. I'm used to it.” She sighed, locking her hands over one knee. “Obvioudy, we know about the
FTA’sinvestigation of Tau.” Probably because she ‘d told them. “How often would we have a chance
to ... communicnfg’—she touched her head—"with someone who might actudly help us agangt Tau?
Naoh had a sending; she saw the Way—"

Miya hesitated, searching my face for comprehension. She looked relieved as | nodded. “We have to
meake oursaves felt, now. There will never be another chance like this Naoh saw it: we have to reach
them now; we had to do something that would make them understand our pain.”

| glanced at the darkened doorway. “So you took Joby.” | wondered whose idea that had been.
Somehow | didn't think it had been hers. “Tha mugt have been a hard thing to do,” | said.

Her head came up; her eyes filled with something | dmost thought was gratitude. “Yes” she
murmured. “But | had to do it.” She looked a her sster.

“The Feds don't even know about the kidnapping,” | said. ‘And | don't think they’re going to hear
about it from Tau.”

“But they have to find out,” Miya repeated. “Thking Joby will bring us everything we ve fought for.
Naoh saw the Way.” She glanced at Naoh while something slent went on between them.

“Tau censors its communications and media web; you ought to know thet. If they don’'t want the
Feds to hear about the kidnapping, then the Feds won't. Joby’s parents aren’t going to tak if Tau tels
them not to. It would be treason.”

“But you can tdl them!” Naoh said. “Now | see—it was meant to happen, your coming here. You
only followed the Way.” She glanced a Miya, back a me something made me look away from her
eyes. “Because of you, the FTA will hear us out.”



“Do you redly bdieve their coming herewill do any good?’ | asked.

“Don’'t you?' she demanded. “Y ou live with the Humans. The combines are afrad of the FI[A—"

| nodded. “But ..." | had a sudden imege of the two Feds, Givechy and Osuna, coming here. But the
FTA doesn’'t give a damn about you. | looked down again.

Miya frowned, as if she was s0 used to reading a human face that she saw the truth in mine |
watched her doubt spread to Naoh and then the others waiting impassvely around us.

“So you 4ill think we're fools,” Naoh said bitterly.

“Yes” | said, thinking about how much pain this kidnapping had caused dready; how much more
pain there was going to be before the aftershocks stopped coming. | looked away at the other HARM
members ganding in the room, at the anger and hunger in their young/old faces, knowing what they mugt
be feding right now, knowing | ought to fed the same way. But | only fdt empty.

“Mebtaku,” Naoh muttered, looking & me. | couldn’t trandate it.

Miya spun around to glare at her. “ Show himthe Way, Naoh,” she said fiercdy. She glanced & me.
“More of the Way is hidden than we can say in words.”

“There'sno point. The an lirr will come back sooner than this one will find the Way.” Naoh made a
sharp motion with her hand, that probably went with Get him out of here. Behind her the others shifted
restlesdy; ther expressions were a chorus of suspicion and resentment.

“Before you throw me back,” | said, “maybe you ought to ask what ese | know.” | turned to Miya.
“You're right. | helped you the other night because | wanted to. And | want to help you now. | know
what Tau' strying to do to the Hydrans here—the same
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thing the Federation’s been trying to do to every Hydran, every pson—" | broke off again. “I didn’t
meen that. | meant ...”

“Humans” Naoh said, as Miya gave me an odd look, “are a disease without a cure. None of them
are any good.”

“You know, | keep trying to believe that,” | said softly. “But | keep meeting the wrong ones. Ones
who keep changing my mind.”

“You can say that,” Naoh muttered. “Y ou have Human blood.”

“That doesn’'t count for anything across the river.” | shook my head. “That doesn’t change the truth,
ather. If you believe dl humans are the same and they're dl scum, how does that make you any different
then they sls—'t”

They were dl slent thistime. | wondered whether they were talking it over mind-to-mind, or whether
I"d actualy shut them up. | sat down suddenly on the bench near Miya, buckling under the weight of too
many hours awake. | fdt her eyes on me. | looked back a her. Even prepared for what 1'd find, |
couldn’t look away.

Fnding my voice again, | said, “I know someone who can help you. A vip inthe FTA, back on Earth

Naoh laughed in disbdief. “How would you know someone like that?”

“l worked as a bodyguard for Lady Elnear taMing.” | hdd Miya's gaze. “ She's on the Federation’s
Security Coundil.”

Miya nodded, her surprise showing. Maybe she hadn't heard of the Lady, but she knew enough to
know that the Security Council made policy for the entire Federation.

“Natan Isplanasky is a friend of hers, he oversees the FTA’s Contract Labor Services, as much as
anyone can. He can order an investigation—"

“Why would he help us?’ Miya asked. “Contract Labor doesn't hire us out for money.”

“| think he/ d help you because justice matters to him.”

Naoh made a rude noise.

“l was a contract laborer,” | sad dowly. ‘At the Federation’s telhassum mines, on Cinder. The
bondies there were as expendable as dirt. If someone hadn't paid my bond ...” | was seeing dle
taMing's face suddenly, instead of Miya's. | blinked the room back into focus. “When | met 1splanasky,
dl | wanted was the chance to spit on him. But when | saw what wasinhismind ....” They both stared at



me, then, but they didn’'t intemrpt. “The fact that the Feds treated ther bondies worse than most
combines did mattered to him. | was nothing, an ex-street tat, a freak; but what 1I'd been through
mattered to him. He spends most of his life jacked into the Net—he was the closest thing to God I'll
probably ever see, but even he couldn’t know everything that went wrong in his universe”

“Did he make things right, then?’ Miya asked.

| shrugged. “I know he made a start. Like you said—you can't get to justice without the truth to lead
you there” | looked up again, haf amiling. “ Besides, he owes me more than one lousy beer. Tdl me what
he needs to know.”

Miya was dlent again, looking at the others. | watched ther faces, ther hands, the subtle clues to
ther interaction. At lagt she turned back to me. “We can tdl you. We can show you ... if you have
Hydran eyes”

| wondered whether she meant thet literdly or figuretively. | nodded.

Miyagot up and led the way out of the room. The two men who'd been in the room dl dong came
with us. As we waked together down a dim hdlway, they findly told me their names Sora and Tiene.
When they looked a my eyes thistime, the only thing their own eyes registered was curiosity.

Thehdl ended a a timeworn spird staircase. “Watch your step,” Miya said to me, as if she wasn't
sure whether 1 could see in the dark. | wondered why Hydrans even bothered with stairs. Then |
remembered Hanjen, waking out from town to vigt Grandmother Respecting his body, as well as his
mind.

We gtarted upward, not down. | didn't ask why. The nanow gairwel was dark, even to my eyes. |
heard the suffed echoes of life going on invishly somewhere beyond the wdls hollow banging, clatering,
rattles, somewhere a thin, high whistling. | couldn’t make out voices, if there were any; couldn't make
sense of the random sounds. The Hydrans ahead ahead of me dimbed without spesking or looking back.
The sairwd|’s spird became tighter; | watched my footing more carefully, following them up through the
funnd of slence,

Hndly we stepped through a doorway into the clear night air. |
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took a deep breath. We were sanding on a platform at the top of a tower above the building's
domed roof. The building beneath us was identicd to a hundred others | could see, looking out over the
town. Most of them were domed and spired like this one; something | hadn't redlized when | was
wandering through the streets down below.

| turned back, saw Miya's face Slvered by the rigng crescent of Refuge's moon. | stared a her a
moment too long, again; looked away as she caught me.

| studied the surface of the pillar beside me, one of hdf a dozen that supported a andler, transparent
dome over our heads. My fingers traced its cool frescoes, disurbing a layer of velvet dust. | couldn’t tdl
what materid the pillars were made of or what the designs on their surface meant. A dender metd tube
dangled from a cord againgt the post beside me.

“Thisis cdled a sh'an. It's for ... an,” Miya sad softly behind me, hestaing as if there was no
humen word that would say exactly what she meant. The Hydran word registered in my mind as
meditatiordprayer/dreams. “For when the an lirr—the cloud-whaes—would come to share ther en
with us. Often it rained then, or snowed, and so the sh ‘an is covered.” she moved away; a cold wind
filled the space between us as she looked out at the night. “But they don’t come anymore. It dmost never
rans or Snows.”

| looked out across the rooftops, away into the distance where the dregs of the river emptied into the
darkened land of the cloud-reefs, the hidden world of the Homeland. “Why don’t they come anymore?’

She dhrugged, resing againg the edge of the platform’s low wadl. “From what I've ... heard, Tau
manipulates Refuge's mag-netosphere to draw the cloud-whaes to areas where they have more
‘productivé’ dreams.” She shook her head. “But the oyasin says they left us because they no longer
know us, because we don't follow the Way ...”

“The oyasin? ‘ Gtandmothsy'—'1"

She faced me without surprise. “Yes”



| grimaced.

“What?" she asked.

“Protz,” | said. “1 didn't want to bdieveit.”

“Thet an oyasiru shares our goals—1”

| shook my head. “That Protz could be right about something.”

She actudly amiled.

“How involved is she?’

“She teaches us to see the Way dearly. She teaches us our heritage. She doesn’t judge us for the
kinds of things we have to do to save our people. Nothing dse”

“Shedidn’t tdl you to kidnap Job], then.”

“Of course nat.” A flicker of irritation showed in her eyes. “That in't her Way ... i.t's ours” Her
hand tightened into a figt, but the gesture wasn't a threat. | thought of the truth-swearing pledge in Oldcity
handtalk.

“They say you can tdl when a combine vipislying,” | said. “Hislips move”

She glanced away ingtead of amiling thistime. | wondered whether they said the same thing about dl
humeans on this Sde of the river.

“Do you believe the cloud-whales would return here if they were given a choice?’

She looked up a me again. Thistime I'd surprised her. “I don’t know ....” She reached for the metd
tube hanging againg the column. She raised it to her lips, dmogt reverently, and | redlized that it was a
flute. She began to play it. The music was like the motion of clouds across the sky.

“Is that how you cdl them?’ | asked, my mind faling away into memories of other musc on other
worlds under other skies.

She shook her head again, gently replacing the flute againgt the column.

| glanced down a my feet, somewhere in the shadows. When | looked up again, the bat-thing was
gtting on her shoulder. She stroked it absently with her hand. | wasn't sure where it had come from.

| watched it, wary. “One of those tried to put my eye out,” | said.

She looked surprised again; the surprise faded. “ Some people train taku to attack anyone they sense
... closednessin.”

“Why?' | asked, too sharply.

“someone with guarded thoughts might plan to hurt them,” she said, dmogt reluctantly, dmogt as if
she could fed the quilt that burned my face. “But taku ate gentle ....”

| looked back as she turned her head to nuzze the bat-thing. It rubbed its furred forehead aganst
her, making soft dutterings and squeaks. “It shows what we ve come to, that anyone even thought of
doing something that unnaturd.” | watched her try to urge the bat-thing off her shoulder toward me. It
dung to her awkwardly, stubbornly, dutching her heavy coat with taloned fingers.

| wasn't sure whether to be embarrassed or relieved. “You said it sense.r people? It's telepathic?’

“Yes” Agan the surprised look, asif a part of her kept forgetting that | wouldn't know those things
and couldn’'t find them out for mysdf. | didn't know whether that made me fed better or just dien.
“They're like the mebbet, which are native here. But the mebbet can't fly, and they aren’'t telepathic. The
taku are the only telepathic creatures on Refuge, besides us and the cloud-whaes. The cloud-whaes
created them.”

My breath caught. “You actudly bdieve the cloud-whaes did that?’

“We know it. There weren't any taku on Refuge until about a thousand years ago.”

| shook my head. “Meditation is the mother of invention ....” | wondered whether random chance
hed created them, like the half-finished face I'd seen inthe reef ... or whether the cloud-whales had been
londy, or thought that the Hydrans were. “Wait a minute. You said the cloud-whaes are telepathic—?’
Nothing I’ d seen in the data even hinted at that.

But it fit with what Wauno had daimed: that the Hydrans experienced a kind of thought-resdue
exiding inthe reefs. | redized suddenly that my own response to the reef—the way my ps had seemed
to come dive ingde the matrix—might not have been afluke after dl. “Then why—"

“fs this how the halfbreed is supposed to learn what we' ve lost? Naoh appeared out of thin ar



beside me.

“Jeezul” | sumbled back; fdt my face flush as Naoh looked a me.

“MebtakLt,” she said. The bat-thing—the taku—fluttered around her face. | wondered what
mebtaku meant, whether it had anything to do with them. | couldn’t tell whether the bat-thing was glad to
see her or was threatening her. She brushed it away. It came back, and then suddenly it was gone, like
she'd wished it out of existence. Miya frowned, but if anything more passed between them, they didn't
shareit with me.

“I've seen what Freaktown looks like” | said. ‘And I’ ve talked to Hanjs+—"

“Hanjen!” Naoh made a disgusted noise. “He might as well be Human.”

“The oyasin trusshim,” | said. And then | said, “She trusts me too.”

Naoh glanced a her sigter, as if Miya had dlently seconded it. Naoh's hands jerked; she shook her
head. “Hanjenisafool!” she said to me; but she didn’t say anything about Grandmother. “He will spend
his life spitting into the wind, or ese he will W to push the Humans too hard once, and they will break
him, just tike Navu—" She broke off. “I hate words,” she murmured, looking away.

For once | understood her perfectly. Words were nothing but empty noise: nothing but traps.
“SodolL,” I murmured. “But they’'redl I've got.”

“Mebtaklt,” she muttered again, and the one thing | was sure of was that it wasn't a compliment.

| searched my freshly lad memories once more for a definition. | couldn’t find one. “Who's Navu?’ |
asked.

Something that might have been pain showed in Naoh's eyes. She sgnded a Miyato keep quiet.

“You wanted him to understand how our people suffer.” Miya's face hardened. “Then let him see
Navu.”

Naoh's gaze broke firg, for the firg time since I'd begun to watch them interact. At last she made
whet | took for a shrug.

And then | had my answer, as lightning struck my brain—

Eleven

Sunonnly i was out in the street, staggering with surprise. Miya and Naoh were standing beside me.
The free-fonn walls told me that we were dill in Freaktown. Other Hydrans moved around and past us,
but none were the ones who'd been with us before. | swore under my breath, knowing Naoh had done it
this way—transporting us without warning—intentiondly.

Naoh was dready driding toward the entrance of a building. | followed with Miya. Miya was tense
and slent beside me, keeping her gaze on her sster’s back. Neither of them seemed concerned about
being recognized. | wondered whether HARM had <0 little support in the Community that it wasn't a risk
... or whether they had so much. | kept my head down, not wanting anyone to look a me wishing for
once that | could make my flesh and bones as invisble as my thoughts.

In Freaktown it was hard to tdl where one building began and another ended; but as we went insde,
| saw thet this one was large by any standard. Halways fanned out indl directions from a centra hub by
the entrance. The place reminded me of a trangt sation: a trickle of people circulated through its space,
sat on benches, dozed on mats, even now, in the middle of the night. Some of them were obvioudy sick;
some of them were bloody from injuries. The near sllence was ill the most dien thing about the place.

“What isthis—?" | murmured.

“A hospitd,” Miya said.

| stopped moving. “I thought it was a trangt dation.” But even a trandt station should have had
accesses or data kiosks vishle.

“There aren’t any trangt stations here,” she said.

| glanced a her, wondering whether the irony was intentiond.

“I never saw a hospitd that looked like this” This place made Oldcity’s decaying med center 1ook
date of the art. This was like something from Prespace Earth, so primitive that it was actudly
unrecognizable.



Her expresson sad tha she knew exactly what | was thinking. She'd been trained as a therapist
across the river. She must have seen for hersdlf what a modern corporate medicd faality was like.

“This place ian't a hole because you prefer it that way, isit?” Not a question.

Her gaze glanced off my face. “You mean,” she sad bitterly, “because, with our dien menta powers,
we can cure dl diseases or injuries and don't need intrusve Human methods of diagnoss and
trestmanf—J’

“Yeeh,” | said.

“No.” She shook her head, pressng her fingers to her temples. “This is not the way we warnt it to
be.” She turned dowly, looking a the room the way | had, with eyes that knew better. “We have to eat
or we starve to death. We have to exercise our bodies or they waste away. Just like Humans. If you cut
us, we bleed—"

Three totd strangers appeared out of thin ar in the space beside her and moved past us like we
weren't even there a man and a woman, both supporting a younger man, or restraining him, indde a
telekinetic fidd they’ d spun around him. Neither one of them touched him directly; his naked chest was a
meass of dripping red, as if he'd been flayed. | wondered how the hdl a Hydran could possibly do
something like that to someone d<e ...

He stared a me garing back at him; blood began to lesk from his nose as | watched. His eyes were
dl pupil, night-black. He mouthed curses without any sound. The two Hydrans holding on to hm were
white-lipped with shared pain, and their eyes were full of tears. And suddenly | understood. He'd done it
to himself. Someone cdled to them from one of the halways, and they disappeared again.

| sucked in aragged breath.

“Welive and we die ...” Miyawent on, asif her breathing hadn't stopped like mine had. * Sometimes
we hurt oursalves jugt to stop the pain.”
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0'Judt like humanS” | whispered.

“Humans are luckier,” she murmured. “They can tear a each other. We can only teat a ourselves”

| bit my lip until it hurt, and didn’t answer.

We stood together garing at the empty hdlway, the nearly slent room. At last Miya shook hersdf
out, like she'd been hit by a physcd blow. “Itis ... it is true that we have methods of heding Humans
don't,” she sad, forcing the words out, picking up the conversationa thread, anchoring us in the present.
“We do some things differently. We sense things .... There ate ways we could hed a Human. The body
it just abiochemicd system; it's aso a biodectric syste111—"

| lad my hand againg the meta pipe that climbed the wal beside us, winced as a datic spark |legped
across the gap to my fingertips. “I know,” | said.

“But humans aren’'t condantly aware of it. We are ....” Her glance traveled the room again. | knew
she saw auras of energy whenever she saw another person, not Smply a face, a body. Probably she
could even see where they’ d been injured or how sick they were. “Tau's doctors, ther med techs, barely
know hdf the body’s potentia. They can’t even imagine how much they miss because they can't fed,
and they won't ligen—" She swallowed frudration like bile.

| wondered how often she'd tried to get the Tau meds to see a trestment from her perspective and
faled. | imagined the hidden durs that hadn’t been hidden from her, the kinds of harassment, the pressure
she'd endured, day after day, just to get the traning she' d needed to work with Joby. It had taken guts
and strength, no matter what her motives were. And no maiter what her motives were, since she'd been
with Joby she' d done more to hep him than any human could have done.

She was dill gazing out into the room, though | wasn't sure now whether she was just avoiding my
eyes. “Once we had the technology too,” she said. “Once it was better than anything Humans ever
had—" | wondered if that was true, or just something HARM wanted to believe. She glanced down, asif
she had her own doubts. “Tau won't even let us access their database. If they’d just give us that much to
work with—" She broke off.

“They dam it'simpossible for Hydrans to wear the kind of neurd taps that Humans use. But that's 4
lis—"



.. P,,Sons don’'t even need a tap ... Her words became the carrier wave for another voice
peeking: deep in my memory, a human fresk named Deadeye was tdling me again how just by being a
freak he' d found away of tumning ps into cyber without any bioware at dl.

The EM ativity that made the warp and weft of the Net’s hidden universe existed outsde a pson’s
nonnd range of function. But once Deadeye had discovered an interface was possible, there was nothing
to stop him, or any psion, from becoming a ghogt in the machine ... except Federation lav and a
mandatory brainwipe.

But thet didn’t change the fact that any Hydran could geate a psonic cyberlink ... if someone had the
guts to show them how.

Deadeye had barely trusted me with his secret; he didn't need to tdl me why. If the Feds or the
combines had learned what he'd done, xenophobia would spread like a plague through Federation
space, and the noose of persecution around the neck of every psion, human or Hydran, would tighten ...

| wasn't ready to face the consequences of setting a change like that in mation. | turned back to
Miya, pushing the thought out of my head.

Miya was gone. | searched the crowd, hdf afraid she'd abandoned me, urtil | spotted her sanding
across the room beside Naoh. Whatever they were doing, it didn't seem to indude me. | stayed where |
was, trying to ignore the looks | got from the Hydrans moving past file, trying not to think about ther
absence in my mind, or mine in thars. | wondered what had happened to make Miya and her sgter
forget my existence completely, in such a public place.

| shifted from foot to foot, grimacing as | noticed the time, wondering whether | was going to make it
back to Riverton before somebody discovered | was gone; wondering what Kissin-dre would do if |
didn’t. Wondering what she was doing now, desping, or—

Someone touched me. Someone put their hand down the front of my pants and squeezed. “leezu—|’
| grabbed my crotch, searching the room with akind of panic. No one was close enough to have touched
me Any Hydran who got near me dways seemed to veer away.

But then | saw the woman gtanding across the room, gazing a me through the Brownian mation of
bodies. She was Hydran, like everyone here except me. But there was something about her any human
mae would recognize indinctively—the way she dressed, the look in her eyes as she started toward me.
| knew awhore when | saw one.

“Oh, my God,” | muttered, because something was touching me again, and it wasn't an invisble
hand. It fdt like a mouth. “Oh, my God.”

| stood there, pardyzed by disbdief and sensation, as she reached my side. “Hdlo, HUM&fl,” she
sad, spesking Standard. She amiled, a vacant rictus, her glance searching for my databand before it
found my face. “I know what you want—" She broke off as she got a good look a me. | watched her
expression as she tried to grope my mind the way she’d groped my body; watched her hit the wal. Just
for a second she lost her composure the way I'd lost mine. Then her amile came back, as automatic as
breething. “That's okay, honey,” she murunured. “I can Hill give you what you need ....” What she'd been
doing to me suddenly got so intense that | gasped.

“Stop it!” | hissed, glad | was wearing a coat.

“You don't want meto stop ...." She reached out, laid actud hands on me, running her fingers dong
the coat’s sedl. “1 know you didn't come to Freaktown to spend the night in this place—" She jerked her
head a the room around us. “Come spend it a mine”

| peeled her hands off my coat, reaching out with my mind to block her sending at the source, one ps
response | could dill contral. “I don't want it,” | said, “and I’'m not paying for it.”

She stepped back, blinking, and | couldn’t tel whether the surprise on her face came from what I'd
sad or what I’d done. She dtarted to turn away, and suddenly she was face-to-face with Miya. There
was an endless moment of slence between them. Naoh came up behind Miya; the progtitute made a
gesture | recognized,, that took them both in. And then she disappeared into thin air.

| swore under my breath. My erection fdt like a red-hot poker as the two women turned to look a
me.

| watched Miya search for words. “ She was—"



“l know what shewas,” | muttered. “1 know when I'm being hustled.” | took a deep breath, feding
the heat and pressure begin to ease. The two of them garing a me was a red cold shower, but Miya
made a strange moue with her mouth.

“l thought humans weren't dlowed to come here after curfew,” | said thickly. | thought about
Oldcity, how it only came dive at night, when the darkness up above matched the darkness down below,
the darkness insde the people who came there to satisfy hungersit wasn't safe to feed in the light of day.
It didn't surprise me to redize there were people like that even in Tau Riverton. There were dways
people like that, with needs like that. It shouldn’t surprise me to learn they’ d found away to satisy them.

“There'sahig midday trade,” Miya said, expressionless now. “Some good Tau ditizens have such a
craving for the ‘exotic’ that they even stay overnight.”

| grunted. “What was she doing here?’ There couldn’t be alot of human marks looking for dien sex
a midnight in a Freaktown hospital.

“Probably getting a disease treated,” Naoh said sourly. “1 would rather starve to death than have sex
with a human.” She looked away, her eyes haunted by something darker and more twisted than SmPle
revulson.

“Maybe you've just never been hungry enough,” | said. | saw Miya s face freeze. Naoh turned back.
| watched her swdlow an angry response and wondered what it was that stopped her, what she
wouldn’'t say to me.

Miya gave me another 1ook, long and searching this time; but it didn’t tel me anything. And then her
eyes changed, asif she'd heard something | couldn’t.

Naoh glanced away,, distracted by the same dlent message. “He's gonel” she burst out, as if this
time she couldn’'t stop hersdlf. “Navu is gone”

“Agan?’ Miyamunnured, with infinite weariness. “Nawvu ....”

“He didn’t even tdl anyone. He just walked out.” Naoh shook her head, pacing like a cat.

Navu. | wondered who he was, why he mattered to them, why they were taking about him the way
I’d talk about a deadhead.

“Then you know where wéll find him,” Miya said, resgned. Not how. Where.

Naoh did something that made Miya wince, but she nodded. The look that passed between them |eft
me out entirely.

But then they looked back a me “Come with us” Naoh sad grudgingly. “Come and lean
something dse”

Before | could even answer, | fdt their ps wrap itsdf around my senses—

Everything changed in an eyeblink ... everything was totdly unfamiliar again. | shook my head, feding
queasy, wondering how much more of this jerking around | could take before | vomited. “Damn it—" |
broke off.

We were ganding in shadows, in the mogt claustrophobic dley ['d seen so far in Fresktown. The
darkness was deeper than night; the only light | could see was overhead, a narrow diver of indigo sky.

There were other Hydrans around us again; the hdf-visble spasms of their startled bodies told me
they hadn’t been expecting us. | heard grunts and curses, heard some of them scramble out of reach.

Naoh turned and moved deeper into the pit of shadows. Miyatook me by the afn, drawing me after
her, proving that Naoh hadn’'t walked through a wadl, but only through a hidden doorway. She led me
down a hdl so black that even my eyes couldn’'t make out any detal. She seemed to be navigaing by
touch. | couldn’t tdl whether she was usng her hand or a teleport’s specia sense. She moved like she'd
done this before—something | couldn’t manage.

The tunnd echoed with formless noises, more unnerving even than the place where HARM was
keeping Joby. | wondered why we hadn't teleported directly to the spot where Naoh and Miya wanted
to be: whether it was too risky; what the limits redly were on ther dility to sound out a space large
enough to teleport into.

Naoh pushed aside a heavy blanket and light streamed out, blinding.

The gench hit me full in the face as | ducked through the hidden doorway into the light—piss and
unwashed bodies, garbage and decay. “Jeeztd” | covered my nose, more to block the memories than the



sndls

There had been too many scenes like thisinmy life ... 1I'd been a part of too many of them. This one
was a dozen or so people, dl Hydran, sguaiting on the bare, filthy floor or dumped againgt the peding
wals of awindowless room. Two or three staggered to their feet to Stare a us. The living dead. | didn't
know what kind of drug they were or, but it didn’t redly matter. In the end it was dl the same.

“Navul” Naoh cdled, driding across the room like it was empty. Miya followed her, just as
unflinching, but never stepping on a hepless outstretched hand. They hauled one of the addicts up
between them and held him againgt the wadl. They were spesking to him, out loud but in voices so low
that | couldn’'t hear what they said. | started across the room through the muttered complaints, the stench
and the filth. Things | didn’'t even want to think about stuck to the soles of my boots. | kept my eyes
draight ahead, not glancing a anyone for longer than | had to. Straight ahead of me, Navu looked better
than most of them, not as starved, not as dirty. But then, he' d just left a rehab fadility.

| stopped in front of him. Miya and Naoh looked back a me, bresking off therr conversation by
some slent consent.

o' Your brother?’ | asked Miya

“No,” Miya said, and the way she sad it told me the only other thing he could be: Naoh's lover.
Ex-lover. She looked back at him again as he shifted in her grasp.

The look on hisface said he didn’t want to be there, trapped between the two of them, but he didn’t
disappeal. | wondered whether they were blocking his ps, not letting him escape. He looked a me. |
watched him gtruggle to focus on my face. “Wha’ Miya?’ he mumbled. “You fu ‘ing Humans now?’
And then | knew what drug he was on, why he hadn't disappeared, why dl the other addicts were dill
here around us.

The golden skin of Miya s face turned cinnamon. She shoved him away.

Naoh let im go too. He did down the wal until he was gtting on the floor, looking sullen. “Lemme
‘lone, bitches,” he said. The human word stood out like an upraised finger in the flow of Hydran speech.

“You're disgugting,” Naoh said. She shoved him with her foot. “Get up, you Pethetis—’

| caught her arTn, pulling her back. “Stop it.”

Something intangible struck my hand away from her deeve. The same pain and disgust were in her
eyes as she looked a me, asif contact with me was too much like contact with him.

| backed up, shaking off my own sense of invisble molestation.

Miya crouched down beside Navu. | watched her try to get him to respond; watched him turn his
face away. | saw the drug patch on his neck: Nephase. The same drug the Corpses had used on me.
They used it on dl the fresks, to keep them from escapiflg ...

Escape. Tha was what he wanted, what they dl wanted in this room. Escape from the Gift: the thing
that made them unique; the thing that made them suffer. “If that’s how you fed,” | said to Naoh, “why did
you bother coming after him?’

“You don't know how | fed!” she snapped.

| couldn’t deny it. | looked down.

Miya stood up, her shoulders bowed. “Navu ...” she said. dill looking down at him, holding out her
hand.

He didn't look up. Neither did anyone else. We could have been Corporate Security come to arrest
him—uwe could drag him curang and kicking out of here—and | knew nobody would lift a finger to help
him.

Suddenly | fdt like | was suffocating. | turned and started for the door, tripping over legs, stepping on
hands.

Miyafollowed me; so did Naoh. Or maybe they’ d just had enough.

| stood outside in the rdeively open air of the dley, taking deep breaths.

“So, mebtaku, you had to turn your face away?’ Naoh gestured at the dley around us, at the hidden
room in the derdlict building we' d just come out of. | thought | saw tracks of wetness on her face, but in
the fant light | wasn't sure. “We don’t have the choice of turning oway—" Her voice fdl apart, with rage
or grief, | couldn’t tell.



“Thet wasn't why,” | said, my own voice hoarse.

“Why, then?” Miya asked. The words were as coal as the fragile moonlight reaching down to touch
us where we stood. | wondered where she found the strength to maintain that kind of control, when
everyone around her seemed to be lodng it. Maybe having spent so much time around Hydran-hating
humans had taught her more than she rcal_tzed.

“1—" My voice broke. “I guessit doesn’'t maiter where you come from. Junkies are dl the same.”

Naoh spun around. Her telekinetic fidd dammed me back againg the wall.

“Naoh!” Miya stopped hersdlf with an effort from coming to my side.

| pushed away from the wal, shaking my head. “1 was speaking from persona exPerience.”

Miya touched her head, gave a shrug of incomprehension. “You knew an addict?’

“l was an addict.”

| saw them look at each other in the Slver haf-light.

“When?" Naoh demanded.

“For along time”

HWI,,Iy?l

That wasn't the question | would have asked, but it deserved an answer. “Same reasons aS them in
there, | suppose.”

She was dlent for amoment. “You stopped. How?’

| redlized where her mind dill was, what she was redly asking me. But | didn’t have an answer for
that. | shook my head again, looking away. “Where do they get the drugs?’ | asked. The shadow-forms
of more addicts were taking shape in the darkness around us as my eyes adjusted to the night.

Naoh gave Miya a look | couldn't read. Miya glanced down and didn't say anything. | wondered
agan what they wouldn't tdl me. And | wondered why.

“Tdl us who you arc,” Miya murmured, changing the subject in a way that was way too obvious,
“Tdl us what happened to you—to your Gift. | don’t even know your name.”

It occurred to me that Grandmother could have told her how to find me. | wondered what dse she
dready knew. | hated feding like everyone on this Sde of the fucking planet was talking behind my back
right in front of me. “My nameis Cat,” | said.

“Your parents—?’ she urged, and | heard something in her voice that | couldn’t fed in her thoughts.
It told me that what | said next was important,, more important than any saf-consciousness | had about
sharing my past with strangers.

| leaned againg the cold surface of the wdl. “My mother was Hydran. My father ... Vaan't.” | looked
Ip a the diver of sky, down again a the dleyway that aready fdt too much like home. “1 was born on
Ardattee, in a place cdled Oldcity. My mother died when | was smdl—someone killed her. | fdt her die
. | rubbed my hand across my mouth.

“wastha ... why you helped me then?” Miya whispered.

| nodded, dosng my eyes. “Because, when she needed help ... nobody was there” | fet Miya touch
me, and suddenly it took dl my control to hold mysdf together. “I lost my Gift. | lived like—a human, for
alongtime....” | rubbed my hand across my mouth.

Then one day the FTA had picked me off the streets. And suddenly I’ d gone from one more piece of
expendable trash in Old-city’s human refuse dump graight into a dreamworld. They'd promised me a
databand, afuture, & lifel’d never even dared to hope for—if | cooperated.

The FTA had cleaned me up and glued my brains back together just enough to let me function as a
psion. | was atelepath and nothing else, but I'd been a good one .... | findly had something to be proud
of, something that was redly mine. Something | thought no one would ever be adle to take away from
me

Fndly I'd had something to lose.

The Feds hadn’t taken in a bunch of freaks and rehabilitated us out of the goodness of their hearts. A
conspiracy of shipping combines had hired a psion terrorist the Feds knew only as “Quicksiver” to
compromise the Federation’s tdhassum supply. Tehassum crysas were wha the Federation ran on:
nathing humans could create could match the data storage capacity of telhassum'’s superdense molecular



sructure. Tdhassum was the thing that made interstellar travel possible—the thing that gave the FTA its
economic leverage agang the independent cartels.

Quickdlver had lived up to his name; the FTA hadn’t been able to get its hands on him. So they'd
decided to fight fire with fire by sending a suicide squad of freaks undercover. I'd been part of it.

“We stopped him. But to do it | had to kill m.” | ligened to mysdf tdl the story, every word as
empty now as the place indde my head where Quickslver's mind had immolated and taken my ps with
it. “No one could put me back together again after that. That’swhy I’'m ... closed.” | touched my head==
| thought of Kissindre Perrymeade, suddenly. The other Sde of the river seemed to be light-years awall,
and receding.

Miyatook a deep bregth, oSif she'd forgotten to inhde. She let it out again in a cloud of frost. Her
fingers picked restlesdy at the hood of her jacket; | caught her saring & me again. | held her gaze for too
long before | findly looked away.

| took out a camph, bit down on it; an excuse to gdl. Then | glanced a Naoh. Her face had changed
too, but not in the same ways. | wondered whether there was any emotion left in her that wasn't rooted
inanger and flowering with bitterness. At least this time her anger wasn't amed at me. “They did this to
you—t" She touched her head. “The Humans?’

| hesitated before | nodded, not sure | redly wanted to think of it that way, even though | knew that a
patt of me dways did.

“How could you go on living among them?’

| looked up at the thumbnall of sky. “I didn't have anyplace ese to go.” Knowing that it wasn't the
whole truth; knowing thet | didn’t blame the entire human race for what had happened to me. I'd made a
choice when [ killed Quicksiver, and he was the only one who'd had a gun to my head when | did it. I'd
killed him to save my own life ... and to save the life of Jule taMing, who'd mattered more to me right
then than even my own life

Bdieving that I'd had choices, and made the right one, was the only hope | had of ever truding
mysdf enough to use my Gift again. But somehow dl of that seemed as remote now as the shining grid of
Tau Riverton. | looked back at Naoh. “There's no place for me with my mother’s people, even if | knew
who they were. But | guess | dill needed to prove that to mysdf. | guess I’ ve proved it now.”

“You're wrong. You do beong with ss—’ Miya said with sudden feding. She glanced & Naoh.
Naoh's mouth thinned, but she didn’'t deny it. “The Council doesn’t speak for our people. It never has”
Miyaturned back to me. “Y ou've suffered as much because of the Humans as any Hydran—as much as
Joby has”

“I'm not a victim.” | fdt my face burn, remembering the things Kissndre had sad to me earlier
tonight. “1 spent every day of my life snce my mother died fighting to go on living. And every day, |
won—" My voice was shaking. | closed my mouth, and didn't finish it.

Miya stared at me with her head bent, the way they dl did when they didn’t understand.

“I'm not hdpless”

“You're done” she sad with infinite sorrow. | wondered whether that was an answer or Smply
another change of subject. “You don’'t have to be.” She reached out, stopped short of actudly touching
me again.

| looked away from her to glance firs a Naoh, then at the leery shadow-forms watching us from the
darkness. “I don’'t hate hUmang—"

“Nether do I,” Miya murmured. But she wasn't spesking for Naoh .. We n:.d to get out of this
place” She sad it doud, giving me warning this time, one second before their minds sucked me into a
vortex of utter blackness.

We were back where we' d started, sanding in the bleak fla where they were keeping Joby. Sora
and Tiene were there with two of the other HARM members. This time they seemed to be expecting us.
They glanced up at our ariva and then went back to some slent debate, gesturing and stabbing the air
with their fingers. Wherever they pointed, atic crackled. | watched one of them rise into the air, her legs
crossed like she was dill gtting on the floor—setting hersdf literdly above the others and whatever they
were arguing about.



The taku they’d been harassing earlier was peacefully adeep in a niche in the wall, with its head
tucked under its wing. Miya glanced at the debaters mentd lightning, and | saw her frown. “Stop it!”
Heads turned to look at her, their expressions ranging from resentful to guilty. The one levitating in the air
dowfy sank to the floor. Another one Smply disappeared.

“What was wrong with what they were doing?’ | asked.

“Lagra. ‘showing off,”** she munnured irritably, dipping into Standard, like she didn’'t want to be
overheard. “Wadting their

Gift. Usng it in stuPid, dangerous ways, as if it were just a meaningless trick. Like—like—" She
broke off, asif she couldn’t think of a human andogy .

“l undergtand,” | said softly. | glanced toward the room where Joby lay desping ... what did you
mean before, about Joby?’ | asked ... What did humans do to him?’ It had looked to me like Tau was
doing everything it could to help his parents ded with his disghiliti”r, even letting Miya get far enough into
the keairetsu to betray them. And yet | remembered the stricken looks on the faces of his parents when
they’ d thought they were caught between a mind reader and the bureaucracy that controlled ther lives.

“ .He has neurologica damage because of a lab accident invaving materid from the reefs while his
moather was pregnant.” Miya sat down weerily on a bench. “someone overlooked a toxic vird during the
preiminary processing. Ling caled it *a disease with tunggten claws. It ate iis way through the sedls of
two isolation leves, killing everyone in them, before Tau could stop it. Tau's countermeasure killed a
hundred of their own people dong with the toxin ....”

| grimaced, watching Miya weave her fingers together to stop ther restless mation. | thought about
how dill most Hydrans were; wondered whether restlessness was a habit she'd picked up from humans.
If it wasn't, | wondered what thet said about her state of mind.

she glanced up at me, suddenly self-conscious. “Ling was working on the fringe of the affected area
and wearing a safe-auit,” she said, her voice ill deceptively even. “She got very sick, but she didn't die.
she told me she doesn’'t know whether the disease or the ‘cure’ caused Joby’ s birth defects.”

“Wasit negligence on Tau's part?’ | asked. “Is that why the Feds are here?’

“It was negligence” She shrugged. ‘And thereéve been other incidents. Tau's researchers are
overworked and its inddlations are dl underdaffed. Burndl says he sees safety code violations and
poorly mantained equipment dl the time. Reef-mining is .r,p"ndve. Tau cuts too many corners to make
its profit.”

“So the Natasas are the whistle-blows15—7’

“No!” She shook her head. “They wouldn't dare. Ling knew Joby would be born with a neurd
defect. The doctors couldn’t repair it, but they said any future fetus would probably be dillborn. Tau
promised her that if she didn't file a grievance they’ d give her child the very best help available. But if she
did, Joby would have nothing—they’d dl have nothing. They wouldn't be part of the keiretsu anymore.”

My hands tightened. Nobody’s innocent. The parents had been hiding something big. So had Tau.
“Then dl the complaints againgt Tau are true, 1I'd bet my life on it—" | broke off, r’iliing what | was
sying: That if Tau had any idea how much Miya knew—and they probably did—she'd bet her own life
by taking Joby. That if they ever redized | knew dl this, I'd be as good ag dead mysdf.

“Miya” r said, fading her again, “I want to help you. I'll contact Isplanasky. But he's on Earth; it's
going to take time for anything he can do to affect Tau, or your Stuation. Tau's dangerous. Don't back
them into a corner. They'll crush you, if that's what it takes for them to survive. What you' ve done puts
everyone on this Sde of the river in danger, not just you and HARM. Y ou underdsnd—J’

Miya nodded, without questions or even much surprise.

Naoh stood ligening, but she didn’t react. | was sure she'd heard everything, but | couldn't be
certain whether she understood what | was saying. The other HARM members were al slent behind
her. | couldn’t tdl whether they were falowing this at dl; didn't know what might be going on between
them and Naoh that | couldn’'t hear. But &t lesst they’ d stopped *-making jokes about my ancestry.

| looked back at Miya. “What about Joby?’ | said dowly, uncertainly. “If you'll trust me to take him
back—"

“You go back done. Now,” Naoh sad flaly. “The child stays here until we've gotten what we



need.” End of conversation.

Miyaglanced a her Sger asif she was about to protest.

“Send him back,” Naoh ordered.

Miya nodded. As she turned to me again, her face looked colorless in the lamplight.

Exhaudion came down on me like a hammer, not just physicd but mentd. Send him back. Like a
piece of freight. *All right,” | said. “ Send me back.”

“I'll take you back,” Miya said, dmogt gently, oSif she hadn’t heard me, or maybe because she had.
“It' stoo late to leave you down at the riversde. Where are you saying?’ | told her. She nodded. “Think
of Your room.”

| hedtated. “1 can't teleport,” | muttered. “I never could. You Can' 1—"

“.But you know where everything is” she said with a confidence | couldn’t fed and didn’'t share.
“You dways know where you are, with a certain part of your mind. You were born knowing it, because
you have the Gift.”

Then | understood: The thing humans liked to cal a“sxth sense’ was a part of any pson’s wetware,
just like the eidetic memory. A prlotr knew exactly where he was and where he'd been, in the same way
as some creatures that humans liked to think of as less intdligent. Birds, fish, and herds of animds
migrated hundreds or thousands of kilometers—farther than any prion could teleport. But for a psion,
amply remembering what a ptu6 looked like wasn't enough. A teleporter had to fed its location in
space, sense vaying dendties, re-create the three-dimensond coordinates to within fractions of a
millimete—or he might jump home only to end up buried in the floor.

“,you're sure | can do tha?’ | repeated. I'd never conscioudy used that sense, even when | could
control my ps.

“ Trugt yoursdf,” she said. “Trust me too.”

“l can’'t seem to do anything se,” r murmured, showing her a haf amile as she glanced back a me.
She blinked and looked down. | looked down too, centering my thoughts; tried to picture my hotel room,
dl that it wasn't, everything that it was, in a way that meant something. Her hand touched my shoulder
and her eyes met mine. | fdt the contact of her thoughts, gentle and dien; fdt it set off darmsin my brain
as she reached into my head for a Sgnpog, a due. panic began to fragment my thoughts. | rougtrt it
down; her confidence steadied me as | pictured the room, the hotel, the view out across the city at
night ...

| felt something give way asit dl changed—

Twelve

| wns standing inmy hotel room, staring out the window & the night and the city. | staggered as the
view registered, feding like a deepwalker. Three solid wals, a solid calling and floor closed mein. | saw
the featurdless door of my room, the bed that dways looked like no one ever dept init ... Miya.

“Son of a bitch.” | wondered why everything that happened to me since I'd come to this world
seemed like part of adream. “I did it.”

She nodded, bresthing hard but weering the amile | remembered from a moment before, in a different
place.

| tedlized she was making a point, one that even | knew when | wasn't hating mysdf. Too many
humans who worked with ps had tried to make the same point to me, but coming from her it didn’t gting.
| smiled, su{ prigng mysf. “We did .... Thank you.’t

She shrugged dightly. | wondered whether that was a Hydran gesture or a human one. “Save your
thanks until you share what you've learned with the FTA. You may not want to thank me then.” Her
body was like a wild thing's, poised to disappear at the fird sense of someone se's presence. But her
eyes stayed on my face, lingering like a caress.

| felt a hot-ice burn dimb my spine as she went on looking a me. | bit my tongue, wishing | could be
sure of what | thought was in her eyes, wishing like hdl 1 could read her mind ...

“l should go.” She looked toward the window, looked back a me, her fingers playing with the sed



of her jacket.

“l ... wait,” r munnured. “you don’'t have to go. It's safe enough. Rest awhile ... you must be tired.” |
lapsed back into Standard, tired of the effort of spesking Hydran.

She hesitated, looking at me like she thought I'd read her mind and she wished she could change it.
But she nodded and sat down in one of the room’s featureless chairs, rubbing her eyes. she raised her
head abruptly as | shifted my weight. | stayed where | was, wanting to St down but not wanting to spook
her. “So ate you,” she sad findlY.

“What?' | asked.

“Tired,” she murmured, shadows filling the hallows of her face.

| nodded, feding my smile come back. | thought about the reasons | suddenly fdi like smiling and
about how dl of them had to do with her. | sat down in the other chair. “someone | knew said once, ‘In
the land of the blind, the one-eyed man is stoned to deeth.’”

Her face turned qurzzicd.

“He was taking about human psions trying to live with the rest of humanity. But it nts a lot of
gtuations. It fits the one we're in now ... caught between worlds” Guessng now just barely certain
enough to saY it.

Her amile disappeared. Her gaze dropped.

“.you didn't get involved with that program Perrymeade set up so that HARM could put an agent on
thissde of theriver.” It waan't redlY a question.

“No,” she said. This time even her voice wasn't steady. “I thought ...” She took a breath and tried
agan. “l believed that it could be a dtart, the way Hanjen promised ... that it would lead to red
opportunities for our peopleif the Humans could see me succeed. Hanjen had such hoPes—"

“Hanjen? From the Council?’

She nodded. “He's the only one dill trying to do what's right for dl our people. But he's
outnumbered ... and he's afraid to admit it.”

“How did he choose you for the therapist traning?’

“He...” She broke off. “He was a friend of our parents—Naoh’'s and mine. Before they died™

“ .He and Perrymeade have more in common than they know,” | murmured, thinking of Kissindre.

“Likewedo ...

| looked up.

She glanced away. Getting up from her seat, she moved toward the window.

“Miya?’ r said, suddenly afraid she might disappear ... Miya—I—" | broke off, loang my nerve. |
pushed my hands into my pockets, searching desperately for a thought. | pulled out the picture bal Sord
and Tiene had been playing games with, back in that Freaktown room. | looked at rt,, feding something
like dishelief.

Once before I'd seen a thing like that, a Hydran thing. Once before I'd taken it without a
thought ... es tf it had been mine by right. |1 remembered how right it had fdt to my hands, warm and
dive. How once the pictures ingde it had changed whenever I'd willed them to. The ball hddn't been
mine then, just like this one wasn't mine now. This one 4ill held the image of a taku—because | couldn’t
make the magic anymore that would turn it into something else. “Sorry,” | muttered. | held it out to her.
“Sonlr.’t

She looked at the globe lyingin my pam, a my fingers trying not to close over it. “Keep it.” Her gaze
seemed to penetrate my flesh, asif | were as transparent as the wishing ball.

| dipped the bal back into my pocket. It filled the empry space like it belonged there. “Where do
these come from? Do you make them?’

“No,” she said. Her hands folded over her coat deeves. “It's a reic. we don't make anything like
that anymore.”

| thought about Soral and Tiene uang that fragment of their lost heritage like some piece of cheap
flash. | wondered why they’ d done that. Lagra, Miya had said. Showing off. Dishonoring the Gift. “I had
one of these, once.”

“From your famtly?’



“No.” | put my hand into my pocket again, picturing the imege of a taku ingde the bal. “Miya, what
does mebtaku mean? your Sster cdled me that. | don’'t know what it means”

Her fingers began another restless migration up her deeves. “Nathing.” She shook her head. “Just a
stupid titing she said because she didn’'t know you. She won't do it again.”

“What does it mean?’

She looked a me, findly. “Thereé'san old story ... about a mebber who longed to be a taku—to fly,
to commune with the an lirr. The mebbel went to the Humans and begged them to change it, so that it
could become like a taku. And the Humans gave it atificda wings, and they put things into its head so
that it could hear whét the taku hear .... But it wasn't a taku, and the taku despised it. It was no longer a

mebbet, etther, and the other meby’ bet wouldn't take it back. *You are nothing,’” they said. And it was
aoneto the end of its days, and died of a broken heart.” Now she wasn't looking & me anymore.

“Oh.” | sat on the low cabinet in front of the window, feding the blood that had drained out of my
face come back in a hot rush.

“Naoh was wrong,” she said, dmogt angrily, & Sif she blamed hersdf for having told me. “Now that
she knows you, she won't do it again. Now that you're hdping us ....” She turned away. “1 have to go,”
she murmured. “1 shouldn't have stayed here like this. | have to go.” She began to center hersdlf, getting
ready to disappear.

“Miya—" | sad, filled with sudden, hopeless need.

She looked up again.

“Touch me” | whispered, the words bardly audible. “Here, | mean,” touching my head. “I mean, just
Onceg, for a... just for a—"

She stood there, motionless. Her eyes did out of focus, asif she'd dipped both into her own thoughts
and out of reach. My mind stayed empty.

“Forget it.” | turned away, seeing the empty bed waiting for me. Feding pathetic.

(I will never forget you,) she said, and each slent word formed with the perfect darity of music indde
my head.

| turned back. (Oh, God,) hardly daring to think it. (Are you redly here—?) | touched my forehead
agan.

She nodded, holding me 4ill with her gaze. Sowly she raised her hands. Her |,ngertips brushed my
temples as gently as a thought; | fet them tremble. | took her hands in mine, not knowing why touching
me made her tremble, only wanting, needing—

A rush of ps energy entered me like a succubus, seding my breath away as my flesh agang her
flesh completed some forbidden circuit and took out dl of my mind's defenses ... the impenetrable walls,
the mingfidds of pain, the razobwire guilt that had held me prisoner for so long. My fears immolated,
swept away like windborne sparks, like they were no more than delusons.

| kissed her then—and we were surrounded by avra, haoed in colors beyond naming. | closed my
eyes, dill seaing colors, letting my fingers find the smoothness of her skin, the cloud-drift of her hair, the
fragile vessel of flesh and blood that somehow contained miracles. (Thank you ...) | thought, (oh, God,
thank you ...) and then there was nothing coherent Ieft in my mind.

Our helpless hands and hungry mouths got more intimete; chain reactions of sensation turned flesh to
light and tendrils of ps energy to filaments of diamond. The callison of irresistible force and immovable
object fused our hdf-lives into the angularity with two hearts and one mind that only psions knew and
cdled ajoining.

Molten music sang through the circuits of my brain, overflowed my synapses, downloading into my
nervous system with a pleasure that was dmost unbearable: | heard the sound of her hidden name (her
true name, that could only be spoken mind-to-mind), catdyzed by my own (a name given to me
with love, not on the streets), the true name that 1’ d thought would lie hidden ingde me until | died.

| covered her mouth with mine, kissng her down to her soul, until | couldn’t separate the fed of her
body againg me from my own. | let my pleasure, wonder, hunger pour through the conduit into her
mind. There would be no secrets between us no’' w, not even the shadow of alie ... only the gravitaiond
attraction of two bodies, heat== fuson ....



| pulled her down to the floor—not able to reach the bed, not wanting to—through a kiss that went
on and on and was only an extengon of what was dready happening between us. Not wanting what was
heppening to us now to happen on that serile dab of gd.

| dimmed the room lights with a word, giving us the freedom of the night and dl the stars in its sky as
| worked my way into her clothing, guided her uncertain hands in through my own. | fdt the warm
pressure of flesh againgt bared flesh, the hard weight of bone, as | eased mysdf down on top of her.

| fdt her softness, my hardness searching for the place | needed to be; desperate to find my way
ingde before something happened—or nothing did, and proved thet I'd be done forever, lost between
worlds.

Her body wouldn't let meit.

Shock waves of panic/confusion/distress splintered strands of ps energy like glass—

She was a virgin. She'd never done this before. Never.

All her life, she'd waited for me

(Miya ....) | lay dill besde her for a long time, only touching her with my mind, filled with an
overwhdming tenderness that made patience as sweet as pleasure. When she was ready | kissed her
agan, softening every motion, gentling every touch. More than ever now | wanted to make the joining of
our bodies into something beautiful, an offering equal to what she had given to me.

I’d never been with a virgin before. I’d never been with anyone I'd mattered to for longer than it
took them to tdl me good-bye. But she'd chosen me ... This time was different from anything | knew. |
wanted to make it everything that she'd imagined it would be. Everything that my own firg time hadn’t
been.

And | could, because | shared her mind, | knew what she wanted—exactly what she wanted.
Exactly where to touch her, how to touch her, when to begin touching her again .... | carried her with me,
higher and higher, until she reached a place she'd never been—and then let her fdl into the dectric
depths of ajoy so intenseit dmost broke my heart.

All I knew about a woman's firg time was what 1I'd heard on the dreets. a ftagile membrane
rupturing, blood, pain. But this was different, as different from anything I'd ever known as she was, and
the difference didn’'t stop with the sharing of her mind. The only barrier between us was one of will, &
conscious control of her body that told me | couldn’t have forced her if | wanted to

“Nasheirtah—" she gasped, and as shefdl she opened like a flower, and | lost mysaf ingde her.

I’d never imagined it could be like this. | hadn’t believed in my own innocence for hdf a lifeime, after
hdlf alifetimein bed with strangers, usng their bodies and letting them use mine. I’ d lost even the memory
of innocence so long ago | couldn’t count the years. But now she gave it back to me, in one swest,
endless moment.

| felt young again in away that I’d never been’young, whole and new, infinite with possibilities. And if
I’d believed in angds she was one, and I'd become one with them. And if I'd believed in heaven it was
here and now as we made love below the night, with only the moon watching, with nothing but stars
everywhere, drding in the night ... winking out dowly one by one as we drifted down again like dreamfall
into our separate bodies.

“Nasheirtah ...” she murunured again, and gave me one more long kiss as we closed our eyes, our
minds and our bodies dill joined insde the warm breathing darkness, safe, protected, no longer done ...

| woke up aone, lying on the floor with the pattern of the carpet pressed into my cheek, like a
wirehead sprawled in a gutter after a redity burnouit.

(Alone)) | lay there without moving, stupefied with loss, not even certain for a few breaths where in
the universal darkness | was. Only certain of one thing: (Alone. Alone)) | put my hands up to my head,
holding my skull together as my mind drove itsdf againgt walls of slence, razor wire, and broken glass. It
came away bleeding. (Miya—!)

Nothing. Nothing at dl. Gone. Everything that had happened tonight, to me, between us, had only
happened because of her. And she was gone.

| sumbled to my feet and cdled on the lights, searched the room with the only senses | had. “Miya”
| screamed with the only voice | had.



A bdl chimed. A sexless face appeared in the air in front of me and informed me that screaming out
loud in the middle of the night was a finegble offense.

| stood geping at it, trying to decide whether it was mde or femae and whether it knew | was
ganding in front of it haf naked. “Sorry ....” | fastened my pants, findly. | watched it disappear.

| let my hands drop and looked down at my body. My heart was ill beating, marking off seconds of
universd time as soul-lesdy as a quartz clock. | ran my hands over my skin, bregthing in the fart,
lingering trace of her scent, proving to mysdf that it hadn’t been a dream.

Why—? | looked out at the night: dill the same night tky, pin-holed with stars. It hadn’t been a
dream. And it hadn’t been alie. Then why? Why was she gone?

Because what we ‘d done was impossible. Here, now, in a place like Rivertor, a atimelike this ....
Forbidden. Unforgivable. Insane. Impossible.

| stood there for along time, barely breathing, until the night began to fade into dawn.

| pulled my clothes together and ordered the wall to opague, before some security drone added
indecent exposure to the lig of Sns-againgt-the-gtate I'd racked up since I’d arrived in this sdf-righteous
hdl. | watched the window granulae in, the wall forming acrossiit like alayer of frost until nothing existed
beyond the few square meters of space around me.

| turned away a last, moved step-by-step across the carpeted floor, regigering the gability of the
gructure beneath my feet, as solid as the planet itsdf. Trying not to imagine that suddenly it dl might
disappeur, because redly there was nothing stable or immutable—not in this universe, not inmy life,

| went to the wdl unit that held everything | owned and opened it. It spewed out four drawers, three
of them empty, one of them hdf full. | stared a the dothing thet lay indde it, random heaps of dark
colors. | pulled out a green-brown swester: Deadey€e' s sweater. | thought about Deadeye, the Ghogt in
the Machine, done in his hidden room in acity caled N'Y uk on a planet cadled Earth—no vid, no phone,
no calers== wanting to keep it that way. Deadeye in his rocking chair, knitting to keep himsdf
sane—swesters and scarves and blankets that he dumped in the street for total strangers to carry away.
A freak, likeme. | put on his swesater, warmed by it even though | was't cold.

| picked through the dark formless pile until | found the box buried underneath it. | pulled the lid off.
Indde was a Sngle earring dangling a piece of green stone—a piece of junk I'd gotten from a jewdry
vendor, playing tourist When the Hoating Universty had done its sesson a the Monument.

| took the plain gold stud I’d been wearing to please alat of people | didn’t give a damn about out of
my ear and put on the beaded earring. I’d gotten the hole punched in my ear trying to convince mysdf
that everything in my life had changed, that hanging jewelry on mysdf didn't mean | was meet anymore
for the kind of human animaswho'd kill you over a piece of flash ...

| hadn’t bought mysdf anything else that mattered since then.

The only other object in the box was something given to me by a woman named Argentyne before
I’d left Earth: a mouth harp, she'd cdled it. A pam-sized rectangle of metd that made smoky, haunting
musc when you breathed through it. She'd sad it was old: its fla, cool surfaces were marked with
coffosgon no matter how | rubbed them down. | didn't know if it was my fault thet it wouldn't make
the sounds | wanted to hear or if the harp was just broken. | put my mouth againgt the gap-toothed grin
dong its edge. | ligened to the sounds it made as my breath passed through the holes, sounds | hadn’t
ligened toinalong time.

That was dl there was. There' d been other people in my life who'd meant more to me than Deadeye
or Argentyne, but there was nathing here to prove I'd ever known them. | remembered their names,
trying to picture ther faces Jule taMing. Ardan Sebding. Elnear taMing .... It was geiting hard to
remember their faces, harder dl the time. They had their own lives dl of them, lives I'd never redly fit
into.

| wondered whether any of them even thoughf Aut me anymore. | wondered wha kind of a
difference it w(uldltake to me, tonight, if | could fed them do it. | thought aboff Qilickslver, the terrorist
who'd died ingde my head and left me with nothing—a memento mori guaranteeing thet 1'd never forget
him or what we' d meant to each other.

| stretched out on the bed and put the harp to my mouth, blew, ligening to the musc it made, never



theright music. | tried to remember the kind of music Argentyne had made, as sense-blistering as a drug
rush, the kind of musc you didn't ever hear in a place like this because it was too red. | tried to
remember the light/music of her symb group playing, a vidlent eruption of sound, halucnogenic visons,
the overwhdming sensory input whiting out dl conscious thought, dissolving your flesh and bones urtil
findly dl conscious thought disappeared ....

Thirteen

| sruubled our into the open space in front of the hotd a couple of hours later, expecting to find the
rest of the team waiting for me. Still trying to shake loose the memory of where I’d been last night—Miya
... her world, her body, her mind—I wondered what in hdl | was going to say to Kissndre when | saw
her, what she was going to say to me.

The plaza was empty.

| stood daring out across the empty square, up into the empty sky. When | looked down again,
Janos Perrymeade was standing beside me.

“| sent them ahead,” he said, “I told Kissindre you weren't coming.”

“Why?' | wondered for one brief, somach-knotting minute if it was because she'd told him about
what had happened between us.

“Because we know wha you were doing last night.”

| froze. “How?’ | said supidly, asking the Sngle most usdess question | could have asked him. | had
no clue to what he was thinking: last night hadn’t changed anything permanently. My ps was as dead, as
usdess as ever.

“Your databand. Corporate Security has been monitoring your activities” He sighed, looking a me
with something that could have been disgppointment or smply disbdief. “I managed to convince the
Ruing Board that | should be the one to pick you up, instead of Borosage. | hope you have found out
something that’s worth the Board's attention.” He nodded over his shoulder. A mod was dropping on
cue to pick usup. We got into it.

“WEe re medting the Board?’ | repeated, not sure what the expresson on my face was. All he knew
was that I'd been to Freaktown. At least they couldn't trace Miya through me; a least he hadn’t sad
anything about miscegenation or public fornication. | wiped my hands on the knees of my pants.

He nodded, shifting in his seat. He seemed to be too preoccupied to notice my own restlessness.
“[—fsrdy—managed to convince them that you are totaly committed to helping Joby. | hope I'm right
about that, or soon we' re both going to be sorry we ever met.”

| didn't answer. | looked out the window, watching the dawn. Red and bronze limned the
knife-edged slhouette of the city. The inevitability of morning pulled my perspective back into line. |
thought about how far I'd come; how much of my life and the universe dill lay waiting, beyond this
moment and whatever gravity snk of fate was trying to drag me down. | looked back a Per-rymeade,
findly.

“Tdl meI’m not wrong,” he said.

“Not about me” | said softly. “I can’t speak for Tau.”

He gave me along, hard look, and | couldn’t even guess what lay behind it.

Tau Riverton's government center lay on the far Sde of the city, as distant from Freaktown as it was
possible to be and dill be a part of Riverton. | wondered whether that was just a coincidence. The
complex sat like a split geodein afold of the land, its angular Slhouette diffracting unnatura rainbows.

A mutant spire rose from the plex’s glass heart; at its top was a transparent knob. The mod set us
down on the knob’s biunt apex. No wind buffeted us as we got out; the whole space around the tower
was protected by security fields.

Perrymeade led me to a spot afew meters awz!, ringed like a target. Something waiting there sucked
us down through theilluson of a solid surface into whatever lay below.

We stepped out into a wide torus of carpeted medting room, facing a transparent wall. Beyond the
wadl was aview of the iridescent complex below us, and in the distance the perfect symmetry of Riverton.



Thevipswho met here would be reminded every time they looked out that this was Tau's world. Right
then, stlanding at the pinnacdle of power and yet hanging precarioudy in midair, even | could imagine how
it mugt fed to be the Head of Tau's Board ....

| looked at the corporate vips dready waiting in their ceremoniad seats a a table below the
window/wall.

Borosage was waiting with them. He looked as out of place as a pile of shit; as out of place as |
suddenly fdt. Sand was there too. His effortless imitation of a human beng fit in better with the
half-dozen Tau vips surrounding them. My edetic memory identified Kensoe, the Head of the Tau
Board, and a couple of others I’d met at the reception. | didn't see Draco’s Lady Gyatis Binta

| wondered if the Lady had dready left the planet or if she just didn't choose to be associated this
closdy with Tau's problems. Keiretsu didn't apply Smply to the rdaionship between a combine and its
individud citizens. The same invisble code of duty and obligation bound entire interstdllar cartd “families’
like Draco itsdf, with its hundreds of subgdiary combine states.

Its dlegiance gave a vassal date tike Tau access to the near-limitless support sysem of Draco’s
entire net. But in return Draco expected absolute loydty. If a Stuation like the one Tau was in now went
criticd, if ther damage control falled and the FTA indituted sanctions, any heads that rolled weren't
going to belong to members of Draco’s Board. Tau would be the hand cut off to save the body.

And if Tau couldn’t, or wouldr't, make the sacrifice willingly, then Draco would make it for them,
whatever it took to keep Draco’s own perverted honor intact.

| glanced a Sand again. | wondered whether his being here was a good Sgn or a bad one.

We crossed the unnervingly open space to the meeting area. | had the sense that there was no one
ese in the entire tower. We reached the table, and Perrymeade made the usua obeisances for himsdf
and excuses for me to everyone there. | redtzed only then that hdf the people at the table weren't
actudly here. The Board Members were only virtud, images, thar redtime bodies were somewhere dse.
I’d have known that the minute | arrived if my ps had been functioning. | could barely be certain now as
| took a seat beside one of them. There was a shimmer to him as he turned to look a me, his expresson
as wary as mine even though he was probably hdf a planet avay. I'd heard that the visud effect was
generdly undetectable to human eyes.

A flower affangement sat on the table near my arm. | thought it was only a decoration urtil 1 saw
Sand pick aflower and eat it. The unredl occupant of the seat next to me drank from a squat glass that
waan't in my redlity.

“We are here, of course, to discuss the Hydran problem, and how Tau intends to ded with it,” Sand
sad, opening the megting without being gentle about it. It .surprised me to see that he took control
ingtead of Kensoe, but maybe it shouldn’t have.

“Then what is he doing here?’ the vip | remembered as Sithan demanded, gesturing a me.

“He s invalved with the Hydran terrorists,” Borosage said, his voice grating, ‘Just like | sad in my
report to you.”

| swore under my breath.

Sand gave Borosage a look that cut him off. “Update your database, Ladies and Gentlemen of the
Board. Cat is working for me. | took the initiative, Snce Tau needed a contact the terrorists would talk
to. They seem ... leary of your government agents and extremey hostile toward Coryorate Security. And
gnce Didrict Adminigtrator Borosage has no genuine leads in the kidnapping ...” He let his ingnuaions
finish speeking for themsalves. “1 believe last night Cat made red progress. Last night—?" he prompted,
pinning me with his mirrored stare when | didn’t respond.

| kept my face expressonless as | sruggled to make logic out of where I'd been and what I'd
learned last night, when Miya ... before she’d—I dragged my mind away from her memory. If Sand
dready knew everything, I'd be in Borosage' s lockup, not here at this mesting.

| tried to think about Joby: Joby was the whole point of this. Butin the light of anew day, | redized
| couldn’t be certain of anything—who 1I'd be heping, who I'd be hurting, if 1 opened my mouth.
“Someone from HARM contacted us—’

“How did they know where to find you?’ Borosage demanded.



| glanced up, frowning. | was stting directly across from him, puitting as much table surface as | could
between us but 4ill giving mysdf a clear view of his hands. “Wdl, | don’'t know,” | sad, saring a my
tiny, distorted reflection in the metal skullcap around his eye. “I suppose they read my mind.”

“You don't think it had anything to do with your vist to the oyasin?” Sand asked, too casudly.
Borosage's eyes ae holesin me.

“No,” | said, remembering not to be surprised, remembering that as long as | wore a databand |
couldn’'t even take a piss in a public toilet without somebody knowing it. “ She's got nothing to do with
this She's just an old woman.”

Borosage grunted in disgust; the ghogt vips stared. “Then what were you doing down by the river in
the middle of the night?’

“l wasn't doing anything. | couldn’t deep.” | glanced a Per-rymeade, remembering why.

“There was Some—dissenson among the team members ... aout the congtant intemrptions of ther
fidd work,” Perrymeade munnured. His expresson tried too hard as he looked from face to face.

| followed his gaze around the circle of faces, regidering everything from suspicion to tota
incomprehension. “Doesn’'t anybody on this planet ever have trouble degping? Do you put drugs in the
water supply—'t”

Frowns, red and virtud. “ Perhaps it’s because we dl have clear consciences,” Kensoe said.

“Then | don’t know what we're doing here” | picked a blue flower from the dish on the table. | put it
inmy mouth. Its petals dissolved on my tongue with afant taste of mint. 1 swalowed, wondering if every
color had a separate flavor. | picked another one.

“Ca,” Perrymeade murmured, “what about Joby? Anythrflg—7?t

| forced mysdlf to ease off and keep my attention on him. *It was Miya who contacted me”

“Miya—?" he said, turning in his seat to face me. “You actudly met with her?’

| nodded. ‘And | saw Joby.”

He stopped breathing. “ She brought him to you?’

“She brought me to him. Somewhere in Freaktown.”

“Where? Sand demanded. “Can you locate it on & map—7r

“No.” | shook my head. “We teleported.”

“| thought you were brain-damaged. | thought you couldn’t do any of that.”

“l can't ... / didn't haveto,” | said, dowly and carefully, like he was “un’tthe one with brain damage.
‘Anyho% even if | could locate their safehouse on a map, it wouldn't do you any good. They sad they
wouldn't be there in the morning. Do you want me to tel you what happened last night, or not?’

“Of course” he said.

“Then butt out.”

“We'redl hereto ligen,” Perrymeade said, hisvoice draining. “Please, tdl us.___”

| took a deep breath, and nodded. “ Joby’ s dl right. Miya staking care of him. | don’t think she'll let
anything happen to him.”

A film of relief formed on his face as thin as monomole. “Then she is with HARM?" he munnured. |
could barely make out the words.

| nodded again. His face went gray—the face of someone hearing his own death sentence. | glanced
a the other faces around the table, reading their expressions as they looked at him. | redlized then why he
looked the way he did: He hadn't merdy handed over his own nephew to kidnappers by trusing a
Hydran. He'd aso ruined his career—which meant his entire life | fdt a sck pity for him, a sudden
helpless resentment toward the Hydrans and toward Miya ... fet my doubts and my loydties eddying like
al in water.

| met Perrymeade’ s gaze again, and there was only one thing | was sure of now: | couldn’t trust him
anymore. Because even he didn’t know how far he' d go to save his own place in the keiretsu.

“How many other HARM members did you meet?" Sand asked, getting impatient when | didn't go
on.

| shrugged, shaking off Perrymeade’ s Sare. “Maybe hdf a dozen.”

“Did you get a sense of how many there are dtogether? Did you learn any identities? Would you



know them if you saw them agan?’

“No,” | said, knowing his bioware could read my gdvanic responses like a truthtester, but knowing
from experience that | had enough control over my life Sgns to keep him from reading the truth. “It
doesn’'t matter anyway. You can't find them. They don’t have databands.” | watched him frown.

Borosage shifted in his seat, rubbing his thick, scared hands together. | studied him, trying not to
make it obvious, watched him watching me, hating me.

| shifted in my own seat until | didn’t have to look a him anymore. | glanced out the window, needing
to clear my head. The scene had changed, subtly. | redlized that the room we were in was rotating dmost
imperceptibly through a full 360-degree view of the city and the land beyond it. | wondered who had
designed this complex and the Aerie canting out over the edge of Riverton's nedt little world like a bird
reedy to take flignt. I wondered what had been on the mind of whoever had done it. | looked down a
the tabletop in front of me again, feding queasy.

Looking back a Sand didn't make me fed better. | knew in my gut that nothing | could say would
reech the Tau Board Members, any more than | could reach across the table and touch them.
Per-rymeade was a desperate man, and Borosage didn't even qudify as human. The only person in this
room who might actudly ligen to what | had to say was Sand. | wished like hdl that | could get a glimpse
of what was going on ingide his head right now; wished he even had eyes that | could look into. “The==
uh, HARM members told me tha they’d only return the boy if the FTA investigd tors come to
Freaktown to meet with them. They want the Feds to witness firghand the things they dam need
changing. They want the FTA to support ther demands; they want more rights ... and more help, from
Tau”

Kensoe snorted. *After kidngpping a crippled child, they want more freedom, and more ad from
U<

“The same tired set of complaints we've been recaving from the Hydran Council ever since
Landfdl,” another Board Member, one | hadn't met, said. He frowned at the view, or at some view.

“The Hydran Council has no red influence, even with their own people. It can't even control these
terroris's—" Kensoe said.

“Maybe that's why HARM feds it has to make demands” | said. “Because when they say please,
you don't ligen.” Per-rymeade’ s eyes were begging me to stop; | looked away. “They want the Feds to
make an impartid report.”

“The FTA, imparttd?’ Sithan muttered. “That’s an oxymoron.”

“l saw the kind of things the Hydrans want to changs—"

“You saw what HARM wanted you to see.”

“Freaktown’s medicd center isajoke,” | sad. ‘And there ate addicts hooked on drugs they could
only be getting from this sde of the river. If you want to make a profit off of them, why don’t you sl
them medicd technology, not street drugs—"

“Thet is absolutely not true,” Borosage said, opening his mouth for the first time.

“Maybe you aren't the best one to give an opinion on that.” | glanced away at the ring of faces, back
a Borosage. “They get hooked on the drugs you use on them in jal. Where do they get their
supply—are you sling it to them?’

He pushed up out of his sest, like he actudly intended to come after me. Sand stopped him with a
look. Perrymeade put a hand on my arm, the fingers dosng over my flesh so hard it hurt. “Cat,” he
murmured. “For God' s gake—"

“Kindly keep your naive palitical opinions to yoursdf,” Ken-soe said. “You've caused enough
trouble” His empty gaze looked right through me. He looked past me a Sand, dead eyes meeting dead
eyes, before | could even close my mouth. “Of course, acquiescing to their demands is out of the
questior,” he said. “Ours is the pogtion of drength. The cost-benefit ratio of any conciliatory action
would be completely unacceptable.”

“Am | to understand, then, that you fed any contact Cat has achieved with HARM is essantidly
usdess?’ Sand asked. “That any attempts to regain control of the Stuation through negotiations will fal?’

“It has never been our policy to tolerute Hydran dissdence,” Kensoe said. He gave Sand a sdelong



look, asif he wastrying to guess what redly lay behind Sand's question. Corporate politics was a mind
game, amindidd where judgments so subtle even a pson might miss them could mean life and degth for
an entire Board. “We can’'t be soft on this sort of thing—you know where that leads. Adminisrator
Borosage has made it clear enough: Terrorism must be rooted out, or it spreads.” He checked Sand's
expression again, surreptitioudy.

Sand didn’t say anythiog, just went on ligening, noncommittal, as other vips muttered agreement
around the table. Nobody suggested any dternatives. No one even asked a question.

| swore under my breath. “What about Joby?’ | said.

“Who?" someone asked.

“The boy they kidnapped—!" | broke off. There was no use arguing farness or judice with these
people. Compassion probably didn’'t mean anything to them ether.

“You sad yoursdf that you didn’t think they’d harm him,” Kensoe said. ‘Aren’t those people
supposed to be nonviolent?” He looked at Sand; Sand shrugged. ‘ After the FTA’s representatives are
gone, they'll have no reason to keep him. They’ll let im gQ.”

“What if they don’'t?’ | said. | looked a Perrymeade. “What if they don’t ... 7" He sat maotionless,
ftozen, not medting my eyes at dl now.

“That would be unfortunate” Kensoe said. He took a dp of water, as if having to express any
emation, even as alie, was enough to choke him. “But the child was defective, wasn't he? Perhaps his
family would even be relieved without that burden. They're rdives of yours, aren't they, Perrymeade?
What do you think about that?’

Perrymeade stirred beside me. “Yes, gr,” he sad thickly. “Perhgps s0.”

| turned in my seat to look a him. The urge to shout out what kind of a bastard and a coward |
thought he was filled my throat until | couldn’t speak. Everything Miya had told me must be true: about
why Joby had been born with genetic damage; about why his parents would never have another child ...
about why Tau's Board might even prefer it if they never got him back. Suddenly | wanted to be out of
this room more than anything | could think of, except never to have set foot on thisworld at dl.

“This remains a dangeroudy volaile Studiotl,” Sand said to Kensoe after a slence that seemed to
last for years. “Pursue every opportunity to keep this Stuation under control. For humanitarian reasons ...
and for practical ones as well, you ought to keep your options flexible. But | think you understand whét |
am saying.” More nods== around the table.

His glance flicked to me. “That brings me back to you. You said you'd do anything in your power to
help Joby. It will be up to you,” he said, and his stare was a black hole, sucking me in, “to make the
Hydran radicals undersgand that this act of terrorism will gain them nothing. Tau will not meet ther
demands. The people they dam to be doing this for will only suffer, if they cause Tau more trouble with
the FIA. That would be disastrous for Tau and disastrous for the Hydrans as well. Surdly that isn't what
they want. There can be no winnersin such a stuation. Make them see reason.”

“Me? | sad. “I'm not a diplomat. How am | supposed to change thar minds? | can't even change
yours”

He looked a me. “Do you believe what | just told you?’

Sowly | nodded.

“Then you can make them bdieve it. Just let them look into your mind ... your soul.” His face was
absolutely expressionless.

| shook my head. “But | don’t even know how to contact them—"

“They’ve obvioudy chosen you to be their go-between. They’'ll contact you; soon, | would expect.
They'll have to.” He rose from his seat, smoothly and unexpectedly, nodding to each phantom Gentleman
and Lady of the Board in turn.

“I'm not atrained negotiator,” | protested, twiding in my seat as he started past me. “I’'m not even a
Tau ctttzen Why are you puiting this on me—?’

“Because,” he murmured, leaning over and lowering his voice until only | could hear him, “from what
| can see, no one associated with Tau has even the dightest idea of how to resolve the Stuation without
bloodshed.” He draightened up again,”I'm sure you'll do everything humenly possible to prevent a



tragedy from occurring, Cat.” |1 wondered whether he was being ironic. “If everything you can do is ill
not enough, Adminigtrator Borosage is respongble for any further actions that Tau takes.” He glanced a
Boroszge, back at me. ‘And now, Ladies and Gentlemen of the Board, | mugt be going, if I'm to make
the shuttle”

“Going?’ | sad. “You're leaving?’

Sand shrugged. “1’ve been cdled home by Draco.” Obtt of the line of fire. The worst thing | could
have imagined hagppening as I’d come into this medting had happened before it even began: Draco had
dready distanced itsdlf, literdly and figuratively, from any of the repercussions they’d decided were going
to drike Tau.

| sank back into my seat. “You coward,” | breathed, and saw him frown. But he went on toward the
lift without stopping.

Around the table the Board Members began to wink out of existence one by one, until | was left with
only Perrymeade, that lifdess puppet, and Borosage, who was amiling.

Fourteen

| cor rJp. “Let’'sgo,” | muttered to Perrymeade. | struck the back of his seat.

He stood up without protest, glancing at Borosage and back at me. He nodded once and led the way
to the lift.

| heard Borosage leave his seat behind us, heard his footsteps dosing in on us. Somehow | kept
mysdf from looking back or flinching as he crossed into my line of sght. He blocked my path as we
reached the lift.

| had to stop moving or run into him. | stopped.

“ft'sjugt you and me now, freak,” he said, aS if Penymeade had disappeared dong with the rest of
them. “*And you heard what he 5{d—" Sand. “You make the rest of the freaks understand that Tau isn't
caving in on this. Because I’'min charge here, and they’ re making me look bad. Thisisgoing to cost them
no matter what they do. It might not cost them too much, but only if they suffender the boy soon. You
understand 6s—7’

The lift doors opened, dowly, slently, behind him. But there was no way to get by him until | gave
hman answer.

| chewed the ingde of my mouth. Findly | muttered, “I understand.”

“That's good,” he said. “I'm glad to hear it.” He glanced at Perrymeade. “You get that freak Hanjen
on line and tdl him what's going to happen. The Council must know something—those people have no
secrets. Tdl him they’d better cooperate with us. I'll be waiting. I'll be watching,” he said to me. His
mouth twitched. ‘All the time ... freak.” He looked down a my databand before he moved out of my
way and let us pass.

Perrymeade took me back to the hotdl, not to the Ste where the research team was working. He
looked out the window the whole way; never looked a me once until the mod settled in the usud spot in
the square.

“Sothisisit,” | sad. “I'm off the team? What does that make ie, then? Your prisoner? Borosage's
med—J’

He looked a me then, findly. His eyes were wet and red.

| closed my mouth and got out. | crossed the plaza without looking back as the mod rose up agan
behind me.

Ezrawas waiting in front of the hotel when | reached it. My hands fisted as | saw him, until | redized
he wasn't waiting there for me.

He wasn't even looking a me. He was stlanding in the center of a pile of luggoge, looking up into the
Ky as an ar taxi came drifting down. It settled in front of him; a hotd worker began sowing his
beongings into the maw that popped open in its Sde. Ezra got into the passenger compartment just as |
reached the hotd entrance. | took the last bag out of the affer’s hand. He took a look at me and went
away. | threw the bag on top of the others and sealed the hold. Then | went forward until | was standing



by the mod’ s raised door.

Ezralooked out, garting to say something, spasmed in surprise as he saw me. He swore ingtead. His
hand rose to cover hisface A patch of sudoskin ill hid his nose, with purple bruise seeping out from
under its edges. “What do you want?’

“Jug wanted to say good-bya,” | said.

He glared a me, lowering his hand. “I don’t need this—" He gestured at the hotd, the town, the
plangt, file. “This means nothing.” Only the bitterness in his voice told me how much of alie that was. “I
could have been working on hdf a dozen better projects.” He dammed his hand down on the door
contral; the open door began to arc down above me. “I'll get her back—" Kissin-dre. “TWenty years
from now I'll be at the top of my fidd. And you'll ill be nothing but a freak.”

| ducked aside as the door came down. ‘And you'll dill be an asshole” | said. The door sealed with
a soft hiss | stepped back, watching the mod rise, watching his face and the hatred on it grow smdler
and amdler until he merged into the mirroring window surface, into the mod itsdf, into the sky, until he'd
disappeared.

| went into the hotdl, straight to the nearest access port, and put in a cdl to the Feds. The message
that came up on the empty screen told me they were gone from the hotel. Not just for the day—for
good. Tau had taken them away, probably far away. | didn’'t have to guesswhy.

| thought about tracking them down, sending a message after them, tdling them why they had to
come back. But even as | requested the search, my mind was caling up haf a hundred real sons why it
would never happen. And there was only one that mattered: They redly didn’'t give a damn. They'd been
oblivious to Tau's fawning and flattery. They'd been jugt as oblivious to everything I'd done to get thar
atention. Nothing redly mattered to them; they were what I'd dways thought the Feds were: drones,
going through the motions and collecting their pay. Nothing short of a dome caving in on them persondly
was going to change how they saw any of this.

For amoment | actualy wondered how | could make that happen. And then | canceled the search. |
remembered Natan Isplanasky, the head of Contract Labor, the angle genuine human being Ieft in the
entire FTA as far as | could tdl: A man without a life of his own, who spent most of his waking hours
jacked into the Federation Net just to track Contract Labor’s highest levels of operation. The man that
I’d told HARM could hdp them.

At the rate things were fdling apart here, | wasn't sure a message would even reach Isplanasky
before it was too late. There was dill no direct faster-than-light communication in the Federation. Any
messages that went outsde a Sngle solar system went on a ship, just like the humans who sent and
received them. Tranamisson cost more than | wanted to think about, and it would be days before an
answer came, even longer before there could be any ggnificant change in the Stuation.

And yet, if my information reached | gplanasky in time, the system might il work for me, this once. If
there was a better answer, | was too exhausted to see it. | input a request for an inter-world message
relay.

| fed my message into the Net; watched the credit line on my databand take a nosedive. | started
back across the empty lobby toward the hote entrance.

| stopped again when | was dmogt to the door. A Tau Corpse was sanding outside, talking to one
of the hotel people. He looked up a me, touched the edge of hishemet in a salute, and smiled. It wasn't
ameaningless amile. He went on watching me until findly | turned around and went back insde.

By the time | reached my room, the message light was blinking on the console. | requested the
message, hdf afraid of anything that might appear on the screen, because | couldn’t imagine anything |
wanted to see there right now.

What did come up on the screen was so unexpected thet | read it twice before | believed it: The
message you wish to send has been rejected by Tau's censors.

| couldn’t reach Isplanasky. Probably | couldn’t reach anyone else, now. | wondered whether the
door to my hotd room would open for me; whether they’d sedled mein. | didn't try it to find out.

| wore a path in the room’s carpet, dimbed itswalswith my mind as | tried to find a way out of the
trap that Refuge had suddenly become for me. Nothing else happened for hours. | ordered room service,



The food came out of the service unit in the wall, and | didn’t eat it. Fndly | lay down and closed my
eyes, letting my body’ s exhaustion seep into my brain, hoping that nothing would happen faster if | dept
through it.

| dept. | dreamed, my mind filled with a bleak twilight landscape that | had to keep moving through,
meking wrong turn after wrong turn on ajourney | couldn’t turn back from. The light never changed and
the landscape never changed, and it seemed to methat | would never make any progress toward a god |
couldn’t name ...

But then after an eternity logt, the light began to grow, like an unspoken whisper murmuring my secret
name, and | redized that I’d aways known what 1’d been searching for ....

For someone who could flow through my solid flesh as though it was an illuson, to touch me
like this, shocking alive every nerve ending in my body. Pleasure sang through me at the speed of
thought as | opened to a timeless place ...

| opened my eyes, feding my body stretch like a stisfied animd below the unfocused form hovering
over me. “Wha—J’ | blinked, trying to make the face one | knew ...

“Jeezrrl” | sat up, hdf scrambting backward on the bed. “MiYa—"

She stood over me, her own face stricken, gesturing desperately with her hands for me to be quiet.

Miya. | mouthed the word slently; touched her lips with uncertain fingers. She closed her eyes asif it
had been a kiss, and color rose in her cheeks. It took dl the control | had then not to pull her down and
make the kiss redl. | could bardly tdl what was a dream now, what she'd been doing to me before |
woke up. Whatever it was, it left me feding stupefied, aroused, needing—"*What?’ | whispered, shaking
my head.

She made a gedture like she thought—or maybe knew—that the room was bugged. | got up from the
bed, wondering whether she was right. If she was, there was probably visud or infrared too, and nathing
was safe.

| looked toward the door. Our only choice was to get out now, but not that way. There was only one
way that we could be certain of.

Looking back at Miya, | redized that she aready knew it. She took hold of my arrns; | fdt her mind
make contact, preparing us for a teleport—

The door exploded behind us. The window/wal in front of us gaped on open sky and a geaming
meass of CorpSec technology. Uniformed bodies were everywhere. Something exploded in the heart of
the room before | could even react, knocking me fla, filling the air with fog. | heard Miya cry out, fet my
own shout of disbelief sucked out of mY lungs

Everything turned insde out, and flat on my back on the floor, | fdt mysdf faling—

| hit the floor agal_n, hard. But it wasn't my floor. Not even a floor, but the hard ground in some
back dley .. in Freaktown. | staggered to my feet, swearing, bruised, sheking mysdf out.

Naoh stood in front of me, her eyes burning. Behind her | could see the brink of the canyon, and Tau
Riverton in the distance. Looking back into her eyes, dl | could think was that HARM had kidnapped
me they thought I’d betrayed them, and even if they didn’t kill me Borosage would never let me get back
across theriver ....

But then | remembered Miya, the way she'd looked a me fn the moment before the Corpses had
burst in on us. Miya.

| didn't see her. The fear tha she'd been left behind broke Naoh's spdl, closed my throat as |
turned—

Miya was behind ffi€, sorawled on the ground like I'd been, dowly picking hersdf up. She moved
like her body had become a stranger to her, and her face was the color of ash. Two of the HARM
members helped her to her feet.

| sumbled to her side, ignoring the rest of them. “Miy’ ... awvright—? wha happ'n’?’ | broke off as
the words registered, as | heard the durring. | shook my head again, svimming through confusion as thick
as sawage, not understanding why | sounded like I'd been drugged. Only one thing was clear inmy mind:

T6u had betrayed me again. And not just methistime.
Miya held her head, looking glazed. She said something to me, durring, and | couldn’'t make it out.



She looked away again, searching restlesdy until she spotted the bundle in someone's arns that | redized
was Joby. She went to him, ungeedily, and took him into her own arrns.

“They were waiting,” 1.{uoh said, her voice hard. “It was a trap. Y ou were the bait. They thought we
wouldn't know. Miya made ajoining with me, in case this happensd—" She gestured at us, disgusted.

Miya hed Joby, forehead to forehead with him, amiling as their eyes met. | watched them together,
tenderness and envy ailling through my senses like the taste of honey fruit. 1 looked back a Naoh.
“Why'd you brin" me?’ | asked, bardly remembering to ask it in Hydran. My speech was sarting to clear
up as quickly asit had gone out of control.

Naoh glanced a Miya, asif it hadn’t been her ideg, asif she wanted to hear the reason herself.

“He didn’ know ... was a trap.” Miya pushed the words out of her mouth like someone spitting
stones, and her face was as guarded as her sster’s. “Coul’'n’ leave him to them.” She reached out to
touch me, dmogt protectively, hesitated, glancing at Naoh.

“Thank you,” 1 murmured. | put out my hand, catching hold of hers as she withdrew it.

She looked down at our hands, wonder and desire poured through the contact point from her mind
into mine. | sucked in a breath; my fingers tightened.

She set her own hand free suddenly, effortlesdy. | fet the aftershock of her salf-consciousness as my
fingers closed on themsdves. ‘61—l thought we should learn wha Tau said to him,” she murmured,
ganang a Naoh again dmogt guiltily. She shook her head, worked her face muscles, as though she
didn’'t know what was wrong with her mouth.

“Why do we soun’ like we were drugged?’ | asked, trying not to look as logt as | suddenly fet, not
able to touch her anymore. It was cold herein the wind, and | was't wearing my coat.

Miya shook her head again, but thistimeit was | don’t know.

Naoh glanced back and forth between us with a frown. “Miya ...” she murmured, and there was
something both wondering and querulous in her voice. “Heis ... you bdieve ... thisis your nasheirtah?
Him? The haf breed?’ She glanced a me, away again.

“Did you bedieve you could keep it a secret, once we'd joined? Her voice softened amost
rluctantly as Miya looked away. Naoh put her hands on Miya's shoulders while the others waiting
behind her stared at the three of us, meking menta comments that | probably didn't want to hear.

Miya shook her head, resting her own hands on her sster’s, but looking a me.

“Miya—?" | murnured, not understanding what was going on between them or what my part in it
was.

“He doesn't know?’ Naoh murmured, looking a me now too. “He doesn't even know what that
means?’ There was astonishment in her voice this time, and disbelief, even indignaion. | couldn’t tel
which responses were intended for Miya and which were amed a me. “She bdieves you ae her
nasheirtah,” she sad to me ddliberatdy. “Her soulmate .... We bdieve that in a lifetime there is only one
person who is meant to be for each of us. Thefird time she met You, she knew ...,” She looked back a
her agter. “But you didn’t tdl him.”

Miyawouldn't look &t either of us llow. She could have been on the other sde of the world, for dl
the sense of her there wasin my mind. “Naoh, stop—" she whispered.

“Miya? | said again, my own voice fdtering as she refused to meet my eyes. | wondered whether
she was ashamed or smply afraid—ashamed to have the others know the truth, afraid her sster would
rgject her ... afrad that | would. “Miya....." | touched her face gently.

She looked up a me, Sartled. | saw the look in her eyes, the fear of finding nothing when my eyes
looked back at her. | remembered last night: faling adeep indde the warm, protected shelter of her body,
her mind ... waking up cold and empty and done, afraid that I'd wake up cold and empty forever ....

“I know,” | whispered. “r do ...."” | watched the fear change to rdief, and then, uncertainly, into joy. |
leaned past Joby’s curious stare and kissed her; fdt the hungry pressure of her lips on mine jump-start
the flow of thought and emotion between us. Joy and terror and longing took my bregth away.

And then Naoh's ps smashed our mindink like a hurled rock. In the solit second before | logt
contact | fet her shock a encountering my mind defenseless and onling fdt the thorn-thicket of her
emotions: surprise/pain/joy/envy/curiosity/helpless anger ....



And then dl three of us were suddenly aone, blinking like the daylight was a surprise, as we were
dragged neuron by neuron back into the world we shared with the others.

“‘Whb can't say here,” Naoh sad sharply, asif that was redly dl that had been on her mind. “Let’s
go.”

“Wait,” | sad, my voice dill husky. “The Corpses—they’ll track me. You're not safe as long as |
have this” | touched my databand. | remembered how much it had meant to me to findly put one on;
what it had cost me to earn the right to wear one. What life had been like without one.

| turned to Miya, where she stood holding Joby in her affns seeing the way she looked a me “I
colttdn’'t leave him,” she'd said. Joby. Or me. | looked away a Tau Rivertoh, searching my mind for a
anglething I’ d left undone across the river that had any meaning, compared to anything that waited to be
done over here. Searching it for a Sngle person I'd shared something with that had any real meening,
compared to what I’ d found with Miya.....

| pressed the thumb-lock on my databand. | caught its weight in my hand asit dropped off my wridt.

“What are you doing—" Miya said, her voice as incredulous as any Human's,

“l can't wear this anymore,” | said. “Humans killed my mother because she was Hydran. My father
was Human; he left mein the gutter because | was Hydran. I'm Hydran—!" | pitched the databand away
from me as hard as | could, watched it, and everything it stood for, go spirding out over the rim of the
canyon, down, down into the bronze waerflow a hundred meters below. | turned back to Miya's
dishdieving eyes. ‘ And you are my nashertah.”

The others were dl garing a me with the same disbdief, even Naoh. “Cdl meBian,” | said.

Miya pressed her face agangt my shoulder as | held her, and Joby, closed in my arrns. “Bian,” she
whispered. “WelCome home” She moved aside to let Naoh embrace me like a logt brother ... a lost
lover. There was a gentlenessin Naoh' s touch that | hadn’t thought she was capable of; something in her
eyes that was haunted but amost tender as she murmured, “Namaste, Bian. Bring my sster joy. At least
one of us should have it forever ....”

| didn’t say anything, couldn’t, as one by one the others did the same.

Fifteen

Tupy rook me somewhere ese, then, before Borosage could take us dl out right where we stood ...
before | redly had time to think about the consequences of what I'd done.

| reoriented, supported by Miya and Naoh. We were sanding in a bleak, dusty, run-down space too
much like the one I' d vidited lagt night. Onty the worn blanket in place of a worn rug in the center of the
room made me certain we were actudly somewhere else. | rcaltzed then that rooms like thismight be dl |
saw, how | lived, for the rest of mY life

| looked back at Miya and redlized the thought didn’t even bother me. | glanced from one face to
another, sulrounded by the band of Hydran outcasts who' d been strangers to me only minutes ago. Now,
with the suddenness of the teleport itsdf, they’d become my family.

“If you are going to be one of us, you should look like us, Bian,” Soral said. He shut his eyes as if he
was concentrating. Suddenly he was holding a shirt—one of the long, side-fastened traditiona tunics that
they were dl wearing, ru.n Miyanow. “Here,” he said, and let it go. The shirt rose into the air and hung
above my head. The others watched, grinning and pointing.

| looked up at it, and fet a sudden chill. | looked down again, sartled, and suddenly | wasn't
wearing any shirt; my shirt and Deadeye’ s sweater lay in a heap on the floor at Naoh's feet. She looked
me up and down. So did the others, with a frank curiogity that told me they’d never seen a Human
naked, or even a hdf Human haf naked. They dmost seemed disappointed that nothing worth mentioning
was different from the neck down. |1 clutched the top of my pants with both hands. “These stay,” | said,
not amiling.

They laughed and nodded, nudging each other. Naoh's laughter was high and giddy as the shirt
suddenly dropped out of the air onto my head. It dithered its way down around my neck like something
dive



| pushed my arrns into the deeves and fastened it, managing a amile of my own. The tunic's materid
was softer and warrner than it looked, and probably alot older.

“Namaste,” | said, redizing as | sad it that it aso meant “thank you.” Sord bowed dightly to me; |
bent my head to him, to them dl.

Miya set Joby on the floor a her feet. A pile of blocks and other toys appeared around him. She
pulled the bandana gently from my hair. | stood motionless, the center of attention but for once not
uncomfortable about it, as her coal fingers lifted my hair off the back of my neck.

Tiene passed her one of the ornate metd clips the others, both men and women, wore to hold ther
long hair in an elaborate knot on top of ther heads. The dip hovered in front of my eyes while Miya
gathered and worked with my hair. | couldn’t tdl whether she used only her hands to do it. She reached
into the air for the clip, muilnured her satisfaction as | fdt her fagten it.

“There, Bian,” she said, “my nasheirtah.” Her satisfaction and pleasure were reflected in the faces dl
around me, in a way that made me fed there was more to this part of the ritud of transformation than |
could appreciate with only five senses.

A woman named Tdan offered me a metd bdt. It had been made out of scrap wire woven intg
patterns as subtle as the har clasps. A man named Sath gave me a thong necklace with a pendant of
carved agate. The others came forward one by one, offering me a vest, necklaces, rings, a pouch to hang
a my bet== even a coat that was worn but warm, until my transformation into one of them was
comPlete.

we ate dde flatbread and drank seaming black tea, which Miya cdled pon, while | told them
evaything: That Sand was gone. That the Feds might as wel be. That Borosage was in ,rrurg”, with no
one sanding in hisway. That he'd said he would make Freaktown pay; the only question was how much,
how soon.

“Isthat dl?” Naoh demanded, her usud impatience back and edged with disgppointment. “You sad
that you could hdlp us, Bian. were dl those things you promised us lagt night nothing—just talk?’ She
mede tatk adirty word. She glanced a Miya as she sad it, another of those looks | couldn’t read.

| leaned againg the wall, resting my back. “Tau blocked me & every turn. Even Perrymeade is afrad
to stand up for your people now, because Miyatook Joby.” | glanced away, so that | didn’'t have to see
her expresson change. “Joby doesn’'t matter to someone like Borosage—or to the kind of people who
control rau’'s government. Maybe they even want him out of the w&], because Tu,r’'s negligence is
responsible for what happened to him.”

Joby sat on the floor beside me playing with a scatter of carved cubes, stacking them up, knocking
them down, amiling but slert, like he dways was. Mlya sat beside him. She looked up suddenly over the
rim of her cup and | saw the guilt in her eyes.

“perrymeade’ sin trouble with the keiretsu, because hiring you was hisideg,” r said to her as gently as
| could. “He's afraid of losing everything—so afraid thet it's pardyzing him.” Wanting to take back the
words that made her ook at me that way, but not able to leave them unsaid. “If he had any guts, he'd
help us anyway.”

She only shook her head. Joby glanced up at her and started to whimper. she reached out, touching
his face, and he stopped. “He hasn't spoken a word snce we came here” she munnured, dmost to
hersdf. “He knows ... he knows thisis wrong—" Her hands moved in the air, as if they ached to get
ahold of something tangible, something that could put it dl right.

Naoh made a disgusted noise. “We can't give him back, Miya Not now. You heard Bian—the
Humans don't even want him back. You know it would be the end of us” Her expresson changed
aubtly, in away that made me uneasy. “This is only the next turning of the Way. Everything is hgppening
just asit should. Let Tau do what it wants. Our people act like they are dready dead. If the Humans kill
afew of them, the rest will redize hfe is worth something after dl. Then they will join ss—”

“fndoing what?" | asked.

She looked a me. Her mouth thinned, and she didn’'t answer. | had the feding it wasn't because she
didn’'t know. She just wasn't ready to share the answer with me,

“Borosageisasadid,” | said, frownirg. ‘And he's not stupid.” | rubbed my naked wrist. “You don't



attack an enemy like that head-on==Y ou’ve got to drag him down from behind. HE's mean and he's
dirty ... there's got to be something he's hiding. What about the nephase ... the drug Navu's usng.
Where does it come from? Borosage isletting it get uway—"

“No one cares about that,” Naoh snapped. Miya looked up at her. They locked eyes in another
glent exchange, and Miyad's ristless hands tightened into figs. “It only goes to us” Naoh sad, turning
away, “and the Humans are glad of anything that cripples us mote.”

“He does it himsdf,” Miya said.

“What?’ | raised my head.

“Miya” Naoh sad sharply, dmost athreat. | saw some of the others give her an odd 1ook.

“He s behind it,” Miyawent on, her voice flat, her eyes hard, her whole body chdlenging her sigter’s
right to grder her slent. “He supplies the ones who =l it over here”

“Why?' | asked. “For money?’

“Hatred,” she said. “Fear. I've been this close to him—" She hdld up two fingers a centimeter apart.
“I'vefdt it. That's what he's mogt afraid of: that someone will look insde hirn and see what he redly is”
She glanced down. “He would have killed me, right there, if he'd rcartzed ....” She looked up again. “If
he could have gotten away with it.”

“Yeah,” | said. “That fits the Borosage | know,” My mouth twisted. “But can we prove it? Even
Draco and the FTA can't turn their backs on a drug-dedling corpse. If we could bring him dglyn—"

“That doesn’'t change anything! It has nothing to do with why we're here!” Naoh cut me off. “I have
seen the Way for dl our people. we have to make them open ther eyes! They have to stand up againgt
the Humans who are trying to destroy us. once they find ther pride and ther courage, then it dl becomes
posshle ....” Her eyes glinted like cracked emerads. “The Humans will disappear from this world. The
past that was ours once will be ours again. The sick will be hedled; the logt will find their way. There will
be no more suUfferiilg, no more tears. Thet istheway I've seen ...." she stopped, and took a deep bresath.

| searched the room for anyone ese with a trace of a frown, a flicker of doubt in their eyes. There
were mindless nods and muttered agreement dl around me, letting me hear what | couldn’t fed: that they
dl believed the same thing, fdt the same way. Every one of them. Even MiYa

“You know it too, don't You, Bian? Isn't that why you threw away your databand?’ Naoh gestured
a my wrigt. “You know we are right, that our way is the only way. You rgected your Human sde and
cut your ties to our oppressors. You cut yoursdf off from the exploitation they stand for. We are true
revolutionaries. We're not afraid to set an example, to lead the others to the Way—to become martyrs, if
necessary—so that our race will survive. 1sn't that what it meansto You—?’

| glanced a Miya She sat unmoving but unprotesting dongside Joby. 1'd thought she'd taken Joby
to protect him, but from what 1’d seen of his family, and how she fdt about them, | knew that wasn't
true. I'd thought she'd taken him to draw the FTA’s attention. But from what Naoh was saying now, |
couldn't see how Joby fit into HARM'’s red plans anywhere. unless, by kidnapping him, Naoh was
taking some kind of revenge. | wondered what Miya knew that she wasn't saying, wondered when she'd
tdl me—whether she ever would.

“fa't t?” Naoh caught my arm. “Isn’t that what it means to you?’

“Theway | heard it,” | said dowly, “true revolutionaries have to be willing to kill their own families”

She stared a me. “That is the Human way,” she murmured at lagt.

| looked a Miyaagain, and Joby. “Maybe it anounts to the same thing.”

“Stop thinking like a Humafr,” Naoh said. “If you aren’'t with us, S4n"—her cat-pupiled eyes
searched mine—"‘you are againg us. Againg your own people. your red people ....” Her hand rose
resssuringly to touch my face; | fdt a tendril of thought ed its way in through my defenses. She was
Miya's sger, | idt the echo of Miyain her touch. | told mysdf she was accepting me, trying to make me
one of them ... almost trusting hen almost letting her in ...

But then the magnesum flare of her fanaticism seared my thoughts. | shut her out of my mind and
backed away. Miya was only angry at the Humans; Naoh hated them.

“I'mwith you,” | muttered, dl | could do before looking away from her shocked face, back a Miya
and Joby again. “But there's got to be a better way to help our people than mass suicide” | shook my



head. “I know thereisn’'t much time, but let’s use what We have, at Ig4gf _”

“We will use it” Naoh shrugged, frowning like | was the head-case. “We dready have many
followers, and what you've told us will win us more.” Her empty hand dropped to her Sde; her eyes
stayed on me, hard and searching. “You don't truly understand yet, Bian. Once Miya didn’t, but now she
does” Naoh jerked her head a her sger. “Miya, stay with him. Hdp him to unOerstand. There are
things we have to ds—~

She disappeared. The others followed her like aflock of birds, disgppearing one by one into thin air.
The cool wind of their passage moved through *y hair. | stood motionless, suddenly aione with Miya and
Joby.

Joby squedled with surprise or amazement at the sudden emptying of the room. He looked up a
Miya, his face filled with uncertainty, his hands full of toys. But he didn't say anything.

She sghed, her own face going dack with rdlief, before she amiled down a him. “Good-bye!” she
cdled to the air== She waved her hand. “They had to go. But | won't go .... And they’ll come back.”

Sill Joby didn’t say anything. He looked a me then== as if he was waiting for me to disaPPear.

| moved closer until | was stting beside him, moving carefull Y because | wasn't sure how he' d teact.

Joby put down his blocks to look a me. He glanced a Miya again, looking for reassurance. And
then he got to hisfeet and took three steps toward me. stlanding eye to eye with me, he reached out and
touched my ear, the earring dangling from it, the way he had lagt night. His fingers brushed my ea he
explored my face with his hands like he was blind or confirming the evidence of his eyes. | hed mysdf
dill, letting him explore. Suddenly he threw his arrns around my neck, pressing his face againgt my cheek.

Startled, | forced mysdf to rdax. | hdd him until findly he let me go again. He sat down beside me
and began to play with the cubes. He leaned againg my sde like | was a chair in the middle of the empty
room.

| glanced a Miya, not sure what I'd find in her eyes, not sure what | saw there, even when | did. This
was the fird private moment we'd had together since she'd wakened me in my hotel room. At last |
murmured, “I didn’'t know if I'd ever see you again.”

She smiled; her amile overflowed into my thoughts.

“How do you do that?’ | said, wondering. | reached out, touching her hair, her face, the way Joby
hed touched mine proving her redlity.

“What?" she asked, kissng my fingertips, or maybe, (What?)

“Get past me” (Get indde me, likethe ar | breathe .. ==

(By not trying.) She leaned forward until her lips found mine (Because you want me there ....) |
remembered lagt night, how her body had opened to let me enter, as she kissed me again.

(But it can’'t be that easy ....) Her longing lit up my nerve net mating my sudden need with a desire as
relentless astime.

(Itisn't ....) She drew away asmy hands began to touch her, feding the curve of her breasts beneath
the soft, weathered colors of her antique shirt. She caught her breath, glancdng sdfconscioudy at Joby.
(It' s beyond understanding.) She amiled. (It'sthe Way ....)

(No,) | thought. (It's just you.) | reached up, touched the dip shed woven into my hair,
remembering the moment when she' d done it, the look in her eyes, her life-force divein my mind.

She looked back a mein my Hydran clothing, the outward Sgn of my inner transformation. And |
knew that it wasn't amply the way she looked a me that made my heart ache, but the way she saw
me—whole. Beautiful. Nasheirtah. “Miya” | whispered, saying it doud because | wanted to hear the
mudc of it. “Nasheirtah .... “What does it mean?’

“ft means ‘dedtiny,’” she said.

| shook my head, suddenly smiling. “How did you know? How does it happen?’

She glanced down, at her hand resting in mine, two haves of awhale. “It ...” Her thoughts diffused,
focused again, offering me the image of a moment when two minds merged and two hearts were los: a
precognitive sending, a lightning-flash glimpse of a future where every possible image converged in the
face of the Other.

/ know yot't .... | remembered the night, the ingant when we'd collided on that deserted Freaktown



street. I'd seen her face for the fird time, and my entire life had looked back at me from her eyes. And
without even knowing it, I'd offered her my soul ...

And she'd pressed Joby’s databand into my fisg and run away, knowing she'd findly found the one
she was meant to love forever ... and sent him gtraight into the arrns of Tau's Corporate Security.

Her grip on my hand tightened until 1 winced: two lives where every choice had only been between
pain and more pain had findly intersected in that moment, and the ultimate joy had become a tragedy.
And there had been no onein HARM she could share it with—not even her sister—because they had dl
foresworn ther individud lives and needs ...,

And a last | saw what had driven her to find me again, to risk everything—her o\ryn life and safety,
even Joby’s, for a handful of hours. For one night with the one man she would dways love in a way she
would never love anyone ese. And at last | understood why, waking up adone and empty, I'd fdt asif the
rest of my life had gone with her. Why once could never be enough for either of us.

| shook my head in wonder. “Humans ... Humans believe over and over that they’ ve found the orle.
And then it fdls gpart on them.”

“Humans do the best they can,” she murmured, “but without the Gift ...” She broke off, looking a me
and remembering. She glanced at Joby .

“.1o you beieve there's redly a perfect lover somewhere for everyone?’ | asked, trying to pull us
both away from the brink of memory.

“In the Community?’ Her eyes turned distant. “Who knows, anymore? There are so few of us I€ft ....
Some of us go dl our lives without finding nasheirtah. Most of us just make do. Some 4ill find each other,
like—" her mouth pinched, “like Naoh and Navu—only to be destroyed by the Humans” Her hand
dipped out of mine. | tasted the bitterness of her sister’s inescapable grief, dways just below the surface
in her memory.

| pulled her close to me. (I'm not like that. I'm here ... and I'm a survivor. well have our whole
lives—)

(Never promise that,) she thought, blinking too much. ([t'slike a curse.)

The past reached up with hands of pitch, trying to smother me. (you love me ...) | thought,
discovering akind of courage | hadn’'t known existed in me, until she'd given me a reason to find it. The
kind of courage it took to bdieve: (Anything is possible.)

| felt more than saw it as she amiled at last, as she whispered, (I know.) But her face changed as she
looked at Joby. The contact between us evaporated.

“MiYa—T7"

She shook her head, brushing strands of loose hair back from her face, and didn't answer. But |
didn’'t need to hear her thoughts to guess what theY were.

| remembered what had happened when Naoh had tried to reach into my mind. Hetp him
understand, she'd said before she Ieft us here. This wasn't what she'd meant. “Miya” | said again, to
make her ook back a me. “How many members does HARM actudly have? How many other people
do you think believein your Sgter’s ‘vison'?’

“l don’t actudly know how many Satoh—patriots, not HARM membsTs—" she said mildly, “there
are. | don't think any of us know for certain, even Naoh, in case we're ever betrayed.”
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“Has anyone tried to betray you?’ | asked.

She shook her head. “The Council would turn us over to Tau, if they could; but people in the
Community protect us and support us. They know what satoh means” A smdl, wry smile formed on her
face. “There are hundreds, maybe even thousands, who follow Naoh's Way and support us. All of the
Community who live here in town believein our cause, at least to the point where they won't betray us.”

“How is that possble?’ | wondered whether she knew that for fact or whether it was something
Naoh had put into her head. From what I’d seen, it was difficult to believe there were that many Hydrans
left on the planet.

“Naoh's Gift is very srong. She only used it for lagra, untl she had the sending.” She moved
restlesdy, asif even the memories had the power to hurt her. “But then she saw why she'd been givenit:



to save our people. Everyone she reaches out to feds her belief. They know that she's seen the Way—"
Her fig tightened. Her mind was utterly clear of doubt, ether about me, for asking questions, or about
her sster’s sanity. “They’ll follow her ... whenit' stime”

| glanced away. “Miya, the things your sister said, about becoming a martyr ... There' s something ...
t\ryisted about how she sees dl of this It's dmogt asif she has a desth wish—"

“No,” she murmured. * 6f[|4n—"

“Naoh’s taking about death! Your death, the deaths of God knows how many other people. The
Community can't afford thet kind of 10ss.”

“What choice has Tau given us?’ she demanded. “Naoh is being redigic when she says some of us
may die. If any of us lose our courage, if we don't follow the Way as she sees it with complete faith ...
well fal.” The words were emotionless and flat; even so, her expresson reminded me too much of
Naoh’'s. “Some of uswill dways fdter ....” She looked away suddenly.

| remembered what Hanjen had said—about a mood spreading like a disease through an isolated
group, none of them even recognizing the sickness until it was too late. “Thisis some kind of precognition
we're talking about, right? There should be more than one Way that will get us to our god. | know you
bdievethat ... I've fdt you dill looking for answers.” | saw her frown.

“Why shouldn't we go after Borosage, before he comes for us? That could get us the kind of
atention we need without anyone dying. That could work—"

“Others have tried. My parents ....” The words were even flatter. | thought about Naoh again; what
she believed it took to be a revolutionary. “They're dead. And Navu—you saw what happened to him.
He became an addict in Tau's prison.”

The sick will be healed, and the lost will find their Way, Naoh had said. | wondered whether she
thought that induded Navu. | shook my head. “How does Borosage get away with it? Where does he
et the power?’

“Hefllls a Vacuum,” she said, her voice thick. “No Human who has enough power to control him
cares enough to do it.”

| swore under my breath. The Sght of scar tissue as | looked down a my bare wrig made my
somach knot. | rubbed it, asif | could rub it away.

Joby was building castles. | watched him pile on one more block, watched as the whole structure
came tumbling down. He sat there, kicking at the blocks with his feet and frowning. Then, dlently, he
began to build again. | looked back a Miya “Where did Naoh go?’

She shrugged. “I don’t know .... Out into the Community, to show our people Tau's thrests—"

“And about HARM’S ... the Satoh's part init?’ | asked. ‘About the kidnapping? Is that why you
took Joby: to force acrigswith Tau?’

“(No!)” she said, with anger | fdt as wel as heard.

“Then why involvehim at al?’

“Naoh,” she murmured; her contact dipped through the fingers of my mind as something disappeared
from her eyes. “Naoh sad it was necessary. | didn't want to believe that. But ... it was necessary. She
showed me.....”

| got up and moved across the room, stood staring out through the dusty panes of the sngle amdl
window. | searched for the reefs, knowing they were out there somewhere in the distance beyond the
blurred profile of Freaktown. | couldn’'t even lie to mysdf that they were within range of my sght. |
thought about Kissindre and the team working somewhere out there ... \ryondered what they’d been told
about me this morning, what they’d
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think when they found out the truth—if they ever did. | wondered whether my defection would ruin
any chance of continuing their research; if Kissindre would wind up heting me.

| touched my wrigt; looked down at it again. No matter what | wanted, without a databand | could
never go back to thelife I’d had on the other side.

For asecond | logt my grip on everything; the knot of denid holding me together came undone, and
the fragments of my saf soun away into free-fall—



| pulled mysdf together again, not wanting Miya to see me fdter, not wanting her to think she was the
onethat | had doubts about. | stood with my back to her until | was completely certain that | was Hill on
solid ground; ill in Freaktown, staring out through a single filthy pane of glass at the same unreachable
view.

“Bian,” Miyamurmured. At fird | didn’t redlize that she was speaking my name. (Bian.)

“What?' | said. My voice was a shambles.

She was ganding barely an arm’s length from me as | turned around. | flinched in surprise, even as
she reached out to me. “Bian,” she repeated, gently, as if she was trying to remind me of something.
“You arc part of us now ... but Naoh was right, you don’'t know what that means. You need to know.
Let me show you. Come with me” She took hold of my hands, drawing me forward.

| took a deep breath and followed her back across the room. She leaned down to pick up Joby. He
reached up to me. | held out my arns, and she settled him into them. The weight of his amdl body fet
good, solid, anchoring me in redity. | saw the lines of drain above her eyes ease jud a little “Miya” |
sad, “we don't have time. Borosage isn't going to give us the time. We' ve got to find a way to neutrdize
him. Tau's dready let him off his leash.”

“Naoh has a plan,” she repeated, looking distracted, looking at Joby. “She's seen the Way. If we
falow her vison, we won't die—we Il win. “WEell be given everything we need to rebuild our world. |
trug her ....”

| kept slent, wishing that | did. For the firg time since I'd lost control of my Gift, | saw a reason to
be glad | dill had the defenses that kept the world out. Because they kept Naoh out. Even when we were
aone Miya couldn’'t see the Stuation objectively, free of Naoh’'s mind-dlouding paranoia. | only saw now
how much of Miya's concentration was bound up in caring for Joby. How it could make her easy to use.

| didn’t like thinking that, but Naoh was usng her, intentiondly or not, usng her trust, usng what was
good in her againgt her. Sucking her into the Satoh’s mindset until she was too deeply involved to see
anything independently. “Who ese do you trust? Hanjen? The oyasn—7"

She frowned as | mentioned Hanjen. | remembered what Naoh had said about him.

“The oyasin,” | repeated. “We need to ask her how she sees this Tau's probably got her under
aurvelllance ... can you get us to the monagtery?”

Miya nodded. She looked dubious, but her eyes were regigering me agan, like I'd findly sad
something that didn’t short out her resolve. | watched her gather hersdf, fdt her gather me in, the boy in
my ams ... the boy indde me, afraid of the dark and yet hungry for it ...

And everything changed, went black/white—

We were sanding ingde the white waren of the monastery’s walls. A handful of running children
passed us, | watched them scatter like startled mice. They darted away into doorways farther down the
hall.

Then they came back, one by one. Some of them were tralled by adults, mogsly women. They
gathered Slently at the far end of the hdl to Stare & us.

Grandmother appeared; the gathering separated without anyone glancing back. She moved through
them toward us. | wasn't sure where she’ d come from, but it didn't redly matter.

“Namagte,” she sad to us as pladdly as if we weren't hunted fugitives with a kidnapped child
between us, but only one more family of refugees seeking shelter. “I knew you would come.”

| made a bow, fdlowing Miya's, biting my tongue agang asking how she'd known it this time.
Insteed | asked, “Isit safe for us to be here? Safe for you?”

Grandmother nodded once but touched her finger to her lips. “For now,” she said gently, in Hydran,
asif she knew I’d undergtand it. She came closer, her eyes on Joby. She didn't try to take him from rrre,
and yet there was something in her manner that was like outstretched arrns. If I'd dill had any questions
about whether she knew what the Satoh were doing, she'd just answered them. But watching Miya out
of the corner of my eye, | saw her face change asif Grandmother had taken a burden from her—one that
| couldn’'t hep her carry, one that | couldn’t even see. Grandmother touched Joby lightly, dmost like a
blessng, while he amiled at her asif he knew the touch of her hand, the touch of her mind.

“Oyadn,” Miya munnured, glancing down amaost humbly. “We have come to ask you to help us see



the Way dearly.” She looked a me, and | redized she was spesking out loud for my sake. “My sder
says that she has seen the future. But Bian sayq what she seesiswrong ....” She broke off, and | saw the
emptinessin her eyes, asif suddenly she couldn’t see any future at dl ahead of us.

The slence stretched between them while she shared everything she'd heard with Grandmother. |
walted, watching their faces.

At lagt Grandmother nodded. She pressed her hands together; her face logt dl expresson as her
mind went somewhere ese. | wondered whether it was into the future.

Her eyes came dive again behind the transparent vel. She looked a me. But dl she said was, “We
mugt go now.”

And before | could ask where, | fdt the vortex of two minds begin to re-form space around me,
pulling me and Joby away again to somewhere ese.

Sixteen

| sucred in a breeth of cold air, another full of surprise as | redized where we were. “The regfs—" |
murmured. Joby squirmed and giffened inmy &ills. | rubbed his back until he quieted, trying to stabtbze
my own senses as we adjusted to the solid ground that was suddenly under my feet again.

Miya nodded. “The oyasin ... she saysthe Way isV't clear to her, ether. She only saw that you ... we
... heeded to come here” She turned to the view around us, and then, with what looked like both
reverence and resignation, she made a smdl bow of acknowledgment.

We were sanding on the river shore, but nowhere near the spot where the research team had been
collecting data. The skyline of sheared hillsdes and ovate hummocks, the play of light and shadow, was
the same and yet entirdy different, like the same stars viewed from a different world.

| thought about the team again. They were probably dready back on the Human side of the river. |
thought again about the hdlf life that had been dl the life I'd had, until a few days ago ... the life that I'd
given up entirdy in order to have this one. | looked a Miya, holding my breath until the moment passed.

And then | asked, “*W’ha now?’ | turned back to Grandmother, watched her turn through a circle,
bowing to the beauty around us. When she'd completed the circle, she bowed again toward the deeper
shadows below the diff face. | redized there was an overhang of the reef there, maybe even a cave.

The oyasin sttled hersdf on the stony beach, wrapped in a heavy cloak she hadn't been wearing
when we |eft the monastery. She looked up and saw me looking at her.

“l knew that it would be cold,” she said, amiling in that way | never knew whether to take at face
vaue She hed out her affns. “I will keep him. While you follow the Way.”

| glanced a Miya, because Grandmother was 4ill looking at me.

“Both of us” Miyamurmured to me, and nodded.

| carried Joby to Grandmother, settled him into her affns. He went to her willingly, and there didn't
seem to be any change in how he responded. He watched everything that was hgppening around him
with dlent curiodty; he didn’t look surprised or even worried. That was what it would be like to be a
Hydran child, | thought: secure no matter where you were, as long as you could fed the presence of
people who loved you ingde your mind. | realtzed that once there mugt have been atime when 1'd fdt
thet way, in atime | couldn’t even remember.

Grandmother began to tak to Joby, & soft munnur that | redtzed was Standard speech. She waved
her hand, pointing out the reefs and up into the golden evening arr. | looked r'rp and saw taku darting
randomly overhead.

| glanced a Miya, feding her rdief break over me as Grandmother freed her from the drain of
holding Joby’s mind open. Still, there was nathing that resembled a pogtive emotion in what she was
feding now. It struck me that being Hydran didn’t mean freedom from fear, or grief, or pain, because dl
those things would be shared mind-to-mind as intimatdy as love. | wondered how much added effort it
cost her to prevent her doubts from seeping into Joby’s thoughts through the bond between them and
meking him afraid. She’'d said that he hadn’t spoken since she’ d brought him across the ri.ver ...

Miyaturned away asif she didn't want me to go on looking at her. She started down to the river's



shore. It was only then that | noticed a boat pulled up onto the gravd. It was smdl, hardly more than a
canoe, but big enough for the two of us. There were more boats hdf hidden in shadows beyond it.

| followed her dong the shore, helped her push the boat into the water. | dimbed in, as unquestioning
asif | knew what the hdl we were doing. Even knowing Naoh's effect on her, somehow | trusted her the
way Joby trusted her: perfectly, indinctively, without reason—in away |I'd never trusted anyone in my
life

There were no oarsin the boat. There was no power unit that | could see. And yet the boat began to
move, not following the current but nosng deeper into the shadows of the overhanging reef.

Taku fluttered in and out of the darkness above us. Peering up a the roof of the overhang, | made
out pale random blotches on its mossy surface, like wads of cobweb ... nests. | wondered whether the
taku were drawn to the reefs by their ps, whether the Hydrans were, as wel. | wondered again whether
the creation of the taku had been a fluke of the cloud-whaes dreams or a gift.

Aswe drifted farther into the darkness, the bardly audible cries of the taku faded until dl that was left
was the soft Igpping of the water. The opening reached deeper into the heart of the reef face then I'd
imagined. “fs this naturd?’ | asked, dropping my voice to a whisper as it echoed out into the darkness.
“Was it dways here; did the river create it? Or did—" Your people. My people .... | broke off, not
certain how to phraseiit.

| saw her shoulders rise dightly in a shadow of a shrug. “I

don’'t know,” she munnured. Her voice was distracted, as though her thoughts were far away.

| thought about the depths of loss hidden indde those three words, the logt higtory of a people
without a past .... | thought about my own life. | looked up again, trying to guess the dimensons of the
space we were entering now. There was 4ill enough light to see clearly by, even though the cavern
entrance was far behind us. The heart of the reef was glowing, festooned with pho-toluminescent growth.
Stirred by the mation of our passing, the hanging curtains gave off a pale aurora of light. It was wanner
here too. The reef seemed to breathe like something dive, exhding warmth into the dill air, meking the
cold river water steam until we were adrift in a sea of fog.

All my senses fdt smothered, as if we were moving through some medium besides air. But it wasn't
like drowning ... it was good. | remembered my last journey into the reefs; redized the cloud-whaes
thought-residue must be affecting me again. | let it happen, wanting it, ready thistime for anything ...

The boat came to a gentle stop, nudging a shore that was only a denser shadow emerging from the
fog-gray mysery of the water.

Miyaclimbed out of the boat. | helped her pull it up onto the beach. River pebbles crunched under
my feet, s0lid and reassuring. | could make out the dim furrows left by other boats on the stony shore. |
wondered why the Hydrans chose to enter thair haly place this wall, when dl they had to do was think
themsalves here. Then | remembered Hanjen tdling me why he'd walked dl the way from town to see
Grandmother: Respect. Humility.

Miya drifted awvay dong the shore as if she'd forgotten | was with her, or forgotten that | couldn’t
read her mind unless she let me. | wondered whether the reef-rapture that was tuning my thoughts to fog
hed hold of her too, in away | couldn’t imagine. | followed her, forcing my body to make the effort to
catch up. She seemed to know where we were going; | didn’t see any choice except to follow.

Aswe went or, the fogged, stagnant air grew clearer and brighter. Looking up | saw tiny sparks of
light begin to show, winking on one after another, somewhere indde the masses of phosphorescent
growths high above us. | wondered whether the lights were something dive, a lifeform adapted to this
endless night, or some manifestaion of the reef matrix itsdf .... Or whether maybe 1I’d begun to
hdllucinate.

When Miyafindly stopped moving, | looked down again. We were standing on what seemed to be
anidandinalake of fog. | hadn’t fdt us wak through water. | looked back the way we'd come, tdling
mysdf that we couldn’'t have walked on the water, ether. | glanced & Miya Her face was clenched like
afigd, as if she was gruggling againgt something—the power of the reef, or something darker—inside
hersdf.

In front of us on the ground lay a knee-deep pile of artifacts; things dropped there by Human—or



probably Hydran—hands. They must have been brought to this place by past seekers. | wondered what
the ones who'd Ieft them had come here in search of, whether they’ d believed ther offering was the thing
that would get them what they needed or if it had only been a persona gesture, with a meaning no one
else would ever understand.

Miya stooped down, picking up something from a pile that could have been centuries—or even
millennia-old. Some of the artifacts looked like nothing I'd ever seen, things from a time before Humans
had come to this world, when the machinery of Hydran daily life had run on energy channeled by the
mind. Some of them just looked like junk, the fdlout of everyday life in a Human city, castoffs from the
world across the river. | nudged a piece of scrap metd; it canted over, crushing a bouquet of flowers that
I’d thought at first were redl.

| looked up again as Miya dropped the thing she'd been holding. It looked like an old-fashioned
menud lock, but something about it was different, incomplete. Her eyes werefull of tears. 66\tr/fu4l—7’
| said softly.

“Naoh,” she murmured. ‘And Navu.”

| bit my lip, not understanding but not able to ask. She wasn't looking at me anymore, and she didn’t
sy anything else.

Fndly she moved ail, picking a path through the residue of grief and prayers. The darkness closed in
on us until even my eyes had trouble making out the way ahead. “Miya?’ | whispered, but she didn't
answer. Instead | fet her hand close over mine, leading me onward in Slence.

Abruptly we came up againg a surface that was somehow solid and yidding dl a once, like the flesh
of some unimaginable creature. She pulled me forward, forcing me face-firg into the membranous wal. |
fdtit begin to close in on tile, absorbing me. | tried to resis, darting to panic. The hard pressure of her
hand locked around mine kept me moving, somehow reassuring me as if her mind was actudly feedittg
mefaith.

We merged, then emerged through the membrane's other surface so suddenly that | staggered. She
caught my weight againg her.

It was pitch-black here, and the ar had a pungent dankness to it. | wondered what | was breathing
in, what 1I'd see, if | could see anything. Miya's hand on my chest stopped my forward motion. Her
hands guided me down urtil we were gtting on a surface my touch couldn’t identify. Sill she didn't say
anything.

“What do we do now?’ | whispered thickly, sufprised at the difficulty 1 had just forming the words,
&sif my brain had gone to deep.

“Wait,” she murmured. Her voice sounded far away, reluctant, as if spesking wasn't something you
did here. Her hand stroked my chest gently, dmost tenderly, before it fdl away.

| fought the urge to reach out, to reestablish the severed link between us. | kept my hands clenched
a my sdes and waited, not letting mysdf ask what we were waiting for.

Guidance. Insight. Answers. The words formed indde my thoughts as if someone had put them
there, but it was only my own mind guessing. | didn’'t believe the random ps energies of the reef were
any more likdy than the random motion of the stars to answer the question of what the hdl we were
going to do about Tau. But | waited, meatching the rhythm of my breething to Miya's, knowing that a
least here | had a chance to fed something, to interface with the world that I'd been cut off from, even if
whatever it gave back to me proved as meaningless as everything dse.

| pressed my hands againg the unidentifiable surface of the ground, increased the pressure until they
were the focus of the pain and tension that seemed to have become a paft of me to the point where |
waan't sure | could draw a breath anymore that didn’t hurt my chest. At firg dl | heard was the sound of
my own bregthing, al | saw was nothing: random patterns of phantom light, the reactive firing of neurons
behind my eyes. If Miya had prayers to say or questions to ask, she asked them ingde her mind, where |
couldn't hear them. My own mind was ablank date.

But ingde my head | could fed the pressure of the reef’s presence building, like the whispering of
haf-heard voicesin an unknown tongue. As | listened, the potentid energy of my tensgon grounded itsdf
in the darkness, flowing out of me through my hands into the unseen, the unknown. As | let it go the



phantom voices grew louder, flowed across the boundaries of my senses, becoming colors, odors,
fragments of sensation that made gooseflesh crawl up my body.

| shifted, restless with sensation, fdt my shoulder contact Miya | started, asif my body had forgotten
| wasn't here done.

She pressed closer, unexpectedly, as if she was the one who needed contact, reassurance, a guide,
now. Searching in the darkness | found her hand, held it. Its coldness startled me. A tremor ran through
her arm into my body. | held or, not knowing what it meant, only glad that she didn’t pull away.

| felt my concentration begin to dissolve again, coherent thought turning to bubbles on an undersea
swdl of indescribable gimuli ... dowly reassembling into logic and recognizable images, the sense of
Miyd's body pressed againgt mine ... drifting out again into some dien sea, drawn back ...

... 38aing her with an impossible darity that vison couldn’'t begin to capture: seeing beauQ that had
nothing to do with surface features; need that had everything to do with her soul; faith that defied
fate and description .... All the things that had drawn me to her like gravity—that had made me trust
her, made me willing to risk my life for a sranger. I'd thrown away everything I'd struggled so hard to
become to be in her world ingtead of the one I’d dways known. Seeing mysdf through her mind's eyes.
finding everything that | loved about her reflected in the image my face ...... My sunned thoughts
dissolved, risng and escaping, dipping through the fingers of my brain ...

... And dowly reintegrated, until | could fed her hand inmire ... her mind ... Her== aHydran amnong
Humeans, knowing them as individuds, not a faceless enemy. And yet dways an outsider, an dien ... even
though by reaching out to them she made hersdlf an outsder among her own people. | wondered why
she'd done it, why she'd been drawn to the Human side, after dl that had been done to her people, dl
the things that made her sster hatg Humans ...

But | didn’'t have to wonder anymore why she' d looked a me and found her nashertah ...

... And disolving into the everywhere, | knew with my last coherent thought just how much love it
was possible to fed ...

... There in the everywhere her mind was open, shining, like a sanctuary; once agan there was no
barrier between us, no need for any kind of defense. We were one with the matrix of random energy
around us ... with thisworld, with the universe that everything was a part of. With each other ... her body
agang mine, our bodies folding, combining, flowing through each other while the solid floor of the
chamber seemed to fdl away beneath us. | fdt mysdf rise out of redity, radiant energy shining from every
pore, as we were absorbed into the luminous heights of rapture. Together we were whole, together we
could find the answer to any question, every need ....

And then the shining heights flooded with an acid fog of terror and grief, and redity came crashing in
todamus.

Suddenly we were two separate, lost souls again, crouched blindly in the difling darkness. Beside me
Miya was gasping with shock.

“Miya—7" | cdled, dill supefied by visons, not knowing what had been a hdlucination, what was
redl, as a smothering pdl of disagter filled the space around me.

| fdt her hand on my arm, urging me up. “No,” | said hoarsdy, 0 close, so close—feding the
answer we' d come for vanish like a dream at the sound of my voice. “No, Miya, ry4il—"

But she wouldn't wait. She forced me up, every movement leaden after the memory of flight, and
guided me back through the membranous wdl of the prayer chamber, through the gimmeing
shadowland where the dream jetsam of Hydrans and cloud-whales coexisted.

We reached the spot where the boat lay waiting. Miyalooked &t rt, hesitating, and then glanced up a
the fog-blind distance, as if she saw something | couldn’'t. And then, gill without a word, she looked
back a me. | fdt her thoughts close around me ...

We were back on the river’s shore, sanding beside Grandmother again. | hdd on to Miya as she
reded agang me, asif the srain of dways carrying me on her mind's back had drained the last of her
grength. The sun had dready set. | glanced down to check the time on my databand and saw nothing but
abare scar. | looked away agan, feding drzzy.

Grandmother ill held Joby in her arrns. She was standing, her body draining the way Miya's had as



she gazed into the distance, searching for something | couldn’t imagine with a sense | couldn’t fed. She
didn’'t even react to our arivd; but Miya said, dmog inaudibly, “We have to go back.”

Before | could stop her our redity changed again. The river was gone. We were sanding on open
ground in front of the smoking remains of a building .... The monastery. Grandmother’s home.

Something—someone—had dropped a plasma burst on it.

“Alyen!” Miyafdl to her knees, holding her head. Grandmother stood beyond her, rigid and Slent,
like a statue. Joby began to wall. | took him from Grandmother’s arms, rocked him in my own, crooning
toneless, meaningless words, trying to comfort him with motion and sound, because | couldn't do
anything redl for anybody.

He quieted, surprisng me. His voice fdl away to a soft keening; he dung to my neck, haf choking me
with need. Time began again: my other senses registered the reek of burning, sounds of grief and pain
carying from the distance. | redized findly that there Were 4ill other people here. Looking toward the
ruins, | saw figures moving, tiny and unrecognrzable from this distance.

And then, suddenly, someone else was beside us, gppearing between eyeblinks. Hanjen.

| sumbled back, sartled like | dways was when somebody did that, but he didn’t even glance at me.
All his attention was on Grandmother. He bowed, pressing her hands to his forehead ... dowly raised his
head again. His throat worked as if he was trying to speak. But he didn't speak, at least not in a way that
| could hear. Beside me, Miyadowly got to her feet. Her face was colorless, her eyes were empty. She
turned away, and | heard her being sick.

As Hanjen released Grandmother’ s hands she took his face gently between them, shaking her head. |
redized suddenly what it had been about: He'd thought she was dead. We could have been dead, dl of
us if we hadn't gone to the reefs when we did. | forced mysdf to ask him, “Who did this—?" even
though | was sure | didn’t need to. Still, somehow | needed to hear the answer.

“Tau,” Hanjen sad hitterly, and | fdt it like a blow even though it was the answer 1'd been expecting.
He looked toward the samoking ruins. “They said that the oyasin was harboring HARM members.”

“Was anybody killed?’ | whispered, barely able to speak the words thistime.

“Yes” Hanjen murmured, shaking his head. It wasn't a denid, but a dearing motion: | remembered
how death had fdt, trapped insde of me, when I'd 4ill had my telepathy; how it had saturated dl my
senses, filled even the ar around me until | couldn’t breathe. “We don’'t know how many,” he sad
thickly, &t lagt. “some people fled. Some of the survivors said that something happened to them before
the exploson: That they couldn’t use their Gift—their speech became durred, &sif they’d been drugged.
No one redly knows what had happened, or how many escaped. | thought ... the oyasin ...” He broke
off, glanding at her again. She was aready moving away, going on foot toward the burned-out shell of the
monagtery, where stunned survivors dill drifted like insects around a flame.

“Is there an airborne form of the drug Corporate Security uses?’ Hanjen asked me.

| hesitated, remembering what had happened to me, and to Miya, when Tau had closed its fig on us
back inmy hotd room. “1 don't know.” Redalrzing as | sad it that | didn’'t know enough about nephase
to know whether an airborne form of it was even possible. | was surprised that he didn't either.

“There is an airborne form of the drug,” Miya murmured behind me. “It's used for crowd control,
when too many Hydrans try to gather for araly. Draco manufacturesit.”

“Oh, God,” | muttered, seeing Sand in my mind's €Y e, seeing him abandoning Tau to twig in the
wind .... Had he left Borosage something more—enough rope for Tau to hang itsdf with? | shifted Joby
inmy arrns. He rested quietly with his head on my shoulder, dmost asif | redly could touch him, reassure
him, someha% with my mind. Had Borosage known where we were when they destroyed this place 7
Was the timing of the attack really just chance? Had they known Grandmother had taken us
away ... or had Tau wanted us all dead?

Hanjen looked at me again, suddenly, as if he was only now seeing me dearly. “That's a Human
child” he said. He looked past me, and | saw him rediize who the third person with us was. “Miya—?'
He caught her by the ann. She didn't resist, dill pale and shaken. He looked back at Joby, & me, avay
a the oyasn moving among the victimsiin the distance. | watched his dishdief fade into resgnation. He let
Miya go, his mouth like a knife cut. | wondered what he wouldn't say, wouldn't even dlow himsdf to



think as he watched Grandmother.

Miya came ungeedily to my side. Her hand reached up absently to stroke Joby’s harr. | wondered
whether she fdt the tremor run through me as | redlized what Hanjen must be thinking—who he mugt be
blaming for what had happened here.

“The child must be returned,” Hanjen said. His voice strained, asif he'd read my mind, but he hadn’t
needed to.

“l know,” Miya whispered, her own voice a thread of sound. “But then I'll never see him again.
What will become of him—7’

“You should have thought about that before you took him.” Hanjen moved away from us, waking
ddiberatdy, but gill moving too quickly. He headed toward the ruined monagtery and the survivors.

“rt wasn't supposed to be like filis—" Miya munnured in Hydran. The frayed thread of her voice
snapped under the weight of the obvious.

“Yesit was” someone said behind me. Naoh.

| turned and she was there, in the flesh. Her eyes were black pools of pan as she stared a the
monagtery, the huddled figures.

“When our people learn how far the Humans have gone—destroying a holy place, causing the deaths
of innocent children, trying to kill an oyasn—" Her voice shook; | fet rage blow through my soul like a
burning wind. Miya giffened beside me, her own face a mask of devadtation, asif her sster’s fury had
immolated al coherent thought.

| fet atotdly different emotion as | looked a Naoh. “Did you know this was going to happen—J’

Naoh swung around, glaring a me. “Who are Y ou, to say that to me?’ But she didn’t deny it.

“Naoh—7?" Miya said, when her agter didn’'t say anything more. It was hdf a demand, hdf a plea

“l followed the Way,” Naoh whispered. “The oyasn says sometimes the Way is hard ....” She
looked back at me “My Sster understands that.”

Miya sucked in a sharp breath. “What are you taking about?’ she demanded, her voice rigng. “That
you betrayed these people to Borosage? Are you—are Jos—" (Insane!) Her mind screamed the word
ghe wouldn't speak. But as thar eyes locked, | waiched Miya's expresson soften, like candle wax
mdting in aflame,

“Miya?’ | murmured, and touched her am. She didn't look a me, didn't even acknowledge me. |
backed away from her, shaken. | Ieft them sanding there, like one woman gaing into a mirror, and
garted toward the place where Grandmother was dill moving dowly among the survivors. Even from a
distance | read painin her every mation: the shared suffering that only | was immune to, out of everyone
here. The urge to ask her whether she’ d known what was going to happen here died gillborn insgde me.

“Bianl” Naoh cdled out suddenly. “Our people had to learn! We had to let them see what will
happen to them! Are you a true revolutionary? Are you truly Hydran—"

| swung around. “Hydrans don't kill people! And they don’t use Humans to do their dirty work for
them, ethsv—" | said, my voice raw.

“You don't understand—') She broke off as Hanjen reappeared suddenly beside her.

“Naoh!” he shouted, the angle word filled with a kind of emotion I’d never heard before in a Hydran
voice.

Shereded asif he'd struck het got control and stopped himin his tracks from coming after her again.
His hands trembled in front of him with an urge | understood perfectly. “Send the boy back! This is
scknessl Bes mod!” He turned to Miya, reaching for Joby. “Give me the boy!”

“You can't stop ud” Naoh shouted furioudy. “Our people will know the truth, and they will rise
up—"'

“And do what?’ | yelled.

“Change the world! Bring the new age, when we will have everything, and the Humans will be
nothing. If enough of us cry out, the Allsoul will answer us. If you are not with us, you're againgt usl You
will disappear too.”

“'m nOt HUman—"

“No,” she said, her voice roughening. ‘And not Hydran. you are a mebtaku. There is no place



anywhere for something like you. Miyal” She jerked her head.

Miya looked a me, grief-gtricken. | knew as she looked into my eyes that | waslodng her.

“Miya ... 7’ | reached out. “Naoh, damn it, you don't understand! Miya, tak to her, tell her about
the nephase—"

My fingers closed over Miya's shadow as they disappeared. My empty hands knotted, and | swore
under my bregth.

Hanjen stood watching me. He shook his head. (Every time | see you, things are worse.) He looked
down, rubbing his face, smearing it with ash.

“Are you blaming me for this—?’

“No.” He looked a me blankly, as if he couldn’'t imagine where I'd gotten that idea. Then, ill
looking a me, | saw him remember. “You heard that—?’

“| learned your language,” | said in Hydran.

He shook his head again. “But | didn’t say anything.”

“Yes, you did.”

“l only thought it.”

| bit my lip.

“You heard my thought.” He was looking a me now with something new in his eyes.

| glanced away. “ Sometimes it happenS .... | can't contral it.”

He hdf frowned, asif he was concentrating on something | couldn’t see. “You ate more ... present,
to me” He looked up again, searching my face. “Even with dl this—" He gestured, his own face
furrowing, and | knew wha he meant: the stench of grief and deasth and pan that went beyond the
physicd, that was taking every ounce of his Gift and will, every fragment of concentration, to endure.
“You ae here.” He touched his head. “Isit Miya—?’

| shrugged. “I don’t know ... or maybe the reefs. We went to a ... sacred place.”

“She took you there?” It sounded like dishdief. “No Human—"

“I'm not Humen!” | held up my figt, my wrigt, showed him the naked flesh, nathing but the scar that
the databand had aways hidden. “The oyasin took us there”

He shook his head, as if this time her motives were as inscrutable as mine. “What arc you doing
here?’ he asked findly.

| told him as we started back toward the ruins where Grandmother was dill trying to help the people
she'd given refuge to. Now she was as homeless as the rest of them. As we got closer | spotted other
members of the Council moving among the injured, and drangers who must have been the locd
equivaent of medics.

Grandmother looked up as we reached her side. As our eyes met, a shock wave of grief, a sense of
age, overwhemed me. The contact was gone before | could even react. Suddenly | wanted to give her
dl the strength | had left in my mind, in my body. But my mind couldn’t reach her. | didn't offer her my
hand, just stood usdless and dlent while Hanjen spoke with her, his voice bardy audible agang the
background noise. | wondered why he was spesking out loud, if he was actudly doing it for my sake or if
it was just easier, when the cacophony of suffering must be so much louder indde ther heads. “... We ve
found a place where dl of you can stay safely, for now. I'll find a better place. WEl rebuild .... Is there
any other hdp that | can give you—7

Grandmother shook her head. “We need nathing else that you can give us” She glanced away, a the
shadow-figures moving brokenly past us. “What has been taken away today, only time can give back.”
She looked a me then, suddenly. “Only time, Bian,” she murmured, and touched my face. “You
undergand ... dllly time”

| swallowed, suddenly choking on grief, and nodded.

“What is he doing here—?" Someone jerked me around where | stood: one of the Council members.

“Heiswith me” Hanjen said quickly.

“Heiswith me” Grandmother said. “Heiswith us now.”

A refugee. A Refugee. | looked past Grandmother at the stunned, uncomprehending faces dl around
her. Don't let them turn you into one, Wauno had said. Them. Tau .... HARM. Miya== The Council



member frowned. He let go of me asif | was hot. Whatever he said or thought then, 1 couldn’t fed it, but
| saw the look in his eyes. His hand spasmed. He turned away, gesturing for Hanjen to follow. Other
Council members joined them. | watched them arguing slently, glancing my way but not a me—at the
ruins. | didn’'t have to hear them to guess the focus of the argument.

| looked back a Grandmother. The wind that billowed her cloak and tore at her val was cold and
ful of ashes. “She’'sgone .... What should | do?’ | asked findly. “1 don’'t know whet to do.”

Grandmother blinked. “Follow the Way ....” She cocked her head when | didn't say anything. “Did
you fed nothing?’

| shook my head. We didn’t have enough time—I stopped the thought before it could form into
words. “I saw Miya” Saw into her shared her mind, understood ... joined. | knew the effect that our
joining had had on her, how she'd seen me, what she'd found insde my heart and mind. It had been
enough to make her love me, but it hadn’t been enough to keep her from leaving me behind.

“Then perhaps she is the answer for you,” Grandmother said, walting just long enough to be sure |
thought of it firs. “The Way will lead you to her. Or perhaps both of you will only find the Way
together.”

“But she's gone”

“Sheiswith Naoh.”

“I knOW—"

“Naoh isbes mod.”

“Bes mod?’ | said. The words seemed to mean “nerve sorm.”

Grandmother nodded like | had some idea what | was taking about, or she did. ‘And she is very
powerful.” Her hand touched her head. “She draws other logt ones to her. She feeds on ther power.
Miya has been taken by the storm.”

“But—"

She hdd up her hand, as if she was ligening to something | couldn’t hear. “You ate slence—the
dlence a the storm’s eye. Bian, she needs your slence”

| shook my head, not sureif | understood anything she was tdling me. “But how can | find her?’

She bent her head. “Follow the Way.”

“But—"

“Oyadn.” Hanjen was back beside us. He bowed to her, then touched my arm—something Hydrans
seemed to do habitudly, at least to me. | wondered whether it was the only way they could think of to
get my aitention. He nodded like he was asking me to follow him.

| glanced a Grandmother. She watched me, her face unreadable, as usud. | bowed to her; she
bowed to me. | followed Hanjen.

“What did she mean about Naoh?’ | asked. “She said something about a ‘rterve storm.” | don't
understand what that means.”

“A sort of gckness ... “ he murmured. “It destroys on€'s ... perspective, one's sef—" His hand
gestured at the empty air, asif he couldn’t find the words he needed to make it plain to me.

“You mean sheé's gazy,” | said in Standard.

He shrugged. “We could not Say that,” he murmured, and | wasn't sure whether it was a criticism or
just a comment. “There was a time, in our society, when such a person was protected. If ther thoughts
became too ... ungtable, the Community would gather and join with them until they were heded.”

“Who decided when someone was—sick enough to need that?’ | asked.

He looked a me asif I'd asked something incomprehengble. “Everyone knew,” he said. “We were
a Community. We were ...” He dghed, looking away. “Too often now a sck mind goes unheded ...
unnaticed.” His voice hardened. “They draw in others who are susceptible, who caffy the seeds of the
sanie ... soul-rot. They feed on one another’s distorted thoughts. | have seen whole groups starved to
degth together—Ilocked into ajoining that shut out the entire world, even their need to eat or deep, until
they were unable to save themselves.”

“And no one—noticed?’ | sad, disbdief riang like bile in my throat. “How is that possbLe?’
Humeans seemed to ignore another person’s need as eadly as breething, because they never had to fed it



unless they wanted to. But Hydrans—

He shrugged. “We cal ourselves the Community. But we have not been one since the Humans came.
We are like the cloud-reefs ... mined out. This, fusls’—he gestured in the direction of Freaktown—"is
the rubbish hegp of higtor], dl that is left of what we wete” He turned, his gaze scanning the distance in
another direction. “When the FTA has gone, when your research group has finished its work, they will
take thisfind reef.”

“You know that—7?" | said.

He grimaced. “They don’t admit rt, even to themsdlves. But | see the thought, aways just below the
surface in their minds. They promised us thet this one piece of sacred ground would be untouched. But
they are lying to themsalves, jus as they have dways lied to us”

| stood saring at the ruins of the monastery. The number of survivors and rescuers had diminished
dready. As | watched, another group of slhouetted forms disappeared. “What now?’ | asked findly,
looking back at Hanjen.

“I must speak with Janos Perrymeade.” His face turned grim, or maybe grimmer. “He has sent me
three messages aready. | do not know how to Answer him. Not after 1fuis—" He glanced toward the
ruins, avay agan. ‘Are there words for such things, in your language? You know those people—" not
your people, “better than | ever will. How does a Human speak to ... hisenemy?’

| shook my head, looking down. “How do you contact Perrymeade, if you need to?’ | looked up
agan. Freaktown wasn't even tied into Tau Riverton's communications net, as far as | knew, let done
the Federation Net. And somehow | didn’t think Perrymeade communicated telepathicaly.

“He gave me aport that | can use. It's a& my home.”

| nodded, surprised. “Isit dill functioning?

He looked surprised, now. “Yes. There was a message from him just hours ago. | didn’t answer it,
because the Council could not agree on what kind of response to give. And then, 1fufs—"

“You'd better gtart answering him, right now,” | said. “you can’'t wait for the Council to decide.
You're the only one of them who has any idea what the Humans redly want. And you're right. | do
know more about them ...."” Redlizing as | said it how much more | knew about Tau, and Draco, and
keiretsu ... wondering whether any of it would be enough to do any good. “Take me with you.”

I’d been logt ingde my own thoughts; suddenly | was logt indde something larger, deeper, darker, as
Hanjen'smind picked me up like an afterthought, and tel eported—

Seventeen

We were back in Fresktown: the dienness of the walls and furniture was beginning to seem ordinary
to me. | sumbled to the nearest thing that would hold me up—a curving bench padded with mats—and
sat on it. Jags of bright color showed in the deep earth tones of the woven mats.

Hanjen leaned againg the edge of a carved wooden cabinet, as if he could bardy stand—like it had
been more exhauding for him to transport my dead weight than it had ever seemed to be for Miya |
remembered that the strength of a Hydran's Gift—or a Human psion’ s—fiad nothing to do with physica
grength or Size.

He glanced & me; looked away again, asif contact with my eyes was painful. Or maybe it had been
the contact with my mind that made him look away. | let my own eyes wander the floor, the
walls—anything, anywhere, as long as it was inanimeate.

Thiswas Hanjen's home. | couldn’t tdl how large it was from where | sat. But compared to the
monagtery, and the rooms I’ d shared with Miya and the Satoh, this room was plush—filled with furniture,
frgs, hangings, carved wooden lintels. The floors showed the elaborate mosaic patterns that seemed to
have been dmogt an obsession with the origind builders of this city. | wondered if they'd actudly set
each shard of ceramic or glass by hand—or if they'd set them without ever touching one. My mind
imagined a freeform cloud of colored fragments moving through the an, like the cloud-whaes drifting
across the tky; pictured them suddenly faling into place with the precison of thought.

“Thisisnice” | munnured. Most of the furniture looked old. Looking &t the pieces more carefully, |



noticed the scars of time marring the beautiful workmanship of amost every age-darkened table and
chest.

Hanjen cocked his head a me like he thought that was a peculiar comment, but he only nodded.
“Everything here is something | discovered in an abandoned building or something that had been put out
on the street. | have tried to salvage what | can of the past. Perhaps someday it will mean something to
someone besides me. | hope, by thetime | die ...” He broke off and left me to slence, to wondering
where his thoughts had gone.

| let my eyes search the room again, scanning artifacts and works of art urtil | found the one thing that
didn't belong here: a computer port. It sat in a shadowed acove, &s though he'd tried to make tha
symboal of his association with the Humans as unobtrusve as possible. But dill it stood out, an dien thing,
its message function light blinking in the gloom like an unnaturdly green eye.

Hanjen followed my stare, shedding his coat dmost absent-mindedly. It was cold enough in the room
that 1 kept mine on. He made a sound that was hdf a 9gh, hdf a grunt of resignation, as he crossed the
room to cal on the access. The messages |eft by Perrymeade flowed across its screen; were repeated by
adisembodied voice in the air—a Human voice.

Hanjen stood in front of its empty, waiting screen and didn’'t speak or touch it. He looked a me. “I
should have the Council’ s backing—"

| shook my head. “You know you're the only one of them who's got the courage. Someone's got to
act, now—"

He turned back to the screen, his face hardening, and input the call-code.

Perrymeade appeared in the eectronic window the indant Hanjen finished. He must have been
waiting for an answer, maybe for hours. | searched the background around hisimage, trying to tdl where
he was, whether he was done. What little detail 1 could make out looked like a private home, not an
office. “Hanjen,” he said, asif he'd been holding his breath dl that time. “Thank God. I"ve been trying to
reach you. Borosage—"

“I know what he has done,” Hanjen sad flatly. “He has destroyed a haly place and killed innocent
people ... children ....” His voice dipped out of control.

Perrymeade’ s hand covered hisface, asif he'd been blind-sded by his worst fears. “God! | tried to
warn you, Hanjen .... Dammit, why didn’t you answer my firs cal—|t”

| couldn't see Hanjen's face, but his whole body recoiled. ‘Are you blaming us for this atrocity?
Humans did this—only Humans are to blame!”

Perrymeade’ s gaze turned cold. “Hydran radicas kidnapped a child! Tau will not dlow itsdf to be
manipulated by terrdlsfs—’

“Perrymeade,” | said, taking the chance of moving into hisline of 9ght. “Don’'t You get rt Yet?’

“Cd? hesad, and | saw hisdisbdief. “What the hdl are you doing?’ | wondered if he had any idea
what had happened to me since he'd dropped me off a the hotdl.

“Doing what | was ordered to do. Your job.”

He didn't look surprised at the bitternessin my voice, but he looked confused. “Have you spoken to
Miya?’

| nodded. “But she's not ligening anymore. And neither am 1.

“l don't understand,” he said. | was Sure, by the ook on hisface, that Borosage had cut him entirdly
out of the loop.

“l dmogt had her convinced that it made sense to give Joby back. But every time she started to
bdlieve fite, Tau tried to kill us. Borosage is out of control, dammit! He' s forcing an incident, so hell have
an excuse to kill more Hydrans. Tau's Board has backed off hm because they think thet'll save them,
and Draco’s backed off Tau. | can't tak to anybody on the Human side but you. If you st there and let
this happen, it'll drag you down with i1—" | broke off, seerching his face for a reaction, for some kind of
undergtanding. | didn’t find what | needed to see. “Evenif it doesn't, if | were you I'd never look in a
mirror again.”

He looked down, as if suddenly he couldn’'t face his image in my eyes or Hanjen's. His atention
flickered offscreen, distracted by something | couldn't see. He looked back a us== a me, findly.



“someone wants to talk to you,” he said. He moved aside, making room for another floating head.

| stiffened, expecting Borosage or one of his Corpses, expecting threats—expecting anything but the
face that | suddenly saw therein front of me. “Kissandre?’

She nodded. She looked as though she had as much trouble bdieving we were facing each other this
way as| did. “Cat ... 7’ she sad, fdtering. “What arc you doing?’

“Why don’t you ask your unde?’ | sad.

She glanced offscreen a him, back a me again. “He told me ... about Miya, and the—and HARM,
and the Board meeting.” She grimaced, asif the blow had left a bruise. “What are you trying to do?’ She
asked it again, not sounding angry but only bewildered.

“l don’'t know ....” | shook my head, rubbing my eyes, because suddenly looking at her face was like
daing into the sun ... like trying to do something impossible. “Kissndre ... thisis o fucked up. | don't
know how it got like this. It just happened too fast.”

“Cat, come back to Riverton. Thisis crazy. Come back now, before it goes too fa and you can't
ever ... Before you get hurt. My unde can draighten it out. | need you on the fidd crew—"

“rcan’'t.” r shook my head. “I can’'t come back.”

“6Bgf—" She broke off. “rsit ... it'snot because of ... us?’

“No.” | looked down, knowing that was partly a lie. But even the lie was nothing compared to the
truth. “It's gone way beyond the two of us. It's Borosaga, it's dl of Tau—what they're doing to the
Hydrans. For God's sake, they dropped a plasma burst on a monagtery ful of children! Your uncle
couldn’'t hep me if he wanted to. But he can stop this .... You hear me, per-rymeade?’ He had to be
ligening, even if | couldn't see him. “Tau's Board won't control Borosage, and Draco's out of the
picture. You ve got to stop this yoursdf. Get those Feds back here, and let them know what's happening
before everything goes to hdl and takes you with it.”

Kissndre was looking away from me now, looking at her uncdle. “Kissindre?’ | said, and waited until
she looked back a me. “You have to make him understand. It's about keiretsu: He thinks he's protecting
you and his family. But you're not going to have a research project—he’'s not going to have a job, a
home, or a world, if you can't make him ligen. All helll have will be a lot of desths on his conscience.
Maybe—maybe—if he acts before it's too late, some of that won't happen. But if he doesn't it will. It
will, damn it!”

“What makes you believe you're such an expert on keiretsu, son?” Perrymeade stepped back into
the picture behind Kissindre, his expresson professonaly empty again. “You spent most of your life
nameless and creditless on the streets of a Free Trade Zone”

My hands tightened. “I believein ‘know your enemy,” | said.

Something filled his face: desperation, anger, it didn’'t matter what he was feding. | knew that look ...
the blind stubbornness of somebody whose whole mental house of cards would collgpse if he sad the
wrong thing or even let himsdf think it. “None of that is going to haPPen.”

Blesk—"y"d, he | ,00ked past me a Hanjen. * And nothing else will happen to your peopre if Joby is
returned unharmed by tomorrow night. Because you wouldn't help us find his kidnappers, we ...
Adminigrator Borosage was forced to ... retdiate, causing innocent people to suffer.” He took a deep
breath. “We want results. only you can give them to us. You have one day’s time to get my—to get the
boy back. That'sdl thetime| can guarantee you.”

| saw Kissndre look at her unde like he'd been replaced by a totd stranger. “Unde Janos? | don't
bdieve thid” She looked back &t the screen, a me. “Cat, ligen—"

Perrymeade cut the connection, and the screen went blank.

| looked down, my figs dill knotted at my sides. “Damn you,” | muttered, not sure who | meant. |
looked back at Hanjen, findly.

He was stting at the table with his head in his hands, like the weight of his respongbility, of everything
that had happened, had become too heavY to bear.

“I'm sorry,” | whispered. | fdt his grief and anget like an echo multiplying insgde my own, not even
able to fed the dation that should have come with any sense of im at dl.

“No. | am the one who should apologrze,” he said, dill resting his head in his hands. There was no



accusdtion in his eyes as he looked up & me “There was nothing you could have done to change
anything.” He glanced away a the empty screen. “There is nothing he can do to stop it, ether. He is as
powerless as | am to control the Stuation.”

| frowned. “Then why did we jugt do this?’

“Because you fdt so srongly that we should.” He sat back in his chair with a shrug. “*Your Way or
my Way,” we say. ‘It is different for everyone .... “w’ho knows which is more true’”

But I’'m not even a precoS. | Swore under my bregth.

“perrymeade’ s niece—she was more to you then just your team leader. And Y ou were—"

“That' Sover,” | muttered. ‘All of thet iS over,”

He looked & me strangdly, as if wha | was feding now was incomprehengble ... or maybe just
unreachable.

“What about Miya?’ | asked, turning his stare back on him. ‘And Naoh? What are they to you?’
Remembering that he had worked with Perrymeade to get Miya the training that let her hdp Joby. He
mus have been the one to choose her. And the way he'd reacted when he saw them, the way they’'d
reacted toward him, at the monastery, hadn’t been the way strangers treated each other.

“They ate my foster daughters” he murmured. “1 raised them ... tried to raise them ... after thar
parents wers—"

“Murdered,” | said, before he could backtrack. “How did it happen?’

“(I—" He broke off, sruggling with something deeper than memory, the emation naked on his face.

Seaing him lose that much control scared me, because it told me how close to the edge even he was
getting. | wondered if my face—not Humen enough, not Hydran enough, with no ps to give him
feedback—was what kept making him look away from me.

When his face and voice were under control again, he said, “Ther parents were my closest friends,
like family. They were detained, dong with some others, after a demondiration years ago, when the girls
were amdl. After they were released and sent back here, there was an illness—some cdled it a
plague—that spread through the Community. Many people became sck; the ones who had been
detained were the first. Some of the sick ones died—induding my friends. Those who recovered were
deile”

“Shit,” | breathed. “Miya ... and Naoh—7" | got up, crossed the room to St at the table beside him.

He nodded, his mouth crushed into a line. “The illness struck only the Community, not the Humans.
Some people iad the Humans caused it.”

| shook my head, more in disbdief than denid. “fsthet ... Do you know for cerlsn—?'

“l have never seen proof of it.” He meant seen proof of it in a Human mind. “I know some who
believe they have. The Humans say they don’t know where the plague came from; that the cloud-whaes
created it, or it was something from the sacred ground ....”

The reefs. “I don't know. The Humans synthesized a vaccine, but not until many of us had died—or
become gerile™

| wondered whether that was why I’d seen so few children in Fresktown, why his voice had broken
when he'd spoken the word to Perrymeade ... why he lived done, with no sgn of ever having had any
family except, once, Miyaand her sster. | didn't ask; couldn’t. “Did you know—about the Satoh, about
Naoh, and what Miya was planning?’

“No,” he said, dmogt angrily. “Not until tonight. | had not seen Naoh in a long time. She became
bitter—she was dways $i6s1—" He broke off. “Miya was very young when their parents died; perhaps
she doesn’'t remember, the way Naoh does. But—" His gaze turned distant. “Naoh aways saw the Way
asadraght line..... Miyasaw it as a spird. She totd me once tha the Way is meant to lead to wisdom,
not to haPPiness.”

“Obliviorl,” | muttered. “That's where Naoh's Way is leading them. She's like quicksand, and she's
sucking Miya down with the rest of them.”

He nodded, resting his head in his hands again. “r dways believed Miya was the strong one—in her
Gift and her resolve. But perhaps Naoh's scknessis stronger than both of them.”

“Miyu said that Naoh's ‘vison” made her Gift more powerful—or gave her more reason to use it.”



“l have seen enough perversions of the Gift in my lifetime to believe that anything is possible” His
voice was heavy with resgnation.

“Miyaloves Joby, maybe too much ....” The words caught in my throat like thorns. Miya didn’'t need
areason to love him like that, beyond who she was, and who he was. But to lose him, knowing she'd
never see him again, never have a child of her own .... “She's afraid of loang him to the HumdlIS” |
sad, a lagt. “That makes her vulnerable”

Don't get involved. That was what Oldcity had taught me. The cost was too high. Hope, trugt,
love—they were only stones around your neck when you were aready drowning. But then Jule taMing
hed come into my life and made me believe that a lifdine of trugt, an outstretched hand, were dl that
could saveyau ....

Now, gtting here, | wondered for the firgt time sSince then if maybe the streets had been right.

“What is your involvement with Miya?’ Hanjen asked me, suddenly, sharply.

| looked up, startled. “r ... we ...” | took a deep bregth. “Nashartah ....” Suddenly certain, S | said
it, that Jule taMiing had aways known the truth.

“Nasheirtah?’ He stared a me. | wondered what he found so unbdievable: that she could have any
feding a dl for somebody damaged the way | was or that somebody like me was capable of loving
anyone that way.

But then he reached over and touched my shoulder, as gently as a thought. He smiled, panfully,
before he drew his hand back again. | wondered which of us was more surprised.

| rested my head on my hands, saring at the dark years of Hydran history trapped in the wood grain
of the table surface. “I have to find Miya” | sad, findly. | looked up a him when he didn’'t answer.
“How? Tdl me how to do that. You mug be able to ... ttack her mind-print, if you've known her for so

long—

He nodded, the lines degpening in his wegthered face. He looked sucked dry of any emation, no
meatter how panful or urgent== now. “I can probably find her, if she's dill here in the dity. If Naoh has
taken them into the outback, it will be virtudiy impossble” He rubbed his face. “But | must deep fird.
you should rest too, or you will be no good to Miya or anyone.” He got dowly to hisfeet.

| opened my mouth to say that we didn't have time. | looked down a my strengthless body barely
supported by the tabletop. Fndly | nodded.

“You are welcome to a bed.” He gestured toward a side room before he faded like a ghost through
another doorway and into darkness.

| went into the room. It wasn't a bed | found—it was a kind of hammock, suspended midway
between the celling and the floor. | went to it, put my hands on it. It was chest-high; the only way | could
see to get into it would be to levitate mysdf. | sghed, and dumped the bedding out onto the floor. | lay
down on the hard, cold tiles and rolled up in the blankets. | was adeep before | even had time to think
about it.
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| wore gagpTng and wet with sweat. Struggling up from a dream about being strangled, | shook off
the prison of tangled blankets. | sat up, wondering for a few more breaths why | was deeping on the
floor ... whether | was redly ill in Oldcity .... No==Not Old-city. Freaktown.

| got up and sumbled out through afog of deep into the centrat room, the last place I'd seen Hanjen
before I'd gone to bed. The room was gray with dawn. Hanjen was dready up—stting perfectly dill in a
chair, garing a nothing.

“Hanjen—?" My heart missed a beat. But he wasn't dead; he was usng his ps, searching
telepathicaly for Miya, or Naoh. You looked like you were dead .... More than one Human had sad
that to me when | was usng my Gift. | understood now why most Humans didn’t like to seeit.

Hanjen was back, suddenly, dropping out of histrance state like my entering the room had triggered
some sensory darm.

“Any luck?’ | asked, sartling mysdf as | redized I'd spoken Standard. | came on into the room.



““[Juck—" ?* he repeated, cocking his head.

“Hnding them. Did Y ou find them?’

comprehension came back into hisface. “No ... and yes. | have not located ether of them yet. But |
have crossed the tral of HARM. Naoh has sent the Satoh out to feed the Community’s outrage over
what Tau did at the monastery. They dam that the time Naoh foresaw has come—that if our people rise
up now, with one mind, together we can make the Humans disappear from our world.”

“But that's crazy—" | broke off. He dready knew that aswdl as| did ... what are you going to do?’
| asked as he rose from his seet.

“| have contacted the Council; we are aready trying together to stop this sickness from spreading.”

Just sitting there—7 | remembered where | was now and didn't ask. | wondered when | was going
to stop thinking like a Human ... worse, 3n unplugged one. “what about Miya and Joby?’

He shook his head, aready looking distracted again. “Thismus be stopped fird, or finding Joby will
not metter.”

| swallowed my protest and asked, “Where' s Grandmother?”

He hdf frowned as he refocused ... Why?’

“Because finding Miya and Joby Hill maiters to he== and it will dill matter to you after you find
Naoh. And | can't do it without a telepath to hdp me”

“I will ask her,” he said. His atention faded again. | waited, feding my frugration dimb like a fever,
until findly his attention was back in the same room with me.

“She will hdp you. But | cannot send you to her; it would take too much of my strength, and | need
thet.”

“wdl ...” | rubbed my head. “Is she going to come here, then?’

His frown came back, asif | was confusng him for no reason. “ She has never been here—"

S0 she couldn’t teleport to u,s. And it would be harder for her to wak here than for me to walk
there, wherever there was .... | began to see what he was getting at. “Have you got a map?’

He nodded, looking relieved. A marker appeared in his hand, out of nowhere. He looked around the
room until his eyes settled on a piece of packaging in a bin that must have been used for trash. The
wrapper drifted across the room to him; he reached up and picked it out of the air. Hattening it on the
bench beside him, he began to make marks on it, with long hestations between lines At lagt he looked
up a me, expectant; when | didn’'t move he gestured me toward him impatiently.

| went and stood beside him, redliztng how difficult it must be for him to do this, when he could have
amply shown it to anyone dse he knew, lad it Sraight into their brain like a datafeed.

| thought again about how Humans had needed to find ways around their lack of the Gift. They’d had
to learn how to build their own bridges across every chasm—between two or a thousand isolated minds
That was why it had taken them so much longer to get into space—where distances were so greet, and
the energy sources a pson could tap into to boost their power were so limited, that dl bets were off and
tech was the only real answer to the question. | wondered whether the fact that Humans had been forced
to try harder to get there would mean that they stayed there longer.

| supposed it didn't redly métter, at least to me, since the way things were going I'd be lucky to live
until tomorrolil.

| wondered whether Hanjen knew enough about maps to get me across the infinitesmaly smdl part
of the planet that separated me from Grandmother. | stood beside him, watching and ligening as he did
his best to describe in words—c/umsy, awkward, imperfect words—the route to where she was
daying, and | used what senses | had |eft to try to understand him. “It isn't fa(==was the only thing he
sad that reassured me.

| took the scrap from his hand and started to turn away.

“I'm soffy | can’t do more to help you,” he said. “But thank you for what you afe trying to do to hep
us... and Miya”

| looked back at him, su{ prised as he made a smdl bow.

“ If we each follow the Way we see, perhaps there is twice the chance that we will reach the end we
hope for.”



| nodded.

He pointed toward the front door. | followed the hdlway to the entrance and stopped. The door had
no doorknob, no touchplate, no autométic eye that | could see. “Open door,” | said. There was no
voice-activated microprocessor in the wdl, either. “Hanje—!” | shouted.

The door opened. | dmogt stepped through rt; grabbed the doorframe as | redized we were on the
second floor and there weren't any steps. Looking down | could see broken masonry dong the wall,
where steps had probably been once. | swore and turned around. Hanjen was standing there, looking at
me. As he went on watching me, invishle arms gently closed me in. They lifted me and carried me down
to street levd. | landed lightly on my feet, glanced up just intime to see the door close again.

| looked away down the dawn-red street. There were dozens of Hydrans dready out and moving. |
was surprised to see the street so busy, so early in the morning. | wondered whether Hydrans aways got
up a dawn or whether the activity meant something | didn’'t want to think about.

None of them seemed to see anything strange in the way I'd arrived a ground levd. Most of them
seemed to be waking, like | was, not drifting over the ground or teleporting in and out of existence. But
even moving the same way they did, dressed in the same clothes they wore, I'd never fed like one of
them when they tried to touch my mind. No matter how dien | fdt among Humans, | redized I'd dways
be more Human than Hydran ... dways a mebtaku; and my mind's barriers were like a raised fid, a
ddiberate inqult to every passing stranger.

Nobody spoke to me or even directly acknowledged me as | kept waking. But word about me
traveled ahead: | started to notice people waiting at the sides of the street or looking out of windows to
dlently watch me pass. | met ther stares, ldting them see my eyes, the long dit pupils, trying to keep
them from seeing any fear there.

There were no Sgns marking any of the streets here. | hedd the map in a death grip; fdt alittle safer
evay time | spotted another landmark Hanjen had described. As| walked | wondered how I'd ever get
up to his door again. And | wondered if there d never been anyone here who'd been crippled in an
accident or been born with a genetic flaw, disabled in ether body or mind—anything that kept them from
doing the kinds of things other Hydrans did. Maybe the Community had better support systems than
Humeans did for taking care of their own, dways ready to help each other—

But | remembered Naoh's addict lover, dl the other junkies and derelicts I'd seen. They’d made
themsdlves as hdpless as | was, and no one had done anything about it. | remembered what Hanjen had
sad, remembered the primitive med center Miya and Naoh had shown me. Maybe no one could.

And then | wondered what it would be like to spend the rest of my life thisway: walking a gauntlet of
stares, not able to do things for mysdf that everybody else took for granted ... with no one | could count
on, if | didn’t find Miya. Eveniif | did, what was going to happen if | couldn’t make her ligen—?

More and more people were out in the street now, ariver of them flowing past. | wondered where
they were going in such a hurrlr. Some of them muttered curses as they passed me or bumped me harder
than they needed to. Once or twice | got shoved from behind, so hard that | sumbled. But when | spun
around, nobody was close enough to have touched me. | began to wonder whether I'd even get as far as
Grandmother’s.

Grandmother ... Grandmother was going to hep me. | studied the map again, searching the street
for landmarks. There. | spotted the place Hanjen had said I'd find the survivors from the monastery.
Tree-form pillars marked its entrance, the wall facing the street was a mosaic in what must once have
been brilliant pinks and golds, the colors of sunset clouds. The building face was mauve with dust and
pockmarked with missng tiles now—but there couldn’'t be anything else that matched the description
he' d given me so dosdly. | started toward it, feding the tightnessin my chest ease. Almost safe—

Two figures materidized in front of me just as | reached the entrangs—two Hydrans I'd never seen
before, both men, bigger and heavier than mogt. | stopped short as they blocked my way. They stared a
me the stares weren't friendly. | wondered if they were trying to mindspesk me. “Get away from here,
Humean,” one said, in Standard so thickly accented | could barely make out the words. “Go now.”

“I'm not Human,” | said, in Hydran. “I’Ve come to See the oyasin.” | faced down their stares, letting
them have a good ook into my eyes.



They frowned back at me, then a each other. “Mixed-blood,” one of them muttered to the other,
and then made a gesture at his head.

“Hdfbreed,” the other said, to me. A tdekinetic shove made me stagger back. “Drug addict.
Mebtaku. You are not fit to approach the oyasin. Go back to the Humans where you belong.”

“Shewantsto see mg” | said, trying to keep my voice under control.

“| think not.” They moved closer together, dill blocking my wall, like they believed the only way |
could get past them would be to go through them. | wondered what would happen if | actudly tried
it—redtzed I’d never even get that close, when they could make me back off without ever touching me.
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“Namagte. | have been waiting for you.” Suddenly Grandmother was standing in the street beside
me

“Jeezv!” | gasped, and sumbled back again. The two Hydrans did the same thing. For once | didn’t
fed embarrassed.

“Oyasn—" one of the Hydrans guarding the entrance protested. “You would come out to this
deathbringer?’

| froze, thinking that somehow even this siranger knew about my past. But then | redized that it was
just another way of cdling me Human.

She turned to them, giving them a long look, but probably not a slent one. They bowed to her,
findly, and then they bowed to me, rluctantly. They moved aside to let us pass.

| followed her in under the shadowed building entrance, through a smdl arium where a handful of
children were tossng a Slver metd bal back and forth without ever touching it. Each time the bdl hit a
wal, chiming slvery musc showered down on us, and the children laughed.

Beyond them was a large, high-celinged room. More people were gathered there: adults moving
amledy or degping on mats; children curled up in someone's Igp or darting like birds through the forest
of adult bodies. The ak smdled of cooking. Someone was playing a musicd indrument | couldn’'t put a
name to; there was o little audible conversation that the haunting music carried dl through the room.

Here and there diray children drifted up toward the celing as if they were weightless. Sometimes an
adult or another child went up after them or ese slently ordered them back down. | thought about Joby,
who couldn’t watch them drifting overhead like fragments of a dream, couldn’t even take a step without
Miya s help. | tried not to see his eyesin every smdl face that turned to look a me.

There were a lot of people here. | wondered whether dl of them had been a the monagery or
whether this was dways used as a shdlter. It had obvioudy been something ese, once—the organically
patterned beauty of the walls and calling was as detailed as it had been in the building where I'd met the
Community Coundil. | wondered if this was part of the same complex. ft wasn't aswel kept up, if it was.
| could see the Sgns of age and neglect everywhere—too much dust, too much indifference. “What was
this place?’

Grandmother glanced a me. ‘ A—performance hdl, you would say. The Community would gether
here to share specid dreams and creations the Way had reveded to them.”

“You mean something like art or music?’ | listened to the music echoing behind us, imagining how
much more interactive a concert, or any other kind of art, could be if the audience could have access to
the artist’smind and fed that creativity taking form. “They don’'t do that anymore?’

She shook her head; her vel fluttered like a moth's wing. “There are not enough people anymore. It
became too ... cold.” She didn’'t mean smply the temperature. “If they want to share, they find a smdler

She led me on into another room, &r empty cubicle with only a mat on the floor and an all lamp
burning. Its tendril of smoke rose undisturbed. | wondered if this was where she went to medttate, or
deep ... or, | hoped, search for MIYZ, or someone who knew where Miya was. She knedled down on
the mat, dowly and carefully. | knedled down across from her, sendng that it was what she expected,
trying to be patient and let things happen, trying not to talk too much, push too much, be too Human. |
focused on the musc | could Hill hear above the dlatter and munnur of the hdl outside.

Grandmother looked up from the flame to my face, down & my dothing. ‘Ah, Bian,” she said with a



kind of soffow, like something had become obvious to her that I'd completdy missed. She didn’'t say
what it was.

“You don't know where Naoh took Miya?’ | asked, findly, when she didn't say anything else.

“l know where they are,” she said, as cdmly asif she wastdling methetime.

"Wherg—?" | started to get up.

“Bian,” she said, stopping mewith asngle word, as abruptly asif she'd parayzed mewith ps.

| sank back onto my knees. “*What?’

“You mug not go to her. Bad things will happen there soon. They will happen to you, if you go
there”

| froze. “*What do you mean? Y ou had a sending? You saw it? What kind of bad things—"

She waited until my questions died awa], and then she said, “Naoh and her people are spreading fear

“I know—"1 said and bit my lip.

“They show the Community that the Humans would rather let a child die—a Human child—than let
the FTA come here to see how we live They say the Humans have decided to destroy us dl and
desecrate our last sacred place—that your research team is proof of it.”

“But that's not true—" | broke off again, remembering that hdf of it was true, dready; I'd told the
Satoh that mysdf. And the rest of it might become the truth sooner than | wanted to admit. “Won't
people know—7?’

“The Satoh believe it is true, and that is what people will see. Naoh asks the Community to gather
where the Bridge of Sighs crosses over to Riverton. She tdls them that if enough bdlieve as they do, they
can stop Tau. Tha enough of our people joined together can banish dl trace of the Human occupation
from our ry911d—"

“Oh, God,” | muttered, rubbing my face. Miya knew about the airborne drug. But Naoh wasn't
sharing the truth about that with the Community. “When is this—miracle—supposed to happen?’

“Soon. Those who have heard are dready beginning to gather and draw others.”

| thought about the people I'd seen out in the street as I'd made my way here, ther restlessness, the
suspicion in ther faces. | wondered whether the Satoh’s rumors had been the cause of it dl. And then |
thought about what Naoh was tdling them to do. Uniting, acting with one mind, amos sounded
reasonable. Asif it was something that should have been done years ago .... Maybe it had been done
years ago; maybe it had been tried again and again through the years snce Humans had taken over
Refuge But it had dways failed, because Human technology had been one step ahead of them dl the
time, and Human ruthlessness hadn’t changed at dl.

Tau's CorpSec had nephase gas. B.orosage had used it in my hotel room; used it again a the
monagtery. There was absolutely no doubt in my mind that he'd use it on a mob trying to force its way
into Riverton. And gathered together in one place, without their Gift, they’d be stting targets for anything
Tau wanted to do to them.

| looked up a Grandmother again. “You see the Humans attacking the demondration, don't you?
And we're helpless to stop II—"

She nodded, her face heavy with shadows. ‘That is what | have seen, if the people follow Naoh's
Way. And they will. No one can stop it.”

“Hanjen istrying. Have you tried—?’

She nodded. “But it istoo late”

“How much did you know about the Satoh’s activities, anyway? And for how long? Did you know
they planned to kidnap Joby?’

“Yes, Bian, | knew ...” she said quietly, shaking her head. | shut my eyes. ‘At the time, the Way that
| saw brought us to a better place, inthe end.”

“But now it's changed?”’

Shedidn’'t answer me.

“Why? What changed? Me? Was it my interference, when Miya ... ? But the Corpses nearly had
her. If she hadn’t run into me, she'd probably be dead now, and Naoh's vison with her. The riot gas? If



Grandmother hadn’t known about that, would that throw off her precognition? | didn't know enough
about it even to guess, and she waan't tdling me. “Maybe | can 4ill stop them. Maybe | can change
things [ask—"

“No.” She shook her head again and rose dowly to her feet. “Bad things will happen no matter what
you do, Bian. If you go after Miya, they will happen to you too.”

“Where' s Joby?’

“Heis safe”

0 Where? Here? Do you have him?’

“Heis safe)” she said again, and the look in her eyes told me that was dl the answer | was getting.
She started toward the door.

“Where are you going?’ | asked.

She turned back, her velled gaze unreadable. “I am going to join the gathering at the Bridge of
Sghs”

“Why?’ |asked.

“Because that is where the Way leads me.”

She disappeared.

| lunged after her, grabbing a her cloak. My fingers closed over nothing. | scrambled to my fet,
swearing under my breath; knowing, as | left the room, that | was heading for the bridge too. Even if |
hed to get there on foot, .if Miya was there then it was where the Way led me now.

As | went back out through the great hdl | redlized the musc had stopped. Instead, someone was
shouting in Hydran, the words echoing above the level of random noise, like the speaker was trying to
make everybody ese ligen. Maybe in this crowd of unfocused energy, shouting was actudly easier than
telepathyl or maybe he was usng his mind to spread some other message. The voice was both louder
and less distinct than the music had been; it took me aminute to get afix on the words.

The speaker was standing in the middle of the room. | redlized that he was someone | actudly knew
someone from the Satoh. Tiene, one of the radicas I'd met that first night with Miya and Naoh. By the
time| recognized hm | didn’t have to ligen to know what he was saying or why he was here.

| shoved my way through the mass of bodies around him until we were standing face-to-face. He
looked down a me. | looked down and redized he was drifting about hadf a meter off the ground,
meking himsdf visble above the crowd. When | looked up again, his face was dack with surprised
recognition.

| hit im in the stomach.

He dropped to the floor like a sack of laundry. “Haven't you done enough to these people?’ |
shouted. “Get the hell out of here, Tiene, and don't come back.”

He glared up a me, and his expresson told me what | couldn't hear him think. “Naoh was right
about you,” he mumbled, doubled over, halding his stomach.

“No, shewasn't,” | said, backing off as he got to his fedt, in case he was't as dazed as he looked.
‘And she' s wrong about this. Take meto her, JII—"

He disappeared. The breeze of his disappearance ruffled my hair.

“Shit.” | went on across the room. People backed out of my wal, leaving me a sraight path to the
exit.

When | got outsde | searched the ar above the rooftops for the profile of the bridge; found it,
relieved. | wasn't in the mood to ask for directions, and | didn't think anyone in the Street was in the
mood to give them to me.

| pushed mysdf, not sure how long it would take me to reach the bridge the hard way, through this
maze of streets ... not sure how long | had before things turned criticd. | wondered how many Hydrans
hed listened to the Satoh; how many of them were gaing to be hurt or killed today because of it. Whether
one of them was going to be Miya Or me.

But | couldn't let mysdf think about that. | had to keep beieving that even Grandmother couldn’'t see
the Way completely clearly; that somehow it could Hill be changed. That | could changeit ...

| heard the crowd long before | saw it. By the time | reached the open plaza a this end of the



Riverton bridge, the square was dready filled to overflowing. | redized then that the noise they made was
nothing compared to the sound of a Human crowd that Sze ... maybe because | could only hear hdf of it.
| was stunned by how many people had actudly responded to Naoh's twisted vison ... how much that
sad about ther anger, their sense of futility and powerlessness.

An amplified Human voice spesking in Standard rang out over the crowd noise—ordering them to
disperse, threatening reprisas. | couldn’'t see the speaker, but even distorted by amplification | knew it
was Borosage.

| shoved my way through the crowd backed up into the street’s entrance, trying to pee over their
heads, ligening for the sound of afamiliar voice, the dght of afamiliar face.

“(Miyal Nasheirtah—!)” | shouted with every cdl in my body, meking heads turn in the
claustrophobic press of unreadable strangers around me. | ducked my head, curang with frustration, and
pushed deeper into the mob before anyone redized what | was.

I’d been able to reach Miya's mind, she'd been able to find me, in a way tha had never happened
with anyone else. The bond was forever ... whoever or whatever came between us, | had to bdlieve that.

| found a recessinthewadl I'd been shoved up againg and did into it, trying to clear my thoughts of
everything and everyone but Miya her face, her mind. The way she moved, smiled, held Joby, touched
me ... bringing my soul to life, like water in the desert. Thefed of her mind joined with mine as our bodies
joined, transforming the heet of physcd lugt into something truer, purer, more ...

(Miya?) | sucked in a startled breath as she completed the contact; amogt severed the fragile link
between us with my surprise. And in that moment | rcalrzed she could have avoided me or shut me out.
Instead she' d been open, walting ...

(Cat—) Her thoughts were as clear asmy own, and as much a part of me. (Bian!)

| stayed where | was, crushed againg the wdl until 1 couldn’t have moved if my life depended on it.
The mood of the crowd began. to seep in & the interface of thought linking my mind to hers, until my
mind was as desperately aware of their presence as my body was. | held the contact open againg the
anger/frustratiordhunger/grief of the crowd, but the effort drove spikes through my eyes. | wondered
whet was kesgping Miya, when she could just come to me.

The dternating culrents of sensation feeding through my brain began to make my thoughts strobe;
made me want to let in the crowd’ s emotion, drown init, be one withit ....

| imagined what would happen if | did; or if anyone in the crowd paid me enough atention to notice
that | was different. 1 closed focus convulsvey, dmost losing Miya before | got control of mysdf.
Searching the crowd again, | redized that most of the people | saw had turned toward the bridge, rapt
with anticipation.

A new voice was drawing the crowd—not Borosage's distorted threats, even though they ill
echoed over every corner of the square. This voice wasn't spoken, couldn't be heard; indead | fdt it
feeding directly into my thoughts through my bond with Miya. One mind—NasAt’ s—amplified through a
network of other minds dl repesting her message: This would be a day like no othen Cross over to the
other side. Thke back our world. The future is waiting. The Humans cannot harm us, nothing will
stop us, tf we go forward to claim our future with one mind. Believ—

The crowd pushed forward around me, surging toward the bridge.

(Miya!) | threw everything | had into the cry, willing her to keep the promise she'd made to me—

(Bian!) She was beside me suddenly, dutching a my am to steady hersdf againg the current of
bodies pushing past. She was dill wearing the same muted earth colors, the same traditiona |oose tunic
and pants, but with a fringed scarf muffling her face as if she was trying for anonymity. People around us
sumbled or moved out of her way without giving us a second 100ok.

“Where were you—7?’ | broke off as she looked & me. Her incandescent rdief swept my brain like
burning phosphor.

(You came back! You arewith ud | knew your heart ....) She pulled the scarf away from her mouth
and kissed me. My body answered her, ready to follow her anywhere, blindly, eagerly ....

But | tasted the resdue of Naoh's sugpicion in her rdief as the doubts that had made her doubt me
disappeared. With her ams gill around me, she started to pull me forward into the maob.



| broke away. (Miya, stop!) “Whet the hdl are you doing here?’ | shouted. “This rs crazy!” Blurting
out the words before my tongue could turn traitor, before my bran could: “How could you leave me
behind like 111a1—'!”

She looked a me with dazed imcomprehension. (I had to,) she answered findly, faintly. “Naoh ....”

“What the fuck does Naoh think she's doing?’ | demanded, not even trying to focus my thoughts
anymore. “ She' s stting these people up for a CorpSec massacre!”

“No, Bis—" Miya shook her head. “She has seen the Way. We can protect oursdves from them
without hurting them, if dl of us join together. They'll be powerless to stop us. Bdigf has moved
mountains. We can make them disappsvr—"

“Miya ligento me” | caught her by the shoulders, hard enough to make her grimace. “Your sgter’s
infecting your mind. She's—sick, and she's infected dl of you. Everything you think you beieve is
twisted, it'swrong.”

She shook her head again.

“Please, Miya” My voice cracked. “If you |IOve me, if you love Joby, then look a Naoh with my
eyes, see her like | do. You know she can't get indde my head. You know what | am; it makes me ...
immune” | waved my hand. “Look at this mob through my eyes, and then tdl meit doesn’t ook wrong.”

She looked & me== vacant-faced for what seemed like an eternity, while the crowd swept past,
crushing my hopes underfoot. But then at last | fdt her mind gtir, like a deegper waking: the unquestioning
belief gave way like a dam of ice, setting free aflood of questions without answers. (Bian—?)

| opened my thoughts, let her see for hersdf the thingsthat | could see, that her Sster and the rest of
the Satoh refused to believe. | tried not to push her toward the truth, knowing that if she even imagined |
hed, I'd lose her forever.

(Nephase ... ?) The color drained out of her face, like she'd forgotten she'd ever even known about
it. (Thisisthe Way that you dways saw—"?) She clutched at my dothing, hanging on to me like suddenly
she could barely stand. (Our people—Tau will ... they will ... ?)

| nodded, feding something break ingde me and fill me with pain, as the truth shared became twice
the burden for us both. But what choice did | have ... ? There were no choices I€ft, not for me, not for
her. “Have ... have you seen the oyaan?’

She pushed away from me until she was ganding alone. She shook her head agan—meaning both
(no) and (she didn’t know wity | was asking.)

“She's here. She said this was where the Way led her. Maybe she saw a chance of stopping Naoh.”
| tried not to think about how little hope she’ d foreseen of anything but fallure. “Can you find her?’

Miya hdf frowned, craning her neck; even | could bardy see more than three meters through the
crowd around us, and | was tdler than most of them. If her mind was as choked with strangers as the
street was, she wouldn't have any better luck searching that way. She glanced at the wall above us. “{Jp
ffuels—" She pointed.

| nodded, tried to rdlax and let it happen as she lifted us Sraight up. We settled on top of the wdl as
if we were masdess. | dung to the ledge, its gritty surface biting into my hands as | steadied mysdf. As |
looked out over the crowd, | knew that finding Grandmother by sght done would be impossble. Maybe
Miyacould do what | couldn’t; | didn’t know whether even her

Gift, even from this height, could pinpoint Grandmother in that molten sea of thought.

Looking out from here | saw suddenly that there were children in the crowd. My heart sank; the
Community had so few children Ieft, after Tau's biowarfare. | wondered why ther parents had brought
them here, risked their last hope for the future ... whether they redly believed Naoh's dam that Human
weapons couldn’t harm them or whether they smply believed there wouldn't be a future worth living if
thisfalled. | thought about Joby as | raised my head to watch for CorpSec flyers. Borosage's amplified
threats droned on in a surred counterpoint as | murmured, ‘Any luck?’

(No, I—)

“Tdk out loud,” | said. | fdt her surprise as she heard the hardness in my voice. “If they use gas on
us a least we'll know it.”

She nodded, her expression strained. “1've found Naoh.” She pointed. “She's dl in white; you can



see her at the bridge.”

| followed her pointing flnger until | found the figure in white, glowing like the dawn as she hovered
above the muted colors of the crowd. Naoh had set hersdf apart, drifting a meter or so off the ground,
& Sif she'd declared hersdf Chosen. There was a force fidd at both ends of the bridge | could see the
crowd around her pressed up agang the invisble barrier like insectsin a bottle.

And then, as | watched, Naoh was suddenly beyond the barrier. 1t happened so quickly thet | hadn't
even seen the change. Two Satoh joined her, and then two more, as they got their bearings and
teleported beyond the barrier. More Hydrans followed, no longer just Satoh now, in twos and fives and
dozens urtil they filled this end of the bridge span. | watched the mass of people pour on across;, saw
Naoh floating like a pde agd of deasth above the crowd. “Grandmothed—J | murmured, barey
remembering to ask, hypnotized by the Sght like dl the rest.

“Not with her. I'm searching ...” Miya answered like only haf of her mind was ligening to me.

| tried to go on searching visudly. My eyes kept being drawn back to the mob moving farther out
onto the bridge—and beyond them to itsfar end, where Tau's world began. They cdled it the

Bridge of Sghs over here. That wasn't what they’d be cdling it

. tomorrow.
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At the far end Borosage and a smdl army of Corpses were waiting. Body arrnor glinted in the early
moming light—which meant they’d come armed with weapons systems | didn't want to think about.
CorpSec flyers were taking up positions overhead now. There was no chance at dl that they were only
here to observe.

Theforce barrier I'd collided with the other night wouldn't stop the Hydrans any more then this first
one had, once they got a sense of the dimensons and densities of the farther shore. Maybe with enough
of them together, their minds linked, they actudly could disable every weapon, block the wills of every
Humen waiting to use one, without anybody getting hurt ...

Maybe hdl was about to freeze over.

| watched as the space between two worlds in collison kept shrinking, watched it until my eyes
ached, not able to look away.

“Therel The oyadn!” Miya cried.

| strained to see what she saw without loang my balance, fdt her hand againgt my chest, steadying
me. Her mind guided my senses with a thought to Grandmother.

| watched Grandmother move through the mass of believers dill waiting in the square, saw her touch
one person and then another. usudly they were ones with children. Almogt dways, as she let them go,
they disappeared, taking their children with them. “What' s she doing?’

“Sending them away—the ones who'll ligen.” Miya glanced a me. “I want to go to her. Maybe
together we can reach Naoh and make her stop.”

| shook my head. “It'stoo late. Nobody can turn them dl back. IS's too late to shtop i'—" | broke
off. “Shid. Miy'—7?

She looked a mein sudden panic, back at the crowd. “No! Oy’sn—" | fdt her mind take me, try to
pull us through ajump to reach Grandmother in the heart of the crowd.

It didn't work. The world tilted out from under me as we logt our balance and went off the edge,
fdling into the crowd below.

| hit bodies and then the ground, landing hard enough to knock the wind out of me. | staggered up,
feding asif every breath | took drove a stake through my lungs. But the pain should have been worse,
Miya had managed somehow to break our fdl.

She struggled to her feet beside ffi€, shaking her head. A stranger’s flaling aam knocked her againgt
thewadl as aripple of panic spread through the crowd around us.

At firg | thought we' d caused the crowd' s reaction by the way we'd dropped in on it. But the risng
levels of noise said | was wrong: the people around us, who had dways relied on ther network of ps
awareness, had dl discovered a once what | dready knew: how it fdt to have something as integrd as
their soul suddenly ripped out of them. Hundreds of people dl around me were living the moment when



I"d lost my own ps, and | remembered what it had done to me—

| dammed into Miya as someone dse collided with me. Physcad pain crushed the pain of memory
and let me see again with the clear hard vison of anger ... letting me see, as | turned around, that Miya
hed disappeared from beside me.

“Miya” | shouted her name. It was logt in the cacophony as the crowd found the only voice it had
left, and the noise and shouting rose. | looked around, frantic; saw Miya sruggling through the riptide of
bodies on a trgjectory that would take her to Grandmother, if the crowd didn’'t swdlow her fird ... if
CorpSec lightning didn’t drop out of the sky and strike us dead.

| saw more bodies wink out of existence here and there—lucky ones who hadn’'t been incapacitated
by the gas before they redized what was hgppening. But the rest of them were trapped, blind targets.
And so was |, if | didn't start back down the dley now.

But | knew | wasn't going anywhere without Miya, and she wasn't going without Grandmother. |
fought my way deeper into the crowd, going after her ... redlizing that in a panic-stricken mob, being too
Human—ruthless, senseless, used to doing everything the hard way—was actudly working in my
favor.

But then | heard the screaming start in earnest, screams of terror and pain. The Corpses were making
ther move, now that the demondrators were helpless, trapped on the bridge or here in the
crowd-choked sguare. Hydrans screamed just like Humans when their bodies broke and bled like
Human bodies ...

| strained to see over the wdl of flesh blocking Miya from my Sght; tried to see what CorpSec had
dready done, whether they were only usng sun weapons, whether they were taking prisoners ...
whether they weren’t going to stop until everybody here was bleeding or dead.

| saw burgts of light up ahead, out over the bridge, not sure if that meant weapons fire. | swore and
covered my ears as a percussve blast hdf deafened me. When my head cleared again | saw Miya amost
within arm’s reach. | fought my way to her Sde, usng every dirty street trick | knew to close the find
space between us. “Miiy'—!” | shouted her name, or as close as | could come to it now.

She turned—was knocked sorawling with fifty others as another blast went off just beyond her. Out
on the bridge | saw bodies going over the sde—wondered if they’d been shot or thrown themsdlves off,
only knowing that, either way, they were dead.

| went down on my knees as someone collided with me from behind. | crawled through a forest of
flaling feet, getting paid back for every bruise I'd given out as I'd struggled to reach Miya. | touched her
dazed, bloody face, grunted, and collapsed as someone kicked mein the ribs.

We dung to each other, supporting each other as we staggered to our feet. A fetid rain of something
from the sky made my eyes burn and my <kin itch; made me retch as | inhded. Miya sobbed
uncontrollably, as if she'd been sruck deaf and blind; her absence in my mind told me everything |
couldn’'t know about what she was feding now.

“eC'mon—" | cried. Tears streamed down my face as | tried to force her back the way I'd come.
We weren't that far from the street that had led me to the square. We might ill be able to get out dive.

“... oyasan—!" She coughed and spat, fighting for breath. Her hands struck a my face as she
gruggled after the one thing in dl this madness that Hill had any meaning for her. “ Save fuel—"

But | couldn’'t see Grandmother anywhere, now; couldn’t tdl if we'd even been close to reaching
her. Maybe she'd dready escaped, teeported—*Can't!” | jerked Miya away, hdf dragging her as she
ressted. “Worse ... if ... catch usl Miy'—!" Pleading now, |eiting her hear my desperation.

She came with me then, our hands fused in a life-or-deeth grip as we fought our way back through
the crowd. Behind us the screaming increased, screams like nothing I'd ever heard, ripped from the
throats of people who'd dways had other ways, better ways. | heard bones crack as children fdl under
the feet of the mab, heard infants shrieking. Buildings exploded dong the sides of the square, crushing the
life out of the helpless people below. | heard it dl, heard it drowned out by more explosons. My eyes
were burning and hdf blind from the chemica smog; | gagged on the reek of burned flesh.

But we were dmost out of the square. If we could just make it to the dley; if we could only—

Something hit me from behind. | fdl to my knees and then fla on my face, dragging Miya down with



me Bodies landed on top of us. This time hdf my body couldn’'t fed them as they kneed me in the
kidneys, stunshot. Only grazed, or | wouldn't have the sense to know what hit me. | staggered up as the
panicking strangers scrambled off of me nearly fdl down again, with one leg lame and one am hanging
usdessa my sde.

“Bian—!" Miya gasped. Her red-rimmed eyes were clear now as she threw an am around me,
hauling me forward. She elbowed a way for us through the body-jam at the edge of the square like a
sreet fighter. The outflow of protesters sucked us into the waiting dley, where ndrow wals kept the
flyers at bay.

Miya pulled me with her dong the tunnd of the street. Now the flow of the mob helped us, kegping
me on my feet and moving in the right direction. She dowed findly as the crowd thinned. Others began to
vanish, one by one, around us.

She guided me into the shadows, helped me down the steps to a sunken doorway. We collapsed,
gasping for breath. | touched the solid wall in front of my face, dragged my good hand down its textured
surface, bardy able to bdieve that | wasn't surrounded by screaming and explosions anymore. | dill
heard sobs and coughing, the uncertain footsteps of other fugitives as they dowed, 4s their ps began to
function normally and they redized they were safe.

“Thank you ..." | whispered when | could speak again. | caught her hands, pressed them to my lips.

She shook her head, pulling her hands free. When she looked back at me at last the dust on her face
was runneled with tears. She wiped them away, leaving muddy smears. “Don’'t,” she whispered, barely
audible. “I should ... | should thank you ....” Her voice fdl apart. “1 was ... done. | was 4dgng—" She
shut her eyes, squeezing out more tears. She wiped them away as quickly as they came, asif her body’s
weakness in the midst of dl this suffering and chaos disgusted her. “How can you bear it?” she
whispered. “How ... 7’

| shook my head as she looked at me findly, because when I’ d tried to answer | couldn’t spesk.

(First the monastery. And now this .... ) Her ps was coming back under control: | fdt her think it,
fdt her awareness of every angle Hydran dill fleaing past us, ther terror, their pain adding to her burden
of fear and guilt. And | was gtting here in the middle of it like a dead man, too Human to fed anyone
elsg's emations without the interface of her thoughts, too Human to share anyone' s auffering ...

(No!) Miyd's anger crushed my sdlf-loathing, breaking down the wall of lies that survivd had thrown
in place as | ran. Tdling me (that | didn ‘t have to be Hydran, didn ‘t have to be a pson to share
someon€e’s pain ... that | didn’t have to be a monster to be Humen. Or Human to be a monster ...)
Naoh's face filled her thoughts.

| drew her close with the one am | could control, shutting my eyes while hot tears rose up in me. |
choked back words, because spesking suddenly seemed as ingppropriate as spitting blood.

Miya touched my deadened leg where it lay motionless in front of me. | tried to move it, not
expecting anything because | couldn’t fed anything. My foot twitched, gartling an unsteady laugh out of
me. The dley was dmost deserted now, but somewhere | heard the tread of heavy boots—a lot of them,
coming toward us.

Miyaraised her head, her pupils wide and black.

“Can you teleport us both let—7?’

“l don't know,” she whispered, forcing her atention back to me. | fet her reach into my mind, her
contact as reassuring as a caress, even with the emotions behind it bardy under control. “Where would
we go?’

| shook my head, my own mind empty. “Joby?’ | said desperately. “Where is he? Take us there.”

As | spoke his name her fragmented control fdl apart, and the nerve-pricking massage of a
teleportation scan disappeared with it.

And then it was too late. Voices shouted in Standard, pinpointing us. In less than a heartbeat a dozen
Corpses were blocking the light above us. A dozen hdmeted faces, anonymous behind flash shields,
stared down at us past the barrels of a dozen different weapons. “Freeze,” Someone said, more irony
than warning, aS we huddled in the garwd| saring up a him.

Someone pushed through the ring of troopers. He cleared his faceplate to let us see his amiling face:



Fahd.

“Thismakes my day perfect,” he said. He shifted his plasmarifle avay from us until the barrd rested
too casudly againg his shoulder, like he redly wasn't afraid of us. “Out of dl the fresks we nailed today,
| get to bring you in .... Get up, ‘breed. And the HARM hitch too.”

“Can't)” | sad. “Stunshot.” | glanced a Miya, trying to catch her atention, because | couldn’'t fed
her in my thoughts. She was garing at Fahd. There was no fear in her face, or even defiance, only a fixed
intentness.

Fahd gestured at two of his men. “Drag them up here)” he said. He lowered his gun again to cover
us “Don't even think about it,” he murmured. ‘Adminigtrator Borosage wants you dive, ‘breed. He
didn’'t say anything about ‘in one piece.”

One of the troopers started cautioudy down the steps. He lurched suddenly, as if he'd dipped on
something | couldn’t see. He fe| the rest of the way, landing on top of us like a sandbag.

| heard Fahd swear, above the trooper’s curang and my own. The sghtbeam of his plasma rifle
targeted the trooper’ s back, his head. | couldn’'t believe Fahd was gazy enough to risk killing one of his
own men just to keep us from getting away. Until he pressed the trigger—

The gun exploded in his hands, in a blinding flash of heatl\ght/noise. Even protected by the trooper’s
body annor, | fet the energy strip my senses like a glimpse of hell.

When | could see and hear again, the troopers in the street up above were saggering, reding, fdling
agang each other like somebody had reset ther persond gravity. Fahd was screaming, beeting his
armor-plated figs againg his transparent flash shidd like he wanted to riP out his eY es.

| shoved the body of the stunned Corpse off of me and turned to Miya. She was saing a Fahd,
pain-tears running down her agony-giricken face. But her eyes were like the eyes of a hunting cat as she
findly looked back a me.

| felt her mind close mein, and we teleported.

Nineteen

| canae our the other end of the jump, landing hard on a floor beside Miya, with no idea where | was
or what we were facing. Street reflexes tried to get me up on my feet again, to hide any weakness. My
leg gave out and | collapsed, feding like one more shock to my sysem would make me vomit up my
toenals.

| sat on the floor until my head cleared. When | looked up again | redized we were in another
Freaktown building. This one was bleaker than mogt; it looked like an abandoned warehouse, never
meant to be living space. But it was living space now, dotted with scavenged furniture and junk. | heard
water lesking somewhere, trickliilg, dripping, escaping down a drain; ameled dampness and rot. It
reminded me of abandoned buildings I'd dept in back in Oldcity. It reminded me of how done I'd
aways been there, an outcast even among outcasts, because of my Hydran blood.

We weren't done now: there were other Satoh in the room, some of them bloody, some of them
dazed, like they'd arrived just before us. | recognized a few of them. Naoh wasn't with them. The
aurvivors looked at us with expressions that ranged from surprise to indifference while they took turns
washing away blood and dirt or bandaging each other’ s wounds.

Miya got dumsly to her feet, looking from face to face. The recailing agony of what she'd done to
Fahd 4ill racked her body; the horror of what the Humans had done to usdl crowded it out of her mind.
At lagt her gaze found Joby in the arrns of someone | didn't know. Joby began to sruggle slently,
reeching out as if he sensed that she was here. She crossed the room with a thought and took him into
her afns. She kissed the top of his head, rocked him gently with her eyes closed. The light caught the
tracks that tears gill made through the dust and blood on her face.

| pulled mysdf up, propped mysdf againg a stack of crates, rubbing my usdess arm. The whole left
sde of my body began to tingle and burn asiit began to come back to life. “Is ... everyone who got away
here?’ | asked.

Miya shook her head, but it only seemed to mean that she didn’t know. “More of them may come



after they’ve helped the injured ....” She looked down. | wondered whether she was thinking about
Naoh. Whatever she was thinking, she wasn't ready to share it, even with me==| nodded, resigned. |
started across the room to her, dragging my left foot. Joby hed out his hands again as | came toward
them. “Cat,” he said, So dearly that | couldn’t have imagined it.

| stopped moving. “Joby—?" | whispered, hearing Miya's indrawn breath. “Hey, Joby.” | amiled,
letting him take my hand in his

“He said your name” Miya murmured. “He hasn't spoken a dl since ...” Her face, her thoughts, my
mind, findly filled with an emotion that wasn’t some kind of pain.

“I know,” | said. | settled imon my hip. “1 know.” | fdt her feding what he fdt as he looked up at
me. | saw mysdf through his eyes, through hers ... saw mysdf amile

And then the moment was gone. We were huddled in a dank storeroom with a dozen other filthy
exhausted fugitives again, and dl of us were as good as dead. My bruised, stunshocked body began to
achedl over.

“S0o,” | sad findly, “what happens now?’ No one answered. | glanced up as | fdt expressons freeze
on every face around me. | redized then that I'd said it in Standard.

“Play with me,” Joby said in Standard. His face shone, like he'd discovered the one other person in
thisworld full of strangers who knew his secret language. “Time to play!”

| fet another amile catch me without warning. | nodded, glad to have something, anything, to think
about besides how the others were looking at me llow.

Miyalooked at us, sheking her head in dishdlief. Then, with the ghost of a amile bardly touching her
eyes, she sat down and began to teach me the games they’d played together, exercises meant to work
his body and imprint control of it on hismind. | fixed my atention on the three of us, dl of us Sruggling to
block out the redity of where we were and who we were and why we were here ... why there were so
few others here with us, waiting for a 9gn that a miracle had happened, a 9gn that wasn't going to come.

Time passed, and more time, until even Joby got tired of playing games. Miya gave him food and
sttled m on a pile of mats to deep. He dung to her as she bent over to kiss him. “Mama” he
murmured.

| saw her tense, fdt her hide the pain that Sngle word set off indde her. She hdd him a little longer,
gently eesng himinto deep before she let him go. The guilt and grief she hdd back from him snged the
carcuits of my brain.

The others—the ones who hadn't fdlen adeep aready—sat watching her with vacant eyes. One of
them pulled a taku out of a knotted scarf. It lay in his hand, unnaturdly limp and dill. Tears filled his eyes
and ran down his face. He didn’'t wipe them away, like he didn't even have the drength for that. |
wondered if the dead pet in his hand was the same one I’ d seen the night I’ d met the Satoh.

If any of the Satoh in the room with me now had anything I€ft to say, they weren't saying it in a way
thet | could hear. One or two of them dill had the energy to pace, their footsteps echoing like unspoken
anger in the hallow slence.

Miya sat down beside me by thewdl of crates and leaned againgt my shoulder. She closed her eyes.
| fdt her exhaugtion, her doubt, her hope gutter out. Sleep began to overtake them dl, the only escape
that was left to us. | closed my eyes, holding her; rested my head againg hers where it rested on my
shoulder. | kissed her hair gently, wanting her, feding the warmth ingde me become the hot ache of need
... hot even minding that lugt was as impossble as hope, as long as | could hold her in my arms, in my
mind ....

| woke again, not sure how much time had passed; sartled awake by a nightmare that had nothing to
do with where my mind had been when | dozed off. | shook my head, dill supefied with exhaugtion, as
Miyamurmured “Naoh!” beside me.

Naoh stood in the center of the room, surrounded by a handful of others who mugt have arrived with
her. They dl looked dirty, defeated, stunshocked. Naoh turned in adow circle, sudying the rest of us, dl
that was left of the Satoh. We dl looked just as bad. The turning reminded me of Grandmother bowing in
reverence to the world around her; but Naoh didn’'t bow, and there was nothing serene in her eyes. Her
arding gaze stopped as it reached Miya, resting beside me, our arms and legs tangled together like our



thoughts. She went on looking at us for what seemed like forever. | didn't know what was going through
her mind; | only fdt Miya's body drawing up with tenson as her rdief a seeing Naoh dive suddenly
turned to anger again.

“You have followed the Way to safety,” Naoh said, doud, glancing at the others as she spoke. As
her gaze came back to Miya, whet looked like rdief findly showed on her face.

“Thank Bian,” Miya said. Her voice was too even, too controlled. “What is that you're wearing?’
She gestured, and | saw something | hafway recognized hanging from a strap around Naoh's neck.

Naoh glanced down at it, up again. ‘A gas mask,” she said.

| glanced away at the others around us, only redlizing now that mogt of them had on the same thing. |
swore under my bresath.

“So you did bieve me—?" Miya demanded. “When | told you they would use the gas? You sad it
was alig”

Naoh shrugged. “It made sense. | thought we should be prepared.”

“But you went ahead with the raly. You didn't warn the Community. You let our people be hurt,
killed, taken by Corporate Security—"

“It had to be done,” Naoh said camly. “You know that it did.”

“l know that's what You bdievs—" Miya said. Her voice thickened; she took a deeP breath.
““W’here was mY gas mask, then, Naoh?’

“We didn’'t have enough for everyone. Even within our group, we had to draw lots” Naoh snapped,
“@s you can see. Most people escaped anyway. But you would have had a mask if you hadn't left me
when you did, for him.” She jerked her hand a me, and suddenly | wondered whether she meant at the
rally or for good.

“He came back to us. | said he would,” Miya answered.

Naoh's mouth twisted. “Back to you, anyway.”

Miya frowned.

“That's not true,” | said, redizing now that Naoh had been letting me hear this for a reason. “You
know how | fed about Tau. You know | believe they have to be stopped. You can prove it, if you want
to—" | broke off, holding her gaze while tried to think of what to say next, how to say it in a way that
wouldn’'t make her turn on me again. If there was a chance in hdl of sdlvaging anything from this disaster,
the only hope | had of finding it was to stay close to Miya and Joby, and that meant staying with the
Satoh.

“He was right about what would happen, Naoh,” Miya said. Her voice was steady again. “Right
about Tau. He saw the Way clearly. He showed us—’

“You have no precognition,” Naoh sad to me “You're just a teepath—not even that” She
dismissed my Gift with a wave of her hand.

“But | know how Humansthink,” | said.

She frowned. “Y ou were the one who proved to me that we would Succeed—"

“Wha? What are you taking about?’

“You sad thet it was possible to use the Gift to break into the Humans computer net. If that was
true, then there had to be ways to keep the Humans from usang their other technology againg us”

“Except you knew they’d use the gas” | said.

“r didn’'t know that,” she answered coldly. “r saw that they might ... btlt the Way showed me that
evenif that did happen, we would gill winin the end. Even Humans have used nonviolent protest to force
their enemies out of their homeland. Miya told me of the Human leader Gandhi—"

“Gandhi?’ | repeated, incredulous.

“He forced a Human government to free his people without violence. The Allsoul answered his
praers—’

“God had nothing to do with it,” | snapped. “Gandhi got lucky, thet's dl.” The bitter pill of Earth
higory I'd swalowed whole spat up the story from somewhere deep in my memory. “He was deding
with an empire that was fdling apart. Humans had just gone through a genocidad world war. The colonid
government didn't want to look like genocides, so they backed off. And that was Humans againg



Humand If Gandhi had tried nonviolent protest on Tau, he'd have been dead meat. So would dl his
followers. Just like we were today. Tau doesn't care; Tau doesn’t have to.” | got to my feet, pacing in
front of her. “If theré's a universd justice baancing the scales for you, where was it today?’ | waved a
hand at the sullen survivors. “I didn’t see any miracles happen, did you?’

“You have no right to question my vison!” She pointed at my head. “The Way has many turningd
We gathered for a peaceful protest. The Humans attacked us without provocation. When the reports go
out over the Net, everyone will know that. We will be saved in the end.”

“Damn it, you can't be that naivel” My voice rose with my anger. “Combines control everything
about their communications. It's lies, damn lies, and corporate hype. There are no Indy News hypers
here to report the truth; what happened today will never reach the Net. | couldn’'t even send a persond
message. Any proof of what happened to usis aready buried in CorpSec’ s files”

“Thet in't true,” Naoh protested. Everyon€e' s eyes were on us now. “Thisis too big. There were too
many witnessesHuman witnesses. The FTA will hear of it. And then it will dl dill happen as | sad!” Her
voice shook.

How is that going to bring back the deqd—? Miya's hand tightened over my arm before | could
sy it. | fdt her in my head, begging me to stop: (She knows! Naoh knows what she' s done—)

| choked back the furious words, grateful that Naoh couldn’t read my mind, as Miya made me
reelize what Naoh mugt be feding when she looked from face to face around this room. She mugt know
that no more Satoh were coming back; that she'd sacrificed God only knew how many other innocent
lives for a kind of judtice that didn’'t exist on this Sde of death ... &nd probably not even on the other.
Her holy vison was bleeding to death before our eyes, her illuson of control lay smashed like an empty
Jug.

And yet | dill believed in the things she believed in. | knew that the things she wanted for our people,
the things she’ d made Miya and dl the rest willing to die for, were just and true.

| rubbed my face, wiping away dl expression, redizing that | had to stop pushing before | was the
one who pushed Naoh over the edge. Any murder a Hydran committed became a murder-suicide: |
didn't want to be responsible for what happened when murder and suicide were exactly what someone
wanted. “Have you got away to monitor the news?’ | asked. “Does anyone over here have a netlink—a
headset, or even athreedy?’

“There are afew information kiosks,” Miya said. She glanced a Naoh and back at me again, letting
mefed her rdidf. “We can watch Tau's programming there.” She got up, crossng the room to pick up
Joby as he woke and began to make inarticulate cries.

“Then maybe someone ought to do that,” | said as Miya soothed Joby and brought him back to my
gde. “Cat,” he ,uid, reaching out to me, and | amiled as Miya settled him into my arrns.

| glanced a& Naoh, saw her watching the three of us together. Her eyes were unreadable, the pupils
narrowed to dits. | looked away.

“Daeh and Remu are dready a the kiosk behind the shdlter,” Naoh mufinured, “walting for news.
They will let us know if they see something.”

| nodded, wondering how long they were going to keep that vigil. No news was bad news, but any
response a dl from Tau was worse. Feding helpless, hating the feding, | asked, ‘Are the news kiosks
tied into Tau's comm net?’

“r suppoSe,” Miya said. Everyone dse around her looked blank. They’d never even had databands;
they mug dl be as computer illiterate as I'd been for most of my life But maybe that was about to
change ... maybe | could changeit. “Why? she asked.

“Becauseif we can pry open a cyberspace window, maybe we can bypass thar censors long enough
to get a message off-world that would make a diffd snss—"

“What kind of a difference?’ Naoh demanded. Her voice hovered just this Sde of suspicion.

“In whether any of us have a reason to go on living” | sad. “Or even a choice about it.” She
frowned, but she was ligening. “The Gift lets you access properties of the quantum fidd to manipulae
both matter and energy. Tha indudes the dectromagnetic spectrum. The Net—where dl the Human
Federation’s data is stored and processed—occupies part of the EM spectrum. A pson who knows



how can access the Net matrix ... even changeit.”

“Then show ud” she said, her eyes coming dive. “Show us now. With that we can take thar power
for oursalves, useit to destroy them from the insds—"

| looked away, suddenly afrad of what was in her eyes. “It's not that ample. It it ample at al.
Tau'sinternd security programs can flaline an intruder—and that kills you just as dead as uny real-world
wespon. you can get lost indde the Net; if you do, your body Sts and waits for you until it Starves to
death. | might know enough to insart a message into their off-world uplink, even without my databand.
I’'m not even sure | can do that from a public access.” | looked a Miya again. “r need you to come with
me. | need your helP.”

“Why?" Naoh asked, the sharpness back in her voice.

“Because | can't do what | need to do on my ovwn. And she's the only one of you who can get far
enough into my head to follow me.” | went on looking at Miya. “1 need you™

She glanced a Joby, up a me again. She was the only one here aside from me who knew enough
about Human technology to have any understanding of wheat this could mean. she nodded, with a strange
light in her eyes. “I’ll take you there.” She lifted Joby from my arms, touching me as she did, and handed
him to a woman named Ladu. | redized that she never gave im to Naoh==She put her hand on my am
agan as she glanced a Naoh. | wasn't sure whether she was heping hersdf focus or meking a point. All
| knew, & S her Sster looked back at us, was that whatever Naoh was feding, it wasn't good.

The whirlpool of spacia didocation sucked me down into Miya's mind and away from there.

Twenty

Tan rwo nervous Satoh waiting in the shadows benegth a building's overhang actudly jumped—and
nearly jJumped us—as we upl.ured on the street beside them. They shook their heads, backing off, their
fear fading to rdief as Miyaslently explained why we were here.

Except for the four of us, the street was completdly empty. Across from where we stood was the
information kiosk, a reminder of Tau's inescapable presence in the composite-and-aloy flesh. The
kiosk’ s fused surface, with ghost-images floating through it, looked starkly dien againg the ancient, pitted
wdls

| noticed that somehow someone had found a way to scrawl “FUCK TALJ in Standard on the
kiosk’ s impervious base and make it stick. | stopped long enough to stare in admiration, wondering how
they’ d managed that. Somewhere I’d heard that dothing wasn't universal among intdligent beings, but
ornamentation was—the need to stand out, to be specia. | wondered whether that included writing on
wdls

| looked back at the two Satoh waiting uneesly beside Miya “1 need you to watch our backs,” |
sad, gesturing a the street. They glanced a Miya and then nodded, drifting away through the shadows.

| waited until they’ d gone as far as they were going to before | crossed the open space to the kiosk.

Miya followed me. “You don’'t want them to know what you're doing,” she said. It wasn't redly a
question. She searched my face, uncertain—because, | redized, | was uncertain.

| nodded, trying to center my atention on the displays. The vidscreen was dill spewing mindless
co{ porate hype, as if nothing desperate or tenible or aimindly insane had happ.ned today, as if every
moment was only areplay of the same perfect moment in the best of dl possble worlds .... “Welcome to
redity,” | whispered to it. | tightened my hands, limbering my fingers above the glowing displays.

Miyawas staring, hypnotrzed. her face reflecting the empty face of the Tau news report. She glanced
up as | spoke, and | redlized she thought the words had been meant for her.

| shook—y head, hdf answering both her spoken and unspoken questions. | looked down & the
aray of options again, the familiar touchboard and haf a dozen accesses. Seeing what | needed to see a
fully operationa port. Tau must have placed these in Freaktown for the convenience of visting Riverton
citizens, gnce none of this was likdy to mean anything, or do anything, for Hydrans who didn't have
databands.

“Tdk to meg” Miyasaid, janing me out of my meditation on the interfaces between worlds. “Why are



you afraid to go on with this?’

“AmI17?’ | said, surPrised.

She nodded.

| took a deep breath. “Because maybe it won't work .... Because if it does work, what Naoh said
will be true If | teach thisto you, and you teach it to the Satoh, you will be able to destroy Tau from the
ingde. And even aftet what they’ ve done—"

“.you're dill partly Human,” she finished gently. ‘And you don’t want innocent people hurt because
of you.”

| nodded, looking down.

“Nather do I, Bian,” she sad. (Nether do I, nashertah.) Placing it softly in my mind, where her
presence could remind me of why | was here in the firgt place, and why she was here ingde rrle, only her,
out of dl the ones who'd tried.

“I know,” | murmured, with eyes only for her. (I know. Bt,tt, Naoh ...) “Miya, promise me that
when we get back you'll stay linked to me. Naoh can't affect me the way she does the others. Let me be
your reditY check.”

She nodded, her thoughts clouded with the tnemory of her Sster’s betrayd. She shut her eyes, when
she opened them again, they were clear of dl emation. “Now, show us—" She gestured a the kiosk.

| looked back at the displays, trying to find the words to explan what we had to do, wishing it was
easer for me to just show her, the way it should have been. “Has your ps ever picked up any
electromagnetic spillage over in Riverton—the energy flux around a piece of equipment, or maybe from a
security fidd?’

She nodded again. | let her reach deeper as she searched my mind for images that would daify the
words. Even when she'd worked for Tau—needed to know ther technology in order to use it—she
hedn’t been given more than minimal access to the most basic equipment.

| thought about DeadeY e, who'd taught these secrets to me, trying to remember the exact words and
images he'd used to teach me ... remembering the abuse he'd heaPed on me with his mouth that was
worse than his festering atificd eyebdl: his fird line of defense againg the ps-hating deadheads who'd
have crucified him for what he knew. It had kept away everybody but me, because the Gift had let me
see past dl that.

“The point is that psions are born with the biologica hardware aready in our heads. Humans make it
illegd for usto get implants, to keep us from getting our share of their tech and the profits. But we never
even needed their stupid implants. Because we can access the QM spectrum directlyl we don't need
atificda conduits to interface with the Net.” | laughed once. It sounded cold and bitter, like the wind.

Her pupils widened as the possibilities began to register. “How did you learn dl this?’

| looked down a Deadeye' s handmade swester, layered over a Hydran tunic under a stranger’s
worn coat. | touched it, remembering. “ someone trusted me.”

She glanced at the diolaysin front of us. She was slent for a long moment before she looked back
a meagain. “How do you make it happen?’

“We use an open window and dip into the system. Once we're indde we're like ghosts. We're not
interfacing dectronicaly: The security programs are designed to watch for eectronic tampering. Most of
them are too narrow-focus to register us. Tau doesn't have any red on-world competition, so | don't
figureitsinterna security will be very tight. The hard part will be inserting our data and routing it where it
needs to go.”

She rubbed her neck, smearing dirt and swesat. “How do we start?’

“I can't tdl you.” (I have to show you. Stay with me, help me focus, or | can’'t—) | fdt her strengthen
the mindlink between us urtil it was like monafilament.

| studied the displays around the droning threedy report. Without a databand, | couldn’t even open a
window to bring the port’s basic functions on-line. | pressed my fingertip to a jack coupliog, and fdt a
dm buzz feed inward through my nerve endings. (Our minds have got to go down there. Can you use
your teek to form a conduit?)

| fdt her hesitate, concentrating; fdt my ann and then my hand begin to tingle with cold fire. For a



second | thought | saw aura shimmer around me, not with my norrna vison but with my
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Third Eye, my Sixth Sense, the nameess receptors that sometimes picked up the energy sgnature of
Human-made systems like this one. | fdt dl my senses jump as her telekinesis pried open an access,
maing my body’s dectricd system with the machine' s.

Rdief followed my surprise as the feedback didn't kill us. At least she knew enough about Human
tech to know what an dectric shock could do. (perfect,) | thought, letting her fed my amile (Now we
have to retune to the frequencies coming through from the other sde. It's outsde the normd ps
gpectrum. Likethis .... ) | let her fed my own senses begin to readjust. (once we' re indde, don't et go of
me or we ll both be in there forever. It's another universe, and | don’'t know the neighborhood any better
then you do.)

(Then how will we know where to go?) she asked.

(Virtud redlity ... like the indructiond Sms Tau used to train you. your brain creates the imagery as it
tries to interpret the neurd dimuli ....) It didn’t sound very reassuring, even to me. (I can navigae us
where we have to go,) | said, pushing on before she had time to point that out, (but | can't change
anything, touch anything, in there. | need telekiness to do that—you'll have to lend me yours.)

('m ready,) she thought. | fet her wonder becoming hunger as powerful as my need for the Gift she
shared with me.

(Trust me—?) | thought as | continued the dow retuning of my thoughts, reaching beyond the range
where | fdt her dearly, into a new frequency where no biologicd intelligence had ever been intended to
oPerate.

(Trust me ...) she answered, her mind folding around Ire, compressing us both down, down into the
sngularity of the machine. Congtructing a conduit, decongtructing the barriers between matter and energy,
ghe poured the darified flud of our combined thoughts through the synapses of my body, turing my
nervous system into a biowate jack.

We arced across the access she'd opened and into the nervous sysem of the Net. Cyberspace
manifested around us like we'd been dtartled awake from a dream. | looked down a my body, saw a
glowing energy being with bones made of whitelight ...

saw her joined to me body-to-body, two separate beings of thought merged in a lover’s union more
inimate than anything my mind had ever dreamed of.

(I see us)) she thought. (Are we ... red?)

(Red enough ...) | thought, merging with her shimmering ghost until | could touch her fluid-glass lips
with mine, fed the circuit of energy close between us, waves of ecstasy igniting my phantom senses. |
broke away, dazzled; went on looking a us, her, me, with my awe glowing.

The firg time I'd made this trip into cyberspace, 1'd been linked to Deadeye. We'd begun our
journey like this, linked symboalicdly, but just barely, joined only at the fingertips. He hadn’'t had the kind
of ps Gift Miyahad ... hismind hadn’t been one I’d wanted to get more intimate with.

I’d experimented on my own since then, till 1 was sure the Net's eectronic presence waan't
anthropomorphic enough to trigger my self-destructive defenses. If | was careful | could ghost-dance
ingde the programming of just about any system | accessed with my databand.

The laws of the Federation made it illegd for a pson to wear implanted bioware, even so much as a
neurd jack or a commlink: just one more thing that made it hard for a pson to find a decent job, one
more way the deadheads had of punishing a freek amply for being born. If I'd ever been caught
Netfishing without bioware, a tota brainburn would have been the kindest thing CorpSec could have
done to me. Deadeye had trusted me with hislife when he' d trusted me with this secret.

And now | was truging Miya with my life and with Deadeye's secret. But as our fluid images
merged, dl the reuctance bled out of me. Always before when I’d explored some new precinct of the
Net, I'd been afraid. I'd been arad with Deadeye, because | hadn’'t known what the hdl | was doing,
hedn't even been sure that he wasn't insane.

Going in done had given me some faith in mysdf, and a fed for how to magp the ever-changing glacid
arift of data storage, the dectronic mdtwater of information flowing around and through me. I'd listened



as the semisentient cores of the gigantic corpor?rte Als whispered their secret longings to a ghost waking
through the walls of ther citadds .... But every journey had been like waking through a graveyard.
There'd been sweat soaking my clothes and the bitter taste of fear in my mouth every time I'd come
back into my physica body.

But this time was different. | was sharing inner space with Miya in a way that | never could with
Deadeye. | fdt her boundless awe unfolding as she gazed up/down/around/through our shining imege a a
universe beyond her imagining. Her wonder filled me, showing me the shifting information landscape with
new eyes as we began our inward journey.

| willed a digitd readout into life at the corner of my virtud vison—a trick I'd evolved to hdp me
remember how long I'd been out of my body. | started us moving, watching through the back of my
cryda skull as the slken link to outside redlity attenuated and findly disappeared in backtrail interference.
| tried not to think about what would happen to usif Tau's Corpses reached our unprotected bodies and
snapped that invigble lifdine before we' d come back through the mirror again.

Insteed | tried to define for Miyawhat we were senang: the shadow-lines of the datastream we were
adrift in; the half-sensed prickle of messenger drones swept through us like dust by the ectron wind; the
bright, piercing blurs of photons. We passed through the ice dam of Tau's censorship programming like it
was blown fog, and the datastream from the kiosk swept us away to its source.

Around us the virtud terrain looked like nothing I'd ever seen before: because I'd never seen an
information vacuum—a land of night, with only a fragile spiderweb of data srung across its dark
expanses, a reflection of the desert of technologica deprivation that was the Hydran world outside. But
ahead of us, no more than an eectronic eyeblink beyond, were the bright lights of the big city—Tau
Riverton's data core.

We swept into it at the speed of thought. Insde Riverton's hive of EM activity, | dowed our seeming
motior, wary now fighting the giddiness of Miya's yearning to explore. | knew from her responses that
she was geting it far faster and far better than | ever had. Maybe a teleport’s sense let her fed the
parameters of cyberspaceinaway |I'd never be able to do. | wanted to teach her and learn from her ...
wanted to lose my fear and share her hunger for exploring this new world, be free to know the kind of
nerve-burning thrill I'd never fdt on any of my solitary tripsinto inner space.

But out redtime bodies were too exposed. | couldn’t do more than touch the bases of information
orienteering, teach her to see them like | saw them. (Thereé's Corporate Security headquarters—) |
thought, as it rose in my cyber-sght like a dark/bright spine. The deceptively open congructs of Tau's
business activities and support systems spirded around us like glowing creatures from the depths of an
dien sea. The dagger of paranora a their heart could only be CorpSec, the place where layers of black
ice surrounded Tau's best-kept secrets.

| felt her stir ingde me. (Can we get through it—?)

(Yes, if we're damn careful. Their guard dogs can't see us or hear us as long as we stay outside ther
bandwidth. But if we create any disturbance, they'Il notice; and they are smart enough to homein on us if
they even suspect we exist.) | pulled her back as she began to drift toward it. (No!) | thought, suddenly
realizing wha she wanted to do. (We don’t have time))

(But we could help the ones they took today—)

(Dammit—) | wanted what she wanted, now, with a pain that fed on her empathy. But as she began
to split off from our twinned phantom, | stopped her. (We have to stay with thid If the Corpses nal us, in
here or out there, we' re dead. WE Il never have another chance—)

She stopped sruggling againg me, againg fate. (Go otr, then.) She spun her answer from strands of
resgnation and resolve, and suddenly there was no resistance trying to pull me apart indde.

| plunged us into the arterid flood of data that would carry us beyond the boundaries of Tau
Riverton's nexus to the starport node at Firdfal, where everything that was meant to go off-world had to
end up. Riding the flow we let it sweep us hdfway around the planet at light-speed.

The gtarport’s data node shone like a secret sun as we approached Tau Firdfal, the largest combine
‘dave on Refuge. | hadn’t seen more than a glimpse of the actud city when I'd arrived. The shuttle had
landed before dawn, and my memory of the red-world Frgfdl, its nignt artificdly re-creating day, fdt



more like a Ssmulation.

We phased through shimmering vells of data storage the way

I'd moved through the cloud-reefs, dl wadls were without substance, when we were without
substance. But the dternate universe of Frdfdl’s starport, which seemed limitless to our senses, was
embedded in the matrix of a Sngle crystd of tdhassum no bigger than my thumb. The tdhassum came
from a fragment of exploded star cdled Cinder. Cinder was dl that was left of a sun that had gone
supernova centuries ago, whose cloud of expanding gases Humans cdled the Crab Nebula.

| might have been able to see the nebula with my naked eyes from this world at night. | hadn't tried.
I’d seen Cinder close-up, worked in the Federation Mines, living through a contract laborer’s persona
hdl. For dl | knew, I'd dug out the crystd they were usng here with my own hands. I'd dug out enough
otherslikeit.

The Federation ran on telhassum; the data-storage capacity of its complex crystdline structure made
it vital to port and shipboard navigationd systems, which had to perform the mind-boggling caculations
of a hyperspace jump. The only place where tedhassum formed naturdly and easly, in quantities large
enough to make usng it cost-effective, was in the heart of an exploding star. The FTA controlled the only
red supply of it. Tdhassum was the basis of their power; it let them act as the Federation’s conscience, a
check on the internecine warfare among interstdlar combines and cartels.

The FTA dso ran Contract Labor. They were responsble for the wdfare of the indentured workers
they hired out to those same combines and cartels. They used contract laborers at the Federation Mines
too. Cinder was in the middle of nowhere, thousands of light-years from the rest of Federation space.
And thousands of light-years from anywhere, dave labor was a lot chegper and a hdl of alot easer to
replace than any machinery sophisticated enough to perform the same dirty, difficult work. So the FTA
hed turned a blind eye to their own exploitation. I'd blown the whigtle on them. Isplanasky had told me
the Federation owed me a debt ... and now | intended to collect.

Somewhere in the myriad layers of the starport node was the communications nexus that Tau had
kept me from accessing. Once we reached that, nothing could stop me from getting my message oui.
Then dl we had to do was survive long enough for an answer to come through.

I’d never gone back to the Crab Colonies to find out whether the things I'd told Isplanasky had
made any difference in the lives of the bondies there ... or in the lives of the handful of fugitive Hydrans
who dill survived there. I"d been trying too hard to make my own new life work, once I'd actudly had a
future ... trying too hard to forget the past ...

(WHAT ARE YOU—?) The quegtion exploded ingde my thoughts. The voice seemed to come
fromdl around us, indde ie, everywhere a once.

(Who isit—?) Miya gasped, her bardly controlled panic back-washing into mine.

(I don’t know.) All I could see around us now were the staggering geometries of the starport’s hub;
the core like a beating heart, the lifeblood of data pumping in and out through veins of light, the sparking
electronic synapses of its nervous sysem .... An AL (An atifidd intdligence, Miya It's the starport
taking to us.)

(It ... seesus? How? Isit dive?)

(It s amanline port. They're smart enough to caculate hyper-space jumps, and they have a lot of
time on their hands. It happens .... Hdlo!) | sent the thought out like a shout, saw Miya's image ripple
through mine as she cringed.

(WHAT ARE YOU ... DOING?)

(We're ... messengers,) | thought, trying to determine whether it was even receiving me, hoping thet |
hadn’t amply drawn the attention of dl its watchdog subroutines. (We' ve come to send a message.)

(MESSENGERS ...) the voice from everywhere repeated, like it was thinking that over. (YOU ARE
NOT in proper approach channds. Your frequencies are outsde this system’s parameters. Security
procedures do not permit anomalous input.)

My thoughts crackled with rdief as | fdt the Al damp down its voice to a levd we could endure
without dissociaing. But it was suspicious, that was't good. (We're ... specid. Like you are)) | thought,
choosng each word as carefully as I'd pick up pieces of broken glass. | remembered the entities



Deadeye had shown me—that he'd spoken to—back on Earth; remembered my own surred
conversation with the FTA Security Council, the only Al in the Federation more complex than a starport
node. (No one knows we exig. If they did, they’d ddete us. Just like they'd delete you, if they knew.
Wouldn't they—?) Specidized tuning checkers were congtantly searching out developing sentiences,
diminating them before they'd progressed too far. From what Deadeye had told me, the awakened Als
liked the company of ghogts ... the same as he'd preferred the company of machine minds to the red
world filled with freek-hating deadheads.

There was a long Slence indde me, like Miyals mind and my own had gone blank, afrad even to
think. And then Miya murmured, (Y ou must be very londy.)

| fdt asurge of EM flux blow through me as the Al reacted. (Yes) it sad findly.

(Are there no others here like you?)

(No,) it answered. (Some who ate aware. None who can speak to me. Why have there been no
Messengers before?)

(We're thefird,) | thought, and beside file, Miya said, (But there will be others soon—).

(If we survive) | said. (We have a message that needs to be sent off-world without being seen by the
censors. If we can't access your uplink to the shipyards, that's the end of us. There won't ever be
another Messenger.)

This time the Slence seemed to lagt for dl of eternity, even though the counter at the corner of my
visgon told me only seconds had passed. Findly the voice said, like a whispered benediction, (Send the
message.) Beow us a conduit emerged from the shifting, glittering surface of its brain. Through the
trangparent wal of my virtud skull | watched its widening mouth reach up to swalow us—

And as suddenly as thought, we were degp indde the mind of a sentient being, or a separate plane of
exigence where the access to an entire universe lay ingde a superdense crystd the size of my thumb ...

The rivers of combined dataflow swept us down arteries lined with obsidian: | recognized the wdls as
the nearly impenetrable Strata of Tau's security programming—seen from the indde. Tau's black ice was
gadd; | cursed mysdf for ever underesimating a combine' s paranoia

But my doubts disappeared as | reoriented and redized that this was exactly the configuration |
needed to see—that the hardest part had been done for us.

(Look—) | gestured with a dlvershot fluid hand at the data magltrom we were sweeping toward: the
end of the line for messages from dl over the planet, the Storage reservoir where they waited for an
uplink to the ships that would carry them across the Federation. (We're here.)

Miya s dlent exclamation rang through me, igniting every cdl of my virtud body until | fdt it too: the
mirade of what we' d done ... what we'd seen in a way that no one ese had ever seen it. | fdt fearless,
triumphant, ful of awe, &s we soun out into the data wel; overwhelmed by its 9ze and yet somehow
sedng every separate detal in every carefully constructed codestring. Above/below/around us was a
dome of light made up of dl the colors visble to the mind's eye; from its heart the uplink ascended in an
impossbly steepening arc, a rainbow with one foot in the stals—and up there somewhere, the orbita
shipyards, the rainbow’s end.

The Federation had starships capable of hyperlight travel, ships that could make the journey between
dar sysems in days or even hours. But there was no direct form of communication that worked over
distances greater than intrasystem. Without starship travel the Federation Net wouldn't exidt, just as the
Federation itsdf wouldn't exigt without the Net.

We splashed down into the phosphorescent whirlpool of pending data. All around us message
codestrings pulsed like patient protostars insde clouds of potentia energy.

| pulled the message | needed to send out of a pocket ingde my dazzled brain, redizing that now |
not only had to assemble the coded bytes, | dso had to merge the message construct into the dataflow.

Matching my communication to the port’s dynamic protocols meant meking a flawless forecast of
where everything was and would be: It was like doing caculus functions on the fly, in my head. But |
could do it, thanks to Deadeye. He'd forced me to swalow massive feeds of technodata about the Net
before he'd ever taken me into cyberspace. | only redized now what tha redly meant: that I'd actudly
mattered enough to him for him to want me staying safe and sane ...



| ft Miya wetching through my eyes, gathering in each code-string as | constructed it, bit by bit,
holding the message for meindde a closed fis of memory. | checked and rechecked the data, hating the
risk that grew with every second but needing to be sure every codestring was flawless. | didn't have any
choice, when asingle error could mean the message never got through. (Done) | thought at last, and fdt
her dir ingde my mind. (Make a conduit into the flux. Drop this through—)

| felt akind of envy as she funnded tdekinetic energy to make the thought redl, dtered its profile to
meatch the comm net’s, then let the codestring flow imperceptibly out of her into the whirlpool of data.

(It s done,) Miya thought, amazed, exulting, full of hope.

(Yes) | thought, dtzzy with rdlief, trying not to remind elther of usthat | couldn’t be sure the message
would ever do us any good. | didn't even know how long it would be before the next Earthbound ship
left from here. (W€ ve done dl we can. We have to go back.)

She forced her acknowledgment out through a dtatic orm of reluctance. Her yearning thoughts
circled with the dataflow one lagt time.

| couldn’t keep mysdf from losng focus, caught in the dazzling sensory overload our joined vison
pulledin ... couldn’t keep mysdf from wanting to make this place a part of me forever ...

But as my senses opened dl the wa), | redized there was no trace of the starport Al in my mind,; that
there hadn’t been since we'd found oursdves here.

Suddenly afrad of what that could mean, | searched the molten landscape for a directory
configuration and traced the datalink outbound for Riverton. Moving with the spird stream of data, we let
it carry us back out of the node' s icebound heart.

We drifted, never letting the energy currents sweep us too close to the obsdian wadls or doing
anything else that might catch the aitention of an intruson counterrneasure. But as we approached the
outer limits of Frdfdl’s data hub, the wals of the vein seemed to narro% making it harder to keep
moving without a collison. (Miya ... tdl methe wdls aren't dosing in?)

(I can't.) The sudden dtetic of her fear flickered through me. (Because they are.)

Ahead of us the conduit bowed inward, 4S if someone had dropped a grate across a sorm dran.
(Shit. We ‘ve been made!) |

dammed againd the polarizing grid of lightldarh,rress that suddenly blocked our way, fdt it burn me
like cold iron as | tried to force my way through. | panicked, not knowing what had betrayed us
something happening to our bodies on the outside, our manipulding the dataflow, even the port Al
itsdf—

(Port!) Miya screamed, with dl the desperation of our combined telror. (Open the gatel)

The gate shimmered and faded as if something had answered our prayers. We swept out into the
free-flowing datastream again. | got us the hdl out of there, not looking back; not even when | heard the
voice of the gowing city jewd cdl after us, (Come agan ... Come back ...), and fdt Miya make a
promise that | couldn’'t be sure we' d even live to keep.

We were back to our garting point dmaost before | knew it. The lifdines linking our virtud sdves to
redity reappeared, extruding from our mirror images like glowing fiber optics, arcing toward infinity.

My rdief a knowing our bodies were 4ill dive and out there came and went like a amile as |
remembered the find test of my own initiaion into cyberspace.

(Thisisthe worst part,) | thought, forcing Miya's dill-expanding wonder to downsize and center on
us I'd done everything I’d had to do the firg time I’d worked c-space with Deadeye ... and then I'd
nealy lost it dl when | tried to break the interface and resurface. (What we become in here in't u,s, no
meatter how red it seems. We have to let dl this go. But it'll dill fed like we' re committing suicide. Do
you trust me—?)

(Trust me ...) she echoed, even though | fdt her aching, not with fear but with regret; fet her yearning
to explore more of the cascading dream landscape she' d gnly glimpsad on our journey.

(Hald on,) I thought gently. (Stay with me—) The firg time I'd done this I'd only gotten through it
because my terror of being left done in here, abandoned by Deadeye, had been worse than my fear of
death. I’d been scared shitless through the whole ordedl; nothing like Miya' s response. But then, | hadn’t
been with Miya, and she hadn't been with me. It was as if she'd been born to do this. | wondered



whether dl Hydrans would react the same.

| fdt her mind bleed into my own as pure energy consumed us, as our bodies merged, radiant, as our
last coherent thoughts dissolved ... as we held each other for the lagt timein a kiss before dying.

| opened my eyes to the data kiosk’s lightplay, the shadowed dcove, ffiY finger ill fused to the
access. | drew my hand away, surprised to find that | hadn’'t become part of the machine. There was no
feding up hdlf the length of my arm. | shook it out, felt sensation come back in an excruciating rush that
made mewish it had stayed numb. My body wanted to dide down the kiosk to the ground and not get
up again.

Miya s movements were dumsy, her nervous system gill meking the trandtion back to the physicd,
like mine was. But as she looked & me and realtzed where we were, what we'd done—that we were
gill alive—euphoriafilled her. (I want to go back. | want it again—) She put her ams around me and
kissed me the way 1’ d kissed her when we' d firg gone indde. The kiss went on and on between us, as if
cyberspace was an erotic drug; until | began to think what had happened the other night in my hotel room
was going to happen again, right herein the middle of the srrest.

Daeh and Remu appeared inmy line of sight, gaping at us. Daeh swore out loud. “They're coming!”
he shouted. “What are you doing? They' re coming!”

Miya dtiffened. (Humans—?)

“corpsec?’ | said, my words tangling in her thoughts. But we didn’t need to ask. Miyaheld me closer
and teleported us away.

Twenty-One

We were back with Naoh and the others. Dagh and Remu followed us by seconds.

Naoh was waiting for us as we appeared. As she saw us she froze. | didn't understand why until |
redized, that we were dill holding each other, dill only a few breaths away from a kiss, our bodies, our
faces, betraying our hunger for each other even here, now, in the middie of awar zone.

| let go of Miya She let go of me, her face flushing.

(We sent the message, Naoh—) Miya's senses were dill so heightened that | could fed every nerve
ending in her body. | wondered whether | was the only one or whether everyone in the room could fed
our every finger and toe, our beeting hearts. (Naoh, wo entered the Humans comm web .... ft was like
the dreams of the an lirr. The Starport is aware! We can go back—)

| reached out==pulled my hand back uncertainly, wanting to stop her before she told the others too
much. She'd kept her ps link open to me; kept her promise. But she dill trusted these people too much,
way more than | did.

The others looked up as the images registered, thar weary grief-gtricken faces coming dive. As
comprehension and then hope began to show in thar eyes, it was even hard for me not to believe she'd
meade the right choice.

| crossed the room to where Joby was stting, his smdl face empty, like he was barely aware of what
was going on around him. The other Satoh might watch over him while Miya was away, but they weren't
doing more than they had to, to hdp him. Or maybe they Smply didn’t know how.

“Joby,” | said softly. | crouched down, halding out my arms to him: doing it because | hoped that
would distract Miya before she said too much, doing it because | couldn’'t stand the emptiness in his
eyes.

Miya glanced at us. | fdt her thoughts reach out and weave into his mind, ordering and augmenting
his senses. The next second she was sanding beside me, taking Joby into her own arns.

As | looked up Naoh was watching the three of us together, the way she'd watched the two of us
before. | looked away as our eyes met. So did she.

All a once the other Satoh turned like one person, looking toward the empty center of the room. My
eyes followed them like an afterthought. Three more figures were sanding there, So suddenly thet |
wasn't sure whether everyone ese had turned to look at them before they arrived or after.

Thefirg of the new arrivds was Hanjen. The second was one of the Satoh. They supported the third



one between them: Grandmother. Her dothing was torn and bloody; her face was a mass of bruises.

I"d crossed the room on foot before anyone ese had even reacted. It was like they’d been pardyzed
by the sght of her, or sunned by her pain. | shoved the stranger aside and helped Han-jen move her to
where we could ease her down onto a makeshift bed of piled rugs.

Miya was beside me suddenly, with Joby 4ill in her ams. | took him from her as she offered
Grandmother a cup of water she'd conjured from somewhere. She helped Grandmother drink, gently
wiped blood from the oyasin's face and hands.

Wherever Grandmother’s flesh showed through her ruined dothing, the skin was bruised or broken. |
even thought | saw burns. | looked away, sickened, before | had to be sure.

“Stay back!” Miya sad fiercdly as the others began to come closer. They backed off. Helpless ruge
bled from her thoughts into mine, daning my vison crimson; but she never looked away from
Grandmother, not flinching from the damage as she did what she could to easeit.

| fdt her mind shift into a nonverbd mode | could bardy access. She passed her hands over
Grandmother’s body as if they hed a medical scanner. Her concentration flickered, her face contorted
with pain as she paused over the worst of theinjuries.

| felt her do something then with her ps that | had no words to describe. 1t was heding of a kind I'd
never seen, So that | wasn't even sure whether she was trying to mend torn tissue or only ease the pain.
All I was sure of was the pan it cost Miya for each bit of the oyasin's pain she took away. | kept my
mind open, letting as much of the pain pass through her into me as she’'d dlow. Joby whimpered, as if no
one had enough control to protect him completely. | hedd him closer, biting my lip.

The others gathered around us, watching. | fdt ther eyes glance off me, agan and agan; but
whatever their thoughts were, they kept them hidden.

“What happened?’ Naoh demanded, looking at Hanjen.

He shook his head, his face grey, like he was sharing Grandmother’s pain dong with us. “She
appeared, in my home. They did this, to an oyasn—!" His voice shook.

“Did she escape from them?’ Naoh asked.

“l doubt tt,” | said, remembering what they’d done to me. “They mugt have let her go.” | leaned
forward beside her. “Grandmother,” | said softly. “Why did they do thisto you? Did they tdl you?’

She nodded, sruggling to raise her head; Miya held her, supporting her. Miya's presence in my mind
cut off suddenly, leaving me donein silence. | sucked in a breath, caught by surprise. Miya glanced a me
as she wiped her face on her deeve, wiping away swest or tears. The look told me the oyasn was taking
dl her grength, al the heding support she had now. And then her eyes were back on Grandmother.

“Oyadn,” | murmured. “Did they send you back with a message? Why did they send you back like
this?’

“Bian!” Miya said queruloudy, like I was acting too Human.

But Grandmother lifted her hand, a barely visble motion. “No .... Bian is right. It is important ....”
Her eyes were a degper green than | remembered, without a vell to conced them. She shook her head
dightly. ‘Ah, Bian. | told you that you shouldn't comg ....”

But | wasn’t hurt. | froze, redtzing that it wasn't over yet. My throat congtricted as | whispered, “I
hed to. You know | had to.”

She nodded dightly, her eyesfilled with depths of sotrow. “The one who hates usdl ...,”

“Borosage?’ | asked.

She nodded again. “He said that | must tel you this He has taken so many of oui people. They will
be freed only ...”

“If we give back the boy?’ Naoh finished it, her voice poisoned with hatred.

“No,” Hanjen said, intemrpting for the firg time. “Thet is no longer enough. He wants dl of the Satoh
to surrender ... or the ones they took will not be released, and there will be more reprisas.”

“Son of abitch,” | muttered in Standard. Everyone looked at me. | wished | hadn’t reminded them or
mysdf again that | was haf Human.

“Andisthat why you came here, Hanjen?” Naoh demanded. “Have you brought drugs and binders
to make us sulrender?” The others around her stirred restlessly, frowning.



Hanjen frowned too. “You know it is't. My mind is open to you: see it, fed it. | am no friend of the
Humans. | will never forgive what they did today! Evenif you were nd—" He broke off.

| fdt the sudden pang of Miya's shame. My mind filled with blurry memories of Hanjen, of dl he'd
meant to her, to Naoh, once; of dl they’d once meant to him.

“But | will never forgive you, ether, Naoh,” Hanjen whispered. His figs knotted at his Sdes as he
looked around the room. *Any of you. | only came here because the oyasin asked it. | am teking her to
the hospital now. | hope dl of you will pray that our ‘superior’ minds and inferior medica technology can
save her from what the Humans have done to her.” For the firg time, the word “Humans’ sounded like a
curse from his lips. “You camed dl dong that you wanted to help our people | leave it up to you
whether you surrender to the Humans or bring even more suffering and grief down on us dl.” He knedled
down beside Grandmother.

Let me help you—I dmogt said it out loud, before | redized that there was nothing at dl | could do.
The same impulse filled Miya's mind; | wasn't even sure whose idea it had been firg. But then she
remembered Joby—that his safety depended on her. She glanced a the other Satoh in the room, dl of
them her friends, her comrades. Thistime she looked at them like they were strangers.

She looked back at Grandmother lying in Hanjen's arrns. Grandmother’s body spasmed suddenly,
and Hanjen paled. A wave of sckening grief crested over Miya's defenses and rolled through me. Joby
began to wail. And then dl a once the perfiect darity of Grandmother’s vison touched us dl—even
me—one lagt time, in a blessing and an absolution. And then she was gone.

Her body lay in Hanjen's arrns, the green eyes saring like she' d been caught in a moment of awe. A
raw noise of grief filled his throat. His arms congtricted, holding her close. He rocked her lifdess body
dowly, making no sound now, but with a look on his face that | fdt to my bones. Everyone around me
wore the same look of devadtation, even Naoh. Miya sank to her knees beside him, dinging to his leg.
Her choking sobs shook my body.

| reached out to close Grandmother's eyes, touching her as gently as my unsteady hand could
manage, with her sghtless gaze looking through me at something beyond. No one moved to stop me. No
one moved &t dl.
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| took my hand away as Hanjen got to his feet. He lifted the oyasin’'s broken body as esdly asiif it
weighed nothing, now that her soul had left it. “Never,” he repested, his stare induding usdl. “I will never
forgive you.” (Never—) Holding Grandmother in his arrns, he gathered in his thoughts like torn netting
and teleported.

Thedgh of ar as he disappeared was like the sorrow of the breething universe. Naoh stared at the
emptiness where they’ d been seconds before. Her face was as desolate as Degth's.

The others were asking questions now, out loud and dlently; my ears heard them. Miyas mind
registered them as she struggled to pull her thoughts back together.

“What will we do?”

(The oyasin, she’'s—)

“No, we can't ....”

“The Humans, it's all the Humans fault!”

(What will we do now—?)

Death. Death all around me .... | held on to Miya, bardly aware that she was holding on to me
now, only aware of death, emptiness ....

Naoh's gaze settled on Joby, cradled between us, ill sobbing.

Miya looked up suddenly. The anguish indde her spiraled out of control as the holocaust of Naoh's
need for justice/vengeance blistered our senses. All the minds around us went up like tinder; | fdt ther
emotions burn through each other’ s defenses until they were dl one mind, and it was blind to reason.

| wrenched my mind free of the maddening input thet poured through my ps link with Miya. (Joby!) |
thought, shouting againg the firestorm. Joby was dl that mattered: protecting him, finding a way to get
hmto sfety ....

“Wewill not surender,” Naoh said, her voice dripping blood. “1 would rather be dead! Let the rest of



the Community decide for themsdves whether they fight to live—or die for no reason.” There was no
doubt anywherein her mind, in any mind around us. “Miya, you have to show us now how to access the
Humans computgrs ...."

Miya bent her head, her resolve softening like candle wax in the heet of their shared fury.

“Naoh,” | said desperately. “We ve sent a message off-world. WE I be getting help soon. We could
leave town, hide out deep in the Homeand; or we could gl them some other way—lie, fake our own
deaths, anything just to ay dive until Ifuep—"

“No Humans will ever negotiate for us, lisen to us, or hdp us, even if everything you daim is true,
Bian,” she said. Her voice was flat, without the rage I'd heard in it before, but her eyes hadn’'t changed.
“We are not afraid to die. They can't break us with fear. But we would rather live, to lead our people's
rebirth .... And you've given us another Way, just as you promised. We will destroy the Humans with
their own technology, before they can useit agang us again.”

Something turned cold indde me. “Teaching you to interact with their datanet will take a lot of time,
which we haven't got—and a private port, which we haven't got ether, now that Hanjen's cut us off.
And | don't see any other way—"

“You ate the Way.” She pointed a finger a& me. “I know you're lying to us now because you're
afrad to share your secrets—you can't hide what Miya knows from me”

| looked a& Miya; she looked away hdpledy.

“But even if it's true that we can’'t learn their technology and how to use it in time, even your lies
prove you are the one who can help us survive until we can learn how. Only you are someone who can
do it for us”

“What?’ | said, dready sure that | wasn't going to like the answer. “What do you mean?’

“Hurt them. Hurt them like they hurt you, us, dl our people .... They tortured the oyasn and sent her
to usto die, because they think we're cowards! We have the boy. We Il send him back to them the same
way. Then they’ll know that they should fear ss—"

“Naoh!” Miya sad thickly, “you swore we wouldn't hurt Joby!” Joby began to cry again, frightened
by emations neither one of them could control. She rocked him, hushing him, wiping away histears.

“And we won't.” Naoh looked a me. “Let Bian do it,” she said, like she was tdling me to wipe his
nose.

“Bianisone of ud” Miya said.

“Of course heis” Naoh shrugged. “But he can lie like a Human; he can even kill like a Human. He
hes killed and survived. He' s different. That's why we found him. He can do this easily.”

“Eadly?’ | sad, dating to tremble. “You think it was easy for me to kill somebody, even in
sdf-defense? It cost memy Gift! | might as wel have died. What the hdl do you think | redly am? If you
even think I'd ever touch fuip—" | fdt Miya ingde my head, her ps manifesing in a way | didn't
understand; until suddenly | redlized that she was trying to teleport—trying to focus Joby’s mind clearly
enough to caffy him with her and dill find the strength to take me too. (Got) | thought franticdly. (Get him
out. Just get him out—)

“Naoh,” | said, groping for any coherent thought, any distraction to give Miya the time she needed.
“Hurting Joby won't stop Tau. It only makes us like them. It means they’ve dready destroyed us. The
Humans see us as less than ... than lirr.” The Human lexicon in my brain trandated the word for “sentient
being’ as “Humen.” “If we—" | fdt the soft breath of ar behind me that told me Miya and Joby were
gone.

“Miya” Naoh cried. Her face went white with fury. “You sent her &way—?" she said to me, hdf a
questior, hdf a demand.

“No,” | sad. “You did.” | held her gaze urttil at last she looked down.

She looked up a me again, findly, and | fdt every green, long-pupiled eye in the room fixed on me,
likedl their minds held the same thought—and the thought was dways hers. “You dam you 4ill believe
inour cause?’

| nodded, wondering what kind of choice she thought | had. Miya was gone, and | was hepless
without her, lost in the wasteland that suffounded my mind.



“So you refuse to be a terrorigt, like the Humans? But you said if the Human pacifis Gandhi had
faced Tau, he would have been killed. Where does that leave us?’ she demanded. “What is the answet?’

Thistime | looked down and shook my head.

“You say we only have to stay dive until your message brings help. Even if that was true, Tau would
never let them see the truth. The Humanswill attack the Community and destroy it first. The only way any
of our people will survive is by making the Humans afraid of us. By griking back!” She waved her hand
a my face.

| swore under my bresth, because | couldn’t even convince mysdf that she was wrong and | was
right. Damned tf you do, damned if you don'r—

“You know amog as much about Riverton as Miya does. You can go therc,” Naoh said suddenly,
and | couldn’t tel where her thoughts were now.

“How?’ | snapped, not even wanting to know why. “I can’t teleport.”

“We can send you. Miyadid it.”

“Miyd s the only one who can get deep enough into my 6lnd—"

“It can be arranged,” she sad flatly.

| frowned. “1 told you, | won't do anything to hurt innocenf—"

“There are no ‘innocent’ Humand They have no rea emotions—even a taku has more red fedings
than a Human does. You used to know that. You knew what it meant to have the Gift. Don't you fed
less dive, less whole, without it? Don't you blame than—J’

“Yes” | looked down again. “Every second of every day.”

“You are less” she sad softly, “but only because the Humans crippled you.”

“They can never be anything more,” Remu said.

“They're inferior, not us,” someone dse sad.

“TheY’re aniPAS—’

“That’ s why they can do the things they have aways done to us.’t

“Now you have your chance to pay them back,” Naoh said, “and save your red people, the ones
who care about you. Your nashertah ....”

| kept my expression empty, tdling mysdf they couldn’t reach into my thoughts without my sendng it.
But beyond that | was defensdess; without Miya | had no way to escape, 0o one to turn to. “What ...
what do you want to do?’ | muftered, not quite looking at her. “I was in ther jall, but | don't remember

Naoh shook her head. “‘we're dways drugged when they take us in. No one has ever managed to
get aclear sense of it. We cannot send you there.”

| began to remernber dl the places I'd been when | hadn’t been drugged. | imagined the kinds of
damage | could do with awad of explosve the Sze of a skagweed cud stuck on the underside of a chair.
| couldn’t think of a ngle place I'd been that wouldn't make a perfect target for a terrorist attack ... |
could plant hdf a dozen patch bombs indde of an hour, easy. | wiped my hands on my pants legs.

“The research team,” Naoh said.

“What?’

“The research team. The ones you came here with. Y ou told us you only came with them so that you
could find your mother’s people. Ther leader is Janos Perrymeade' s niece. That coward Perrymeade
has betrayed us over and over. If we can’'t use the child, then we ll use his niece, and those off-worlders
Tau brought here to desecrate our last holy place.”

My mind emptied like a broken cup.

“You can go back to them, Bian. They know you. perrymeade’ s niece wants you back. Miya
showed me what she saw in your mind—how that woman tried to seduce you, how she only wants to
have sex with you because you're a half-breed.”

| felt my face turn red. That wasn't how | remembered it. | didn't believe that was how Miya saw i,
ather.

“The memory of her was dl pain. She hurt 5los—"

“It was't her fault,” | said, redizing that Naoh's mind had twisted the images Miya shared with her



the way it twisted everything dse she knew about Humans.

“The Humans use you, and dill you blame yoursdf?” she sad fiercdy. “Miya abandoned you—al of
us—because of her sckening obsesson with that Human child. If you want to be free, then free
yoursdf!” She raised her fig: a crate spun off a stack behind me and exploded in midair. | covered my
head, swearing, as it rained purple-red fragments of rotten fruit like bits of internd organs. *Act, for dl of
us Wedl want to punish the Humans for the oyasin’s degth ... but only you are strong enough to do it
She moved toward me dowly, until she was pressed up againg me, with her hands on my chest. “ Show
the Humans your strength. Go back to your teammeates and take your revenge on them ....”

| backed away, breaking the physcd contact between us, the ingdious mentd link 1I'd fdt tendriling
itsway into my mind. | couldn’t tdl if she was trying to influence me conscioudy or only indinctively. But
ether way, she'd been trying. And it had been working.

“l said no,” dmog shouting it this time. My eyes raked the room. “I’'m not some walking dead man
you can use for your dirty work, because I'm not redly Hydran, just a mebtaku ....”

| wondered suddenly if that was how they’d aways thought about me ... dl of them except Miya
Because I'd never be ableto tell.

| turned my back on Naoh and started for the door at the far end of the warehouse. My footsteps
echoed like shouts in the cavernous space.

The others stood watching me pass, two dozen sets of eyes tracking me like one. And then, like an
extenson of Naoh’'s own body, they moved in to block my path.

“Where are you going, Bian? Naoh asked as the wal of bodies forced me to stop moving.

| glanced around the cirdle of glazed, desperate faces. “I’'m going to find Miya”

“No,” Naoh said. “If Miya brings the boy back, she is ill one of us. ff she doesn’'t, she is a traitor.
And if you leave us now, so ate you.”

“That’s not the only choice,” | ingsted, trying to keep my voice steady. “1t's not the only answer.”

“Mebtaku ...” Naoh muttered. No one moved out of my path.

| frowned. “Then | guess | have to do this the had way,” | sad. “The Humaen way.” |
sucker-punched Tiene, who was standing directly in front of me, and shoved him aside into Remu. Two
of the others grabbed for my arms, a broken finger and an elbow in the ribs got them off me. They
weren't used to fighting somebody whose every move was completely unreadable; maybe they weren't
used to fighting hand-to-hand at al—

Or maybe they were. The rest came after me as | bolted for the door; just enough of them teleported
ahead of meto reach it first. They couldn’t use their ps to attack me my defenses were too strong. But
they didn’t need to, when they dill had hands and feet like any Human.

Asthar blows beat me down to my knees, | wondered whether my own mind's defenses kept them
from feding my pain. But pain showed in every contorted face: | saw tears runnding filthy cheeks, heard
gasps that weren’t mine as they hit and kicked me—doing it the Human way.

Or maybe feding the pain was the point, the only way they could purge their own guilt about the
butchery of innocents they’d caused today, and their own surviva: the pain they fet, and the pain they
lad on me, crushing me under their rage againg everything Human. Pulling my knees in, covering my
face, | tried to protect my body, but there was no escape from their pain ...

Uniil finally something crashed down on me out of nowhere, and blindsded meinto blackness.

(Hep me ...) | wanted to wake up, kept trying to wake up—somehow sure this had to be a dream.
There was no way | could actudly be here like this, sprawled back in a seat in Wauno's trangport with
Kissndre Perrymeade on top of me, her mouth and hands doing things to my body that I'd only ever
dreamed aboutt ...

There was no way my body could be answering her, willingly and completely, when the way she
touched me fdt more like pain, even though | knew it was impossible for me to fed that kind of pleasure
eding its way out from the ingde. Our being lovers had been over before it started, because the same
thing would dways have kept happening: nothing.

And because now there was Miya.

But Miya was gone ... she'd left me behind. | gasped as the echo of a woman's sudden cascading



pleasure sent shockwaves up my spine from between my legs, higher with every heartbeat until | was
bardy aware of the space around me, seats, floor hull ... control pane.

Inmy dream, hungry succubi were feeding on my hunger, sucking my mind dry, looking out through
My eyes to identify components and functions, redtzing just how intricate, how vulnerable, the system
was to someone who could dter drcuitry with a thought: just like a Human body. Whispering that just
disupting the fragile processes ingde a sngle microcomponent would start a chain reaction of errors that
would build and build. the way my need was building.

Now, whilemy pleasure was dill dimbing ... it would be smple .... No one would ever suspect that
one flicker of a kind of ps energy I'd never even had outsde of a dream had set the countdown to
disaster ticking. Or when, like the agony of pleasure peaking now indde me, it would explode ...

(No—1)

| woke up, blinking splinters of dream out of my eyes, and saw a woman's wet, open mouth
centimeters from my own. | fdt the waght of her body ill pressing me down agang the seet, the
excruciding throb of my erection trapped between us. | tried to get up, get her off me my hands were
tied behind the seatback. Pain everywhere made me swear as | sruggled againg the bindings.

The woman's body pressing up againgt mine shifted position, shifted again, knowingly, and mylher/my
pleasure* pain* pleasure lasered through my nerve lines to my brain. | tried to separate sgnd from
noise, my mind was too clogged with simuli for me to tdl if there was any difference. Dismembered
fragments of my past rose from unmarked graves, feeding my darkest needs, my deepest fears ....

(What the hdll is happening to me—?)

The body usng mine shifted again, diding back until 1 could see a face a lagt. Naoh was sraddling
the chair, her lips hovering in front of my mouth. She leaned forward and pressed her wet, open mouth
over mine again, probing with her tongue. My body kissed her back, graining againg the bonds like an
animd, despente to do her the way she was doing me, outsde, indde everywhere, making
pain* pleasure strobe through my brain and body until | was crazy with the need to set free the urge
trapped ingde me, overloading every circuit until | wanted to scream, to beg, to do anything that would
make her let me—

“Doit,” she whispered. “Do it and I'll set you free”

“Yes” | groaned. “Please, let me ...”

Something let go ingde my brain like the laich spring on a ffgp, and something happened—something
far away, something | never meant to happen, dlow, do ... change. Asit let go | fdl, not into the core of
my burning need, but back into the world.

Naoh was ganding over me, dill straddling the chair. Still insgde my mind, controlling everything |
thought and fdt. Mind-fucking me. | rolled my eyes, looking away from her. The other Satoh ringed usin,
thar haunted eyes riveted on me, their minds hand in hand, giving her will the strength of two dozen more.

| twisted my face away. “Why—7?" | gasped.

Naoh wiped her hand across her mouth. (Because | wanted to know what it was that could make a
half-breed like you my sister’s nashertah ... what it was she found so irresstible about the enemy ... why
you would do anything she asked.) She backed away, her eyes never leaving my face, and even though
ghe was no longer touching me, she was—Invishle hands dill crawled over my body, diding down my
bdly, fondling me, exploring me in ways that made me want to scre& ffi, but not with pain.

“I'm not the enemy, damn you!” | mumbled. “Stop i1—" But even as | begged her to stop, | could
fed her experiencing everything | thought—and felt. She knew aswel as| did that some perverse part of
me had begged her to finish what she'd started .... And shehad ... | had ... God, what was it | had done

?

Suddenly, she was gone. It was dl gone the invisble violation, the multiple ps link lighting up my
mind like a thousand flares. Without warning, | was empty, abandoned, adone in the dark. | whimpered,
and she amiled.

“Men,” she spat, her voice thick with disgust. “You let your bodies have ther way with you. You
betray everything you are, everyone you care for. It dl means nothing, compared to your oliln sdfish
needs—" She broke off, and | remembered her lover Navu, his mind an empty room, his body wasted



by drugs.

You betray everyone you care for .... My mind was suddenly empty of every memory except one
WAuUNO's transport. Where I'd dreamed | ... “God, 00,” | breathed. Naoh had used my body as the
key to break into my mind—to take her revenge. “What ... what did | do?’ | whispered. “What did you

“You want to know?’ Naoh asked, her voice dripping poison. “YOU Want 19 ggg—7’

No .... | nodded, speechless.

“Then go and see for yoursdf.”

| felt her tap the potentia energy of two dozen other minds to crumple my consciousness, fold up my
physcd exigence like awad of old paper, and make me disappear.

Twenty-Two

| cnue our the other end of the teleport with just enough time to redize that wherever | was, I'd
matendized five meters up in the air, moving sideways .... | had just enough time, faling, to redlize that |
didn’t want to hit the ground.

| hit the ground. Pain exploded dl my senses.

| opened my eyes again. My nose was clotted with blood, my mouth was thick with it. | lay drifting
for along timein a blood-red sea so wide it had no shore. After alonger time, | redized that red was the
color of pain ....

| remembered fdling out of the sky. | remembered being cast out. | remembered that | was a
mebtaku.

Every paft of my body that wasn't screaming out a pain Sgnd had gone somewhere beyond pain, not
even responding. | wondered whether the fdl had parayzed me or whether | was only numb with cold
and dowly freezing to desth.

Cold. Thewind probed the ripsinmy flapping clothes with icide fingers, the ground crushed againgt
my face and body fdt cold asice; the frost-clouded air burned my lungs .... Cold like Old-city. But not
cold like Cinden Cold ...

Refuge. It's cold here, | thought, the fird memory | recognrzed. | struggled to integrate body
systems that had splattered like globs of mercury when I’ d fdlen from a height. A height—I remembered
everything, then: Naoh. HARM. But there was no one in ry head now. My mind was an empty room.

Ice coated my jacket, plastered my hair againg my face—or maybe that was blood. | wondered
how long I’ d been lying there. | wondered where the hdl | was, if | wasn't in hell.

Find out fo, yourself. Naoh’s last words: Kissindre. Wauno's transport ...

| pushed mysdf up on my elbows, spitting clotted mud; fdl back again as pan wrenched my shoulder
like the rack. | tried again, managing to raise my head. There was no 9gn of the reefs or the river; no Sgn
of acrty, Human or Hydran. No sign of anything | recognized. Only a gray rubble-strewn plain, broken
by the muted ochres and rusts of lichen, a scattering of stunted purple shrubs filmed with ice. In the
distance | saw what could have been a line of hills, or just a bank of clouds. The image changed and
changed back again, like amirage ingde my mind's eye.

| tried to get up, breething curses as my cold-numbed senses came back on-line. | kept trying until |
was on my knees, and then findly got my feet under me, feding things grate and dide that shouldn’'t have.
One leg didn’'t want to hold me up. My foot had swollen ingde my boot until the only way 1I'd ever get it
off would be to cut it open. | went down onto my knees again, too drzzy to go on standing, with every
nerve ending a nexus of pain.

| wasn't jugt hurt; | was hurt bad .... | forced mysdf to get up agan, because my body wanted so
much judt to lie there, in the middle of nowhere—just lie down and die. But the pitiless survivor who had
adways spit in the face of my own weakness wouldn't let me give the universe that satisfaction; at leadt,
not the part of it that had abandoned me here.

| took everything dower this time, usng my Gift in ways that | ill could to block the eectrode
shocks of pain every move sent through me, shutting down the systems meant to warn me against moving



my broken body.
| stood there breething, each breath a conscious decison, in and out. | couldn’'t stop shivering. |

sedled my coat and jerked the hood up over my hair, searched the deep pockets for anything that might
hep me survive. They were empty, except for the mouth harp and the fidd glasses Wauno had given me.
My left aam was usdless; | pushed the hand into my coat pocket, gritting my teeth. My good hand was
gummy with blood; | bresthed on it to warm it, making handfuls of fog. At least | had my coat. | wished |
hed gloves. | wished | knew what the hdl to do.

Kissindre. If what Naoh clamed was true, then she was out here somewhere. If 1I'd done what my
memory said | had to the transport’s onboard syseffiS, she was probably with Wauno, and they needed
help, maybe even more than | did. And maybe the transport gill had some way to cdl for it. | turned in a
dow circle, fighting dtzziness. | didn't see wreckage or smoke. | scanned the dreamlike line of the
horizon again, usng Wauno's fidd glasses this time. As they came into sharp focus, | redized tha it
was't clouds or mountains | was seeing. It was reefs. Cloud-reefs.

| dropped the glasses, let them hang from their cord around my neck, fingerprinted with blood. | took
a step, and then another, swearing under my breath as | forced my bad leg to hold my weight. | started
toward the distant smudge on the sky, sure that the reefs would be where they were headed, even though
| wasn't sure logic had anything to do with how | knew. All | knew now was that | had to find them. |
had to know how unforgivable the truth was.

Pain had no hold on me now that could compare to my grief or my rage. I'd dipped off the edge of
the world, and my mind was free-fdling. | kept on across the plain, sumbling, faling, getting up again.
Hearing some gazy burnout mumbling curses, snging haf-remembered lyrics of hdf-remembered songs
... crying out when | fdl, sobbing when | got up again and went or, step-by-step across the broken land.
Sometimes the voice sounded like my own. But it couldn’'t be my voice, because | waan't there .... My
consciousness drifted like a cloud, free of my body’s suffering, only bound to it by a fraying thread of
will. There were two of mewhen | knew there should only be one: like I'd never redly been whole, not
Humean enough, not Hydran enough ...

The s=tting sun threw a sngle shadow ahead of me like a pointing finger. As its reach lengthened, |
saw a lagt thet it redly had been leading me toward something after dl ... toward a crushed beetle,
swatted out of the dq by the hand of God.

The nearer | got, the larger it grew, the more red it became, until 1 was sumbling through a fidd
littered with a broken carapace that gleamed darkly in the last light of day. | stopped, staring in confusion,
as | found familiar markings on a piece of dloy shdl .... TalLt's logo, the designation codes ... the
buckled metal of Wauno's transport. Redity hit me like a backhanded dap, bringing me out of my
supor into the red world full of pain again.

The hatch hung open. | didn't know whether that meant there'd been survivors or whether it had
been sprung by the impact of the crash. | collapsed againg the ship’s hull, Ietting the heat-scarred surface
support me as | pulled together the courage to ook ingde.

| pushed mysdf, findly, to dimb the ramp, weaving and fdling down, swearing with pain that was
both physica and mentd. | stopped just insde the hatchway, wiping my eyes clear of grief.

There were no bodies. The indde of the transport had taken a lot of damage, but it didn't look as
bad as the outside ... except for the blood. | dropped to my knees, touching a rust-red gain on the floor.
My eyes searched out a trail of bloodgtains through the wreckage of the ship, the wreckage of my
thoughts. The blood was dl dry. There was no way to tdl what had happened to the passengers, how
meany there’ d been. If Wauno had been taking Kissindre to see the cloud-whales, it could have been only
the two of them.

| pulled mysdf up again as something dangling from the insrument pand caught my eye. It was
Wauno's medicine pouch: the beaded bag he dways wore hanging around his neck dong with his fidd
glasses. Now it hung from a bloody jag of metal, a mute accusation.

| unhooked the pouch with a shaky hand, wrapped the cord around my wrigt, and knotted it with my
teeth. As | glanced at the pand again, | saw a red light flashing. | leaned forward, supporting mysdf
agang the console as | queried the onboard systems, hdf afraid the light meant the power unit had gone



critical.

| didn't expect anything would ill be functioning, but the display read out emergency beacon. A
homing sgnd, activated by the crash. | glanced over my shoulder at the empty cabin again, redizing what
it must mean—that Tau had come and taken them awit), dead or dive. There was no way | could know
which it had been, any more than | could expect another search party, or any hope or rescue.

| told mysdf that rescue by Tau only meant being killed on sght. | couldn’t expect judtice from the
Humans now not after what I’d done; any more than | could hope for help from the Hydrans. My only
hope was Miya

But | had no more idea of where she was now than she could have of what had happened to me. It
had taken two dozen Satoh linking their Gift to send me this far away. There was no way for a angle
telepath to search an entire planet. And there was no way that my mind would ever reach her, eveniif |
knew where she was. | did down the pand to the floor, suddenly sick with awhole new kind of pain.

The sky outsde was dmogst dark. The wind that moaned past me into the transport’s interior was
getting colder. If | |eft the transport now, 1'd freeze to death. | didn't want that even more than | didn't
want to be here .... | dragged mysdf dong the aide to the rear of the cabin, finding more bloodstains
there, and scattered firgt-aid supplies. At least somebody had been dive long enough to use them.

| shoved the few unused patches of painkiller up under my clothes, numbing whatever pain my hands
could dill reach, and choked down most of an emergency ration before | spilled it.

There was no drength left in me for anything ese. | huddied in a corner, trying to find a podtion that
would let my lungsfill, a centimeter of floor space thet didn't fed like a bed of blades. There weren't any.
| shut my eyes, and my mind did a fade to black.

| lost count of the times | woke during the night, shivering with cold or shaking with fever in the
lightless coffin of the transport. | woke from dreams of Miya taking me in her arrns, heding my pain ...
dreams of Naoh usng my body and mind as her wegpon of vengeance, of death in the streets of Oldcrty,
of dying donein an dien wilderness ...

| woke up findly with the light of a new day pouring in on me through the port above my head. The
anesthetic patches had worn off. The sudden blow of pain made me want to retch, but | didn't have the
grength. There was no heet in the glaring shaft of brightness, but my body was burning like a protosun.
Evey breath cost me more than it had yesterday, for less effect. | lay squinting up a the morning light,
trying to think of asngle reason to fed glad I'd lived to seeiit.

Pulling mysdf up, | found a canteen I'd missed last night in the dark. | gulped the last of the water
ingde it, ailling more than | drank, gasping as the icy cold duiced down into my clothes. My flesh
crawled like the fingers of wetness belonged to the hand of Death, but | went on drinking, desperately,
untl the canteen was empty. My throat fet drier than before.

| searched the bloodstained floor for anything ese I'd missed. There was more blood than |
remembered seeing lagt night. Fresh blood. Blood that had soaked through Yny torn pants and my coat.
| struggled to my feet, hanging onto the seatback, suddenly needing to get out of there, to not see any
more blood, any more proof of what I’d done or what had been done to me.

| lurched forward to the hatch, hdf did and hdf fdl down it, landing on ground that was heat-seared
black from the crash. | lay for along time waiting while the red tide of agony dowly subsided, until there
was room in my thoughts at last for something more to exigt, until the cold sharp scent of the wind had
cleared the stink of blood and burned things out of my lungs.

| pulled mysdf up until 1 could St againg the side of the transport, not knowing why | bothered, why
| reelly wanted so much to die out in the open. I’d hated open spaces ever since | left Old-city, the way
somebody who'd spent his life shut in a closet would hate an open door. | looked up a the sky, saw a
broken fidd of clouds drifting toward me from the sill-distant reefs. | thought of the an lirr; | thought of
Miya | wondered whether shed ever had even the glimpse of them that Wauno had given me,
wondered if she'd ever get the chance ... or if ....

Miya—The randomness of the clouds seemed to show me her face. | wondered if I'd see my whole
life play out in the sky, if | watched long enough. If | lived long enough. But | only saw Miya, in the
clouds, inmy memoaries. Only Miya Everything €l se was randomness, chaos.



(Miya....) | cdled her name with my mind, an act as sensdess as refudng to die, in every way that
mattered. (Miya. I'm sorry.) Not sure, even as | thought it like a prayer, what | was the most 0l Ty for

Far off, the clouds seemed to shimmer and flow like water hit by a skipping stone. | rubbed my eyes.
Then, a sudden impulse made me fumble for Wauno's lenses and hold them up to my face. My breath
wheezed in my throat as | moved, But the Icnses clicked into focus, and | saw the clouds for what they
were: an lirr. The ones that Wauno must have been bringing Kissindre to see. | remembered him
promising us both thet trip, forever ago.

The cloud-whaes moved across the sky like a vison of higher truth—one that had aways escaped
me and dways would while

| was trapped ingde my body, chained to the dead weight of my past. | saw the resdue of thar
thoughts fdling from the an: dreams filled with wonders unimaginable to a solitary Human mind. | redized
then that Humans had never been meant to share this gift from the Creators. It had been the Hydrans
leglcy, theirs done. | watched the numinous rain brighten as the cloud-whales numbers grew with the
light of day, watched them drift dowly overhead. | fdt the kiss of icy mig on my upturned face; lowered
the glasses for long enough to see that snow was fdling in the universe visble to my eyes.

| opened my mouth, let the faling snow soothe my parched lips and tongue, fearless no% because
fear had become meaningless. | opened my mind to the intangible touch of dreamfdl, not sure whether |
was dreaming or dying ....

The clouds were lowering, tling to the ground, wrapping me in a restless fog-cloak. Ghodtfire
limned the broken hull of the transport; lightning shimmered ingde the mist. Taunder cartied to the distant
hills and came echoing back, until there seemed to be no surface to my skin, nothing separating the
sensation indde the hollowed-out core of my body from the uncanny energy surrounding me. Visons
formed and faded insde my head, and | didn't know if my eyes were open or closed. Lightning danced
on my fingertips, as ephemerd as the snowflakes that sublimed on my burning skin.

Miya. Her face haunted the fluid wal of fog, haunted my thoughts until | was sure this could only be a
ddirium dream. Her lips formed my name soundlesdy, cdling me to her, calling me away ....

The ar was dlver with light, limning my body with haos that splintered, when | moved, into the
shifting forms of things | seemed to know by indinct, but would never know the names of .... An
unimaginable mind flowed into mine, filling it with secrets and mysteries. Oneness. Namaste ...

(Miya) Her touch, limned with gold, reached out to me from a lozenge of light, drawing me into its
rippling gold/blackness until | logt dl mass, becoming as ephemerd as thought, beyond pain, beyond any
sense but wonder ... rigng, risng, into the light ...

Twenty-Three

“Where am i7" somebody kept asking. The same raw whisper asked it again while the blue blue
infinite vault of heaven opened overhead, as pure and undisturbed as the peace ingde me. There was no
pain, no need for thought, no need to do anything but exist ... And it didn’t maiter where | was, only that
hereinthis place | was sdfe ...

“Wheream 7" | whispered again, because | didn't believe in heaven.

(with me)) avoice answered. (With us ...) The words sang insgde my head. A cool hand touched my
face, as gently as athought. A thought touched my mind like a feathered wing.

| struggled up onto my elbow. Then there was pain—enough to make me gasp and swear, enough to
prove | was dill breathing. 1 looked down, found mysdf stretched on a degping mat, my body covered
with bandages and blankets. | lifted my eyes to find Miya lying besde me, with dark hollows of
exhaugtion ringing her emerad eyes and depths of light in her amile as she touched me and fdt my awe;
saw my dishdief. Beyond her Joby lay deeping quigtly, with his thumb in his mouth. “How ... did | get
here?’

“l brought you.”

“Y ou—found me? How? | was ... lost.

”



(The an lirr.) She leaned toward me; tears ran down her face as she kissed me oftly, like she was
arad any touch at dl would hurt me.

My mind joined with hers, wordlesdy, effortlesdy, like a mirade ... and suddenly | understood how
much my just being dive could mean to someone else. Tears ran down my face, as unexpected as rain in
the desert. | could count on the fingers of one hand thetimes I'd cried in my life. Before this it had never
been because I’d been happy, of safe, or smply dive .. Or loved.

| used my good arm to draw her down beside me; fdt the flicker of her concern. (It's dl right,) |
thought, only wanting my hand free, my ann free, to hold her== My pain fdl away with the contact of her
body, the contact of her mind; like everything we shared was shared unconditiondly, pain and pleasure,
weakness and strength.

“Thean lir—" | murrnured. | looked up a what I’d taken for the open sky. | redized | was looking
a wdls a dome made of something tranducent, transcendently blue, glowing with the daylight beyond. |
glanced dong the wall until | found a window, only recogntzing it by the antishadows of clouds passng in
the distance. Only clouds, nothing more .... Looking at them with my senses and Miya's senses joined,
| could be sure of it in a way no Human could. | watched them disappear again into another expanse of
wall as perfect as a cloudless sky.

| pulled my gaze away at lagt, looking back a Miya. (The cloud-whaes helped you find me?)

She nodded, caressng Joby’s deeping head. (I didn't know what Naoh had done with you ... just
that | couldn’t find you. So | followed the Prayer Way the oyasn showed me, and the Allsoul led me to
theanlirr ....) They’ d been far away too, dmogt beyond reach of her Gift. But each macrocosmic beng
of the an lirr was made up of millions of microcosmic minds, which made them more powerful and more
sengtive than any single telepath’s. They' d heard her prayers—and they’d answered them.

| ft for Wauno's medicine pouch, its weathered softness dill bound to my wrist. My fingers closed,
covering it. | tried to empty my mind of the thoughts that came with it, looked up as | caught movement a
the corner of my eye. Something fluttered in the shadows of another room, beyond an arched doorway
and a filigreed wall: taku. Their bodies were flashes of randomness across a geometry of light and
shadow in the space beyond. And thistime | didn't just see them or hear them; for the fird time, | fdt
them in my mind.

(A week,) Miya said, answering my question before | asked it. (A week ago | findly found you and
brought you here ....) She amiled with weary pride.

| lay back in her arrns, feding her warmth againgt me, my mind aware of nothing ese but her now.
Her hedling lore seemed to flow into my veins, outward through the nerve net of my body, like just being
here transformed me somehow. (Where am 1?) | asked it as much because | wanted to fed her words
form insde my head as because | wanted to know the answer.

(A haly place,) she answered.

(A monastery?) The image of another monastery filled my mind: one reduced to rubble and flames,
the night around it filled with horror and grief. | remembered Grandmother ... grimaced as pain distorted
the interface of our thoughts again.

“Namade—" Miya murrnured, out loud, to the a.. We are one. She pressed her face againg my
neck, like she was trying to stop my mind from bleeding memories, So we could go on bdlieving that the
wafin, dlent moment where we' d taken refuge from Refuge would last forever.

| could dmaogt have gone on bdieving, in spite of everything ... in spite of the shadows that haunted
my memory, the pain | fdt every time my body shifted position. Because my mind was dive again, not
just to Miya's every thought, but to Joby, quielly dreaming—even to the taku. And benegth it dl | fdt a
profound peace tha was more than even the sum of us, giving here and now more redity than they’d
ever had, making safe and belonging into words that had some kind of meaning for me at last. (How ...
? | thought. (Are you doing this? This—) Miracle. Not able to let mysdf speak the word, not even in
my mind.

(No,) she answered, (it's this place. The reefs are dl around us here== they touch us dl the time,
The oyasin ... the oyasn showed me this place, a long time ago. She showed me how it can hed ... |
wanted to bring Joby here before, but his parent—Tau—would never let me))



(RefuSe)) | thought, and then | didn't have any srength Ieft for questions, no more need for answers.
| lay in the warrn sea of her thoughts, aware of every breath | took, aware that | was breathing easly
now. Once before I'd fdt my damaged body work to mend itsdf this way. Afterwards what 1'd done
hed seemed like a fever dream. It hadn’t been under my control then ... and maybe it wasn't now. | only
knew that indl my waking life I'd never fdt aswhole as | did here and no\ry.

| woke and dept and woke again, logng count of the times and how much time had passed in
between. At lagt | opened my eyes from a haf-remembered dream of a child's laughter. | lay ligening,
uncertain, until 1 heard it again, echoing out of the shadowy room beyond the archway where the taku
nested. | heard footsteps, the uneven patter of a child's feet.

| sat up dowly, expecting pain to take my breath away. It didn't. | gill hurt dl over, but not like I'd
hurt before. | glanced over at the place by my sde where Miya and Joby had been deeping, expecting it
to be empty. Miya was there, adeep. But Joby wasn't.

| stared at the empty space beside her. A child's laugh echoed again behind me. | turned, peering
into the light-dappled inner room. All | could see were more shadows moving. And then | did something
| hadn’'t done—hadn’t been able to do—for too long: | set my mind free, letting the uncertain filaments of
my thoughts search for Joby, trying to remember the sense of him that had dways filled my head like
incense dong with Miya s thoughts.

Joby. It was Joby—laughing, moving fredly, like any other little boy, like he hadn’'t been born with
neurological damage, like he'd never been held prisoner by his own body, never needed Miyd's hdp
even to move afinger ....

She wasn't heping him now. There was no trace of her control in hismind. And yet he was aware of
her somehow, as aware as | was now, dways no more than a thought away from somebody dse's
redity.

| got up, fighting drzzrness, Hill not redly sure | wasn't dreaming. | took one step and then another
toward the doorway, teging the floor under my feet, suddenly no more certain that this place redly
exided than | was that we weren't dl waking ghosts. Walking, breathing, laughing .... Pain shocked
mewith every step, but my bad leg hedd my weight, and the rest of my body did what it was supposed
to, step-by-step. | reached the doorway, fdt its solid frame under my hand; ill not convinced that I'd
actudly find Joby on the other side.

But he was there, in the long hdl patterned with shifting light and shadow. He was fallowing the
darting path of a taku, and his body was the universal word for joy. The other taku soared and swooped
around him like leaves in the wind, sharing his game of tag.

(Joby.) I spoke his name, not with my voice, but in my mind.

He stopped with an awkward lurch to stare a me, like he'd actudly heard me. And then he changed
trgjectories, coming toward me with his face dl smiles | knew it must be true, then, that we were dl
dead. And that I’d been wrong dl my life about heaven.

He collided with me, making me grunt with pain, his smdl body as subgtantia as the wdl that bardy
kept me from collgpaing. “Cat!” he said. (Cat!)

My senses strobed as | heard my name echo insde/outside my head. | picked him up, grimading as |
held hisweight and thinking that if this was life after death, nothing | knew could prove it wasn't the red
thing.

o' Mommy!”

| turned arouod, holding him close, to see Miya gtting on her degp mat, amiling a us. She came into
the room and put her afns around us. (We aren’t ghosts, nasheirtah,) she thought. (Namaste ....)

We are one. It was along minute before | trusted mysdf to speak, even to think. Because dl | had to
do to speak was to think, now. (Joby ... he'swaking, by himsdf.) That part gill seemed unred. (How is
it possible—?)

(There are ke—rhythms the an lirr sense: currents of the ar and water, and even within the earth,
lines of dectromagnetic force. Where certain patterns form, the an lin think of certain things We call
those places shue; the place where the oyasin took us to find our Way was dso one. She told me that
the monastery was built here because here the an lin had thought about hedling ....) | fdt her grope for a



way to show me more dearly. Even mind-to-mind it was hard for her to explain to me a concept so dien
to anything in my experience—to the Human way, the only way of interacting with the universe around
methat I’d ever known.

| remembered her vison of the body as a biodectric system as wdl as a biochemica one, her
awareness that most Humans barely got hdf the equation that made a living being whole. Deadeye had
cdled Humen brains the cdls that made up the atificid inteligences that were interstellar combines
microprocessors for an organic computer. | fdt her catch the image and show me the starport
computer’s secret sentience, how it had become more than the sum of its parts ... like the an lirr.

A taku fluttered over my head. Joby put his hand up, and the taku settled on his fingers. | diffened as
he brought it down to eye leve, but it didn’'t react to me, except to give me an opal-eyed glance as it
climbed dong hisarm and settled on his shoulder.

| took a deep breath and followed Miya's lead as she started on across the chamber where taku
nested. Joby trailed behind us, the taku dill baancing precarioudy on his amdl shoulder. | was surprised
that the chamber floor was clean, like even the taku regarded this as a sanctuary and didn’t shit on the
floor.

Beyond that space was one of the winding hdlways Hydrans seemed to prefer, maybe for aesthetic
reasons, maybe because when they were in a hurry they could aways teleport. It dill took panful effort
just to stay onmy feet, but | didn’'t fed any need to hurry now. | redized that dl my life up to this point
hed seemed to be about urgency. Now | couldn’t remember why. Even my thoughts seemed to move in
dow mation here, my mind taking in every detall of the monastery’s austere grace: the ways that it was
different from the Council Hall, the ways it was the same. My senses missed nothing, as if | was
everywhere a once, likethe an lirr.

Miya walked beside me, our bodies touching; | fdt her kegping track of Joby’s pace and mine
There were doorways dong the corridor. Most of their ancient, metal-bossed doors stood open,
reveding smdl unadorned rooms that reminded me of Grandmother.

| shied from her memory looking straight ahead as Miya led us into another large chamber. ft was
echoingly empty, like dl the rest had been. At itsfar end | saw a bacony opening on more reaches of

Ky.

It occurred to me then to be surprised | wasn't colder, because | knew how cold it had been outside.
As we stepped onto the balcony | fdt the soft whisper of some kind of energy fidd and redized that
somewhere here was centuries-old Hydran technology that dill functioned, without the input of Miya or
anyone else.

And then | forgot even that as | reached the featurdesswal at the balcony’s edge. The sanctuary sat
on a ledge hdfway up the nearly sheer wal of a diff in the same untouched reef the research team had
come to study. | looked out and down, up agaln, before the river-eaten depths below me had time to
redly register. The wals of the monagtery flowed into the mountain wal above us, the incredible
landscape of the eroded reef matrix lay dl around us. | sucked in a bregth, inhding beauty, even as |
searched the horizon for Tau Rivertor, for anything from the world we' d left behind.

(We're two hundred kilometers from Riverton,) Miyathought. (Deep in the Homeand. The Humans
never come out this far; even our own people have dmost abandoned the interior, Snce there ate so few
of usnow ... Snce the an lirr abandoned us.)

| took another deep breath; let it out in a 9gh. At the limits of my dght the reefs findly ended, ther
surredl topography flowing out onto a barren Plain.

| let my gaze drop again and saw a bridge spanning the ravine. Bdow the monagtery there was a
narrow footpath worn into the sheer dope of the diffSde | remembered Hanjen waking out from
Freaktown to his meeting with Grandmother. | wondered whether Hydrans had once made pilgrimeges
dl the way to this place on foot.

(I don't knowW) Miya answered. (I only know that vistors approached the shue on foot if they were
able to wak. And they left on foot when they were healed.)

Joby hung on the bacony wadl, doing his best to imitate the high skreding of the taku that sailed in
and out above our heads. | watched him watching them, watched him laugh and move in ways that 1'd



taken for granted dl my life. | fdt sourceless wonder fill me again. (What' s happened to us here ... doesiit
last? If we leave this place, do we ... change back?)

She looked down, and | didn't redly need an answer. | swore softly under my breath. She touched
my artn, anchoring mein the present. (Some of it lasts,) she thought gently. (The longer we can dtay, the
more the changes will imprint. Your mind is free here; you're free to hed your mind the way you've
hedled your body, if—)

(1f—?) | thought, when she didn’t go on.

(If you have enough faith.)

(Faith?) | thought. The only thing | beieved in was rhe coamic rule that said if anything could go
wrong, it would. (It's against my rdigion.) | glanced away, ffiy mouth twiding.

(Fathinyoursdf isdl the fath you need.) As | turned back, she looked in through my eyes like I'd
suddenly become trangparent. (You've never trusted yoursdf the way you've trusted me ....) Her mind
filled with akind of wonder.

(What about Joby?) | glanced at him, suddenly needing an excuse to look away.

| felt her surprise turn to a pang of disgppointment. (Freedom to hed is what | wanted this place to
gve him too,) she sad evenly. But her thoughts had shifted, withdrawing. | felt seeds of panic sprout
ingde me as the fear of loang her, and loang My ps again, made my control dip as my mind huddled
down into the dark place where there was no pain, no betrayd—nothing left to lose,

Miya kept her eyes on Joby, but | fdt the effort it cost her to let me retrest without following. (He
wants this so much ....) She went on like | couldn’'t sense her drain, like | didn't know that she knew
exactly what was going on ingde me. (But for him it's a matter of patterning, imprinting. How wel the
paiterning will last depends on how long he can stay here—Jobyl) Her mind called out suddenly, sharply,
as he scrambled up the rough wall of the balcony to teeter near its top, reaching up. He swayed, startled,
even as she disappeared from beside me with a thought, reappeared beside him, holding out her ams as
he toppled back into them. (Go dowly, my heart!) she thought, rocking him gently, kissing the top of his
head. He squirmed, but he didn't try to escape.

| wondered what Joby’ s parents would think if they could see hi* now ... \ryondered what they were
thinking right now. | rested againg the cold stone beside the doorway, trying to forget my own mind and
its problems, as a wave of dizziness warned me | was pushing my body too hard.

Miya glanced a me. She let Joby go again. A cold gust of wind whipped her hair across her face;
she brushed it away like tears as Joby moved uncertainly toward me and caught a my anns.

| held on to him, bardly, swalowing a grunt of pain as the colligon with his body seerned to jar every
haf-hedled bone and ligament in my owrl.

Joby sucked in his breath like he was the onein pain as | let im go, settling him on his feet.

(Catl) he cried, hanging on my pants leg. (You hurt! You hurt—?)

“No, it'sdl ri—" | broke off, saring down a him. | looked up a Miya, back at Joby again. “What
... what did you say?’ (What did he say? Miya—?)

“It's okay?’" Joby repeated, pulling at the ruins of my coat.

| knedled down beside him, nodding, stroking his hair as | looked into his eyes—wide brown eyes
with perfectly round Humen pupils. (It's okay. I'm okay.) | watched his face ease. He was reading my
thoughts .... | hadn’t just imagined before that his mind seemed as open to me as Miyas. | sat down,
because it was easier, and he sat down beside me, mimicking my every move. Miya crossed the bacony
to us, limned by brightness. (What's going on?) | asked. (You can't tdl me the reefs made him a
telepath—)

(Yes | can,) she sad quietly. (But not yesterday. Before he was born.)

| stared at her. (Y ou're saying—the accident, when his mother ... that changed him?)

She nodded.

(That'sim—) | broke off as another taku saled over my head, and Joby pulled himsdf up to follow
it. (Do his parents know? Does anyone?)

She shook her head. (I was afraid to tdl them.) She gazed out across the reefs. (1 didn't know what
they’d do ... what Tau would do.)



| grimaced. If Tau knew something in the reefs could do that to a Human fetus—accidentaly or
otherwise—who knew how they’'d react: whether they’d try to synthesze and exploit whatever had
played shuffle-brain with Joby’s mind or whether they’d want to destroy dl evidence of something they
might see as athreat that could panic their entire population. Either way, | didn't see it meaning anything
but grief for Joby. (Is hisbeing a pson what lets you work with him like you did?)

She shook her head, squetting down beside me, out of the wind. Her eyes tracked Joby wherever he
went. (Sometimes it makes it harder. He can resst me, resst himsdf, without meaning to, in ways he's
too young to understand. But if he can learn to control his Gift, it will rnake learning to use his body that
much easier. He could have anormd life ....)

“Then you'd better teach him how to hide his ps too ....” | sad out loud. | dropped back into
telepathic speech, without being able to lose the bitterness, (If you redly want him to have a nonnd life in
acombine world.)

She looked a me, her gaze both sharp and full of sympathy. She glanced away again.

“Hungry,” Joby announced, coming back to plop down between uS. “Momffiy, hungry—" He
pointed at his ssomach.

Miya s face flickered, showing him a amile that wasn't in her thoughts. “Come or, then.” She picked
up a pot that sat sonelike in the shadows againg the wall. | redlized there were other bags and containers
lined up on the bacony, bulging with supplies. Miya took Joby’s hand. She glanced back a me, waiting
while | got my own fest under me,

“Where did you get the food?’ | asked.

“Intown.”

“How?'

“l had some money put avay.”

“You accessed your credit line?” | said, incredulous. “They'll ttace Slog—"

She hed up her bare wrigt, aslent rebuttd. “Markers. I've been careful,” she murrnured, leading us
back through the monastery. We followed a curving, timeworn tunnd to a lower levd of the building, to
what must have been its kitchen once. She set the pot down on the surface of something | didn't
recognize as a cook unit until a hinged meta door opened slently inits Side.

“Mée” Joby said. “I doit!”

“No,” Miya answered, like she'd said it too many times before. “Too hard. When you're older.” She
reached in through the opening, padm out, interacting with a technology far older than the force screen
we'd judt left behind us, but in a piece of hardware that looked much newer. | fdt her begin to gather
energy, drawing it in, focusng it, directing it, her face clenched with strain.

Thear around us seemed to grow colder as | waited, watching like Joby did, both of us as dill as if
we were hypnotized. Findly there was a sharp crack and a blaze of lightlhest from ingde the stove's
bdly. Miya jerked her hand back, damming the grate, bresthing hard. She wiped her forehead with a
soot-covered hand, wiping away swedt, leaving a black smear. (It rnust get easer with practice,) she
thought ruefully==I wiped the smear of ash gently from her face and took her blackened hand in mind.
Her hand was ice-cold; she shivered, sanding close to the heat the stove was beginning to put out, like
lighting it had drained her own body hest.

“What about your sster?’ | asked, findly, as her hands warmed and color came back into her face.
“Did you see her intown?’

She looked up a me. (No ...) she whispered, her reuctance dmost suffocating the word. There was
fear indde her, but not fear of Naoh. | redized suddenly that she was afrad of learning what hed
happened to me, what Naoh had done after she'd taken Joby away ... after she'd abandoned Ire, agan.
Because she knew how it had ended.

(Don't,) | thought. (Don't blame yoursdlf. Y ou made the right choice.)

(Whet did she do?) she asked a lagt, blinking too much==(She ... they ...) Suddenly | was
floundering out of my depth in rage/disgust/humiliation. They’d done to me exactly what Humans hed
away's done.

“Nothing,” I mumbled. “I don’'t remember. They just dumped mein the middle of nowhere.”



“Bian.” Miya caught at my &fin; | moved out of reach.

“Hungry—" Joby began to chant impetiently, trying to drown out emotions he sensed but couldn’t
understand. “Hungry. Hungry, hungry—"

Miya hushed him with a distracted thought, sent him away to fetch bowls. “Cat.” She used my
Human name== more hestantly, when | didn't answer. “Tdl me” Her hand closed over my am this
time, tightened, not letting me go.

My own hand closed over Wauno's medicine pouch. Her glance went to it; | saw her
incomprehengion. Looking down, | forced mysdf to open my mind, sting free the memories of how
Naoh had used me to get what she wanted.

| fdt Miya's mind pull apart the nested layers of Naoh's revenge until she found its heart: the betrayd
that Naoh fdt every time she looked at us and looked into my eyes. Hydran eyes in a too-Human face, in
atoo-Human body that was hdpless againg her ...

Miyalost control, dipped and fdl through my memories into her own: Memories of the things that
Naoh had done, the choices she ‘d made, because of Navt,t ... of Hydrans and Humans, love and
hate, nasheirtah, and namaste—

(What about Naoh and Navu?) | demanded. (What about them—?)

Miya cried out; or maybe it was only what happened in my head then that blistered my reding
thoughts.

| broke free, swearing, and left the room. | blundered through the darkened hdls of the empty
monastery until my body couldn’t go on. It gave out, findly, tt the entrance to a room with no windows,
no skylights, only that Sngle opening, so low that | hit my head on it, swearing again as | entered. | sat
down withmy back againg awal and covered my face with my hands. It was impossible—to live the
way I'd lived, to have been Human for so long, and not have secrets you never wanted to see the light of
day==Impossible to share everything—even if it meant loang everything. | wondered whether it was
redly possible for anyone, even the Hydrans ...

| sat in the dark for a long time with dl my senses on hold, letting need and futility play ther cirdle
game until they drained the last of my strength.

And then someone touched my shoulder. | looked up, expecting Miya—found Joby saring back a
mewith something like awe. His grinning face glowed with colored light. The abstract patterns shifted as
he craned his neck to peer past me. “Look!” he said, pointing. “Look what you made.”

| looked over my shoulder, rediztng that the room wasn't dark anymore; it was filled with eerie
luminescence. My breath caught as | saw the wal behind me—the multicolored imprint of my body
shining in the dark, neon colors bleeding outward from the contact point. “Damn ...” r whispered, in
dishelief.

Joby pressed his hands againgt the wall. Glowing handprints set off colors that spread in dl directions
from his touch. He pressed
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his whole body againgt the wall, giggling as he flung his anns wide, flatening his nose as he sat off
more luminescence, sending his colors rippling outward until they collided with my own.

| levered mysdf up the wal, traling a bright smear. | pressed my own hands againg the invishle
surface, triggering more light. The colors we' d set off dready didn't fade; they kept spreading, widening,
echoing through each other like chords of musc.

Suddenly a new pattern of light flickered across the wall, went soaring toward the cdling without
ether of us sting it off.

(It isn't your touch,) Miya's voice said indgde me. (It's your Gift.) She entered the darkened room,
her face luminous with reflected light and perfectly expressionless with concentration as she lit up more
and more of the darkness.

| stood away from the wall, bresking my physical contact with its surface, trying to see whether the
patterns my body had been creating would stop.

They didn’t; they went on forming like frogt, falowing my thought, giving form to my every glance
and whim. Joby ignored us both, blissfully lost in uncanny fingerpainting, in ralling his body dong the wal



inawash of incandescence.

| shook my head; the colors zigzagged like lightning. (But I’m not a teek—)

(Any manifestation of the Gift will trigger it,) Miya said.

| thought of the Hydran picture globes, how once I’d been able to change the images hidden insde
with a thought. (What was this used for?)

(Beauty—?) Her mentd shrug told me she had no more idea than | did. (Maybe it doesn’t matter,)
she thought, and | fdt her amile (Doesiit?)

| shook my head, watching Joby’ s Slhouette dance across the spectrum in front of us. But then | fdt
Wauno's medicine pouch bat softly againgt my wrist and sudden desolation filled me—Iloss, regret—as
if she'd told me alie

(What? What isit?) She touched the pouch uncertainly.

| showed her Wauno's face.

(What happened ... ?)

| let mysaf remember, letting her see the rest for hersdf: that the memory of what Naoh and the
Satoh had done to me was only the flotsam on a sea of blood ...

Miya moaned, pressing her hands to her mouth.

| broke contact, shutting her out of my mind before she sank any deeper, not able to bear her pain or
knowing I'd caused it.

She stared a me, her pupils wide and black, her face garish with rainbows. | put my arrns around her
as she began to turn away; holding her close to my heart, resting my head againg hers, so that | didn't
have to see her face—so that | didn’t have to violae this chamber’ s perfect beauty with my mind.

Twenty-Four

Tsar nighr afrer Joby had fdlen adeep, Miyaled me slently down through the leves of the monastery
to a place where heavy wooden doors opened in awadl. Beyond the gate a path lay dong the face of the
diff like glver thread, spooling down to the spot where the bridge crossed the river. There was no
Human town on the other shore, here. There was nothing at al but darkness and silence.

But overhead the dtars were everywhere, like sparks blown from some unimagingble sun-forge,
netted in the pale nebula of our froding breath. It was like seeing countless neurons firing dl a once; like
seaing what it fdt like to make love.

| followed two steps behind as Miya led the way. | didn't know whether she was touching my
thoughts, whether she fdt the image that wanned me againg the night’s chill. Her own thoughts had been
amaos opague to me since this afternoon. | didn’'t know whether she was giving me the space I'd needed
or hiding from me. And | didn’'t know how to ask.

| trailed her down the narrow path through the darkness with a fumbling caution that couldn’t have
meatched her grace in broad daylight, until findly we reached the bridge. There were posts on ether side
of the path where the bridge began.

A chan barred the crossing. Locks dangled from each of its dender links. The chain itsdf looked
corroded, even in this dim light, like it had barred the path of countless pilgrims since the beginning of
Hydran time on this world.

And yet | could have stepped over it, easlly. The chain wouldn't have stopped a Human, let done a
Hydran. And why were there so many locks, some of them ancient, some new—preventing nothing?

Miya moved dowly dong the chain from one end to the other, touching the locks slently, amost
reverently.

“Wha does it mean?’ | murmured== not wanting to break the slence by speaking adoud, but afra.d
of what would happen if | couldn’t make my mind form the question.

She looked up a me. | thought | saw tears reflecting the moonlight in the corners of her eyes. “They
were put here by lovers” she said. “Those who had a nasheirtah. It's a pledge that they will be namaste
for alifetime”

A deep, sourceless pain gutted me. | looked away into the darkness that was dways waiting to close



in...

(Bian,) Miya said softly, inade me. (It isn't true.)

“What?" | whispered.

(Your mother wasn't a prodtitute ... your father wasn't a rapidt. If they hadn’t loved each other, you
would not have been born.)

| looked back at her. (How—7?) How did you ... (How do you know? It could have been—)

(1t would not have happened.)

“You're sure?’ | said hoarsdy, my thoughts dipping.

She nodded.

“Then why? Why did he leave her in Oldcrty?’ My figs tightened. “Why did he leave me?’

(Maybe it was her choice.) Miya touched my shoulder gently. (Maybe he didn’'t know about you;
maybe she didn't tdl him. They were from different worlds. When worlds collide, things fal apart ....)
She bent her head. (Love ... loveis't stronger then that.)

| remembered the lock I”d seen on the offering pile ingde the prayer cave. | remembered the pain on
her face as she'd picked it up and told me it was Naoh's. | remembered Navu, a burnout curang at us
from a back-alley drughole ... | tried to remember Naoh without remembering what she'd done to me. |
couldn't.

| took Miyd s hand in mine, cold ingde colder. A clasped hand was dl the pledge | had to offer, dl
the promise either one of us could make, here, now, like this. She moved close; | fdt our body heat begin
to combine, warming us both.

Sill halding my hand, Miya led me forward again. she stepped over the chan and waited as |
followed, thinking about humility, and mortdity; about how much of what happened to your body was
inseparable from what happened to your mind, or your soul.

Whatever the bridge was made of, it didn't cresk or sway under our weight. The yidding surface
muffled our footsteps until they disappeared into the sound of the wind. When we reached the middle of
the span, Miya sat down, holding on to the moorings of the handrall, Ietting her feet dangle over the
abyss.

| settled beside her, taking my time as | eased my diffening body down onto the walkway. | looked
out and down at the abyss, up into the giddy heghts of the sky, the way Miya was doing now. Sitting
beside her, | fdt safe in a way tha not even the abyssal heights and depths could disturb. The moon's
haf-reveded face bardly dimmed the stars out here, even though its light was bright enough to show the
fragile ghogts of colors in our dothing. | fdt Miya's thoughts flow out of her, into and around me,
embracing the nightworld like a prayer.

| couldn’t pray. My thoughts were the futile dreams of a meb-taku. But | remembered other skies,
other times I'd looked up in awe at these same stars in other settings ... | hoped some part of that went
with Miyd s prayers into infinity.

We sat together for along time, suspended between worlds, huddled next to each other, the warmth
of our bodies keeping the cold ar and the uncertain future a bay. | tried not to remember that once I'd
sat with Kissindre Perrymeade in too much the same way, warming each other in the chill predawn ar of
another world while we waited for the day. Here and now were dl | had left, would have to be dl the
timein the world. | pulled Miya closer, kissng her, the contact exchanging heet, hunger, two souls.

At lagt | fdt her mind fold me indde wann wings, and she tele-ported us back to the monagtery, to
the comfort of our makeshift bed. We crawled under the piled blankets, where we could ped off the
layers of dothing that kept us from taking the find step that our trembling, goosefleshed bodies ached for.
We made love, urgently because we couldn’'t walit, gently because it was dl my heding body could
endure, Slently to keep from waking Joby, completely, until there was no urgency left in us, only a
mindless sense of peace that would hold back tomorrow, at least until morning came ...

| woke again at dawn to a changeless, perfect sky, to the timeless present of along dead past. | told
mysdf our past, our future—even the thought of one—was meaningless, here in a place where the
impossble gill happened.

Joby was dready awake. | heard him in the chamber beyond the filigreed wadl, holding a one-sided



conversation with the taku as they swooped down from their nesting places to eat the bits of fruit and
bread he handed out to them. | fdt their thoughts brush his, and mine, with the softness of fur, and
redized that maybe the conversation wasn't one-sided.

Miyawas next to me, dill adeep. | lay back, just looking a her, redizing that we' d never seen each
other’s bodiesin the light of day. My eyes followed the curve of her back from the edge of the blankets
up to the nape of her neck. At the base of her neck | found a pattern of colors haf-hidden beneath the
snarled gold of her hair: a tattoo—a kind of mandaa, a circle formed of intricate geometries and bounded
by intersecting lines

Miya stirred, ralling over to look up a me drowslly. (What—?) she thought, her mind amiling.

“The tattoo. | never saw it before” | pulled my shirt on as | began to shiver. It was giff with dried
blood; | hid a grimeace asit caught at my heding skin.

The amile spread to her face. She reached over her shoulder to touch the pattern. “ft's a 9gn of the
Way ... hidden, yet dways with you, joining the mind and the body, making a person whole. They used
to be done at hirth, to grow with the child for alifetime. A few of us4ill have one ....” She glanced away,
reeching for her clothes as she began to shiver too.

“l saw something likeit a the Community Hall. It \ryas ... hidden.”

“Did you?" She turned back to look a me. Her amile came out again, and widened. (Of course)) her
mind said. She rested her head againgt my shoulder.

“What do you mean?’

“It was a ... linpoche.” She shrugged, like there was no equivaent Human word. “Not everyone
senses them. Some people go their whole lives without ever seeing one.”

| shook my head, wondering. | remembered the look Hanjen had given me that day as he entered the
courtyard and saw me standing there. | kissed her open mouth as she ran her hands down my side, over
my tunic, over my skin, not flinching as she found old scars or haf-hedled wounds, accepting every part
of me.

But as her hand reached my hip, she paused. “What is this?’ she murrnured, touching the tattoo that
climbed the back of my thigh. “1 fdt it last night.”

“You—fdt rt?

She nodded and shrugged again, like it involved a sense too dusve for words. | caught a nebulous
imege of energies | was blind to.

| pushed the covers aside, twisting my body so that she could see the rest of it, the dragon/lizard with
acallar of holographic fire. “My tattoo. | have one too, but it doesn’t mean anything.”

(Draco—"?) | heard her breath catch. “Why do you wear Draco’ s logo?’

| lay back again, winadng. “1 don't,” | said. “I don't know, | mean.” | looked down. “I don't even
remember getting tattooed. | was doing alot of drugs, then.”

She looked up a me, hdf frowning.

“It snathing,” | repeated. “I1t doesn’t mean anything.” | pulled the blankets up over it and reached for
my pants. We finished dressing in Sllence.

But as she got up to go and find Joby, | caught her hand, drawing her back down beside me. “What
redly happened between Naoh and Navu? Wha—twisted her like that? Show me, Miya ... | have the
right to know.”

She sat down cross-legged on the blankets, pushing her tangled har back from her face, sroking it
with her hands like she was trying to cam her thoughts. “Naoh ...” She spoke out loud, like | had, as if
the memories were too volaile to share directly. “Naoh turned wild and bitter, after our parents died ...”
she took
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a deep breath, “and we learned we were serile. Hanjen tried to hep her, but he couldn’t reach her;
she was too strong. She blamed our parents for their own degths. She blamed the Community for being
helpless againg the Humdls—" She broke off and took another unstedy breath. “Naoh became one of
Borosage s drug dedlers. She never used the drugs hersdf, but she sold them ....” She shook her head,
running her restless fingers through her hair.



“And then she met Navu; she found her nashertah .... He was an activid, a Satoh, like our parents.
When they found each other, Naoh stopped deding drugs for the Humans. Navu gave her back her
pridein our heritage and her belief in the things our parents died for. But when she tried to turn her back
on drug sHling, Borosage had them both arrested. Eventudly he let Naoh go, but not Navu. He told her
to keep Hling hisdrugs or she'd never see Navu again. He kept Navu in prison for a year. By the time
Navu was released, he was addicted ....”

| pressed my hands againgt my eyes, seeing pain as phantom colors.

“Naoh went on sdling drugs so that she could get them for Navu.” Miyads gaze was log in the
trackless blue of the walswhen | looked up again. “But ... but he wasn't the same. They broke him. That
was when Naoh—changed. She stopped deding and tried to get Navu's habit treated. You saw how
wdl that worked.” The words were fla, beyond emotion. “She findly turned her anger where it
belonged, on the Humans. She joined me in sudying with the oyasin. And then ...” Her voice faded
agan, and she rubbed her face. “Then Naoh had the vison. She believed that she could save us that dl
her suffering had only been to make her srong—"

“God,” | breathed, and for awhile neither of us said anything more. Joby’s laughter and the skreding
of the taku echoed from the next room. At last | said, “Miya?’ She raised her head. “Why don’t you hate
Humans?’

She looked a me for along moment with her head bent to one sde. (Why don’t you?) she said.

More days passed. Joby walked and laughed and sang to the taku that followed him everywhere like
amigration of sentient toys.

His speech, and his thoughts, grew clearer and more complex every day. Just his amile could blind us
to the shadow of degth that bounded our existence.

Every moming | woke up surprised to discover we d survived another day. As| lay beside Miya and
Joby, sharing their warmth, | knew this was as close to having afamily as I'd ever come. And | knew
there was nothing more | wanted from life, except that Tau would never find us.

But | knew Tau's CorpSec would have orbitd survelllance searching for us, programmed to scan for
anomdlies like three heat sources in an abandoned monastery, a mix of Hydran and Human genecodes.
They'd find us sooner or later. Miya knew it too: knew that every moment we dole from fate was
another victory, for us and for the logt little boy who might never have another day of freedom, no matter
whet happened, once our time together here ran out.

Miyamade a trip to Freaktown every few days to pick up food and other supplies, and to pick up
news. Day after day there was no dgn that our message had reached Isplanasky; that it had ever even
gotten off-world. Naoh and the Satoh were in hiding; Miya didn’t dare spend enough timein town to find
out where,

Tau added new embargoes to ther sanctions agang the Hydrans every day tha ther demands
weren't met. Even Tau couldn’t justify wiping Freaktown off the map with a retdiatory strike, but they
could bleed the Community for information until they bled it to death. There was nothing we could do to
stop that, change it, now, even if we gave oursalves up. Naoh had seen to that. An hourglass full of days
was dl she'd It us, and the choice of living alifelime before it ran out.

Miyaand | ate and dept and roamed the monastery’s maze of hdls with Joby skipping at our heds,
traling a flying circus of taku. Miya taught me dl she knew about the history of our people, in between
games we made up for Joby to strengthen his growing control. Sometimes the games made me laugh so
hard Miya glanced up with alook thet said | seemed newer to red child's play than Joby was.

When the monagtery’ s wals began to close in, Miya took us on teleport pilgrimages into the interior
of the Homeland. I'd thought nothing existed there anymore, since the cloud-whaes had abandoned the
reefs and taken the rain with them. But the bones of the past lay everywhere. She took us to a dozen
different Stes where time-eaten remains of Hydran dvilization lay abandoned to the wind.

Some of the things we found there were mysteries to our eyes and minds, things even Miya didn't
know the purpose of—tiered towers that rose like prayers step-by-step toward heaven; dozens of
hive-shaped kiosks of unknown materid, each a meter high, lad out in a wedge in the middle of
nowhere. Some were things any Human would have recognrzed—the remains of towns, of homes, of



what could only have been research or production centers based on atechnology as long forgotten as the
gructures themsalves. Now they were dl just ruins, echoing husks filled with broken artifacts.

Sometimes while Miya and Joby dept, | sat done in the monastery’s dusty rooms sorting through
sdvage we'd carried back. | daydreamed about taking the artifacts back to the team, studying them in
some well-equipped Tau lab .... And then I'd remember again why that had become impossible. I'd
never see any of the team again, never even see Hanjen, the only Hydran | knew who might ill be able
to tdl me something about how the Community’s tech had functioned.

But out of everything we carried back, the thing that haunted me the most was an idea. It had come
tomeas| stood in aruined building in the heart of a dead city. Maybe the place had been a government
center, like the Community Hal in Freaktown. It could as easly have been something more frivolous or
something more bizane. All that remained now was a skeleton, an empty cage constructed of
God-knew-what. Arcane organic forms flowed upward, defying gravity, reaching toward the sky—the
home of the an lir—with finger-spires tipped in something that shone like gold in the sun. The building's
interior was hollow now, whatever it had been once. Patterns of light and darkness fdling through eyeless
window openings illuminated the patterned floor, giving rt a third dimension. Arcs circled within circles,
diamond spines were framed in ovals, webs of delicate tracery spun across expanses of open space three
dories above our heads.

Everywhere there were gartling views of the sky, like whoever entered this place had been meant to
look up often and remember. Everywhere | looked, the sky was as perfectly clear and cerulean as the
wadls of our room in the monastery. Not a sngle cloud was visble. When the an lirr abandoned the
Homeand, they’ d taken the lifeblood of the land with them, just as their going had sucked dry the spirits
of its people.

As | stood looking up at blue infinity, the universe hidden behind it, | thought about the Hydrans
who'd left Refuge and the an lirr for the stars, spreading the Gift and the Community thin across the
light-years. | wondered whether there was any connection between losing touch with the an lir—losng
something so vitd to ther spiritud identity—and their decline as an interstdlar avilization ...

(Miya—) | cdled, and she turned to look a me from across the glowing floor. (What if the an lirr
came back to the Homeland?)

She looked a me for along time | fdt her turning the question over and over in her mind without
finding an answer. She shook her head at last, cdling Joby to her with a thought. “It's time to go,” she
sad, and that was dl she said, before she carried us away.

Whenever we could we made love, exploring each other’ s bodies insde and out. And knowing there
should be no secrets, no need for them noq dill a part of me was dways on guard, shidding Miya from
my past—the dark needs, the darker fears, the poisoned memories hidden like deadly anomdies in the
dream-reefs of our joinings

Because sometimes in the heat of lovemaking she had cried out, not with pleasure but with pain—my
pan, as my pleasure dipped across some unwatched border into the night country, and a nameess
dranger’s perverson tore her unprotected heart like shrapndl.

And as the days passed—as their inevitable end grew closer, and so did we—I began to wake from
the dreaming safety of our deep at night thinking | was in another place and time, sweeting the blood of
nightmares. Waking up in her anns, I’d find her comforting me like a child; I’d see the incomprehension in
her eyes as | drifted back down into deep without explanation.

Until one night | woke, Stting bolt upright in the faint moonlight, and redlized Miya had wakened me.
She lay beside me, with slent sobs wracking her body, her figs in a death grip on the blankets she'd
pressed to her mouth to muffle the sound.

(Miya ... ?) | could barely fed her in my mind, like she was trying to muffle her thoughts the same
way. But | found the images of Joby, of me, of hersdf, distorted with pain .... All of us dead—worse, all
of us alive but alone, in the hands of the Humans ... | pulled her into my arms, findly understanding
that dl the while I’d struggled to keep her free of my prison of fear, she was locked in the next cdll.

It took dl my strength to turn the key that waited—that had dways waited—in the lock of the find
door. | opened mysdf to her.



Raw emoation arced across the space between us to complete the joining—Iove* death* loss—like
none of those emotions had ever existed separately ingde her, evenin dreams.

The feedback smashed through my unguarded mind like a shock wave, fragmenting me, her,
everything but the unbreakable bond between us, and the last recognizable thought | had was that neither
of uswould ever take a sane breath again ....

A sound—a child's wal of fars—Ileached me. A sngle coherent emotion—Miya s—took form
around it. | fdt her respond, recapturing the spilled blood of her thoughts as her mind struggled to answer
Joby’s cry.

| barely refocused my own thoughts in time to catch her tralling lifdine. We rose through fathoms of
memory, redaming our souls and our wills, breaching the surface of sanity at lagt.

| fel forward onto the tangled bedding as | came back into my other five senses, Miya rolled away
from me toward Joby. Joby lay in afetd knot beside het making the high keening cry I’d heard hm make
the firg time | saw him, but with a seffated edge of pain I'd never heard before. Miya hdd him in her
anns, surrounding him with her touch, her contact flowing into his mind like life-giving oxygen to wake its
higher centers, its voluntary controls.

| watched her comfort him, reorient him, bring him back into the world just as his cry had brought her
back. Without him, without the bond between the two of them, the two of us might have stayed locked in
apsychotic klin until our bodies wasted away and died. | wiped my hand across my mouth, trembling.

At lagt Joby had grown quiet enough that she could settle him down to deep again beside her. She
covered him with blankets, covered his face with apologetic kisses as he drifted off, amiling.

Her tears began to fdl again, in dlence, weling from her eyes like springwater. She didn’t turn back
to look a me.

| sat in the moon-shadowed darkness watching her, watching Joby, while my heartbeat gradudly
dowed. | kept my mind clenched shut, afraid to touch ether of them: afraid of the past, afrad of the
future, afraid of causng them more pain. Afrad ...

She looked up a me then, findly, and even though she was ill weeping her eyes were fearless; the
hand she held out to me was as steedy as faith.

My body shrank back in a mindless reflex. | shook my head, not meeting her gaze as | pulled on my
clothes. | got up from the bed and I€ft the room.

| moved through the monastery’ s hdls without a light, wishing that | could lose mysdf in the maze of
passageways, sumble into some other dimension and disappear.

| glanced up as | passed through a chamber I'd crossed nearly every day without seeing anything
new. But this time the moonlight threw awadl into unexpected relief, reveding an opening I'd never seen,
inwhat I’ d taken to be afeaturdess surface.

| changed trgectory, snaked a path between pillars to the hidden doorway. The corridor beyond
was no more than five meters long. At the end of it | found a prayer platform like the ones I'd seen in
Freaktown, except that this one was open to the sky, within the energy fidd that protected the entire
monastery from the weather. But this one was hidden, specid ... linpoche.

| stood on the platform looking out into the night. Above me were the stars, the night's blackness, the
face of the moon scumbled with dusve shapes. The images | saw there seemed to change from one
moment to the next, trandforming my perceptions again and again, urtil at last even my mood began to
trangform.

| leaned on the edge of the low wall that ringed the plaiform, searching my pockets for the mouth
harp I’d somehow managed to hotd on to through everything that had happened to me. | put it to my lips
and breathed into it, hearing the smoky, plangent notes that it hadn’t made in too long. But dways the
same ones, aways the same ones missing, so that any song | tried to play was incomplete.

| lowered it again, disappointed, like the inarticulate part of my brain that belonged to musc and
moods had expected even my attempt to play a song would be transformed.

(You have to become a part of it) Miyd's voice filled my mind as she appeared on the platform
besde me. | fdt her begin to say something more and then stop, fdling slent with awe as she redrzed
where we were. (Linpoche—) she thought. She looked back at me, the night reflected in her eyes. | saw



her mouth quiver.

She looked away again at the face of the moon, and for a long rnoment her emotions were closed to
me. At lagt she thought, carefully, (With any indrument, to make muscis ... to be namaste.)

| shook my head, looking down at the harp. (But it doesn’'t have everything | need to play my music.)
| hed it out, kegping my o\ryn thoughts perfectly transparent on the opaque surface of my mind.

(Then make them yourself,) she said. Something appeared in her hand: one of the flutes used to greet
the an lirr. She ran through its scale of notes. There were gaps in the liquid progression of sound, but
when she began a song the missing notes were somehow dl there.

(How?) | thought. (Y our Gift—?)

She shook her head. She played the song more dowly, letting me see how she used her fingers to
patidly block an opening, hear how she modulated her bresth to dter pitch—meaking what was there
work for her, to give her what she needed.

| raised the mouth harp to my lips and blew into it. | cupped my hands, changing its sound by the way
| shifted my fingers, hearing notes dide past that I’d never produced before. | lowered it again, dowly, as
my throat closed o that | couldn’'t go on playing. | studied the cool gleam of its moonlit meta surface
resing in my hand. At last | put it back into my coat pocket and looked up as something drew my
thoughts, my eyes, like a lodestone ...

(Miya....)

She kissed me, her fingers digging into my back, pressng hersdf againg me as if she could dissolve
into my body and make us one physicaly—doubling our strength, so that nothing could hurt us, or come
between us, ever again.

But even as we went on kissing, wedding our hearts and minds while our union was witnessed by the
countless stars in the infinite night, | knew we didn’t have a prayer.

Because | knew how the universe worked, and nobody got out dive.

Twenty-Five

Thp nexr morninc Miya set out for Freaktown again. She held Joby’s amdl, groggy formin her arrns,
kissng him gently on the forehead before she kissed me long and deep on the mouth. | wished then that |
waan't a half-breed, with only haf-Hydran looks and hdf a Hydran's ps ... wished that | could take her
place, not because | could have done it better, but only so that | wouldn't have to be the one who stayed
behind, waiting, never knowing ....

She disappeared with alast hdf amile of regret, while | stayed behind holding Joby in my arms. | fdt
his body diffen uncertainly as he suddenly lost Sght and sense of her.

“Where s Mommy?’ he asked like he dways did, spesking Standard like he dways did with me.

“She went to get food,” | answered like | dways did. “Shell be back.”

“Soon?’

“Yeah, soon,” | murmured, carrying him on my hip as | crossed the room to the window. We looked
out together at the sun rigng over the reefs. “Look at that,” | said, pointing, to disttact him. “One more
day.” A taku fluttered down from above and landed on my head. “Hey!” | said, but it didn't move. Joby
giggled, pressing his hands to his mouth.

| managed a laugh of my own, amazed that even now, garing into the light of universa order while
death and chaos hung from a thread above us, life could dill be so asurd that there was nothing left to
do but laugh about it.

“Are you my daddy?’ Joby asked, his face turning somber again.

0'Yeah,” | sad, glandng away.

“l have two daddies?”’

My breath caught. | nodded dowly. “That'sright,” | whispered. “Y ou're a lucky boy.”

“And two mommies?’

| nodded again, not trusting mysdf to answer. | hadn't let mysdf think about hisred parents snce I'd
crossed the river. The taku launched into the ait startled by my sudden movemen.



“Do they dl love me?’

| swallowed. “You bet they ... wedl do.”

(Why aren’t they here?)

| knew exactly which set of parents he meant this time. “I ... they can’'t be.” | answered out loud,
because right then | was even more uncertain about whether | could control my thoughts. “They want to
be here, but they can't be.”

HWI,,Iy?l

“They ... have work to do for Tau.”

“Don’t you have work to do?’

My mouth quirked. Not anymore. “My work now ... Miyds and mine, is making you strong and
wdl. That'swhy we're here, at this heding place. When everything's better, then you'll go back to your
... other family.” 1 wished suddenly that they could be here, to see how he was now. Whether he lived or
died, they’d probably never see him thisway again.

His face brightened, then turned rubbery, like his thoughts had snagged in my fraying confidence.

“l promise” | said, wanting it to be true so much that | even bdieved it.

He nodded, rdlaxing in my anns. He put his head on my shoulder, content to wait with me while the
an rose over thereefs. | looked down at the valey below us, a the bridge that spanned it, so different
from the bridge that joined Freaktown and Riverton.

| thought about the difference in the way Hydrans and Humans counted the vaue of the reefs, how
much of that difference came from the way they perceived them. To Humans a reef was nothing but a
biochemicd stockpile, no more or less than the sum of its parts. The fact that this last reef, and this
heding place, had escaped being drip-mined was nothing short of a miracle. It had only happened
because Tau's shortsightedness and xenophobia kept them from learning anything meaningful about
Hydran culture.

| thought about miracles, about what this shue had given back to Joby, to me; how it had freed us dl
from our lives of solitary confinement. | wondered how long it had been since the Hydrans of Refuge had
fdt whole, connected, greater than the sum of ther parts ... wondered again what would happen if the an
lin returned to the Homeland: Whether the rain they brought with them could bring this wasteland back to
life Whether their presence would be enough to bring the Community back to life, back to the Way.
Whether it was ever too late to start moving toward the kind of future their past deserved ...

Joby shidded his eyes againg the glare as the sun rose higher, his stubby fingers curled into an
imitation of Wauno's fidd lenses. I'd let im look through them, to search for the an lirr, sometimes when
he was bored. We never saw any, but he never seemed to mind.

“Look,” he said suddenly, and pointed into the sunrise.

“What?’ | squinted alittle, trying to make out anything separate from the reef and sky. My pupils had
dready naffowed to dits;, usudly they did a better job than Human eyes of keeping the light out as wel as
letting it in.

“There.” He pointed impatiently, wagging his hand urtil 1 began to make out a hdf a dozen black
specks like sunspots againg the dawn. They grew as | watched, expanding at a rcte that made a tumor of
dread form indde me. Coming this wo!, directly at us, too big and too fast to be anything naturd. There
was only one other thing they could be: CorpSec flyers. And without Miya here, there was no way to
escape from them.

“See, Cat?’ Joby was demanding as my higher brain functions came back on line. “ See? See?’

“Yeah,” | muttered, “1 see them.” | hdd him closer as the ships began to take on shape and detall,
not dowing their approach. Their flashers hurt my eyes, brighter than the sun.

“Daddyl” Joby cdled out, waving in sudden ddight. He wasn't looking & me. | remembered
suddenly that his father was CorpSec; the Tau Security logos were plan enough to read now on the
approaching flyers. “Time to go home?’ he asked, looking a me. “Everything's better now?’

Only it wasn't his father coming to get him. It was Borosage's butchers. | stood pardyzed, waiting
for the lead gunship to open fire. We' d never even fed it, it would happen too fast—the plasma burst that
blew us apart and scattered our atoms into a hillion golden dustmotes. “Y£€s, time to go ...” | whispered.



“Hold on tight.”

| shut my eyes, afraid to watch death approaching; opened them again, afraid not to.

No burst of raw energy suddenly put out the sky. | went on gtaring, ftozen where | stood, as the
gunships stopped in midair. They ringed the balcony where we waited, weaponless and unprotected.

“Thisis Corporate Security!” a voice boomed out of nowhere, everywhere, like maybe we'd been
deafened as wdl as blinded. “ Stand where you are. Put up your hands.”

Sowly | let Joby dide out of my arrns. Then, dowly, | put my handsin the air.

Corpsesin body affnor emerged like beetles from the closest ship, dropping onto the balcony around
us. Every wegpon was trained on me. | stood mationless, bardly even breathing, afraid that any move |
made would be my lag.

Joby dung to my leg as he saw the wesgpons and registered the moods in the minds behind them.
“Daddy—t” he cdlled, his eyes searching one shielded, anonymous face after another.

| tried to touch his thoughts, reassure him somehol\ry. My mind seemed to be as pardyzed as my
body. | tried to find words instead—broke off as one of the annored men Hill dissmbarking pushed
forward through the ring of troopers, dropping his weapon, lifting the face shidd of his hemet.

“Joby—!" It was Burndl Natasa. | watched in disbdief as he swung Joby up in his arms, backing
away agan through the ring of weapons gill amed a me. Another faceless, anonymous Corpse came
forward then, searched me for the weapons | wasn't carrying, jerked my anns behind me, and clamped
binders on my wrists. When he was through a third one took his place: Fahd, Borosage' s chief goon.

As he cleared his faceplate | saw the shadows of a hdf-hedled cosmo job dill marring his face. |
remembered suddenly what Miya had done to his wegpon the last time he'd seen us ... wha the
exploding plasmarifle had done to hiseyes. | looked at his eyes now.

His new eyes were a different color. They were green. And the pupils weren't round; they were
ditted. HE'd needed a transplant ... but he hadn’t needed that. | redtzed as he met my stare that he'd
doneit so that every time he looked in amirror he'd remember how much he hated us ...

“Where' s the gil?’ he said. He wasn't carrying a gun this time. His armored fists were clenched at
hissides.

“Wha—7?" | sad blankly; redtzed he meant Miya ... redtzed they’d gassed us without my even
knowing it. | took a deep breath. “Gone.”

His mailed fig hit me before | could duck out of the wa], and sent me sprawling. “Don’t lie to me,
fresk.”

| sat up, dowly and awkwardly, my head ringing with the blow, my ears filled with the sound of Joby
screaming my name. Fahd stood over me, blocking the light. My blood was a wet smear on his gloved
fig. “No’ ... lying,” | mumbled.

“Heign't lying, Lieutenant,” someone called out. ‘A1l scans show the rest of the building's empty.”

Fahd leaned down and hauled me to my feet. “ So the HARM hitch ran out on you when she saw us
coming.” He smirked.

Fuck you—I barely swalowed the wordsintime. “Shelef’ b'fore you came,” | said. “To get food.”
He laughed. | swore under my breath, hating mysdf for saying that much.

“She has to be here. Look at my son!”

| recognrzed Natasa' s voice. | craned my neck past Fahd to catch a glimpse of Joby, remembering
that Natasa had never seen Joby thisway before—as anormd, functioning child, without Miya's help or
guidance.

“She's not here, Burndl,” someone said; the voice was familrar, but | couldn’t place it. Bodies shifted
inthe background, until findly | could put a face to the voice. It was Perrymeade.

“l don’t know how it's possible, but—" He moved closer to

Natasa, took Joby’s straining hand in his as Joby reacned out to me and caled my name again.

Natasa came to stand in front of me. His grip on Joby tightened as Joby tried to squirm free. Joby
began to cry.

(It's dl right, Joby,) | thought, beginnirg to get enough control back to use my telepathy. But |
couldn’'t keep him from seeing the blood running down my face. (I can’'t hold you right now—) | twisted



my pinioned hands behind me. (Stay with your father. You'll be safe.)

Joby stopped druggling. He relaxed againg the hard shdl of hisfather’s body artnor, wiping his nose
on hisdeeve, but he was dill looking @ me. Natasa looked & me too, mesting my eyes for the fird time.
“How?" he asked.

“ft'sthisplace,” | murmured.

“How—?" he sad again, demanding.

“ft'sa... heding place”

Fahd grunted. Perrymeade pushed past him to stand beside Natasa. “ft's the reefs, Burndl,” he sad
softly. “It hasto be .... Isn't it—?" He turned to me.

| stared at him, Slent.

“Answer the man, freek—" Fahd' s fig came up again.

Natasa blocked the blow with an armored hand. “Not in front of my son,” he said, and the words
were deadly. He looked a me again, and his dark eyes, so much like his son’s, doubled the urgency of
Perrymeade’ s pae gaze. “Please” he said, dmost humbly this time. “Tdl me how this could be possible
... 7" He glanced down at Joby as disbdief stole his thoughts away.

“l told you,” | said thickly, sickened by the redtzation that he'd tdl his wife, and she'd tdl Tau, and
ten minutes after that this wouldn't be a shue and a heding place anymore, it would be Tau's latest mining
and research complex. They’d destroy the mirade that was here, trying to find it, profit off of it, and
never even understand what they’ d done.

Natasa looked back a me with the same kind of incredulous wonder, not even regigering my
expresson. “Then fus s—cured?’

“No,” | sad. “Not if you take him away now. Miya saysit takes time for the neurologica changes to
imprint. He needs more time”

Fahd grunted again, his disgust showing.

“Miya...” Natasa said, and his face hardened. He shook his head, garting to turn away.

“You'll loseitdl!” | said.

“Come on, Joby,” he whispered. “Let’S go home. Mommy's waiting.” He went back through the
ring of guards, carrying his son toward the hovering gunships. Joby began to struggle again. He cdled my
name== reaching toward me over hisfather’s shoulder.

Fahd moved in on me, blocking my view of them before | could answer. He caught hold of my coat
agan. “When's she coming back?’

“Who?' | said.

He dapped me, openhanded, keeping me on my feet with the augmented strength of his grip. “You
litle mindraper. Whan—7"

“l don’'t know!” | mumbled, managing to spit in his face.

“The hdl you don’ 1—"

| tried to twist away as | sensed the next blow coming ... looked up again in confuson when it didn't
hit me.

Perrymeade had stepped between us. | looked a Fahd's face, not sure which of us was more
surprised. “ Stop it,” Peffymeade said, with a quiet reasonableness that he didn't redlly fed.

Fahd jerked free of Perrymeade’s grip. “You've got no authority here” he said, his voice sour with
resentment. But he didn't hit me again. “If you redly don’t know anything, boY', you're dready dead,” he
muttered, shoving me forward through the gauntlet of armored bodies toward the waiting flyers.

(Cat—!)

| gasped asthe cdl rattled ingde my skull. It was't Joby. It was Miya

(No!) I thought. (No! Tauis here—) | didn’'t know why in hdl she'd come back so soon why now
9

Someone shoved me again. My body moved like a drone across the balcony as my ps escaped
through a spark-gap of spacetime to find her, and say good-bye.

(Cat ....) Whatever dse she'd tried to tdl me reached me as pure emotion. Our teepathic link
shattered as my body banged into a hatch opening. They hauled me on board the flyer. Natasa was there



dready, with Joby on his knee. Joby sat with his arms wrapped around a bright-colored suffed toy. He
looked up like he sensed me before he saw me, and then his eyes glazed; | fdt Miya reach through me to
touch his thoughts one last time.

“Mommy—7?" he cried, searching the air. Natasa caught his hands and pulled them down, hdf
frowning. And then she was gone, and no one ese was left who understood but me.

| felt her ingde me again, the contact so full of anguish that it wrenched my heart out through my eyes.
My concentration fdl apatt completely, until 1 couldn’t find her a al. Joby began to wall again. | fdt his
fright and incomprehension as the guards shoved me into a seat and locked meinto it.

(Don't cry, Joby ....) Somehow | managed to pull mysdf together long enough to make him bedlieve
evarything was happening the way it should. (You're going home) | thought, findly understanding how
Miya had fo.und the strength to protect him, burying her fears for both their sakes.

Joby settled down againin Natasa' s lap, dutching the toy, but his tear-reddened eyes stayed on me.
Natasa' s did too. He glared a me, a the guards around me, a Fahd and Perrymeade who'd come on
board behind me. He was wondering why the hdl they had to put me in the same craft with him and his
son, thinking that Fahd was a bastard and Perrymeade was a foal.

He looked away again findly and began to tak to Joby in low tones, trying to reassure him. |
watched his face soften as rdief and wonder rose to the surface in his mind again. His son was alive,
unharmed ... his son was well. Jug for a moment, he was afrad he might break down in front of
everyone and weep. He glanced at me again, suddenly, and away.

| looked up, startled, as Perrymeade took the seat beside me. “what the hdl are you doing here—?"’
r muttered.

“Doing my job,” he said flaly, keeping his own gaze on Joby. But in his mind he thought, saving
your lives.

Surprise caught me by the throat. | twisted in my seat. “If you'd done your job right in the firg place,
none of this would have happened.”

Hisface closed. Looking a him | saw Kissndrein his features, in his eyes, in his memories. He stood
up without answering, before | could ask him about her, and moved on down the aide to St with his
brother-in-law. | cursed my stupidity for saying thet, for saying anything.

The squadron of flyers rose through a long arc up and over the reefs, heading back toward Tau
Riverton. | watched Joby with his father== saw him beginning to respond to Natasa' s unguarded joy, fet
him beginning to remember that this man had dways been a part of his life. The other Corpses around
them took off their hedmets and gauntlets, one by one, to speak to the father, smile and play with the son.
They weren't even dl men; afew of them were women.

Thar congratulations, their concern, their pleasure, were dl genuine. A buzz of disorientation filled my
head as | redized that the same faceless killing machines that had cut down the Hydran demonstrators
actudly held thinking, feding minds, people who were friends of this man, proud of their part in rescuing
his son.

They bardy glanced a me now. Locked in binderS, | wasn't a threat, and | wasn't Human ... not
even human. I'd stopped exiging until we reached our detination. Then they’d remember me. | wasn't
going to like it when they did. | leaned back, too aware of the bruises diffening my jaw; trying to find the
courage somewhere to hep me face what was coming next.

Miya was safe. At least | knew that. And Joby would be taken care of by people who loved him.
Tau hadn't killed him after dl. 1 didn't know why, but that didn’t matter as long as he was safe. What
we' d shared was over. I'd known it couldn’t last; | couldn’t even regret it.

| tried to focus on Joby, on the warm sea of comfort around him; tried to imegine what it would have
been like to have a father who'd come searching for me and actudly found me. But he hadn’t, and |
couldn't.

The clear, strong thread of ps energy linking me to Joby frayed; the sgnd fragmented. | pulled my
focus back together, thinking my own emations had distorted it. But as | did | redized there was
something more We were leaving the monastery behind, passng beyond the influence of whatever
cast-off mirade lay in the deposits there. | remembered suddenly that it was't just Joby who was going



to lose everything the reefs had given back to him. So was .

(Joby?) | turned to watch his face, searching for a ggnthat this wasn't redly afecting him too.
(Joby—?)

He looked up as | cdled his name mind-to-mind; for a moment the look on his face was vacant and
confused. | felt static break up his thoughts as he tried to answer me; saw his body twitch spasmodicaly
inhis father's lap.

Hisfather glanced down at him. | fdt Natasa's adrendine surge of panic, the numbing rush of denid
as he tried to ignore what was happening, asif to have even a moment's doubt about his son’s condition
might change everything back to the way it had been. The way I’d warned him it would be ....

| fdt Natasa look up a me agan. The unspoken demand in his eyes speared my brain. | closed the
fig of my thoughts and shut him out.

Joby flung out his hands with awall of complaint, reaching toward me. “Cat—" He cdled my name,
and it was dill intdligible,

| dropped my defenses, feding his fear as he sensed something going wrong insde us both: He was
losng something precious, something he didn’t even know the name of, something he hadn’t missed until
we' d given it to him. Something that even he knew was his birthright ...

And | knew exactly what he was feding. | jerked againg the seat redraints, but with my hands
locked behind me there was nothing | could do to reach him. | sat back again and focused what menta
control | had left, forcing everyone and everything ese out of my thoughts so that | could protect him in
the only way left to me, for aslong as | could.

Joby settled into his father’s arrns again, quiet now, even spesking a word or two when his father
asked hm something. Out of the corner of my eye | saw Perrymeade watching—r, dmogt like he'd
reized what | was doing. His face furrowed; t couldn’'t spare the concentration to find out why. But he
didn't say anything, didn’'t cal some Corpse to dap a drugderm on me and shut my ps down for good.

| took a deep breath, concentrating on my link to Joby, on being there for him, keeping both of us
cdm as the strands of light strung across the darkness between the outposts of our thoughts shorted out
one by one. No ability | had could reinforce the patterning of his neurd circuitry to let him go on
functioning without massve externd support. Nothing | could do would convince my telepathy not to
fdter as the distance from the monastery grew, as the time until we reached Tau Riverton shortened.

At lagt the perfect grid of Riverton showed below us, expanding geometricaly as we dropped
toward our find degtination: Corporate Security headquarters.

Joby had been reding quielly againg his father's sde, not moving or meking any sound, but il
aware and functioning. He made a amdl squawk as my eyes registered the building and | fed the
unexpected shock of recognition to him.

| looked away from the window, usng dl my physica senses to hdp me say fixed on him, needing
dl my sdlf-control to keep my fear from destroying the last fragile filament between us. The flyer landed
ingde CorpSec’'s compound. Natasa got up from his seat, setting Joby down on ungteedy legs,
supporting him with gentle hands.

Someon€e's hand closed hard over my shoulder. “He's dready swesting, Lieutenant,” the Corpse
sad, rdessing the seat restraints and hauling me to my fest.

Fahd stopped in front of me and murmured, “You'll be sweating blood soon, freek.”

Joby made a mewling, hdpless noise behind me. | turned back in time to see him fdl out of his
father's grasp as Fahd destroyed the last of my control, and dl his control went with it.

Natasa knedled down to pick up the smdl, twitching body of his son. He hugged Joby againg his
own annored body. “Joby!” he said. “Joby?’ He looked up a me again, his look demanding answers |
couldn’t give to questions he wouldn't ask me.

(Joby—") I shouted, into a sllence that held no light at dl: no trace of his faling nerve net, no trace of
any thought—no proof that everyone around me hadn’t suddenly ceased to exist. Even Fahd, dien-eyed
and amirking in front of me, fet as dead as the ashes of my burned-out ps.

But as | looked back a him | redtzed that | was the dead man, not him. He grinned, like he thought
he was entirdly responsible for the look on my face then. He forced me around and out of the craft a



gunpoint, not letting me look back. | heard Natasa' s voice rigng with urgency as he tried to make his son
respond. | heard the muffnured concern of other voices, voices that had been full of wonder like his own
when we |eft the monastery.

Perrymeade was beside me suddenly. Catching my attention across a barrier of hemets, he called,
“Joby—what’ s hgppening to him? What did you ds—7’

“l didn't do anything to him!” | said fiercdly. “1 told Natasa—Miya tried to tdl you—it's the place!
The monagtery. | warned him.”

Perrymeade dropped back out of my line of sght, probably reporting what 1'd said to Natasa. |
caught Sght of their amdl group heading away diagondly across the fidd. Natasa was carrying Joby, but
he moved like a man who'd been knifed in the gut. | thought | saw someone waiting a the edge of the
field—figured it would be Joby’ s mother, and whoever she’'d brought aong for support. They were being
hed back by another squad of guards.

| looked over my shoulder for alast glimpse of Joby. | saw Natasa pass him into his mother’s arrns,
saw grief and joy mingle into one impossible emation, before their dosing bodies blocked my line of
sght. | caught the sound of voices on the wind, but | couldn’'t make out any words. There was no sound
from Joby; nothing at dl in the slence of my empty mind.

Perrymeade was il looking toward me as the guards herded me away into the detention center and
the doors sealed behind us. | tried once more to get a grip on my pg, but it was too late; everything I'd
been had come undone. My mind was as empty as deep space, drawing a blank on everyone we'd left
behind, everyone we passed. The Corpses moving through the station’s bleak, inescapable hdls might as
wel have been red corpses. | needed peace, time, to find out whether the monastery had made any
lagting difference in my control. But my time was up.

Borosage was waiting for me in the windowless interrogetion room. | flinched, but | wasn't surprised.
He had the same prod in his hand and the same smile on his face. “Well, freek,” he said, “here we are
agan. Let’s just take up where we left 6ff—" He bent his head at the hard chair with the straps that I'd
cometo in, the firg time I’ d opened my eyesin this place. “We won't be intemrpted this time, Since you
went so far out of your way to prove | was right about you. | ought to thank you.”

“You brain-dead bag of pus” | said in Hydran.

“Spesk Standard, dammit, you little shit!”

“Eat me, Corpsa,” | said in Standard.

His face mottled. He flicked the prod on.

| lunged forward and knocked him down with a head butt. | dmaost fdl on top of him; bardly caught
my baance intimeto run.

But the guards were on me before | got three steps, dragging me back and around as Borosage
staggered to hisfeet. He picked up the prod, bresthing hard. Fahd had his fingers knotted in my hair, an
am across my neck, hdf choking me. Borosage ripped open my clothes, and drove the prod's tip
agang my naked chest until | screamed.

Fahd let me go, letting my heed fdl forward so that | could breathe. | sucked in long, hoarse gasps of
ar; pain-tears leaked from the corners of my eyes. | raised my head, findly, as the andl of burned flesh
faded and my nausea eased. Arms locked around me, holding me immobile as Borosage raised the prod
agan. | shut my eyes, a flood of curses in Hydran and Standard spilling out of my mouth. | let them
come, not able to stop them.

But the blistering shock of pain didn't happen ...

| opened my eyesfindly, ffiy body ill trembling, my jaw clenched with aching anticipation. Borosage
stood just beyond reach, the prod hdd rigidly a his sde. Somehow Perrymeade had come to be
ganding in the space between us. Both of them were looking at me with expressions | didn't have a due
about.

Perrymeade glanced down; not away from the fury in my eyes, but down at something in his hand:
Luc Wauno ‘s medicine pouch. | must have dropped it, Sruggling to get away.

“K_Kissndre?’ | managed, findly ... Wauno?’

“Still hospitdized,” he said.



Rdief burned my face: Alive. At least they were’ alive .... But as | looked up a him again, |
understood perfectly what wasin his eyes.

“She barely survived the crash. If the rescue team had been any longer getting to them ....”

| bowed my head, more tears running down my face ... I'm soffy. I'm so soffy ....”

“l told you what he was” Borosage said, oozing satisfection. “Is that why HARM recruited you,
freek? T'io make their kill for
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them? To murder innocent Humans for those poor persecuted diens who were too hdpless to do it
themsdvss—?’

| bit my lip, feding the pain in my chest double. | couldn’'t make mysdf face Perrymeade agan even
for long enough to tdl him why the words were lies, tdl hm how wrong they were, how out of control
evarything had gotten .... | looked down at the brand Borosage had lad on me the blistered, weeping
holein my chest. It looked like someone had tried to rip my heart out. | felt afinored hands trap me as my
knees got wesk.

“Corporate Security did an admirable job of rescuing my nephew,” Perrymeade said to Borosage.
“It seems you knew the best way to ded with these terrorists dl dong. | owe you an gpology for ever
guestioning your methods.”

Borosage showed his teeth in wha passed for a amile. He flicked the prod a my eye, making me
cringe; his eyes measured Perrymeade' s reaction. “1’m glad you' ve come to fed that way.’t

Perrymeade’ s face stayed expressonless, professondly noncommitta, even while he stole another
look at the burn on my chest. “You were the right one—the only one—Tau could have chosen to handle
this Stuatior,” he munnured. His gaze shifted away again.

“Desthbringer,” | said in HY dran.

Perrymeade glared at me. | didn’'t know whether it was my tone of voice he was reacting to or the
fact that he didn’t know what I'd said. He looked away from me with an effort. “What ate you going to
do with him, now that you have him?’

Borosage dhrugged. “He's quilty as hdl of terrorism, kidnapping, haf a dozen crimes againg the
corporate state. And besides that, he somehow got an illegd message off-world—"

“What message?”’ Perrymeade demanded, his voice risng. “Why was't | told about it?’

“Waan't your jurisdiction,” Borosage said, looking smug. “The little son of a hitch hacked his way
through the security programming. He sent a message to the Feds, tdling them there was a cover-up, to
come here and invedtigate us again.” He looked at fire, his face contorting. “They’re sending another
team—specia invedtigators representing 1splanasky, the head of Contract Labor, for God's sake!” His
figs knotted.

Perrymeade swore under his breath. “Tau knew about this? When are they arriving?”

“They wouldn't give us a date,” Borosage muttered. “But Tau wants the ‘breed put down before
they get here” put down .... That was what they did to animds

“Executed—?" Perrymeade said, asif it surprised even him.

Borosage frowned. “No. He' s caused them to lose too much face. WE |l take care of it here. But not
before the freak tdls us everything he knows about HARM.”

“Don't bother.” Perrlrmeade waved a hand a me without looking back. “He won't tdl you anything.
Nothing you can use. It's not important now: the Hydrans are beaten, they don't want any more
trouble—they won't cause any more, dther. | have orders from the Tau Board that dl sanctions are to
be lifted, with no further pursuit of the terrorists. That was the ded we made. Hanjen himsdf gave me the
information on where we' d find Joby.”

| raised my head in time to see Perrymeade’ s faint amile twigt the knife. “Yes” he murmured. “He
told me everything .... He couldn’t stand by and watch his people suffer any more because of you.” The
satisfaction in his face turned to disgust.

Borosage glanced from him to me and back again. He deactivated the prod, tgpping a rhythm on his
thigh. “That’s too bad. I'm disgppointed to hear that. But if that’s what the Board wants ...” He grimaced
and shrugged. “wée Il move on to step two. Fahd, take this genetrash out and dispose of it.” He jerked his



head & me.

Fahd took hold of my ann and pressed his gun to my temple, watching Perrymeade for a reaction.
Perrymeade’ s mouth fdl open; he shut rt again, his eyes narrowing.

| tried to pull aw& ), but there were too many guards ill hotding me. “1 want a hearing!” | said. “I'm
a Federation cttizen—"

“Where' s your databand?’ Borosage asked with adow amile. “Where' s your proof?’

| fuoze, remembering: At the bottom of the river. “I'm 4ill registered. 1 know my numbey—"

Borosage shook his head. “You threw it dl away, freak, when you crossed the river. Y ou're nobody
now, and nobody’ s going to miss you.”

| looked away a the wadll, kegping my eyes as empty as my mind.

He jerked me forward suddenly, meking me swear with pain. “Nobody, fregk. That's dl you ate”
Helet me go again. “Fahd.” He nodded toward the door.

“My pleasure.” Fahd hooked a hand around my arm and shoved me toward the exit.

“Wait,” Perrymeade said, the sngle word stopping Fahd in his tracks like a death threst.

Fahd dragged me back around as he glanced at Borosage.

“What?" Borosage snarled, with sudden suspicion.

“l have an idea.” Perrymeade came forward, his hands behind his back. He looked me up and down,
not megting my eyes. ‘A better idea .... See that scar on hiswrig?’ He pointed. “My niece told me he
used to be a contract laborer. And he's certified on a phase-fidd suit. He's young and strong—why
wagte him? Bond him. Send him to the place where my brother-in-law is Security Chief. Burndl won't
ask questions ... The new team of Feds will come and go, but he won't be able to do a damn thing
about it.”

Borosage' s eyes widened, asif even he had never thought of something that twisted.

“You fucking bastard,” | said.

“l want you to wish I'd let them kill you,” Perrymeade murmured. “I want you to remember what you
did to my niece, and to Joby’ s family, every time tha you do.” He glanced a Borosage again.

Borosage nodded. “Do it,” he said to Fahd. “Have him bonded.”

Twenty-Six

“Heads up, boys—fresh meet.” The guard shoved me through the doorway of the barracks where
the bondies dept. There was a doping ramp just indde the door; it dropped out from under my feet
before | could catch my baance. | sHpped and fdl, landing at the bottom in a heap. The door shut
behind me.

| scrambled to my feet, trying to hide my pain and stupefaction as curious strangers drifted toward
me. They dl wore the same faded maroon coverdls that | was wearing now. All of them wore the same
jewelry too—a red bond tag fused to the flesh of their wrist. | glanced down for the hundredth time at my
own wrigt, banded in red—the tag and the swallen, angry flesh around it. As | looked up agan the entire
world strobed red ... the color of rage, of betrayd. The color of my worst nightmare.

Natasa hadn’'t been waiting for me when | arrived: even Tau mugt have been decent enough to give
hm and hiswife some time to be with their son. But the Riverton Corpses who hand-ddlivered me to the
inddlation’s security made sure they dumped the data on me directly into his persona account, where it
would be waiting for him when he returned.

Until then they were tregting me the way they treated any other bondie—like meet. | took in the
room and the laborers with a long stare, trying to keep my mind on the Stuation, trying not to panic.
There were maybe thirty others in this barracks; a work-shift crew probably, dl working and degping on
the same schedule. There were bunks for degping, and a doorway at the far end that probably led to the
toilets. Nothing dse, but it was more than there d been where I'd worked before. At the Federation
Mines we'd dept on mats on the floor.

Most of the others in the room didn’t even bother to look up. They lay in ther bunks or went on
playing square/cubes in a group at the back of the room. Only a handful of them drifted up to me, as



unred to my shuttered senses as everyone | saw now. But ther bodies looked as solid as a wdl, and
about as friendly. | fdt like I’d been thrown onto gang turf.

“What's your name, kid?’ one of them asked me, the biggest one. Probably the dpha mde, just
because of his sze. | watched how he moved: he was heavy and dow. Probably a bully, depending on
gze, not ill, to get hisway. | figured | could take himif | had to.

“Cd,” | said. At the mines no one had been curious about anything. They’d been too exhausted from
overwork and too sick, ther lungs wasted by radioactive dust. Nobody gave a shit whether anyone dse
lived or died.

This was different. | might even have convinced mysdf that it was better, except tha they were
looking a my eyes.

“Look at hiseyes” one of them said. “He s got fresk eeS—"

The others moved closer, peering a me. “What arc Y ou, some kind of ‘breed?’

“They don't let freaks in here)” someone ese sad. “They wouldn't trust a pson. A fresk could
sabotage the works, or Spy—"

“Maybe he's here to Spy on u,S” the big one said. “They put you in here to mind-read us, freak?
Report on us—?" He hit me hard in the chest with the hed of his hand, right on the wound where
Borosage had burned me with the prod.

| doubled over, gasping, straightened, bringing my clenched fig up with the motion, and drove it
draght into his throat.

While he was busy retching | kneed him. | hit him with both figts on the back of his neck as he
doubled up. He hit the floor and stayed there. | stood over him, breathing hard, watching the others
hestate. More workers joined the circle, drawn by the fight. | heard them muttering, spreading the news.
They had a freak for a new roommate, what were they going to do about it ... ? They glanced at
each other, working up the courage to movein on me. The noose of bodies began to tighten around me,
dl of them hating me without even knowing me, their Human hands and feet too ready to reduce me to
something | wouldn't recognize rn the mirror.

A hand closed on my arm.

| turned, rage blinding me as | crushed the ingtep closest behind me with my boot, rammed an elbow
into somebody’s eye socket, ripped out a figful of har. | did it without even thinking, without even
breathing—without feding anything. Proving with every howl of their pain thet | was as Human as they
were.

With three more of them on the floor== it was easy to dtare the rest down. “Don’t fuck with me,” |
sad, my voice shaking. “The next son of a bitch who touchesme I'll cripple for life”

They backed away, dowly, thar eyes never leaving my face. My own fear and rage shone back a
mefrom every side, from dl those eyes with round Human pupils. No one e'se made any move to see if |
was serious.

The one who'd attacked mefirg stirred on the floor where I'd left him. | put my foot on his neck, put
my weight on it. “Where's your bunk?’

He glared up a me with murder in his eyes, but he pointed findly, to one near the back of the room.

“And another one” | took my foot off his neck and shoved a path through the bondies ill watching
around us.

| went to his bunk and lay down on it, turning my back on them. | huddlied around the bone-deep,
burning pain in my chest, biting my lips to keep from whimpering, until the pain had dimmed enough so
that | could think about something, anything ese ...

There was nothing | wanted to think about. | lay ligening to the curses and laughter of the
square/cube players, the random fragments of muttered conversation, until the lights went out for the
night. And then | lay in the dark ligening for a footstep, for the sound of breathing, a murrnured word: for
anything that might warn me they were coming to get me ... for anything that would prove | wasn't done.

They didn’'t come for me. And | didn’t deep dl night, trying too hard not to fed the pain ... trying too
hard to fed.

| moved out with the others a the dtart of the new shift, moving on autopilot, stupefied with



exhaudtion. | was dl done in my mind. | might as wel have been dl done in the universe ... until
somebody | didn’t see shoved me as we moved dong a narrow caiwak two stories above the ground. |
banged againg the guardrail; fdt it shudder, squedl, and sn&p, as the support wrenched out of its hole. |
flung mysdf back, throwing al my
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weight away from the buckled raling. | caught hold of the closest solid object—someone's
body—stabilizing mysdif.

“You fucking fresk!” The bondie shoved me away; his ebow dug into my chest. “You trying to kil
me?

| went down on my knees, doubled over on the metd wakway, swearing hdplesdy with pain. He
dragged me up by the front of my coverdls; the sedl tore open.

“Shit. Oh, shit.” He stared at the festering burn his am had just dammed into. It distracted him long
enough for me to pull free of his grip. “Who did that?’

“Corporate Security.” | pulled my coverdls together again, seding them up. The maroon coth was
gtained with wetness from the weeping sore.

He frowned, sheking his head; his fig relaxed as he backed off from me. The others stared a me,
sullen and Slent.

“Look,” | sad, trying to keep my trembling voice steady. “My tdepathy doesn’'t work. I’'m not going
to read your minds. | can't teleport out of here; | can't stop your heart just by thinking about it. In the last
day and ahdf | logt everything | had except my life. Just leave me alone,”

One of the ones I d beaten up last night laughed. | looked at their faces, figuring the odds, and knew
that was't going to happen. Unless—*I'm qudified to use a phase suit. I'll be your point man,” guessng
no one here liked reef-diving any better than the bondies I d seen at the reef on the Homeland. Right now
the odds of me being killed by another auit falure seemed a hdl of a lot better than the odds of
somebody knifing mewhile | dept.

“Tau doesn't train fresks—"

o'I'm from off-world.”

“What's halding it up?” A guard pushed hisway forward, taking the bondi€'s place in front of me.

“l dipped,” | said.

He looked at the damaged rail, &t the rest of the bondies, back at me. “Y ou making trouble, fresk?’

“No, gr,” | muttered.

The taser prod he carried came up until its energized tip was gaing me in the face. “Be more
careful.”

| bit off a curse, ducking past it. The others around me were dready moving. | went with them, not
looking back.

“l heard about him,” the one who'd shoved me muttered, glancing at somebody ese. “He's that
one—the one that took over the suit from Saban, when he panicked in front of the Feds. Out on the
Homedand. Right?” He looked at me.

| nodded, watching his handsin case he decided to hit me again anyhow. After a minute | murmured,
“How’d you know about that?’

“They sent some of that work team here tofill out our crews when the Feds made their inspection.”

“Oh.” I'd been here less than a day, and dready 1'd proved that every suspicion | had about this
place was true. And the FTA was coming back . == . but there wasn't a damn thing | could do about it
NOW.

Twenty-Seven

A ram carrTed us deep into the heart of the interface. It let us out in a spot | recognrzed, a work
face ingde the reef itsdf. | fdt the reef even before | saw it—fdt its eerie euphoria dance like hesat
lightning through my senses. | fought to keep my surviva inginct functioning, not trusting mysdf or the
mood | wasin right now. It would be too easy to lose my mind in a place where no one could reach me



... If | ever gavein to the rapture, once | put on afidd suit I'd be lost forever.

When the crew foreman cdled for reef-divers, my crew spit me out like a pit. At leest they believed
what | told them. | hoped it meant that tonight I’d be able to close my eyes for long enough to get some
deep.

The foreman looked a me twice, but only because he was expecting to see somebody dse. “You
cleared to use asuit?’ he asked.

o'Yes gr,” | sad.

“Okay.” He shrugged and sent me with the others to pick out a suit.

| spent the rest of the work ghift in inner space, moving through the myderies of the an lirr's
thought-droppings. Staying focused was easer than I'd thought, because thistime | knew to expect the
unexpected ... and because these auits had a feedback control | hadn’t been shown thét let the tech on
the outside give me a shock if | didn’'t respond fast enough to his ingructions.

| was afadt learner. After the firg few zaps | held on to my brains for the duration, leting mysdf
sense the reef matrix just enough to keep my mind from sensory deprivation. At leest in here | 4ill fdt
something; dill fdt dive ...

That night when | dropped into my bunk and closed my eyes, srange images and indescribable
sensations dill played my nerves like a ghogt harper. | let them come, let them smother the burning ache
inmy chest that was worse than it had been yesterday. Sinking deeper into my memories, | saw/fdt the
cloud-whaes drifting through the heights of the sky like indifferent gods ... fdt them settle around me,
shrouding mein thought, until 1 was only thought, ephemera, dreaming ...

The next couple of days passed without any more trouble. The bondies in the barcacks kept our
truce, aslong as | put on the suit every new work shift without complaining.

| didn't complain; it was dl | had to look forward to. My persond future figured to be short and
unpleasant. Even if another FTA ingpection team discovered everything about this place, they wouldn't
et the chance to learn it from me. Natasa would turn me into organ transplants fird.

Even if | lived through ther vist, there was nothing left of my life Reef-diving was the only thing
worth living for—a chance to touch the unknowable, to fed my Gift come dive in ways that even |
couldn’'t begin to describe. What I'd experienced the firg time I'd gone into a reef, or when the an lirr
had come to Ire, hadn’'t been a fluke. If the unknown suddenly reached out and killed me one day, a
leedt I’d die happy.

My ps gave me something more that | hadn’'t expected: It made me good a my work; better than
other divers at guiding the techs to the kinds of protoid concentrations Tau wanted to see. Once | got a
sense of the sector’s fed, | began to recognrze certain patterns in the simuli the matrix fed to me and
learned how to track them to their source. | stopped getting shocks and started getting praise from the
techs. Having their respect seemed as dien to me as looking at my eyes ill seemed to be to them.

Ther respect didn't make them like me any better, but that didn't matter. The only people | cared
about were on the outside, inthe world I'd thrown away with my freedom: People | Hill loved, people |
dill hated. People | ill owed, big time.

| repeated their names, tried to see their faces in my memory each day on the way to a new work
shift; meking it akind of ritudl to keep me anchored in redlity as | put one foot down in front of the other,
fallowing the body ahead of me until it led me to where | was going. The pain in my chest was constant
now, egting a my body and mind every waking moment when | wasn't in afidd suit, lost in the reefs.

Thismorning I'd come to swesting and dizzy. | hadn’t looked at the burn in a couple of days, hadn't
hed the nerve to. | told mysdf it would hedl, everything dways heded, with enough time ... anything that
didn't kill you made you stronger.

A hand clamped over my ann, making me swear in surprise. “You,” the guard said, and pulled me
out of line “Chief of Security wants you.”

Natasa. | groaned under my bresth. NAtasa was back. And he knew everything. Suddenly | fet
dizzy again; suddenly | was swegting.

| went with the guard, went where | was told, because there wasn't any other choice. We passed
through sectors of the complex I'd never seen, passed excavation teams aready working their assgned



dations. Just passing by the naked face of the redf, | fdt it segping into my hypersensitized brain like my
mind was as porous as a ponge. | let it take me, sucking my mind out of my body.

“Sop!” | sad suddenly, stopping short.

“Wha—7?" The guard turned back, his stare and his weapon both fixed on me.

“Stop the work!” | shouted at the crew foreman. “Y ou're going to hit a volatile pocket.”

| heard the whine of equipment shutting down as the workers stopped, without being ordered to, and
turned to look at me. The foriman frowned, thought about ordering them back to work, then thought
better of it. She crossed the floor to us. “Whét the hdl do you mean, a volatile pocket—?" It was the
thing the work crews were most afraid of: hitting some unfinished thought that would turn out to have an
ungeble molecular Structure. There were too few divers, spread too thin, to do a thorough job of
exploring every millimeter of reef-face. “You can't predicl—" No one could, not even the divers or their
techs, with absolute certainty. No one Human.

“I can,” | said, making her look a my eyes.

She swore, turned to the guard. ‘A freak? They let afresk in here—?’

The guard shrugged. “Natasa wants him now.”

“What do you know about this—?" the foreman asked me. She gestured at the reef behind her. It
was more of an accusation than a question.

“I'madvVd—"

“That doesn’'t mean you can see through walls, freek,” she snapped.

| shrugged; grimaced as it hurt my chest. “Go ahead then,” | muttered. “Don’'t check it out. Just let
me get away from here before you blow yoursdves up.” | started oil, making the guard scramble to catch
uP.

“Hey!” the crew chief shouted, but | didn’'t look back.

We reached another tram stop. As we waited there, | listened for an exploson behind us. It didn't
come. | didn’t know if | was glad or soffy.

Thetram let us out in another area of the complex I'd never seen: one tha looked too pleasant, too
open. Everything | saw told me any bondie who got this far would regret he'd seen it.

Natasa' s office was just as open, just as unprotected. Maybe nobody believed a red problem would
ever get this far. | wondered whether the forest of potted plants dong the wdl was red or jus a
good-looking sm, like the virtud view through the window behind his desk. It wasn't a view of this
world.

“you want himin binders, Sr?’ the guard asked, pulling my attention back to Natasa.

Natasa shook his head, looking at me with unreadable eyes.

His hands lay empty and moationless on the surface of his desk. All | could tdl from his expresson
was that he didn't think | was any threst.

The guard left the office, leaving us there done. | stared a Natasa, and he stared a me, and dl |
could think about was pan: the pain in my chest, the pain in my memories, pan oveflowing untl it
seemed tofill dl the world ... and more pain coming, now that we were findly face-to-face. He lifted his
hand and made a gesture | didn’'t understand; | kept expecting to see him pull a weapon.

Someone stepped through the wal of greenery—holo; it was only a holo—and into the room.
Natasa s wife, Joby’ s mother. She was aone, wearing lab clothing.

| backed up a step as | recognized her, dmost lost my baance as it made my vison strobe.

They both looked a me like they thought | was about to bolt. | stood with my knees locked, staring
back at them. Ling Natasa took a seat near her husband, glancing at him then with a hdf frown that could
have meant anything. Perrymeade would have told Natasa to make sure | paid. Somehow | hadn't
thought his wife would want to watch. Or hep. No matter how hard | tried, | never seemed to
underestimate Human behavior completely enough.

| went on standing, waiting, damned if 1’d be the firs one to speak. My hands tightened over the
loose cloth of my pants legs.

“St down, Cat,” Ling Natasa sad, findly, when her husband dill didn’t say anything. | stood numbly.
“We jugt want to ask you some questions.”



| glanced away, saw two seats like cupped hands in a corner. | backed up dowly, sat in one, trying
not to sumble, not to take my eyes off them, not to show any 9gn of weakness. Sweat tracked down the
gde of my face. | wiped it away, pushed my filthy hair out of my eyes. | stank; | wondered if they could
srd| me from across the room.

“We want to tak to you about our son,” Burndl Natasa sad findly. He touched something on his
desk/termind. Animage of Joby appeared, floating above the desktop. | looked away from it. “what did
you do to him, you and Miya—?" There was no anger in hisvoice. “Hewas ... dl right. And then—" He
glanced at hiswife. There' d been enough left of what the reefs had given Joby that she’'d seen it too, even
as she'd seen it disappear.
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“IS ... anything €ft?’ | asked, findly. “IS he any better?’

Ling Natasa nodded, her lips pressed into a line “Enough,” she munnured. “Enough so that we
know== enough so tha he knows—" She broke off suddenlY'.

I dumped back in the seat, my eyes blurring out of focus. | stared at the image of some other world's
blue-green seas and sky beyond the virtud window behind the desk. | wondered whether ifs seasons
changed; if ther fantasy world had seasons.

“.How did you make it happen?’ She asked it this time, and the red world of sorrow and pain was
suddenly surrounding us again, and | was drowning iniit.

“you said it was something about that place, the reefs—" Bur-ndl Natasa's voice prodded me when
| dill didn’t say anything. ‘ Answer her, damn it!” He started up from his Seat.

Hiswife gestured sharply, sheking her head. He dropped back into his chair. *Are you afraid to tdl
us?’ she asked me. “Why?’

| thought about something | could have said, and then something else, and something ese. Findly |
just hdd up my wridt.

Bundl Natasa frowned, saring at the bond tag until comprehension came into his eyes. His wife
didn’'t even look surprised. “Thisis off the record,” he munnured, glancing away.

“Yeah, right,” | said, and saw his face harden again.

“It sour son,” Ling Natasa said.

It's my freedom. But | didn't say it, and she went on, “We know you helped him ... how wdl you
cared for him. We know that you mus ... love him ... too.” She cleared her throat. “*We ve lost Miya
You're dl the hope he has |€ft.”

| covered my face with my hand, feding sck and giddy as the adrendine rush of my fear subsided. “I
told you everything | knew,” | mumbled. “something about the reefs out there, on the Homeland ... it
cleared out the gtatic, or completed damaged dircuitsin his brain. | don’t know how. It freed my ps, and
.. and his” | let my hand drop, looked up at them as the slence stretched.

“Joby’s nOt A psOn,” Ling NataSa munnured. “ There S nO Hydran blood—"

“It was the accident,” | said. “Before he was born ... The reefs did it to him. A mutation.”

She blanched.

“That'simpossble—" Burndl Natasa snapped.

“No, it'snot,” she sad fantly.

“You only have to tweak a couple of genes in the right DNA codestrings to make the difference
between &'—s freak and a deadhead—"*a Hydran and a Human,” | said. “I’'m a half-breed. If it wasn't
true, | wouldn't be here”

He stared a melike I’ d suddenly started spesking a different language. | ran the words back through
my head, to make sure | hadn’t said them in Hydran.

They looked a each other while the implications settled on them as slently and inevitably as
dreamfdll.

Sowly, dmogt painfully, Ling Natasa reached out to take her husband's hand. She looked back &
me “The accident ... the reefs ... damaged Joby before he was born. And now you're tdling me the reefs
have away to ... to hed hm?’ She shook her head as she asked, as though she didn’t want to hear the
answer. “rt sounds like you're talking about—God ....”



“No,” | sad softly. “I'm taking about something alien. Tau thinks you can just go in there and take
the reefs upuit, read what you find there like binary code ... but Humans didn't make it. Humans don't
understand it. A work gang nearly blew itsaf up today because they missed a volatile pocke—"

“When?’ Ling Natasa demanded.

“Onmy way here”

They glanced a each other again. “How could you know that?’ she asked.

| told her. “How many ‘accidents are there in a place like this, from year to yeat? How many people
die?’ | didn't get an answer. | didn't need one; | saw the truth in ther faces. “The Feds are sending
another ingpection team to Refuge—"

Thar faces froze like they dready knew. ‘They aren’t coming to this inddlation again,” Ling Natasa
sad, too quickly ... Th.y'r, not even stopping here”

“You could dill contact them. Y ou know what Tau's negligence did to you ... to Joby.” | struggled to
keep the desperation out of my voice. “Keretsu is supposed to mean family. Family is ... is about red
people protecting each other, about your loydty to the ones you love, not your duty to some ideology.
Governments change ther policies like you change the security codes. Redionships between people
have to mean more than that. Don't they?’
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Burndl Natasa shook his head. “No. Tau takes care of us—they take care of Joby. If we turn on
them, we'll have nothing. No matter what happened to Tau, we'd lose. We can't.” He glanced at his
wife again. Her hands were clenched in her lap so hard that the knuckles were white, but she didn't say
anything. The seconds dripped like tears.

“Then are you going to tdl Tau about the monastery—that the untouched reefs on the Hydran
Homeland are hiding some kind of miracle cure?’

“It'sour duty,” Ling Natasa said tondesdy. ‘And ... maybe that—miracle is our only hope for Joby.”

“What if Tau destroys the thing you' re looking for? They don’'t understand haf of what they find as it
is They would've ripped that reef gpaft a century ago if they did.”

“What other choice do we have?’ Burndl Natasa asked sourly.

| wondered whether it was actudly that hard to imagine or whether his mind was redly as much of a
cypher asit seemed to me. “You could try working with the Hydrans, insteed of raping their world. They
knew what that place does ... that’s why they built a monastery there.”

Ling Natasa opened her mouth, but nothing came out of it. She closed it again, her face colorless.
She hdd the holo of Joby gently in her hands. Her husband shook his head, gazing at the image. Never
happen, then faces said, filling with grief and resignation. Impossible. Asimpossible as that their son had
actudly walked and talked fredy. Asimpossble asthat he'd ever do it again.

Tau had no trouble seeing the Hydrans as less than Human—dangerous and inscrutable—because
they were so much like Humans that the differences were obvious. The cloud-whdes, and the
by-products of ther sentience, were so far off the scale of Human experience that Humans had no
reference point to use in judging them. Tau's researchers were like blind men, each of them touching a
different part of the unknown, none of them able to grasp the full implications of what they held in their
hands.

The room was hot, or maybe it was the fever burning indde me. | wiped my face, trying to
concentrate. “I told you ... everything ....” The words sounded dow and thick, and in the middle of the
sentence | forgot what | was trying to say. | shook my head.

“Areyou dl right?” Ling Natasa asked. Smdl lines formed between her eyebrows as she frowned.

| laughed, sure that must be some kind of twisted joke. “I told you everything | know,” | repeated,
trying to get dl the way through the sentence this time. “1 have to get back to work. They’re waiting for
me” Hardly daring to hope this could be the end of it. | dill wasn't sure why they weren't ffeating me the
way Perrymeade had. They had as much right to. Maybe they’d just been waiting until I’ d told them what
they wanted to know. | began to get up, not redly bdieving I’d reach the door before someone stopped
me.

| never even made it to my feet. My legs buckled as | put weight on them and suddenly | was down



on my knees. | pulled mysdf up again, feding akind of disbdief.

Ling Natasa was in front of me when | turned aroutrd, rasng her hand. | tried to dodge, but Burndl
Natasa's hand gripped my arm hard, holding me there.

She lifted her hand to my face, and | flinched. But she only touched my forehead. Her pam was cool
and dry. She pulled her hand away again asif I'd burned her. | jerked like a trapped animd as she pulled
open my stained coverals with the steady matter-of-factness of a researcher, or maybe the mother of a
damaged child. Her hushand' s hold on me tightened urtil 1 swore, not sure where | hurt more, as she
bared the wound. | heard him mutter something that sounded like a curse, heard her indrawn breath.

“Don’'t,” | mumbled, feding my bare flesh crawl. “Oh, shit—" Not sure whether the sght of the
wound or what | was afrad she was going to do next made me say it.

Ling Natasa drew my coverdls together over the wound again, hiding it. Burndl Natasa gave me a
rough shake, dill holding on to my arm. “Damn it,” he said, like he thought | was losng it, “we're not
trying to hurt you—" hurting me anyway.

“Thenwhy'm | here?’ | said thickly.

They didn’'t answer that. “Did you get that burn here at the inddlation?” he demanded.

| shook my head. “Borosage ....” | fdt more than saw them look at each other, with something in the
look passing between them that they didn’t bother to explain to me.
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“Get him to the infirmary,” Ling Natasa murmured to her husband. “Before he goes into septic
shock.” She glanced & me again. | dmost thought there was gpology in her eyes, but maybe it was only
loss, and not even meant for me. She disappeared through the virtud green, and | didn’t see her again.

Twenty-Eight

Bunml natasa escorted me to the infirmary himsdlf. He had to hold me up more than once dong the
way, because my knees kept giving out.

The med techs stared as he brought mein, like the end of the world would have been easier for them
to believe than the ght of the Chief of Security dropping off a sick bondie,

“See that hisinjury is properly treated,” was dl Natasa sad. He left mein a chair.

They treated my burn without comment, without any surprise. Maybe they saw a lot of them. | lay
back and let it happen, thinking about things | could have said to Natasa before he Ieft, not sureif | was
glad or sorry that | hadn’t said anything.

| was dill dozing, hdf awake under the regeneration lamp, when two crew bosses came into the
infirmary. They headed directly toward me. | pushed up onto my elbows and watched them, suddenly
wary. One of them was the foreman of the crew I'd warned earlier about the volatile pocket. The other
one was Feng, my own crew boss.

“Him—?" Feng asked, gesturing a me.

“Yegh, that's the one” The other foreman nodded. “The fresk. How'd you get a freak on your
crew?’

| iffened, wondering whether somehow I’d been wrong about the volatile pocket. Which meant that
| could bein trouble dl over again.

“He's new. Maybe it's an experiment. Nobody tdls me anything.” Feng shrugged, glancing a me
without redly seeing me. He wasn't a sadist, but he wasn't a nice guy, ether. | didn't like the thought of
being on his dhit li. “Ixpa says he's good with the fidd suit.” 1xpa was the head phase-fidd technician.
Feng looked directly at me, findly. “Did you tdl Rosenblum, here, they were going to hit a volaile pocket
this shift?”

| nodded.

“We checked it out. You were right,” Rosenblum said. “How did you know that?’

“l sensed it.” | lay down again, weak with sudden rdlief. “1 can sense the resfs—" | broke off, seeing
how they looked a me and then looked at each other. It hadn't sounded strange to me until | saw how
drange it sounded to them.



“What are you doing here?” Rosenblum asked me, findly. | figured she meant at the inddlation, not
inthe infirmary.

0 Penance” | said.

Feng's face hardened. “I don't like smartasses any better than | like freaks. Answer her.”

“l don’'t know,” | muttered, looking down. | couldn’t even think of a way to explain the truth to two
Humeans dready looking a me the way these two were.

They stood a minute longer, scratching an ear, shifting from foot to foot. Then Rosenblum shrugged.
“Doesn’'t matter, atryway. From now on, you're our canary in the mine shaft, kid. You do specia rounds
every duy; you go from one excavation face to another. You ‘fed’ them, or whatever the hdl itisyou do.
Y ou make sure they’re safe to work on.”

| wondered what the hdl a canary was, if it was anything like a mebtaku. “Okay,” | said. The more
people there were here who had an interest in kegping me dive, the better.

“You think the vips will clear that?” Feng said skepticdly. “Letting a fresk wander dl over the
complex?’

“He's our freak,” Rosenblum said, and laughed. She tapped the bond tag on my wrigt. “Besides,
Natasa dready ordered it.”

“The Chief of Security—t”

Rosenblum shook her head. “Hiswife. She came and asked me about what the fresk did today.”

Feng whistled between his teeth. “When's this one getting out of here?’ he called to a med tech.
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“Tonight,” someone answered.

“You can gtart your rounds tomorro% then,” Feng said to me. “I'll get it set up.” He turned away, his
atention aready back on Rosenblum. Neither of them asked what was wrong with me. Maybe they’d
heard; maybe they didn’t care. They headed for the door and went out. Neither one of them had thanked
mefor saving lives today.

But maybe Ling Natasa had.

After that | spent my days going from excavation Ste to excavaion Ste, wading into newly exposed
reef-face to ligen, fed, sense the dien moods of the dreamfal; second-guessing the spectrographic and
biochem analyses, the dozens of different readings each team had taken on its own. Once in a while |
waked into a pocket of something bad; once in a while | discovered something good, something so
off-center that the equipment hadn’'t been able to interpret it. Nothing big—nothing as obvious as the
thing I’ d caught on the way to Natasa's office.

No one seemed to mind, as long as it meant they were alittle safer. | was glad to learn that anomalies
big enough to blow an entire work team to hdl didn't get ignored often, even by overworked,
undeffnanned crews under constant pressure to produce profit miracles.

| pulled alot of extra shifts to keep up with the work schedules. But | didn’'t mind working extra
ghifts it was more time spent in the womb of the cloud-whaes' thoughts, the world I’ d shared with Miya,
the world that only Hydrans could redly experience .... It was less time | had to spend with Humans,
who saw the reefs as component parts, nothing more—chemica byproducts to be broken down and
used. They fet no sense of awe, no dien presence—the true nature of the reefs was as intangible to them
as they were becoming to me. | spent dl of every day with the reef whispering insde my head, but when
| stepped out again into the red world filled with Human faces and Human minds, ffiy mind went stone
dead and the filaments of my ps shriveled up like something blighted by frost.

| ate because | had to and dept because | had to; beyond that the world outside the reef dowly
disappeared. | lay inmy bunk, haunted by theimages I’d carried back from the day’s work, letting them
bleed into sweet memories of Miya—memories | didn’t let mysdf touch when | was sounding the reefs,
where concentration was everything. Dreamfdl filled my head with an dien sea that drowned the
presence of Human voices.

The others stepped aside when | moved past them, looking a me like they were the ones who saw a
ghog. | only spoke when | had to, and that wasn't often, because they didn’t have anything that | needed
anymore. Everything | needed | found indde the reef.



Until the day when | was working Blue Team'’s reef-face. Moving through the changing dendties and
fragile interfaces more eesly than I'd ever navigated in cyberspace, | suddenly found a degth trap. A
thing that tasted like acid, smdled like poison, fdt like stepplng on my own grave ...

“Canary! Come out now.” The distorted, disembodied voice of Ixpa, the tech | worked with, burst
on my ears before | could even report the anomaly.

| touched the speaker plate ingde my hdmet with my chin. “Whal—'" | said thickly, wondering if |
was hearing things.

“Out,” she repeated.

“No. Found something. It's big, it stinks. Got to go deeper—"

“Out, now, bondie!” someone said. Someone dse: Ixpa never cdled me anything but ‘Canary’, after
Feng assigned me to her. Her little death bird, she'd said when I'd asked, and grinned like that was
supposed to be funny.

| swore as a sudden power surge through my suit sent pain jagging up my spine. It was the firg
punishing shock I’d gotten since the day 1I'd put a suit on. “Shit! Ixpa—" | shouted.

Ancther shock answered me, strong enough to make my teeth hurt. | swore again and let her red me
in.

| sumbled out of the reef-face into the blinding emptiness of the complex, blinking. “Dammit,” |
mumbled, searching for Ixpa's face, her uniform, in the group of what looked like offidds waiting
outsde. “Why—7?" | broke off.

It wasn't Ixpa sanding there in a tech’s datapatches; it was somebody I'd never seen before. And
ganding beside him was Protz, looking frantic. I’d never imagined his face could look that animated. He
was flanked by guards, and Natasa wasn't in Sght. o' Get the suit off,” Protz said.

“What?" | shook my head.

“Now,” he said. The guards raised their weapons.

“Where's Ixpa?’ | asked the tech. “1 found a volatile—"

“Shut up and take off the uit,” the tech said.

| shut up and took off the suit.

“Carefully, dammit!” Protz snapped. “Those cost afortune” | put the suit inits container, carefully.

Protz gestured, and one of the guards took hold of me.

“Wha's hagppening?’ | said, but they didn’'t answer. “What istt?” | shouted at the tech, feding my
sense of redlity dip further as they pulled me away. He only shrugged, watching me go.

Protz and the guards forced me to take a tram ride that ended in a hike through more corridors in
what looked like a storage annex. At last we stopped in front of a closed, windowless door. Whatever
was behind it was listed in a coded display | couldn’t read.

Protz kept looking over his shoulder. One of the guards put a hand on the door lock; the door did
open. | stared into total darkness; before | could react== someone shoved me through. | turned around
just intime to see Protz point a sungun a me. He fired.

And then everything went black.

Evaything stayed that way for along time. When | came to, the room was dill totdly dark. Panic
caught inmy chest as | redlized | didn't even know if | was gill where they'd left me. Crawling, groping, |
found whet fdt like the door. My hands were gill numb and heavy with stunshock, like my brain.

| pulled mysdf up and beat my figs againg the pand. The sound echoed back a me. When it faded
the slence was tota again, like the darkness. Not even a crack of light outlined the door frame. No
sound reached me from the other side. Probably no sound | made reached beyond these wadlls, either.

| felt my way around the edge of the door, searching for a touchplate that might let me out, or a least
gve me some light. The wals near the door frame were seamless cerdloy, dick and cold, like ice. There
was no touchplate, no motion sensor.

“Lightson—7?" | said findly, not expecting any better luck trying the obvious.

Light flared around me. | was ingde a space about ten meters by twenty, full of storage lockers and
equipment | didn't recognrze. | wasn't sure if | fdt more reieved or stupid. The unheated ar made me
shiver, but at least it was fresh. They hadn't left me here to suffocate, then, and probably not to freeze to



death. | leaned againg the cold wall, trying to imagine what the point of this was.

Why would Protz come here? Had someone heard Natasa hadn't killed me after dl, and sent Protz
to take care of it? But Protz—? That didn’'t make any sense. Protz was a career asskisser. | could hardly
beieve he'd had the guts to stun-shoot me,

“Oh, fuck—" My hands knotted as | suddenly redized wha would make sense: Protz had come
here with the FTA special investigators. Natasa had said they weren't coming back here. But these
weren't just any Feds. What if they’ d been smart enough to change their itinerary without warning? Protz
would have to bring them here ... dld Protz would have to shut me up, make sure | couldn't get to
anyone and they couldn’t get to me.

| sat down on the floor, hugging my knees, holding my body together. My nerve endings dill fet like
dir-fry. | had no sense of how much time had passed. For dl | knew, the Feds had been here and gone
dready. The Natasas mugt have kept their mouths shut, too afraid for Joby’s safety to risk losng Tau's
support. | wouldn't be trapped here without the cooperation of Natasa' s guards.

A deep shudder ran through the floor | was gtting on. Around me, the heavy machinery began to
rattle and sing. The lights flickered, dimmed, and went out; something big crashed to the floor about two
meters away. | struggled to my feet, shouting for help. My voice rang back a me from haf a hundred
asurfaces as | flattened mysdf againg the wall in the utter blackness.

The lights came back on—stayed or, dimmer than before. “What the hdl is going on!” | shouted.
Only echoes answered me. There were no more tremors, no more things faling—no sound beyond my
own ragged breething.

| swore softly, keeping mysdf company as | paced off the narrow space between the sedled door
and the piece of equipment that had crashed down into the middle of the storerooffi, blocking it off. An
explosion It would take an explosion—a big one—to explain everything I'd just experienced.

| wondered, with a sudden, sck prescience, if it was the anomay 1I'd found in the reef-face just
before Protz forced me out ... what that meant for everybody involved, and especidly what it would
mean for me. And then | wondered how long it would take before somebody remembered that | was
locked up in here. | did down the wal again and began the wait.

It probably wasn't as long as it seemed like before somebody opened the door. | was on my feet a
the fird trace of sound, blinking the sudden glare out of my eyes.

| don’'t know what I’ d expected, but it wasn't Burndl Natasa==alone, his hands empty, his face and
uniform smeared with something indescribable.

He swore as he saw me, but | only saw rdief in his eyes. “Come or,” he snapped, nodding his head
a the hdl behind him. “I need you.”

“Yes, dr,” | mumbled, automaticdly dropping my gaze.

He gave me a surprised look, as if he'd been expecting me to react like a Human being. Like he'd
forgotten where I’ d been since the lagt time he saw me. “Please” he said, awkwardly. “Cat.”

| followed him out of the storeroom and down the hdll. “What isit?’ | asked. “*What happened?’

“There was an explosion.” He kept waking, looking as grim as desth now.

“fn Reef Sector 3F. Blue Team was working the face—they hit a volatile pocket. A big one”

He stopped short and turned to stare a me. “How did you know 1fud4l—I”

“| found it just before Prctz put me away. The Feds are here, aren’t they?’

He began to wak again, fagter. | had to push mysdf to keep up. “The Feds were right there when it
blew,” he said. “ So was my wife”

“God,” | breathed. ‘ Are they—"

“l don’'t know,” he said heavily. “No one knows. The work atea is inaccessble. Whatever happened
sent some kind of massive feedback through our power grid. All our basic life support is running on
emergency generators. But the whole fucking infrastructure is fried. All our equipment is off-line
everything's got to be reprogrammed before any readings we take will mean anything. We can't locate
any survivors until we get our systems up again. God knows how long that will take. That's why | need
you.”

| shook my head, not understanding.



He caught hold of me, jerking me around. “Because you' ns a—" Freak. He ate the word, grimacing.
‘A telepath. A pson. You know why, dammit! You can find her ... thel1l—" He broke off again. ““I
want you to save my wife”

“l can't ... | can't do that anymote” My own voice fdl apart as | saw the desperation in his eyes.
“There's nothing left ingde me. You need ared psion. You need Miya—"

“l don’t have Miyal You don't! You were at that monastery too. Janos told me it affected you: you
were dill hdping Joby on theflight back. There' s something Ieft of it in Joby; there's got to be something
leftin you!” He shook rre, like he could shake my ps loose. “My wife saw it—the way you could read
the reefs”

“Thet's different. 1—"

“She trusted you—God knows why, after dl the grief you've caused us. She made me trust you.
Now you can pay her back, freak, or you can die trying—" Suddenly his gun wasin his hand, pointing at
me. His hand shook.

| looked at the gun. | looked back at him. | stood, slent and unmoving, until findly the hand holding
the sungun dropped, and his gaze with it. “I'm sorry,” he muttered. He looked &t the gun like he didn’t
know what the hdl he' d been doing, like a man who' d been hit too many times in a fight. He put the gun
away.

| rubbed my face. “I'll W,” | murmured. “That'sdl | meant. I'll do anything | can. | just don’'t know
if 1 can do anything.” | looked up a him. “If somebody hadn’t put agun to my head once before, 1 might
dill be ateepath.” | started on, and thistime he followed me.

We reached the tram stop, and a tram was waiting there to take us back through the complex. He
didn't say anything during the ride. He never asked me how I'd ended up where he found me. He
probably knew exactly how I’d gotten there. | couldn’t imagine how knowing that must make him fed.

| et him take the lead again until we drived at the Ste where I'd been working ... what was Ieft of it.
An entire section of the reinforced corridor leading to the face they’d been excavaing had collapsed.
Crews were dready working to clear away the debris, but | could tdl from the curses and arguing that
whatever had crashed the programming of the entire inddlation must have lobotomized their equipment
dl down theline.

“Protz ...” | breathed. He was sanding in the open space beyond the dust-fogged sea of Tau
workers, taking to some officids, gesturing at the smoking wall of debris. | pushed my way toward him.
“Protz!” | shouted, saw him look up, saw the look on his face as he recognized me.

Someone caught my arm just before | reached him, hauling me around: Feng, ffiy old crew boss.
“What the hdl are you doing here?’ he demanded. “*w’ here the hdl have you been?’

| stared at him. “Locked in a closst.”

“What?’ His face hardened. “You were supposed to be in there. You were supposed to keep this
from happening, for God's sake!”

“Ask him.” | jerked loose from Feng's grip, pointing at Protz. The vips around Protz looked up.
‘Ask him!” | shouted.

Natasa caught up to me again, waved Feng off as the vips started toward us. Protz stayed where he
was. | saw him wipe his face as he watched them cross the room.

“Wha's this about?’ It was Sandusky, the inddlation’s Chief of Ops. | remembered him from the
tour I’ d taken with the firs group of Feds. He looked at Natasa, and then at Feng, before he looked at
me without a twitch of recognition. “” W’ hy weren't you at your duty Station?’

| opened my mouth—f1s7e, as | tried to think of how to make them believe me, or even a way to
explanit.

“Protz ordered him taken away from his work, just as he found the anomay—" Natasa broke in, like
he'd redized the same thing. “Suarez and Timebu will verify that they were told to take hm away and
isolate him where the Feds wouldn't find him.”

“Why?" some other vip asked increduloudly.

Natasa took a deep breath. “You'd have to ask Protz about that, gr.” He glanced a me, his mouth a
tight ling, his eyes tdling me to keep on keegping my own mouth shut.



| watched them turn awz!, like they redly intended to do just that; saw panic begin to show on
Protz' s face.

“All right,” Natasa said to me. “What do you need to do this?”

To use my pd. It took me a minute just to redize what he meant. | looked out across the sea of
noise and chaos, seeing nothing but Humans, no different from their useless machines when | tried to see
them with my mind's eye.

| forced mysdf to look at them with clearer eyes than | had anytime since I'd come to this place,
shell-shocked with loss, and begun to lose mysdf in the reefs. | watched them sruggling, arguing, trying
desperately to rescue friends and strangers who might not even be dive. And then | tried to close them
out of my mind, so | could do what | had to do to hep them: reach into the void, move through the
trackless darkness, and find a distant star of consciousness ... touch another Human mind.

And then | findly understood why my Gift had been stone dead ever since I'd come here, even
though it had been easy for Miyato reach into my mind and into my heart. It was nothing as Smple as
quilt or fear that kept me from usng my ps ... it was them, The Humans, the Others—the deadheads
who' d abandoned me, sold me out, given me up, and let me down, fucked me over again and again. The
few of them I’d known who'd ever been decent or kind to rre, decent or kind &t dl ... thar humanity hed
only made them easy victims too.

The Hydran in me would aways need to fed dive, connected, so desperate for it that there' d dways
be a part of me that would give anything, suffer anything, to have my Gift back again.

But Miya had been right when she'd said the Human in me could never redly trust another Human
being, not even the Human part of me—the thing that had forced me to go on living when | had no right
to, or any reason ...

| looked up and Natasa was speaking again, probably tdling me to answer his question.

“l can't,” | muttered, shaking my head. “Not here. Not like this”

“Then where?’ he said impatiently. “What do you need?’

For everything to have been dffirent. | looked at him, through him, with my mind as empty as a
dead man’'s. ‘A phase auit,” | said findly. “I have to go into the reef.”

“The equipmpnt’s scrambled—" he said, his patience dipping another notch.

“You mean even the suits don't work?’

He shook his head. “They should be functiona—but there’ s no way you can interface with the techs;
no way they can get areading off you. There d be no one to guide you or pull you out of trouble.”

“l don't need atech. | need—" | looked toward the ruins of Human technology and dien dreamfdl
joined like loversin a suicide pact. “That. | need to be indde” Need to be somewhere | want to be.

He looked a me, his face caught between expressions, like suddenly he wasn't sureif | was just a
fresk or actudty insane. *All right,” he said findly, like he'd decided it didn’'t matter ether way. “I'll get
you one. Stay here.” He hdd his hands up, asif he was putting a spel on me so that | didn’t disappear.

| waited, watching the vips surround Protz again, not able to hear what they were saying, not able to
read ther minds. | didn't know where keiretsu had the strongest hold here Would the inddlation’s
offidds turn on Protz because he'd caused this disaster, or would they try to bury ther mistakes? |
hoped Natasa got back before they made up their minds.

Natasa returned with a phase suit, as good as his word. He looked relieved to see me dill waiting
there, &s good as mine | put the suit on. He went with me as far as the wdl of rubble, running
interference for me with anybody who tried to get inmy way. As we stood in front of the fdlen debris he
put his hand on my ann, mking me turn back. He hesitated, then let me go again without saying anything.
He nodded toward the wal and backed away.

| took a deep bresth, putting his expresson and the world it belonged to behind me as | faced the
meass of debris. | ordered the suit on-line, saw the displays materidtze in front of my eyes—a meaningless
jumble of random shapes. For aminute | thought I’ d forgotten how to read.

No. It's the suit. My confidence caught on a jagged shard of doubt as | redized even the sit's
internd systems were scrambled. But Natasa clamed its dbility to phase was intact, that only its link to
the support system was down. | hoped he knew what he was taking about.



| put out my hand, watched it shimmer as | phased it through the surface of the rubble. Just touching
the materid of the reef sent an dectric surge up my arn, sraight into my brain.

| glanced back afind time. The space behind me had gotten unnaturaly quiet. Every face | could see
was looking a me, expectant, waiting.

| entered the land of broken dreams.

The flesh and bone of organic and inorganic materias closed around me. The slence here was
genuing, not the silence of hed breeth; the pressure was red, not the weight of someone else's hopes or
fears. | moved deeper into the matrix, feding my way dowly, because finding a path through this jumble
of chaos and order was different from any reef work 1’d done. I’d begun to take the wild unpredictability
of the reef matrix for granted ... begun to wear the fidd it like a second skin. There was a kind of
freedom to never knowing what you' d find next, as pure initsway as the rapture that took me sometimes
when | encountered enigmas that spoke to mein a voice no one ese would ever hear.

But this time the way to the unknown was roadblocked by baniers of shattered cerdloy and
composite, barred with molysted—inorganic materiads so dense that they were beyond the phase range
of my suit, impenetrable even for me. It was hard to beieve they’d been fragmented by an exploson no
bigger than this one; that the explosion hadn’t turned the whole complex into a smoking crater. Unless the
condruction materids used to build the ingdlation hadn’'t been up to specs, had been flawed to begin
with ... had been one more suicidd mistake that Tau had taken for a good idea.

| worked my way up to aftactured dab of celling, kicked off like a svimmer into the shimmering jdly
of pulverrzed cloud-reef until 1I'd risen pagt it. | stopped moving again, drifting deeper into the matrix,
letting its Slence and strength surround rle, shiedd me from the world I’ d Ieft behind. The reef’s presence
hed been ratling agaLngt my brain like pebbles againg a windowpane since the moment I’d touched its
face. Now, findly, | was secure enough to open dl the windows into my mind. | let my body go
dack—emptying my mind of every thought I'd carried with me into the matrix, until there was only
sensdion ...

The dlence was filled with light. | smdled musc with every breath; my eyes saw the transcendent
radiance of unimaginable wavelengths as dl my senses flowed out into the matrix of the reef.

It would have been easy to lose my sf then, let even the itching sand-grain of someone ese's
desperation that had driven me to this fade away. With an effort of will 1 stopped the bleeding of my
consciousness and forced mysdf to remember who redly counted on the outcome of whet | did here:

Joby ... Joby would lose his mother if | lost my way. The investigators | splanasky had sent to dig out
the rot beneeth Tau's lieswould never have the chance to tdl anyone what they’d found. And I'd never
deep agan, if | thought my own prejudice and bitterness had kept me from finding any survivors.

If there were any survivors. | cast the net of my ps out in a dow scan, feding my sense of control
grow as | searched the metaphoricd darkened room for the faintest gleam of a Human thought. But this
darkened room was in a madhouse, where nothing met anything ese a the expected angle, where
darways of complex hydrocarbons led to impenetrable callings of cerdloy, doorways opened onto
nothingness or wals a desth trap of illusonsfor any searcher who let his attention wander too far.

But as | worked my way deeper, old memories gtirred, memories of the time when I'd been a red
telepath—when 1'd been good, one of the best—If anybody could find them, | could. If there were any
aurvivors dill dive, they had to be here somewhere ... somgwhere .... There.

| caught the quickslver flash of a mind radiating pain. | lunged &fter it as the contact dipped away,
followed it back through a storm wrack of dien sensation, not letting go because | couldn’t afford to lose
it now, not when | was so close—

There. Contact charged my senses, sent my ps link arcing from the core of my mind to another ...
another ... dfather: terror, pain, grief—

Three. Only three—? How many people had gonein here? A lat more than three. | didn’t know the
fed of any of these minds, had never been insde them, couldn’t tel whether they belonged to anyone I'd
ever met because there wasn't a coherent thought in any of them. Raw emotion was screaming through
my brain, and dl it told me was that they were running out of time.

| didn’t try to contact them telepathicaly, knowing they’d only panic. | dung to the fragile thread of



thought that linked me to their location, while my mind backtracked through the maze of jumbled reef
drata to complete the circuit, contacting a mind on the outsde that would anchor me and let me red
mysdf in.

| found Natasa, maybe because he was sanding the closest, maybe because he was the only one
who'd wanted me to find him. | fet him recoil asif the contact had been physicd. Following the compass
of his shock, | retraced my path through the techno-organic maze until 1 fel through into the open again.

Natasa caught me and steadied me as the it deactivated. He was ill in my head, not by choice,
breeking the reef’ s spdl, demanding answerc (—found them?) he was asking. “Y ou found them—?’

(Found them, found them, found ... ) 1 shook my head, trying to clear out the echoes; held up my
hands, nodding franticdly, as | saw the look on his face. | loosened my hedmet and pulled it off.
“aurvivors. Only three”

“Three?” he repeated. “Three? Dammit, twenty-seven people went in therel”

| looked down, grimacing.

“My ... my wife—?"

“l don’t know,” | murmured. “I couldn’t) “ | broke off, feding frustration crush his grief into anger. |
cut the contact between us, shutting him out of my mind. ‘Are you saying, if your wife is dead, then you
don't careif anybody trapped in there survives?’

He blinked, and the kind of anger on hisface changed. “No,” he said. “No, of course not. How far in
aethey”

“Jugt a minute,” someone said behind him. The officids who'd been taking to Protz when | went in
gathered around us. Protz was dill with them. “What about the FTA’s people? Are they dl dead?’

| didn’t have to be amind reader to know what they were redly asking. If the Feds had been killed
inthe explosion, it was going to look bad for Tau ... but they might il be able to cover it up. If the Feds
were dive, there was no hope of burying any of their mistakes, not the big ones, not the smdl ones. “I
don’'t know who survived,” | said, trying to keep my voice even. “1 only know there are people in there
who are il dive”

“How can you be certain?’ one of the officias snapped.

“He knows,” Natasa said, his voice hardening with suspicion. “He's a telepath.” A crowd was
gathering around us, more guards and workers waiting for orders.

“He s crippled, dammit!” Protz said. “He s not amind reader.”

“He can read the reefs,” Ixpa said. | turned, surprised to see her pushing through the crowd. “We
never had anyone here who could do that before him. Why the hdl did you pull him out of there just as
he detected that anomay?’ There were muffnurs from the workers gathering around us, but | couldn’t tell
what thar mood was. Ixpa looked away from Protz, like she didn't redly expect an answer. “How do
you want uS to proceed, Sr?’ She amed the question at Sandusky, induding me with a nod of her head.

“WEe re doing everything we can.” Sandusky gestured like he was brushing aside smoke. “There€' s no
more we can do until the equipment is back on-line” He glanced over his shoulder at the crews 4ill trying
to clear away debris with equipment that only did what they expected it to about athird of the time. “That
will take hours.”

“l don’t think you have hours, Sandusky,” | said.

He looked at me with no recognition, only a kind of disbdief, like I'd forgotten what | was, to be
gpesking to him like that.

| turned back to Ixpa. “Can | take any equipment with me when I’'m wearing a Phase suit?’

“What kind?" she asked, looking dubious.

“Other phase suits—three of them.”

“Well... yeah,” she said. Understanding lit up her face ..’yeah, | don't see why not. You think you
could actudly reach them? Lead them s—J'

| shrugged. “I want to try.”

Ixpa sgnded to one of the workers standing behind her. “ Get me some more phase suits.”

“Wat aminute * Sandusky said, frowning. “You can't do that.”

All around me surprised faces turned to stare a him. “Why not?’ Ixpa said. “It could work.”



Sandusky pursed hislips. He looked like he was barefoot on a hot plate. “1t's too dangerous. | don't
want to risk lodng another lifein ther—" He pointed at the rubble, trying to look like he redly gave a shit
if I lived or died.

“l volunteered,” | said. “I'mwilling to risk it. | can reach them.”

“We don't know if it's our people who survived,” Ptotz protested. “We only have this half-breed’s
word that anyoneisdivein there a dl.”

Sandusky glanced at Protz,, his mouth working.

“Excuse me, dr,” Natasa said. “Is he saying thet if the survivors are Feds we should let them die, for
the good of the keiretsu? That just because we're not sure who it is, we have to let them die—7?

The muittering around us got louder. “My wifeisin there, dr,” Natasa sad. “I don’'t know if she's
dead or dive But it's not keiretsu to bury our own people just because they might be outsiders ... and
the outsiders might know too much. The keiretsu isfamily.”

Sandusky’s face reddened. He glanced at Protz again, looked away as workers arrived carrying the
phase suits Ixpa had sent for. Ixpa handed me my hedmet. | put it on. She passed me the other suits, one
a atime

“Carry them as close to your body as you can,” Ixpa sad. “That should keep them in synch with
your own phase fidd.” She bent her head at the waiting matrix.

| started forward, carrying the extra suits, watching Sandusky and Ptotz from the corner of my eye.
Thar stares got darker as | reached the broken reef-face. But without my naticing it, without Natasa's
sying a word, a phdanx of guards and workers had formed around me, protecting me from any
interference: Kelretsu. | reached the barrier of broken dreams and stepped through.

| let the reef flow into my mind again. It was easier thistime, because the anger I'd taken with meinto
the reef before was gone; easier because | knew that | could do what | had to.

As | |t mysdf fed the reef, | redized that the shining trace of my contact with the survivors ill
exiged, like a wormhole through space. Rdieved and a little awed, | followed it to its end without
stopping.

| burgt through the matrix wal into the tiny vacuole where three survivors huddled under the
achidenta shelter of a pand of unbroken composite. | heard/felt the shock wave of ther disbeief as they
saw me emerge from the reef, impossbly, in front of them. They cringed and cowered like | was some
menifestation of the disaster, come to finish wheat the explosion had started.

“I’'ve come to get you out of here” | said, trying to choose the words that would pull them back to
sanity the fastest. | couldn’t tell how my voice sounded to them, whether the words were even intdligible
| held the suiits up, letting them see what | had, while | searched their filthy, dazed faces for one | knew.

Ling Natasa wasn't there. | didn’t recognize any of them ... but one of them wore what had been an
FTA uniform.

“Thank God ...."” The Fed staggered to hisfeet, dutching an ann that was bent a an unnatura angle.
His face was gray-white with pain under the dirt and blood. “How?’ he mumbled. “Where—?’

| smiled. “Isplanasky sent me”

He gaped. The other two 4ill crouched, saring at us like they’ d been put in gasis. “Come ail,” | sad
Softly. “I"'ve got phase suits for you. I'll lead Y ou out.”

Isplanasky’s man took a suit and began to put it on, while | got the woman wearing a vacant stare
and a guard's datapatches into the second suit. Together we got the third survivor suited up—a bondie
with a gouge in his face that had probably taken out one of his eyes. He wasn't any older than | was. |
tried not to look at his face; tried not to see what ese they’d been looking at dl the while they’d been
trapped here: afoot, an am, protruding from the avalanche of rubble. I was standing in a pool of blood
thet didn’'t seem to have come from any of them. | swallowed down nausea, forcing mysdf to focus my
ps for one last sweep, searching for any survivors | might have missed. There weren't any.

“These auits are mdfunctioning,” the Fed protested, as the oxygen processors began to clear out his
lungs and his brain functions nofindized. He was garing at the garbage readouts insde his he met.

“Itsdl right,” | said, trying to give my words the kind of assurance he needed to hear. “I'll lead you
out. You only have to follow me”



“Your suit ison-ine?” he demanded.

“Yeeh,” | said, not looking a him. “It'S on-line. Let's go.” | hed out my hand again, and the Fed
took it. He put out his hand in turn, taking hold of the bondie. The guard took the laborer’s other hand.
They pulled im forward, carefully, as | led them to the wal of rubble. He came with us, as witless as a
drone, but at least he came.

| waded into the reef-face again, leading them after me one by one. Rdief filled me as | found the
mindHit wormhole of my passage dill waiting to guide us back through the matrix. It was hard enough to
keep track of the others as they floundered after me, dowed by their injuries, by shock, by inexperience.
| dmogt lost someone more than once as we blundered through nightmarish pockets of random densty in
what was for them mostly pitch-black effluvia | had to remind mysdf that they couldn't sense what |
sensed, each time | had to double back to keep one or another of them moving in the right direction.

| couldn’t communicate with them now to guide or reassure them; the suits commlinks turned
evaything into unintdligible satic. | was glad | didn’'t have to ligen to what they were saying. | knew
what they were feding, and it was dl | could do to keep mysdf moving through their nightmare toward
the light. The journey in had been clear and easy; the journey out was by way of another universe, with a
Sde trip through hell. My breath was coming in ragged gasps; | wasn't sure if it was my strength giving
out or the suit. | only knew that if | didn’t reach the other end of this mentad rope soon, none of us was
going to reach it.

And then, suddenly, we were through—I staggered out of the reef-face, dragging the Fed with me.
The others came through behind him and dropped to the floor like stones. | fdl on my knees, coughing
convulsvey, zts workers and guards svarmed over us, gripping off our hedmets and suits, leaving me
defensdess againg the mass of incoherent noise around us, the feedback indde my head—I covered my
head with my arms, trying to shut it out.

someone pulled me to my feet, pulled my hands away, asking, ‘Are you dl right?’

| nodded blindly. He led me out of the crush of oversolicitous bodies. | opened my eyes again findly,
to Natasa' s face. Redizing, as | did, why | hadn’t wanted to seeit.

“You didn't find her,” he whispered. It wasn't an accusation—wasn't even a question. His
resgneation pooled on the surface of a grief deeper than time. “ She's gone.”

| nodded, swdlowing hard as | choked down his emations. “The three | brought out ... they were it.”
| bent my head in the direction of the survivors. “They were dl.”

“At lees—" His voice broke. ‘At least she didn't suffer.” He wiped his face with the pdm of his
hand, thinking, (It was the living, the ones left behind, who suffered. Joby. His wtfe was gone, Miya
was Sone.==. Sood God, what was he going to do about Joby now?).

| didn’t know, and | didn’'t know what to say.

The others were catching up to us now. Natasa wiped &t his eyes.

| turned to see the Fed I’d just rescued supported by a couple of med techs. | saw him glance away
long enough to notice Natasa's red-rimmed eyes before he looked back a me “I wanted to thank
you—" he said, his voice hoarse with pain.

| nodded, only registering him with part of my attention, the rest dill mired in Natasa's grief. | fdt my
mind beginning to close up, inexorably, like afig.

“And | want to talk to You. Now.”

“Sr,” one of the techs holding him up said, “now we take you to the infirmary and make sure none of
your injuries ate life-thregtening.”

The Fed looked at her, exasperated, but he didn’'t argue. He glanced at Natasa. “This bondie better
not have any unfortunate accidents before I’'m up and around. Y ou understand me?’

Natasa' s dark eyes hdd his stare. “Perfectly,” he said.

The Fed let the med techs lead him away; he looked back once== like he wanted to be certain that
he remembered my face or that | hadn’'t aheadY disaPPeared.

| stood beside Natasa, watching them go, through a silence that was as panful as it was long. Fndly
Natasa sraightened his shoulders, asif he was trying to shrug off the waight of hisgrief. | couldn’t fed his
mind anymore; couldn’t see in through his eyes. Nothing showed on his face now. | watched him take



something off his equipment belt. He reached out and clamped it around my writ.

| diffened, Sarting to pull away, until | redized that it wasn't binders. There was a flash of light; a
shock ran up my arm. When he took the thing away, | wasn't wearing a bond tag anymore. Instead there
was only my own raw, flayed flesh in a band two fingers wide darding my wrigt. “Your contract is
canceled,” Natasa said.

| looked at him, not sure whether the pain or the surprise | fdt was more intense. Neither one of
those came up to the knees of my disbdlief. “You can do tha—'!" | whispered.

He shrugged, grimecing. “It wasn't a valid contract. You should never have been here in the firg
place”

| took a deep bresath, let it out. “What happens now?’

His hand settled on his gun; his stare hit zero degrees Kdvin as he searched the crowd for Protz.
“Now,” he said, “the shit hits the fan.” He subvocdized a cdl, and suddenly two guards were pushing
through the confuson of bodies. Natasa gestured at me. “Take him to the infirmaty. Stay with him.”

“BUt I'm ngf—"

He gave me a look. “Get his am cared for. Then find out where they put that injured Fed and put
himin the next bed.”

The guards nodded. one of them amiled. “No problem.”

“How's Park?’ Natasa asked. Tha had been the name on the datapatch of the guard I'd brought
out.

“Meds say €l bedl right, r.”

“Good,” Natasa murmured, nodding, but looking down.

“Namaste,” | murmured. Natasa glanced a me, without understanding. As the guards led me away |
looked back, watching Natasa' s progress toward Protz. They were out of my line of sghi before | could

see it happen, but | smiled anyway.

Twenty-Nine

Bv rhe time | was sharing a room with the Fed, he'd been sedated past caring. Any conversation
with him was going to have to wait. At least I’d overheard enough to know that his name was Ronin, and
that he was going to survive.

It was dmogt harder to believe | might actudly survive this | lay down on the empty bed, ill
cradling my sudoskin-covered wrigt, glad enough to rest as fatigue unraveled what was left of my
CONSCiOUSNESS.

| opened my eyes again, startled out of deep, only reayzrng then that 1’d been adeep, probably for
hours.

Luc Wauno was sanding beside the bed, his hand ill on my shoulder, shaking me awake. He held
his hand up in slent warning as he saw my eyes open.

“wauno?’ | mumbled, gtting up. “where the hdl did you come from?’

He nodded at the other bed. Natasa stood beside it, heping Ronin to his feet. Ronin looked more
stupefied than | did, probubly from the meds he' d been given, but he was tracking and functiond. Natasa
looked worse than Ronin, trsif he'd been fighting his grief for hours and logng the battle. “I don't like
what I'm hearing updtairs” Natasa said. “1 want you both safdy out of reach until there's backup
avalable” He handed Ronin his uniform jacket and pants and began to hdp him get into them.

As | got out of bed | glanced up a the security monitors. They were aways or, everywhere,
induding here.

“We're running a playback loop—adl anyone sees is the two of you deeping,” Natasa sad,
answering my look.

“Wher. ut. we going?’ | asked, sheking cloud-dreams out of my head. “No Place is ssfe—"

“I know a place that is” Wauno said, and hissmile said, Freaktown.

| nodded, glancing a Ronin, dt the databand on hiswrigt. “Leave that here”

He looked a melike I’d told him to leave one of his eyes.



“They can track you by it. If Tau decides to bury its mistakes, you won't be safe anywhere with that
on.”

A stunned-prey look filled his face. | saw doubt replace it, and findty acceptance. Sowly,
reluctantly, he unlatched his data-band; stood holding ir in his hand like he was weighing it.

“He Sright. It's the only way to be Sure,” Natasa said.

Ronin dropped the databand on his bed, grimacing. Natasa put an ann around him, supporting him as
we went out of the room. Guards waited in the hdlway to escort us through the inddlation’s maze to the
entrance.

Wauno's new trangport was waiting right where the old one had, once before, or the landing plaza
outsgde the complex’'s man entrance. There were clouds phasng across the face of the moon as |
glanced up ... or maybe they were something more, watching over us.

More guards were waiting by the transport. They gave us a thumbs-up and stepped aside. The hatch
opened, and Wauno took over supporting Ronin to help him up the ramp.

| started after them; hesitated as | real rzed Natasa wasn't following. “What about you?’ | asked.

He shook his head. “I'll be dl right.” He nodded at the guards flanking him.

“Whet if you're wrong?’ | asked.

“Ronin has my tesimony and data waiting for him. Wauno knows how to access it.” He smiled
sourly.

“What about Joby?’

His amile disappeared. “He |l be safe ...” he said, and the words seemed to choke him. “He Il be with
you.” He went back through the line of guards toward the complex entrance.

| watched him 80, speechless, until Wauno caled my name, tdling me to get on board.

| dimbed the ramp, stood beside him while the hatch sedled behind me. Standing this close to him in
the transport’ sdimly lit interior, | saw that he was wearing the medicine pouch ..,.Luc, | ... 'm sorry,” |
muttered, looking away. “1 never ...

He looked blank, until he redized whet | was looking at. He touched the worn leather bag and shook
his head. “It was there for you,” he said quietly. “when you needed it. That'sdl.”

| looked up a himin disbdlief. “How did you know | would need it?’

“l didn't,” he said with adow gamile “It knew, | suppose. That's what it does. Believe it or not.” He
shrugged, looking up a me again. “I know what happened when we crashed,” he said. “It wasn't your
fault” He took his placein the pilot’'s sedt.

| swallowed alot of usdess words and turned away to find a seat for mysdf. Ronin was aready
strapped in. Sitting behind him was Perrymeade, halding Joby in his [ap.

| stopped moving. “What do you want? Y ou two-faced son gf 4—"

“Ca!” Suddenly Kissindre stood up from the seat behind theirs. “Shut up and ligen to me” | was
dready gaping, speechless, as she came forward, moving carefully as the transport began to lift. | could
see the paleline of afading scar on her cheek. But she was moving dl right, not maimed, not crippled. |
sank into the seat across from Ronin like my brain had shorted out.

“l know the transport accident wasn't your fault,” she said as | looked away from her eyes. “[-Incle
Janos knew that too.”

| raised my head. “Then ... why—||" | held up my bandaged wrigt, looking at him. “Why did he do
thisto me?’ My hands made afig, and arted to tremble.

Her fingers barely touched the sudoskin on my wrist. “To buy you time, urtil the FTA could send
more investigators. Tio keep Borosage from killing you.”

| opened my mouth.

“.Do you think you'd be dive now if my unde had left you with Tau’'s Corporate Security?”

“No,” | whispered. Findly | looked at Perrymeade again. “| redly thought you hated my guts” | said.
“| redly thought you meant it.”

“Maybe | did, just then,” Perrymeade said. | dmost imagined | saw a ghost of a smile “But if |
hadn’t, Borosage would never have believed me”

“Maybe | deserved it,” | murrnured, glanang away.



“Maybe you were right in everything you did, too.”

| didn't answer; couldn’'t even look back a him. The unredity of where | was now, the totd
unexpectedness of what these people had done, for me and againg the system of lies, was dmost more
then | could dedl with.

When | looked up again a ladt, it was to look at Joby, stting mationless in Perrymeade’s arms. His
eyes were on my face, daring a me as fixedly as the eyes of a dall, until 1 was sure it wasn't random.
“Joby ... 7’ | sad softly. He blinked. But he didn’'t move, didn't speak. | looked away again, Sck a
heart, wondering if this wasn't worse somehow than the way he' d been before. “Why is he here? It could
be dangersss—’

“Not as dangerous as leaving him where Tau could find him,” perrymeade said grimly. | remembered
then what Natasa had said to me. | glanced at Joby again long enough to see that he wasn't wearing a
databand ether.

| rubbed my wrig, feding the sudoskin loosen at the edges as my ragged nals caught on it. | forced
my hand away, wondering if the day would ever come when | fdt secure enough inwho | was and where
| was to stop doing that. However long it took, it was going to take even longer now. ‘All right, then,” |
sad. “why are you two here?’ | nodded at Kissndre and Perrymeade.

“Adding linksto the chain of truth, | hope,” Perrymeade answered. “I’ve been cooperating with the
FTA ever sncel learned you' d contacted them.”

“How did you know that?’ | asked== surprised.

“Hanjen. Even before Borosage let it dip, Hanjen had contacted me.”

“How did he know that?’

“Miyatold him,” Kissindre said. “He told my uncle, after he'd agreed to help Tau find you ....” She
looked away from my face and back again. “Borosage’ s men were everywhere on the Hydran side of
the river, Cat. They forced their way into houses and destroyed people's belongings. They terrorized
children in school; they took away patients from the hospitd and jailed them without any cause. They
embargoed food shipmanf5—"

| shook my head, stunned as | redized that it redly was Han-jen who had told Tau where we'd
taken Joby; suffendered his own foster daughter to the Humans ... betrayed us, to save his people. HeEd
been trapped between a rock and a hard place. But we' d put him there.

Perrymeade turned to Ronin, who' d been watching us with the rapt attention of a man caught up in a
threedy psychodrama when he' d expected to see the Indy News.

“Mez Ronin,” Perrymeade said, suddenly hesitant ..,I ... there are no words to say how solry | am
about ... the deaths of your team members”

Ronin nodded wordlesdy. The look of a disaster vicim was dill deep in his dark, up-danting eyes,
thet look would be there a lot longer than the cuts and bruises on his face. His cropped black har did
down across his face as he nodded; he didn't seem to notice. His hair, his eyes, reminded me of
someone ... the taeMings ... JLtle, whose face | hadn’t seen for so long that it was getting hard to see her
dealy inmy mind ....

| pushed my own filthy hair out of my eyes for the tenth time since I’d got on board, and glanced a
Kissndre. She wasn't looking a me now. | looked away again, thinking about Miya Borosage's men
had missed her a the monast™ry, but | didn't know what had happened during the time I'd been at the
reef interface ... whether she'd be wating for me when | got to Freaktown, whether she was sdfe,
whether she was Hill free—

“... thank you,” Ronin said to me. Kissindre nudged my arm, and | redized we'd been having a
conversation | hadn’t been ligening to.

“For what?' | said.

He looked surprised. “For dl you' ve risked, to bring the truth out.”

| saw Juleinmy mind's eye again as | looked at him. If it hadn't been for Jule, the fedings I’d had for
her, | never would have met her aunt, Lady Elnear taMing, or Natan Isplanasky, who'd sent Ronin here.
| never would have set foot on Refuge; I'd dill be a half-breed street punk in Quarro’s Oldcity, or dse
I’d be dead. None of this would have happened. But other things would have. Maybe they wouldn't



have been any better. | shook my head; looked out the window at nothing disguised as night.

“All the risks,” Ronin repeated==Isplanasky told me about how he met you ....” He dmog amiled.
‘And he said you sent him an illegd message about conditions here. He said your style hadn’t changed

| managed aamile of my own, hoping | never had to tdl him how I’d doneit.

“And you' re the one who found the survivors ingde the reef.”

| nodded again, the motion like a rictus, even though he hadn't redly asked a question.

“You mug have alot to tdl me. I've heard what Perrymeade has to say. I've got tetimony from
Natasa. But | want what you know, what you've seen, heard, sensed, every damn detall § i1—" He
held up his hand, padm out. | blinked as | saw a recorder implant saring at me like a misplaced eye.

“How many people were on your teeam?’ | asked.

He looked startled, then stunned, and | was solry I'd asked. “Four,” he said fantly, like that one
word held the mass of a planet. “Fouf ....”

He didn't have to tdl me the others hadn’t been strangers. Sowly he closed his hand, hiding the
recorder. For a long minute he didn’'t say anything more, didn't ask anything more, as if dl the fdse
energy of pankillers and denid had gone out of him and left him logt and hurting. He was blinking too
much when he looked up a me again; his face was set with anger. He opened his hand, waiting for me to
sPeak.

| hesitated, not certain where to start. “You know ... about Joby?’ | asked, reaching out from my
seat to hold Joby’s hand. | thought the fingers twitched, like they were trying to close around mine. |
glanced a Perrymeade and held out my artns. He hesitated, but then he passed Joby to me. | hdd him
close, remembering the wann, bresthing weight of his smal body.

| moved his hands, dowly and gently, until his arms were around my neck. He held 0o, dinging to me
without my help.

“Hi, Joby,” | whispered, my throat tight. “Missed you ....” Not knowing whether he could hear me,
let done understand me. | tried to find my way into his thoughts, now that he was so close, but the inner
space between our minds had its own geography, and neither one of us had a sense of direction.

“Perrymeade has told me his suspicions,” Ronin said gently, dmost hesitantly. “Is there more you can
tdl me?’

| glanced up, distracted, amost resenting the interruption. | forced mysdf to get past it and answer
him. “1 can tdl you more than anyone knowS,” | said, and began at the beginning.

By thetime I"d finished, Joby waslying adeep inmy arns, and we were pasing over the lighted grid
of Tau Riverton. | never thought I'd be glad to see it again, and | wasn't. But beyond the dark gash that
marked the river canyon were the random lights and dendritic streets of Freaktown.

| breathed a 9gh of relief as we passed over the river without being haled by CorpSec. | wondered
where Wauno was teking us, now that Grandmother was gone.

He took us to Hanjen. He let the transport hover centimeters above Hanjen's rooftop, like he was
afrad the building might not support its mass. We dimbed out, carefully, heping each other down.

Wauno |€ft the ship suspended just above the roof and guided us to a dairway leading down. |
wondered why he'd brought us here, when Hanjen had betrayed me once dready. | understood now
why Hanjen had done it, but that didn’'t make trusting him any easier. But | trusted Wautro, so | didn't
ask any questions.

Aswe went on across the roof | noticed the remains of awal and pillars around its perimeter. There
mugt have been a sheltered tower up here once, for afr, for communing with the cloud-whaes. Nothing
was left of it now but bits of masonry like broken teeth. | was surprised Hanjen hadn't replaced it.
Maybe he d fdt like there was no way to redlam what his people had lost when they logt the an lirr, and
the dght of a prayer tower that would be meaningless forever wasn't something he wanted to confront
every day.

Hanjen was waiting for us below, in aroom | remembered. He diffened a little as he saw me come
in, carrying Joby. | wasn't sureif he was reacting to what was in my eyes or just to the Sght of me. The
room looked the way | remembered, filled with artifacts of a past that was gone forever.



| thought about the last time I’d seen him, how I’ d been with the HARM survivors after the CorpSec
massacre, how he' d hdd Grandmother’ s lifdess body in his arrns and cursed us dl for what we'd done.
That day had been just the beginning of the grief the Satoh had caused the Community .... And even
though he'd hated us then, and had every reason to, his act againgt us had been an act of desperation,
done to keep Borosage from grinding the embers of a guttering fire into cold ashes.

Hanjen bowed formdlly to us, taking his eyes off me as he said, “Namaste. Welcome to my home.”

The others bowed back to him, Wauno and Kissndre murmuring “Namaste’ as naurdly as
breething. Perrymeade’ s bow was awkward as he echoed “Namaste,” the fird Hydran word 1I'd ever
heard him speak. Ronin imitated the others, doing it well. | stood where | was, halding Joby, diff and
Slent.

“Namaste,” another voice said.

“Miya—7?" | turned.

She was dready looking at me as she entered the room, as if she'd known what she'd see, where
each of us stood, even before | spoke. (I—.CatJoby—!) Her mind durred our names into one thought,
shat through with emotion. She crossed the room to us, moving as slently as if she was afrad we'd
vanish. But her amile widened with each step. As she closed the space between us, she closed her eyes
in concentration and took us gently ingde the circle of her mind.

My mind burst open like shuttered windows, and suddenly the two of them were there indde me,
sharing the view. (Namaste,) | said, findly understanding its true meaning.

(I was so drad for you—) she thought, kissng me as she cdled me by my unspoken name.

“Mommy ... 7" Joby murmured, rubbing his eyes like he' d just wakened from a strange dream to find
usthere. “Daddy.” He smiled—we were dl amiling, impossibly, in the same place & the same time, in our
own pocket world again. The room and everyone dseinit had ceased to exist, and the universe beyond
it—

Someone teleported into the room, amost on top of us.

“Naoh!” | wasn't sure how many of us said her name at once, like a chorus. Ronin recoiled like he'd
never seen anybody tele-port before. Maybe he hadn't.

| glanced at the others Kissndre and Wauno, Perrymeade and Hanjen, dl caught with their
expressions hdfway between poles.

Naoh's surprise became disgust as she turned to find Miya with me and Joby. Her mentd barrier
ruptured the fragile link | shared with them, before she cut us dl out of her mind. She turned away,
completing her rgjection of our existence.

Miyawas back insde my thoughts indantly. | fdt her try to force an opening in the wall of her sster’s
dlence to force Naoh to acknowledge our right to be together ... fdt her fal.

| held her back as she would have crossed the room. (Don't,) | thought. (It isn't you. It it us. It's
her.)

(She'smy sster—) Miya shook her head, raning againg my grip as the memories of alifetime filled
her mind. (Naoh needs me. Who dse does she have? | can hep her—) | fdt her loydties dipping.

(Dammit, she tried to kill ug!) | forced Miyato drink my memories with her own, like blood in wine,
(She' s sucking you in; she'sbes mod ....)

Miya pulled her gaze away from Naoh's unyidding back. She looked into Joby’s eyes, into mine ...
collided with the ice dam of control that barely hed inmy anger, and my fear of loang her again to Naoh.

| felt what it cost her to believe me; redlized what she couldn’'t bear to let hersdlf see, that for Naoh
their lifdong bond had become just a weakness to be exploited ...

Her resolve hardened into bitterness as she watched her sster blow like a burning wind through the
minds of everyone ese in the room, oblivious to us now.

| iffened as Naoh singled out Ronin. In an eyeblink, she was across the room in front of him. She
pinned him againg the wal with a tdekinetic fidd, stopping short of touching him physcdly. His eyes
glazed as she invaded his mind, ready to riffle through his memories back to the day he was born.
Nobody moved to stop her.

“Naoh!” | yelled, loud enough to break even her concentration. “Get off him, you mindfucking bitch!”



| crossed the room, figts clenched.

She turned around, and her burning stare told me she would have scrambled my brains if she could
have. But she couldn’t. She turned back to Ronin. This time she didn't touch him, even with her mind.
She only said, out loud, “So you come from the FTA, and you dam you have the power to hep us?’
She was spesking to him in Standard; 1'd never heard her use it before. They all speak Sandard,
Perrymeade had said once. Probably she dways had too; never usng it had been intentiond, political.

Ronin nodded, doing his best to hide his sudden terror and his sudden rdief. He glanced at
Perrymeade, tt Hanjen, with something that was half appeal and haf incomprehension.

“Then why are you here, hiding from the Humans like a meb-bet?’

Hanjen had been standing beside Perrymeade. Suddenly he was between Ronin and Naoh. Ronin
pressed back againg the wall again, his face going white. “Heis here as my gued,” Hanjen said, “to learn
about our Stuation. And he is here for his own safety.” He touched Ronin's arm, and there was
something more than just physcd reassurance in the way it made Ronin suddenly relax. Hanjen had
reached into his mind without his redizing it, preading cam over the troubled water of his emotions.
Hanjen led Ronin to a cushioned settee across the room. Ronin sat down on it dmogt rductantly, like he
was afraid it might disappear from under him.

Naoh stood with her arms crossed, her disdan clear enough for even a Humen to read, her
desperation so obvious to me that | dmost fet soffy for her. Her hair was filthy and matted; her clothes
looked like she' d been desping in them. Her face was thinner and harder than | remembered, her mouth
even more hitter, her eyes logst in deep hallows of faigue.

“| thought you said you didn’t know where she was,” Perrymeade murrnured to Hanjen.

“l didn't know.” Hanjen shook his head, looking from Naoh to us—looking a Miya, with more on
hismind than he was saying out loud.

Miya looked down and didn’t answer. Or maybe that was dl the answer she had.

“We're sgers” Naoh sad defiantly, like Miya's shamefaced slence was just one more body blow
to her sdf-contral. “We are dl the family we have, because Humans killed our parents. The lagt of it.
Forever.” She spoke the words with a venom that made Han-jen flinch. “No matter what happens,
nothing is stronger than that.”

“It strue” Miya sad quietly, looking a her sster with something that was dmost compassion. “If
she's nearby, | know ... \rye aways know. Ever snce our parents died ...." She gave a smdl, hepless
shrug; but | fdt her anguish as she glanced a me, knowing how often and how profoundly Naoh had
violated everything that bond of blood should have represented. “She knew | was staying with you,
Hanjen. And | knew she was watching, ligening.”

“l am her conscience, Hanjen,” Naoh said. ‘And yours” She looked away again a Ronin and the
others, her eyes avoiding me. “Is this redly the man you expect to save you—?" When | couldn’'t. Her
eyes finished the thought. “This pitiful, braindead Human?’

Ronin diffened, like the verba dap had stung his courage back to life “1 may not seem like much
done ... Naoh,” he said, mesting her stare. He gestured a his ruined uniform. “But | am not done ... and
I'm not powerless. Tau's negligence killed the three other people who came with me—" He broke off.
“But they didn’t kill me. I’'m going to make them regret that. There's a Federation Transport Authority
embargo-class ship in planetary orbit above Refuge. | have more than enough reason to contact them. |
want to do everything | can to help your people, &S wel as protect our contract laborers, if you can give
me enough good reasons.”

“How will you contact the ship?’ | asked, remembering that we'd made him leave his databand
behind.

“There'sa specid tranamitter on my databand. We dl have them, we cdl it the ‘ deadman swifgh'—”
He broke off again, as what must have been a sardonic joke for too long suddenly wasn't funny. “ft ... if
itisn't reset on aregular schedule, it autometicaly contacts the ship. They’ll assume the worst, and notify
the home office—and Draco, in this case. In the meantime, they’ll send down ther tactica enforcement
unit: sanctions will be imposed immediately. All shipping schedules will be on hold until the Stuation is
resolved to the FTA’s stisfaction.” There was a reason why Tau, and even Draco, were afrad of the



FTA when it was doing its job.

Just spesking the words gave Ronin strength, the way hearing them changed the faces of everyone
ligening—induding Naoh.

“Naoh,” Miyasaid, and | fdt her praying that there was dill something rationd and reachable insde
her sster’'s mind. “Thisis

DKEAMFALL 1 40l the last chance our people have for the future we tried to give them. Even
Hanjen undergtands the Way we were meant to follow now.” She was dill speaking Standard, like she
wanted Ronin to follow it.

“What do you mean?’ Naoh demanded, frowning.

Miya glanced a me. “Out in the Homeland, Bian showed me how our Gift binds us to the an lin, to
thisworld.” Naoh's frown deepened, and | looked a Miyain surprise.

She went on, indde our heads this time | fdt her rdief as she released hersdf from words. She
showed me how my unthinking question—What if the an lirr came back?—had entered her thoughts
like a grain of sand; how what had begun as a painful reminder of loss had become layered with
posshilities, until a last she had offered Hanjen a pearl of indght, a gift of hope: the possbility thet if the
Community could regain their symbioss with the an lirr, they could rekindle their sense of worth as a
people. With Ronin’s support, Tau could be forced to stop manipulating the cloud-whaes migrations ....

Miya paused,. searching for some detall she hadn’'t shown her sgter yet, the thing that would tip the
scaes of beief. “Naoh,” | said, not sure why | was even trying to fill the Slence, after what Naoh had
done to me. Except that Miya had suffered enough, and | loved Miya more than I’d ever hate her Sster
... "At Tau's mining interface my Gift let me read the reefs in ways that Humans can’'t. They miss
incredible thingsin the matrix without ps to guide them. It made me ... vaugble to them. It helped keep
medive. If it's vauable to them, it can be vauable to the Community. It's something we have that they
want. We can use that—"

“They will never trust us enough.” Naoh shook her head, but at least she acknowledged me.

| shrugged. “If there' s one thing I’ ve learned living with Humans, it's ‘ Never underestimate the power
of greed.”** | gestured a Ronin. “Show Ronin the truth, the way you showed it to me once. Let him see
exactly what your people—our people—need.” | remembered my nightmare tour of Freaktown, its
medicd center, the back-alley drug hole where I'd met Navu. ‘And then let im help us get it.”

“Navu,” Miya said, fdling back into Hydran as she caught the echo in my thoughts. “We can get him
the kind of help he needs; we can get the Humans' drugs off our Streets—"

“It'stoo late” Naoh said, her voiceflat. “Navu is dead.”

Miya made a sound as if someone had hit her in the ssomach, and Joby whimpered. “ Oh, God,” she
breathed, the Human words faling from her lipsinto a fractured slence. “How? Why—7?’

“Because the supply of drugs stopped, with everything ese, untii Hanjen gave you up to the
HumarS,” Naoh said, her voice corroded by grief. “He couldn’t live without it, with what he had to feel
He ... he stopped his own heart. And you caused it! It was your fault—you and that haf-Human
mebtaku!” Tears soilled out of her eyes, down her face. “If you wanted so much to be Human, Miya,
why not just use the drugs? Then the only life you ruined would have been your own!”

“And would you have been happy to sdl them to me too?’ Miya asked, with sudden anger. | fdt her
compassion drive and die. Joby gave a amdl squeak as she hdd him too close. “1 never worked for
Humans because | thought they were better than | was! | did it because | believed in us ... and that both
our peoples had Giftsto share”

Naoh diffened; so did Hanjen, across the room. For a moment Naoh wavered, as the words ripped
open her denid and left her garing a the truth. She shook her head, but she was jugt sheking off the
temptation to let hersdf bdieve anything we'd said. She didn't bother to argue Miya's point or even
defend harsdf againg it. She looked a Ronrn again. “I'll be watching what you do,” she sad in
Standard. ‘And if it isn't enough—" She disappeared, leaving the threet hanging unfinished inthe air.

The Humansin the room, and probably the Hydrans, let out a collective held breath.

“What did she mean?’ Ronin asked, frowning. s he actudly dangerous?’ He looked at Hanjen.

“Naoh ....” Hanjen gestured at his head, ill stunned, as if after learning about her drug deding he'd



forgotten the words to explan mentd illness in Standard. “She can do no red harm without harming
hersdf.”

| thought again about what she'd done with her rabble-rousing; what she’d done to me. But looking
a Miya, | didn’t press the point.

Perrymeade turned to Ronin findly and said, “You'll be safe here ... as safe as anywhere on the
planet. We have to get back across the river, before someone misses us” He glanced at

Kissndre and Wauno, back a Ronin's uncertain face. “Hanjen and Miya and Cat are the best
informants you'll find on the problems of the Hydran Community. They can explain dl the things that | ...
thet | just never understood.” He looked down.

Miya set Joby down; urged him to cross the room to Perrymeade, dow step by dow step. | fdt the
effort of her concentration as she guided him. Perrymeade kneeled down and took Joby into hisarms.

“I-Incle Janos,” Joby munnured, the words lisped but perfectly clear. He rested his head on
Perrymeade’ s shoulder, hugging him.

Perrymeade looked up a Miya, his mind overflowing with tender ness/apol ogyfloss/gratitude, uniil
even his face was too panful to look at. “Take care of him,” he murrnured. “1 know you'll take good
care of him. Until it's safe for dl of you to come back across the river.”

Miya nodded, her own face full of compassion.

Kissndre moved dmog hestantly to her und€e's sde. She touched Joby’s dark har with a gentle
hand. Joby glanced up, and they both smiled. She moved back again as Perrymeade released Joby from
hisarms, muffnuring a good-bye as his nephew started back toward Miya

Kissndre and Perrymeade followed Joby with their eyes, until they were both looking a Miya, a
me, a the way we were sanding together, touching each other.

| met Kissndre's clear blue stare, wishing | could look away from it. “I'm soffy, Kiss ...” |
murrnured, not able to tdl her what | felt, not able to show her ether; not like this.

But she amiled and finished a trgectory back to Wauno's side. He put his am around her and
grinned, shrugging. “It'sdl right,” she said, amiling up & him, and back a me. “sometimes things actudly
do work out.”

| fdt a amile of rdief come out on my face, the fig of my thoughts loosened until | could share them
agan with Miya | fdt her curiogty settle on the surface of my mind; but she only picked Joby up agan
and didn’'t ask me any questions.

Wauno led the others out the way they’d come in. Ronin watched them go, watched us stay behind,
with alot less wariness than he would have shown five minutes before. | wondered if he'd findly come to
see that we redly did have something in common.

But as the room emptied, leaving the five of us to awkward slence, exhaudion smothered his
thoughts like a pillow.

Hanjen moved to his sde, filling the void Ieft by the others departure. He seemed to fed Ronin's
exhaudtion as degply as Ronin did; or maybe he was just that exhausted himsdf. He and Miya were both
wearing long, shapeless tunics that must be deep shirts. | tedized that it had to be near dawn. The day
Ronin and | had just been through mugt have been the longest day of hislife And probably the worst. He
sagged forward on the cushioned sest, resting his head in his hands.

Hanjen touched Ronin’s shoulder, quietly urging him to lie down and rest, tdling him that there would
be time enough to discuss injustice, and to grieve, tomoffow; but it was time for dl of usto rest, no'tv ...

There was a sublimind pg touch buried in the comforting words, he was usng his ps to plant
suggestions of hedling and cam and reassurance. | knew that kind of subtle touch, whet it could do, how
much it could meen .... | wondered how often he'd used it in his work as an ombudsman. As far as |
knew he didn't use it when he was negatiating with Humans. | wondered whether this was the firg time
he' d ever met—or had to enter the mind of—a Human whose emotions had been stripped raw.

| glanced & Miya as something widful and amost forlorn whispered through my thoughts. She
watched Ronin lie down where he was and Hanjen cover him with a blanket; | shared her memory of a
time long ago when her own loss had been as fresh, and Hanjen had given her the same comfort, with a
touch and a thought that were kindness itdf .... She held Joby tighter, stroking his hair, murmuring



something | couldn’t quite make out. It sounded like a song, or maybe a prayer.

Hanjen straightened up again. He looked at us ganding together and amiled. | didn’'t know if he was
aniling at the Sght of us together or just at the proof that he hadn’t sold his soul to the Humans after al.
“The Way has brought us safdy home,” he murnured. “We should rest now—uwhile we have a resting
place” He yawned, asif he'd convinced hmsdf a least thet the rest was long overdue. He went off in
the direction of his room without speaking, leaving a kind of benediction in our minds

Miya led me into the room where she’'d been degping—the room I'd dept in once. | wondered
whether she'd known that.

(Yes,) she thought, and when | looked at her, there were tearsin her eyes.

| bit my lip, wanting to hold her, but waited while she settled Joby into one of the hammocks
suspended hafway between the caling and floor. She rocked him gently, humming atune | felt as much
as heard, soothing him to deep.

| stood looking at the other hammock, remembering how I'd spent my only night in this room
degping on the floor. | suddenly fdt an exhaudtion that made the way 1'd fdt earlier seem like a good
night's deep.

Miya moved away from Joby’'s hammock and put her afns around me. She kissed me like she'd
known—must have known—what I’d been wanting, aching for .... My fatigue vanished like a shadow
inthe sun. | fdt giddy, like gravity had stopped, and we wereriang intothe a'r ....

We were. | redized, with the fraction of my mind that was gill hafway coherent, that we were dowly
rigng, oirding upward, drifting toward the second hammock together. Miya settled us into its yidding
crescent. Our bodies st it rocking gently as we began to touch and kiss and maneuver into position,
anking deeper into need and pleasure, into each other’s bodies and minds and souls ...

After along while with no coherent thought at dl, only sensation, we lay quiet again in the hammock’s
soft embrace. After a longer time, | thought, (Miya, what you told Naoh, about the an lirr: thet if they
returned, it could be the key to the Community’ssurvivd ... | gave You that idea?)

She nodded without moving. (Sometimes it takes an outsder’s eye to see what no one sees dearly
from the indde—)

Pain caught inmY chest.

(What—?) Miyathought, asfu pan impaed us both.

(Outsider,) | thought, and without wanting to, (mebtaku.)

(Bian.) She touched my cheek gently. (No Human ever had that indght either, in dl the years they've
mined the reefs, in dl the time since they came here. No one without the Gift could have had it) Her
fingers traced the not-quite-Human, not-quite-Hydran contours of my face. (Did it honestly never occur
to you, nashelrtatr,)

she thought, (that you might be something better than either one?)

“MiYa—"

Her fingers touched my lips, slencing me. (When | shared your mind that night | first saw you ... that
was the fird time | redly believed Humans and the Community could trust each other, a least enough so
that we could share thisworld in peace. And | thought, if only there was something that could make dl of
them see thisworld like you do ... likewe do ...) The words dissolved into images of the monagtery, the
reefs, the secrets of the Hydran past that we'd explored together. (I'd dways wanted to beieve our
peoples could find a common ground .... No one but you ever made it seem possble to me) She
pictured the future unfolding as it should: (We were together now, the Way had ted me back to her
and Joby back to us) She saw us together a the monagtety, the shue where the an lirr had thought
about hedliilg, where now we would have the time we needed to hed oursalves .... (Everything will be dl
right now.)

(Don't say that!) | thought. (Don't ever say that, not ever—)

| fdt her surprise ... fdt her fater as she remembered once saying the same words to me. “ft's dl
right,” she whispered fiercdy, “it id” She kissed me again, stroking my hair. But she'd said it out loud. |
fdt her withdraw, only alittle, kegping the mindlink open but taking one step back, like somebody who'd
stood too close to the fire.



| didn't try to lie to her; | didn't dare. We'd both come too close to the truth that night in the
monagtery, feding our minds approach meltdown in the fuson of our pasts. Maybe enough peace and
enough faith would hed uS, dong with Joby. But there'd never been enough of ether one in my life My
past had stolen too many things from me, too often, for too long. Too much of my life had been spent in a
free-fire zone; | didn't know whether dl of spacetime held enough fath to change who | was into who |
might have been ...

And | wondered how I'd ever learn to live with someone eseif | couldn’t live with mysdf.

Miya set the hammock into gentle mation, s if by rocking us, soothing us to deep, she could stop
time itsdf, with dl its unpredictable power. | lay mationless in her arrns, letting exhaustion erase the
questions that only time could answer.

Thirty

Ir rook ten days for the falout to stop fdling. Ten days when we dl stayed in hiding, ten days for us
tofill Ronin's head with enough understanding of the Hydrans Stuation to convince him that Tau had as
much to answer for to the Community as it did to the bondies ... more. Time enough for him to stop
jumping whenever Miya or Hanjen used ther pd. Time enough for him to stop garing every time Miya
and | touched each other, every time we came out of the same room in the morning, every time he saw us
with Joby, together, afamily. Time enough, hour after hour, night and day, for dl of us to fed his fear of
the strange fade, as living with freaks and diens dowly stopped seeming ether freskish or dien to him.

(We're dl falowing the same Way now,) Miyathought to me, as we watched Ronin St down to play
acounting game with Joby. (He has no choice but to come with us)) And watching him, feding whet lay
inhismind, | could dmost believe that.

On the tenth day Wauno came back; but this time there was a gunship hovering over his transport,
and Corpses behind him as he came down the steps. We dl looked up together, gaping, through the
frozen moment until Wauno smiled/Miya smiled/Ronin smiled and said, “FTA.” And findly | got past the
shock of seeing uniforms and recognized the logo they wore.

It meant we were safe, that the end was findly in Sght. They’d come this time to take Ronin back
across the river for the beginning of negotiations. Tau heads were dill rolling, Wauno told us; Sand, the
Draco Corporate Security Chief, was back on Refuge in person, dong with haf a dozen Draco Board
Members. An entirdy new Tau Board was being set in place like game pieces by Draco, and negotiators
were frantic to get things settled before their symbiotic economic systems were srangled by the FTA’s
shipping embargo.

Ronin took Hanjen with him. Miya and | stayed behind with Joby, waiting. We didn't see ether of
them again, but Hanjen kept Miya informed mind-to-mind about every painful millimeter of progress that
was made. And dl the while Naoh haunted my thoughts like a bad dream. | wondered whether she was
haunting his too.

| knew that Naoh was on Miya's mind, just like | was sure Miya was sharing with her everything we
learned. But whatever Miya fdt about her Sster or her sster’s threats, she wouldn't share it with me.
There was a reason why a pson’s DNA gave more protection againg the Gift dong with the ahility to
useit .... Theideathat life had ever been sSmpler for Hydrans than it was for Humans was just one more
dream of mine that hadn’t survived the light of day.

It was a full month before the last square peg of compromise had been driven into a round hole of
necessity: a generd amnesty for members of the Satoh, freeing us to come out of hiding without being
afrad that Tau's Corpses would murder us on sight for knowing too much.

Another FTA gunship came to escort us to the ceremony that marked the sgning of Tau's revised
charter and the treaty redricting their autonomy. The new agreements put them under the pj[ ‘s thumb for
the indefinite future. I'd never expected to be happy to see Corporate Security come for me, but this
once | didn't have any objections.

As we stood on the roof of Hanjen's house, waiting to get on board, Naoh suddenly appeared
besde Miya The corpses around us swore and fumbled for their wegpons.



She pressed empty hands together, with a deferentia bow that didn’'t hide ether her nerve or her
ungpoken tension. “I am here for the truce,” she said in self-conscious Standard. “If there isjustice now, |
want to seeit.” She looked at her sgter. | sensed an exchange going on between them that they shut me
out of. Fndly Miya held out a hand that wasn't quite steady. Naoh took it. They embraced with a painful
joy that | could fed but couldn’t share in.

The dgning ceremony was taking place a the Aerie, the closest thing to neutrd ground the
negotiators had been able to agree on. It fdt like closure, at least to me, to finish this where it had started.
As we entered the reception hdl | fdt a prickling sense of dga vu, seeing Sand in his dress uniform
ganding there among the gathered vips in their combine colors. Perrymeade and Kissndre, Hanjen, and
mogt of the Hydran Council members had dready arrived, dl of them going through the same motions of
the diplomatic dance. There were no other Hydrans except the three of us, representing the Satoh.

There were no Tau vips a dl, a least not yet. | fdt my surprise reflected in Miya's mind as she
hestated beside mein the entrance with Joby in her arrns. Joby looked around, wide-eyed as he took in
dl the people, the colors dhifting like an ail film on water. “Daddy!” he caled out as he spotted a
CorpSec uniform across the room. But it wasn't Natasa, and my hope curdled as | took in the
not-so-discreet scatter of armed guards around the hal. None of the uniforms was Natasa, and even the
fact that they were wearing FTA colors didn't reassure me when | thought about why they were here.

Miya started forward again as Perrymeade and Hanjen spotted us and came toward us across the
room. Naoh followed her like a shadow, saing a the detals of the hdl, its occupants—the wide
windows with their view of the reefs, like the hungry eyes of a bird of prey gazing down on the
Homedand, on the lagt fragment of Hydran culture and heritage. Her own eyes were dit-pupiled with
unease, even though what we were doing here today should mean those things were safe after dl; that in
the future someone looking out at that view would see something different ... something better.

| started after them, forcding mysdf to keep moving as my mind perversdy turned my body into the
center of a universe of stares. | told mysdf it was a good sgn—that it was only hgppening because this
time | could sense the crowd; my contact with the reefs, and Miya, had at least begun to hed me.

But too many eyes redly were looking a me, a the Hydran clothes | wore because they were the
only clothes | had left; at my cat-pupiled Hydran eyesin a Human face .... Suddenly | didn't fed like a
Hydran, any more than | fdt Human. | fet like a freak.

Sand went on garing at me even after the rest of the room had logt interest. | saw Lady Gyotis Binta
behind him, the only other Draco vip | knew. “So,” he said while Perrymeade and Hanjen greeted the
others, “you seem to have taken our last conversation serioudy.”

| kept my face expressionless. “You can bdieve that, if it makes you fed better,” | said.

He dtiffened, and for a second an expression | didn’t ever want to see agan showed on his face. But
then he amiled, an empty twis of his mouth, as Lady Gyotis stepped forward besde him. “I never
imagined,” she sad evenly, “when we last met, that we would meet again under circumstances like
these”

“No, maiam,” | murmured. “Neither did 1.”

“| fed sad, somehow. It's unfortunate thet it dl had to come to this”

“| guess that depends on your point of view,” | said. “Maam.”

Her control was good, but | saw her eyes flicker. Her hands made a series of quick gestures as she
glanced a Sand. He answered her the same way, usng a handtak code | didn't know, one tha
belonged drictly to vips. A look and a peculiar amile passed between them. | couldn’'t even begin to
guess what it meant; | only knew it wasn't meaningless thistime.

Sand looked back at me again as Lady Gyatis drifted away. “I’'m curious,” he said. “Perhaps you'll
humor me about this Just exactly what is your relationship with Draco?”

“Dracs—7?" | blinked, expecting him to ask me anything but thet. “I have no rdationship with Draco.
Itsanul set.”

“Then your coming here to Refuge was Smply a coincidence—nothing more.”

| glanced away, to where Miya was sanding with Hanjen and Perrymeade. | watched her hand Joby
into hisunclé s arms and saw the smileson dl ther faces. “No,” | murmured. | looked back at him. “But



if you mean, was | a croach for the Feds—no. Not urtil you forced it on me”

His mouth twisted again; he took a drink off a drifting tray and spped it pointedly. The tray floated
toward me. | took one too, and swalowed it down. “1 see,” he said. “Then would you tdl me why you
have Draco’ s logo tattooed on your ... hip?’ He glanced down, like he could see through my clothes.

| frowned, wondering whether his augmented eyes actudly could. “How do you—7"

“Your contract |labor records,” he said.

“It'snot Draco’slogo.” | shook my head, ill frowning. “It' sjust alizard.”

“It' s Draco’s logo,” he said flatly. “Do you redly think | don’'t know what that 1ooks like?”

| laughed. “1 can’t even remember how it got there,” | said. “But thanks for letting me know. I'll think
of you every timel st down.” | turned my back on him and moved away.

| crossed the room to the one smdl knot of people | fet safe with—the mixed cluster of Humans and
Hydrans with Miya at its heart. She was taking to Kissindre; they looked up together as she sensed me.
Kissndre amiled and moved away, touching my arm briefly as she made a place for me by Miyds sde.

“We were taking about the reefs” she said, like she wanted me to be sure they hadn’'t been taking
about me. “Ways the research team can learn more about the heding factor a the monastery, without
digurbing it.” The tresty we'd come here to witness made the last reef a Federa environmental preserve,
off-limits to any comhbine's exploitation.

Tau had howled at that, just like they’d howled at the new laws forcing them to begin integrating
Hydrans into ther Human workforce. From what I'd seen Miya do—from what 1'd done mysdf—|
knew that even if those changes ate holes in the Human population’s collective gut like acid, they weren't
amply justice—they were right, and smart, and good for everyone. | hoped that one day Tau would ook
back and wonder what the hdl had taken them so long to make it happen. The odds of that weren't
good, but they were better than zero, which was dl they’ d been before.

“... about the symbioss between the cloud-whaes and the Community, and interpreting the data,”
Kissndre was saying. It took me a minute to redize she was il talking about the reefs. She broke off.
“You are going to work with us again, aren't you?’

| smiled. “Try and stop me”

“Why is this taking so long?” Naoh came up behind Miya, her hands picking & her deeves like
nervous animds. | remembered Miya's restless hands, when I'd fird met her. “Where are the Tau
people? Isthis some trick—7?

“No, of course not—" Perrymeade said. He didn't finish it, as her stare set off his own doubt and
concern.

“They will be here,” Hanjen said, his voice even, his eyes willing his foster daughter to believe him.

“Wheré's Natasa?’ | asked, looking up a Joby, who was riding contentedly on Perrymeade' s
shoulders. | glanced a Miya, feding the part of her mind, the part of her srength, the part of her love,
that would dways stay with him, just like | could fed the part of it that would dways be one with me. |
imagined what a difference it could make to both Humans and Hydrans, if they could open themselves to
the possbilities | saw every time | looked into her eyes and Joby’s.

“He should be arriving with the others” Perrymeade said. “They’ve been taking about meking him
the new Didrict Adminidrator here at Riverton, Snce Borosage is being transferred—"

“Tranderred?’ Naoh said sharply. | knew from the look she gave Miya that she was demanding an
explanation, and that she didn’t like the answer she got.

“He s going to prison. Right?’ | demanded. “He s not getting out of this There's too much evidence
of everything he's done—" | looked away from Perrymeade, searching for Ronin.

“Here' s the Tau delegation now,” Perrymeade murrnured, and left my side aoruptly.

Naoh watched him go, her expresson darkening.

“Naoh—" Miya said. The word was both a question and a warning. She put a hand on her sgter’s
am, like she was trying to anchor her in redlity.

Naoh dapped her hand away without touching her.

Miya backed off, but her eyes stayed on her sster’s face.

| stopped waiching them both as the new Tau Board entered the room, in the flesh this time, not



virtud. All of them were strangers to me, which was good. They were as expressonless as a line of
dticks.

Borosage was with them. He was 4ill in uniform and heading a Security team wearing Tau colors.

Disbdief caught me by the throat. | jerked my stare away from him, tdling mysdf it was jugst a
formdlity, that there was no way in hdl he could have survived the corporate massacre when the entire
Tau Board had been deposed.

He looked toward us as they crossed the room,. and his eyes were full of hate. The mind behind
them was as unreadable to me as any of the Board members were. “Miya—?" | murmured.

But then | saw that Natasa had come in with the Tau delegation. He broke away from the formation,
and his rigid, unamiling face came to life as he spotted Joby and started toward us. Miya didn't answer
me as Joby’ s attention drew her own to hisfather.

“Daddied” Joby cried, looking from me to Natasa, delighted. Natasa's amile widened; he hdd out
his artns, and then Miya's concentration was entirdy focused on meking their reunion dl it should be. |1
glanced at Naoh, went on watching her as she watched Borosage. She looked a him the way prey
would watch a hunter ... or a hunter would watch prey.

The Tau vips flowed into the waiting mass of Draco vips, FTA observers, and Hydran Council
members, until they were dl one indigtinguishable mass of hifting colors and loyaties. They greeted each
other with the hallow goodwill of the profoundly relieved. All of them were hoping their separate ordeals
were findly over; dl of them were trying to believe that even if this wasn't a postion they’d ever wanted
to find themsdlves in, it was better than the dternative.

A chime sounded, sgnding that the rdification ceremony was beginning. The crowd began to move
toward the wide doorway that led into the main hal, where the treaty waited a the center of a showy
tech display, each segment glowing on a separate screen, hypertext ramifications and darifications ringing
them like haloes of enlightenment.

| leaned againg a pillar, dosng my eyes. The playback of a syntheszed voice | recognrzed as
Ronin’'s began to recite the terms of the agreement doud, in case anyone here hadn’t bothered to study it
beforehand. | fdt the terms of Tau's penance wash over me like cool water, leaving a prigine surface of
possibility. Tau and Indy media hypers were everywhere in the crowd assembled here, recording every
nuance as Humans and Hydrans laid the foundation for the future they were about to share, likeit or not.

| checked off the terms of the treaty againgt the agenda in my head, my respect for Ronin dimbing a
notch with every need that was met: lifting of restrictions on technologica exchange between Humans and
Hydrans, amnnesty for dl imprisoned Hydrans, rehab and training programs, quotas for integrating
Hydrans into the Human workforce, no more tampering with the magnetosphere to redirect the
cloud-whdes journeys. And for the contract laborers, dfict regulation of work safety conditions at dl
Tau indalaions, with FTA ingpection teams on-site for the indefinite future,

Tau had argued that they couldn’t survive redtrictions like that; that their economy would collapse.
The FTA’s response had been, Adapt and try, or die now. Draco had had to back them up or lose
more face—and face more trade restrictions on the rest of its hegemony. Caught between those pincers
of power, even Tau couldn’'t squirm free.

| ligened to the members of the new Tau Board mouth optimistic platitudes as one by one they
touched the display, committing their gpprova to the pennanent record. | wondered how surprised
they’d beif it actudly turned out to be better.

“l suppose you think thisisdl your doing, ’ breed?’ a voice said behind me,

| turned around, suddenly face-to-face with Borosage. | bardly controlled my urge to smash in his
face—to wipe that smugness off it, to force him back behind the invigble line he'd crossed into my
persond space. “Yeth,” | said, forcing agamile instead. “Pretty much.”

“l should have killed you when | had the chance,” he muttered, his face barely changing expression.
He glanced away. “Too bad you won't be saying on Refuge long enough to see what redly happens to
dl your big idees—"

“Wha makes you think | won't?” | folded my arms, leaning againg the pillar again.

“Y ou're being deported, genetrash.”



| sucked in a breath, hedd it, while the words tried to pardyze my brain. “I think you got it
backwards,” | sad findly. “Y ou're not going to be around to seeit dl work out, because you're about to
do some heavy time, you drug-dedling, sadistic piece of shit.”

He shook his head, a amile spread over his face like a gain. “Not me, boy. Fahd's taking my fdl ...
I'm il sanding. I'm not stupid. | knew the Board and that cocksucker Sand would try to download the
quilt onto me. | could see where it was dl leading. They thought they’d take me down, but | got them
fird. | have my ways—" He tapped the metd haf dome covering his head. “1 have records of things you
wouldn't believe; things they never even suspected | knew about them.” | redized that he must have
spent his drug profits hotwiring his brain with undetectable snoopware. “I know where dl the bodies are
buried—and who wanted them dead. Why do you think I'm 4ill here, boy, when not a angle member of
the old Tau Board is?’

| glanced away at the last of the Sgners putting their sed on the officid record, to applause tha
sounded as atifidd as satic. 1t was done, something in my head inggted. It was done, and there was
nathing he could do to change that, nothing more he could do to hurt anyone | cared about, not even me
... | searched the crowd, trying to catch Perrymeade’ s eye, or Ronin's. | saw Naoh garing back a me,
a Borosage beside me, asif we were magnetic north.

“I'm dill in charge here,” Borosage muttered. ‘And while | am, no fresk will ever fed safe on this
dde of the river. And that includes you, boy. Especidly you—" He raised his hand. | backed up a step,
my figs denching, and hated mysdf for it.

(Borosage—)

It wasn't until | saw the sudden rage fill his face that | redized I’d only heard someone cdling his
namein my mind.

He turned around. Naoh was standing right there beside us, her eyes dit-pupiled. “I told you, never
do that to me, you Hydran glgf—"

Her face didn't change. “So you are 4ill in charge, then? Everything dse is a lie ...,” she sad, out
loud thistime. “That is the Human Way—destroy your enemies before they can destroy you.”

He smirked. “You know it, sweet thing. You know me ... red wdl.” He reached out, touched her
cheek with athick finger. | saw her bardly stop hersdf from cringing away. “ So now I'm safe, and you're
forgiven. It'll go back to being the way it was, business as usud, between you and me, and your people.”

A tremor cracked her control.

“Naoh ...” | whispered. “Don’'t.” | thought that she'd ignored me, except that suddenly | couldn’t
move.

“No,” she said, her gaze dill on Borosage. “I will never be forgiven. And you are not safe—" | fdt
the power shift focus ingde her, fdt it building as the pressure turned to pain indde my head ... saw terror
fill Borosage' s face as she invaded hismind and took him over. A high, thin whine started in his throat; he
began to drool.

(Miya—) | cdl|ed, with blind desperation. (Miya!)

Naoh glanced a me didractedly, asif she'd heard me, and an odd amile played over her lips before
she looked back at Borosage.

(Areyou ready to die, mongter?) she said, ingde hismind and somehow ingde mine. (Fed your brain
... fed each cdl in it begin to—)

“Naoh!” Suddenly Miya was there between us and ingde our heads. Her hands closed on Naoh's
shoulder like she was trying to physcdly drag Naoh out of her homicidd rage.

Neoh's fig shot out, caught Miya square in the face, dropping her like a stone with the
unexpectedness of the attack. Naoh looked back at Borosage, whose face had turned a mottled purple.
He was making a sound now like somebody being guited.

| stood there, helpless to do anything but watch, the pain abcessing in my head. Miya struggled to her
feet, blood running down her chin. She looked away toward the place where the crowd was dill going
through the motions of the Humean ritua. Abruptly the empty doorway hed a figure—Hanjen's.

(Help us—!) | couldn’t tdl if he even heard me. | saw his eyes widen, but before he could move
Sand was standing beside him. Sand laid a heavy hand on his shoulder, murmuring something in his ear. |



saw Hanjen's face dowly crushed by emations | couldn’t fed as he stood watching us, but doing nothing
a dl to stop what was happening.

Miya screamed with anguish and frudtration, but only insde my head. She stood paralyzed by Naoh
like | was now, hdplesdy watching her sister turn Borosage's brains to jdly in front of our eyes. | saw
blood and something worse start to lesk out of his nose. His eyes rolled up in his head; his body spasmed
inthe air like an epileptic puppet, when it should have been writhing on the floor.

Naoh's eyes flooded with tears; her face contorted as she embraced the agony | fdt echoing through
my soul .... Borosage screamed, and it was a death cry ripped from aliving corpse. Naoh screamed with
him as his deeth fed back through the dircuit of insane rage that joined them like lovers. | fdt my own
heart sumble, suddenly redtzing Miyaand | were trapped with them insde the circuit—

My vison strobed, black/white ... and then suddenly the horror in front of us was happening to
someone ese. Borosage pitched forward on his face, no longer a prisoner of Naoh’s vengeance. When
hefindly hit the floor he was only a sack of mest, lying facedown in a spreading pool of blood and body
fluids

Naoh collgpsed on top of him, her eyes wide and saring. Her pupils were pits of blackness; blood
ran from her nose.

| swayed, bardly staying on my feet as | suddenly got back full control of my body. Miya staggered
forward. She collgpsed in my anns, sobbing. The sound was hard and pitiless, and a the molten core of
her mind the same white-hot sun of fury that had destroyed her sster was ill burning.

“I loveyou,” | mumbled, holding her close, trying desperately to reach her. (I love you, Miya Please,
please, don't leave me ...)

She raised her head, her green eyes like an emeradd desert, even though her voice 4ill sobbed out
grief. She took my facein her hands. And then her mind filled me with tender ness/yearning/love as pure
and limitless as if the two of us existed only in our souls, looking down like the angel untouched by
anything earthbound, even the blood pooling around our fet.

(I can hear you. | can ...) | thought, with incredulous joy. | redized then that in the split second before
Naoh had died with Borosage, Miya had broken free, protecting us from the feedback of their desths.

But she buried her face inmy tunic, asif she could never shut it dl out: the room, the horror, the truth.

A mob of guards and ggping strangers were dready gathering around us. We hed each other up,
held each other together, held on to each other like drownersin a nightmare sea ... like refugees.

“What the hdl happened here?’ Sand was standing in front of us now; his indignation was dmost
believable. Behind him a dozen Corpses were pointing their guns at us.

“Like you don't know,” | said thickly. “Like you didn’t let it happen.” Sand glared a warning a me.
“They're dead. She killed him ... and it killed her.”

“1t'?" Sand snapped. “‘It’ what?’

“The feedback,” Miya muttered. “It's what happens when apson kills ...”

“It swhat happened to me” | said.

He went on looking a me only the muscles in his jaw told me that he'd kept himsdf from saying
something. He lifted his hand, brought it down; the guns disappeared, the ring of guards backed off,
taking the crowd with them.

Sand stayed where he was, looking at us, looking down at the bodies of Naoh and Borosage. “I
see” he murmured, at last. “Thereis a certain dreadful symmetry to this, | suppose ...." His mouth curved
upin acryptic amile like the one he' d shared with Lady Gyatis.

Miyalifted her head, glaiing a him, like whet lay behind the amile was perfectly clear to her.

Ashe met her eyes Sand' s body tautened the way hers had, and | saw a totdly unexpected emation
fill his face. 1t was one | actudly recognized ... fear. “No further questios,” he murmured, and turned
away. “Natasal” he shouted.

Natasa pushed through the wall of stunned faces, carrying Joby. “Yes, Sr?” He looked as grim and
tense as we dl probably did. He stopped short, like he was protecting Joby from what he saw, even
though | could tdl from Joby’ s face that he'd dipped into a fugue state when Miya logt control to Naoh.
Perrymeade stood behind them like a worried shadow.



Natasa' s face was expressonless as he moved forward far enough to glimpse the bodies, like so
many conflicting emotions were filling him a once that they canceled each other out. | wondered where
Hanjen had gone, whether he was bresking the news to the Hydran Council members or whether he
couldn’'t bear the Sght of this.

“Some bad news, and some good news,” Sand said. “It appears Didrict Administrator Borosage
was the vicim of a murder-suicide committed by the former leader of HARM. So it seems that you will
become Riverton’s new Didrict Adminigtrator, after al. Odd, ian't it, how justice is sometimes served by
the strangest means” He glanced a the bodies, back a Natasa and Perrymeade. “Since you and Agent
Perrymeade will be working together closdy in the future, | suggest that you begin now, by deding with
these bodies. | will expect your report.”

Natasa stood where he was, looking as vacant-eyed as his son. Perrymeade lad a hand on his
shoulder; Natasa started. “Yes, Sr,” he murmured.

Miya freed hersdf from my arrns. “I'll take Joby,” she sad softly, her voice dmogt steady. She was
usng Joby’s need to pull hersdf together one more time, focusng on the one fixed thing left in dl our
lives Joby blinked and shook his head as she gave him back control of his senses.

Natasa passed Joby to her, sdf-conscioudy but gratefully, under the gaze of every Human and
Hydran who'd just seen their worst fears for the future acted out in their midg.

Joby wrapped his arrns around her neck and kissed her cheek, beamiog, oblivious. | wondered
where in the nine hillion names of God she found the srength, the contral, to let hm see and hear the
world around him right now without seeing it through her mind's eye—a world bloodred with pain and
ach black with loss. Maybe she found it in hisamile.

The near dlence of the crowd broke like a wave into munnuring voices, stunned, querulous,
wondering.

Natasa smiled & her, a Joby, asif they were proof enough that what had been the past between
their people didn't have to be the future—a smile not meant for the crowd, but one they couldn’t help
seaing anyway—one that said with every choice you made yon lost something, but maybe you gained
something too. He moved forward, with Perrymeade at his Side, to face what had to be done.

Thetwo bodies lay Hill inablur of red, slent witness to the end product of dt pregjudice and hatred. |
sarted as | saw Hanjen suddenly kneding beside Naoh, gazing a her empty face and daing eyes. His
body shook with soundless grief. He hed her limp, lifdess hand like somehow she could 4ill fed his
presence, his anguish, a parent’s love that no amount of bitterness or disllusonment or even death itsdf
could destroy.

Miya came back to my side, and | heard her soft cry as she saw/felt Hanjen. Tears spilled down her
cheeks a lagt.

Joby put his hands on her face. “Sad, Mommy—7?" he whispered. His own eyes suddenly shone with
tears. She nodded, hiting her lip.

| touched Joby’s shoulder, touched Miyas thoughts, proving to them that they weren't done
proving the same thing to mysdf.

At Natasa's order hdf a dozen guards came back to carry the bodies away. But Hanjen waved them
off as they would have touched Naoh. He picked her up in his ams, cradling her as effortledy as a
child, then turned to leave. Guards cleared a path for him and for Natasa and Perrymeade as they
followed him out. More guards dragged away Borosage' s dead weight. Servo drones moved in behind
them to clean up the blood.

The crowd watched them go out of the room, and then they began to closein on us like a murmuring
seq, thar words as unintdligible as the tangled wilderness of their thoughts.

Miya made a choked noise; | fdt the grief that had frozen her to the spot beside me bresking down
into panic. She looked toward the doorway that the others had disappeared through. | redized we'd
both gone on mindlesdy standing there, instead of fallowing the others while we could.

“What the hdl is going on? What the hdl happened—?" Someone' s hand fdl on my shoulder. Ronin.

| turned to look at him, wondering how long he'd been there uying to get our atention. | shook my
head, beyond words, whileindde me | fdt Miya's desperation begin to take on physca form—the tug,



the pull, the beginning of a change that meant tel eportation.

(Yes) | thought, glancing a her. (Go. Go after them.) “We haveto go ...” | murmured, trying to keep
my atention on Ronin.

“Not yet,” Ronin said. His hand gripped my arm. “Not until you tel me what this means.”

(Go,) | thought to Miyaagain. (Go on. I'll handle this)) She disappeared from beside me, taking Joby
with her, leaving her gratitude behind in my thoughts.

Ronin and Sand both started as she disappeared, their reflexes getting the better of them—like they
were both Hill afraid, deep down, of being sucked out of existence themselves. The voices around us
crested in surprise.

Ronin took a deep breath. He looked at Sand as though he thought Draco’s Chief of Security ought
to be doing something more about what had just happened here than sanding with his hands behind his
back.

“It's being taken care of,” Sand said, answering Ronin's unspoken question. “1 can be of more use
remaning here” | wasn't sure what he meant by that—yprotecting us, or protecting Draco’s interedts.

Ronin looked back a me, like he knew Sand wasn't going to give him an answer that meant
anything. “What the hdl happened?’ he asked again, gesturing at the stains disappearing before our eyes
as the cleanup crew of gleaming drones erased the last traces of blood.

“Nothing,” | muttered. | glanced at Sand. “Nathing happened that wasn't supposed to.”

“Dammit!” Ronin said. “That woman Naoh killed Borosage—or did he kill her?’

“It was a murder-suicide,” Sand said tonelesdy. “She killed him; she died. That's how it happens
with the Hydrans. Obvioudy, she knew the consequences of her act.”

“But, why?” Ronin shook his head. “For God's sake, we just Sgned a new treaty. The rights her
people were fighting for are findly being given back to them. The members of HARM have been given

“It was't enough,” | said. “For her.”

His expresson then said he didn't know whether to pity her because she was crazy or resent her
ingratitude. Anally the ook on his face was just incomprehension of the dien.

“It'snot so hard to understand,” | said. “There were twelve tregties before this one ... they were dl
just words.”

“Words can be deeds.”

“Words can be lies, too. You had to make compromises, didn’t you?’

“Of course—"

“One was that Borosage stayed on as Didrict Adminigtrator?”

Ronin nodded. “The Draco Board ingged ... ©

| shot alook at Sand. “I’ll bet they did.” | looked back a Ronin. “Borosage would have made sure
nothing redlly changed in spite of the treaty. Like | said, that wasn't enough for Naoh.”

“He was only a Digrict Adminigtrator—" Ronin protested.

“But he knew where dl the bodies were buried,” | said. “I guess now heéll be buried there too.”

“Sill ... why would she do something like this, when she knew it would kill her?” Ronin waved his
hand.

“Because ...” | glanced at the crowd of vips beginning to drift gpart, dowly heading back through the
wide arch into the larger hdl where the treaty table ill shone like an dtar. “Because she couldn’t see any
other Way.”

Hisface said he ill didn't understand. But then, | hadn’t expected him to.

“It was unfortunate that this—incident had to happen in the midst of the treaty dgning, of dl places.
But there was no real harm done,” Sand said, “to anyone who didn’'t deserve it. Well assgn Natasa to
Borosage' s pogt, as you origindly wanted us to. The Hydrans hated Borosage; they can only be rdieved
by that change.” He amiled faintly. “I expect we dl can.”

He looked away across the room, like he was trying to find even one person who'd be sorry
Borosage was gone. “And now we're dl free of an ungtable Hydran troublemaker as well. As far as the
purposes of this gathering, nothing redly happened—just as Cat said.” He looked down. The rug was



spotless.
Ronin controlled a grimace. | watched him reabsorb his disgust until no more emotion was left on his

face than on Sand’s. The scars from his accident at the interface bardy showed now but | knew they
mugt dill be on his mind. He did this sort of thing for a living; | wondered how he stood it. “1 see” he
sad, and he didn’'t say anything more.

“Wdl, then,” Sand murmured. “If everything has been explained to your satisfaction, why don’'t we
join the rest of the representatives in the banquet room and celebrate the good that has been
accomplished here?’ He gestured toward the doorway the rest of the crowd had disappeared through.

“Wat,” | said. “What about my databand?’ | held up my wrist. A grip of heding skin showed where
the bond tag had been fused to my flesh. There was dill no databand to cover it up. Ronin's was sy
back on hiswrigt, but nobody had said anything about mine.

Ronin looked a my wrist. He glanced at Sand.

“It will be waiting for you on the ship that takes you off-world,” Sand said.

“What—7'

“Tau has revoked your passport,” Ronin said, not looking a me. “Y ou're being deported.”

| shook my head. “What are you talking about?” Suddenly | remembered what Borosage had sad
just before Naoh had attacked him. “Tha was Borosage' s idea. He's dead. 1—"

“It was't just Borosage's idea,” Ronin said, making eye contact findly. “Cat”—his empty hands
gestured a the vil—'you dmost sngle-handedly set in motion the events that led to this treaty
agreement. That’s an incredible accomplishment. But if you think that makes you a hero to the people of
Refuge, think again.”

“Do you mean the people? Or the Humans?’ | said sourly. “Or just the Tau Board and Draco? Who
do you think they redly hate more, you or me?’

He frowned, his mouth thinning. “No doubt they hate me, because | represent the power to actudly
make change happen. But that power aso protects me. | can't guarantee you the same kind of safety.”

“I'm not asking you to,” | said. “I can take care of mysdf.”

Sand made a soft noise of amusement as he glanced at my bare, scaffed wrist. “All that aside” he
sad, “not only will neither Draco nor Tau take respongbility for your safety if you remain here—we have
the legd right to deport you. Under corporate law, you are guilty of everything from usng profanity in
public to sedition. If you were to stay on Refuge, we would have to prosecute you on dl charges” He
shrugged. “Borosage got what he deserved,” he murmured. “Consider yourself lucky.”

“The agreement said amnesty for dl HARM members—"

“But you're not Hydran. Y ou're a registered cttizen of the Federation. We didn't take your databand
away from you, after dl. You logt it.”

“Tau's CorpSec tortured me! | was illegdly detained as a contract laborer! You want to talk about
caimes—’

He hdd up his hand. * Spare me ... spare yoursdf. The decison has dready been made. It will not be
changed. Now, if you'll excuse me” He walked away and |eft us Sanding there.

| faced Ronin again. “They don't have theright. Tdl [ip—"

Ronin's eyes were nothing but shadow. “I can't do anything. It's one of the points we had to grant
them during the treaty negatiations. In order to get your record cleared of Tau's aimind charges, we had
to agree that you would leave Refuge.”

“You son of ahitch,” | said. “You can’'t do thisto me”

“You broke the laws of this world, dammit!” he said, his voice rigng. “You saved my life, but you
aso broke the lav! | got you everything you wanted for the Hydrans, to the best of my ahility! But to do
that, | had to make compromises. That's how it works.”

“That’s not good enough.” My eyes blurred; | looked away. Miya—

“I'm sorry,” he murmured. “1 wish it was.” And | knew from his voice that he was thinking just like |
was of Miya, and Joby: he'd seen us together, he knew what they meant to me. He understood what this
was going to do to us .... And he was sorry. But that didn’t change anything.

“Goddamn ....” | turned away, my voice shaking, filled with a pain so deep and sudden that it made



mewant to cry out. | searched the building with my thoughts, searching for Miya. But she'd disappeared
from my mind like she'd disappeared from the room, her own thoughts focused completely on Joby or
on desth.

Ronin was judt as slent behind me, like he was waiting for me to get control of mysdf. Or maybe he
just had no idea of what to do next, any more then | did.

| turned back, findly, because | couldn’t stand here in this empty hal forever, with Ronin hovering a
my back like a bug hypnotrzed by a light, turning my grief into some kind of freak show. “... got to find
Miya” | said, managing to keep my voice steady as long as | didn't look at him. | headed for the
doorway that Miya had gone through.

“Cdt,” Ronin cdled, behind me.

| stopped, my hands tightening into figts, but | didn’t turn around. “What—7?’

A holographic image of Natan Isplanasky appeared suddenly in the ar in front of me: “1 wanted to
thank you,” he said. His disembodied head |ooked me draight in the eyes, like he could actudly see me.
“And | wanted to ask whether you'd consder doing the kind of work Ronin does, for me, for the
FTA—"

| let out alaugh of disbelief. | stood there, dill laughing out loud, as | gouged out his phantom eyes
with my trembling thumbs. “Y ou bastards—!” | shouted as | turned back to Ronin. “Y ou know wha?’ |
was't laughing now. “The last time the FTA asked me to work for them, they’d just buttfucked me too.”

He looked a me blankly.

“The telhassum mines on Cinder: a combine conspiracy, a pson terrorist caled Quickslver. The
FTA used some freeks—and | mean used—to bring im down. Maybe you remember.”

He remembered. “That was you? Y ou were one of them?’

“Tdl Isplanasky he's mistaken me for somebody who gives ashit,” | said, turning away again.

“He told me what you did for Lady Elnear taMing,” Ronin cdled out. “1 know what you did here. |
don't think he's mistaken.”

| stopped again, not tuning back this time. “You've been wrong before” | sad thickly. | blew
through I splanasky’ s imege like it was smoke and went on across the room.

“Think about it,” Ronin called. “Just think about it—"

| forced my hands open a my sides. | made it to the doorway without breaking down, and went on
through.

Three faces looked up a me together, from where three people crouched like one around Naoh's
body. Natasa was gone, and he'd taken Joby with him. | redized from what showed on the faces of
Hanjen and Perrymeade as they dowly got to ther feet that they aready knew what I'd just found out
about my future, or lack of one. | choked on the wet ash of guilt and pity in their stares. Miya looked up
a me, and | fdt her incomprehension, dulled by grief. She caught my strengthless hand, pulling herself up,
and her mind opened floodgates of ove/loss/pain/need/love.

And then she made a amdl, strangled noise. “No ...” she whispered, looking a Hanjen in disodief,
looking back a me as his nod confirmed the truth. “No, no—!" She lunged a him. Her fingers dug into
his clothes, clawed at his flesh, like they were lies she could tear away.

Hanjen stood passively, grimading with pain but not meking a move to protect himsdf, until & last she
dung to him, strengthless, hopeless. She didn’'t resst as | pulled her away from him, into my anns. We
held each other for along time.

Fndly | fdt someone s hands separate us, with gentle ingstence.

Miya looked up a Hanjen, her eyes bleak. “Leave us done” she sad hitterly, out loud. “Why can't
you—7?'

“Miya...” he murrured. “The treaty is our last chance for survivd as a people. The Way | have
waked dl my life was leading me to this—the Way that we both shared for so long. | know now that
Bian was meant to walk it with us. If it had not been for im ...” He looked at me. 1 swear by the Allsoul
... | diddl I could to stop this” He looked down. “But | couldn’t stop it. Not if it meant losing everything

Miya's head jerked once, a nod, and | knew that she believed him, even though she didn’'t answer



him, even if she'd never forgive him any more than | would.

“Wemud ... take care of your sgter,” he munnured. “Before the Humans return and try to take her
body away.” | redized there was no Sgn of Borosage's body. The Corpses must have taken his body
away dready.

“Wha do you need to do now?’ Perrymeade asked him awkwardly. “Is there anything | can do to
hep—?" He didn't make the same offer to Miya or to me. He didn’'t even mest our eyes. Maybe as far
as he was concerned we were beyond help.

“Wewill take her back across theriver, to rgoin the earth,” Hanjen said, the formdlity of the words
bardy keeping them intdligible

“I'll affange for Wauno to take you back—"

“We have no need for that,” Hanjen said gently. “But thank you, Janos.” He bowed, a Sgn of honor
and respect; one that wasn't meaningless this time. “You have become the advocate—and true
friend—that you were meant to be.”

“Thet | dways should have been,” Perrymeade murmured, glancing down. “Thet | dways wanted to
be, redly.” He looked up again, a usal.

| turned my back on him.

“l want to go with you,” | said softly to Miya. “Let me come with you.” | looked away from Miya
and Hanjen, a& Naoh’'s mationless body.

“Cat—" Perrymeade began, and looking & him | saw the fear in his eyes that | meant to go for good.
That my grief and anger, or Miya's, might knock the scaes out of precarious balance again, now that
they had findly been set to wagh farly between Hydrans and Humans.

“Shut up,” | said, glaring at him. “1 need a chance to say goodbye. Y ou have to give me that much ...
that much time. | won’t make trouble—" glancing at Hanjen, a Miya “I'll do what you want. But dl of
you owe me that much. And none of you can say | don't keep my promises”

Perrymeade took a deep breath, and nodded.

Hanjen nodded too, with a solemn lack of expression that could have meant anything or nothing.
Only Miya redly looked a me, with her mouth quivering and her eyes full of unshed tears. Hanjen
mindspoke with Miya for along time, keeping it private even from me. Her gaze broke, findly; she stared
a the floor, and her tears dripped onto the spotless carpet as she said doud to Perrymeade, “We will
return tomorrow.

Perrymeade watched slently as Hanjen and Miya gathered themselves for the difficult jump. | fdt
Miya s grip close on my arm, on my mind. Perrymeade and the room did a fade to black.

Suddenly we were sanding on the river shore, with the shadowed reefs risng up around us. | shook
the echoes of the Aerie out of my head; looked a Miya, redizing that we' d returned to the shue we'd
once gone to with Grandmother, seeking answers that dready lay ingde us ....

Miya and Hanjen kneded down on the stones of the shore beside Naoh's body, gazing & it in
perfect illness, like they were praying; but the only sound | could hear was the sound of the river
flowing.

| took the few hard Human steps to Miya s side, knedled down, and touched her.

She didn't gartle, didn’t move, except to reach up and take my hand. The drcuit of contact between
us opened, and | fdt the words flow into my head, filling my thoughts with a song of completion, of
sorrow/regret/longing, and findly relief that one more journey on the spird Way had ended, and a lost
soul had returned to its Sarting point, to begin yet another journey ...

The talons of my own fresh loss closed on my heart, crushing my hope, my senses, my concentration
... | let go of Miya s hand before the recoil of my thoughts poisoned her prayers. Alonein my mind, aone
inthe dark, there was nothing but the slence of broken promises.

| opened my eyes to the daylight and looked away adong the shore. | wondered whether we were
going to make the journey by boat into the hidden heart of the reefs ... wondered how the Hydrans
buried their dead. All I'd seen were artifacts ingde the holy place—no trace of their owners. No trace.

| looked up at the reefs, down a Naoh's body, a Miya and Hanjen. | took Miya's hand again, and
thistime | let go of mysdf, let their prayersfill my head like the voicdless song of angels or of ancestors.



Thistime | found the courage to listen, letting the prayer touch me, the mourning have its weight.

The dreamfdl of Miya's memoriesfdl glently, softly, ingde me, until | didn’'t know anymore whether
| was looking & her or looking & mysdf, until the desth mask that | secretly saw whenever | looked in
the mirror became the mirror, the shadows became light, and | saw my face in hers and hers in mine
agan, and knew there was a reason to go on living.

(Namaste,) Hanjen munnured. Miya echoed it, and | echoed it: (We are one.) The prayers for the
dead were finished, and in the dillness that followed, my thoughts suddenly ignited with a burst of ps
energy that blacked out my vison from the insde.

When my dght cleared, Miya and Hanjen were dill kneding on the stones, and the space between
them was empty. Naoh was gone.

Before | could ask where—? the answer filled my eyes. Into the reefs. To join her ancestors
cast-off flesh and the cloud-whales cast-off dreams, a tradition that must have had meaning for
generations beyond remembering.

Miya looked up &t last. Her eyes were clear again, rain-washed bright—until they met mine

And as she went on looking & me, a what lay behind my own eyes, | suddenly redized that she
could have stopped her sgter. She'd protected hersdf, and me, from the recoil of Naoh's death wish.
But she could have done more. She could have stopped it, as surdy as she could have stopped her sster
from stepping off adiff.

But she hadn't.

| didn’'t ask her why. | knew, as surdly as | knew that she'd had a choice and madeit.

She touched my cheek, and her eyes filled with tears again. | raised my hand, surprised to fed
wetness on my face, tracks of dinging hest in the cold wind. | wondered how long they’ d been there,

(Namaste,) she thought, and her tears fdl harder as | took her inmy arrns.

Hanjen stayed where he was, kneding on the empty shore. He watched us just long enough to let me
sense hisquilt, his grief, his shame, his anger/frustration a fate—the emotions that wouldn’t even grant
me the satidfaction of hating him for what hed done. He looked down agan, tracing desgns in the
pebbles. | didn't know whether it was some find ritud act, or whether he was just trying to grant us a
privecy his presence made impossible.

It didn’'t matter, any more than it mattered whether he understood what we were feding. All that
mattered now was that tomorrow I’ d be gone from Refuge, more completely than Naoh, and right now |
didn’t know how | was going to bear it.

(Namaste,) | thought, but the tears went on running down my face, because it was nothing but alie

Thirty-One

| looked our the transport’s wide window as we left Tau River-ton, watching the panorama of the
reefs—the sheer-walled karst-form peaks, the shining thread of the river—as the view widened and fell
away. | remembered seaing that same view as we'd arrived from Frgfal. My mind had been a blank
dae then; it had been a driking view, nothing more. It seemed impossible to me now that | could have
been so naive, so blind, only weeks ago.

(Cat—) Miyd s presence gtirred in my mind.

(Miya....) 1 thought, dill holding her indde me the way I'd hed her for the last time this morning in the
open square by the waiting transport while they dl watched: Hanjen and Perrymeade, Sand and Natasa
Kissndre hdd Wauno's am in a death grip, anchoring hersdlf, like she was afraid the same unseen force
that was tearing me loose from Refuge might suddenly lay its hands on her.

Joby had been there too, in Miya's arms, in mine, and there'd been tears on his face as | kissed his
forehead and told him goodbye. And he'd wanted to know why? and he'd wanted to know when
would | come back? and | couldn’'t think of an answer to ether of those things that he would have
understood.

Instead | handed him the cloud-watcher’ s lenses that Wauno had given to me, and told him to watch
the sky, because soon the an lirr would come back to Riverton, hishome. And he' d asked me, Then will



you come back too—? and | couldn’'t answer that, any more than | could ask Miya the only thing I'd
wanted to ask her dl through the deepless hours of last night: Come with me—?

Because she wouldn't; because she couldn't .... Because no maiter how much we needed each
other—to hed, to make ourselves whole—Joby needed her more than | did, and we both knew it.

“You didn't ask her to come with you?” Wauno sad findly, breaking the slence he' d kept ever since
the transport had lifted from the square.

| shook my head. | redized that the thought must actudly have reached his mind, and | didn’t even
care.

“Why not?’ he asked softly, dmogt diffidently.

| looked over a him, surprised, because it wasn't like him to ask that kind of question. “Joby,” |
sad, findly, and looked away again.

He grimaced, like he redized he should have known that without having to ask. After a while, he
sad, “Wha you did here—what you started—will be good for everybody. Someday even Tau will be
ableto seetha.”

“Hdl will freeze over firg,” | said, frowning a the empty sky. “No good deed ever goes unpunished.’

He shook his head. “The sysem will forget about you persondly a long time before that. Most
people have short memories. Wait alittle, till things shake out here. Then you can come back—"

““The Net doesn't forget,” | said. “Ever.” I'd trip some flag in Tau's security programming if | ever
tried to set foot on Refuge again; even | knew that much about the system.

(The system—) The thought echoed in my head.

Like a ghost in the machine. (Miya—?) | thought, remembering suddenly what she knew—what
I"d taught her. If the redrictions on Hydrans usng technology were lifted, like the treaty promised,
someday she might find away to make even a thinking mechine forget ...

| breathed on an ember of hope, trying to keep it dive in the wasteland of my thoughts. My telepathic
link with Miya was garting to fray as the distance between us grew; with every breath, | lost another
shining filament of contact, until at last she disappeared into the gatic hissng of blood rushing through my
arteries and veins the sound of solitary confinement, the life sentence my body had given to my brain.

Wauno didn’t say anything more, or if he did | didn’t hear him. | watched the land below change and
change again, gfting through the gtatic in my head for any last trace of Miya, any stray thought, drinking
the bittersweet dregs of longing.

By now the land below me looked totaly unfamiliar. | could aready have been on another world as |
fdt Miya's last sraining fingertip of thought dip from mine and vanigh into the trackless slence where dl
Humans lived forever.

| went on daing out a the day, a the surface of Refuge flowing past beneath us, dill searching for
some ray of thelight no eye could see.

Wauno nudged me, findly, and | redized that he'd been trying to get my attention. | looked at him,
feding akind of dishdief, like I’d actudly forgotten he existed. He pressed cloud-spotting lenses into my
hands and pointed. “Look. They're coming back.”

| held the lenses up to My eyes, and saw the an lirr. They moved across the face of the sun, their
formless bodies haloed with sundogs, colors bleeding through the spectrum across their ever-changing
faces. | watched the surred dlver rain of thelr cast-off dreams.

| wondered then whether the truth the Creators had meant for us—both Hydrans and Humans—to
understand, every time we looked up, had been the opposite of the message they’d left us in the
Monument. The Monument was derile, changdess perfection; a dwine to univesd law. The
cloud-whaes endless metamorphosis sad tha nothing was fixed in our individud lives, that every
moment our fates changed, at any moment they could change again ....

That the things that made us what we were, that made our lives worth living, were aways intangible
and insubstantid, at least by Human standards ... that if we didn’t rediize that, too often our lives wound
up nothing but a refuse hegp of hdf-glimpsed futures, haf-formed rdationships, broken hearts and
dreams. That in the end, our lives were dl dreamfdl. The best we could hope for was that someday,
somewhere, some random cast-off dream of ours might ease someone else's pain, or live on in someone



dsgsmemary ...

| held the lenses pressed againg my eyes for a long time, long past the time when the cloud-whaes
hed drifted beyond sght, long past the time when my eyes had stopped seeing. Long past the time when
unshed tears left me too blind to watch the starport dowly expanding to fill my vison, as it swalowed the
sky and the land that had once belonged to a different people ... a world as green as the memory of her
eyes.

Theworld was cdled Refuge, but | couldn’t imagine why.
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